
MARCH 2016

OWL BELIEVES TWO THINGS ABOUT SMALL BUSINESS MONEY: > It should be stable and secure.  > There should be more of it.
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Many business owners have embraced the concept of lifelong 
learning as it relates to our professional roles. We read (or maybe 
skim) the latest buzzworthy business books. We read (or skim) The 
Economist or The New York Times or Entrepreneur or Inc. or Forbes 
or all of the above. Maybe we watch TED Talks. A few of us might 
even enroll in formal continuing education.

Brace yourself: 
Someone knows more than you.

This is all good stuff. Critical, in fact, when it comes to keeping pace with the 
industry you’re in. But there’s one area of lifelong professional learning that’s 
lacking for far too many business leaders: listening.

Specifically, listening to the key opinion 
leaders in business as a whole, in our 
industries, and even within our own 
companies.

You might be thinking: “But I’m the CEO. 
I’m the key opinion leader in my 
company.” And you’d be forgiven for 
saying that, because you’re almost certainly 
at least partially correct.

But are you the only one? If you think you are, you’re not only doing your 
business a disservice. You’re doing yourself a disservice.

Step One: Identify the Key 
Opinion Leaders in Business
It’s easiest to identify key opinion leaders in 
business as a whole, so we’ll start there. 

This may sound too obvious: We all know about the 
Richard Bransons and Jeff Bezoses and Bill Gateses 
of the world. And we can look to them for 
inspiration, but why not dig a little deeper to find 
people whose approaches, philosophies, and 
success stories resonate with you?

Stay alert and tuned into thought leaders. These are 
people with Big Ideas and the gumption to back up 
those ideas with action. Are you inspired by people 
who rock the boat? Or people who operate by the 
book and just do it better than everyone else?

The next time you read about a company doing 
something that you think is really cool (parental 
leave, enforced vacation, an employee input 
program, or anything else), pay attention to the 
leader behind that Big Idea. Why did she or he
do what was done? What else does this person 
have up her or his sleeve?

These people don’t have to be anywhere near 
your industry to influence you and your 
operational practices. Start making connections 
between their successes and opportunities 
within your own industry and business.

Here’s h� to rem�y that:

Step Two: Identify the Key 
Opinion Leaders in Your Industry

Step Three: Identify the Key 
Opinion Leaders in Your Business

The key opinion leaders in your industry are usually those who are that 
elusive combination of innovative, resilient, successful, and vocal. They may 
be featured frequently in business publications. They might be the ones 
giving the TED Talks. If you identify someone whose philosophy and story 
resonates with you (and maybe makes you a little envious), don’t simply 
view him or her as competition. Reframe that person as someone from 
whom you can learn.

We’re not suggesting that you need to dial up Richard Branson and ask him 
to mentor you. You don’t even necessarily need to be in personal contact 
with the key opinion leader in question. But there’s no reason you can’t 
become his or her student. Buy the books. Read the articles. Dive into the 
“how” behind the success. 

What is he or she doing that you hadn’t thought of — or haven’t been 
willing to do?

And there’s nothing wrong with reaching out, especially if you’re not in 
direct competition. Be prepared to hear “no, thanks,” but who knows — 
you could end up picking his or her brain over coffee and leaving with a 
fantastic connection and new inspiration. 

Identifying the key opinion leaders in business 
as a whole or in your industry involves setting 
aside your own ego in order to learn from 
people who’ve gone before and/or done things 
better. Identifying the key opinion leaders in 
your business is downright humbling. To do this 
effectively, you don’t just need to set aside your 
ego. You need to lock it in a dark closet for a bit.

You might already have an inkling that someone in your company is smarter 
than you are, at least when it comes to certain areas. Perhaps you’ve felt a 
bit threatened by this person. Instead of feeling threatened, capitalize on 
this person’s presence. Pick her brain. Ask him his opinion, and then 
genuinely listen to the answer.

If you have a history of shutting down opposition in your company, it might 
take some coaxing to get this person to open up candidly. Assure him or her 
that you’re serious about soliciting unvarnished input.

If the key opinion leaders in your business are not immediately apparent, 
that doesn’t mean there aren’t any there. Start by 
looking beyond titles. Instead, consider expertise. 
You may even have to go far beyond the C-suite. 
Your entry-level social media coordinator probably 
(okay, definitely) shouldn’t be entrusted with your 
company’s entire strategic plan, but she has a 
perspective and skill set that is completely different 
than yours and might be the key to helping you tap 
into a whole new market.

Soliciting input from other smart, 
well-intentioned people is always a 
good idea. (We’d be remiss if we didn’t 
point out that we know a few smart, 
well-intentioned people who would be 
happy to weigh in on your business.)
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