
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

THE MOTOR OF INNOVATION:  
Applying the Learnings from a Networked Improvement Community (NIC) 

to a Software as a Service (SaaS) Organization’s Thought Leadership 
Strategy 

 
 

Kirby L. Schoephoerster 
 

Amy W. Patnoe 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

July 25, 2025 
 

Dr. Matthew Campbell, Advisor 
 
 
 
 
 

This Capstone Paper is submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 
degree of Doctor of Education in Leadership and Learning in Organizations at the 

Peabody College of Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee. 
 

 



 

THE MOTOR OF INNOVATION Schoephoerster & Patnoe 
 

DEDICATION 
For my mother and father,  

who instilled in me their boundless passion for education,  
and who have unstintingly and unwaveringly supported my efforts  

to explore, to learn, and to grow,  
making me into the person I am today;  

Thank you for everything. 
Other pursuits belong not to all times, 
not to all ages, not to all conditions; 

But education gives stimulus to our youth, 
diversion to our old age; 

It adds a charm to success, 
and offers a haven of consolation to failure. 

In the home it delights, 
in the world it hampers not. 
Through the night-watches, 

on all our journeying, 
and in our hours of country ease, 

it is our unfailing companion. 
-Kirby 

 
For my grandmother, Mary Weum, the matriarch who instills wit and charm into every interaction. When 

I look at you I see legacy and lines and wonder. Thank you for starting it all. 
 

For William, my son bound to William Weum, his great grandfather, Mary’s husband, my grandfather: As 
your other great grandmother, Alma Dee, would say, you walk through life tickled. How lucky am I to 

soak up your joy. 
 

For my mother, Laura, and my daughter, Isabel, 
Just as a mother loves her daughter, 

a daughter looks at her mother as the rising sun.  
And in the rising, the mother is reminded:  

It is them together, the brightest of all. 
 

For my husband, my love, Sam, 
You have given the world. 

The quiet whispers of confidence, dreams,  
the stars even, 

now the turn is yours. 
May you feel your own creativity in the brush of the wind,  
find your confidence in the strength of waves in the ocean,  
and my love a reflection of all you have poured into others. 

-Amy 

2 



 

THE MOTOR OF INNOVATION Schoephoerster & Patnoe 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

First and foremost, I want to express my profound gratitude to my project partner and co-author, 
Amy. I find it rather amusing how - at specific, unexpected points throughout one’s life - the stars seem to 
align and we share an experience with someone who possesses the kind of knowledge, the kind of 
disposition, and the kind of energy that will stick with us in memory till old age; my amusement only 
increased when I learned that you also live in Minnesota and are no stranger to the ambrosial draw of 
Lion’s Tap. Amy, you are a titan, and I could not have asked for a more enthusiastic, mindful, and 
supportive partner to carry out this project with. Your strategic mind, business acumen, and demonstrable 
compassion for others will continue to carry you to incredible heights. You are a walking, talking model 
of not just what it means, but what it takes to improve organizations, and I cannot see you as anything 
other than a role model - a transformative, courageous leader who I aspire to become. I also want to give 
my appreciation to your family for affording me your time to collaborate; your dedication to your family 
is beyond admirable, and it makes me that much more honored to have spent so many hours both 
in-person and online talking about our work. 
​ Secondly, I want to thank the illustrious Dr. Matthew (Matt) Campbell, who eagerly agreed to 
advise our capstone project. Thank you, Matt, for your passion, your flexibility, your adept command over 
the best practices of classroom facilitation, and your seemingly bottomless knowledge of the content that 
we attempted to adequately cover here. It was refreshing to work with a scholar who not only understands 
that all of our work as improvers is “probably wrong, and definitely incomplete”, but also “walks the 
talk” as a true research practitioner. If you would indulge me in recalling my learnings from our most 
recent semester, I would concur with Aristotle that to become a virtuous doer of activities requires doing 
the kinds of things that a virtuous person would do. You have been that person for us throughout this 
project, and I can only hope that our efforts here embody what you and other leaders of improvement 
would consider to be a virtuous display of putting research into practice. 
​ And to my family - my mother, father, and brother - thank you for your love and neverending 
encouragement as I sought to carry out another lengthy (and arguably dense) research project. To my 
friends, thank you for giving me the time and space to wax philosophical and scientific about my work; 
three plus years of hearing my musings about education, graduate school, and organizational 
improvement would put any person with a moderate amount of sanity at risk of cracking up, but not you 
all. Jack, Anders, Tom, Halle, and Jonathan, you are my rock. 
 

-Kirby 
 
​ Many thanks go to my incredible children, Isabel and William. You have lived these last three 
years alongside a mom who seemed to always be running, from meetings to class, from class to meetings, 
and back again. Yet in the midst of it all, you gave me the gifts that mattered most: your silly games that 
reminded me to laugh, your big hugs that made the world right again, and your hilarious stories that kept 
joy close even on the busiest days. You gave me time and space to focus, and in doing so, you gave me 
the greatest gift: the ability to chase a dream that now belongs to all of us. This degree is not just mine, it 
is ours. It’s a piece of the legacy we are building together, one that I hope will remind you that love, 
laughter, and determination can build something lasting. And I hope one day, when you chase your own 
big dreams, you’ll remember that we did this together. Just like you’ve been cheering me on, I will be 

3 



 

THE MOTOR OF INNOVATION Schoephoerster & Patnoe 
 

your number one cheerleader. (Dad and I will tie for first! And I’ll try not to embarrass you too much with 
my screaming.) 
​ To my parents, Laura and Chuck, thank you for modeling the balance of personal and 
professional tenacity. I love telling the story of the year we all came home for the holidays and received 
gift cards to go pick out our own personalized bowling ball. Could we bowl? Sure! Were we personalized 
bowling ball good? Absolutely not! Did it matter? Not at all. You never limited our beliefs and always 
encouraged confidence. Your investment in our family, in quality time, and healthy competition laid the 
foundation to arriving to this moment. Thank you. Thanks also to my beautiful siblings, Kelly and Joe, for 
your constant support in all walks of life, and particularly this one. I love you always Sloan, Charle, Addi, 
Rick, and Linnea! 
​ To my in-laws, Kelly and Tom, thank you for showing up in so many ways for our family over 
the years. This journey would not have been possible without your generosity and compassion (not to 
mention the fresh sourdough loaves and the never ending Otter Pond Farm zucchini!). In the middle of 
this program apparently Sam and I thought it was a great idea to move in with you and remodel a home 
down the road from you - and guess what? It wasn’t just a great idea, it’s perhaps the best idea we’ve had. 
Thank you for being there for Sam and the kids; whether it’s an afternoon of play, a school pick-up, or 
simply offering a quick hug, you made it possible for me to fully commit to this program without 
worrying that Isabel and William’s days would be anything less than joyful and secure. Thank you also to 
Sarah and Matt for filling Isabel and William’s memories with homemade piñatas and walks to the park 
so I could finish this thing! All my love, too, to Gordon, Fred, Rose, Gina, and Alex. 

There are so many individuals to thank from various support systems, from work colleagues to 
college friends to family. You reminded me that big goals are built one at a time; this milestone may have 
my name on it, but it is stitched together with your generosity, care, and unwavering faith that I would 
make it here. Special thanks to our fearless advisor, Dr. Matthew Campbell, for believing in Kirby and I 
every step of the way. It is your passion for improvement science that gave us the pieces to weave 
together this project. 

In the middle of this program, one of the smartest guys I had met reached out to inquire about 
partnering on our final project. I felt like a cool kid picked first for the kickball team. Kirby, you are a 
brilliant role model of curiosity; always asking questions to pull ideas from the shadows or probing 
beneath the surface until meaning shines clear. You push insights to new heights with a thoughtful nudge 
or a spark of wonder, adding a flavor of improvement science here or a dose of philosophy and ethics 
there. You turned every draft into something richer, deeper, more alive. Thank you for being the steady 
compass when my world spun with sick days and shifting work priorities. Your patience was a quiet 
harbor, your flexibility a lifeline in the storm of conflicting deadlines and holiday performances. Walking 
alongside you as you singlehandedly build a non-profit organization rooted in student and teacher voice 
while navigating this program and project showcases your dedication and grit. I am so grateful to be 
bound to you through our collective work. 

None of this would have happened without my incredible partner and husband, Sam. Sam, you 
simultaneously manage to infuse our children with creativity and curiosity, and in the process of doing so 
carved out time to invest in my dream. You allowed this dream to shape-shift over the course of many 
years; you quelled my fears, extended my hopes, and your belief sits between each word on these pages. 
The magic about you is the way your wit is baked into your humility. In our most trying times, you find 
ways to show up. To give. To joke. To honor. To dance. To love. We’ve been colleagues since COVID, 

4 



 

THE MOTOR OF INNOVATION Schoephoerster & Patnoe 
 

our office being our home. I have a literal front row seat to your patience, your quick ability for 
connection, your success, and the way you can so effortlessly pivot into being the Zombie Bath Monster 
while our children run, screaming and giggling. Your love for play and your commitment to inspiration 
fuel me. You fuel our home. You are the roots of what makes our family, and myself, Isabel, and William 
are beyond fortunate to call you ours. This journey is marked by your sacrifice and grace, and every step 
forward carries the echo of your devotion. This accomplishment is as much yours as it is mine. Thank 
you. 

-Amy

5 



 

THE MOTOR OF INNOVATION Schoephoerster & Patnoe 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY..........................................................................................................................9 

Organizational Background & Problem of Practice................................................................................ 9 
Project Frameworks & Questions............................................................................................................9 
Project Findings & Recommendations.................................................................................................. 10 

ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT............................................................................................................12 
PROBLEM OF PRACTICE..................................................................................................................... 13 

Investigator Perspectives & Positionality..............................................................................................14 
LITERATURE REVIEW.......................................................................................................................... 15 

1. What Is Thought Leadership?............................................................................................................16 
Thought Leadership Operationalization..........................................................................................17 
Measuring Thought Leadership...................................................................................................... 19 
Related Thought Leadership Concepts & Obstacles.......................................................................20 

2. What Is Improvement Science, and How Can We Facilitate Organizational Improvement?............21 
Networked Improvement Communities (NICs)..............................................................................22 
Launching & Facilitating Improvement in a NIC...........................................................................24 

3. How Can We Make Sense Of and Communicate Organization-specific Improvement?.................. 25 
4. How Can We Center Equity in Thought Leadership?....................................................................... 28 

PROJECT QUESTIONS & CONCEPTUAL FRAMING.....................................................................29 
PROJECT DESIGN...................................................................................................................................33 

Sampling Method.................................................................................................................................. 34 
Data Collection Methods....................................................................................................................... 35 
Construction of Data Collection Tools.................................................................................................. 37 
Data Analysis Methods..........................................................................................................................38 

1. Initial Coding: Key Word Identification..................................................................................... 38 
2. Deductive Analysis: Aligning with Conceptual Framework...................................................... 39 
3. Theoretical Analysis: Interpreting Patterns.................................................................................39 

PROJECT FINDINGS...............................................................................................................................41 
Overview of Findings (PQ1)................................................................................................................. 41 
Finding 1 (PQ1): GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee members mainly characterize thought 
leadership in terms of the individual functions of thought leaders within the organization..................42 
Finding 2 (PQ1): GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee members frequently connected micro-level 
operations of thought leadership to macro-level implications...............................................................43 
Finding 3 (PQ1): GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee Members construct and communicate 
understandings of thought leadership through symbolic and structural organizational behavioral 
framing...................................................................................................................................................46 
Finding 4 (PQ1): Although GlobalWorksTech’s Steering Committee members showcase their 
understanding of thought leadership through symbolic and structural organizational behavioral 
frames, the lack of a clear organizational design of thought leadership in its current state creates 
tension in an otherwise highly bureaucratic environment..................................................................... 49 

6 



 

THE MOTOR OF INNOVATION Schoephoerster & Patnoe 
 

Overview of Findings (PQ2)................................................................................................................. 51 
Finding 5 (PQ2): GlobalWorksTech leadership holds various perceptions of who “users” of thought 
leadership are.........................................................................................................................................51 
Finding 6 (PQ2): External and internal stakeholders influence thought leadership activities.............. 52 
Finding 7 (PQ2): User feedback-informed thought leadership varies across divisions........................ 54 
Generalizability of Findings.................................................................................................................. 55 

RECOMMENDATIONS........................................................................................................................... 56 
Recommendation 1: Establish a vision, norms, and definition explicitly for thought leadership in the 
organization........................................................................................................................................... 56 
Recommendation 2: Continue the Steering Committee as a formalized Networked Improvement 
Community (NIC)..................................................................................................................................57 
Recommendation 3: Create space(s) in which identified “thought leaders” can come together across 
divisions - spaces not specifically tailored for those who label themselves as thought leaders in the 
organization........................................................................................................................................... 58 
Recommendation 4: Task the NIC to create and manage a Thought Leadership Portfolio.................. 59 

APPENDIX A: INSTRUMENTS..............................................................................................................61 
BIBLIOGRAPHY...................................................................................................................................... 62 
 

 

7 



 

THE MOTOR OF INNOVATION Schoephoerster & Patnoe 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“[Thought Leadership] is the motor of innovation-based competition when we meld pure inventive creativity with the 
promotion and exploitation of innovation”  

(McCrimmon, 2005, p. 1069) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
“Participation structures […] shape the development of a collective identity”  

(Russell et al., 2021, pp. 20-21)  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
“Where there is time (chronos) there is opportunity (kairos), and where there is opportunity there isn’t much time”  

 
(Hippocrates, Precepts, 1)  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Organizational Background & Problem of Practice 
 

“GlobalWorksTech” is a business-to-business software as a service (SaaS) technology company 
whose mission is to support learning through its various educational platforms. As the organization has 
navigated various integrations due to its acquisitions of additional companies, it has had to consistently 
update its value in domestic and international marketplaces to meet its mission and goals. 
GlobalWorksTech is experiencing a robust and complex merger and acquisition period, resulting in 
ongoing growing pains and lengthy cycles of structural redesign, which for leadership has entailed tense 
engagements and competing visions of where and how to move strategy forward.  

GlobalWorksTech currently lacks a clearly defined, organization-wide vision and operational 
definition for “thought leadership” (TL). This lack of vision and definition is resulting in fragmented 
understandings and inconsistent executions of TL activities across departments and divisions. This 
absence of shared meaning around the construct is further compounded by a decentralized organizational 
structure, where TL efforts emerge in isolated pockets, oftentimes without visibility or strategic 
alignment. Additionally, because TL is not meaningfully integrated into the strategic planning 
process—nor measured in terms of its contribution to business outcomes—its potential as a driver of 
innovation, influence, and market positioning remains underutilized. 
 
Project Frameworks & Questions 
 

To examine thought leadership conceptions and practices at GlobalWorksTech, investigators 
explored current literature on (1) the construct of thought leadership, (2) how to facilitate organizational 
improvement, and (3) how to interpret and communicate organization-specific improvement strategies. 
Our conceptual framework consisted of our synthesis of these findings and functioned as a roadmap for 
collective conversation around the construct of thought leadership with GlobalWorksTech divisional 
leaders. 

Regarding data collection, an open-ended survey, six continuous improvement sessions, and 
one-on-one interviews were administered for GlobalWorksTech divisional leadership in service of the 
following quality improvement project questions: 
 

1.​ How do stakeholders characterize the nature and/or quality of thought leadership at 
GlobalWorksTech? 

2.​ In what ways, if any, does user feedback inform the organization’s structure or actions of its 
thought leadership design and practices?  

 
Survey responses, session recordings, and interviews were analyzed thematically using both 

inductive and deductive coding methods; we applied Roulston’s (2010) qualitative framework of 
reduction, reorganization, and representation to make sense of GlobalWorksTech leadership’s ongoing 
sensemaking of the thought leadership construct, informed by our conceptual framework and structured 
by the promising practices of Networked Improvement Communities (NICs).  
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Project Findings & Recommendations 
 

A summary of our findings, which integrate data from the leadership survey, one-on-one 
interviews, and Steering Committee sessions, are organized by project question and presented below: 

 
Finding 1 (PQ1): 
​  
GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee members mainly characterize TL in  terms of individual 
functions of thought leaders within the organization. 
 
Finding 2 (PQ1):  
 
GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee members frequently connected micro-level operations of 
TL to macro-level implications. 
 
Finding 3 (PQ1): ​  
 
GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee Members construct and communicate understandings of 
TL through symbolic and structural organizational behavioral framing. 
 
Finding 4 (PQ1): ​  
 
Although GlobalWorksTech’s Steering Committee members showcase their understanding of TL 
through symbolic and structural organizational behavioral frames, the current lack of a clear 
organizational design of TL creates tension in an otherwise highly bureaucratic environment. 
 
Finding 5 (PQ2):​  
 
GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee members hold various  perceptions of who “users” of TL 
are. 
 
Finding 6 (PQ2):​  
 
External and internal stakeholders influence TL activities. 
 
Finding 7 (PQ2):​  
 
User feedback-informed TL varies across divisions. 

 
Taken together, the findings highlight a critical gap between how thought leadership is enacted 

and how it is structurally supported at GlobalWorksTech. To build stronger connections across 
organizational levels so as to enable GlobalWorksTech to more intentionally design, support, and scale its 
TL capacity, the following recommendations are offered: 
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Recommendation 1:  
 
Establish a vision, norms, and definition explicitly for TL in the organization. 
 
Recommendation 2:  
 
Continue the Steering Committee as a formalized Networked Improvement Community (NIC). 
 
Recommendation 3:  
 
Create space(s) in which identified “thought leaders” can come together across divisions - spaces 
not specifically tailored for those who label themselves as thought leaders in the organization. 
 
Recommendation 4:  
 
Task the NIC to create and manage a “Thought Leadership Portfolio”.  
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ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT 
 

“GlobalWorksTech” is a software as a service (SaaS) company. The for-profit organization’s 
cloud-based products are used in over 100 countries worldwide. Founded in the 1980s, GlobalWorksTech 
is now privately held by various private equity firms. GlobalWorksTech is experiencing a robust merger 
and acquisition strategy and has over 1,200 employees across the U.S., Canada, Europe, Asia, and 
Australia. 

As the organization has navigated various integrations due to its acquisitions of additional 
companies, it has had to consistently update its value in the domestic and international marketplaces to 
meet its mission’s goals. This has required significant structural changes over the decades, such as the 
creation of new divisions and the shifting of teams between them. Since 2018, the organization has 
significantly grown in scale and complexity; it has acquired nine companies and with each new 
department comes new ways of working and communicating, both internally and externally. No longer is 
GlobalWorksTech the same GlobalWorksTech of the 1980s; its organizational culture has had to make 
room for the growing, expansive needs of its post-pandemic target market, and the evolution of the 
technology market. Such complex mergers entail growing pains and lengthy periods of structural 
redesign, which for GlobalWorksTech leadership has entailed competing visions of where and how to 
move strategy forward.  

