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Chances are, most white papers you’ve read have put you to sleep. So you’re 
thinking they’d probably put your target audience to sleep, too. In a world of 
shrinking attention spans, how can you keep readers hooked on a 5-10 page white 
paper? It’s all about your approach. The white paper is not a product brochure, a 
long blog post or a fleshed out data sheet. It’s an opportunity for you to prove to 
your audience that you understand their problems, what’s happening in your 
industry, and show the business benefits of your product. Key features are helpful, 
too, but they shouldn’t be the primary focus of the white paper. 
 
The most effective white papers tell stories, and to do that, you need to start with a 
curious mind. Immerse yourself into your topic. Once you start digging, you’ll 
discover new questions and places to look.
 
Here are seven gold mines for white paper research:

Can a white paper really be    
. . . sexy?
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The big firms like Forrester and Gartner are known for publishing industry reports and 
rankings. Gartner Magic Quadrant, for example, lays out competitive positioning of four 
types of technology providers. You may want to start with the big management 
consulting companies (e.g., McKinsey, Ernst & Young, Deloitte, Bain, KPMG, Willis 
Towers Watson and Accenture). Industry-specific firms are an excellent source of 
research data on enterprise technology. For example, Novarica is known in insurance; 
Ovum in telecommunications and media; Celent in financial services..

Analyst firms and 
management 
consulting companies
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Don’t be shy. You may still be learning about your topic and your industry. There are 
thousands of people who have spent 20, even 30 years working on the topic you’re 
writing about. It’s important to get perspectives from outside your company, as well as 
within your organization. Maybe these industry experts have experienced the pain 
points your product solves. Maybe they’re consultants who help other companies 
execute digital transformations, and they have a broad perspective on the IT solutions 
in your space. You’ll likely find an expert who is willing to talk with you and share their 
expertise.

LinkedIn for industry 
experts2
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To understand your target audience’s perspectives better, read what they read. 
Depending on your topic, these publications will help you see the latest trends: CIO, 
Harvard Business Review, Tech Target, Tech Crunch.

Trade publications and 
business magazines3
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This one may seem obvious, but all too often, employees in large corporations work in 
silos. Oftentimes, the product manager is your only source of information. Get out of 
your department and reach out to people who understand your topic from different 
perspectives. The salespeople interact with the prospects directly, so they can easily 
tell you the most common questions and objections they hear. The people in R&D 
worked on developing the product and continue planning the product’s roadmap. 
Deployment engineers have likely spent a significant amount of time with the 
customers (either on-site or remote), and they can easily paint a picture of their 
customer’s situations.

Your own organization:4 product demos, product managers, 
salespeople, R&D, deployment engineers
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If you have access to customers, their experiences will be the most valuable 
information for your white paper. If you don’t have direct access to customers, see 
where you can find written case studies or slides featuring use cases.

Your customers or 
existing case studies5
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Just like your deployment engineers, your implementation partners have a very 
intimate view of the product and the customer. They may work with other vendors and 
understand how your product compares with your competitors. They’ve likely worked 
through unexpected snags during implementation and have insights on product 
features that nobody has explained to you yet.

Implementation 
partners6
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The more time you spend reading trade publications and going through analyst firm 
websites, the more ads you’ll see for webinars. Go ahead and opt in for as many 
webinars in your industry as you can find. Sign up for notifications, too. I guarantee if 
you stick around until the end, the Q&A will be worth the wait. The Q&A is your chance 
to hear directly from your target audience. Learn what’s important to them. See what 
they want to know more about. If you don’t get insights for the current white paper 
you’re working on, you’ll get ideas for future ones.

Competitor’s webinars.7 Listen for questions afterward.



KEEP IN MIND . . . 

PEOPLE DON'T BUY WHAT YOU DO; 
THEY BUY WHY YOU DO IT.

- SIMON SINEK, AUTHOR AND 
ORGANIZATIONAL CONSULTANT
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