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HOW PERSONAL BRANDING HELPED ME DIG
MYSELF OUT OF A CAREER MESS

I never used to care about personal branding until I received a wake-up call. It was the summer of 2011,
and I was a senior consultant at a global consultancy firm (Based in Sydney, Australia). I was technically
adept; I could audit Active Directories, Linux servers or Mainframe systems in my sleep. I had multiple
IT certifications and supported audits across strategic clients.
Feeling upbeat, I joined my manager to discuss my end of year performance. After a bit of small talk,
my manager cut straight to the chase: “You're a very skilled IT auditor, Phil. Your value to your audit
teams is unquestionable. If you start working on leadership and business development skills, I am sure
you will be a manager in 18 months."
I stared at my manager with blazing intensity. Yes, I had heard right. It was 18 months, not the following
month (as I thought). It wasn't even six months. I had already been in that role for three years. Most of
my peers had risen to manager roles in just two years.
I learnt the hard way that my strategy — toiling in obscurity and hoping my manager would discern
my ambition for promotion — was deeply flawed, especially in Australia. My personal brand was weak
at best. Beyond my employer, no one else knew or cared about my technical competencies. I boasted
about holding multiple certifications, but so did hundreds of thousands of professionals. I did not
possess any extremely valuable skillsets that differentiated me from the masses. In short, I had no
leverage: the employer could replace me with other techies in less than a week. Further compounding
my anguish, I had only been in Australia for three years — my networks were constrained.
Technical skills still mattered, but just not that much anymore. I found my work, previously of so much
significance to me, now profoundly meaningless. The impact on me was internalized despair and
withdrawal. This period represented a new low point, a gross disappointment, a time of great distress
and turmoil. That episode tipped me over the edge. Soon after, I resigned from my job, terminated
my lease, sold my furniture, and flew home to Harare with my wife. I had no intention of coming back.
However, a strange twist of fate intervened…
My negotiations with EY in Zimbabwe fell through, and at the beginning of 2012, my wife and I returned
to Australia.
Everything changed in 2014 when I decided to take my career into my own hands. In today’s ultracompetitive marketplace, if you’re just somebody, you're a nobody. I needed a way to accelerate my
career and reach the top. The middle ranks were too crowded.
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I realized I had a choice — continue down the path of being known as a cybersecurity specialist
and be stuck in middle management or technical roles for the rest of my career or do something
different. I set a goal — To sharpen my business writing skills and simplify complex cyber and
technology risk matters for senior business executives.
That renewed mindset ignited a whirlwind run of success. A few months into my journey, my thought
leadership was published across more than 200 countries. I wrote LinkedIn posts that generated
millions of views, and my LinkedIn connections exploded. Over the coming years, I received one of
ISACA’s highest global awards for major contributions to the field of IT governance and cybersecurity
publications (at the ceremony, I shared a table with cyber and technology risk executives from
The US Congress, Oracle Corporation, and Bloomberg). I became the Head of Cybersecurity of a
prestigious wealth management firm in Sydney and thrived. I wrote an Amazon bestseller named in
the Top Five Best Cyber Books at the 2021 UK National Awards Ceremony. I have presented at dozens
of international conferences, including keynoting alongside the former Head of the FBI Cyber Crime
Division.
I had come a long way from the young Zimbabwean who arrived in Sydney with $300 in his pocket
14 years ago. Throughout this time, I learned countless invaluable lessons about personal branding
I would like to share with you. The stakes are too high for you to ignore this powerful differentiator.
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TOP EIGHT RECOMMENDATIONS TO BOOST
YOUR PERSONAL BRANDING

Let me start by sharing eight critical levers to lay strong foundations for building and sustaining a
powerful personal brand.
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1

Shun vain “influencer” metrics and focus on deep and valuable skillsets - Strong
personal branding is about differentiation. If everyone else is doing it, then it’s
probably not highly valuable. To stand out from the crowd and accelerate yourself
to the top, you must pursue skillsets that are unique, strategically important, and
hard to master. In short, choose to do the hard things, not follow the grain.

2

Play the long game - Developing a valuable personal brand is a protracted grind.
To succeed, you must resist the allure of instant rewards, make painful sacrifices
and be willing to do the mundane and essential. The market rewards true expertise,
not fluff.

3

Blend your core expertise with your deepest WHY - When your passions and
real client pain points intersect — magic happens. I guarantee you — finding that
sweet spot is 50% of the thought leadership journey.
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Trust the process; results will take care of themselves - Resist the urge to fixate
on the money, fame, or other metrics. Proactively shaping your brand takes time.
It’s a result of a steady stream of small, compounding efforts. It’s never a dash.

5

Train your mind to deal will inevitable negativity - Not many people reach the
top of the personal branding pyramid — where they are paid to speak, publish
bestselling books, and charge exorbitant consulting fees — because the road to the
top is full of obstacles. You must train your mind to embrace inevitable negativity
and rechannel it towards growth. Edmund Vance Cook wrote, “It’s nothing against
you to fall down flat, / but to lie there — that’s a disgrace. / The harder you are
thrown, why the higher you bounce.” If it was easy, everyone would be doing it.

6

Go fish where the fish are - I see too many people make the mistake of spending
lots of money building their website and setting up a blog site that no one visits.
Predictably, they give up because no one visits the site. LinkedIn has over 760 million
users, with more than 260 million monthly active users. Medium has somewhere
between 85 and 100 million monthly active users. Start there and once you have
enough clout, move on, and set up your own site.