Amidst these dynamic voices there is unity in the recognition of the need to connect thought 
leadership (TL) activities across its internal departments and its impact externally. Thought leadership can 
be defined as “knowledge from a trusted, eminent and authoritative source that is actionable and provides 
valuable solutions for stakeholders” (Harvey et al., 2021, p. 11). The knowledge devised, implemented, 
and promoted by thought leaders is distinctly innovative. In an age where customers are seeking tightly 
integrated, evidence-based solutions to support their learning communities, the act of innovatively 
connecting with the market becomes a matter of survival for a growing company like GlobalWorksTech. 
Failing to address any potential structural (i.e., design) issues of TL at GlobalWorksTech, we argue, could 
negatively impact GlobalWorksTech’s TL activities (i.e., behavior) and, in turn, weakens 
GlobalWorksTech’s market position. 

Organization-wide discussions of TL at GlobalWorksTech have only increased in recent months, 
spurred by projects designed and facilitated by divisional thought leaders looking to further support 
GlobalWorksTech product users. In the fall of 2024, GlobalWorksTech began a first-of-its-kind learning 
network for district leaders across the nation. GlobalWorksTech’s inaugural learning network aims to 
bridge research and practice between district leaders and researchers, and in its current state has over 90 
participants representing 70 school districts nationwide. Expressed interest in the learning network among 
non-affiliated internal stakeholders at GlobalWorksTech has risen in tandem with the excitement 
expressed by direct participants. This has prompted GlobalWorksTech strategists to ask why this type of 
professional development offering has been garnering the conspicuous attention of leadership across the 
various divisions of GlobalWorksTech.  
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PROBLEM OF PRACTICE 
 

In its current state, “thought leadership” (TL) is spread throughout GlobalWorksTech’s divisions 
informally and utilized by division leaders on an as-needed basis. The current system has led to 
inconsistent manifestations of TL across departments, with many divisions’ intentional enactment of TL 
dependent on cost (i.e., on money and time). Formal thought leader roles and responsibilities currently 
range from facilitating external presentations to stakeholders, to consulting on products with users, and to 
creating technical documentation, though there is no common structure or specialized organizational 
definition of the construct of TL nor of those who carry it out. GlobalWorksTech leaders have informally 
expressed that the current output of these TL positions is “mis-matched” to the needs of the markets that 
GlobalWorksTech actively serves. To confirm these beliefs, we engaged in empathy interviews with key 
stakeholders at the outset of this quality improvement project. Informed by these empathy interviews with 
divisional thought leaders, we identified the following problem of practice:  

 
GlobalWorksTech currently lacks a clearly defined, organization-wide vision and operational definition 
for thought leadership, resulting in fragmented understanding and inconsistent execution across 
departments and divisions. This absence of shared meaning is further compounded by a decentralized 
organizational structure, where thought leadership efforts emerge in isolated pockets, oftentimes without 
visibility or strategic alignment. Because thought leadership is not meaningfully integrated into the 
strategic planning process—nor measured in terms of its contribution to business outcomes—its potential 
as a driver of innovation, influence, and market positioning remains underutilized. 
 

Additionally, leaders across the individual divisions of GlobalWorksTech differ in their 
understandings of where thought leadership activities occur and how thought leadership operates and is 
communicated across the organization. Because of the lack of clarity around the position(s) and 
process(es) of thought leadership at GlobalWorksTech, senior leaders across the organization report 
experiencing issues that impede their capacity to make a significant impact within their respective 
departments and, in turn, in shaping organizational strategy. Left unresolved, at the organizational (or 
meso) level, GlobalWorksTech risks the duplication of efforts between divisions and minimizing the 
impact that could be achieved through streamlined TL communication and design. At the individual (or 
micro) level, GlobalWorksTech risks alienating thought leaders which could, in turn, sever the connection 
between GlobalWorksTech’s knowledge and that of the customers it serves. Informed by our empathy 
interviews, this problem has externally-facing, industry (macro) level implications as well: the general 
“lack of strategy” around a more holistic approach to TL within the organization is contributing to a 
somewhat fragmented position GlobalWorksTech currently holds in the marketplace, risking its 
competitive edge in driving innovation forward as a well established global leader in technology 
solutions, as well as its reputation, trust, and dependability with the stakeholders it relies on most. 

TL is an asset to organizations in how it “sheds light on the dynamics of organizations in 
knowledge intensive industries that depend on innovation for survival” (McCrimmon, 2005, p. 1069). It is 
critical for SaaS companies like GlobalWorksTech to leverage innovative knowledge within their various 
strategies, lest the bridge between novel problems and their solutions widen; building such a bridge is the 
domain of thought leaders (Goodyear et al., 2023). One way in which companies solve difficult problems 
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and grow is by leveraging thought leadership, or in other words, by staffing and enabling innovative 
leaders or creative experts from within the organization and/or outside of the organization in the 
educational landscape to shape strategy. Companies that fail to leverage these external and internal assets 
find their organization falling behind at the global scale in fostering trust (Bourne, 2015), signaling 
competitive authority (Thelen et al., 2021), and sales (Singh et al., 2017). In short, organizations that fail 
to rally the power of their thought leadership forces lose the advantage of “seeing where the market is 
going, and getting out in front of it” (McKeon, 2009). 

Harvey et al. (2021) identified three levels at which thought leadership operates: individually 
(micro-level), organizationally (meso-level), and industrially (macro-level), each of which manifests its 
own particular tensions and communication mechanisms. We believe that an investigation of the positions 
and processes of thought leadership at the micro- and meso-levels of GlobalWorksTech, and informed by 
industry-level discussions around thought leadership both internally and externally to GlobalWorksTech, 
will inform and empower leaders’ department-specific positioning within the organization. Through the 
facilitation of this quality improvement project, we aimed to lay the groundwork that affords the type of 
innovative thinking that propels solutions in highly complex, highly social environments to foster. It is in 
this exchange of innovative thinking that we hope to establish the benefits of a clear, organizational 
thought leadership structure that is mutually beneficial to both GlobalWorksTech and to the field of SaaS 
more widely. If this challenge is not met, both risk significant losses, with GlobalWorksTech failing to 
stay on financial pace at a global scale, succumbing to its competition and facing profit loss, while future 
customers could lose out on accessing evidence-based resources obtained by a for-profit company - 
resources that it cannot afford on its own. 

 
Investigator Perspectives & Positionality 

There are three primary biases and assumptions informing this quality improvement project. 
Firstly, one of us (Amy) is an employee of GlobalWorksTech. Amy has close knowledge of the problem 
of practice and had a role in co-designing the previously mentioned learning network. It was this first 
learning network cohort that prompted the heightened attention of leaders across GlobalWorksTech 
towards thought leadership “in action”, and through which both investigators on this project engaged in 
the initial empathy interviews. Amy’s position as an existing employee comes with bias and an intimately 
division-influenced viewpoint of how TL operates across the organization, not unlike the divisional 
viewpoints of the other leaders who participated in this project. The other author (Kirby) was not 
affiliated with GlobalWorksTech prior to the start of the project, and in an effort to mitigate proximity 
bias and opportunities for anchoring, he used his position to probe, critique, and counterbalance the 
insights and assumptions of those close to the problem. 

Secondly, both investigators have extensive backgrounds in professional learning at the macro, 
meso, and micro levels of the PK-12 education system in the United States. We have designed and 
facilitated many programs and professional development sessions for audiences ranging from young 
students to teachers to state leaders, and, therefore, both investigators carry experience-based assumptions 
regarding what “successful” thought leadership “should” look like across the macro, meso, and micro 
levels of organizations. Our commitment to serving as a bridge between research and practice, then, may 
go so far as to infer that the responsibility of organizations interacting with the PK-12 market to engage in 
thought leadership is a must-have rather than a nice-to-have consideration for organizations.  
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Our positionality as investigators is important to confront throughout the quality improvement 
process considering our dual facilitative and investigative roles. Access has rarely been an issue for either 
investigator, particularly regarding our capacity to freely engage in dialogue and the exchange of ideas 
with diverse stakeholder groups. The freedoms, flexibility, and privileges associated with these efforts and 
interests have been highly encouraged and supported in both the personal and professional lives of us 
both. While we have taken up the role of bridge-builders between research and practice, it is one that must 
be thoroughly examined both for the sake of the organization and for our shared desire to approach 
change using a framework that is equity-centered. Additionally, it is important during data analysis that 
we are aware of our positions as facilitators of improvement and how those positions impact and are 
impacted by the system(s) in which we are working, particularly the systems of GlobalWorksTech in 
which the leaders we aimed to support operate; as researcher Julie Kallio expertly puts it, “even as 
researchers wade into practitioner conversations, they become part of the system” (2022, p. 60). 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Our literature review served two functions for our quality improvement project: one that was 

conceptual, the other practical. The scope of our project and the numerous terms, concepts, and ideas 
associated with the vast landscape of thought leadership necessitated a deep dive into the literature on the 
subject. Our conceptual investigation also helped us to better understand how we - as quality 
improvement facilitators - could put these learnings into practice to support organizational growth around 
TL. Our desire to gain a deeper conceptual and practical understanding of TL led us to investigate three 
interrelated bodies of research composed of case studies, whitepapers, evaluations, and opinion pieces. 
We organized this research, detailed below, into three guiding questions: 

1.​ What is thought leadership? 
2.​ What is improvement science, and how can we facilitate improvement? 
3.​ How can we make sense of and communicate organizational improvement so as to inform 

organizational strategy? 
4.​ How can we ensure equity in thought leadership? 
Firstly, we needed to understand what thought leadership is, who thought leaders are, what they 

do, and how both researchers and practitioners make sense of the concept. We wanted to gain a 
well-evidenced conceptual understanding of the construct, which entailed us gathering various 
perspectives and formulating a clear mapping of how TL is understood and talked about with the 
expressed purpose of using our findings to guide improvement work with GlobalWorksTech leadership. 
The perspectives on TL that we encountered during our literature review covered numerous disciplines 
and industries, from public relations to marketing, from national policy to nursing, and from managerial 
leadership to sales. 

Secondly, and building from our conceptual investigation, we needed to understand how we could 
effectively engage others in the application of these insights so as to enact organizational change. This 
investigation brought us to improvement science, continuous improvement methodologies, and networked 
learning communities research. This investigation served a primarily practical function; we needed to 
familiarize ourselves with the language of improvement and the evidence-based strategies of 
improvement so as to come to a decision regarding how we - as facilitators of quality improvement - 
would go about facilitating improvement and do so effectively. Our investigation into the promising 
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practices of improvement science was invaluable in providing structure and direction to virtually all of 
our project activities. 

Thirdly, and building further from our conceptual and practical investigations, we - as facilitators 
of organizational improvement - needed to better understand how we could make sense of our findings 
and the data collected in such a way that would better guarantee the credibility and actionableness of our 
recommendations for GlobalWorksTech leadership. Such an investigation entailed examining relevant 
research on organizational behavior and design frameworks, communication strategies relevant to the 
SaaS industry, and equitable participation and meaning-making strategies in improvement work more 
generally. We wanted to make sure that we could communicate our findings from this project in such a 
way that would be meaningful both to scholars of organizational theory and inclusive (thought) leadership 
as well as to practitioners and leaders within GlobalWorksTech specifically and the SaaS industry more 
broadly. 

Finally, we believe that for any investigation to be valid and valuable, equity must be at the center 
of its design and must be explicitly named to be seen. To that end, we finalize our literature review with a 
synthesis of how equity, through the notion of distributed leadership, curates opportunities for agency in 
both organizational behavior and organizational design. Equitable practices are foundational to 
sustainable organizational improvement and innovation. In both research and practice, inequities in voice, 
access, and influence can limit the breadth and quality of ideas generated, constrain the implementation of 
solutions, and perpetuate systemic barriers to participation. By foregrounding equity, we aimed to ensure 
that the structures, processes, and behaviors examined in our study accounted for the diversity of 
perspectives and experiences that shape organizational outcomes.  
 

1.​ What Is Thought Leadership? 
 

In 2021, researchers Harvey et al. conducted a robust meta-analysis on the construct of thought 
leadership in an attempt to make sense of its complex definitions and operations in knowledge-intensive 
firms. Their inclusive definition, which we used above (i.e., “knowledge from a trusted, eminent and 
authoritative source that is actionable and provides valuable solutions for stakeholders” [p. 11]), accounts 
for the many inputs, processes, and outcomes of TL practice according to a variety of researcher and 
practitioner perspectives. Harvey et al.’s definition makes clear that TL concerns “knowledge”, and that 
the chief concern of the thought leader is the development and the dissemination of this knowledge (2021, 
p. 2). The power of TL thus comes from a thought leader’s ability to integrate this knowledge across their 
organization’s many structures (2021, p. 5).  

Put briefly, thought leadership is understood among scholars to be a “two-part” construct, the 
operations of which expand across all levels of an organization (Barry & Gironda 2019, pp. 141, 143-7; 
Midgley, 2017, p. 5). To position or be positioned as a “thought leader” in an organization is a matter of 
status and function, where thought leaders possess a number of specific attributes that allow for their 
recognition either as a thought leader (i.e., their TL status), or for their engagement in thought leadership 
practices (i.e., their TL function). What thought leadership is (i.e., the construct) and the ways in which it 
manifests in organizations (i.e., its operations) are the two primary concerns of the TL researcher. 
Investigations into these concerns have been carried out across three levels of analysis: the micro 
(individual), the meso (organizational), and the macro (industrial), all of which possess their own 
definitions, tensions, practical implications, and communication mechanisms related to the general 
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construct. Harvey et al.’s 2021 meta-analysis provides the most up-to-date and comprehensive picture of 
the construct and the operations of thought leadership across these levels as they are understood by both 
scholars and practitioners. 

At the micro level of analysis, definitions of TL tend to emphasize individual thought leaders’ 
expertise and influence (Harvey et al., 2021, p. 9), where individual thought leadership attributes are 
based on (1) the power of ideas to transform how we think and the power of personality or authority of 
position of the thought leader (Midgley, 2017, p. 5; Goodyear et al., 2023, p. 36), (2) the culture of 
innovation, and (3) the leader’s technical credibility and integrity. In general, thought leadership is 
understood as “the championing of new ideas” across an organization (McCrimmon, 2005, p. 1066-7). 
The act of championing itself can be a risky or even a revolutionary endeavor, since thought leaders 
challenge the status quo by advocating for innovation over what has worked before (Harvey et al., 2021, 
p. 13; McCrimmon, 2005, p. 1065; Goodyear et al., 2023, pp. 37-8; see also Kuhn, 2012, pp. 548, 568-9).  

According to Mitch McCrimmon, whose seminal article on the radical nature of thought 
leadership placed the construct on the radar of advocates for traditional, positional leadership, thought 
leadership is not a “position” or a “role” that a leader formally possesses, but rather an “initiative” that 
may or may not lead to particular actions on the part of others to sustain it (2005, p. 1067). McCrimmon’s 
argument, however, has not persuaded some researchers and practitioners from conceptualizing and 
categorizing specific roles and responsibilities observed in identified thought leaders across different 
organizational contexts - roles that, interestingly, differentiate the championing of new ideas from putting 
those ideas into practice; “Thought Rainmakers” are thought leaders that generate the big ideas and can be 
external to the organization, whereas “Thought Ambassadors” develop the ideas put forth by the 
rainmakers (Bourne, 2015). Thought ambassadors monitor, evaluate, curate, distribute and endorse big 
ideas. In the context of organization staffing, thought ambassadors are typically strategy analysts, 
technical writers, sales people, business heads, and communication specialists. “Thought Followers” are 
those impacted or enticed by TL initiatives who ultimately follow the course of the change (Klavans & 
Boyce, 2008, p. 240). Regardless of labels and roles, thought leaders are understood generally as those 
who facilitate initiatives of innovation and who possess a number of individual competencies, the most 
common of which include authoritativeness, collaborativeness, and political influence (Midgley, 2017; 
Goodyear et al., 2023). The success of these competencies relies on individual thought leaders’ expertise 
in industry subject matter, which can be both externally and internally facing (Midgley, 2017, p. 5). 

 
Thought Leadership Operationalization 

Thought leadership is communicated at the micro-level primarily through open dialogue. 
Organizationally speaking, this dialogue usually takes the form of conversations, interdepartmental 
presentations and meetings, internal memos, and organization-wide briefings, all of which can be carried 
out formally or informally. According to researchers Barry & Gironda, the two competencies that make 
thought leaders thought leaders is not only their ability to generate ideas, but also their ability to drive 
change-inciting conversation around those ideas (2019, pp. 152-153). 

It is important that organizations foster thought leadership at the individual level, because if 
individual thought leaders are not supported, they will leave to demonstrate the worth of their ideas 
elsewhere (McCrimmon, 2005, p. 1067). Supporting individual thought leaders effectively (or at scale) is 
not an easy nor well-defined task, as there are some significant micro-level tensions that arise when 
constructing TL strategy: How can individuals balance the risk of thought leadership with the safety of 
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thought followership so they do not damage their reputation among salient stakeholders? Additionally, if 
thought leadership is supposed to be rare, how can it become common for individuals to consistently 
produce (Harvey et al., 2021, pp. 12-14)? 

At the organizational (or meso) level of analysis, definitions of TL tend to emphasize group 
differentiation, reputation-building, stakeholder-building (Harvey et al., 2021, p. 9). Shared TL among 
multiple individuals is a firm’s “intellectual firepower” designed to simply “transform the way we think” 
(Bourne, 2015, p. 322; McCrimmon, 2005, p. 1065). Researchers Thelen et al. (2021) summarize this 
meso-level output of TL as the “act of creating and publicizing valuable and innovative ideas that 
influence the way people think about a wide range of topics” (p. 28). Groupwide TL can emerge through 
organizational learning, trial and error experimentation, and collaborative discovery (McCrimmon, 2005, 
p. 1068).  

