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The AEC Thought Leadership Playbook 
Designing Legacy with Purpose, Structure, and Impact 

 

Executive Summary 

AEC leaders hold decades of expertise that could shape industries, yet too often, that 
knowledge remains locked in project reports and boardrooms. This playbook provides a 
proven design-thinking approach to transform expertise into authority, visibility, and 
lasting impact. 

What You’ll Gain:  
- A framework to build and scale thought leadership. 
- Practical tools to clarify and articulate your big idea. 
- Case studies of AEC leaders who successfully built influence. 
- A roadmap to start now — not “someday.” 

Key Insight: Doing nothing is the hidden competitor. Inaction costs influence, visibility, and 
opportunity. 

 

1. The Invisible Competitor: Doing Nothing 

In thought leadership, silence isn’t neutral. It’s a decision to let others shape the 
conversation. 

Many AEC leaders believe silence is safe. But in a world of accelerating content and visible 
expertise, doing nothing costs far more than it seems. 

Why Doing Nothing Feels Safe:  
- Status Quo Bias: It feels safer to stay silent than risk publishing something imperfect. 
- Loss Aversion: Leaders fear wasting time or damaging credibility more than they value 
the upside. 
- Choice Overload: Too many pathways — book, LinkedIn, keynote — lead to paralysis. 

Why It’s Costly:  
- Competitors who publish first get to frame the agenda. 
- Prospects invite consistent thought leaders into RFPs, panels, and collaboration. 
- Silence builds invisibility. 
Doing nothing is actively choosing to give competitors the spotlight.
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2. Thought Leadership as a Design Challenge 

Design and thought leadership share the same DNA:  
- Both solve complex problems by blending creativity with structure. 
- Both use prototyping, testing, and iteration. 
- Both produce outcomes that outlast the immediate project. 

Just as a project begins with intent, design, and execution, thought leadership requires a 
structured yet creative approach. It’s not about gimmicks or viral posts — it’s about 
designing influence with rigor and purpose. 

Framework: Designing Influence = Authority + Visibility + Legacy. 

• Authority: Built through credibility and depth of expertise. 
 

• Visibility: Earned through consistent, resonant communication. 
 

• Legacy: Achieved by shaping conversations and leaving behind ideas that endure. 

 

3. The Design Thinking Framework 

We adapt the classic 5 stages of Design Thinking into a leadership roadmap: 

1. Empathize – Start with the audience. 
 

2. Define – Clarify your big idea. 
 

3. Ideate – Generate stories and strategic frameworks. 
 

4. Prototype – Experiment with platforms and formats. 
 

5. Test & Iterate – Learn, refine, and scale. 

This structure ensures that your thought leadership is not self-indulgent but designed with 
the same rigor you apply to major AEC projects. 

 



   
   AEC Authority Coach 

 3 

 

4. Step 1: Empathize – Start with the Audience 

Influence begins with empathy. Leaders must understand: 

• What keeps their audience awake at night. 
 

• What questions clients, peers, or industry insiders repeatedly ask. 
 

• Which outdated practices frustrate the profession. 

AEC audiences — whether clients, collaborators, or peers — respond when you connect 
your expertise directly to their lived problems. 

Tools to Use:  
- Empathy maps: Visualize your audience’s thoughts, feelings, and frustrations. 
- Audience interviews: Short, structured conversations to uncover recurring themes. 
- The “Top 10 Client Questions” exercise: List and answer the most common questions 
you face. 

Exercise: 
List three top frustrations or unanswered questions from your target audience. For each, 
write one way your expertise can address it. This becomes the seed for a powerful content 
series. 

 

5. Step 2: Define – Sharpen Your Big Idea 

Clarity is the antidote to overwhelm. Without a defined idea, leaders spin their wheels. 
With clarity, they create momentum. 

Use the Clarity Triangle:  
- Expertise — What you know and where you’ve walked the path. 
- Audience Need — What they urgently care about now. 
- Legacy Goal — The mark you want to leave on your industry. 

Prompt: Frame your idea using “How might we … ?” 
For example: “How might we shift construction culture from transactional to collaborative 
through Lean IPD?” 

Your big idea should be provocative enough to challenge the status quo, but practical 
enough to be credible. 
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6. Step 3: Ideate – Storytelling for Leaders 

Data convinces. Stories stick. Influence comes from combining both strategically. 

The Authority Arc:  
1. Credibility — Show that you’ve done this work. 
2. Empathy — Show that you understand the struggle. 
3. Transformation — Illustrate lessons, breakthroughs, or new possibilities. 

Three Story Types:  
- Technical — Break down complexity so it’s accessible. 
- Strategic — Challenge assumptions or outdated practices. 
- Human — Use personal narrative or lived experience. 

 

Tool: The Idea Grid 
Use it to generate multiple narrative paths from one core insight. 

 
 

 Technical Strategic Human 
 
Article 
 

   

Keynote 
 

   

Book Chapter    

 
How to Use This Grid 

• Brainstorm across three lenses: Technical (simplify complex ideas), Strategic 
(challenge outdated practices), and Human (personal lessons). 

