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Trends and Forecasts in B2B 
Influencer Marketing for Tech 
Brands 2026
Senior marketing leaders in tech are entering 2026 at an inflection point. B2B influencer marketing – 
once a niche social tactic – has evolved into a strategic pillar of brand influence and PR. In an era of 
distrust and content overload, technology buyers are tuning out paid ads and corporate spiel, and 
tuning in to voices they trust[1][2]. The result is a convergence of influencer marketing with thought 
leadership, corporate communications and brand journalism, transforming how tech brands build 
credibility.

Point of View: In 2026, B2B influencer programs are not “campaigns”, they are the modern influence 
networks that savvy CMOs cultivate to shape industry narratives, earn trust, and drive strategic 
visibility.

This report provides a consulting-style outlook for CMOs and communications heads on how B2B 
influencer marketing is changing the game. We explore why 2026 marks a turning point, the macro 
forces reshaping the landscape, the convergence with PR and earned media, the shift to always-on 
influence systems, the new platform dynamics, and what it all means for budget, measurement, and 
risk management. The goal: to equip you with a confident narrative and decision frameworks to lead 
on influence in 2026.
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The Inflection Point: Why 2026 Changes the Influence Game

2026 isn’t “more of the same” as in previous years. It’s a breaking point where external pressures 
and buyer behaviors demand a new approach to influence in B2B tech. Several macro forces are 
colliding to reshape the space:

Erosion of Trust in Paid Media: Business audiences increasingly distrust traditional advertising 
and paid media. Global surveys show trust in media and advertising is at historic lows[3][4]. 
Only 13% of consumers trust advertising, whereas 41% trust expert reviews from credible 
individuals[5]. In B2B, decision-makers place far greater trust in peer recommendations and 
industry experts than in vendor ads[5][6]. This trust deficit means CMOs must shift from paid 
promotion to peer validation – elevating authentic voices that buyers find credible.

AI-Driven Content Saturation: The explosion of AI-generated content has flooded buyers’ 
feeds with thin, repetitive material. Early generative AI efforts by marketers have produced 
“poorly personalized offers” and generic content that 70% of B2B buyers say fails to 
demonstrate understanding of their needs[7]. Buyers are fatigued by irrelevant content, and by 
2024 over 70% voiced displeasure at vendors’ content saturation[7]. In response, 2026 will see 
a premium on unique, human insights. Gartner predicts 60% of CMOs will deploy content 
authenticity tools by 2026 to guard against AI-driven deception[8]. In short, brands win by 
cutting through the AI noise with genuine expert voices – a natural role for influencer 
collaborations.

Longer, More Complex Buying Committees: Purchasing enterprise tech is no longer a 
single-executive call; it’s a team sport involving many stakeholders. The average B2B tech 
buying committee now has at least 10 members – sometimes 20+ in enterprises[9]. Buying 
cycles have lengthened and nearly 86% of deals stall due to internal friction[10]. This 
complexity elevates the importance of peer influence and broad credibility: sellers must win 
trust with multiple roles (users, technical validators, finance, etc.). Influencer marketing offers a 
way to reach and reassure diverse buying committee members through voices they respect (e.g. 
an engineer’s blog for IT architects, a case study with a CFO for finance gatekeepers). Notably, 
72% of companies involve outside analysts or consultants in decisions[11], underscoring how 
third-party experts are part of the modern B2B buying journey.

Rise of Peer-Led Credibility: With trust in business and media leaders faltering, buyers turn to 
peers and practitioners for credible information. Even in high-level B2B purchases, only 17% of 
the buying process is spent meeting with suppliers – the rest is independent research, peer 
consultation, and internal debate[12]. Tech buyers read industry communities, attend peer-led 
webinars, and consume content from practitioners. A Demand Gen report found 87% of B2B 
buyers give more credence to content featuring industry experts they trust[6]. In essence, peer 
influence and expert advocacy have become decisive. 2026 is the year CMOs fully embrace 
this reality by building programs that systematically leverage credible voices – customers, 
external specialists, even employees – to vouch for the brand. Trust, as one agency put it bluntly, 
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“is the true currency” in B2B now[13].

Platform Volatility & Channel Shifts: The social platforms B2B audiences use are in flux. 
LinkedIn remains the powerhouse – 82% of B2B marketers say LinkedIn drives the best 
results[14] and it’s seen as the most trusted social platform[15]. But even LinkedIn’s dominance 
is being tested by emerging channels and changing user habits[16][17]. Twitter’s transformation 
into “X” in 2023, with declines in usability and trust (nearly one-fifth of daily users fled after the 
rebrand)[18], pushed many tech professionals toward alternatives like LinkedIn, Threads, and 
Bluesky[19][16]. Meanwhile, younger B2B buyers (Gen Z and millennials) rely heavily on social 
media and communities for research[20]. They prefer self-serve information and often find 
brands via social content (nearly 50% of consumers now find brands through social 
channels[20]). 

New venues from podcasts to Substack newsletters to Slack/Discord communities (“dark 
social”) are capturing B2B attention without the formality of traditional media. For marketing 
leaders, the implication is clear: relying on one stable platform is risky. Influence strategies 
must be platform-agnostic and adaptable – focused on migrating credible content wherever 
the target audience goes. Influencers often provide that adaptability, bringing their own 
following across platforms. (For example, an industry podcaster might also run a newsletter and 
a LinkedIn group, ensuring reach even if one platform falters.)

Brand Safety and Disclosure Scrutiny: With influence comes oversight. Regulators have 
tightened guidelines on influencer marketing disclosures and honesty. The U.S. FTC updated its 
Endorsement Guides in 2023 to broaden the definition of “endorsement” (covering tags, virtual 
influencers, reviews) and to demand clear, unavoidable disclosure of any brand relationship[21]
[22]. Brands and agencies can be held liable if an influencer makes false or misleading 
claims[23]. In B2B, where stakes are high (e.g. influencing multi-million-dollar software deals), 
boards and legal teams insist on rigorous compliance and reputation management. 

Additionally, audiences expect transparency: an executive or expert who shills a product 
without disclosure will quickly lose credibility. 2026 will see increased governance on 
influencer engagements – formal contracts (70% of brands now require contracts for 
influencers[24]), training on disclosure (62% of brands actively enforce disclosure policies[24]), 
and real-time monitoring of influencer content for brand safety. The challenge is building these 
guardrails without strangling authenticity or agility. We explore how leading teams strike that 
balance.

Taken together, these forces demand a step-change in strategy. 2026 is the year B2B influencer 
marketing matures from experimental “campaigns” into an integrated influence system that 
addresses trust, content quality, and multi-stakeholder buying dynamics. In the following sections, 
we dive deeper into how this evolution unfolds – and how CMOs and agency leaders can capitalize 
on it.
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Macro Forces Reshaping B2B Influence: From Trust Deficit to 
Content Deluge
Before plotting a strategy, it’s worth synthesizing the macro trends above into a clear problem 
statement. B2B brands face a trust and attention crisis: buyers don’t trust ads or impersonal content, 
yet they’re drowning in more information than ever. Traditional demand-gen tactics are losing 
steam, and earning genuine mindshare is harder.

Declining Trust in Ads & Media

Cause: Years of over-promotion and misinformation 
have made buyers cynical. Implication: Audiences 
default to trusting peers, employees, and 
independent experts over brand messaging[5][6]. 

Action: Shift spend from pure paid media into earned 
influence: cultivate trusted voices (e.g. industry influencers, 
customer advocates) to carry your message in an authentic 
way.

Content Saturation from AI & “Thought Leadership” Overload

Cause: Everyone is publishing; generative AI has 
exponentially increased low-effort content. 
Implication: Buyers filter out generic noise and 
crave real insight and specific answers to their 
problems[7][25]. 

Action: Differentiate with quality over quantity. Invest in 
authoritative content co-created with subject-matter 
experts (internal or external) that offers depth and 
originality. Use AI to augment efficiency while rigorously 
maintaining human authenticity and perspective in content 
[25].

Buying Group Complexity

Cause: Decision-making power is spread across 
more roles (technical, financial, operational) and 
even external consultants[9][11]. Implication: No 
single marketing channel or one-sheet will persuade 
all; multi-dimensional trust is needed. Each 
stakeholder seeks validation from someone they 
respect (e.g. an engineer wants to hear from another 
engineer). 

Action: Map influencers to the buying committee. Build an 
“influence ecosystem” where different experts align to 
different roles – e.g. a developer advocate engages the 
technical users, a respected analyst report speaks to the 
CIO, a customer CFO testimonial speaks to finance, etc. 
Influence programs should be as layered as the buying 
groups they target.

Social Platform Upheaval

Cause: Rapid changes in social networks (Twitter’s 
decline, new platforms like Threads, algorithm shifts 
on LinkedIn) fragment where audiences 
congregate[18][26]. Implication: B2B marketers 
can’t count on one channel’s stability or reach; risk 
of lost connection to audience if platform strategy 
doesn’t adapt.

Action: Develop a channel-flexible content distribution 
plan. Leverage influencers as “amplifier nodes” who can 
carry your narrative across platforms – their followers will 
find them on LinkedIn or a new community even if one 
network falters. Also, diversify presence: e.g. repurpose a 
great LinkedIn post into a newsletter piece and a podcast 
discussion. 

Higher Scrutiny on Influence Ethics
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Cause: Regulatory attention (FTC, EU guidelines) 
and a few high-profile influencer ethics lapses have 
raised concern about undisclosed promotions and 
brand safety. Implication: Especially for enterprise 
tech, a scandal involving an influencer (e.g., 
overstated claims or offensive content) can blow 
back on the sponsoring brand’s reputation. 

Action: Implement a governance framework: clear 
disclosure rules in contracts, vetting procedures to screen 
influencer backgrounds, and a plan for ongoing 
monitoring. Encourage transparency – for instance, some 
brands now require influencers to explicitly tag B2B 
content with “Client Partner: [Brand]” for clarity (going 
beyond a simple #ad)[22]. 

In short, market forces are pushing B2B marketing toward an earned influence model centered on 
credibility, multi-channel presence, and robust governance. Next, we examine how this model is 
converging with the traditional domains of PR and corporate communications.
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Influence + PR: The Convergence of Marketing and 
Communications
Historically, B2B influencer marketing and PR were separate tracks – one handled by social 
marketing teams doing “influencer campaigns,” the other by PR pros managing media and analyst 
relations. In 2026, this siloed view is obsolete. Influencer relations is increasingly indistinguishable 
from PR and corporate communications. The common thread is relationship-building with third-
party voices who shape public perception.

In fact, leading practitioners note that B2B influencer programs rely more on good old-fashioned 
relationship building than on paid posts, and thus “fall squarely into PR’s purview”[27]. Much like 
cultivating journalists, communicator teams are now cultivating industry experts, niche content 
creators, and customer evangelists as an extension of their media relations efforts[27][28]. The 
mindset shift is profound:

From Transactions to Relationships: B2C influencer marketing often worked on a 
transactional campaign basis (“pay X influencer to post Y”). In B2B, that model is giving way to 
an “influencer relationship management” approach – analogous to analyst relations or blogger 
relations – where the goal is an ongoing, strategic partnership rather than one-off exposure[29]
[30]. Many B2B influencers (think: a cloud computing expert with a well-read blog) won’t even 
engage if they sense it’s just a shallow paid promotion. They care about their reputations. Thus, 
the onus is on brands to invest time: it can take months to build trust with a B2B influencer such 
that they authentically amplify your message[30]. PR teams, skilled in nurturing long-term 
relationships, are naturally suited to lead this.

Thought Leadership as Common Ground: PR/corporate comms and influencer marketing 
now often share the same deliverables – bylines, webinars, podcasts, research reports, etc. For 
example, a thought leadership strategy might include interviewing industry influencers for 
expert quotes (essentially influencer content)[31], or co-authoring an eBook with an influencer 
as a contributor. The outcome is media-worthy content that blurs the line between PR (earned 
media) and marketing (owned media). 

No surprise, then, that 73% of B2B buyers trust thought leadership content over traditional 
ads[25], and PR teams are leveraging influencer voices to bolster thought leadership credibility. 
Influencer content can even drive media pickup, as journalists often follow prominent bloggers 
or LinkedIn voices for story ideas. In tech, it’s not unusual to see a quote from a well-known 
independent expert in a press article that originated from an influencer collaboration. In this 
way, influencers become an earned media channel: their content and endorsements create buzz 
that leads to broader coverage.

Narrative Control and Brand Journalism: CMOs and Communications Heads are also 
converging in how they manage narrative. With the decline of trade press and the rise of self-
publishing, brands are acting more like media companies – publishing their own “brand 
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journalism” via blogs, video series, podcasts. Influencers frequently play the role of hosts, 
guests, or co-creators in these brand-owned media initiatives. Consider that influencer hosts 
now helm branded podcasts, and independent experts star in company video series. The benefit 
is a credible narrative delivered in a journalistic style. 

For instance, a leading enterprise tech firm launched a podcast series hosted by an outside 
industry guru, not a company exec, to discuss big tech trends – effectively making their owned 
media more credible and story-driven. The lesson for 2026: Brands that hand the microphone to 
experts (while guiding the story) will shape the industry narrative more effectively than those 
sticking to press releases and CEO blogs alone.

Integrated Teams and Agencies: Recognizing this convergence, organizational models are 
shifting. 51% of companies now involve PR or comms agencies in influencer identification or 
management as part of an integrated approach[32][24]. Specialized influencer marketing 
agencies are also partnering with PR firms to blend capabilities. On the client side, some large 
SaaS firms have created “Influencer Relations” roles sitting within the comms or brand team 
rather than demand-gen. These roles manage a portfolio of external relationships – from 
analysts to independent experts to YouTube creators – as a unified function. The forward-
thinking CMO treats these influence partners with the same strategic importance as a top-tier 
media outlet or an analyst firm like Gartner.

Ultimately, influencer marketing in B2B tech is maturing into a relationship-driven discipline that 
overlaps with earned media strategy. For CMOs, this means success now depends on skills long 
honed in PR: credibility assessment, message alignment, narrative development, and relationship 
management. It’s a mindset shift from “buying reach” to “earning trust at scale”. As Jenn Davis of 
TrendKite aptly noted, engaging B2B influencers is “all about identifying and building relationships 
with trusted experts who can help amplify your message,” just as PR pros do with journalists[27].
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From Campaigns to Always-On Influence Systems
One of the clearest signals of maturity in 2026 is the shift from sporadic influencer campaigns to 
always-on influence systems. Early adopters have learned that influence in B2B accrues over time – 
it’s the product of sustained engagement, not one-off stunts. In practice, this means moving from 
“we ran a campaign with influencers last quarter” to embedding influencers in an ongoing way 
across marketing and communications activities.

Consider these developments:

Always-On = Effectiveness: New research finds that 99% of B2B marketers who use an 
always-on influencer approach rate their programs as effective[33][34]. By contrast, those 
treating influencer engagement as occasional campaigns are far likelier to struggle. The data is 
striking – teams not using always-on were 17× more likely to report their influencer program 
was ineffective[33]. 

The reason is intuitive: trust and audience engagement build gradually. An IT analyst who 
periodically collaborates with your company (webinars, quotes, events) will have a deeper 
impact on perception than one who is tapped once and never again. Leading brands are 
therefore establishing ongoing ambassador programs, expert panels, or advocate communities, 
ensuring a continuous presence of third-party voices in their content ecosystem.

Ambassadors and Expert Ecosystems: Instead of activating influencers only around product 
launches or campaigns, companies are creating formal influencer councils or ambassador 
programs. For example, a cloud software company might maintain a cadre of 10–15 
“community ambassadors” – independent experts, power users, or industry thought leaders – 
who engage year-round. They might be given early product access, invited to exclusive 
strategy sessions, or commissioned to create educational content on an ongoing basis. These 
programs mirror what tech firms have long done with developer evangelists or customer 
advisory boards, but now extended to broader influencer types. 

The benefit is consistent credible advocacy that grows in authenticity the longer the 
relationship runs. (In fact, 73% of marketers say they plan to invest more in ambassador 
programs in the coming year[35][36].) This reflects a strategic pivot: from ad-hoc marketing 
campaigns to building an influence community around your brand.