Thought leadership communication at the meso-level is a matter of strategic importance (Bourne, 
2015, pp. 322, 324); TL is intended to generate a “genuine two-way process of communication” that 
inspires thinking and learning, and thus necessitates a variety of materials/vehicles for its dissemination 
(Thelen et al., 2021, pp. 28, 33). Some common internal and external communication mechanisms that 
groups/organizations often use to inspire and implement innovation include: policy documents, white 
papers, op-eds, proprietary forecast research, blogs, speeches, seminars, presentations, and social media 
posts (Bourne, 2015; Thelen et al., 2021). Researchers and practitioners are in general agreement that the 
effective distribution of TL-related content (1) possesses the qualities of timeliness, accuracy and 
usefulness, (2) is grounded in research, (3) knows its audience and is successful in making the complex 
simple, and (4) prioritizes quality over quantity and incorporates storytelling (Rogers & Diano, 2015, p. 3; 
Bourne, 2015, pp. 324-5; Thelen et al., 2021, pp. 41, 44; Bandel, 2024; Harvey et al., 2021, p. 2). 

It is also important that organizations foster thought leadership at the meso level. Not only does 
TL create customer value if the internal and external group-informed TL practices of a particular 
organization are communicated effectively to users (Bourne, 2015, p. 322; Rogers & Diano, 2015, p. 5), 
but collective TL engagement has been found to improve sales effectiveness (Rogers & Diano, 2015, p. 5) 
and increase brand awareness (Bandel, 2024). Tensions related to strategizing around TL are also evident 
at the meso-level of analysis: in terms of TL communication and organizational culture development, how 
can groups effectively navigate the tension between promoting “me” and “we”? From a cost-benefit 
analysis perspective, how do organizations weigh up which outcomes are worth the time and cost of 
measuring, and how can they be attributed to thought leadership activities to establish a return on 
investment (Harvey et al., 2021, pp. 14-15)? 

At the industrial (or macro) level, definitions of TL tend to emphasize originality, big questions, 
and ideas (Harvey et al., 2021, p. 9), with thought leadership understood to be an “activity” that 
organizations can engage in within a particular industry (Klavans & Boyack, 2008, p. 240). In this 
macro-level context, thought leaders are organizations themselves as they relate to the industry in which 
they operate. Macro-level thought leaders are committed to participating at the forefront of their industry 
and engage in the risky pursuit of innovation as a result of their willingness to shift their strategic focus 
from older ideas to newer ideas when such shifts in focus are warranted (Klavans & Boyack, 2008, p. 
240). Knowing when a shift is warranted is a matter of staying up-to-date on user needs and 
organizational trends across the industry as a whole. 

Thought leadership communication and dissemination at the macro-level typically involves the 
formal publication of innovative ideas, usually through research articles or books. Product marketing and 
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public relations campaigns through traditional e-mail channels, public interviews, op-eds, and conference 
presentations connect organizations to the greater industry and offer places/opportunities to demonstrate 
thought leadership at a macro-level. Regardless of the method of sharing information, effective 
industry-wide TL communication requires significant generosity on the part of the individual organization 
to share its expertise and knowledge, which requires a high level of transparency about best practices to 
be beneficial to the industry (Harvey et al., 2021, p. 16). 

Organizations ought to foster industry-facing thought leadership lest they fall behind their 
competitors in the marketplace of innovation. TL plays an important part in vetting organizations across 
an industry and generating opportunities for client engagement (Harvey et al., 2021, p. 1). Additionally, 
macro-level TL builds trust (i.e., power) and secures the credibility of individual organizations across an 
industry by indicating their specialized expertise (Bourne, 2015, pp. 322, 324; Thelen et al., 2021, pp. 28, 
30; Harvey et al., 2021, p. 2; Bandel, 2024). Along these lines, TL sets individual organizations apart 
from marketplace competitors (Bourne, 2015, p. 322; Rogers & Diano, 2015, p. 5; Thelen et al., 2021, p. 
28; Harvey et al., 2021, p. 2; Bandel, 2024). Again, despite the numerous benefits of fostering TL at the 
macro-level, the development of strategy around such efforts are rife with their own tensions: Firstly, how 
do knowledge-based industries navigate longer term knowledge advancement for wider stakeholder 
benefit compared to the narrower and short-term interests of satisfying the immediate needs of customers 
and clients? Secondly, how can knowledge-intensive industries balance sharing thought leadership with 
protecting proprietary knowledge? And thirdly, because tacit knowledge requires different dissemination 
mechanisms, how can knowledge-intensive organizations effectively communicate thought leadership to 
an industry stemming from the tacit knowledge of its groups/divisions (meso) and its individuals (micro) 
(Harvey et al., 2021, pp. 15-17)? 

 
Measuring Thought Leadership 

How thought leadership is measured is also a matter of contention, and the literature on the 
subject is rife with confusion (Harvey et al., 2021, p. 15). Some organizations approach TL measurement 
as any other business-related, evaluative venture; these organizations focus on practical applications of 
TL at micro- or meso-levels using specific KPIs, analytical tools, feedback measures, indices, and case 
studies to measure TL “success” internally (see Bandel, 2024) and/or externally (or client-facing) (NJB 
News, 2024; Miller, 2024). Others have approached TL measurement from a research-informed position, 
and their focus on developing TL concerns fostering the TL competencies among its organizational 
members at the micro level (see Barry & Gironda’s 2019 scale for measuring TL in the context of B2B 
marketing). Others have approached measuring TL at a macro level using a number of different 
leadership indicators (see Klavans & Boyack, 2008, who measure the macro-level TL of countries in 
terms of their scientific research contributions).  

It is clear from the literature that how we measure TL varies across industries and levels of 
analysis. From the stance of quality improvement, this confusion elicits two implications: firstly, 
additional research into promising measurement practices of TL are needed, since we cannot improve at 
scale what we cannot measure (Bryk et al., 2015). Secondly, effective measurement is context-specific, as 
one organization’s industry-specific method of assessing TL might not be meaningful or impactful for an 
organization in a different industry, or even a different organization within the same industry. Not only is 
additional TL measurement research needed, but that rigorous research must account for the many 
different micro-, meso-, and macro-level contexts in which TL arises. This is not an easy nor a small feat; 
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we hope that this study of thought leadership manifestation in a global SaaS organization contributes to 
such efforts. 

 
Related Thought Leadership Concepts & Obstacles 

Two additional, interrelated topics adjacent to thought leadership have arisen with relative 
frequency during our literature review, both of which are worth detailing here for their practical 
implications concerning organizations’ capacity to scale TL. The first concept concerns “thought 
‘self’-leadership” (TSL), which is a cognitive strategy that individuals employ to increase their 
self-influence within organizations (Gupta et al., 2019, p. 122-3). TSL involves using mental strategies to 
foster and maintain thoughts that are constructive (Singh et al., 2017, p. 653); the three strategies 
employed by individuals engaging in TSL include: (1) identifying and replacing thoughts and 
assumptions that are dysfunctional and deficit-based, (2) simulating positive leadership experiences 
(typically though the practice of mental imagery), and (3) using positive self-talk. In short, by practicing 
thought self-leadership, individuals can develop the goal-oriented behaviors and thought leadership 
competencies sought after by innovative organizations. This concept is particularly relevant for quality 
improvement teams, as the competencies and behaviors championed by TSL proponents can be learned 
and, in an organizational context, be acquired through training (Singh et al., 2017, p. 658). 

Thought leadership programs (TLPs), our second concept, offer individuals and organizations a 
way in which to become successful thought leaders within an organization or an industry. TLPs are a 
systematic approach to delivering new ideas, relevant advice and compelling solutions to prospects and 
customers encompassing a range of communication tools (Bourne, 2015, p. 328; Rogers & Diano, 2015, 
p. 4). This approach is based on strategy, built upon TL assets, and delivered using disciplined 
multi-channel programs (Bourne, 2015, p. 328; Rogers & Diano, 2015, p. 6). An effective TLP requires a 
unique blend of art and science, and is understood to be successful only with significant resources and 
minds to develop ideas (Bourne, 2015, p. 324; Thelen et al., 2021, p. 44; Harvey et al., 2021, p. 1). 

Our investigation into the construct and operations of TL brought to light a number of potential 
quality- and implementation-related obstacles for organizations. Regarding thought leadership strategy, 
organizations have historically struggled to identify an approach to thought leadership despite the 
plentiful supply of thought leaders in any given organization (Harvey et al., 2021, p. 2). This struggle is 
often a result of communication structures and organizational culture that fail to afford the adequate and 
dependable extraction of institutionalized knowledge from “between the ears” of industry experts within 
the organization (Rogers & Diano, 2015, p. 5). To be advantageous, thought leadership needs to be 
communicated effectively both internally and externally to the organization (Thelen et al., 2021, p. 41; 
Rogers & Diano, 2015, pp. 11, 16). If an organization is to be successful in designing an organizational 
culture that allows for innovative ideas to grow and be shared across institutional boundaries, the actual 
generation and communication of TL will be a costly endeavor, the positive impact of which is not a solid 
guarantee (Harvey et al., 2021; Thelen et al., 2021, p. 41). This reality, coupled with an oversaturation of 
TL-related content distributed online by organizations and “shifty” individuals attempting to position 
themselves as industry thought leaders has led many scholars and organizational decision-makers over the 
years to view TL (and efforts to establish TL strategy) as a “management fad” (Harvey et al., 2021, p. 2; 
see also McCrimmon, 2005, p. 1068; Bourne, 2015, p. 322). 

The scalability of TL possesses its own unique tensions. Because thought leadership is a matter of 
inputs, processes, and outcomes, it is well understood that thought leadership is scalable (Bourne, 2015, 
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p. 324). The scalability of TL is particularly relevant to any and all types of organizations that value 
innovation and rely on knowledge to succeed in the marketplace. How an organization goes about scaling 
TL is a matter of concern for both researchers and practitioners; not only is the scaling of TL a crucially 
understudied process, despite the understanding that all types of organizations are able to implement TL 
strategy (Thelen et al., 2021), but the strategy of scaling TL must account for the reality that not all 
members of an organization can be thought leaders in practice; anybody can possess the qualities of 
thought leadership, yet not everybody can be a thought leader due to the nature of thought leadership as 
challenging the status quo (Harvey et al., 2021, p. 13; Goodyear et al., 2023, p. 39; Bandel, 2024). 
Organizations must interrogate their own assumptions and definitions of TL in light of their 
organizational culture and growth strategy so as to account for this tension. When faced with this reality, 
discussions of equity are likely to arise: who owns thought leadership in an organization? And to whom 
are the reputational benefits of being a “thought leader” ascribed (see Harvey et al., 2021, pp. 14, 21)? 
 

2.​ What Is Improvement Science, and How Can We Facilitate Organizational Improvement? 
 
​ If a thought leadership strategy is to be developed at GlobalWorksTech, how should that strategy 
be developed so as to best guarantee its sustained effectiveness? Improvement science offers a promising 
answer to this question. Improvement science is a broad, “formal methodology for pursuing 
improvement” as a part of an organizational system’s “continuous quality management practices” 
(LeMahieu et al., 2017, p. 6; see too Anderson et al., 2024, p. 3). Improvement science encompasses a 
wide range of tools/methods to support the improvement of processes and outcomes at a given 
organization through the prioritization of organizational learning across all activities (LeMahieu et al., 
2017, p. 10). The “improvement process” is understood as the progression through three distinct stages of 
collective action: (1) root-cause analysis, (2) focusing collective action, and (3) spreading and scaling 
improvement. Put briefly, these stages encompass the progression from problem identification and 
contextualization, to solution identification and testing, to solution adaptation and scaling (Bryk et al., 
2011). There are three initial questions that inform the work of improvement scientists (p. 129): 

1.​ What problem are we trying to solve? 
2.​ Whose expertise is needed to solve these problems? 
3.​ What are the social arrangements that will enable this work? 
In order to answer these questions and, in turn, support organizational change and growth, 

successful improvement teams possess what researchers and practitioners have termed the “Seven 
Dispositions for Improvement Work” (Lochmiller & Karnopp, 2023; see also Anderson et al., 2024; Bryk 
et al., 2011; Sandoval & Van Es, 2021; Joshi et al., 2021). These dispositions are as follows: 

1.​ Engagement in disciplined inquiry 
2.​ Adoption of a learning stance, wherein learning needs to be carried out from the bottom-up 

and from the top-down across the organization 
3.​ The application of a systems-perspective that allows for viewing processes as composed of 

interlocking elements 
4.​ A commitment to action, not just theorizing 
5.​ A willingness to see others perspectives and to understand that tensions and contradictions 

among stakeholders and organizations serve as critical sources of transformation and change 
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6.​ A willingness to persist beyond the initial improvement effort, recognizing that for any 
change to be sustained beyond the lifetime of the improvement team, the change needs to be 
“institutionalized” (i.e., embedding into organizational norms and structures) 

7.​ Ability to identify the root causes of the suite of symptoms identified during problem-framing 
(also called “problem formulation”)  

Improvement scientists ought to embrace these dispositions and approach improvement activities 
as a continuous endeavor, meaning that improvement efforts “slow down” to deeply understand the 
problem from multiple perspectives, plan deliberate action based on root causes, and monitor change over 
time (Anderson et al., 2024, p. 1). Improvement scientists also approach the improvement process 
systemically, meaning that they not only understand that organizations consist of “interrelated parts” that 
work together, impacting each other in a particular process (Anderson et al., 2024, p. 3), but they also use 
a systems-lens to tackle all stages of the user-(or person-)centered improvement process, from root causes 
analysis to focusing collective action to scaling improvement (Bryk et al., 2011, p. 133); according to 
researchers Kallio et al., “just as problems and solutions cannot be understood separate from the system 
that produces them, they cannot be understood separate from the people describing them” (Kallio 2022, p. 
68). The science of improvement also approaches improvement efforts collaboratively, and improvement 
scientists understand that the inclusion of users throughout the problem identification and 
problem-solving processes yield enhanced learning outcomes for all parties involved (see Kallio & 
Halverson, 2020, p. 2). 

The collaborative design of improvement initiatives often take the form of networks, which allow 
for a diversity of individuals with their own unique contexts and expertise to participate in improvement 
while simultaneously sustaining collective progress towards goals that all participants share (Bryk et al., 
2011, p. 130). In short, the network organizational approach to improvement provides an inclusive “social 
structure for amplifying collective participation and intelligence,” which yields greater outputs of 
innovation, efficiency, collaboration, and transformation than more siloed approaches (Russell et al., 
2017, p. 6; see too Noble et al., 2021). 

 
Networked Improvement Communities (NICs) 

A promising methodology for facilitating collaborative, networked improvement (in accordance 
with improvement science) is the “Networked Improvement Community” (NIC). NICs are “teams of 
improvers” that acquire knowledge scientifically and use the diverse social and technical resources of the 
group’s members (and their own diverse networks) to facilitate and accumulate learning across all levels 
of an organization for the sake of improvement (Anderson et al., 2024, p.5; Bryk et al., 2011; LeMahieu et 
al., 2017; Russell et al., 2019). As detailed by researchers Russell et al., 2017 (p.6), NICs engage in and 
across three levels of organizational learning so as to inform improvement efforts; these include learning 
from (1) the on-the-ground, daily work carried out by front-line practitioners, (2) the efforts carried out 
within organizations to support that on-the-ground work, and (3) the efforts to learn from others carried 
out inter-institutionally (possibly external to the organization) that inform the work of those 
within-organization and those on-the-ground. 

Researchers of improvement science have detailed a number of specific characteristics that 
successful NICs possess (LeMahieu et al., 2017, p. 6; Russell et al., 2017, p. 3; Noble et al., 2021, p. 3; 
Sandoval & Van Es, 2021, p. 3; Kallio 2022, p. 59; Lochmiller & Karnopp, 2023). These characteristics 
include: (1) a focus on a well-specified common aim; (2) guidance by a deep, systems-oriented 
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understanding of a clearly-defined, targeted problem as well as a working theory of improvement ; (3) 
disciplined adherence to the rigor of improvement science; and (4) coordinated design as networks to 
accelerate improvement. As such, NICs are rigid insofar as they stand by the characteristics listed above, 
yet they are, by design, highly flexible in their capacity to iteratively facilitate improvement across 
different organizational problem contexts - a capacity that researchers have identified as “integrative 
adaptivity” (Bryk et al., 2011, p. 154; LeMahieu et al., 2017, p. 19). NICs, however, do not arise naturally 
within organizations, but rather take shape through the accumulation of followership and establishment of 
“rules of the game” carried out by a team of morally authoritative “opinion leaders” (also called “network 
designers”) (Bryk et al., 2011, pp. 155-156). This group of leaders who function as drafters of the initial 
design of the NIC, solicitors of participation, seekers of lines of support, developers of relationships and 
trust, initiators of activities, setters of initial norms for participation, and providers of analytic support is 
the “hub” of the NIC (Bryk et al., 2011, p. 156; LeMahieu et al., 2017, p. 19; Russel et al., 2017, p. 8; 
Russell et al., 2021, pp. 1-2; Lochmiller & Karnopp, 2023; Anderson et al., 2024, p. 6). In addition to 
these functions, the “hub” sets the aim of the NIC informed by “field consensus” concerning the 
importance of the problem of practice and the promising paths to solution(s) (Russell et al., 2017). In 
order for a NIC to successfully achieve its aim, the “hub” (and its individual leaders) need to be skilled 
facilitators so as to empower NIC participants to “engage in difficult conversations and reposition 
themselves as teammates independent of formal institutional roles” (Sandoval, 2023, p. 48). 

Since the individual, diverse members of a NIC work towards “shared, precise, and measurable 
targets,” participation in a NIC requires structured social arrangements and a “common language” to be 
able to engage in coordinated, collective improvement (Bryk et al., 2011, pp. 136-140). Participants of a 
NIC (the major players being practitioners, applied researchers, and designers) engage in a number of 
specific activities that afford opportunities for actionable, communal improvement (Russell et al., 2017, p. 
7). These core activities include: (1) engaging in continuous, disciplined inquiry that is situated in the 
context of the problem of practice; (2) developing a shared, learning-centered narrative around the 
purpose and aims of the NIC so as to inform ongoing practices; (3) designing practical data measurement 
protocols that are understood by all and embedded in the continuous improvement work of the NIC; and 
(4) being continuously attentive to the variability in how the NIC (and its members) performs its actions 
(Bryk et al., 2011, pp. 144, 147-9; Kallio 2022, p. 61; LeMahieu et al., 2017, p. 11; Russell et al., 2021, p. 
24; Sandoval & Van Es, 2021, p. 15). Woven throughout these activities is the continuous fostering of 
relational trust among all members of the NIC (modeled by the “hub”). Relational trust is critical to 
solving problems within an organization of many diverse and competing voices (Kallio & Halverson, 
2020, pp. 3, 5; Childs et al., 2021).  
​ There are many resources and tools that improvement scientists use to facilitate the improvement 
efforts as part of an NIC. The most common of which include program improvement maps (Bryk et al., 
2011, pp. 140-141), NIC narratives (Russell et al., 2017, p. 26), fishbone diagrams (Markovitz, 2020; 
Sandoval & Van Es, 2021; Sandoval, 2022; Lochmiller & Karnopp, 2023), driver diagrams (Bryk et al., 
2011, pp. 142-4; Russell et al., 2021, p. 6), and PDSA cycles (Bryk et al., 2011, p. 150; LeMahieu et al., 
2017, p. 9; Russell et al., 2021, p. 7; Thornton et al., 2022; Anderson et al., 2024, p. 3). During the 
root-cause analysis phase of improvement, improvement maps, NIC narratives, and fishbone diagrams 
assist improvement teams with mapping the terrain of organizational issues, which entails making sense 
of the context of the problem as it relates to the organization’s structure and its people. During the 
“focusing collective action” phase of improvement, driver diagrams, interrelationship diagrams, and 
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measurement diagrams assist improvers with the development of an actionable, measurable aim to 
address a particular facet of the identified problem of practice. During the “spreading and scaling 
improvement” phase of the improvement process, improvers often use PDSA cycles to systematically and 
iteratively measure the actionable steps taken by improvers (detailed in driver diagrams) to reach the 
team’s solution aim.  