• Map ideas into three formats: Article, Keynote, and Book Chapter. 
• Start with one idea in a single cell, then expand it across lenses and formats to 

scale your influence. 
 

Example: One project case study could yield a technical article, a strategic keynote, and a 
human-focused book chapter. 
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7. Step 4: Prototype – Structuring Your Platform 

Your platform is the vessel for your influence. 

Model: Book as Anchor, Content as Echo 
- Book = depth, credibility, legacy. 
- Content ecosystem = articles, posts, keynotes, case studies. 

The AEC Content Ladder: - Site lesson → Industry article → Keynote → Book chapter. 

Start small, prototype in low-risk spaces, and expand. 

Example: A LinkedIn post sparks engagement → which validates a theme for an article → 
which becomes the foundation for a keynote → which grows into a book chapter. 

 

8. Step 5: Test & Iterate – Build Momentum 

Influence is not a one-off project. It’s iterative. 

Metrics that Matter:  
- Invitations — to panels, RFPs, collaborations. 
- Engagement — comments, shares, and meaningful interactions. 
- Resonance — topics that consistently stick with your audience. 

 

9. The 90-Day Thought Leadership Sprint 

A structured sprint helps overcome inertia: 

• Weeks 1–2: Empathize + Define. 
 

• Weeks 3–4: Ideate (story frameworks, messaging clarity). 
 

• Weeks 5–8: Prototype (test content in small formats). 
 

• Weeks 9–12: Test & Iterate (refine and expand). 

This sprint ensures momentum without overwhelm. It shifts leaders from “thinking about 
it” to actually creating influence. 
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10. Case Snapshots – When Leaders Designed Influence 

Executive Director Lean Construction Example: 
An Executive Director in a large construction company used storytelling and technical 
depth to publish a niche book. That book positioned them as a trusted advisor, opening 
doors to strategic engagements. 

Download the case study Book Editing Construction Scrum 

 
Lean IPD Consultant Example: 
From a small hobby in a niche market, the Lean IPD blog grew into a recognized industry 
resource for design and construction professionals within 3 years. During that time, the 
blog published 53 articles (81% of the blog content), resulting in over 100 unique visitors 
per day and over 50k views per year. The monthly Lean IPD newsletter has grown to over 
2000 subscribers with over 30% reading each issue on average. 
 

 

11. Roadmaps to Influence 

Every leader is at a different starting point. Two roadmaps help situate the right next steps: 

Build Authority Roadmap 
• Ideal for those starting from scratch or having a few content assets. 
• Focus: Book strategy, coaching, foundational visibility. 
• Outcome: A strong, credible anchor for influence. 

Amplify Influence Roadmap 
• Ideal for leaders already speaking, writing, or publishing. 
• Focus: Scaling visibility, building ecosystems, keynote strategy. 
• Outcome: Extended reach and sustained industry authority. 

Both paths lead to greater authority, visibility, and legacy. The difference is where you start. 

 

https://bettinadeda.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Case-Book-Editing-Final.pdf
https://leanipd.com/
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12. Next Steps: From Blueprint to Build 

Book Your 15-Minute Roadmap Call 

Every leader’s path is unique. In this short, focused call, we’ll: 
- Pinpoint where you’re currently at in your influence journey. 
- Clarify which roadmap fits best — Build Authority or Amplify Influence. 
- Recommend your next, most effective step: workshop, sprint, or tailored advisory. 

This isn’t a sales pitch. It’s a blueprint. In 15 minutes, you’ll know exactly how to move from 
“someday” to this quarter. 

 

13. About the Author / Company 

With more than 10 years of experience working across architecture, design, and 
construction, we’ve helped AEC leaders transform expertise into visibility and trust. Our 
work has supported lean consultants, engineers, architects, interior designers, project 
home builders, and property developers in elevating their influence through feature 
articles, advertorials, case studies, email marketing, books, and content ecosystems. 

 

What Clients Say:  

“Working together in an online Book Strategy Workshop, we were able to map out the entire 
structure of the book within two hours and Bettina was also very helpful with writing tips, 
goal setting and accountability strategies so I can stay on track with weekly writing goals.”  

“I engaged Bettina in April 2019 to help us create content for our blog. After working with 
me for over three years, Bettina has become an expert in our niche field and fills multiple 
roles for Lean IPD, going above and beyond the work of producing content. She is our 
project manager, interviews our industry experts and creates articles that provide 
actionable results for our readers. She also supports the backend of the blog uploading 
content, writing author bios, curating photos and making sure we publish on a regular 
schedule.” 

“Bettina helped steer me through the creation of my business website and strategic 
marketing plan. Bettina is a thorough professional, works to a brief, delivers on or before 
time, and adds entrepreneurial value and insights with astute and focused advice – and a 
great sense of humour.”  

https://bettinadeda.com/contact/
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“Bettina helped us to tell our great story with her creative writing and ideas. We appreciate 
and value her enthusiasm and professionalism that reflects in the success of the case 
studies, advertorials she has created.” 

 

Contact: 
Bettina Deda  
https://bettinadeda.com/  
bettina@bettinadeda.com 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/bettinadeda/ 
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