Integration with Modern PR Strategy: This always-on approach mirrors changes in PR, where 
savvy comms teams practice continuous engagement with key stakeholders (media, analysts, 
etc.) rather than just press tours during launches. The influencer equivalent is providing 
ongoing value to influencers so they stay engaged – e.g. exclusive research findings they can 
use, regular check-ins to brief them on company vision (as you would with analysts), or inviting 
them to company events as honored guests rather than just as hired speakers. 
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Notably, some B2B brands are incorporating influencers into their annual content planning, 
ensuring every major content piece (be it a report, a webinar series, a virtual event) has 
influencer involvement by design. This systematic integration makes influencer marketing less a 
separate tactic and more a fundamental dimension of all marketing and PR initiatives.

Case in Point – Always-On in Action: The impact of moving to long-term partnership is well 
illustrated by case examples. One global tech firm reported that after it shifted from one-off 
influencer campaigns to an always-on model, it saw dramatic improvements in results. In their 
2025 survey, 72% of the most advanced teams had a dedicated influencer budget expected to 
grow – a sign that always-on programs are earning internal investment[37][38]. 

Furthermore, these advanced teams are weaving influencer touchpoints throughout the buyer’s 
journey: top-of-funnel brand moments, mid-funnel validation content, and bottom-of-funnel 
customer evidence all involving influencers. The outcome is a redundancy of trust signals – 
wherever the buyer turns, they encounter credible voices related to the brand. This cannot be 
achieved with one-off activations; it requires a persistent program.

Organizational Implication – Process and Ownership: To sustain an always-on “influence 
system,” organizations are formalizing processes. Influencer relationship management tools and 
databases are being adopted to track engagements, content contributions, and performance 
over time. Responsibilities are being clearly assigned (e.g. a Global Influencer Lead 
coordinating across regions to avoid fatigue or conflict in influencer outreach). 

The most advanced companies treat influencer relationships with the same rigor as customer 
relationships – complete with CRM-like tracking of interactions. Some have even tied 
influencer engagement to account-based marketing. For key target accounts, they identify 
which industry influencers their executives follow, then include those influencers in their 
program to indirectly influence the account. All this speaks to a systematic approach.

In summary, modern B2B influencer marketing is shifting from a campaign mindset to a relationship 
platform. By building an always-on influence engine – comprised of ambassadors, expert partners, 
customers and employees – brands create a continuous ripple of credibility in the market. This not 
only yields better results (as data shows[33][34]) but also mirrors the way trust is built in B2B: 
steadily, via multiple reinforcing interactions. For CMOs and agencies, the question to ask in 2026 is 
no longer “What campaigns should we run with influencers?” but rather “What ongoing influence 
programs and communities should we nurture to support our narrative and reputation?”
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Evolving B2B Channels: LinkedIn, Podcasts, and the New 
Earned Media Matrix
Influencer marketing’s rise coincides with a rebalancing of B2B channel strategy. In 2026, the 
channels that matter for B2B influence are those that combine professional reach with “earned” 
credibility, often powered by individual voices rather than corporate handles. Let’s examine how key 
platforms and formats are evolving:

LinkedIn: The Professional Influence Hub: LinkedIn solidified itself as the platform for B2B 
content and influencer engagement. With over 900 million users (4 out of 5 driving business 
decisions)[14], it’s a default channel for reaching professionals. Crucially, 73% of consumers 
(and by extension many B2B buyers) say LinkedIn is the most trustworthy social platform[15]. 
This trust, plus LinkedIn’s content-friendly features, makes it a fertile ground for thought 
leadership posts, conversations, and personal branding. 

We see a shift from brands posting as companies to brands leveraging employees and external 
experts as LinkedIn “creators.” In fact, LinkedIn itself encourages this: 97% of B2B marketers 
use LinkedIn for content marketing[39], and now the push is to collaborate with “LinkedIn 
creators” (industry influencers active on the platform) to humanize content[40][41]. Executives, 
too, are becoming influencers on LinkedIn, often guided by comms teams. The platform’s 
algorithm tends to favor individual posts over company page posts – reinforcing the need for 
real people to carry the message. 

Successful use of LinkedIn in 2026 means seeding authentic stories and insights via personal 
feeds (influencers, employees, customers) rather than just corporate announcements. It acts as 
an earned media amplifier when those personal posts catch fire, generating organic reach and 
even media pickup (journalists lurk on LinkedIn for expert opinions). Key success signals on 
LinkedIn: high engagement (comments are gold), content shared by other thought leaders, and 
follower growth of your key voices.

Professional Communities and “Dark Social”: Beyond LinkedIn, much B2B conversation has 
moved into semi-private realms – Slack communities, niche forums, WhatsApp groups, email 
newsletters – collectively dubbed “dark social.” These are channels where sharing happens 
peer-to-peer and isn’t easily tracked. For example, a CISO might share a compelling 
cybersecurity blog (perhaps written by an influencer) in a private Telegram chat with other 
CISOs. That recommendation is immensely powerful – “a peer forwarded this, so it must be 
worthwhile” – but invisible to the marketer. 

In 2026, acknowledging and catalyzing dark social becomes part of strategy. Influencer content 
often serves as the fodder for dark social sharing; an unbiased whitepaper by an industry expert 
is far more likely to be forwarded in a CFO WhatsApp group than a vendor datasheet. Some 
forward-looking brands are hosting their own user communities or forums and inviting external 
experts to enrich the conversation there, effectively blending community management with 
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influencer input. The role of influencers in these channels is to spark and legitimize discussions. 

Success is measured by indirect signals: increased word-of-mouth mentions (“I keep hearing 
about your company in my LinkedIn groups”), direct traffic surges after big industry 
personalities mention you, and anecdotal feedback from sales that prospects are “seeing you 
everywhere” even if attribution is unclear.

Podcasts and Webinars: The New Talk Shows: B2B podcasts have exploded as an executive 
content format. Decision-makers enjoy tuning into industry podcasts during commutes or 
workouts, making it a prime channel for nuanced thought leadership. Smart brands are both 
sponsoring independent podcasts (with hosts who are influencers in their domain) and creating 
branded podcasts that feature outside experts. 

For example, SAP’s “Tech Unknown” podcast invited tech influencers and customers as guests, 
yielding a 66% boost in downloads and over 50 million social impressions when those guests 
shared episodes[42]. The intimacy of audio, combined with influencer authenticity, can deeply 
engage niche audiences. Similarly, webinars and virtual panels remain popular, but 2026’s twist 
is turning them into more of a show – e.g. a documentary-style webinar with an influencer host 
(like Sprinklr’s Socialverse, hosted by noted social media experts[43]). These formats effectively 
act as earned media when the content is interesting enough that people attend for the 
knowledge, not just for a sales pitch. 

A good indicator of success: high attendance and on-demand views coming from outside your 
existing database (meaning the influencer promotion pulled in net new eyeballs), and follow-on 
content (e.g. media articles or blog responses referencing your webinar/podcast topics).

YouTube and Video Content: Video remains a powerful way to explain and humanize tech 
solutions. In B2B, YouTube serves as both a search engine (how-to videos, conference talks) 
and a content library. Influencers in tech often run YouTube channels (think of prominent 
software trainers or tech reviewers). 

Brands in 2026 increasingly partner with these YouTube tech educators for product explainers, 
reviews, or sponsored how-to series – essentially product placement in a context that buyers 
actively seek out. Another trend: live video shows (like Lenovo’s “Late Night I.T.” show with a 
tech influencer host, which was packaged as an online series[44]). When done well, such 
content blurs marketing into entertainment/education. 

The Lenovo series turned complex IT topics into engaging conversations and even got picked 
up by a TV network, far exceeding typical reach (300 million impressions, 72 million views)[45]. 
Key to that success was the influencer host (Baratunde Thurston) who brought humor and 
credibility, and industry leader guests – none of which felt like traditional marketing. In video, 
quality and narrative are crucial; an influencer’s presence alone isn’t enough if the format is 
stale. The success metric here isn’t just views, but who is watching – e.g. thousands of 
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enterprise IT leaders tuning in (and even sharing episodes internally) is far more valuable than a 
vanity view count. Look for qualitative feedback and whether your video content gets cited or 
shared by other influencers.

Newsletters and Blogs: The written word still holds sway among busy professionals, often 
through newsletters and blogs run by respected individuals. The Substack boom means many 
experts now operate independent newsletters with loyal followings in specific verticals (data 
science, HR tech, fintech, etc.). 

These are essentially micro-media outlets. In 2026, we see brands co-create content for such 
newsletters (e.g. providing exclusive research to a known newsletter author, who then 
publishes it under their voice) – a win-win where the influencer gets content and the brand 
message reaches a dedicated audience in an earned way. Company blogs, on the other hand, 
perform best when they include diverse voices. Featuring guest posts or Q&As with industry 
influencers can boost a blog’s credibility and readership. 

Also, don’t overlook employee influencers: many companies encourage their technical leaders 
to maintain personal blogs or LinkedIn newsletters, which humanizes the brand. All these 
written channels act as amplifiers when influencer content strikes a chord, because 
professionals will forward a great article or cite it in their own posts. A measure of impact: your 
content (or research) being referenced by third-party blogs or newsletters unprompted – that 
indicates you’ve broken into the broader conversation.

To summarize, the channel mix for B2B influence is shifting toward platforms and formats that 
feature authentic voices. LinkedIn remains king of reach and trust[46][14], but real traction often 
happens when content flows through private and peer-led channels – the Slack chats, the niche 
podcasts, the newsletters. 

The common thread is earned amplification: the messenger's (influencer or peer) credibility causes 
the message to spread organically. For CMOs and communications heads, the takeaway is to design 
campaigns that are inherently shareable and discussable in these channels. That means focusing on 
insight-rich, non-promotional content delivered by the right voices. If you succeed, your influencer 
collaborations won’t just stay confined to one platform – they’ll reverberate through the network of 
conversations that decision-makers trust most.
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Redefining “Influence” in B2B: Credibility Over Follower 
Count
A critical evolution in 2026 is the very definition of who counts as an “influencer” in B2B. Unlike the 
consumer world, where an influencer might simply be a social media star with a massive following, 
B2B influence is measured in expertise and credibility, not just reach. The industry is shifting from 
courting generic creators to engaging operators with real domain knowledge: subject matter 
experts (SMEs), practitioners, technical leaders, niche analysts, and even customers. These 
individuals may not think of themselves as “influencers,” but they influence purchase decisions by 
virtue of their authority and trust they've earned in the field.

Let’s break down the emerging influencer archetypes in B2B tech and why they matter:

The Subject Matter Expert (SME): This could be a seasoned engineer, a cybersecurity 
researcher, a data scientist, etc., who shares their knowledge publicly (via blogs, forums, 
LinkedIn). They might have a modest follower count but a high-engagement audience of peers. 
SMEs are valued because they are “in the trenches” – they speak the same technical language 
as your buyers. 

For example, an AI cloud platform might partner with a prominent ML engineer to write an in-
depth article on model deployment best practices. That engineer’s endorsement carries weight 
with other engineers far beyond what a glossy ad could achieve. SMEs generally prioritize 
quality over quantity in content, and their authenticity is gold. 

As one marketing publication noted, many consumers (and by extension B2B buyers) are 
disillusioned with flashy influencers and prefer experts who are informative and relatable[47]
[48]. In practice, that means a Kubernetes guru with 5k deeply devoted followers can be more 
impactful than a lifestyle influencer with 5 million random followers when marketing dev tools. 
Credibility is the new influence metric.

Industry Analysts and Independent Researchers: In tech, traditional analysts (Gartner, 
Forrester, etc.) have always been influencers in the original sense – independent voices guiding 
buyer choices. Now, there’s also a cadre of independent analysts and research bloggers who 
command niche trust. Engaging analysts in influencer marketing blurs with analyst relations, but 
the difference in 2026 is some analysts operate like creators (publishing on LinkedIn, hosting 
podcasts). They lend a research-backed voice. 

For instance, citing an analyst’s perspective in your content or having them as a webinar guest 
gives a stamp of authority. According to Edelman’s trust barometer, the most trusted 
spokespersons include technical and academic experts[49] – these map closely to analysts and 
researchers. Their credibility is seen as institutional and fact-based, which can substantially 
boost your narrative’s legitimacy. However, analysts are also cautious – they won’t endorse 
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products outright, so the engagement must be educational and subtle.

Practitioner Influencers (Operators): These are active professionals like a CIO, CFO, or CMO 
of a respected company (not your own) who openly shares insights. Peers listen to peers – a 
CTO at a Fortune 500 speaking about a technology trend influences other CTOs. Some 
practitioners become thought leaders by virtue of their experience (e.g. a chief security officer 
who tweets regularly about cyber strategy, or a head of HR who runs a popular LinkedIn 
newsletter on workplace culture). 

For B2B brands, practitioner voices are powerful in case studies, testimonials, or event panels. 
When an actual customer or industry peer advocates for your solution or participates in your 
thought leadership platform, it’s doubly credible. We’re seeing companies facilitate customer 
influencer content – turning their happy clients into micro-influencers by sharing their success 
stories on stage or online. The key is these folks have day jobs; their primary income isn’t from 
being an influencer, which ironically makes them more trusted (they’re not “paid to say this”). 

A caution: their time is limited, and their first loyalty is to their own firm’s reputation, so 
engagements must respect that (focus on their expertise, not a blatant product pitch).

Micro-Influencers and Niche Content Creators: While in B2C “micro-influencer” might 
mean someone with 50k Instagram followers, in B2B it could mean a niche podcaster with 5k 
listeners or a newsletter writer with 10k subscribers in a specific vertical. These micro-
influencers often have highly engaged, targeted audiences. 

For example, a data analytics newsletter might only have 8,000 readers, but those include many 
data team leaders – if your BI software is featured there, you hit the bullseye. B2B micro-
influencers often double as SMEs. They bring personality and consistency in content creation 
(something many SMEs lack time for), which is why partnering with them can scale your content 
production authentically. A Nielsen study showed influencer content delivers 79% higher brand 
recall in B2B compared to content without influencer involvement[50], underscoring that even 
smaller creators can drive impact if their content resonates.

Employee Advocates and Internal Influencers: An often underutilized category – your own 
team. Technical evangelists, visionary founders, or charismatic executives can become 
influential voices in their own right if empowered. 

Programs like Microsoft’s MVP (Most Valuable Professional) community also highlight external 
experts but Microsoft also nurtures internal advocates. In 2026, many B2B brands will 
accelerate employee advocacy programs on social media, training internal experts to grow their 
followings. Audiences often view knowledgeable employees as credible, provided they’re not 
just parroting corporate lines. 

The benefit here is twofold: you get authentic reach and you maintain more message control 

17

https://www.toprankmarketing.com/blog/original-research-b2b-credibility/#:~:text=How%20to%20Drive%20Full%20Funnel,Why%20does%20original%20research


than with external influencers. The risk is if an employee influencer leaves or says something 
off-message, but that’s manageable with training and guidelines.

Why does this shift to credibility-driven influencers matter so much? Because it directly affects 
outcomes like trust and even media coverage. Journalists and industry media are more likely to pick 
up narratives that have expert voices attached. Imagine a press pitch: “Our CEO says our product is 
great” vs. “20 CIOs are using this approach, and here’s an independent expert validating it” – the 
latter is a stronger story. 

Also, having credible influencers engaged makes your own executives look better by association. 
For example, a CEO panel featuring two famous industry thinkers not only educates the audience 
but elevates the stature of the CEO in that mix (“as seen alongside X and Y”). This is how influencer 
marketing bolsters executive visibility: by placing your leaders in conversations with other respected 
voices, they gain thought leadership points through osmosis.

It also matters for buyer trust in content. If a whitepaper includes insights from known practitioners 
and not just your logo, buyers are more inclined to believe it. A TopRank study noted B2B buyers 
increasingly trust digital content from influencers more than from the brand itself[51]. That’s a 
striking shift – essentially saying if you want your content marketing to be believed, involve third-
party experts in creating it or delivering it.

Finally, the focus on credible operators mitigates the risk of “influencer backlash.” B2C has seen 
backlash when influencers are perceived as fake or inauthentic. B2B audiences, being smaller and 
more discerning, will quickly tune out anyone who doesn’t actually have substance. By carefully 
selecting influencers who have reputations to uphold in the industry, brands protect themselves. 
These experts are less likely to compromise their voice for a quick buck – as noted, many continue 
working in their profession and maintain their influencer activity as a sideline, meaning they must 
“maintain a positive reputation” in their field[52][53]. That inherently keeps them more honest and 
aligned with audience interests.