 
Launching & Facilitating Improvement in a NIC 

Launching an NIC is no easy task, but the improvement science literature around NIC initiation 
offers some promising insight and practices for aspiring “hubs”. According to researchers and 
practitioners of NIC development, the initiation of NIC efforts can be categorized into five activity 
“domains” (see Russell et al., 2017; Joshi et al., 2021, p. 372; Kallio 2022, p. 59); by engaging in these 
ongoing activities, leaders/facilitators of an NIC can expect prolonged success from their community: 

1.​ Develop a theory of practice improvement; this theory is developed through the user-centered 
causal analysis of the system that produces the problem of practice (Lochmiller & Karnopp, 
2023); additionally, the theory ought to be driven by the problem of practice and not the 
questions identified by the investigators/researchers leading the NIC (Russell et al., 2017, p. 
29) 

2.​ Build a measurement and analytics infrastructure; practitioners, researchers, and analytical 
staff must be active participants throughout the building process. 

3.​ Learn and use improvement research methods; the effective deployment of improvement 
research methods simultaneously draws on external sources and strengthens the individual 
capabilities of NIC members. 

4.​ Lead, organize, and operate the network; these processes entail securing human, social, and 
material resources while establishing and coordinating the communication and knowledge 
management infrastructure of the NIC. 

5.​ Foster the emergence of culture, norms, and identity consistent with network aims; the 
success of these efforts is necessitated by leaders’ encouragement of collaboration, 
transparency, evidence-based practice, and learning-centered data use.  

Researchers have also identified specific recommendations that center equity throughout the NIC 
establishment process by attending to the power-relations within and across the members of the network 
(Noble et al., 2021, p. 8; Sandoval Jr. 2023, p. 59). Such recommendations include: (1) the use of an 
inclusive, shared leadership model; (2) devoting time to defining membership, member responsibilities, 
and NIC culture collaboratively; (3) deciding on the organizational structure of the NIC that is agreed to 
by all members of the NIC; (4) providing transparency and fostering a respectful NIC climate through 
intentional articulation of conflict-resolution, decision-making, data management, and on/offboarding 
expectations; and (5) dialoguing openly and collaboratively about the tensions/challenges that individual 
members of the NIC hold in their respective positions and institutions. 
​ It is not surprising that the complex, iterative process of initiating and facilitating an NIC comes 
with a multitude of challenges. Researchers and practitioners of successful NICs have encountered a 
variety of persistent obstacles that all NIC members (leaders included) are likely to face. These challenges 
include achieving initial (and ongoing) consensus and commitment to shared NIC goals, cultural clashes 
among NIC members, competing institutional logics, coordination fatigue, resource consumption, and the 
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required time to continuously maintain and engage in NIC activities (see Russell et al., 2017, pp. 8-9; 
Anderson et al., 2024, pp. 2, 19; Noble et al., 2021). 
 

3.​ How Can We Make Sense Of and Communicate Organization-specific Improvement? 
 
​ As described above, the application of a systems-perspective that allows for viewing 
organizational processes as composed of interlocking elements is a critical disposition of improvers in an 
organization. To make sense of the type of improvements that occur (or have the potential to occur) at 
GlobalWorksTech in a strategic and systemic fashion, we have employed organizational theory 
throughout our data analysis, particularly the methodology of reframing organizational behaviors and 
design so as to determine how effective GlobalWorksTech’s TL is in comparison to its potential.  

The practice of “framing” helps organizational leaders to answer the everpresent question of 
“what are we really trying to accomplish with this initiative?” A “frame” is a perspective (or set of 
assumptions) that guide our attention and efforts, whereas “reframing” is the adoption and application of a 
different set of assumptions so as to recognize learning practices/issues in ourselves and in others, and in 
turn take corrective action (see Goffman, 1974; Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996). Considering that it is the natural 
tendency for groups to rush to action rather than think strategically, engaging in organizational framing 
activities brings operational heuristics to the surface so that they can be addressed head-on. Engagement 
in framing activities is not only helpful for our purpose here as quality improvement investigators, but 
also an important activity of NICs, particularly during the initial problem identification and formulation 
stages of networked improvement (Lochmiller & Karnopp, 2023). 

Organizational design concerns the functional structures of an organization, whereas 
organizational behaviors concern the responsive activities that people engage in within organizations. 
Design and behaviors within organizations are intimately connected; as researchers Cannata et al. (2021) 
put it, “individual behavior reflects negotiation between institutional structures and routines that guide 
action and individual agency” (p. 238, citing Coburn, 2016). Organizational designs and behaviors are 
mutually reinforcing, and one cannot fully understand how individuals face and respond to organizational 
dilemmas of complexity, surprise, deception, and ambiguity without also understanding the structures and 
systems in which those individuals operate, and vice versa; ecological and sociocultural theory informs us 
that (1) all human social behavior is a function of the environment or context in which it takes place, and 
from there (2) the behavior becomes a function of its consequences, meaning that behavior is constantly 
evolving in a cyclical response to organizational environments. 

Our framing activities throughout this quality improvement project (during both improvement 
activity facilitation and data analysis) are informed extensively by mainstream and DEI-centric research 
of Lee Bolman & Terrence Deal (2017), Damon Williams, Joseph Berger, & Shederick McClendon 
(2005), Robert Birnbaum (1988), and Bailey Jackson & Rita Hardiman (2017). Taken together, these 
researchers offer five frames with which we can make sense of organizational behaviors and five 
dimensions/models in which organizations function in terms of their design. Table 1 immediately below 
presents these frames/dimensions in relation to their underlying assumptions/characteristics: 
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 Organizational 

Behavior 
(Bolman & Deal, 

2017; Williams et al., 
2005) 

Assumptions 

Organizational 
Design 

(Birnbaum, 1988; 
Jackson & 

Hardiman, 2017) 

Characteristics 

Frame 

Human Resource 

Orgs exist to serve human needs 
rather than the converse; When the fit 
between an individual and the system 
is poor, one or both suffer; a good fit 
(both meaning and talent) benefits 
both the individual and the system 

Collegial 

Shared governance; value-based 
(shared) understanding of org 
mission, vision, and priorities; 

certain rules should be followed if 
org leaders are to maintain their 

effectiveness 

Structural 

Organizations devise strategies to 
reach goals that they exist to achieve; 
orgs increase efficiency and enhance 
performance through specialization 
and the division of labor; orgs work 
best when rationality prevails over 
personal agendas and extraneous 
pressures 

Bureaucratic 

Defined by the “organizational 
chart”; delineations of offices and 

people describe and influence 
work, interactions, and authority; 

the larger/”taller” the org, the more 
difficult to maintain effective 

communication 

Political 

Organizations are coalitions of 
individuals and interest groups; 
scarce resources and enduring 
differences put conflict at the center 
of day-to-day dynamics; Goals and 
decisions emerge from bargaining 
and negotiation among competing 
stakeholders 

Political 

Ability to influence and exchange 
outcomes brings influence (in 

addition to structural position); 
Conflict is natural; Power exists 

between parties (dependent on one 
another to achieve outcomes); Not 
all groups have the same level of 

power within the org (varying 
members become involved when 
situations are relevant/interesting) 

Symbolic 

Culture forms the superglue that 
bonds and organization and helps 
accomplish desired ends; In the face 
of ambiguity, symbols help people 
resolve confusion, find direction, and 
anchor hope; Events/processes are 
often more important for what they 
express/signal than for their 
intent/outcomes 

Anarchical 

Rules of engagement, roles of 
leadership, and how goals are 

established can often be counter to 
traditional org governance 

structures; Problematic goals, 
unclear technology, and fluid 

participation are present; Culture 
brings clarity, and decisions 

become routine 

Inclusive Diversity 

Attentiveness to differences 
enhances enterprise; Institutional 
behaviors where social justice and 
anti-racism are at the core of the 
institutional character; all 
stakeholders engage in their roles 
through the DEI lens 

Sociosystemic 

The organization predicates it 
purpose on how it is oriented 
socially and systemically in 
relation to its location and 

clientele; inclusivity is what drives 
success; location determines target 

population; DEI drives 
organizational behavior 

 
Table 1: The five frames of organizational behavior and related five dimensions of organizational design 

 
​ As it pertains to organizational behaviors, it is worth detailing further how the five frames help us 
to make sense of particular phenomena that people experience as members of organizations. Table 2 
immediately below presents these frames in relation to how they are used to make sense of particular 
organizational phenomena; the list of phenomena and activities (columns 1 and 2) is not exhaustive, but 
rather abridged so as to align to the specific realities/anxieties of GlobalWorksTech and (thought) 
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leadership perceptions that came to light during initial empathy interviews and throughout our collective 
improvement sessions: 
 

  Behavioral Frames 

Phenomena Org Activities Human 
Resource Structural Political Symbolic Inclusive Diversity 

Organizational 
Processes 

Strategic 
Planning 

Activities to 
promote 

participation, 
build support 

Process to set 
objectives and 

coordinate 
resources 

Arenas to air 
conflicts and 
realign power 

Ritual to signal 
responsibility, 

produce 
symbols, 
negotiate 
meanings 

Community to 
engage diversity in 

the service of 
learning  

Reorganizing 
Improve balance 
between human 

needs and formal 
roles 

Realign roles 
and 

responsibilities 
to fit tasks and 
environment 

Redistribute 
power and form 
new coalitions 

Maintain an 
image of 

accountability 
and 

responsiveness; 
negotiate a new 

social order 

Build trust, actively 
work against 

discrimination, 
embrace breadths of 

style and voice; 
make cultural 
differences a 

resource for learning 

Communication 
Exchange 

information, 
needs, and 

feelings 

Transmit facts 
and information 

Influence or 
manipulate others Tell stories 

Speak aspirationally, 
actionably, 

transparently, and 
with accountability 

Organizational 
Change 

Barriers to 
Change 

Anxiety, 
uncertainty; 
people feel 

incompetent and 
needy 

Loss of 
direction, clarity, 

and stability; 
confusion, chaos 

Disempowerment; 
conflict between 

winners and 
losers 

Loss of meaning 
and purpose; 

clinging to the 
past 

Valuing the norms of 
one group; passive 

commitment to 
including others; 

culture of tolerability 

Essential 
Strategies 

Training to 
develop new 

skills; 
participation and 

involvement; 
psychological 

support 

Communicating, 
realigning, and 
renegotiating 

formal patterns 
and policies 

Developing 
arenas where 
issues can be 

renegotiated and 
new coalitions 

formed 

Creating 
transition rituals; 

mourning the 
past, celebrating 

the future 

Including diverse 
perspectives; 

creating safe, brave, 
and accountable 

spaces for 
participation 

Leadership 

Effective 
Leaders 

Catalysts; 
servants 

Analysts; 
architects 

Advocates; 
negotiators 

Prophets; 
storytellers 

Responders; 
empathizers 

Effective 
leadership 
processes 

Support, 
empowerment Analysis, design Advocacy, 

coalition building 
Inspiration, 

meaning-making 
Inclusion, 

transformation 

Ineffective 
leadership 
processes 

Abdication Management by 
detail and fiat 

Manipulation and 
fraud 

Mirage, smoke 
and mirrors Status quo 

 
Table 2: The five frames of organizational behavior as they relate to particular organizational phenomena (adapted from Bolman & Deal, 2017 

and Williams et al., 2005) 
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​ In order for ongoing learning and development to take place in any organization, organizational 
members must create the kind of environment where learning and development can flourish; “Learning 
organizations” possess the following characteristics: 

●​ Leadership that “walks the talk” 
●​ As many people as possible are empowered and engaged in strategizing and change 

management 
●​ Structures are teams-based 
●​ Organizational culture is strong, adaptive, and values open information and feedback 
●​ Organizational information and communication is conducted openly and with transparency 
●​ Employees are empowered in the decision-making process 
●​ Performance of tasks is carefully monitored to find ways to improve it 
The status and practices of a learning organization are worthwhile to attain, especially for 

organizations that possess a wealth of thought leaders in their ranks, as these types of organizations are 
adeptly skilled at creating, acquiring, interpreting, transferring, and retaining knowledge and ideas. 
Learning organizations purposefully modify its behaviors and reflect on/rearrange its systems to reflect 
new knowledge and insights gained through the activities of its members; such learning-centered 
modifications are a catalyst that support both the inner work life of employees, but also the work of the 
organization as a whole (Amabile & Kramer, 2011, p. 106-107). 

It is important to note that the information detailed above is pertinent to organizations of any type 
and purpose who are in a position where complexity, surprise, and ambiguity are obstructive realities and 
where people-blaming, bureaucracy-blaming, and power-seeking are common (yet fallacious) 
explanations for failed attempts to overcome these dilemmas. By focusing our investigatory lens on the 
SaaS industry in particular, additional insights regarding how organizations (and improvers) can approach 
improvement work via (re)framing efforts arise. 

 
4.​ How Can We Center Equity in Thought Leadership? 

 
​ The last portion of this literature review focuses on whose voice is centered within thought 
leadership practices of organizations. To investigate this notion, one can look to the principles of 
distributed leadership, which recognizes the distinction between institutional rules and individual agency. 
Rather than centralizing power in a few positions or individuals, distributed leadership disperses influence 
across the organization, enabling a broader range of people to participate in decision-making and 
innovation (Lawrence & Buchanan, 2017). Leaders committed to building multicultural organizations 
intentionally design systems and processes that elevate diverse perspectives and voices, ensuring that 
organizational structures themselves promote inclusion and representation (Washington & Obear, 2017). 
In practice, equitable thought leadership requires attention to both who participates in generating ideas 
and who plays a role in bringing those ideas to life (Lee & Farh, 2019). This means actively tending to a 
range of perspectives at every stage of innovation, from conception to execution, and embedding 
inclusive practices into daily operations. By fostering shared governance and prioritizing stakeholder 
engagement and empowerment, organizations can move beyond symbolic inclusion toward structural 
equity, aligning both organizational and individual leadership practices with the values of fairness, 
collaboration, and shared ownership (Birnbaum, 1988; Kerns, 2019; Bolman & Deal, 2017).  
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​ Furthermore, organizational design and organizational behavior are inseparable when considering 
equity in thought leadership. Organizational design defines the functional structures, how authority, roles, 
and processes are distributed while organizational behavior captures the ways individuals respond to and 
operate within those structures. As Cannata et al. (2021) explain, behavior is shaped by the negotiation 
between institutional structures and individual agency, meaning that inclusive or exclusive behaviors are 
often a direct reflection of the systems in place. Distributed leadership practices, when intentionally 
embedded into organizational design, create environments where diverse perspectives can influence both 
decision-making and action. In turn, these inclusive designs shape behaviors that reinforce equity by 
normalizing collaboration, shared governance, and the amplification of underrepresented voices. The 
cycle is continuous: inclusive structures foster inclusive behaviors, and those behaviors drive ongoing 
refinements to structures that sustain equity. This calls into question whose voices are considered voices 
of thought leadership, and calls us back to the concepts of “Thought Rainmaker,” “Thought Ambassador,” 
and “Thought Follower” mentioned previously: Embedding equity within thought leadership may require 
the reimagining the these roles so that idea generation, refinement, and adoption are not concentrated 
within a narrow set of voices or perspectives. While Bourne’s (2015) distinction recognizes that 
rainmakers often originate big ideas and ambassadors translate them into actionable strategies, an equity 
lens asks critical questions about whose ideas are elevated to “big ideas” status, who is empowered to 
refine and distribute them, and whose participation is limited to following. If only certain individuals, 
often those with greater positional authority or social capital, are positioned as rainmakers or 
ambassadors, the organization risks reinforcing systemic inequities in influence and opportunity. 

Equitable thought leadership, therefore, seeks to democratize access to all three roles by ensuring 
that diverse stakeholders have pathways to contribute to idea creation, act as translators and amplifiers of 
innovation, and engage meaningfully in shaping implementation. This approach expands the 
competencies of authoritativeness, collaborativeness, and political influence (Midgley, 2017; Goodyear et 
al., 2023) beyond traditional power holders, cultivating them across the organization to include voices that 
are often marginalized in strategic conversations. By distributing these roles more broadly, organizations 
create a richer, more inclusive ecosystem of thought leadership, one where innovation emerges from, and 
benefits, a wider spectrum of experiences, perspectives, and expertise. 
 
PROJECT QUESTIONS & CONCEPTUAL FRAMING 
 

To reach any agreement around a solution to a given problem, the problem itself and the systems 
within which that problem is situated must be well-understood. A systems-oriented, “root cause” analysis 
is the first stage of the continuous improvement framework, and the goal of this particular quality 
improvement project. Two questions guided our investigation: 
 

1.​ How do stakeholders characterize the nature and/or quality of thought leadership at 
GlobalWorksTech? 

2.​ In what ways, if any, does user feedback inform the organization’s structure or actions of its 
thought leadership design and practices?  

 
The first question pertains to local, context-specific conceptualizations of TL by 

GlobalWorksTech staff. By answering this question, we expected to better understand the nature and 
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status of TL across the organization so as to be able to map the complex terrain and, in turn, enable more 
effective change efforts if necessary (Heath & Heath, 2010). We expected the answer to this question to 
not only become apparent but also to evolve as a result of our ongoing, collaborative engagement in root 
cause analysis activities. These findings will inform any next steps taken during the second and third 
stages of continuous improvement work, namely focusing collective action and spreading/scaling 
improvement, if leadership decides to proceed based on our findings and recommendations. The second 
question pertains to how “user” voices (i.e., those who use and are affected by TL activities) inform the 
behaviors of thought leaders and the design of thought leadership across GlobalWorksTech’s divisions. 
We were curious to discover how GlobalWorksTech leaders defined TL “users” and whether insights 
gleaned from our improvement activities would have any influential effect on the collective 
conceptualizations and strategizing of GlobalWorksTech leadership around the topic of TL. 

