
 
 

 

WORKSHOP 
Building One’s Voice: Establishing Thought Leadership 
 
PRESENTERS 
 
Julie Bynum, MD, MPH, Associate Professor, Dartmouth Institute for Health Policy 
and Clinical Practice, Geisel School of Medicine at Dartmouth, Hanover, NH  
Julie.PW.Bynum@Dartmouth.EDU 
 
Molly Mettler, MSW, Senior Vice President of Mission, Healthwise, ID  
mmettler@healthwise.org 
 
Eileen Sullivan-Marx, PhD, RN, FAAN, Dean, NYU College of Nursing 
esm8@nyu.edu 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
Building visibility for your ideas, enhancing your credibility, and improving your 
ability to influence others in and around a health system are critical skills to make 
change possible. How do we promote the new ideas we are developing and build the 
kind of awareness that opens doors and provides access to the resources we all 
need to do our work more effectively? Drawing on the experience of three thought 
leaders in geriatrics working in different settings, this session enabled participants 
to identify opportunities and the basics of developing a plan for creating greater 
thought leadership themselves. 
 
HIGHLIGHTS 
 
Julie Bynum defined thought leadership as having the capacity to frame new ideas, 
mobilize followers, and engage with a broader community in an area one cares 
about.  
 
The journey to thought leadership, she said, starts with introspection. Dr. Bynum 
started to think about where she could make the greatest impact when she applied 
for (and eventually received) a Health and Aging Policy Fellowship four years ago. 
Through the application, she carefully considered how the fellowship objectives 
aligned with her professional and personal goals.  This ultimately provided insight 
into the kind of thought leadership and the kind of impact she sought. 
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Bynum noted that each person can make a range of different contributions.  This 
may mean playing  a variety of roles in government or research—all of which can 
play a part in supporting one’s thought leadership. Change AGEnts (and indeed all of 
us) must make a choice about where we want to make a contribution, she said. If we 
do not, Bynum warned, someone else will choose for us.  
 
Bynum identified four questions she used to determine her thought leadership niche 
which could be helpful to others:  
 

1. What do I feel compelled to contribute?  
2. What questions do I need to answer? 
3. How does well-meaning advice complement with my personal vision for my 

contribution? 
4. How does this paper, grant, or proposal move me toward my thought 

leadership goal? 
 
Bynum also noted that mentors can be helpful in answering these questions, 
providing another perspective about where to focus one’s time and attention and 
how to find one’s passion.  
 
Molly Mettler described how one can find her or his purpose. It starts with one 
question: What do I care about? This could be patient engagement or shared 
decision-making or some other issue, but the answer directs one’s limited time and 
energy. 
 
After identifying one’s interest, you can then find concrete ways to work for the 
change you want. For example, she pointed to Amy Turk, who is passionate about 
improving the wellbeing of homeless older women.  As the  chief program officer at 
the Downtown Women’s Center in Los Angeles, this Change AGEnt is raising 
awareness about these women’s needs and working to enhance their care options.  
 
As you learn more about your area of interest, don’t be afraid to question 
assumptions held by others, Mettler said. For example,  she has found that 
physicians assume most breast cancer patients place the highest priority for 
treatment on keeping their breasts. However, when surveyed, only 10 percent of 
patients preferred this, noting survival as a more important outcome. As a thought 
leader, this kind of provocative finding can serve to draw attention to your issue.. 
 
Third, appreciate the power of one’s voice. Research and data are helpful, but the 
most powerful information can come from a story. For example, Hartford 
Foundation senior program officer Amy Berman, who lives with Stage IV cancer, has 
focused her message on having “more good days,” or quality over quantity. By the 
telling the story of her personal experience, Berman  helps people understand what 
is most important at the end of life and has taken up her thought leadership in 
powerful ways.  
 



Eileen Sullivan-Marx identified three themes in developing thought leadership:  
 
1. Courage: Too often, we stop ourselves from advancing, she said, because we feel 
that we do not know enough. Success or failure is not solely predicated on academic 
achievement.  Instead a person is best positioned for success when she is passionate 
about a particular topic. “The best thing you can bring is yourself, your stories, and 
your knowledge,” Sullivan-Marx said. 
 
2. Clarity: Health professionals work in a complex environment. Policy influences 
their work; patients regularly present new health challenges; and hospital policies 
can shift quickly. Clarity of purpose is critical as fixing every problem is unrealistic. 
Simply, find your target and move toward opportunities that support that goal. 
 
3. Communication: You’ll want to evaluate your skill set, but  your best 
communication tools as a researcher are to present at meetings, publish in high-
impact journals, and explore meaningful topics. Researchers must be able to make 
your findings actionable and accessible. Writing policy briefs and emails to key 
stakeholders is an easy way to hone communication skills. Networking also expands 
the reach of future publications as well as knowledge of stakeholders and allies in a 
subject area.  
 
Change AGEnts shared their takeaways from the session. The worksheet below 
contains the questions each participant was asked to consider.  
 
RESOURCES 
 
PowerPoint presentation available in online session folder 
 

Websites 

The Dartmouth Institute for Health Policy & Clinical Practice  
http://tdi.dartmouth.edu/ 
 
Healthwise  
http://www.healthwise.org/ 
 
NYU College of Nursing 
https://nursing.nyu.edu/ 
 
University of Arkansas College of Education and Health Professions 
http://coehp.uark.edu/index.php 
 
 
 
 
 

http://tdi.dartmouth.edu/
http://www.healthwise.org/
https://nursing.nyu.edu/
http://coehp.uark.edu/index.php