In essence, the new rule of B2B influence is: “Who you are is more important than how many 
followers you have.” A highly relevant voice with deep trust in a community can move the needle far 
more than a random big name. As Oktopost’s 2024 guide succinctly put it, “B2B influencers are more 
than just voices with reach. They are trusted professionals who guide conversations and educate 
buyers.”[54]. 

Brands that internalize this and recalibrate their influencer criteria accordingly will see better ROI in 
2026 – because influence will translate to genuine influence on buyer decisions, not just vanity 
metrics.
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The 2026 Investment Logic: Building the Business Case for 
Influence
With influencer marketing maturing into a strategic function, budget allocation is following suit. 
CMOs and agency leaders in 2026 must articulate why and how investing in influencer programs 
makes business sense – not only to marketing teams, but to CFOs, CEOs, and clients who demand 
ROI. Fortunately, the logic is getting clearer as both data and success stories accumulate.

Here’s how the investment case for B2B influencer marketing is framed at the C-suite level:

Complement (and Uplift) Existing Spend: Rather than seeing influencer marketing as a silo, 
leading CMOs position it as a force multiplier for other investments. For instance, PR spend 
yields more earned media when influencer content creates buzz that journalists pick up. Paid 
media spend becomes more efficient when influencer-driven content increases organic 
engagement (thus improving quality scores or lowering CPC on social ads). 

Many organizations are reallocating a portion of underperforming demand-gen budget (e.g. 
declining email response rates, expensive LinkedIn ads) into influencer content creation and 
distribution, because it earns comparable or better reach with higher trust. A telling stat: 53% 
of B2B marketers report their dedicated influencer marketing budget is growing in 2025[38]
[55], and among the most advanced teams, 76% of C-level respondents say they’re increasing 
influencer budgets[56]. Clearly, top executives are buying in. They do so because they see 
influencer programs addressing pain points that other marketing tactics have not solved (such 
as declining trust and engagement).

Cost of Inaction (Trust Deficit): One way to justify investment is to highlight the risk of not 
investing. With trust so fragile, doing nothing can be costly. If competitors are actively nurturing 
voices in the market and you are not, your brand voice diminishes. Consider a scenario: Your 
competitor regularly engages a circle of well-known AI researchers who speak positively about 
their approach to AI ethics. Meanwhile, your company is silent except for ads. Over time, guess 
which narrative will resonate with skeptical enterprise buyers worried about AI risks? The 
subtle, credible one backed by third-party experts. CFOs and CEOs understand defensive 
moats; in 2026, credibility is a moat. Influencer marketing is an investment in brand trust equity 
that protects revenue long-term. You can cite that 40% of customers have stopped buying from 
a company due to lack of trust[8] – a powerful motivator to invest in trust-building programs.

Pipeline and Revenue Influence (Beyond Direct Attribution): While attributing a sale purely 
to influencer marketing is tricky, advanced marketers have developed ways to show pipeline 
impact. For example, by tracking “marketing-influenced pipeline”, which includes deals where 
an account engaged with influencer content or events. Honeywell’s retail tech campaign, for 
instance, credited influencer activities with exceeding their marketing-influenced pipeline 
target by +32.8%[57][58] and contributing to 80% growth in marketing-influenced revenue[59]. 
SAP Concur’s program tied 5 closed deals directly to leads generated via an influencer-driven 
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campaign[60]. 

Presenting such cases helps CFOs see that influencer marketing can ultimately drive sales, 
even if indirectly. Another approach is looking at win rates or deal velocity for opportunities 
touched by influencer content. Do accounts that attended your influencer webinar convert at 
higher rates? Do sales cycles shorten when a respected expert is involved in early education? If 
yes, that’s a clear financial benefit: faster deal closes and higher conversion = more efficient 
revenue.

Budget Ratios and Benchmarks: It also helps to contextualize influencer spending as a small 
fraction of overall marketing spend with outsized impact. The B2B Marketing Influence report 
analysis found that when influencer marketing was used as a primary channel in campaigns, it 
accounted for roughly 15–25% of campaign budget; as a secondary channel, ~5–10%[61]. And 
specific cases varied: one program spent 53% on influencer costs (in an all-in thought 
leadership push), while another spent just 3% and still saw a 6× lead increase[62]. The lesson to 
executives is that even single-digit percentage investments can yield double-digit percentage 
outcomes in engagement or leads. 

For example, an enterprise might allocate 7% of its annual marketing budget to influencer 
initiatives and see overall brand engagement metrics jump 20% and lead volume 15%. Those are 
very plausible numbers given reported case studies. So the pitch is often: “Give me 5–10% of 
the marketing budget to properly fund an influence program, and I’ll amplify the effectiveness of 
the other 90%.” Given that B2B firms often spend 5-8% of revenue on marketing overall, 
influencer marketing’s share is still relatively small but growing as it proves itself[63].

ROI Frame in CFO Language: When justifying to a CFO, smart CMOs translate influencer 
outcomes into familiar terms. For instance: Brand Lift can be framed as increasing future 
revenue potential (since brands with higher trust and awareness capture more market share 
long-term – plenty of studies correlate brand equity with pricing power and loyalty). 

Share of Voice gains can be tied to competitive risk reduction (if you dominate conversation in 
a new category via influencers, competitors face higher cost to catch up in mindshare). Pipeline 
influence is akin to lead generation in CFO terms, even if multi-touch – so show influenced 
pipeline value vs. cost. And unlike one-off ad spend, investments in influencer relationships 
tend to have residual value (content stays up, relationships lead to ongoing mentions), making 
it more of an asset build than an expense.

Complementing PR Retainers and Paid Media: For agencies advising clients, the investment 
logic might be about portfolio effect. For example, an agency can argue that for a modest add-
on fee to their PR retainer, they will incorporate influencer engagement that will make PR 
results stronger (more social sharing of earned media, etc.). Or for brands, that influencer 
content can save money in paid media: some companies have seen influencer posts outperform 
their paid ads, effectively delivering impressions at a fraction of the cost. 
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The stat from Sprout Social that 26% of global brands (as of early 2024) allocate >40% of 
marketing budget to influencers[64] is likely weighted by B2C, but shows how mainstream the 
spend is becoming. B2B is typically more conservative, but upward trends suggest a tipping 
point where not funding influencer programs becomes a competitive disadvantage in marketing 
mix.

In boardrooms, the narrative has evolved to: “We’re not doing influencer marketing for vanity or 
because it’s trendy – we’re doing it because it drives strategic outcomes: stronger brand trust, greater 
share of conversation, and ultimately revenue protection and growth.” When CMOs position it this 
way, budget follows. Indeed, a WFA survey of multinationals found 61% of marketers believe 
influencer marketing is becoming more important for future success, and accordingly 54% plan to 
increase budgets in 2025[65][66].

A final piece of the logic: talent and culture implications. If you want to attract innovative marketers 
and be seen as a modern marketing organization, investing in areas like influencer and community 
shows you’re on the cutting edge. It’s easier to hire top social/content talent to a team that does 
cool collaborations with industry personalities than to a team stuck doing only trade shows and 
email blasts. While softer, this argument resonates with CMOs thinking about capabilities.

In short, the CMO of 2026 can justify influencer marketing as a high-leverage, future-facing 
investment. It protects the brand’s most valuable asset (trust), amplifies other marketing ROI, 
directly contributes to pipeline, and keeps the company relevant in the channels where 
conversations happen now. The key is to present evidence (like the case studies and stats above) 
and to set realistic goals that align with business outcomes (e.g. improve NPS or share of voice by 
X%, influence $Y pipeline, etc.). Do that, and CFOs and CEOs are far more likely to nod and 
approve the spend – because it’s not just marketing fluff, it’s a strategic necessity.
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Measuring What Matters: A Communications-Centric 
Approach to Metrics
One of the biggest shifts accompanying the rise of influencer marketing in B2B is a reevaluation of 
success metrics. Traditional demand-gen metrics (last-click attribution, immediate lead counts) 
often fail to capture the true impact of influencer and thought leadership initiatives. Instead, leading 
teams are adopting a communications lens to measurement, focusing on indicators of awareness, 
trust, and influence over the buyer’s journey – not just point-of-conversion analytics.

Here’s how measurement is evolving in 2026 and how to gauge success for these programs:

Beyond Last-Click “Embracing Multi-Touch Influence”: Influencer marketing typically plays 
in the upper and mid-funnel. A buyer might watch a podcast with an industry expert, read a 
guest article months later, and only then visit your site or talk to sales. Last-touch attribution 
would give zero credit to those earlier influences. So marketers are using multi-touch models or 
at least influence heuristics. 

For instance, tracking the percentage of won deals in a quarter that interacted with some 
influencer content (webinar, video, etc.) vs. those that didn’t. If you see a significantly higher 
win rate or faster close rate for influenced deals, that’s strong evidence of impact, even if you 
can’t say “this one webinar = $500K revenue.” 

Also, some are using surveys and brand studies to measure lift in consideration or preference 
among audiences exposed to influencer campaigns. E.g., run a LinkedIn poll or a post-
campaign survey asking “Have you heard of X brand and has your perception improved after 
seeing XYZ content?” – not unlike how PR measures reputation shifts.

Share of Voice (SOV) and Narrative Penetration: Borrowing from PR, share of voice is 
becoming a key metric. But not just share of media voice; share of voice in digital 
conversations. Tools can track how often your brand or key message appears in social posts, 
blogs, forums relative to competitors. An effective influencer program should increase your 
SOV on critical topics because influencers generate buzz and third parties start talking about 
you more. 

In fact, an analysis of B2B influencer campaigns found that 64.4% tracked brand-awareness 
metrics like SOV and message penetration[67]. For example, after a concerted influencer 
content push, you might see your SOV on “cloud security trends” go from 10% to 15%, closing 
the gap with a competitor. That’s a concrete win for communications. 

Message penetration is another subtle metric – basically, are your key narrative points being 
echoed by others? If multiple influencers and media pieces start mentioning the concept you’re 
evangelizing (say, “AI-driven CX” if that’s your coined term), then your influencer strategy 
succeeded in seeding the narrative. These are measurable via content analysis. It’s qualitative, 
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but you can count how many external posts and publications echo specific phrases or ideas 
that align with your messaging.

Brand Lift and Trust Indicators: While hard numbers are ideal, sometimes the most important 
measures are periodic surveys or indices. Some companies run brand lift studies around major 
influencer campaigns – surveying target audiences pre- and post-campaign for metrics like 
familiarity, favorability, or trust. If a thought leadership initiative with influencers improves, say, 
“Brand is seen as a thought leader in X” from 30% to 45% in the target group, that’s a success. 
Similarly, tracking third-party trust scores (like Edelman’s trust barometer for your sector or 
influencer-provided feedback) can show improvement. 

The Simons Group highlighted that 73% of business leaders trust thought leadership content 
over traditional marketing[25] – so presumably, if you produce strong thought leadership (with 
influencers), trust in your brand should rise. More directly, you might measure engagement 
quality: the kinds of comments and who is commenting. If your influencer posts are getting 
thoughtful questions from decision-makers or sparking discussions (versus generic likes), that 
indicates a depth of engagement and trust.

Social Engagement and Reach (Quality-Adjusted): It’s still useful to measure engagement 
metrics – views, likes, shares, comments – but with context. A post by an influencer that gets 
50,000 views and 100 comments from a highly relevant audience is more valuable than one that 
gets 500,000 impressions of which 90% are irrelevant. So teams now look at engagement from 
target accounts or personas. 

For example, after an influencer’s LinkedIn post promoting your study, you might note that 
among the commenters were 3 CISOs from Fortune 1000 companies – each comment is 
anecdotal, but collectively such interactions signal the right people are paying attention. Some 
marketers create a “engagement quality index” by weighting interactions from priority audience 
members higher. 

It’s not unlike ABM (Account-Based Marketing) metrics where engagement is scored by 
account importance. In raw terms, though, one can report things like: influencer posts related 
to our campaign received an average of 3× more engagement than our benchmark, and 100+ 
comments from industry professionals, indicating strong resonance.

Lead Generation and Conversion Metrics: While not the primary goal, influencer campaigns 
do generate leads when executed with compelling content offers. Many programs track content 
downloads, event registrations, demo requests that can be tied back to influencer-driven 
traffic. In fact, 50% of analyzed B2B influencer campaigns tracked direct conversions like 
content downloads or form fills[68]. If an influencer hosts a webinar, how many leads came in? 
If they share an eBook link, how many downloads (with business emails) resulted? 

Adobe’s EMEA campaign with influencers led to 150% more LinkedIn form completions (leads) 
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than previous efforts [69], a concrete outcome. These metrics can be reported to show pipeline 
contribution. Just remember, the aim is often quality over quantity – 50 genuinely interested 
leads from a niche webinar might beat 500 shallow leads from a mass ebook ad. Some teams 
also look at lead quality or progression – e.g., influencer-sourced leads convert to 
opportunities at a higher rate.

Pipeline Influence and Revenue Attribution: As discussed, 73.6% of campaigns measured 
pipeline or revenue impact in some way[70]. Leading organizations have their marketing 
automation and CRM set up to flag influencer touches. They might produce a report like “$5M 
in pipeline this quarter engaged with at least one influencer activity” or “influencer-attributed 
revenue of $800K” (often using a multi-touch attribution model giving partial credit). 

Only ~23.6% are tying directly to closed revenue in a rigorous way[71] (it’s hard), but the ones 
that do provide powerful proof. If you can say “This specific influencer program influenced X% 
of our deals and we closed $Y, yielding an ROI of 300%,” that makes the case for continued 
funding. For example, SAP Concur tracked $<span/>5 deals closed from influencer leads[60]; 
Alcatel-Lucent’s influencer-infused awards program was credited with ~$3 million in pipeline 
and several six-figure wins[72]. Those are story-worthy metrics to share with executives.

Qualitative and Relationship Metrics: Don’t overlook measuring the health of your influencer 
relationships themselves. Are influencers increasingly willing to work with you? Do they 
proactively mention your brand outside of formal engagements? One can use surveys or 
informal feedback from influencers: “How do you rate our partnership?” A high NPS from 
influencers means you’re a preferred brand to work with – which bodes well for future 
influence. 

Also, internal stakeholder feedback matters: sales teams saying “we’re noticing more chatter 
about us in the market” or PR teams reporting “media are referencing our report that had 
influencer contributions” are qualitative but meaningful indicators that the program is doing its 
job. Some companies include a few influencer-related questions in win/loss interviews or 
customer interviews: e.g., “Did you come across any industry content or experts that influenced 
your view of our solution?” If yes, and if those align to your program, that’s validation.

In essence, measurement in 2026 is about connecting influencer marketing to the broader 
communications and revenue objectives. Leading teams use a balanced scorecard of metrics that 
might include: reach/engagement (to gauge attention), share of voice (to gauge awareness relative 
to competitors), sentiment or brand lift (to gauge trust/preference), pipeline influence (to gauge 
sales impact), and content performance (to refine tactics). They recognize that no single metric tells 
the whole story, but together they demonstrate value.

One helpful practice is presenting metrics in terms of what they prove to leadership:

Share of Voice ↑ – proves we’re winning mindshare vs. competition (a proxy for future market 
share).
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Engagement & Brand Lift ↑ – proves our content is resonating and perceptions are improving 
(brand equity building).
Influenced Pipeline or Lead Quality ↑ – proves this strategy contributes to tangible sales 
outcomes, not just eyeballs.
Executive/Customer Quotes – proves qualitatively that our market credibility is strengthening 
(“I keep hearing about you folks from so-and-so”).

By reframing metrics this way, CMOs can communicate results in the language of business 
outcomes and strategy, not just marketing KPIs.

A final note: the measurement approach itself needs governance. As influencer marketing becomes 
more central, companies are formalizing how they track and report it. They may designate a 
measurement owner, ensure tools like social listening and CRM are integrated, and agree on KPIs 
up front with executives. Much like PR has evolved a standard set of metrics (impressions, share of 
voice, sentiment, etc.), influencer marketing is developing its own standards blending those PR 
metrics with digital ones. 