By answering these questions as a learning community, we believe that we can collectively foster 
a “climate for change” around TL practices (see Kotter, 1995); GlobalWorksTech leadership will acquire 
a better understanding not only of the ways in which TL is empowered and/or limited across the 
organization, but also of their important micro/meso-level role in the strategic growth of the organization 
and their positive impact as thought leaders on organizational stakeholders and users. We expect a 
collective sense of urgency to arise alongside a more coherent vision of TL, which would inform the 
co-construction of an evidence-based, actionable strategy to develop and support GlobalWorksTech’s 
many thought leaders. 

As stated above, the purpose of our literature review was to establish a comprehensive 
understanding of the extant research on thought leadership and broadly map findings from theory to 
practice. Informed by this research, we generated two evidence-based conceptual frameworks for 
leadership at GlobalWorksTech that prioritized functionality (see Figures 1 and 2 below). We wanted 
leadership to actually use these frameworks to (1) make sense of how thought leadership is both structured 
and enacted within and across organizational divisions and to (2) dependably apply its learnings to 
situations and activities that arise during the continuous improvement process. In short, we wanted these 
frameworks to provide leaders a common language or a delineated arena within which we - as a 
networked improvement community of sorts - could efficiently and informedly discuss TL with minimal 
misunderstandings (see Bryk et al., 2011, pp. 136, 140). Our goal during the facilitation of these 
communal sessions where we delved into these frameworks was to familiarize leaders with the landscape 
in which definitions and conceptualizations of thought leadership have emerged in the literature. 
Practically speaking, we wanted to add tools to the teams’ collective communications toolbox that could 
be used to make sense of the construct in a way that was meaningful to everyone both individually and 
collectively. 
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Fig. 1: The construct of thought leadership; adapted from the framework provided by Barry & Gironda (2019) 

 

 
Fig. 2: The operational structure of thought leadership in a given organization; adapted from Harvey et al. (2021) 
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The first framework (Figure 1) pertains to TL “attributes”, which aims to provide clarity to the 
following question: what makes a thought leader a thought leader? Researchers have categorized the 
attributes of thought leadership (i.e., what TL is) as related to both status and to function. We can think of 
status attributes as qualities or indicators of what a thought leader is (e.g., a thought leader is “the 
foremost authority on industry issues”). We can think of functional attributes as qualities or indicators of 
what a thought leader does (e.g., a thought leader “communicates clearly how big ideas can turn into 
reality”). How these thought leader attributes are recognized by others matters in the strategic support of 
these individuals; regarding their status attributes, thought leaders are recognized as a trusted authority. 
Regarding their functional attributes, thought leaders are recognized for their competencies. 
Organizations looking to support these leaders equitably, then, might ask themselves: how have we 
traditionally recognized the authority of those identified as “leaders”? Who is being recognized, and who 
is recognizing them? How do we build trust as leaders in our organization? Are there structures in place 
that allow leaders’ competencies to shine? And how might we support the development of the kinds of 
competencies we want to see in our leaders? 

The second framework (Figure 2) pertains to TL “operations”, which aims to provide clarity to 
the question: how does TL flow throughout organizations? Researchers have categorized the ways in 
which thought leadership moves (and where it can be identified) in a given organization as functioning at 
micro, meso, and macro levels of organizations. Micro-level thought leadership pertains to individuals 
exhibiting thought leadership attributes, meso-level thought leadership relates to groups of individuals 
exhibiting the attributes of thought leadership, and macro-level thought leadership relates to how 
organizations in relation to the industry as a whole exhibit the attributes of thought leadership. Each level 
of TL operation carries its own set of objectives, communication mechanisms, implications, and tensions.  

It is important to note that these frameworks are not mutually exclusive. In practice, thought 
leadership and thought leaders can have any number of TL attributes and can operate at or across any 
levels of the organization at any given time. TL does not have to operate uniformly or consistently across 
organizational levels, nor do thought leaders (be they individuals, groups, or entities) need to possess 
every attribute (or even a specific number of attributes) to be considered “thought leaders” or to be 
effective in their thought leadership actions within a given organization. Organizational values and beliefs 
towards thought leadership can take different forms, thus creating a particular organizational culture of 
thought leadership; organizational culture has multiple levels, each of which are more or less susceptible 
to transformative change, thought operations and processes related to values, assumptions and beliefs 
towards constructs like TL tend to be less susceptible to change as they reflect and reinforce 
organizational systems and routines (Williams et al., 2005, p. 11). Although organizational behaviors are 
susceptible to change, one cannot have a conversation about them without also considering organizational 
culture and the practices and processes that emerge from (and reinforce) that culture (i.e., organizational 
design), as both are significantly influenced by one another. Our goal for this quality improvement project 
was to make sense of the construct, the operational systems, and, in turn, the culture of TL (i.e., TL’s 
design and TL behavior) as it currently exists at GlobalWorksTech. The conceptual frameworks detailed 
above functioned as a tool to aid in collectively mapping these systems with GlobalWorksTech leaders 
themselves. Our intent was that the design-oriented learnings from this systems mapping would inform 
future action on the part of GlobalWorksTech decision-makers concerning TL strategy.  
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PROJECT DESIGN 
 
​ This study is a quality improvement project and, thus, was designed to embody the “scientific 
practice of continuously improving programs, practices, products, processes or services within organized 
social systems” (LeMahieu et al., 2017, p. 5). Continuous improvement is a specific methodological 
approach in quality improvement work that entails “slowing down to deeply understand the problem from 
multiple perspectives, planning deliberate action based on root causes, and monitoring change over time” 
(Anderson et al., 2024, p. 1). We aimed to answer our project questions by engaging in continuous 
improvement work with GlobalWorksTech leadership as a structured “team of improvers” (Anderson et 
al., 2024, p. 5).  

The form of this collaborative and iterative improvement work possessed many characteristics of 
a networked improvement community (NIC). Our approach to curating a NIC involved establishing what 
we called the Steering Committee (SC), which was composed of select GlobalWorksTech divisional 
leadership. The SC allowed us to structure improvement activities in alignment with networked 
improvement methods, which would, in turn, prompt collaborative discussions amongst 
contextually-diverse individuals around the definition of thought leadership and the structure of thought 
leadership at GlobalWorksTech in its current state. Pulling from NIC best practice literature concerning 
disciplined inquiry, SC participants engaged in collective mapping activities (i.e., process mapping and 
root-cause analysis). This engagement functioned as a highly effective participatory data collection 
method (Ravitch & Carl, 2021, p. 155; see also Kallio 2022, p. 61). Such active engagement brought to 
the surface individual and collective thought processes and discussions around thought leadership 
perceptions and strategy, including the agreements, disagreements, expansion of ideas from one another, 
and dialogic exchanges, all of which yielded deeper insights and more attuned recommendations for the 
organization than if we had relegated our data collection to a survey-only or 1:1 interview-only approach.  
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Fig. 3: Steering Committee scope and sequence showcasing networked improvement activities 

 

We intentionally chose a networked design to surface and test new insights, enable fluid 
exchanges across contexts and traditional institutional (divisional) boundaries, and amplify collective 
participation and intelligence (Bryk et al., 2011; Russell et al., 2017). It was clear early on in our 
facilitation of these improvement sessions that this approach was effective; SC members were excited to 
participate and quick to share their divisional perspectives and to contribute to inter-organizational 
learning, which, in turn, prompted reflection and informed individual leaders’ work during and outside of 
our formal meetings. To acquire these findings in a manner that remained disciplined by the rigor of 
improvement science and, in turn, answered our PQs, we employed several specific qualitative data 
collection and analysis procedures, which are detailed below. 
 
Sampling Method 

We used convenience sampling to enroll participants in the quality improvement project. Our 
sample (n=11) consisted of user/peer-identified thought leaders who work in and across GlobalWorksTech 
departments (6 divisions in total). The identification of these individuals as “thought leaders” and their 
subsequent recruitment was informed by (1) a deep understanding of the “political arena” of 
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GlobalWorksTech leadership via the interdepartmental nature of Amy’s own work at GlobalWorksTech, 
as well as (2) the empathy interviews we conducted prior to the start of the project. Informal 
conversations with many of these leaders before, during, and after these empathy interviews piqued a 
general, yet ardent interest to participate. To capitalize on this interest, we distributed a formal recruitment 
letter to obtain SC participant commitment. 
 
Data Collection Methods 

To make sense of the initial problem of practice within GlobalWorksTech’s organizational 
context, it was necessary to center the voices of stakeholders at the outset of the project. To do so, we 
initiated our data collection process before the SC took shape. We identified three leaders and asked them 
to participate in brief 1:1 interviews prior to the kickoff of the SC. Due to the nature of their 
cross-departmental work, as well as their vocalized interest in the TL function of GlobalWorksTech’s new 
national learning network, we believed these leaders to be willing advocates for improvement. The 
purpose of these three empathy interviews (see Appendix A) was to get a “pulse check” of thought leader 
perceptions as well as thought leadership as it exists at GlobalWorksTech more broadly. The following 
details were brought to light during the preliminary interviews: 

●​ Thought leaders vary in their definitions of what “thought leadership” is as well as how it 
functions across at GlobalWorksTech. 

●​ Connecting with users is a priority across GlobalWorksTech divisions. 
●​ TL has historically been treated as a “deliverable” at GlobalWorksTech - that is, TL has 

followed a relatively unidirectional pathway from GlobalWorksTech leader to user through a 
variety of communication mechanisms (e.g., professional development trainings, conference 
presentations, blogs, and whitepapers). 

●​ Thought leaders at GlobalWorksTech identified current communication processes/systems to 
be a contributing factor to their difficulty communicating to (1) department staff and (2) users 
about TTL. Regarding staff, one interviewee noted that non-leaders need to be “reminded” 
that there are thought leaders in their department. Regarding users, one interviewee noted an 
ongoing “improper” use of departmental “task-forces” and blogs (versus white papers) in 
sharing TL insights. 

These initial interviews suggested a general lack of clarity and consistency in organizational 
leaders’ understanding of the essence, operations, and audiences of thought leadership at 
GlobalWorksTech. These insights also prompted more focused discussions/activities around the topics we 
needed to address throughout the SC sessions so as to answer our PQs. 

Our primary sources of evidence for addressing our two project questions were survey responses 
and observational data gathered from stakeholders participating in the Steering Committee (SC). Prior to 
the first SC meeting, we administered a Qualtrics survey (see Appendix A) to capture individual 
perspectives on TL as they relate to PQ#1. This survey was designed to elicit micro-level viewpoints on 
the nature and perceived quality of TL at GlobalWorksTech before any collective (meso-level) dialogue 
could influence or shape participant thinking. Given the politically charged and abstract nature of the TL 
construct, the survey provided a confidential space for stakeholders to articulate their interpretations 
before engaging in communal improvement activities, where shared perspectives might begin to form 
(Babbie, 2017, p. 287). Nine SC members completed the pre-project survey. We encountered no 
challenges or obstacles with the disbursement and completion of the surveys, other than a few delays from 
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select individuals who needed additional time to complete the survey as they were unable to attend the 
initial meetings. 

These early insights also informed the iterative development of session agendas and a facilitation 
protocol throughout the project (see Appendix A). To ensure responsiveness to stakeholder input, we used 
the initial survey data, along with findings from our literature review, to design the agendas and 
facilitation protocol for each SC meeting. This protocol served multiple functions: guiding SC 
conversations, supporting the NIC-inspired improvement process, and structuring the collection of 
observational data for subsequent analysis and interpretation. 

As the project progressed, we collected observational data during SC meetings using a structured 
Observation Protocol (see Appendix A). These virtual sessions, conducted via Microsoft Teams and 
recorded for later analysis, involved group-based activities such as drafting problem statements, creating 
fishbone diagrams, and mapping systems. In addition to group observations, we conducted one-on-one 
interviews with SC members toward the end of the project to deepen our understanding of individual 
perceptions now shaped by collective experience. Parallel to this, survey data was also collected from a 
separate stakeholder group—district leaders enrolled in GlobalWorksTech’s national learning network. 
These responses informed SC discussions and supported our efforts to answer PQ#2. 

Our data collection approach blended both sequential and concurrent methods to flexibly support 
the dynamic and iterative nature of a quality improvement project. Recognizing that the needs of the 
project, the organization, and its leaders would evolve over time, we implemented a methodology that 
allowed us to gather, analyze, and apply insights in real time while building toward deeper, more 
comprehensive findings. Sequential methods enabled us to layer our insights, beginning with broader 
quantitative survey data to surface patterns and perceptions, followed by targeted qualitative inquiry to 
explore emerging themes in greater depth. Concurrent methods, such as collecting observational data 
during SC and 1:1 meetings, allowed us to capture authentic, in-the-moment reflections as participants 
engaged in real-world problem-solving. This blended approach ensured that the research remained both 
responsive and rigorous, supporting continuous learning and strategic alignment throughout the duration 
of the project. Our data collection timeline began with the initial survey and continued through six 
recurring SC sessions, with observational and interview data gathered as appropriate opportunities 
emerged. This flexible and iterative approach allowed us to align data collection strategies with the stages 
of NIC-based work while maintaining a focus on both PQ#1 and PQ#2. 
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Table 3: Data collection timeline 

Construction of Data Collection Tools 
The design of our data collection tools was rooted in our conceptual framing. To answer PQ#1, 

we focused on clarifying how TL is understood and enacted within GlobalWorksTech, while resisting the 
imposition of a fixed definition. From a quality improvement perspective, it was essential that SC 
members generate their own departmentally situated definitions of TL. Our facilitation and interview 
protocols, as well as the survey, were central in surfacing these perspectives. Recognizing the lack of 
consensus in the literature regarding TL’s definition, we introduced a simplified concept map - extracted 
from scholarship but adapted for practical use - to provide a shared point of reference. This simplified 
concept map was introduced in the survey and expanded upon during SC sessions (see Appendix A). 

In addressing PQ#2, we provided working definitions of key constructs, including networked 
improvement communities, systems thinking, improvement science, and organizational behavior. These 
definitions served a pragmatic role, offering conceptual grounding to support quality improvement efforts 
within the SC sessions. Thus, the same facilitation and interview protocols used to collect data also 
doubled as tools for knowledge building and reflection among participants around user-perceptions and 
experiences. 

Regarding instrument reliability and validity, our survey design was informed by both our 
conceptual framework and an in-depth literature review. Open-ended questions were constructed based on 
research related to operational, status, and functional definitions of TL. Additionally, we included a 
Likert-scale matrix adapted from Barry and Gironda’s (2019) validated scale, which assesses B2B 
marketers’ perceptions of TL. While originally developed for marketing contexts, we modified the scale’s 
language to suit the SaaS sector and GlobalWorksTech’s organizational context. This quantitative section 
captured pre-discussion TL beliefs and practices, providing a valuable empirical layer to support our 
qualitative findings. The resulting data helped us (1) triangulate micro-level insights from survey and 
interview data, (2) guide early SC discussions, and (3) develop future recommendations grounded in 
observed TL competencies. We did not ask participants to complete a post-project survey, so we are not 
able to assess (nor were we interested in assessing) any changes in micro-level TL perceptions controlling 
for participation in the SC. 
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Data Analysis Methods 
To analyze the data collected across surveys, documents, and Steering Committee meetings, we 

employed thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2008), allowing us to explore how thought leadership 
manifests within GlobalWorksTech’s organizational context. Thematic analysis provided a flexible yet 
structured approach for identifying, analyzing, and interpreting patterns of meaning across our data set, 
and we followed a systematic, multi-phase process grounded in both project questions and conceptual 
framework. Further, we applied Roulston’s (2010) framework of reduction, reorganization, and 
representation in qualitative data analysis, which centers research reflexivity throughout the thematic 
analysis process. This framework prompted us to continually examine our own positionality and analytic 
choices as we moved from raw data to thematic construction. Through reduction, we identified key 
excerpts and focused observations of relevance; through reorganization, we grouped and regrouped these 
observations around evolving thematic categories and conceptual codes; and through representation, we 
constructed analytic narratives that aimed to preserve participants’ voices while interpreting their 
significance in relation to broader organizational patterns.  

Roulston’s emphasis on reflexivity ensured that our interpretations remained grounded, 
transparent, and responsive to the complex social dynamics at play within the data. As we engaged in data 
analysis, we constantly asked one another questions regarding our own sense-making in the initial coding, 
deductive analysis, and inductive analysis practices listed below. Removing this reflexive practice from 
the coding process proved to be nearly impossible; coding with our conceptual framework and SC 
meeting field notes in mind, we believe, allowed themes to emerge more quickly than had we bifurcated 
the reflexive process into various segments of the data analysis process. Taking a formative, iterative, and 
thematic approach to data analysis helped us (1) reliably manage the wealth of information we collected 
in a relatively short amount of time and (2) mirror the participatory design expected of successful quality 
improvement facilitation. 

 
1.​ Initial Coding: Key Word Identification 

Our first step was to derive a preliminary coding schema by identifying key terms central to both 
our project questions and the existing literature on thought leadership and improvement science. This 
allowed us to conduct an initial pass at coding the data with a clear orientation toward the phenomena of 
interest. Keywords such as thought leader, organization, industry, design, learning, and ideas served as 
anchors for our coding, each representing thematic nodes that were expected to surface across interviews, 
documents, and other qualitative materials. Our “Observational Protocol” (see Appendix A) assisted us in 
identifying these themes inductively during individual SC sessions and prompt coding efforts as we 
collectively and iteratively made sense of the data (see our “Codebook” for a full list of these codes and 
themes). These keywords served as sensitizing concepts, enabling us to navigate the early interpretive 
process with a grounded lens.  

This continuously updated keywords list is but one reflection of the iterative process at the heart 
of our data collection methods; informed by research and by the live participation of SC members, the 
keywords served as a bridge between deductive analysis in alignment to our conceptual frame and the 
ongoing, iterative, inductive analysis derived from observations of GlobalWorksTech employees in 
conversation with one another during SC meetings. 
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2.​ Deductive Analysis: Aligning with Conceptual Framework 
Following this initial stage, we moved onto a deductive phase of analysis, during which we 

systematically categorized the observational data collected from the survey, SC meeting transcriptions, 
and 1:1 interview transcriptions in accordance with our pre-established conceptual framework on thought 
leadership. These frameworks, developed through a synthesis of prior literature and our theoretical 
positioning, served as a scaffold to organize emerging data categories. Here, our approach was guided by 
the understanding that while thematic analysis is inductive, it can be productively paired with deductive 
strategies when a strong theoretical frame is present. We built our Codebook in NVivo following these 
steps: 

1.​ Create codes for key words and themes 
2.​ Create deductive codes in alignment with our conceptual framework 
3.​ Create codes for our lenses of sense-making dictated by our review of organizational behavior 

and organizational design.  
These various “layers” of codes allowed for optimal interaction between datasets to be uncovered, 

as we worked to quickly unearth what was being stated about the construct of thought leadership, how it 
was operationalized across various organizational levels, and which organizational behavior or design 
frame participants were applying in their explanations. 

During this phase, we drew on Roulston’s (2010) "reorganization" phase, revisiting and refining 
our initial codes. Reorganization involved comparing our keyword-driven codes with the dimensions of 
our conceptual model, identifying overlaps, gaps, and points of divergence. In practice, this meant 
collapsing similar codes, expanding underdeveloped categories, and refining themes to better reflect the 
theoretical constructs being investigated. 
 

3.​ Theoretical Analysis: Interpreting Patterns 
The final phase of our analysis involved theoretical interpretation, wherein we applied lenses 

from both organizational behavior (Bolman & Deal, 2017; Williams et al., 2005) and organizational 
design (Birnbaum, 1988; Jackson & Hardiman, 2017) to interpret the themes and patterns that had 
emerged through the coding and reorganization process. This step was crucial for moving beyond 
description toward explanation—that is, understanding not only what patterns existed in the data, but why 
they mattered in relation to thought leadership and organizational improvement. This dual-lens approach 
enabled us to situate our findings within broader discourses on how knowledge, authority, and innovation 
circulate within and across organizations.  

Described below (Table 4) are the overarching, guiding questions concerning GlobalWorksTech’s 
current characterization of TL, derived from our conceptual frame and aligned to our data analysis 
methods as we collected observational data during SC meetings. We intentionally organized the table to 
reflect the logical progression from the foundational principles of improvement science to the analytical 
interpretation of data. The tenets of quality improvement science anchor each row in the core 
methodologies that guided the project, establishing a theoretical and practical starting point. From there, 
the guiding questions for the Steering Committee serves as a bridge between theory and practice, 
illustrating how each tenet was translated into inquiry during live Steering Committee meetings. The next 
column maps these inquiries to the larger theoretical constructs that informed our coding and 
interpretation, ensuring alignment between data collection and the study’s conceptual grounding. Finally, 
the last column demonstrates how each element was interpreted through specific organizational lenses, 
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such as structural, symbolic, or political, thereby providing a clear path from theory to question to code to 
analysis. This sequence supports transparency, rigor, and traceability in both the analytic process and the 
organizational sense-making it aimed to support. 
 

Tenet of Quality 
Improvement Science 

Guiding Question for 
Steering Committee 

Connection to Conceptual 
Framework and Aligned 

Codes (in bold) 

Frame of Analysis and 
Aligned Codes (in bold) 

Collective Problem 
Statement Definition 

What is the problem of thought 
leadership at 
GlobalWorksTech? 

How do current representatives 
of GlobalWorksTech’s 
divisions understand the  
-Micro Operationalization 
-Micro Implications 
-Meso Operationalization 
-Meso Implications 
-Macro Operationalization 
-Macro Implications 
of thought leadership? 
 
McCrimmon (2005); Harvey et 
al.(2021); Bourne (2015); 
Thelen et al. (2021) 

Bolman & Deal (2017): Four 
Frames of Organizational 
Behavior 
-Structural 
-Symbolic 
-Political 
-Human Resources 
-Inclusive 
 
Birnbaum (1988), Kerns 
(2019): Design Framing of 
Structures, Cultures, and 
Processes 
-Bureaucratic 
-Political 
-Anarchical 
-Collegiate 
-Multicultural 
 
Byrk et. al (2015): Networked 
Improvement Communities 
-NIC Dispositions 
-NIC Activity 
 
 

Collective Root Cause 
Analysis Activities 

What is causing and 
contributing to that problem? 
 
What similarities/differences 
exist? 

Problem Statement 
Definition: Individual 
Divisions at 
GlobalWorksTech 
Activities 

What is the problem of thought 
leadership in your work/your 
division? 
 
How do other leaders 
experience the problem of 
thought leadership? 
 
What similarities/differences 
exist among divisions? 

Definitions of Thought 
Leader at 
GlobalWorksTech 

What is a thought leader at/for 
GlobalWorksTech? 

How do employees in positions 
of power understand the 
statuses  
-Knowledgeable 
-Trusted Advisor 
-Go-To-Resource 
 
and functions  
-Advancing Ideas/Thought 
Provoker 
-Definer of Actionable 
Strategies 
-Knowledge Integrator 
(Barry & Gironda, 2019)  
 
across micro, meso, and macro 
levels of organizations  
 
-Awareness & Reputation 
-Lead Stakeholder 
Generation 
-Industry Leadership 
(Harvey et. al, 2021) 

Definitions of Thought 
Leader Action at 
GlobalWorksTech 
Activities 

What does a thought leader 
at/for GlobalWorksTech do?  
 
Where does their influence go 
next? 

 
Table 4: Steering committee planning framework & NIC operationalization 
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The frames of analysis outlined here played a critical role in organizing, interpreting, and 
deepening the understanding of the data collected from SC discussions. During the collective problem 
statement activities, we analyzed conversations using multiple frames of organizational behavior (Bolman 
& Deal, 2017). This framing allowed the analysis to attend to both the formal organizational systems and 
the informal cultural and symbolic aspects that define how thought leadership is perceived and enacted. 
The bureaucratic, collegiate, political, anarchical, and sociosystemic dimensions (Birnbaum, 1998; Kerns, 
2014; Jackson & Hardiman, 2017) helped uncover how structures, cultures, and processes could mediate 
TL behaviors at micro (individual), meso (team/division), and macro (industry-wide) levels. Through SC 
members’ participation in NIC activities, this intersection across theories of thought leadership (constructs 
and operations), in addition to the operational intersections within them (i.e., the connective tissue 
between micro and meso, meso and macro, etc.), uncovered how GlobalWorksTech as an organization 
currently characterizes its thought leadership. 

During collective root cause analysis activities, the organizational frames of analysis guided 
deeper inquiry into contributing causes, allowing collective experiences across divisions to identify 
systemic challenges related to the operations of thought leadership. Identifying these challenges as part of 
an improvement community necessarily entails tension, and it is through critical inquiry and the 
surfacing, engaging in, and settling of tensions and contradictions that transformation and change can 
actually take place (Sandoval & Van Es, 2021, p. 6; Bruk et al., 2015). For this reason, we were curious to 
see how far SC members would push themselves and trust one another to be vulnerable in grappling with 
the current state of thought leadership at GlobalWorksTech and the challenges that such a state has 
produced - challenges which each leader may or may not be directly (but most likely indirectly) 
contributing to through their collective activities within the systems of GlobalWorksTech. As such, 
patterns of SC participant engagement served as an informal assessment of whether quality improvement 
could even take place as a NIC within GlobalWorksTech, and, in turn, helped to inform our 
recommendations. When our focus shifted to division-specific problem definition and driver diagram 
activities, we used the same organizational frames to recognize variations across divisions, understanding 
not only what issues exist but also how organizational structures, political climates, or cultural 
orientations within each division shape these challenges.  

In short, the use of lenses (informed by organizational theorists) helped us make sense of each 
leader’s interpretation and understanding of thought leadership in action, as well as how those 
interpretations shape their view of their own divisions and what is possible for improvement both 
divisionally and organizationally. By systematically applying these frames throughout all activities, the 
analysis not only surfaced operational barriers and strengths but also interpreted how underlying 
organizational assumptions, power dynamics, and cultures shape GlobalWorksTech’s efforts to cultivate 
industry-leading thought leadership. Our recommendations for GlobalWorksTech are grounded in each of 
these activities and the discussions that took place around them. 
 
PROJECT FINDINGS 
 
Overview of Findings (PQ1) 
 

Data analysis yielded four findings that were significant to answering PQ#1. Our findings reveal 
that [1] GlobalWorksTech’s Steering Committee members have a tendency to characterize the nature of 
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thought leadership at GlobalWorksTech in terms of the activities that thought leaders enact within the 
organization; in other words, GlobalWorksTech leadership is more likely to distinguish what thought 
leaders do (i.e., their functional attributes) than who thought leaders are (i.e., their status attributes). 
Additionally, our evidence demonstrates that [2] thought leadership at GlobalWorksTech operates 
primarily at the micro level of organization - that is, thought leadership emerges and is promoted chiefly 
by individual actors across internal divisions and external communities, the implications of which are 
predominantly macro in scale and in intention. Put differently, thought leadership at GlobalWorksTech is 
being enacted principally by individual thought leaders looking to make industry-level impact through 
their independent yet interrelated TL activities. Mentions of meso-level, cross-functional operations as a 
significant input were made relatively infrequently, and when they were made, they were done so rather 
briefly. Throughout the SC meetings, GlobalWorksTech leadership loosely anchored their examples of 
organizational thought leadership at the meso level of operationalization; many SC members articulated 
the functions of individual thought leaders and were quick to bridge these functions as having direct 
impact on the industry as a whole.  

Our application of organizational theory to make sense of the in-the-moment meaning-making of 
SC members around thought leadership concepts and realities yielded supplementary insights. As 
members engaged in our improvement science activities during SC sessions, members consistently 
framed their conversations of thought leadership activity in predominantly structural and symbolic terms; 
that is, members negotiated definitions and gave examples of TL in action under concordant assumptions 
that (1) organizations devise strategies to reach the goals that they exist to achieve (a structural 
assumption), and (2) culture forms the superglue that bonds an organization, unites people, and helps 
accomplish desired ends (a symbolic assumption) (Bolman & Deal, 2017). Both individual and collective 
discussions were fueled by references to “rules”, “roles”, “strategies”, and “goals” just as much as they 
were to “vision”, “values”, “culture”, and “stories”. As such, [3] GlobalWorksTech SC members appear to 
construct and communicate understandings of thought leadership through symbolic and structural 
organizational behavioral framing. 

As we will detail further below, this dual framing of TL activity helped to uncover a significant 
tension between the current organizational design of thought leadership at GlobalWorksTech and the 
organizational behavior of those thought leaders. More specifically, SC members described the 
organizational design of TL at GlobalWorksTech as “decentralized” (Participants 4 and 9, SC 3) with 
individual thought leaders “sprinkled” (Participant 7, SC 3) throughout the organization acting 
independently with industry-level aspirations, and where the fluidity of TL participation, the rules of 
engagement in TL, the roles of identified thought leaders, and the manner in which goals are established 
regarding TL activities are oftentimes counter to (or in competition with) traditionally understood 
organization governance structures; in the case of GlobalWorksTech, these traditional organizational 
structures are bureaucratic, where the lines between offices and people not only describe the flow of 
work, but also delineate authority. As such, [4] the “institution” of thought leadership at 
GlobalWorksTech possesses distinctly anarchical qualities (Birnbaum, 1988). We have detailed these four 
findings with pertinent evidence as they relate to PQ#1 immediately below. 
 
Finding 1 (PQ1): GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee members mainly characterize thought leadership 
in terms of the individual functions of thought leaders within the organization.  
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One of the central findings of this study, derived from our deductive coding methods, reveals that 
members of the GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee predominately conceptualize thought leadership 
and thought leaders through a micro-level lens of individual action and influence. Specifically, thought 
leadership at GlobalWorksTech is commonly recognized for the functions that individual thought leaders 
perform, such as championing new ideas, harnessing intellectual firepower, and putting those ideas into 
practice by developing and communicating actionable strategies:  

 
“Providing an insight for people to connect to things or allowing them to reframe one of their challenges, 
see something in their world in a different way than they did prior. That’s what I’m thinking about when 
I’m thinking about thought leadership.” (Participant 1, SC 2) 
 
“In our group, we discussed how it’s kind of the evolution of an idea, being a champion to one another to 
make a bigger idea come to life.” (Participant 5, SC 2) 
 
“A thought leader, depending on how we’re defining it, I think is a storyteller. When we tried to 
[understand a strategic project with] folks in Vancouver for the first time [...] they are thought leaders in 
their own way. Because they innovate on this thing, but then you try to get it out of them and they’re like, 
“Well, I don’t know. I just did the thing.” [...] So you’re really, you’re like, OK. You’re almost like a 
journalist interviewer [...] I gotta give Participant 2 kudos for not just leading that charge and helping us 
change our mindset, but then documenting it and turning it into a story.” (Participant 1, SC 2) 
 
“There's a gazillion good ideas out there, but thought leadership is all about, you know, bringing it to life.” 
(Participant 6, SC 5) 
 
The functional attributes of the individual thought leader are foregrounded in this micro-level 

operationalization. Our analysis of the interviews and SC data yielded a greater frequency of references to 
“functional attributes” of thought leadership compared to “status attributes” (N=38/57, or 66%). While 
there was evidence that Steering Committee members recognized various status attributes of thought 
leaders, such as having “grit,” “being a generalist” (Participant 1), someone who has “diversity of 
thought” (Participant 4), someone who is “good at language or communication,” or is a “go to person” 
(Participant 2), the functional competencies of thought leaders made up the majority of individual and 
collective conversations around the topic. 
 
Finding 2 (PQ1): GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee members frequently connected micro-level 
operations of thought leadership to macro-level implications. 

 
Throughout our data analysis, micro-level operations and macro-level implications represented 

the highest percentage of our thematic codes; “micro operationalization,” N=36/44; “macro implications,” 
N=22/31; each operational layer was analyzed by operationalization and implication, creating their own 
denominators per set. During the SC sessions, members often drew direct connections between individual 
thought leader actions and the outcomes/impact of those actions on the industry as a whole. SC members 
presented exemplary TL efforts as stories of individual thought leaders with the capacity to enhance 
GlobalWorksTech’s reputation within the SaaS industry through various types of customer engagements. 
The following conversation showcases this dynamic: 
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Participant 7:​ “I want to highlight the work that [GlobalWorksTech employee] has done  
internationally. You can’t open their brain, multiply it, and give it to multiple people. 
[There was] open business and they said, “I’m gonna raise my hand and go and do the 
work.” I just wanted to highlight that because it’s very niche [...] and they were alone, 
sitting in their area of expertise.”  

Participant 1:​ “To your point, that was just grit. The investments are minimal. They are trying  
to explain the need to people higher up in the food chain who don’t get it until it’s all 
done. I mean, it’s like they [GlobalWorksTech leadership] don’t get it until you have 
clawed your way through the mud, built it. You walk in a room, bring it up, and a 
customer goes, “Oh my god, that’s amazing!” And then, all of a sudden, after all that 
grit and toil, they [GlobalWorksTech leadership] go, “Oh, what was it you’re talking 
about?” 

                (Participants 7 & 1, SC 6) 
 
“It's another thing to contribute to the field, which again, I use the word ‘insight’ often to be thought 
leadership: insights or contributions to the field. That's when you get to that level and that's beyond 
building capacity. That is, […] I know you know Common Core inside and out to the point that I can walk 
in and help people that don't know it come to understand it in really profound ways, and we did that.” 
(Participant 1, SC 5) 
 
This connection between individual action and industry-wide, customer-centered impact surfaced 

multiple times throughout SC members’ various examples of GlobalWorksTech thought leaders - leaders 
who spear-headeding action in response to an identified need, even when the identified need did not fit 
into a defined, organization-wide strategy. Although there was evidence of cross-functional collaboration, 
either within a division or across multiple divisions (i.e., evidence of meso-level TL operations), these 
examples were often couched in notions of “needing to inform” other departments of the work 
(Participant 8, SC 5), questioning the legitimacy of the collaboration as a priority (Participant 3, SC 3) 
and, admittedly, the recognition that the organization was not “profiling the amazing work,” ultimately 
leading to thought leadership efforts “getting completely lost” (Participant 1, SC 4). In making these 
connections, participants bypassed the intermediary meso-level roles/instances of collaborative, 
cross-functional structures while simultaneously calling attention to the absence of collective, meso-level 
strategy and leadership efforts. 

To further illustrate this meso-level operationalization gap, we compiled the responses to 
questions one and seven from the pre-project survey (see Tables 5 and 6 below). The purpose of question 
one was to capture individuals’ initial conceptualization of ‘thought leader’ before collective discussion. 
The purpose of question seven was to gauge how individuals understand the ways in which organizational 
processes support their own thought leadership efforts: 
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Table 5: Pre-survey responses to the question: “What does being a ‘thought leader’ mean to you? Feel free to provide an example.” 
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Table 6: Pre-survey responses to the question: “What organizational processes (if any) have supported your own ‘thought leadership’ efforts at 
GlobalWorksTech?” 

 
There are clear differences in the length of responses between question one and question seven, 

and some individuals chose to not respond to question seven altogether. When it came time for 
participants to identify any organizational processes that have supported them, participants appear to have 
had a more difficult time answering. Interestingly, Participant 4 explicitly called out the need for a better 
process around strategic planning and TL’s relevance to driving business outcomes. These patterns 
suggest that while individual initiatives and cross-functional collaborations are present at 
GlobalWorksTech, they often occur in isolation - or separately - from formal structures that align to 
greater organizational strategy and recognition mechanisms. 

 
Finding 3 (PQ1): GlobalWorksTech Steering Committee Members construct and communicate 
understandings of thought leadership through symbolic and structural organizational behavioral framing. 