The organizations that get this right in 2026 will be the ones who secure continued budget and 
support, because they’ll be able to definitively show, “Our influence program moved the needle on 
what the C-suite cares about – awareness, reputation, and revenue.”
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The AI Factor: Scaling Influence (Without Losing Authenticity)
No 2026 outlook would be complete without examining the role of artificial intelligence. AI is both a 
tool and a challenge in B2B influencer marketing. On one hand, AI can dramatically scale the 
identification, engagement, and analysis of influencers. On the other hand, over-reliance on AI or 
the use of synthetic “influencers” poses reputational risks and authenticity pitfalls.

How leading teams are leveraging AI:

Discovery and Vetting: The days of manually scouring LinkedIn or Twitter for thought leaders 
are ending. AI-powered social listening and analytics tools can rapidly surface who has 
influence on a given topic, who is driving conversations in a community, and even forecast 
who’s gaining momentum as an expert. 

For example, tools using AI might analyze millions of posts and rank the top 50 “devops 
influencers” by engagement among target personas – a task that would take humans weeks. 
Moreover, AI can help vet influencers by flagging past content for sentiment or risky language. 
As 57% of B2B marketers report using AI for content or analysis in influencer programs[73], 
high-performers are twice as likely to use AI for things like influencer identification and 
audience segmentation[74][75]. 

This allows small teams to manage large-scale programs more efficiently – you can maintain a 
database of hundreds of niche influencers, with AI clustering them by area of expertise and 
providing engagement stats.

Content Creation and Adaptation: AI writing assistants and content tools are being used to 
help scale content with influencers. For instance, transcribing a 1-hour influencer webinar and 
using AI to generate derivative content (blog summaries, quote cards, short video snippets) for 
further distribution. 

Some marketers use AI to draft interview questions or first-draft blogs which an influencer can 
then refine – saving time on basic writing so the influencer can focus on adding insight. Over 
half (57%) of marketers are already using AI to aid content creation in their influencer 
efforts[73], and 44% say AI-based content optimization is an important emerging trend[76]. 

AI can also personalize content distribution: using algorithms to decide which influencer 
content to serve to which account persona (e.g. via account-based marketing platforms). 
Essentially, AI is the engine making an always-on influencer strategy feasible by automating 
repetitive or scaling tasks – letting human marketers and influencers spend time on strategy 
and creativity.

Monitoring and Engagement: Keeping track of dozens of influencers’ activities and the 
conversations around them is a perfect AI task. AI can alert you if your brand or product is 
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mentioned by an influencer in real-time (so you can respond or amplify). It can analyze 
sentiment of mentions or identify emerging topics that influencers are talking about (which 
might be opportunities for your content). 

For example, if suddenly many SaaS influencers start discussing “XYZ regulation,” AI detection 
could prompt you to insert your SME into that conversation or supply those influencers with 
your relevant insights. Additionally, chatbot-style AI can even handle some initial outreach or 
follow-ups under guidance – though carefully, to avoid sounding robotic.

However, with these advantages come reputational risks if AI is misused:

Virtual Influencers and Synthetic Content: Perhaps the most debated topic is AI-generated 
“virtual influencers” (completely artificial personas) or deepfake AI personas of real people. In 
consumer markets, virtual influencers like Lil Miquela exist, but in B2B, this is extremely nascent 
and viewed with wariness. 

A 2025 survey of major brands found 96% had concerns about consumer trust and acceptance 
of AI influencers, citing authenticity issues (73% concerned) and potential brand reputation 
risks (58%)[77][78]. Only 15% had even tested AI influencers and 60% had no plans to[79]. B2B 
buyers, being savvy and relationship-driven, are likely even less tolerant of artificial 
spokespersons. If a brand tried to, say, create a “virtual CIO” persona to push content, it could 
backfire badly if discovered – seeming deceptive. 

Research confirms that if an AI influencer makes a misleading claim, consumers put the blame 
more on the brand (assuming it was pre-programmed), whereas a human’s error can be 
compartmentalized as just that person’s mistake[80][81]. That means the brand’s trust is more at 
stake with AI-driven personalities[81][82]. Best practice in 2026: be transparent if you ever use 
virtual or AI-generated content. 

And in general, lean on human influencers for authenticity – there is no shortage of real 
experts, so there’s little upside to inventing a fake one in B2B.

Over-Automation – Losing the Human Touch: Even for genuine influencers, overusing AI to 
automate engagement can erode authenticity. For instance, if your “influencer outreach AI” 
sends cookie-cutter messages or auto-generates generic praise comments on influencers’ 
posts, it will be obvious and turn them off (these people get lots of spammy pitches). The key 
relationships still require personal, human touch – AI can assist by drafting or suggesting, but a 
human should curate and personalize communications. 

Similarly, AI-generated content used in influencer campaigns must be vetted for accuracy and 
tone. Gartner predicted that by 2024, thin AI content will degrade purchase experiences for 
70% of buyers[7]. In 2026, brands must ensure any AI-augmented content feels human, 
valuable, and trustworthy. Many CMOs will likely implement AI content governance – e.g., 
requiring a human editor or an authenticity check (there are tools to detect AI text) before 
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publishing under an influencer’s or executive’s name. It’s notable that 60% of CMOs are 
expected to use content authenticity tools by 2026 to fight AI deception[8].

“Synthetic Authority” Pitfall: This refers to trying to manufacture credibility purely through AI 
– e.g., auto-generating whitepapers with no real insight, or populating a blog with articles 
“written” by an AI persona. Such tactics might create the veneer of content volume but will not 
fool true decision makers, and could damage credibility if discovered. In B2B especially, depth 
of expertise is prized. 

If AI is used, it should be guided by real expert input. For instance, use AI to compile data or 
first drafts, but ensure a real authority is shaping the thesis and validating facts. Some 
companies label certain AI-assisted content to maintain transparency (though this is still an 
evolving norm).

Bias and Misinformation: AI models can inadvertently introduce bias or incorrect info, which 
in an influencer context could cause embarrassment or legal issues. If an AI tool suggests an 
influencer or content that doesn’t align with brand values (maybe it missed some controversial 
past comment of that influencer), relying on it blindly can be risky. 

Human oversight in vetting remains essential for brand safety. The updated FTC Guides even 
caution against “virtual influencers” being used without clear disclosure[83] – implying 
regulators are watching for misuse of AI in advertising contexts.

In sum, AI in 2026 is a powerful enabler for scaling influence marketing, but it’s not a replacement 
for the human authenticity at its core. The savvy approach is AI augmentation: use AI to do the heavy 
lifting of data and routine tasks, freeing humans to do what they do best – build relationships, craft 
creative strategy, and inject ethics and authenticity.

Many best-in-class teams have formal guidelines on AI use in influencer marketing (and 
interestingly, only 22% of big brands had internal guidelines on AI influencers as of 2025[84][85] – 
this will surely rise). For example, a policy might state: “We use AI to assist with content, but any 
externally published thought leadership must be reviewed by a human expert for accuracy and voice.” 
Or “We do not use AI to impersonate a human or to produce undisclosed endorsements.” A 
responsible, transparent stance will be crucial to maintain trust. After all, the entire point of 
influencer marketing is to increase trust and credibility – abusing AI in this realm would ironically 
undermine the very goal.

The bottom line: AI is here to stay in influencer marketing workflows – making programs more 
efficient and intelligent – but the influencer relationships and content authenticity must remain 
human at heart. Brands that get this balance right will scale their influence efforts faster and smarter 
than those who either neglect AI and fall behind, or overindulge in AI and lose audience trust. The 
winning formula in 2026 is “AI on the back-end, human authenticity on the front-end.”
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Guardrails and Governance: Navigating Disclosure, Risk, and 
Compliance
As influencer marketing takes on a bigger role in B2B communications, governance and risk 
management have become top-of-mind. Tech CMOs and agency leads are now expected to 
anticipate and mitigate the potential downsides – from compliance breaches to reputational 
blowback – while keeping the program nimble. The mantra is “freedom within a framework”: 
empower influencers to be authentic, but within guardrails that protect everyone’s interests.

Key considerations for B2B influencer governance in 2026:

Clear Disclosure and Ethics Policies: Regulators like the FTC have made it abundantly clear 
that disclosure of any material connection is not optional – it’s mandatory and must be clear 
and conspicuous[86][87]. B2B marketers can’t assume “oh, everyone knows our partners are 
partners.” Formal policies should require that any compensated influencer or any content 
collaboration where influence could be seen as endorsement is plainly labeled. 

This could mean requiring posts to use tags like “#ad” or phrases like “In partnership with 
[Company]” – and not buried in a sea of hashtags, but upfront. As the FTC guides state, even 
built-in platform labels might be insufficient if they’re not obvious[22], so brands often instruct 
influencers on exact wording. In B2B, it’s also about disclosing less obvious conflicts: e.g., if a 
tech expert is also a paid consultant to your firm, that should be transparent in any public 
content. 

Ethical guidelines also extend to honesty: an influencer can’t say they’ve used a product if they 
haven’t (unless clearly hypothetical). Having a written Influencer Code of Conduct or contract 
clause covering truthfulness, respect, compliance with laws, etc., is now standard.

Contractual Safeguards: By 2026, most companies treat influencer engagements with the 
same rigor as vendor or spokesperson contracts. According to research, 70% of brands always 
establish contracts with influencers now (up from 63% a few years prior)[24]. Contracts define 
deliverables, but importantly include clauses on disclosure, content ownership, confidentiality 
(if sharing product roadmaps with an influencer), and morality. A “morals clause” might allow 
termination if the influencer engages in hate speech, fraud, or other behavior that would tarnish 
the brand. Given that 66% of brands have formal influencer partnership policies now[24], it’s 
clear that going forward, handshake deals won’t cut it except maybe for the most informal of 
advocacy. 

Agencies advising clients should ensure all influencer engagements, even small ones, have at 
least a basic agreement in place. Not for bureaucracy’s sake, but because it forces alignment 
on expectations and provides legal recourse if something goes awry.
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Influencer Vetting and Monitoring: The risk of a “scandal” – an influencer saying or doing 
something that embarrasses the brand – is real (we’ve seen it in B2C plenty). While B2B tech 
influencers tend to be more low-key, due diligence is essential. 

Best practice: vet each influencer’s background and content history before engagement. This 
might involve reviewing their last year of posts for extreme opinions, checking for any past legal 
issues, ensuring their values don’t clash with the brand’s (e.g., a diversity-focused tech 
company would avoid an influencer who has made discriminatory remarks). Some companies 
use social media monitoring tools for this vetting; others do manual checks or hire agencies 
specializing in influencer audits. 

Once onboarded, monitor influencer output during the campaign. If they are creating content 
on your behalf, have an approval step (without censoring their voice, just catching factual errors 
or problematic wording). If they’re simply a partner amplifying content, keep an eye on any 
unexpected commentary. It’s also wise to monitor unrelated content they post during the 
partnership – if something controversial happens, you want to know immediately. In WFA’s 
survey, only 42% of brands said they actively monitor influencer compliance with standards[24] 
– expect that to increase as programs scale. Real-time alerts (via AI or agencies) can inform 
you if an influencer does something off-color so you can respond or distance quickly.

Crisis Response Plan: Part of governance is planning for the worst-case scenario. What if an 
influencer publishes incorrect information about your product? What if they make a political 
statement that draws fire, and now your company’s name is attached to them? Having a plan is 
key. It should outline: who internally (PR/legal) assesses the situation; how quickly you reach 
out to the influencer to delete or clarify if needed; whether/when to make a public statement. 

For instance, if an influencer tweets a claim about your software that’s wrong (“it’s certified for 
XYZ when it’s not”), your plan might be: within 2 hours, contact them privately with correct info 
and ask for correction; within 4 hours, post a clarifying comment on the thread if not fixed; 
escalate to legal if harmful misinfo persists. 

If it’s a behavioral issue (influencer does something offensive unrelated to you but now 
trending), you might immediately pause any campaigns with them and consult PR on whether to 
quietly discontinue or publicly disassociate. The goal is speed and decisiveness – slow 
reactions can be seen as condoning. It’s easier to plan these steps calmly in advance than 
under the pressure of a real incident.

Regulatory Compliance Beyond Disclosure: In certain industries (fintech, healthtech), 
influencer content might trigger specific regulations. E.g., a fintech influencer making any 
mention of financial performance could run afoul of financial promotion rules if not careful. The 
UK’s Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) has even taken action on finfluencers – with arrests and 
warnings issued for those breaching promotion laws[88]. So, governance must include 
educating influencers on relevant regulations (which might be foreign to them). Some brands 
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provide “Do’s and Don’ts” one-pagers. E.g., for a cybersecurity campaign: don’t reveal actual 
vulnerabilities of a client; don’t promise absolute security, etc. 

Also, data privacy: if influencers are given customer data or internal info to aid content, NDAs 
and data agreements must protect that. Essentially, treat influencers as you would any vendor or 
partner in terms of compliance training if they’re going to handle sensitive matters.

Internal Coordination and Approvals: A governance model often delineates who internally 
needs to approve influencer content or activities. Many have a two-tier system: for routine 
content (like an influencer blog post on general industry trends), approval might just be by the 
content lead and perhaps the influencer themselves. For higher risk content (like an influencer 
doing a product demo implying certain results, or any paid endorsements), legal and 
compliance might get a look. 

Clear turnaround SLAs keep it from bogging down agility – e.g., legal will review within 48 
hours or is deemed to approve if no feedback. The point is not to put every tweet through a 
committee, but to ensure that potentially sensitive communications get proper scrutiny. In the 
best cases, governance is like a safety net operating in the background, rarely needing to 
intervene because everyone understands the rules.

Disclosure Tracking and Auditing: For large programs, it might be wise to audit compliance 
periodically. Check that influencers are indeed including the required disclosures in every 
instance. A marketing manager can randomly sample a few social posts or videos to verify. 
Since 62% of brands encourage disclosure but 38% maybe do not enforce consistently[24], 
there’s room to tighten up. 

The FTC can penalize brands (not just influencers) if guidelines aren’t followed, so periodic 
audits (internal or via agency) are a good insurance policy. Similarly, keep records of what you 
provided to influencers (briefs, compensation) in case of any inquiry you can demonstrate your 
compliance efforts.

Geo-specific Rules: A global SaaS company must navigate different rules in different markets. 
For example, in the EU some countries require even stricter disclosure or have specific 
language. Germany and France have unique influencer ad laws, China has very different 
practices, etc. A governance framework will map out any local legal requirements if your 
campaigns are multinational. Often, companies lean on local counsel or their agencies in-
region to ensure they tweak approach per locale (e.g., maybe certain markets disallow client 
testimonials without a disclaimer, etc.).

All these precautions aim to protect brand reputation and trust, which, ironically, is exactly what 
influencer marketing is meant to build. The worst outcome would be an influencer initiative that 
backfires and damages trust – so governance is what prevents that.
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That said, one must balance governance with execution speed. Overly restrictive rules can make 
influencers feel stifled or make content seem canned, reducing effectiveness. So far, best-in-class 
programs involve influencers in the governance conversation too. They explain why certain rules 
exist (influencers are more likely to comply if they understand, say, that your industry is regulated or 
your brand has zero tolerance for certain language). Some brands even get input from a trusted 
influencer or two when drafting guidelines – to ensure they are reasonable and not tone-deaf to 
how influencer audiences might react.

Governance in 2026 is about setting the stage for safe creativity. With solid guardrails – clear 
disclosure, strong contracts, diligent monitoring, and prepared crisis plans – brands and influencers 
can collaborate confidently. The influencers can focus on producing great content and insight, and 
the brand can rest easier knowing the risks are managed. Think of it like lane markers on a highway: 
they keep the traffic flowing in the right direction, but they don’t slow you down. With the right 
governance, your influencer program can accelerate, knowing it’s on safe footing.
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Tailoring Influencer Strategy by Tech Sector
While we’ve discussed broad trends, it’s important to recognize that B2B influencer marketing 
doesn’t look identical in every sub-sector of tech/SaaS. The efficacy of influencer-led 
communications versus traditional PR can vary by industry based on audience norms, regulatory 
environment, and the nature of the product. As CMOs and agency advisors craft strategies, they 
should account for these nuances:

Enterprise AI and Data Science

Where influencer-led comms excel: AI is a hot, hype-filled space where thought leadership is 
critical. Buyers (often CTOs, CDOs, data science leaders) are skeptical of grand claims and look to 
respected AI researchers, academics, and practitioners for signal. 