 
As Steering Committee members engaged in improvement science activities, they routinely drew 

upon structural and symbolic frames to make sense of both challenges and opportunities related to TL at 
GlobalWorksTech (see Table 7 below). A large percentage of deductive codes for organizational behavior 
pertained to structural framing (N=58/110 or 52% of Organizational Behavioral codes), and the second 
most frequent set of codes related to symbolic framing (N=25/100 or 23%), suggesting that these frames 
are not incidental but foundational to how members interpret the organization’s thought leadership 
landscape.  
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Table 7: Organizational behavior framing code breakdown 

 
The symbolic framing of organizational behavior considers clear, cohesive, and inspirational 

visions, values, and stories as imperative to organizational functioning when faced with uncertainty or 
ambiguity, whereas structural framing considers specialization (i.e., specific roles and responsibilities) 
and the division of labor to increase efficiency and enhance performance as the organization reaches its 
strategic goals (Bolman & Deal, 2017): 

 
“I actually think it’s a feature, not a bug, of how we have decentralized thought leadership and I think the 
only way that you’re gonna get diverse voices coming through is with decentralized structure, period. 
Right? Like you need those conflicting voices to come out in very different venues and areas and 
oftentimes to be incubated independently, so that those can then rise up and come out in different ways. 
[...] They come from very different spots and areas right within the org.” (Participant 9, SC 3) 
 
“Like, how do we effectively…How do new voices be heard and be seen in an organization, right? And, 
like, it gets down to people's insecurities, it gets down into the mission, vision, and values of a company. It 
gets down into, you know, leadership, questioning roles and responsibilities like, right? You go two 
questions down, and all of a sudden you're, like, at these existential questions. Very, very quickly [...] What 
are we here? Why are we doing it right? Like what is our? What is our purpose, vision of our company, 
right? All of a sudden you get at the heart of all that.” (Participant 4, SC 3) 

 
This dual framing appears to reflect and reinforce a core organizational tension: members 

describe TL as “decentralized” (Participant 9, Participant 4) and “sprinkled” throughout the organization 
(Participant 7), and also describe a lack of organizational, strategic planning (Participants 3, 4, and 7), 
revealing a sense of disconnection or lack of coherence between TL structures, a cultural vision for TL, 
and the overarching strategic priorities of the organization. SC members consistently expressed one 
possible explanation for this tension in that GlobalWorksTech intentionally adopted a loose (i.e., 
unspecified and uncoordinated), decentralized leadership model to foster innovation and autonomy across 
units. This structural/cultural tension is explored further (and metaphorically) in the following session 
between two SC participants: 

 
Participant 10: ​ “I think everyone has their own micro decision-making […] I can decide how I am going 

to manage my day and support my team. And I’m not saying, ‘Poor me,’ but I don’t have 
a podium to [our CEO] saying, “These are the five things that I think we should do or 
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how we should focus.” I’m just not in that space, so then is it on me? If I have an idea? 
Do I submit that? Do I share that? Or do I go through [Participant 7]?” 

Participant 8: ​ “So can I follow up first? [Participant 10], you said that so beautifully because it was 
exactly what I was thinking and trying to figure out [how to] say. 

Participant 10: ​ “Yes, oh my god.” 
Participant 8: ​ “We can't have a ship where everybody has their own oar and they can decide  

what rhythm they want to go or what direction, and that's what it feels like currently. And 
I think it's that we have lots of different hives with lots of different work. That's really…” 

Participant 10: ​ “Yes.” 
Participant 8: ​ “…important that's happening. But your point about access […] there's limited  

access for all of us being together with the real decision makers to have that impact. So 
we're all like, I'm, I'm rowing my oars over here, you know, and I have…I work with 
great people, you know, and my boss is like ‘just go, row, row, row!’ And it's like, yeah, 
but if this is in conflict [...] and so it's access, we don't have a place where we all come 
together, where we have access with, you know, way, way up here and we're really talking 
about what's the vision, where are we going [...] and that would be really helpful, but 
that's not how this company is structured. So I don't…I actually don't see that 
happening.” 

        (Participants 8 & 10, SC 4) 
 

The absence of clear coordination, ownership, responsibility, and accountability of TL activity 
has become rather salient. The recurring, dual use of symbolic (metaphorical) and structural (strategic) 
interpretations may reflect members’ attempts to reconcile a philosophy and culture of distributed and 
inclusive leadership with the practical/structural need for suitable forms of coordination and control, 
including strategic alignment, role clarity, and unifying rules. In a later conversation discussing proposed 
problem statements, some participants explored a gap in informing strategic prioritization of a product 
roadmap based off of market conditions: 

 
Participant 3:​ “[But then] that would shift a little bit of the roadmap, if that’s the direction we  

have to go because of state statutes, etc. If we have to go there, then what does that mean 
around the rest of our road map? I don’t have an answer for that.” 

Participant 8: ​ “Can I ask: How does that impact thought leadership then?” 
Participant 3: ​ “The impact to thought leadership is all of us on this call are our leaders within  

the organization or influential leaders. Then how do we work together to bring solutions 
forward?” 

Participant 7: ​ “Mmmhmm.” 
Participant 3: ​ “For the Executive Leadership Team, for others, to make decisions.” 

(Participants 3, 7, and 8, SC 5) 
 

As participants grapple with how to connect their distributed expertise to organizational 
decision-making, their reflections reveal the tension between GlobalWorksTech’s current organizational 
design and leaders’ current understandings of thought leadership manifestations - namely that 
decision-making power, roles, responsibilities, and access to innovation-oriented conversation regarding 
TL (structures that exist elsewhere throughout GlobalWorksTech) are not clearly defined or charted 
across GlobalWorksTech's institutions. The above conversation illustrates a pivotal shift in the SC 
conversations that followed: members were not only questioning how thought leadership is defined, but 
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also how it must evolve to meaningfully shape priorities and drive activity coherently across the 
organization. 

While engaging in an improvement activity where we invited participants to share examples of 
specific, successful thought leadership efforts that are meaningful to them (also called “bright spots” by 
researchers Heath & Heath, 2010; Heath, 2025), a participant described the way in which they brought a 
group of internal and external experts together for a task force. A question was then posed to the 
participants during the discussion: “Can change take place in large groups if a smaller group isn’t at the 
helm?” The following conversation ensued: 

 
Participant 8:​ “I have an answer for that: Well, people get offended. Everybody wants to be  

invited to the party and so people get mad, and those were some of the roadblocks [we 
faced], and well, people’s feelings got hurt. So you had to go and talk to this person. And 
it’s like, oh my gosh, can we get over our feelings? But those are real.” 

Participant 4:​ “That’s a cultural thing, though, man. That’s GlobalWorksTech, right? That’s  
GlobalWorksTech.” 

​ Participant 8:​ “Yeah, right. Right. Yes.” 
​ Participant 4:​ “That is not the case everywhere.” 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ (Participants 8 and 4, SC 5) 
 

The emotional reactions, perceived exclusions, and emphasis on cultural norms highlight that 
change efforts are not only technical challenges, but also deeply tied to issues of identity, values, 
inclusion, and belonging. The metaphor of being "invited to the party" underscores how recognition and 
participation are symbolically meaningful. Rather than dismissing these sentiments as merely superfluous 
or irrelevant to grander organizational concerns, participants acknowledged their reality as emblematic of 
GlobalWorksTech’s broader organizational culture. In doing so, they surfaced how successful change is as 
much about managing shared meanings and cultural expectations among team members as it is about 
strategy, structure, or what actually happens, though meso-level TL is possible. As one SC member put it: 

 
“But again, for me, at least for my team, it's just kind of an expectation, right, that you're a thought leader? 
It doesn't need to be like the person who's out on stage or the person writing the content, right? It's like 
[…] how do we operate as a culture? (Participant 5, SC 2) 
 

Finding 4 (PQ1): Although GlobalWorksTech’s Steering Committee members showcase their 
understanding of thought leadership through symbolic and structural organizational behavioral frames, 
the lack of a clear organizational design of thought leadership in its current state creates tension in an 
otherwise highly bureaucratic environment. 
 

As described in the previous finding, SC members often described TL in terms of influence, 
vision, and meaning-making, hallmarks of the symbolic frame, while simultaneously referencing 
hierarchies, roles, and processes indicative of the structural frame. Despite this conceptual clarity, 
participants surfaced a notable observation: the existing, decentralized structure of TL brings with it a 
host of challenges, namely the role of TL in organizational strategy. Here, one SC member described the 
“sprinkled” (Participant 4, SC 4) thought leadership structure: 
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Participant 4: “I think our thought leadership is spread, it’s sprinkled across different things. There should 
be a sprinkle in product development, a sprinkle on the way we internally work with 
[thought leaders] in sales. Our design shows it, we’re being thought leaders in different 
spaces.” 

 
Participant 4’s identification of GlobalWorksTech’s TL design as “sprinkled” immediately 

prompted a discussion of other influential outcomes of political and bureaucratic models of organizational 
design: 
​  

Participant 3: “When you say that, though, my head went to silos, that we’re, we may be limiting our 
knowledge of other people and it’s limiting other potential leaders because of our silos. 
We’re not on the same page around our strategies and strategic plan. And I think we 
have a different understanding of what the strategy is in each of our silos and divisions, 
and it clashes consistently and many times uncomfortably with other parts of the 
organization. [...] There’s a lot of confusion on the direction we’re going in.” 

Participant 4: “I was going to say part of what you’re saying, [Participant 3], I think we’re feeling this 
disconnect between our strategy, well, our vision, and our capacity. We need to do this 
work and we’re not doing it fast enough, right? So we have people that are out there, 
listening, hearing, right, helping drive or influence the strategy through that thought 
leadership and guidance, right? And that is misaligned with how we are spending our 
resources in certain instances, right? So we say, “Hey, we want to be in every state.” 
That’s our strategy, right? Or our vision, right? And then our strategy of applying 
resources to do that isn’t lining up, and so there’s this dissonance with the organization. 
[...] When you agree to everything, you agree to nothing, right? Which is the issue, right? 
The distance is between our vision, strategy, and resourcing. As it comes through 
leadership, it gets modeled differently [based on our silos].” 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​          (Participant 3 and 4, SC 4) 
 
Steering Committee members often engaged in conversations regarding vision (e.g., Participant 4, 

SC 4) and resource coordination (e.g., Participants 6 and 4, SC 4, and Participant 1, 1:1 2) throughout 
conversations. As such, TL practices appear to be, in their current state, loosely coupled to strategic 
priorities, which has the potential to put thought leaders at risk of becoming (or remaining) isolated or 
"siloed" in a similar fashion to how TL work is currently operating throughout GlobalWorksTech 
(Participant 3, SC 4). The conversation between Participants 3 and 4 above points to a growing frustration 
with structural fragmentation and strategic misalignment across GlobalWorksTech, a condition 
well-articulated in Birnbaum’s (1988) theory of organizational models, particularly concerning the 
anarchical and bureaucratic dimensions. Participant 3’s emphasis on silos, misaligned strategy, and 
recurring discomfort reflects what Birnbaum would describe as characteristics of an anarchical 
organization, where subunits can operate with considerable autonomy, fluidity, and with limited 
coordination by traditional governance structures. In such environments, divergent understandings of 
strategic goals are not only common but systemic, often resulting in inconsistent messaging, 
decision-making, and leadership activity and recognition across the organization.  

Participant 4’s observation concerning the disconnect between vision, strategy, and resourcing 
also aligns with Birnbaum’s critique of the bureaucratic model when it fails to integrate dynamic 
leadership within a rigid structure. While bureaucracy demands clarity in rules, roles, and resource 
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allocation, TL at GlobalWorksTech appears to be evolving organically and informally, modeled differently 
depending on isolated contexts. This tension between informal influence and formal structure is 
emblematic of what Birnbaum named as a paradox between collegial and bureaucratic organizational 
models, where innovative leadership and cross-functional thinking struggle to thrive within a system that 
demands procedural coherence but lacks mechanisms for integrating divergent voices and adaptive 
strategy. This conversation exemplifies the kind of organizational dissonance that arises when symbolic 
leadership and structural design are not aligned. 

 
Overview of Findings (PQ2) 
 

Another key set of findings from this study highlights the ways in which GlobalWorksTech has 
responded to user insights in the creation and execution of its TL activities. In all elements of data 
collection, [5] various perceptions of the “users” of TL emerged. Across SC discussions, and specifically 
in sessions where participants discussed “bright spots” (Heath & Heath, 2010; Heath, 2025), there was 
evidence that [6] user insights, particularly from teachers, states, and internal, cross-functional partners, 
shaped the exploration of our collective TL activities. In many instances, TL was not conceived ex nihilo 
but emerged as a direct response to practitioner needs or shifting conditions in the field (e.g., COVID-19 
[Participant 6, SC 5] or new state legislation [Participant 3, SC 3, Participant 10, SC 5]), which also 
aligned to a specific organizational challenge. These actions suggest that GlobalWorksTech’s approach to 
TL is, at times, grounded in a reactive or responsive model - one that reflects a commitment to listening 
and iterating conceptions based on lived experiences in the education marketplace. However, [7] the 
findings also reveal variability in how this feedback loop is operationalized within or across divisions, 
raising questions about the consistency, intentionality, scalability, and equitability of such responsiveness 
over time, namely: Who is being heard? And how does GlobalWorksTech’s response shape the field of 
education and shape itself in the process? 

 
Finding 5 (PQ2): GlobalWorksTech leadership holds various perceptions of who “users” of thought 
leadership are. 
 

Before we present the in-depth findings of 6 and 7, we wanted to take a moment to surface the 
different ways “user” appeared throughout our data collection. The various perceptions of “user” 
contributed to conversations regarding “strategy confusion” in the organization (Participant 3, SC 3) and 
resource allocation (Participants 2, 4, 6, & 7, SCs 3 & 5), again calling attention to the organizational 
behavior and design considerations discussed previously.  Table 8 below details these user categories and 
the contexts in which they arose in during data collection: 
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User Category Context 

Student - Focus in product design on the student experience (Participant 6, SC 6) 

Teacher -Teachers need different tools, informed by COVID-19; teachers may not know 
all of the tools they have access to, impacted product design (Participants 4 & 
6, SC 5) 
-Does not have purchasing power, so the team may need to focus on a different 
user (Participant 6, SC 6) 

District Leader -Discussed as main persona with purchasing power; Many school systems are 
similar to a district structure (Participant 1, SC 6) 
-An identified gap in more deeply understanding specific needs (Participant 6, 
SC 6) 
-Districts very much influenced by state dynamics (Participant 10, SC 6) 

School -School practices that inform direction (Participant 8, Pre-Survey Question 1) 

State Department -GlobalWorksTech needs to focus on the state as a customer (Participant 10, SC 
6) 
-State legislation changes the product roadmap (Participant 3, SC 5) 
-Losing business because a state chose another vendor (Participant 1, SC 6) 
-What states need to support their districts well who purchase 
GlobalWorksTech products (Participants 1 & 10, SC 6) 
-States need a different set of resources than a district (Empathy Interview 1) 

Internal Collaborator -GlobalWorksTech has an opportunity to engage teams outside of go to market 
functions for TL (Participant 4, SC 5) 
-Participant 4 had the hard work of aligning internal teams to agree to the idea 
(Participant 6, SC 5) 
-In the past, internal teams engaged in more training (Participants 1 & 7, SC 3) 
-Participant 8’s leadership recognized by peers as critical to connecting internal 
experiences (Participant 3, SC 5) 

External Collaborator -Connecting external researchers with internal engineering team and customer 
experience team (Participant 2, SC 5) 
-Gathering external experts for internal review of resources and direction 
(Participant 8, SC 5) 

 
Table 8: User categories and definitional contexts as provided by GlobalWorksTech leadership 

 
These varying interpretations of who the “user” is reveal a diversity of perspectives and user 

inputs to the organization - perspectives that, when surfaced, can (1) serve as a powerful driver for more 
strategically inclusive innovation as well as (2) offer a meaningful opportunity to strengthen alignment 
and amplify the user’s voice more cohesively across teams. 

 
Finding 6 (PQ2): External and internal stakeholders influence thought leadership activities. 
 

Thought leadership activities at GlobalWorksTech frequently emerged not from isolated instances 
of strategic planning, but from close engagement with users on the ground, including educators, state 
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agencies, and internal partners across teams. Rather than emerging solely from internal strategy or 
top-down visioning, SC members identified TL activities as catalyzed by real-world practitioner needs 
and evolving field conditions. This signals a model of thought leadership that is not purely generative but 
responsive and grounded in dialogue with those most impacted by GlobalWorksTech tools, policy shifts, 
and instructional realities. In this way, TL assumes a dynamic and market-attuned orientation and 
becomes less about broadcasting ideas and more about co-constructing value with(in) the field. 

Before introducing evidence to support this particular finding, it is worthwhile to note how the 
structured improvement activity of identifying “bright spots” contributed to the extraction of user-focused 
and user-inspired thought leadership data. We formulated bright spot conversations that were informed by 
insights from the pre-project survey data; when SC members were asked to share examples of thought 
leadership in the organization, they often referenced one another’s work. To go a layer deeper as to how 
that specific thought leadership activity occurred, we facilitated a “fishbowl” activity. Fishbowls are 
participatory decision-making activities that help to build “mutual understanding among people whose 
backgrounds or jobs are significantly different” (Kaner et al., 2014, p. 136). In the session, we invited SC 
members to reflect on the critical, underlying operations of their respective TL example (See Figures 4 
and 5 immediately below). 

 
Fig. 4: Facilitation Protocol, Slide 1, Steering Committee 5: Introduction to Thought Leadership Bright Spots 

 
 

 
Fig. 5: Facilitation Protocol, Slide 5, Steering Committee 5: Bright Spots: Fish Bowl Style 
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User insights came to life in the responses that SC members shared during the “fish bowl” 
exercise: 

 
Participant 6:​ “I remember it really clearly. It was during the height and depths of the pandemic. I got 

together a team of folks and said, “Hey, how might we address some of these teacher 
problems that we know about [from our UX research], like, teachers don’t have enough 
time, they have a whole bunch of products they have to navigate. Sometimes they don’t 
even know they have some of these things. They have to delve through a bunch of data to 
figure out what to do next. You know, when a computer should be doing that for them, 
giving them recommendations. [Our team] sketched those out. [...] Maybe [Participant 4] 
can take it from there.” 

Participant 4: “In this case, I really do think the only way that this moved forward was that it was a 
customer problem and a GlobalWorksTech problem. [...] The only reason that even got 
initially allowed to go beyond prototype phase was because it checked both boxes, right? 
A clear customer pain in the market and a GlobalWorksTech issue.” 

      (Participants 6 and 4, SC 5) 
 

This exchange illustrates how TL at GlobalWorksTech can emerge from a confluence of user 
insight, market conditions, and internal strategic relevance. Participant 6’s reflection highlights the role of 
direct user research, specifically user experience (UX) findings from teachers during the COVID-19 
pandemic, as the foundation for identifying customer challenges, such as product overload, lack of time, 
and inefficient data interpretation. These user insights catalyzed a team-driven response to design 
potential solutions. Participant 4 then underscored the dual imperative that propelled the initiative 
forward: the identified need was not only a clear market opportunity reflecting a widespread customer 
problem, but also an internal organizational challenge. This alignment between external demand and 
internal need exemplifies a responsive, integrated approach to TL one that is rooted in real user 
experiences attuned to market relevance. 
 
Finding 7 (PQ2): User feedback-informed thought leadership varies across divisions. 
 