Influencer marketing in AI often means partnering with academic experts or well-known AI 
engineers to lend credibility to claims (e.g., co-authoring an AI ethics white paper with a university 
professor or hosting a roundtable with independent AI scientists). Given AI’s rapid innovation, peer 
discussions in forums and on LinkedIn are very active – a well-placed commentary by an AI 
influencer can shape opinion quickly. 

Where traditional PR still plays a role: Because AI can be technical and have societal impact, major 
launches still require press coverage in mainstream tech media for broad awareness. Also, if your AI 
product raises regulatory questions, direct PR to address concerns (via press releases, media 
Q&As) is important alongside influencer education. 

Balance: Use influencers to build credibility and educate the market (explaining complex AI 
concepts, validating your technical approach), while using PR to manage broader narrative and any 
controversies. For example, OpenAI’s early success rode on both great PR and the endorsements of 
influential AI researchers who spoke positively of their breakthroughs. In 2026, expect AI SaaS firms 
to routinely have advisory boards of external AI experts (a formal influencer group) who 
simultaneously guide product and act as public ambassadors.

Cybersecurity

Influencer strengths: Cybersecurity is inherently community-driven. Many security professionals trust 
independent researchers, well-known hackers, or veteran CISOs over vendor marketing. The 
“SecTok” community (security Twitter, though now diffused) and events like Black Hat/DEF CON are 
influencer-rich environments. 

A mention or demo by a respected researcher can put a cybersecurity startup on the map. 
Influencer marketing here often involves sponsoring experts to perform analyses (like penetration 
tests or threat reports) and share results, or engaging practitioner influencers who run popular 
blogs/podcasts (like Krebs on Security, Darknet Diaries, etc.). 
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Traditional PR: That said, security buyers also value formal validation – e.g., Gartner Magic 
Quadrant, analyst reports, compliance certifications – and in times of breaches, they turn to official 
statements. PR is crucial in crisis comms (breach responses) and in getting coverage in security 
trade publications read by executives. 

Differentiation: In highly sensitive areas (government or critical infrastructure security), companies 
might lean more on behind-closed-doors influence (private networks of consultants, etc.) akin to 
traditional analyst relations than public influencer chatter, due to confidentiality. But in broad 
enterprise security, having trusted independent voices endorse your approach in community forums 
or at conferences can be game-changing. For example, an endorsement from a famous white-hat 
hacker in a talk can yield more buzz than a paid ad campaign.

Developer Tools and DevOps

This is arguably where B2B influencer marketing is most effective and has been practiced for years 
under the guise of developer advocacy. 

Influencer/Community strengths: Developers famously distrust overt marketing – they prefer to learn 
from each other on platforms like Stack Overflow, GitHub, Reddit, and tech Twitter. Hence, 
companies like Microsoft, Google, and countless dev-tool startups invest in developer 
evangelist/MVP programs, effectively internal and external influencers who champion technologies 
within communities. A well-respected open-source maintainer or a popular tech blogger can drive 
adoption of a tool far more authentically than any ad. Success in devtools often means being talked 
about in developer communities and showing up in tutorials, YouTube coding channels, and 
podcasts. For example, HashiCorp’s Terraform gained significant traction through community 
influencers writing modules and sharing knowledge, not through press releases. 

Traditional PR’s role: It’s limited here. Developer media is fragmented (few “press” outlets; it’s mostly 
community content). Traditional PR might help for announcing funding or enterprise deals (to reach 
business decision-makers), but for day-to-day adoption, it’s all about community cred. Thus: B2B 
influencer marketing (through community influencers, power users, etc.) is the primary 
communications vehicle in developer-focused products. Companies not engaging developer 
influencers (external or internal) will fall behind in adoption and mindshare in 2026. Expect to see 
more formal community influencer programs – like Slack or Discord communities moderated by 
enthusiasts, ambassador programs (Microsoft MVP is a template), hackathons judged by gurus, etc.

FinTech and Financial SaaS 

Where influencer comms works: In fintech, we see a mix. Many fintech solutions target banking or 
finance professionals. These audiences are increasingly on LinkedIn and follow “finfluencers” who 
interpret industry trends (e.g., fintech bloggers, consultants, venture investors on Twitter/LinkedIn). 
A UK survey noted 75% of B2B finance brands are using influencer marketing and 93% of their 
CMOs plan to increase it[89] – showing traction. Influencers here are often analysts, consultants, or 
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fintech CEOs with thought leadership clout. They help simplify complex topics (regulations, 
blockchain, etc.) and lend credibility. 

Where caution/PR dominates: Fintech is heavily regulated. Missteps in communications can attract 
regulatory scrutiny (the FCA example where overhyped influencer promotions led to arrests[88] is 
telling). Thus, fintech companies often have compliance review every piece of content. Traditional 
PR is key for trust signals like being featured in reputable financial press or having notable 
endorsements. Also, many fintech buying decisions still rely on formal RFPs and procurement – 
territory where analyst relations and case studies (traditional content) weigh in. 

Approach: Fintech marketers blend the two: use influencers to humanize and explain the product, 
building grassroots credibility (e.g., a CFO influencer writing about how a fintech tool eased their 
pain), while running tight PR/analyst campaigns for top-down credibility. Fintech also has 
subcultures – e.g., crypto has its own influencer sphere (YouTubers, Twitter personalities) but also a 
lot of scams, so companies tread carefully in who they align with. 

The difference by subcategory is big: a payments SaaS selling to banks might stick closer to formal 
channels; a DeFi startup might lean entirely on community influencers. The successful ones in 2026 
calibrate accordingly, likely erring on more transparency and compliance given increased regulator 
watchfulness on social promotion.

HR Tech and MarTech (Marketing Tech) 

Influencer strengths: These sectors sell to professionals (HR managers, marketers) who are very 
active on LinkedIn and who love industry content. There are numerous “HR influencers” and 
marketing gurus who share content, speak at conferences, etc. For HR tech, partnering with well-
known HR analysts (e.g., Josh Bersin) or HR LinkedIn voices can significantly boost credibility 
because HR folks trust those independent perspectives on workplace trends. 

For MarTech, marketing leaders often follow blogs like ChiefMartec or influencers like Scott Brinker, 
etc. Influencer marketing here often takes form of collaborative research or trend reports (e.g., an 
HR tech company co-producing a report on future of work with an independent future-of-work 
expert). 

Where traditional PR stays relevant: Both HR and marketing have established media (HR trade 
magazines, Marketing publications) and awards – being covered or winning awards still matters to 
get on the radar. Also, references and case studies (a classic PR/marketing tool) are huge; they 
often feature customer influencers (e.g., CMO of X brand says on stage how they used a tool – that 
person is an influencer to their peers). The caution is these audiences can sniff out overly 
promotional content; they appreciate authenticity (marketers ironically are cynical of marketing). 

Thus: in HR and MarTech, a combined approach thrives – heavy on thought leadership and 
influencer participation to shape the narrative, supplemented by PR for broad reach and validation. 
A cool factor: some brands turn their own execs into influencers (the CMO of a MarTech firm 
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building a personal brand as a marketing thought leader, or the CEO of an HR tech being a visible 
champion for diversity or culture). This both is an influencer approach and PR at once.

Vertical SaaS (Healthcare, Education, etc.)

In verticals like healthcare or education tech, domain experts (like a doctor or educator) are key 
influencers but also these industries are conservative and value peer-reviewed info and formal 
endorsements. 

For HealthTech SaaS, you might use medical professionals as influencers to discuss innovation 
(provided compliance is addressed), but you also rely on research publications, FDA approvals, etc. 
Similarly in EdTech, teacher communities and ed-tech bloggers can spread word, but school 
districts still look for evidence and official case studies. In these fields, influencer marketing must 
be carefully aligned with compliance (no off-label claims in health, etc.) and complement an 
evidence-based PR approach. 

But even here, we see change: doctors on LinkedIn discussing digital health tools, or professors on 
Twitter endorsing an EdTech app, can meaningfully drive interest. The trust factor is extremely high if 
a credible practitioner advocates for a solution. So it works, but within stricter content guidelines.

In any of these categories, traditional PR “still dominates” where the buyer expects formal validation 
and where reach needs broad press. For instance, government procurement of tech still relies 
heavily on RFPs and maybe Gartner, not influencers. But even there, anecdotally, government IT 
buyers read LinkedIn and attend industry webinars where independent experts speak. So influencer 
marketing might be a quiet force rather than overt, but not absent.

The key for 2026 is nuance: CMOs should audit where their target audience hangs out and who they 
trust. In some sectors, that map will show heavy community and social influence (devs, marketers, 
etc.); in others, more formal networks (analysts, consultants). The influencer strategy should mirror 
that. Some concrete differences:

SaaS for Developers or Techies: heavily invest in community influencers, GitHub stars, Stack 
Overflow advocates, and internal evangelists. Traditional PR minimal except for investor 
relations or hiring PR.
SaaS for Business Execs (Fin, HR, etc.): invest in LinkedIn influencers, industry consultants, 
customer advocates; maintain a PR baseline (press releases, speaking at trade events) to satisfy 
conservative info needs.
Emerging Tech (AI, blockchain): invest in thought leaders to cut through hype (maybe even 
open source your tech and empower community influencers); use PR to handle broader public 
perception and trust concerns.
Highly Regulated/Enterprise (ERP for banks, etc.): lean on analysts and user groups as 
quasi-influencers; ensure influencer content is very factual and compliance-approved; 
PR/analyst relations likely lead but augmented by peer testimonials and low-key influencer 
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engagements (like private roundtables with industry experts to sway conservative buyers 
quietly).

Another angle: competitive environment. If your competitors are already engaging influencers and 
dominating the conversation, you might need to double down there or find a niche set of voices to 
champion your differentiator. If it’s a very new category, you might have to essentially “create” 
influencers by cultivating early evangelists.

In summary, B2B influencer marketing is not one-size-fits-all across SaaS. The 2026 leader will tailor 
the mix of influencer vs. traditional comms to where their buyers derive trust. They will invest in the 
specific kind of influencer that resonates in their vertical – be it a coding guru, a renowned CFO, a 
clinician, or a supply chain blogger – while still hitting the necessary traditional credibility notes 
(analyst endorsements, media quotes) as needed.

This nuanced approach ensures you’re not chasing hype but implementing influence where it truly 
influences. Differences by category will likely diminish over time as all industries get more social, 
but for now, acknowledging and planning for these differences is a mark of a sophisticated 
communications strategy.
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Strategic Blueprint: CMO of a Mid-to-Large SaaS 
Enterprise in 2026
Role: You are the Chief Marketing Officer of a SaaS company (let’s say $200M+ revenue) offering a 
complex B2B solution. You have a mandate to drive growth, elevate brand credibility, and align 
marketing with corporate strategy. Here’s a blueprint of priorities and an operating model to make 
influencer-powered communications a core part of your 2026 game plan:

1. Strategic Priorities:

Integrate Influence with Core Marketing Objectives – Make influencer marketing a pillar in your 
overall strategy for brand awareness, thought leadership, and demand generation. Prioritize it at the 
same level as product marketing, demand-gen, and PR in your annual plan. For 2026, set clear 
goals: e.g., improve brand trust metrics by X%, increase share of voice in key topics by Y%, and 
influence Z amount of pipeline via influencer initiatives. Ensure these goals ladder up to what the C-
suite and board care about (market perception, sales pipeline, etc.), so influencer efforts are seen 
as strategically relevant, not experimental side projects.

Narrative Ownership and Message Consistency – As CMO, define 2-3 core narratives or points-
of-view your brand wants to own in the market (e.g., “data privacy as a differentiator” or “AI for 
customer-centricity”). These narratives should guide all communications. The influencer strategy 
must map to these: choose influencers and content topics that reinforce your key messages. You’re 
essentially using influencers to validate and echo your narrative in an authentic way. For example, if 
your narrative is about ethical AI, build a program with AI ethics experts. This ensures all influencer 
activity strengthens the story you’re telling to investors, press, and customers, creating a unified 
front.

Quality and Trust over Quantity – Internally champion the view that in B2B, a smaller engaged 
audience beats a larger indifferent one. So prioritize campaigns that drive deeper engagement and 
trust signals (like meaningful comments from target accounts, uptick in branded search, analyst 
mentions) over vanity metrics. Set this expectation with your CEO and CFO: you will report success 
in terms of influence (share of voice, brand perception shifts, etc.) as well as leads. By educating 
leadership on why these are critical in high-consideration sales, you get buy-in to invest 
appropriately.

2. Positioning Choices (Internal and External):

Internal – “Influence as the New Earned Media”: Communicate to your C-suite and board that 
influencer marketing is not a trendy add-on, but a modern form of PR/communications. Position it 
as how you earn attention and credibility in digital channels where traditional PR may not reach. For 
instance, explain how an influencer’s LinkedIn post is akin to an op-ed in the business press – both 
carry weight, but one reaches directly into social feeds. By framing it this way, you justify budgets 
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and headcount: it’s protecting and growing your reputation, an asset just like any media coverage or 
analyst endorsement.

External – Thought Leadership First, Product Second: In market positioning, ensure all 
influencer-related content and programs are framed around thought leadership, industry insights, 
and peer knowledge-sharing – not around your product features. The mantra externally is that your 
brand is facilitating valuable conversations among experts. When you sponsor an event or a report 
via influencers, the branding should emphasize solving industry challenges, not selling software. 
This builds goodwill and positions your company as a trusted advisor. For example, the tagline for an 
influencer webinar series might be “Insights for IT Innovators (brought to you by [Company])” – 
where your brand is present but not front and center. Over time, this yields a halo effect: your brand 
is associated with expertise and impartial advice, which in turn attracts customers organically.

Executive Visibility vs Influencer Voice: Decide how your executives will interplay with external 
influencers. A smart positioning choice is a balanced mix: sometimes let influencers lead (for 
credibility), other times pair influencers with your execs (for co-branding of thought leadership). For 
instance, your CTO might co-author an article with a well-known industry professor – externally, 
that positions your CTO at the level of that thought leader, boosting her profile while borrowing the 
professor’s credibility. Internally articulate this tactic so leadership is comfortable sharing the stage, 
understanding it elevates our own execs by association.

3. Operating Model & Team Structure:

Influencer Relations Function: Establish a formal “Influencer Relations” role or team within 
marketing (often within the Comms or Content sub-team). This function acts similarly to an Analyst 
Relations team – systematically identifying, engaging, and managing relationships with key 
influencers. It should have a dedicated headcount; perhaps one manager to run the program and a 
coordinator/analyst to handle research and logistics. Their responsibilities: maintain an influencer 
database (with profiles, areas of influence, relationship history), run engagement initiatives (like 
briefing calls, content collaborations), and coordinate with other departments (product, sales) to 
align messaging.

Cross-Functional Collaboration: Influencer marketing touches content, comms, product 
marketing, and even sales enablement. Set up a cross-functional working group that meets 
regularly (say monthly), including the Influencer Relations lead, Content strategist, Social media 
manager, PR/Comms lead, and perhaps someone from product marketing. This ensures that 
influencer content opportunities are integrated with content calendar (so your upcoming 
whitepaper has influencer quotes, your user conference has influencer speakers, etc.), and that any 
intel from influencer interactions (e.g., feedback about your product or market) is fed back to 
product marketing and even R&D. Also include your Analyst Relations and Customer Advocacy 
leads if you have them – to ensure efforts are complementary (e.g., not double-pitching the same 
person if someone is both an analyst and influencer).
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Always-On Program Infrastructure: Put in place tools and processes for an always-on approach. 
For example: subscribe to a social listening tool or influencer platform that alerts the team to 
relevant conversations or trending voices (so you can engage quickly). Develop an editorial process 
for influencer collaborations – e.g., a quarterly content pipeline that involves influencers (an 
editorial calendar listing blog interviews, webinars, etc., with target influencers assigned). Have 
templates for outreach emails, briefing docs for influencers, and a standard engagement contract to 
speed up cycles. Essentially, operationalize influencer engagement so it’s not ad-hoc fire drills but a 
smooth ongoing machine.

Regional/Local Alignment: If your SaaS operates globally, decide how to structure influencer 
efforts regionally. One model: the central team creates overall strategy and content assets, while 
regional marketing folks localize and manage relationships with local influencers. To support this, 
create playbooks and provide training to regional teams on influencer marketing best practices (so 
they don’t, say, violate disclosure rules in their country or approach influencers wrongly). You as 
CMO should sponsor an internal workshop or webinar series to educate all marketers on the do’s 
and don’ts and share success stories from early pilots.

Budget Allocation: Allocate a clear budget line for influencer activities in your marketing budget. 
This might cover influencer content creation fees (if any), event expenses for influencers (e.g., travel 
stipends to speak at your user conference), agency support, tools subscriptions, etc. Given 
benchmarks (like 5-10% of campaign spend being influencer-related[61]), as CMO you might 
earmark, say, 7% of your marketing program budget specifically for influencer initiatives, with 
flexibility to increase if high ROI is demonstrated. Make sure the Influencer Relations team controls 
or influences this spend so it’s used strategically (not scattered randomly by field marketers).

4. Example Influencer Motions (Tactics to Deploy):

Expert Roundtables & Content Co-creation: Host a quarterly virtual roundtable with 3-5 industry 
influencers and a couple of your executives on a hot industry topic. Record it, and turn it into 
multiple content pieces (blog series with each influencer’s key quote, an edited highlights video, 
maybe a short eBook of insights). This motion not only produces rich content, it also ingrains those 
influencers with your narrative. E.g., “Q1 Roundtable on Data Privacy” where influencers discuss 
trends and your CISO subtly shares what your company is doing; result: a content bundle that sales 
can share and that positions you in a broader conversation[108][6].

Influencer-Driven Webinars or Workshops: Each quarter, pick a theme relevant to your solution 
but focus on education. Invite a well-known practitioner or analyst as the key presenter (influencer), 
with one of your subject matter experts as co-presenter or moderator. Promote heavily to 
customers/prospects. The influencer draws the crowd; your expert adds perspective and a short 
segment on how your solution ties in (soft sell). For instance, a cybersecurity SaaS CMO might have 
a famous ethical hacker lead a webinar on “Future of Ransomware Defense” with the company’s 
product manager adding commentary. This drives lead generation with high registration (because of 
the influencer’s name) and value (attendees get real insights)[42].
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Ambassador Program for Customers/Employees: Formalize a program to turn enthusiastic 
customers and knowledgeable employees into micro-influencers. For customers: identify 5-10 who 
love your product and have industry credibility. Offer them opportunities: co-speak at events, be 
featured in content, maybe a small honorarium or exclusive perks (early roadmap previews, 
networking events) to solidify the relationship. For employees: maybe your engineers or consultants 
who are active on social – support them with content and training to build their personal brand 
(which in turn reflects on your brand). This ambassador program acts as an influence network that 
constantly advocates for you in an authentic peer-to-peer way. Track their impact (e.g., each 
ambassador’s content performance, referrals generated). For example, Adobe’s Champions program 
engaged practitioners to create and share content, yielding 2× engagement on campaigns[109].

Executive Social Media Activation with Influencers: Pair your key execs (CEO, CTO, etc.) with 
influencers in social media campaigns. One tactic: Twitter (or LinkedIn) chats/Q&As hosted by an 
influencer. The influencer publicly asks your CEO questions on a relevant topic, your CEO answers – 
this happens in an open thread or via a live audio session. The influencer’s audience tunes in 
because of them, and gets exposed to your exec’s vision. It’s essentially media training meets 
influencer marketing. It boosts executive visibility and credibility by proxy. Similarly, encourage 
execs to routinely quote or share influencer content (with commentary) on their own social feeds – 
showing they’re part of the larger conversation, not just pushing corporate news.

Influencer-led Research or Surveys: Commission a study in partnership with a respected industry 
influencer or analyst. For example, run a survey of 500 CIOs about a trend, and have a known CIO or 
analyst help design the questionnaire and co-author the report. Brand it neutrally (or with dual 
logos). Influencers lend credibility and help get media coverage because it’s seen as more 
objective. Plus they will promote the findings to their followers. This is a classic content marketing 
meets PR play that yields high-value leads (people love data) and press mentions. Ensure the 
findings subtly support your strategic narrative, but let the influencer call out challenges etc., to 
maintain credibility.

5. KPIs and Measurement Approach:

Brand & Thought Leadership Metrics: Track share of voice (SOV) in your key narrative areas 
monthly – aiming for increases that correlate with influencer campaigns. Measure brand sentiment 
or trust via periodic surveys (e.g., “% of target audience rating [Company] as a thought leader” pre- 
and post-campaign). Also, social engagement from key accounts: e.g., number of CXOs from 
Fortune 500 engaging with your influencer content (even qualitatively tracking names can impress 
the board). These show that influencer efforts are changing perception and widening your 
influence[67].

Content and Community Engagement: For each major influencer content piece, measure views, 
downloads, live attendees, etc., against past baselines. Expect, as seen in cases, significantly 
higher engagement vs. non-influencer content – report “Influencer posts got 3× usual 
engagement”[96]. Also track community growth: followers of your corporate or executive social 
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accounts, subscribers to any newsletters or podcasts you run, before and after influencer initiatives. 
If you run an ambassador community, measure participation and amplification by those ambassadors 
(like each shares X posts per quarter to Y reach).

Pipeline Influence & Lead Quality: Work with ops to include “influencer touch” as an attribution 
dimension. For example, tag leads that came in via influencer webinars, or accounts that were 
exposed to influencer content (if you can track via marketing automation). Then show pipeline and 
revenue from those influenced cohorts. Perhaps even compute an “influencer program ROI”: 
(Pipeline or revenue influenced * win rate * deal size) / cost. E.g., if an event with an influencer host 
cost $50k and influenced $1M pipeline with 30% expected conversion, that’s $300k revenue, ROI 
6:1. The idea is to translate soft influence into CFO-friendly numbers whenever possible.

Influencer Relationship Health: Since you, CMO, think long-term, establish some qualitative KPIs: 
number of ongoing influencer relationships (and tier them), influencer satisfaction (maybe an annual 
informal survey asking key influencers how they feel about working with you, net promoter style), 
and retention (did the ones who engaged this year come back next year?). These indicate if your 
program is sustainable. If an influencer becomes a true advocate (mentioning you often without 
prompting), that’s gold – capture those instances and share them as wins (e.g., “Influencer X 
spontaneously praised our approach on their podcast reaching 20k listeners[42]”).

Risk/Compliance Checks: Track any compliance metrics too – e.g., 100% of influencer posts had 
proper disclosures (goal: no violations), and zero negative incidents (goal: maintain brand safety). 
This is mainly to reassure leadership that scaling this program isn’t increasing risk (and if something 
does happen, how quickly it was mitigated).

6. Team & Organizational Implications:

Training & Culture: Invest in upskilling your marketing team on influencer engagement. Run 
workshops on how to approach influencers professionally, how to co-create content, FTC 
compliance, etc. Encourage marketers to build their own professional brands online too – it makes 
them better partners to influencers. Foster a culture where earned influence is valued; celebrate 
wins like a glowing LinkedIn discussion or a popular podcast as much as an MQL surge. Possibly 
adjust incentive schemes: if content marketers are only rewarded on lead volume, they might 
undervalue influencer content that builds awareness – include metrics like share of voice or content 
engagement in their goals to align behavior.

Governance & Approval Flow: Define clearly who needs to approve what in influencer work. 
Empower the Influencer Relations lead to make day-to-day calls (e.g., choosing which influencers 
to work with, small spends) so things move quickly, but have escalation rules for big-ticket items 
(like a paid contract above X amount or involving an unusual arrangement) to you or Legal. Put a 
lightweight governance board in place (maybe that cross-functional group) to periodically review 
the program’s direction, ensuring it stays on-message and ethical. Also plan for crisis management: 
if an influencer says something problematic, who in the team responds and how (likely PR and you, 
the CMO, together).
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Interface with Sales & Execs: Communicate the influencer strategy to Sales leadership and other 
execs so they understand its value. For example, brief the Head of Sales that when leads come from 
influencer campaigns, they might be at earlier trust stage but higher quality interest – align on how 
to nurture them. Also equip sales with influencer content as part of enablement (e.g., “Here’s a 
great third-party article by Influencer Y you can send to prospects hesitant about cloud adoption”). 
When Sales sees influencer output helping them close deals, they’ll champion your efforts to the 
CEO. Similarly, make sure Legal is onboard and has pre-vetted templates; bring them into planning 
so they don’t feel brought in last minute.

Continuous Improvement Loop: Finally, set a practice of learning and iterating. Each campaign, 
do a post-mortem: what worked, what feedback did influencers give, what did metrics show? Use 
those insights to refine your approach. Perhaps you find certain influencer personas drive way more 
engagement – focus there. Or one type of content flopped – analyze why (was it too brand-heavy? 
wrong format?). Keep evolving the program as the market shifts (e.g., if a new platform rises to 
prominence, adapt).

In executing this blueprint, as CMO you will likely find that your marketing function becomes more 
agile, externally focused, and credibility-driven. The outcome should be a stronger brand 
reputation, warmer market reception (prospects who come in pre-sold on your thought leadership), 
and a marketing team that’s leading the industry conversation rather than chasing it. You’ll be able 
to walk into the boardroom and demonstrate that your brand is being talked about by the people 
who matter, in the places that matter – which in 2026 is one of the most strategic advantages you 
can have.

 
43



Strategic Blueprint: Head of Communications / PR Agency 
Leader Advising Tech Clients
Role: You are a senior communications strategist (e.g., VP or Director) at a PR agency that advises 
multiple tech and SaaS clients. Your goal is to incorporate influencer marketing into your client 
programs to drive better results for them (and differentiate your agency). Here’s a blueprint for how 
to position and operate influencer-focused services for your clients:

1. Advisory Perspective & Service Positioning:

Influence as Part of Comms Strategy: When engaging with clients (especially CMOs or Heads of 
Comms), position influencer marketing as an extension of PR and corporate comms. Explain that in 
tech, “influencers” (broadly experts, authors, podcasters, etc.) shape industry narrative much like 
journalists do. Emphasize that ignoring these voices means missing half the conversation. For 
example, if a client is launching a cybersecurity product, you’d say: “We’ll not only go for press 
coverage, but also line up cybersecurity community voices to talk about you – covering all credibility 
bases.” This framing helps clients see it as strategic, not shiny-object.

Integrated Offerings: Package influencer services within your broader offerings. For instance, 
when you do a comms plan, include an “Influencer Relations” component alongside Media 
Relations and Analyst Relations. Outline concrete deliverables: influencer identification & outreach, 
influencer content co-creation, event engagement, etc. By making it a standard part of proposals, 
you set the expectation that a modern PR program includes this. Also highlight any unique 
methodology your agency has (maybe you have a proprietary influencer database or a partnership 
with an influencer platform – play that up as a differentiator).

Language and Clarity: Some clients might be wary of “influencer marketing” as a term, associating 
it with Instagram celebs. So tailor the language: talk about “Third-Party Expert Engagement” or 
“Industry Advocacy Program”. Emphasize credibility: “We focus on subject matter influencers – the 
engineers, authors, consultants who are respected in your niche.” Make clear it’s about thought 
leadership, not paying TikTokers. This increases buy-in from more traditional execs.

2. Setting Client Expectations & Goals:

Educate on Long-Term Value: Ensure clients understand that B2B influencer engagement is a 
relationship-building exercise, not a quick hit ad campaign. Set expectations that results (like 
improved brand sentiment, increased share of voice among key audiences) will grow over time. Use 
case studies (including ones from above, anonymized if needed) to show trajectory. E.g., “Client X 
saw 3X engagement in year 1 and by year 2, influenced pipeline grew 5X – we recommend at least 
a 6-12 month commitment to see transformational impact.” This protects you from being cut after 
one campaign if they don’t immediately see leads pouring in.
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Tie to Business Outcomes: Work with clients to define goals not just in PR terms (mentions, 
impressions) but business terms. For example, a goal could be: Increase inbound demo requests from 
target accounts by 20% by leveraging influencer content to warm prospects, or Secure three tier-1 
influencer endorsements that sales can use as proof points by Q3. Also define some qualitative goals 
like, Have [Client] be cited by independent experts in at least five industry discussions this year. By 
agreeing on these, you align the program with the CMO’s KPIs and make success tangible.

Budget Transparency: Many clients won’t know how to budget for influencer work. Be upfront: 
explain if there are direct fees (e.g., paying an influencer for a webinar appearance) or if most of the 
cost is in agency time for nurturing and content. Provide options: a modest program vs. an 
aggressive one, with rough cost ranges. This manages sticker shock and allows them to plan. Also, 
clarify ROI measurement plans so they feel it’s accountable spend (we’ll report metrics X, Y, Z 
monthly).

3. Operating Model for Multi-Client Management:

Centralized Influencer Desk: Within your agency, consider a small central team or point person 
who specializes in B2B influencers, supporting account teams across clients. This person keeps an 
updated list of top influencers in key verticals, tracks emerging voices, and can quickly assist any 
account in building their influencer list and approach. For example, if a new fintech client signs on, 
your central expert already has relationships or knowledge of the top 20 fintech voices. This creates 
efficiency and higher quality advice. It’s akin to having a media relations specialist for top press, but 
for influencers.

Client-by-Client Customization: While central resources help, tailor the program to each client’s 
industry nuances (as discussed earlier). Create an influencer strategy doc for each client: Who are 
the relevant influencer personas (analysts, dev community, etc.), what content resonates, any 
regulatory or cultural factors? Use this to guide the account team’s execution. For example, your 
healthcare SaaS client’s plan will look different (maybe more LinkedIn and academic influencers) 
versus your devtool client (more GitHub and YouTube tech creators). Ensuring the account team 
understands these differences is critical – do training sessions for each account team as needed.

Collaboration with Client’s Team: Decide how work splits between agency and client. Often, the 
agency identifies and vets influencers, crafts strategy, does outreach and coordination; the client 
provides subject matter input and access (like bringing in their execs for content or providing trial 
accounts to influencers). Make sure to set these roles early to avoid dropped balls. Also coordinate 
with any existing internal teams (if client has an Evangelist or AR team). Perhaps propose a joint task 
force (client + agency) for influencer initiatives to maintain alignment, meeting monthly or so.

Ethical Guardrails: As an agency, protect both your client and your reputation by enforcing ethical 
standards. Keep a policy of proper disclosure – advise clients strongly against any “astroturfing” 
(e.g., fake reviews, undisclosed payments). If your client suggests something dubious (“Can’t we 
just pay this blogger to quietly mention us?”), be the voice of counsel explaining legal and 
reputational risks[110][78]. Position your agency as the guardian of best practice – this builds trust 
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with higher-ups too. It might be wise to have agency guidelines for influencer engagements (in line 
with FTC/WFA) that you share with clients as part of onboarding, showing you’ve got that covered.

4. Example Agency-Led Influencer Initiatives for Clients:

Executive Positioning via Influencers: Pick a client’s key exec (e.g. CTO) and orchestrate a 
campaign to elevate them as a thought leader alongside influencers. The agency can arrange for the 
CTO to appear on popular industry podcasts (leveraging your network to pitch them as guest), to be 
quoted in an influencer’s blog (perhaps by connecting the two for an interview), or to co-author an 
article in an industry publication with an influencer. This not only boosts the client’s exec’s profile 
but also ingrains them in influencer circles. For a PR agency, this is a value-add on top of media 
pitching – you’re pitching to influencer platforms as well.

Influencer Micro-Events: Organize small, private virtual roundtables or invite-only clubhouses for 
clients to meet and brainstorm with influencers. For example, a client CEO might host a “CXO 
Council” meeting with 5 industry influencers (selected by the agency). It’s off-the-record, 
discussing industry trends. The agency facilitates and later helps turn key insights (with permission) 
into content. This builds one-on-one relationships between client and influencer. It’s a service 
agencies can provide because you have the connections and can play neutral convener. Even if 
nothing public comes immediately, the client now has warmed relationships which often lead to 
organic advocacy.