​ The evidence above illustrates how user-informed feedback gathered through research and 
real-time educator experiences was not only interpreted but actively translated into actionable solutions by 
a product division. Importantly, this type of responsiveness was not limited to product teams alone. 
Across SC meetings, additional examples emerged showing how user insights and market shifts served as 
a catalyst for projects and decision-making within other divisions, reinforcing an organization-wide 
potential/readiness for a user-centered approach to TL. 
​ In the following excerpts, we see the ways in which individual actors (harkening back to the 
functional attributes of TL) tied together external and internal collaborators to understand various market 
shifts: 

“I had to kind of lead that which involved me locking myself in my office for two weeks to get my hands 
around it because I couldn’t lead it if I didn’t understand more about it. But then, soon after that, we could 
begin the conversation. You know, we pulled together literally around the board table. [...] At the time, three 
states were involved in this and it was prompting our customers at the time to reevaluate everything they 
were doing. You had to show them what we had related to Common Core or they were going to show you 
the door.” (Participant 1, SC 5) 
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“When I did MTSS, I brought in [external expert name]. They helped me bring in other experts, and I had 
those experts talk to engineering, and I encouraged engineering to be students and ask questions. I had to 
completely fashion myself as a student of MTSS. I had the customer assistance team ask questions and be 
students. Everybody was a student and people loved it. We learned together.” (Participant 2, SC 5) 

 
Ultimately, as different types of “users” surfaced in these conversations (such as teachers, 

administrators, states, and internal stakeholders), a larger strategic question emerged: to what degree is 
GlobalWorksTech responding to each user? During a later problem statement deliberation activity, and in 
light of our discussion of TL “bright spots”, the following conversation brought this line of questioning to 
the limelight: 

 
Participant 10:​ ​ “I think we’re really good at thinking about the educator experience or the  

student experience, but we’re not very, and even the district experience, but we’re not 
very good about thinking of the state experience.” 

Participant 1:​ “And that’s a relatively new occurrence. I mean, I think both yours and mine 
[problem statements] are related there and that’s significant.” 

Participant 10:​ “Yeah.” 
Participant 1:​ “And you know, so the question is, “to what degree are we responding to that or are we 

structured for that, or not structured for that?” And making some really conscious 
decisions. We could already point to, you know, we’re losing business because the state 
went with somebody else, somewhere else. [We’re finding out] that the state did something 
way up the chain. And you know, we’ve not normally structured ourselves to view, as 
Participant 10 says, the state as a customer.” 

      (Participants 10 and 1, SC 6) 
 
Across divisions, GlobalWorksTech leaders appear to be engaging in increasingly complex 

conversations that connect market demands with internal learning and leadership. Whether responding to 
urgent shifts prompted by state policy, as in Participant 1’s account, or building collective expertise 
through collaborative inquiry, as Participant 2 describes, teams are recognizing that sustained 
responsiveness requires strategic focus. What emerges is a deeper awareness that not all user voices carry 
the same weight at all times, and that centering the most fitting voice, whether educator, district, or state, 
must be a conscious and context-specific decision with an explicit connection to revenue. As participants 
questioned whether GlobalWorksTech is currently “structured” to prioritize certain user perspectives over 
others, it became clear that effective thought leadership will require not only listening to diverse 
stakeholders, but also creating intentional mechanisms to determine when and how each voice should 
shape organization-wide strategy. 
 
Generalizability of Findings 
 

Considering the nature of our study as a quality improvement project and the meso-level 
specificity of its context, the generalizability of our findings is limited; the thought leaders that make up 
the sample are particularly situated in their positions as departmental leaders to accomplish specific tasks 
within their specific departments, the nature and structure of which (to the best of our knowledge) is 
particular to GlobalWorksTech. With that said, our findings could be made generalizable at a micro-level 
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to leaders and at a macro-level to organizations within the industry who share thought leadership beliefs 
and/or structures similar to those of GlobalWorksTech. However, the purpose of our quality improvement 
project was not to generalize our findings to come to any specific conclusions about how thought 
leadership should be understood or how it should be supported organizationally beyond the context of 
GlobalWorksTech. Instead, the data we collected from our sample serve to inform any future 
improvements in design and practice at GlobalWorksTech specifically - improvements that 
GlobalWorksTech decision-makers ultimately deem fitting.  

Despite the organizationally-specific sampling context and the micro-level variance of individual 
thought leaders within the organization, we do feel that the improvement practices and protocols that we 
developed throughout the project are generalizable and significantly beneficial to other improvers in the 
SaaS industry. Those who are interested in applying the best practices of improvement science and 
networked improvement community facilitation to their own organizations and discussions concerning 
thought leadership strategy, we feel, would find significant value in these findings. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Our findings highlight a critical gap between how thought leadership is operationally enacted and 
how those operations are structurally supported at GlobalWorksTech, suggesting that without a more 
intentional strategic framework to connect individual efforts to industry-oriented organizational strategy, 
GlobalWorksTech is at risk of both failing to maximize its TL output to the SaaS industry as a whole and 
do so equitably. More specifically, without a meso-level operational bridge that strategically connects 
individual TL efforts to organizational institutional aims, GlobalWorksTech, as an organization, risks not 
only failing to adequately support already identified divisional thought leaders and maximize their efforts 
to champion innovation, but also failing to support the emergence of new innovators as the organization 
continues to scale - innovators who, due to the current bureaucratic power structures of the organization, 
might “fall through the cracks” or whose innovative efforts or motivations might be overlooked as a result 
of an inability to connect those efforts to industry-level output. 

 Therefore, the following recommendations, grounded in the study’s findings, aim to build 
stronger connective tissue within the meso-level of organization, enabling GlobalWorksTech to more 
intentionally design, support, and scale its TL capacity. We have ordered our recommendations in terms of 
the complexity and priority of their implementation, as we perceive it, with Recommendation 1 being the 
most urgent and least complex in terms of additional thinking and/or resourcing to carry out. However, 
each recommendation shares similar strategic qualities informed by promising practices of the quality 
improvement literature. 
 
Recommendation 1: Establish a vision, norms, and definition explicitly for thought leadership in the 
organization. 
 

The tension between the decentralized distribution of TL and GlobalWorksTech’s broader 
bureaucratic structure underscores the urgent need for a clearly articulated and widely understood 
definition of “thought leadership”. In the absence of shared meaning around a theory of change, 
individuals and departments operate with varying assumptions, which contributes to a decentralized, 
“sprinkled”, or even “siloed” model of TL behavior, which was identified in this study. An initial 
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articulation of a theory of change not only “sharpens” the planning and the implementation of eventual 
improvement efforts by stakeholders, but also “reduces problems associated with causal attributions of 
impact” (Connell & Kubisch, 1998). To address this disconnect and better guarantee that next steps to 
improve TL processes are as effective as possible, the organization must begin improvement efforts by 
crafting a shared vision or theory of change - a vision that positions thought leadership as a strategic 
motor for innovation aligned with the organization’s overarching mission, values, and long-term 
objectives. This vision should make explicit how thought leadership supports not only advocates for 
individual thought leader contribution, but also cross-functional coherence and system-wide impact. 

Given GlobalWorksTech leaders’ tendencies towards structurally framing organizational 
activities, stakeholders are already primed to move beyond informal or assumed conceptions and start to 
formally set objectives, coordinate resources, define responsibilities, and measure outcomes associated 
with TL. This structuring would entail defining how TL is (or ought to be) expressed, communicated, and 
recognized across GlobalWorksTech’s divisions and championed by those divisions’ many leaders. 
Additionally, given GlobalWorksTech leaders’ demonstrated admiration for visionary leadership and 
storytelling as a method for communicating innovation (i.e., their supplementary tendency to frame 
organizational activity symbolically), opportunities to identify and strategize around shared TL values 
and, in turn, establish accountability and responsiveness measures seem rather timely. As Bryk et al. 
(2011) emphasize, creating a “common language” is foundational to enabling coordinated, collective 
improvement. Without these elements in place, even the most promising TL efforts will continue to be 
siloed, limiting their scalability, meso/macro-level reach, and sustainability. 
 
Recommendation 2: Continue the Steering Committee as a formalized Networked Improvement 
Community (NIC). 
 

The organization should continue investing in the Steering Committee as a central structure for 
visioning, norming, and defining the evolving role of thought leadership at GlobalWorksTech. As a 
formalized Networked Improvement Community (NIC) in its design, the Steering Committee has the 
potential to serve not only as a strategic planning body but also as a dynamic space for interdivisional 
sense-making, reflection, and learning. Serving as a “hub,” the current SC can continue to set the aims of 
thought leadership strategy within the organization as whole as well as set its own NIC-oriented aims of 
practice improvement using its current members to continue building “field consensus” on TL problems 
of practice and potential paths forward to improvement (Russell et al., 2017). 

To strengthen its organizational influence, the NIC should intentionally collaborate with 
divisional leaders to co-develop division-specific theories of change that align with broader organizational 
goals while honoring the unique strengths, contexts, and needs of each departmental unit. In doing so, the 
NIC can foster trust amongst its members by being attuned to the variability in how NIC members (and 
their respective divisions) perform their actions (Bryk et al., 2011; Kallio 2022; LeMahieu et al., 2017; 
Russell et al., 2021; Sandoval & Van Es, 2021). This distributed approach would begin to formalize 
meso-level coherence in how thought leadership is operationalized across the organization. To maximize 
the learning output of such a networked approach, we would recommend the SC/NIC engage in the 
promising initiatory activities as detailed by leading experts in the field of improvement, namely (1) first 
developing a shared theory of practice improvement at the outset, (2) building a measurement/analytics 
infrastructure, (3) securing human, social, and material resources to carry out improvement efforts, and 
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(4) begin to enact a shared narrative that encourages collaboration, transparency, and 
learning-through-doing (Russell et al., 2017; Joshi et al., 2021, p. 372; Kallio 2022, p. 59). 

We also want to note that the ongoing presence of a NIC offers an important counterbalance to 
entrenched structural power dynamics; by creating an inclusive, learning-centered forum in which 
influence is shared and membership/participation is collaboratively defined (see Noble et al., 2021, p. 8; 
Sandoval Jr., 2023, p. 59), the NIC offers GlobalWorksTech an opportunity to strategize TL equitably. 
Through this model, the NIC would not only support the cross-functional alignment of thought leadership 
but also help cultivate inclusive behavioral norms and foster relational trust that afford access and elevate 
diverse voices and perspectives. The addition of these perspectives afford more opportunities for leaders 
to frame organizational activities differently, thus contributing to a higher likelihood of successful and 
sustainable systemic change efforts (Williams et al., 2005, p. 12 citing Birnbaum, 1992). This is especially 
critical given that the study revealed limited evidence of inclusive practices in existing thought leadership 
structures, though some SC members commented on the importance of access to maximizing TL impact 
(SC 3; Participants 8 and 10, SC 4). By intentionally designing for equity within the NIC, 
GlobalWorksTech has the opportunity to shift from a loosely connected set of individual leaders to a more 
cohesive and inclusive thought leadership community. 
 
Recommendation 3: Create space(s) in which identified “thought leaders” can come together across 
divisions - spaces not specifically tailored for those who label themselves as thought leaders in the 
organization. 
 

To support a more robust, inclusive, and distributed model of thought leadership, 
GlobalWorksTech should curate intentional, cross-divisional spaces where individuals, regardless of 
formal designation, can come together to engage in idea exchange, collaborative problem-solving, and 
shared learning. These spaces should be deliberately designed to broaden participation, creating room for 
contributors who may not identify themselves as “thought leaders” but whose expertise and proximity to 
organizational problems offer valuable insight. Designing and/or facilitating such a space (or spaces) 
could exist as an extension of the NIC’s activities (see above recommendations), where NIC participants 
could invite individuals/teams whom they feel embody/enact the values of TL as identified by the NIC. 
The focused improvement activities of the space could reflect those carried out by the NIC, but at a much 
broader organizational scale, where identified thought leaders not only share out their TL experiences at a 
micro level, but also collaborate together at a meso level to identify actionable throughlines of TL that 
have macro level implications. The knowledge acquired through these activities could directly inform 
ongoing NIC efforts to scale TL across GlobalWorksTech. 

By decoupling the title of “thought leader” from its important activities, such as making ideas 
actionable and championing those ideas in the face of a risk of failure, GlobalWorksTech can reduce 
perceived exclusivity around thought leadership and foster a more inclusive and dynamic thought 
leadership culture through the establishment of these spaces. These spaces would help surface untapped 
knowledge, encourage innovation across silos, and build a sense of shared ownership in shaping the 
organization’s intellectual and strategic direction. Meso-level TL communication is a matter of strategic 
importance, particularly for building alignment and inspiring learning across boundaries (Bourne, 2015). 
Creating spaces to engage in ideas exchange fosters a two-way process of communication where, rather 
than top-down delivery, individuals regardless of title can freely communicate and extract knowledge 
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(Thelen et al., 2021). This space then serves as a platform to bring together all organizational stakeholders 
of TL, from “thought rainmakers”, who generate the big ideas, to “thought ambassadors”, who are 
responsible for endorsing and distributing those ideas in practice, to “thought followers”, who are 
influenced and mobilized by these ideas in practice (Bourne, 2015; Klavans & Boyce, 2008). By 
designing cross-divisional spaces that invite participation from all three types—Rainmakers, 
Ambassadors, and Followers—GlobalWorksTech can ensure it is not just generating new learning, but 
also cultivating the capacity and infrastructure to refine, implement, and disseminate that learning 
throughout the organization. Again, a networked organizational approach to improvement yields greater 
outputs of innovation, efficiency, collaboration, and transformation than more siloed, disconnected 
approaches (Thornton et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, these inclusive spaces can serve as platforms for developing and exercising core TL 
competencies such as authoritativeness, collaborativeness, and political influence (Midgley, 2017; 
Goodyear et al., 2023). These competencies are not bound by role or hierarchy but are instead rooted in 
one’s expertise, network, and ability to shape narratives and strategies both internal and external to the 
organization. By supporting spaces where individuals at various levels and in varied roles can contribute 
meaningfully, GlobalWorksTech builds the connective tissue needed to transform individual insight into 
organizational capability—strengthening its position as a learning organization and a recognized thought 
leader in the SaaS industry. 

 
Recommendation 4: Task the NIC to create and manage a Thought Leadership Portfolio. 
 
​ Our findings suggest an existing gap between how TL is currently institutionally supported and 
how it is currently understood by organizational leaders. This could imply an over-reliance on 
individual/micro-level agency and an under-engagement with the meso-level of organizational 
processes/structures that could scaffold more systemic forms of TL. To further bridge the gap between 
individual thought leaders and meso level processes (and, possibly, in addition to the creation of network 
spaces outlined above in Recommendation #3), GlobalWorksTech should consider establishing a Thought 
Leadership Portfolio. This type of practical document would intentionally provide structured visibility 
into various aspects of thought leadership activity, how it is to be communicated internally and externally 
to the organization, who its central users are, and its connections to key organizational priorities. Such a 
structured portfolio would afford opportunities to adequately, dependably, and measurably extract 
institutionalized knowledge from “between the ears” of industry experts within the organization (Rogers 
& Diano, 2015, pp. 5, 11, 16; Thelen et al., 2021, p. 41) while meeting user needs. 

To begin, the Steering Committee (as a NIC), informed by GlobalWorksTech network spaces, 
should define clear categories that capture the range of thought leadership activities occurring across all 
levels (micro, meso, macro) within the organization in its theory of practice improvement: 

●​ At the micro level, this could include a map of blogs, conferences, and webinars that tie to 
organizational messages, both internal responses to market conditions and external solutions 
to marketplace challenges.  

●​ At the meso level, the Thought Leadership Portfolio could contain a map of cross-functional 
initiatives, including internal task forces, strategic collaborations, and partnerships that 
demonstrate coordinated leadership across departments. This meso-level map would again 
align to organizational messages, values, and key priorities.  
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●​ At the macro level, the portfolio would capture industry-facing efforts, such as keynote 
addresses at SaaS-specific conferences, published peer-reviewed research, advocacy with/for 
policy, or contributing to broader discourse through national and global platforms.  

Categorizing contributions in this way not only creates a shared language for understanding the 
scope of TL but also enables the organization to track and evaluate both the influence of TL across 
different spheres of impact as well as improvement efforts around organizational TL activity. Establishing 
common, embedded measurements of data with prescriptive and prospective value is a core activity of 
NICs, and such measurement activities ought to involve the participation of all stakeholders (Bryk et al., 
2011, pp. 147-149; Russell et al., 2017). Data collection and analysis strategy is baked into the activities 
and culture of a NIC; normative considerations of measuring for improvement include members sharing 
data in a low-stakes, safe environment with front-line employees as the primary users. Frequent 
evaluation and measurement informs NICs of whether changes that have been implemented are actually 
improvements, where the formative value of measuring for improvement signals subsequent action and 
helps to focus collective action towards improving organizational processes. 

This portfolio, as a categorization schema, also provides visibility and transparency of TL 
perceptions and activity for the whole organization; a “Thought Leadership Portfolio” would allow 
individuals or teams from any department or division to see the active work of the NIC. Additionally, if 
spaces are curated for “Rainmakers”, “Ambassadors”, and “Followers” as described in Recommendation 
#3, the portfolio could provide a starting point and/or nexus for engaging identified GlobalWorksTech 
thought leaders in TL strategizing, in turn fostering a more embedded, participatory, and transparent 
culture of TL. 
​ Furthermore, the activity of drafting and polishing this type of portfolio surfaces critical questions 
for GlobalWorksTech as a whole: what are the organization’s key priorities to map such a portfolio onto? 
And how do various thought leaders mark explicit connections to the operationalization of those key 
priorities? The act of mapping TL activity within a Thought Leadership Portfolio would mitigate many 
Steering Committee members’ concerned sentiments of “sitting alone in their area of expertise,” 
(Participant 7), who “have their own oar” rowing in different directions (Participant 8), and who engage 
in “ongoing battles” with other leaders around innovative efforts and their “proximity to the product” 
(Participant 4, SC 2). Integrating the Thought Leadership Portfolio framework into the organization’s 
strategic planning process provides a powerful mechanism for aligning intellectual capital with business 
priorities. By mapping TL activities across micro, meso, and macro levels, the organization gains a clearer 
understanding of where its influence is currently concentrated, where gaps currently exist and how those 
gaps might have come about, and how internal expertise can be better leveraged to support strategic 
objectives looking forward. This prospective visibility enables leadership to make more informed 
decisions about resource allocation and market positioning. For example, insights from the portfolio can 
inform product roadmap development, shape external messaging, or highlight emerging areas of expertise 
that differentiate GlobalWorksTech from others in the SaaS industry. As a result, TL moves from being a 
loosely affiliated set of individual efforts to a strategic asset that actively informs and accelerates the 
organization’s long-term growth.  
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APPENDIX A: INSTRUMENTS 
 

See Appendix A for relevant data collection instruments and protocols. 
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