Cross-Client Collaboration: If appropriate (non-competitors addressing related audiences), 
consider doing something innovative like a cross-client influencer project. For example, if you have 
two clients in complementary spaces (say a cloud provider and a security SaaS), you could produce 
a joint webinar or eBook featuring both and some external influencers discussing, say, “The future of 
cloud security”. This obviously needs alignment and benefits for both, but if done, it amplifies reach 
(each client’s influencers combined). It also positions your agency as an orchestrator of ecosystem 
thought leadership. You’d only do this if it’s win-win, but it’s a unique offering agencies can bring: 
building partnerships underpinned by influencer content.

Measurement & Reporting Packs: As part of your execution, create visually compelling reports for 
clients every quarter showing influencer program results. E.g., share of voice charts (with 
commentary that “rise in SOV correlates with our influencer outreach in Q2”[67]), engagement 
metrics from influencer-driven content vs others, key influencer quotes about the client (e.g., 
screenshot of a tweet where an influencer praised them), etc. This reminds clients of successes and 
justifies continued investment. It’s part of your service to interpret and communicate ROI. Maybe 
even craft a “C-suite digest” that the client’s CMO can forward upward – e.g., highlighting that 
“Industry guru John Doe called our product a game-changer in his blog reaching 50k readers[111]
[112].” Such artifacts make your agency look sharp and indispensable.

5. KPIs & Accountability for Agency-Client Success:
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Earned Media-like Metrics: Track influencer engagement similar to how you’d track media hits: 
number of influencer mentions of the client (could be social mentions, blog references, podcast 
shoutouts), potential reach of those mentions, and quality (tier 1 vs tier 2 influencers, akin to top-
tier press vs trade press). Provide qualitative context – e.g., “Mention by Influencer X (500k 
LinkedIn followers) in a post that got 200 comments from industry pros[14][113].” These are as 
important as press clippings now.

Content Performance & Lead Indicators: For influencer content campaigns you manage 
(webinars, etc.), collect stats: registrations, attendees, content downloads, time spent, etc., 
comparing them to non-influencer content benchmarks. If you run a series, show growth over 
episodes, or compare engagement when influencer A promoted vs when they didn’t (to illustrate 
the impact). Also measure things like social sentiment or share of conversation around the campaign 
theme pre- and post- campaign. If an influencer initiative was tied to product launch, see if the 
product got more organic mentions by others.

Pipeline and Sales Feedback: Where possible, tie your efforts to the client’s funnel. It might be 
tough since agencies often lack direct access to CRM, but you can ask the client to share any 
anecdotal or data insights. Perhaps one of your event’s influencer panel leads to 10 sales meetings 
– get that info via the client’s marketing team. Or use tracking links for influencer-driven traffic to 
measure lead generation. If your program influenced pipeline, trumpet that: “Our Q1 influencer 
activities touched $500k of pipeline for you” (if you can substantiate it). Additionally, solicit 
feedback from the client’s sales folks via the client sponsor – e.g., did sales find that prospects 
mention seeing the client in influencer content? If yes, include that narrative: “Sales reports 
prospects referencing our blog with Influencer Y – indicating higher trust.” Combining hard metrics 
with sales anecdotes gives a full picture of value.

Client Satisfaction & Retention: As the agency lead, your own success KPI is a happy client who 
renews and expands. Keep track of your client’s satisfaction with the influencer program. You might 
formally ask in quarterly reviews, “On a scale of 1-10, how impactful do you feel this program has 
been?” If it’s low, adjust quickly (maybe they expected more aggressive tactics or faster results – 
recalibrate expectations or tactics). If high, use that to upsell – maybe suggest scaling up with more 
influencer collaborations or adding an employee advocacy element (another service) since they see 
the value.

Agency Efficiency: Internally, measure how profitably you deliver this service. Are account teams 
leveraging the central resources or reinventing wheels? Monitor results across clients to find 
patterns (maybe certain influencer types repeatedly drive success, so you standardize that 
approach). Efficient, repeatable practices will improve results and margins.

6. Team & Agency Capability Building:

Skill Development: Invest in training your PR account teams in the nuances of influencer 
engagement. Not all traditional PR folks instinctively know how to negotiate an agreement with a 
YouTube tech reviewer, for example. Provide guidelines on outreach etiquette (more informal than 
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media, but still professional), payment norms (if any), and content collaboration best practices. 
Perhaps have lunch & learn sessions with actual influencers as guest speakers to let staff hear their 
perspective on working with agencies – that can break down misconceptions.

Ethical and Legal Know-how: Ensure everyone at the agency is fluent in disclosure rules and how 
to protect clients. Perhaps create an “Influencer Marketing Ethics Checklist” for campaigns, which 
account leads must sign off on. If operating internationally, gather knowledge on local ad laws (like 
in Europe, #ad translations, etc.) or use WFA’s global guidance[36][114]. This due diligence should 
be part of your agency’s risk management – the last thing you want is a client inadvertently 
breaching rules because an influencer didn’t disclose and you didn’t catch it. Have standard 
contract clauses ready (like requiring influencer disclosure and no false claims) that you can attach 
to client influencer agreements – adding that professional layer.

Network Cultivation: As an agency, you should cultivate your own relationships with key 
influencers just as you do with journalists. Perhaps host an annual “Agency Influencer Summit” 
(informal gathering or virtual event) where your staff and a selection of industry influencers get to 
network and discuss trends (no client specific talk, just relationship building). This raises your 
agency’s profile among influencers and can make them more receptive when you approach on 
behalf of clients. Also consider formalizing partnerships with influencer platforms or communities if 
relevant – for example, maybe you partner with a popular tech community to source micro-
influencers for client campaigns easily, giving you an edge.

Thought Leadership for Agency: Walk the talk – produce thought leadership (whitepapers, blog 
posts) as an agency about B2B influencer marketing trends (like this report!). This positions your 
agency as an authority in this space, attracting clients who seek this expertise. It also gives a 
concrete demonstration: you might cite how 87% of B2B buyers trust content from industry 
experts[6] in your own marketing, showing you base strategies on data. Running a well-followed 
LinkedIn or blog series on “The New Rules of B2B Influence” can also itself engage real influencers 
(who might share or comment), further expanding your network.

By following this blueprint, as an agency leader you integrate influencer marketing into your service 
mix in a credible, effective way. You guide clients to see it not as experimental fluff but as a core 
strategy to achieve their communications and marketing objectives. Moreover, you differentiate your 
agency by being ahead of the curve on influencer-driven PR, a sought-after capability in 2026. The 
end result should be clients who shine in their industries – and who credit your counsel for that 
elevated presence, ensuring a long and prosperous agency-client relationship.
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The 2026 Playbook: Decisions and Checklists for CMO and 
Agency Success
As we step into 2026, the fusion of influencer marketing with B2B communications is no longer 
optional – it’s mission-critical to earn trust and attention in crowded tech markets. To close, let’s 
synthesize the actionable takeaways. Below are the 10 strategic decisions CMOs and agencies must 
get right in 2026, followed by checklists to ensure reputational safety and effective governance of 
influencer programs.

The 10 Strategic Decisions for 2026:

1.  Credibility vs. Reach – Choosing Influence Partners: Decide to prioritize credibility and 
expertise over sheer follower count when selecting influencers. A technical expert with niche 
authority will likely outperform a generic macro-influencer in driving trust[115][48]. This 
decision shapes your whole program’s quality.

2.  Short-Term Campaigns vs. Long-Term Relationships: Commit to an always-on, relationship-
centric approach rather than one-off influencer stunts. The evidence is clear that ongoing 
engagement yields far greater impact (99% of always-on programs are rated effective[33][34]). 
You must secure budget and organizational will for the long game.

3.  Standalone Influencer Marketing vs. Integrated Communications: Integrate influencer 
efforts with PR, content, ABM, and social strategy. Break internal silos – one narrative, many 
channels. This means deciding whether to have a unified comms plan (with influencer 
touchpoints woven in) or separate tracks. The winning call: fully integrate, so influencers 
amplify every major comms initiative[27][28].

4.  Executive Voice vs. Independent Voices: Determine the balance between promoting your 
internal executives as thought leaders and leveraging external independent influencers. Ideally, 
use a mix – sometimes having influencers carry your message, other times placing your execs in 
influencer-led discussions. The strategic decision is to not rely solely on your own voice; blend 
it with others for credibility.

5.  Earned Influence vs. Paid Promotion: Set your approach on the spectrum of organic 
engagement vs. paid influencer content. Our recommendation: lean heavily on earned/organic 
techniques (relationship, co-creation, thought leadership) with selective paid collaborations 
where appropriate (and always disclosed). This keeps authenticity high and costs efficient, 
using paid only to boost what’s already a fit. This decision impacts budget allocation and 
disclosure compliance focus.

6.  Platform Focus – LinkedIn & Communities vs. All Channels: You can’t be everywhere; 
decide which platforms matter most for your influence strategy. Likely LinkedIn is non-
negotiable for B2B (high trust and reach[14][113]), and then maybe industry-specific forums, 
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podcasts, or YouTube depending on your audience. Choose your battles – it’s better to 
dominate a few channels through deep engagement than to scatter on ten. Commit to a primary 
platform strategy.

7.  Measurement Philosophy – Communications KPIs vs. Demand Gen KPIs: Align internally 
on how success will be measured and reported. Decide to embrace comms metrics (SOV, 
sentiment, brand lift, narrative penetration) as equally important as leads. You may need to 
educate leadership on why share of voice or influencer engagement is a leading indicator of 
sales. If you stick to only pipeline attribution, you may undervalue the influence program and 
cut it prematurely. Balance both types of KPIs in your scorecard.

8.  Risk Appetite – Bold Authenticity vs. Conservative Control: Influencer marketing involves 
letting go of some control over the message. Decide how much freedom you are willing to give 
influencers to speak in their own voice. A high-control approach (micro-managing content) 
could shield you from risk but yield bland results. A trusting approach (with guidelines but 
creative freedom) can unlock powerful authentic advocacy, albeit with some risk. Best practice: 
set guardrails then let influencers be themselves, intervening only if necessary.

9.  In-House vs. Agency/Partner Execution: Evaluate your team’s capabilities and choose 
whether to build an in-house influencer management function or rely on agencies/consultants. 
If you have budget and frequent needs, building internal might pay off long-term; agencies 
bring specialized expertise and networks immediately. Often a hybrid is ideal (small internal 
team + agency support). But a decision here dictates hiring and partnership plans for 2026.

10. Governance Model – Centralized Oversight vs. Distributed Ownership: Finally, decide how 
you will govern and coordinate influencer activities, especially in large organizations or across 
multiple clients (for agencies). A centralized governance ensures consistency (one set of 
guidelines, one playbook) but might slow local agility. A distributed model (each product team 
or region doing its own thing) might be faster but risks incoherence or compliance slip-ups. 
We advise a centralized framework with decentralized execution: clear global policies and 
strategy, with local teams empowered to engage day-to-day within those guardrails. This 
decision will affect structure and risk management.

Making conscious choices on these ten fronts will set you up for success rather than leaving it to 
chance or old habit. Use them as discussion points in your planning meetings or with your agency 
partners. To ensure operational excellence and safeguard trust, here are two checklists to run 
through:

Reputational Risk & Compliance Checklist: 

(Before launching any influencer initiative, ensure these are checked off.)

Disclosure Clarity: Have we clearly instructed influencers on disclosure (#ad, etc.), and is that 
reflected in contracts? Are monitoring processes in place to catch any missed disclosures? (FTC 
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compliance is non-negotiable[86][110].)

Truth & Transparency: Are we confident all claims made (by influencers or in co-created 
content) are accurate and typical? No exaggerated use cases or “astroturfed” testimonials are 
creeping in? If an influencer is relating an experience, is it genuine and not scripted by us 
(aside from fair guidance)? Authenticity must be preserved.

Influencer Vetting Done: Have we vetted the background of chosen influencers for red flags? 
(E.g., any history of offensive content, conflicts of interest with competitors, or credibility 
issues?) A quick due diligence sweep now prevents surprises later.

Brand Safety Agreement: Do we have a mutual understanding or written agreement about 
expected behavior? (E.g., no hate speech, discrimination, or competitor promotion during our 
engagement period.) Essentially, have we outlined what would constitute a breach (the “no-
go” topics or actions)?

Crisis Plan Ready: If an influencer partnership goes awry (say influencer draws negative 
controversy), do we have a plan? Identify who will respond, what the protocol is (pause 
content, internal review, public statement if needed). You hope not to use it, but must have it.

Legal Approvals Secured: Has our legal team reviewed the influencer agreement templates, 
content rights, and any regulatory nuances (especially if in regulated sectors)? For instance, in 
finance or healthcare, are we compliant with industry-specific ad rules? All legal boxes ticked?

Privacy Protected: If we share any customer data or sensitive info with influencers (for context 
or beta testing), are NDAs in place and data privacy laws respected? (Also, are we avoiding any 
influencer-generated content that might inadvertently leak confidential info?)

No Pay-for-Play Media Confusion: Ensure we’re not compensating influencers to place 
content in media without disclosure – that could violate both FTC and media ethics. Keep 
sponsored content and earned content distinctly handled and labeled.

A quick run through this list before and during campaigns will greatly reduce chances of a backlash 
or compliance slip. It’s the equivalent of a pre-flight safety check for your program’s integrity.

Governance & Measurement Checklist (for Agency-Client or Internal Teams): 

(Use this to keep execution on track and aligned.)

Roles & Responsibilities Defined: Do we know who owns what? E.g., who is the single point 
for influencer communication (to avoid confusion of multiple outreach), who approves content, 
who monitors metrics? (Document this, especially between client and agency teams, so 
nothing falls through cracks.)
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Influencer Database Up-to-Date: Are we maintaining a living list of engaged influencers with 
notes (last touch, topics, contract terms if any)? This avoids both neglect and overlap. All team 
members should reference this one source of truth.

Content Approval Workflow Set: Has a workflow been established for reviewing influencer-
related content? (E.g., influencer drafts -> internal review -> legal (if needed) -> approval -> 
publish.) And importantly, have we communicated turnaround times to avoid delays? 
Influencers value timeliness; our bureaucracy shouldn’t frustrate them.

Message Alignment Check: Before content goes out, are we ensuring it aligns with core 
messaging/narrative? (Without stifling the influencer’s voice.) Perhaps use a checklist per 
content piece: Are key points correct? Does it inadvertently make any claim our company 
wouldn’t? Does it align with how we want to be positioned? This subtle oversight keeps 
influencer content on-target.

Measurement Dashboard Running: Did we set up tracking for agreed KPIs? (Social listening 
for SOV, custom links for traffic, lead source codes, etc.) And do we have a dashboard or report 
format the client/internal leadership will easily grasp? Ideally, yes – so we can do real-time or 
frequent monitoring.

Regular Reporting Cadence: Have we scheduled when and how we report results (internally 
and to client, if agency)? E.g., monthly mini-reports and a quarterly deep-dive with analysis. 
This manages expectations and lets us adjust strategy quickly if something’s underperforming. 
Also decide on reporting tools – maybe integrate some results into existing PR reports to see 
holistic impact.

Feedback Loop with Influencers: Do we have a process to capture influencer feedback and 
results after each engagement? (E.g., a short debrief call or email: what did they think went 
well, any audience reactions they noticed?) This can yield improvements and keeps influencers 
feeling heard and valued, improving the relationship.

Continuous Alignment with Sales/Other Teams: Are we looping in sales, product, or other 
relevant teams on insights gleaned? For instance, if influencers mention common customer pain 
points or questions, do we feed that to product marketing? If our program spikes web traffic or 
leads, did we warn sales to expect it? Integration internally ensures the influencer program’s 
output is maximized.

Scalability & Succession Plan: If the program grows, are we ready? (E.g., if we suddenly 
engage 50 influencers, do we need additional tools or staffing?) Conversely, if a key team 
member leaves, is the knowledge documented so continuity remains? Planning for scale and 
staff changes is part of governance often overlooked.
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With these governance steps in place, your influencer program moves from ad-hoc to well-oiled. It 
ensures everyone – internal teams, agency, influencers, and management – stays on the same page, 
and that the program can withstand personnel changes or expansions smoothly.

In closing, B2B influencer marketing in 2026 is about embracing influence as a strategic asset and 
executing with rigor and heart. The technology buying landscape has changed: trust is scarce, 
attention is fragmented, and traditional tactics alone struggle to break through. But as we’ve seen, 
those companies and leaders who build coalitions of trust – uniting customers, independent 
experts, and employees as credible voices – are cutting through the noise and defining markets.

As a CMO or communications leader, you can walk into this new year armed with a clear point of 
view: Influence isn’t a wildcard; it’s a disciplined practice of earned credibility. You now have the 
narrative, data, and frameworks to champion this approach in the boardroom and to orchestrate it 
on the ground. By making the strategic decisions outlined, and following through with strong 
governance, you will not only execute successful influencer programs – you will shape your 
company’s reputation and relationships in ways that create lasting competitive advantage.

2026 is the inflection point where B2B brands either step up to lead with authentic influence or get 
left behind in a cloud of skepticism and noise. With the insights and plan in this report, you are 
poised to lead – confidently, strategically, and with an eye on the long-term brand legacy, not just 
the next campaign. As one might advise the C-suite: “This is how influence and PR work in B2B tech 
now – and this is how we will lead in 2026.” Armed with that conviction and clarity, you can navigate 
the year ahead, turning your influencer and communications strategy into a powerful engine of trust, 
brand affinity, and market leadership.
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Case Studies: Influence Marketing in Action (B2B Tech 
Success Stories)
To ground these ideas, let’s look at a selection of real-world B2B tech/SaaS case vignettes. Each 
illustrates how influencer-driven communications were applied, the objectives and narrative 
approach, and the outcomes achieved – along with lessons for CMOs and communications leaders.

Sprinklr – “Across the Socialverse” Influencer Masterclass

Objective: Launch Sprinklr’s new AI-integrated social media product in a way that would generate 
global buzz among social media marketing professionals. Sprinklr aimed to position itself as 
innovative and educate the market, all while creating a pipeline of qualified leads for its sales team.

Approach: Sprinklr, with an agency partner, produced a virtual “documentary-style” masterclass 
event called “Across the Socialverse”, timed with World Social Media Day[43]. Crucially, they put 
respected social media thought leaders front and center as hosts and speakers – including big 
names like Ann Handley, Jay Baer, Mari Smith – alongside Sprinklr’s own execs[43]. This mix of 
external influencers gave the event instant credibility in the marketing community. 

The content focused on the future of social and AI (bigger picture, not a product pitch), 
demonstrating the new product in context of expert discussions. They maximized reach by 
repurposing content into influencer-led videos, blog posts, and an on-demand hub, and both 
influencers and partner organizations blasted it out on social. It was truly integrated: live event + 
evergreen content + multi-channel amplification.

Outcomes: The Socialverse campaign was hailed as “a resounding success”. It drew over 5,000 
registrations from B2B marketers worldwide (NA, EMEA, APAC)[90] – a huge turnout for a niche 
event. Influencers’ promotion led to 23.4 million in social reach and ~100,000 engagements, far 
exceeding benchmarks[90]. Critically, the campaign generated a strong pipeline of qualified leads, 
directly contributing to new revenue, and internally Sprinklr named it their “Campaign of the 
Year”[90]. The fact that it delivered both brand impact (massive reach, thought leadership 
positioning) and tangible pipeline made it a showcase of influencer marketing ROI.

Lesson: Elevating industry influencers into educators and advocates can transform a product launch. 
Sprinklr’s strategy to use a masterclass format with influencer hosts created value for the audience 
(learning, insight), which in turn created value for Sprinklr (attention and leads). By aligning the 
content with a larger industry day and not making it all about Sprinklr, they earned goodwill and 
high engagement – which naturally flowed into interest in the product. The trust borrowed from 
influencers translated to trust in Sprinklr’s innovation. 

The execution also shows the importance of extensive amplification: influencers didn’t just show up; 
they actively shared and promoted, extending reach by tens of millions[90]. For CMOs, this case 
underscores that co-creating high-quality content with top influencers can simultaneously build 
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brand authority and feed the sales funnel. It’s a blueprint for launching products not via boring 
webinars but via events people actually want to attend.

LinkedIn – “#MyMarketingStory” Always-On Influencer Social Campaign

Objective: Humanize the LinkedIn Marketing Solutions brand and boost engagement among 
marketers by fostering genuine conversations on LinkedIn (the platform) itself. LinkedIn wanted to 
go beyond promoting its ad products and instead celebrate the personal journeys of marketers, 
thereby endearing the community to the brand and driving on-platform activity.

Approach: In partnership with TopRank, LinkedIn created an always-on social campaign called “My 
Marketing Story” (and a parallel #MySalesStory)[91]. They invited respected industry influencers – 
real marketers and thought leaders – to share personal, vulnerable stories about their career 
challenges, lessons, and successes, posting these narratives on LinkedIn’s own Showcase 
Pages[92]. The content was thus in the voices of influencers, not corporate PR, making it relatable. 
LinkedIn used tags, hashtags, and prompts to encourage dialogue around each story. Importantly, it 
wasn’t a one-off; it was an ongoing series, continuously featuring new voices and engaging in the 
comments. LinkedIn essentially acted as a curator and amplifier of influencers’ authentic content on 
its platform.

Outcomes: The campaign exceeded all benchmarks for LinkedIn’s social content. Influencer posts 
achieved +239% more reactions and +348% more comments than LinkedIn’s average posts, with 
shares up 150%[93]. Every single participating influencer actively promoted their story to their 
networks (a 100% activation rate)[93], which extended reach by an estimated 5.84 million beyond 
LinkedIn’s own followers[93]. This not only drove huge engagement on LinkedIn’s pages but also 
strengthened relationships with 75+ industry influencers who were part of the program[93]. 
Essentially, LinkedIn turned influencers into brand advocates through the act of sharing their stories.

Lesson: Authenticity and community focus win. LinkedIn’s approach of highlighting influencer voices 
– even personal struggles – resonated because it put community value first, not product. The 
resulting engagement shows that people respond to human stories, even on a professional platform. 
By facilitating those stories, LinkedIn positioned itself as the community hub for marketers (which 
aligns perfectly with its brand). The lesson for CMOs is that enabling influencers to speak in their 
own voice (not scripting them) can yield far greater engagement than pushing corporate messages. 

Additionally, making it always-on and interactive (responding to every comment, featuring many 
people over time) turned it into a sustained community dialogue. This is a model for any brand with 
an online community: shine the spotlight on your community’s influencers, and they will reward you 
with attention and trust. From a comms perspective, it’s a brilliant way to get positive brand 
association without overt promotion – LinkedIn essentially let influencers do the storytelling, and in 
doing so, subtly reinforced that LinkedIn cares about marketers’ stories.

Dell Technologies – “Data Paradox” Influencer Research Campaign
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Objective: Amplify Dell’s thought leadership in data analytics and engage CIOs/IT leaders with a 
research-driven content campaign that would generate leads. Dell wanted to promote its “Data 
Paradox” research report (on data management challenges) and ensure the content broke through 
to their enterprise IT audience, positioning Dell as a strategic partner in data transformation.

Approach: Dell partnered with industry influencers to co-create an interactive eBook around the 
Data Paradox study[94]. They involved 8 tech industry influencers – respected voices in data 
science, AI, IT – to provide commentary and insights on the report’s findings[94]. This not only 
enriched the content but also gave those influencers a stake in promoting it. The campaign smartly 
combined broad-reaching content with niche assets: top-of-funnel thought leadership articles and 
a marquee eBook, plus deeper assets for those further in the funnel (like webinars or specific use-
case blogs). They coordinated 39 social posts on Dell’s channels and video snippets with hashtag 
#DataParadox, and crucially the influencers themselves shared content to their networks[95]. 
Essentially, Dell created a multi-layer content funnel all underpinned by influencer voices at each 
layer.

Outcomes: The influencer-infused content significantly outperformed previous campaigns. It 
achieved 2× higher engagement than comparable past Dell campaigns without influencers[96]. It 
drove over 8,000 landing page views for the report (which was about 276% of the prior benchmark 
Dell had)[96] – indicating not just interest but that many CIOs/IT leaders were consuming the 
content. On social media, the campaign saw 1.7+ million impressions via influencers’ shares[97]. 

Dell’s own social posts got strong interaction (1.1k clicks, 1.6k interactions)[97], but the influencer 
shares really expanded reach beyond Dell’s follower base. Internally, Dell noted the campaign 
significantly deepened influencer relationships for the brand[97] – those 8 influencers likely became 
ongoing advocates.

Lesson: Third-party voices can double your impact. Dell’s case shows that weaving influencers into a 
content campaign – from creation to distribution – can dramatically lift engagement and reach. By 
having influencers validate and add perspective to Dell’s research, the content became far more 
compelling and shareable (influencers naturally want to share content they’re featured in). The 
result: higher credibility and interest from the target audience, evidenced by above-target content 
views. It reinforces that enterprise tech buyers pay attention when known experts are involved. 

Also, Dell’s mix of broad and deep content is a good template: they caught attention with snackable 
insights and social videos, then offered a meaty eBook for serious prospects. The influencers helped 
at each stage: drawing people in and keeping them engaged with quality analysis. 

For CMOs, this suggests that when publishing thought leadership, don’t do it alone – bring in 
industry experts to co-author or comment. It not only improves the content but also mobilizes a set 
of influential amplifiers to get your message out. As a bonus, it builds goodwill with those experts 
(they now have a closer tie to your brand).

SAP – “Tech Unknown” B2B Podcast with Influencers
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Objective: Reinforce SAP’s positioning as a leader in emerging tech (AI, IoT, etc.) and engage niche 
decision-maker audiences in those domains, while also creating a platform to highlight SAP’s own 
experts and clients in a credible, non-salesy format. Essentially, SAP wanted to host the 
conversations on future tech that its customers were interested in – associating SAP with forward-
thinking dialogue.

Approach: SAP launched “Tech Unknown,” a branded podcast series, and made the savvy move to 
use an influencer as the host – Tamara McCleary, a respected tech futurist[98]. They also featured 
industry thought leaders and even clients as guest voices on the episodes[99]. This multi-voice 
format ensured it wasn’t just SAP talking about itself; it was a hub of expert opinions (with SAP’s 
perspective woven in). The content strategy positioned the podcast as an “influencer hub” – each 
episode revolving around a trend (like AI in business), with discussions between the influencer host, 
expert guests, and an SAP internal expert or customer story[99]. 

SAP and its agency integrated the podcast with supporting blog content and heavy social media 
promotion, leveraging the networks of the host and guests to drive listens[100]. Essentially, they 
took a journalistic approach – SAP provided the platform and production, but influencers provided 
much of the insight and personality.

Outcomes: The influencer-infused podcast paid off strongly. Comparing to its earlier podcast 
season (likely with less influencer involvement), Tech Unknown saw a 66% increase in 
downloads[101]. It achieved 101% above the industry average download rate for enterprise 
podcasts[101] – meaning it vastly outperformed typical B2B podcast engagement. Thanks to 
extensive sharing by the host and featured guests, the podcast content amassed over 52 million 
social impressions[42]. This far-reaching visibility not only boosted SAP’s brand awareness in 
emerging tech discussions, but helped position its own executives and even clients as go-to 
authorities (by association and through being on the show)[42]. The podcast effectively became a 
two-way influencer vehicle: external influencers amplified SAP’s narrative, and SAP elevated 
internal experts by putting them alongside those influencers.

Lesson: Meeting your audience where they are – in this case, via a podcast – and letting influencers 
lead the conversation can dramatically enhance content effectiveness. SAP’s success illustrates the 
power of an influencer host format: a neutral but friendly voice that audiences trust, guiding the 
conversation in a way that includes the brand without making it all about the brand. It feels more 
like a service to the industry than an advertisement, which ironically makes it a great advertisement 
for SAP’s thought leadership. The enormous impression count also shows that each influencer guest 
brings their own following to the table, exponentially increasing reach. 

CMOs considering podcasts or similar series should heed SAP’s approach: use influencers as talent, 
not just as interviewees. And integrate the content – one piece (podcast) fed blog posts, social 
content, etc., creating an entire ecosystem of thought leadership. The outcome – higher 
engagement and positioning – highlights that sometimes, to be seen as an authority, you should 
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shine the spotlight on other authorities. That halo reflects back on the brand as a facilitator of smart 
discourse.

Alcatel-Lucent Enterprise – “IT Vanguard Awards” with Influencers

Objective: Drive brand visibility and meaningful engagement with enterprise communications and 
networking leaders by celebrating customer success and thought leadership, rather than pushing 
products. Alcatel-Lucent Enterprise (ALE) sought to open conversations with potential clients (IT 
professionals) in a positive way and generate new business opportunities, by positioning itself at 
the center of recognizing excellence in the field.

Approach: ALE, with agency help, launched the “IT Vanguard Awards,” an initiative to recognize 
outstanding IT professionals in their industry[102]. Instead of ALE picking winners unilaterally, they 
made it a community-driven program: they issued a public call for nominations and assembled a 
panel of five judges including industry experts/influencers and an ALE executive[103]. Those 
influencer judges (well-known IT leaders) actively promoted the nomination process to their 
networks, lending credibility and reach[104]. 

In the recognition phase, ALE built a dedicated microsite showcasing the 11 honorees, complete 
with commentary from the judges (again injecting influencer voices)[105]. The honorees’ 
achievements and insights were highlighted, making it rich thought leadership content. Importantly, 
both judges and honorees shared news of the awards on their social platforms, amplifying third-
party validation of ALE’s program[72]. This wasn’t about ALE’s product at all – it was about shining a 
light on people in the community, with ALE as facilitator.

Outcomes: The program achieved strong engagement and business results. The judges’ 
involvement led to 52 high-quality nominations (great content and contacts in itself)[106]. After 
winners were announced, thousands of views came in on social as judges and honorees shared the 
content[72]. It got significant third-party recognition – even local governments, school boards, and 
companies acknowledged the honorees publicly[72], further spreading ALE’s brand by association. 

Most importantly, the campaign sparked meaningful conversations with potential clients. Several of 
the honorees were actually prospective customers, and through this program ALE built relationships 
with them. It directly contributed to generating multiple six-figure deals, with ALE attributing 
roughly $3 million in pipeline revenue to the campaign[107]. Talk about ROI: a relatively modest 
awards program helped close big B2B deals.

Lesson: Empowering influencers and customers to lead a conversation (in this case, an awards 
narrative) can drive both engagement and revenue. ALE’s Vanguard Awards show a clever way of 
doing influencer marketing: making influencers part of a panel and celebrating target customers 
turns them into advocates. By giving influencers a role (judges) and giving honorees a platform, ALE 
created a wave of goodwill and word-of-mouth. The program didn’t scream “marketing” – it felt like 
industry community building – and thus prospects engaged eagerly. The direct pipeline impact 
underscores that earned relationships often convert to sales opportunities when nurtured correctly. 
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A big takeaway for CMOs is the value of structured influencer programs like awards or advisory 
councils. They serve a dual purpose: generating peer-validated content and providing sales an 
entrée to connect with high-value prospects (honorees often being potential clients). The 
authenticity of having influencers and customers at the center made the message far more powerful 
than anything ALE alone could say. It’s a classic example of “doing well by doing good” – driving 
business by elevating others.

Each of these case studies reinforce core themes of this report: trusting credible voices, focusing on 
narrative over promotion, and building long-term relationships can yield exceptional results in B2B 
marketing. They offer tangible proof points that the strategies discussed – from always-on 
engagement to creative content formats to rigorous measurement – really work when executed 
thoughtfully. As we move to strategic planning, these cases provide inspiration and validation that 
influencer and expert-driven approaches are not just hype, but a proven path to shaping executive 
opinion and buyer behavior.
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Sources

The analysis and recommendations above draw on a range of industry research and case examples, 
as cited throughout. For instance, statistics on trust and thought leadership’s impact were sourced 
from Edelman and PwC[13][25], influencer marketing benchmarks from TopRank’s 2025 report[38]
[55], and multiple real B2B campaign results from TopRank case studies[45][96][42] and the B2B 
Marketing study[67][116]. These demonstrate the points in practice and underscore the credibility 
of the approaches recommended. Each cited example provides additional evidence and detail for 
the strategies outlined, from the high ROI of always-on programs[33] to the necessity of disclosure 
compliance[86]. Together, they form a research-backed foundation for the narrative and blueprint 
presented.
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