7

Embrace your narrative - People engage, hire, and give consulting gigs to people
they know, like and trust. Authenticity is the greatest weapon to disarm people and
help you build deep connections. Being transparent about the obstacles I faced,
the insecurities I wrestled with, and the fears I still fight daily on my way to success
made me human and relatable. Find your unique voice because attempting to be a
replica of someone is soul-draining, unsustainable, and unappealing.

8

Place a stake in the sand - Nothing worthwhile is ever achieved without a clear
roadmap. Personal branding is no different. To succeed, you must envision the
end goal, and ruthlessly prioritize high-impact and compounding activities that
accelerate that journey. Start with quick wins — simple but important activities
that quickly set the flywheel in motion. Attempting to boil the ocean will only set
you up to fail.
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WHAT IS PERSONAL BRANDING?

Your personal brand is the impression that others have of you — it’s your reputation — the good or the bad
things you are known for. According to The Economist, “Brands are the most valuable assets many companies
possess…often worth much more than property and machinery.” So, whether you like it or not, you have a
personal brand. Peers, recruiters, and employers have strong views about the value you bring to the table
and what you stand for. Recruiters use these perceptions to throw job seekers into ridiculous pay brackets
just a few minutes into their first meeting.
What comes to mind when someone associates themselves with McKinsey? The smartest person in the room,
Ivy League alumni or someone who oozes exuberant confidence and possesses game-changing insights. What
about Rolex? I quickly think of a legacy of exceptional excellence, exclusivity, and prestige. A strong personal
brand offers incalculable benefits but let me talk about three.

1

2
3

8

The strength of your personal brand is correlated to your value. 12 years ago, I was a senior
consultant at a Big-4 firm. My charge out rate was a mind-blowing $600/hour. That was a
staggering 10 times more than a suitably qualified but obscure consultant would charge. I was
simply testing IT General Controls. But this rate had very little to do with my technical skillsets.
Clients were simply buying the assurance and status that comes with a Big-4 brand. A weak
brand gives you zero leverage. Employers dictate your pay grade, and normally place you at the
bottom end of whatever they are willing to pay. But when you are a recognized thought leader —
employers and clients ask you what you want. When your peers hear of your seemingly exorbitant
consulting rates, they will just say “Wow!” When you ignore your personal brand, you leave a lot
of money on the table.
A strong personal brand will provide career insurance. Recruiters and executive search agents
will constantly knock at your door. You can step out of a 9-5 role and set up a thriving consulting
business. Your thought leadership becomes your business card, a powerful magnet to attract
prospects. Clients will compete for your expertise.
You will easily stand out from the crowd. The question I hear all the time is, “How can I get invited
to present at conferences?” Sadly, these wannabe keynote speakers get it wrong. They fixate
on the end goal — viral posts, hefty speaking fees, and fame — and forget that all this is simply
a result of deliberately cultivating a strong personal brand. With a strong thought leadership
record, you will choose which conference you want to keynote and define your own terms of
engagement. A strong personal brand also opens new career opportunities. According to this
study, 85% of US based recruiters and HR professionals say that an employee’s online reputation
influences their hiring decisions at least to some extent. Nearly half say that a strong online
reputation influences their decisions to a great extent.
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When your peers are stuck in toxic workplaces
and getting skipped for promotion, you will be
confused by the abundance of choice. Employers
will entice you to jump ship with outrageous
salaries, start-ups will petition you to join their
advisory boards, and clients will sign high-value
consulting proposals without even blinking.
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THREE PROVEN STRATEGIES TO CREATE A
KILLER PERSONAL BRAND.

Given the undisputable power of personal branding, how come only a tiny fraction of technical professionals
get this right? In the following sections, I dive deep into three powerful strategies you can use to accelerate
this journey. I back these strategies because these are what I built my career on.

EMBRACE YOUR NARRATIVE.
Let me start with a personal story. Back in 2016, I wrote a LinkedIn post to express my joy after winning ISACA
Sydney’s first-ever Best Governance of the Year Award. This was one of the happiest days of my professional
life, a strong validation that my personal branding plan strategy was effective. But just bust before I clicked
the POST button, imposter syndrome raised its ugly head. I was, for the first time, telling the world about my
humble and difficult upbringing.
It felt uneasy because growing up, poverty attracted so much disdain. Dr. Brené Brown explains this phobia,
“Because our desire for connection is so strong, we’re afraid [to] reveal our innermost selves at the risk
of being examined, found lacking, and rejected”. Would the world label me a narcissist or simply someone
craving for sympathy? But when I eventually gathered the nerve to hit the POST button, magic happened.
The post went viral, generating hundreds of thousands of views, almost six thousand likes. That extremely
vulnerable post marked a turning point and ignited an amazing LinkedIn journey. Here are some important
lessons I learnt:

1

People engage, hire, and give consulting gigs to people they know, like and trust. No matter how
technically gifted you are, when you come head-to-head with someone the employer or client knows
and trusts, you will likely lose the contest. Authenticity is the greatest weapon to disarm people and
build deep connections. Being transparent about the obstacles I faced, the insecurities I wrestled
with, and the fears I still fight daily on my way to success made me human and relatable. As my
LinkedIn connections read and were inspired by my story, they requested face to face meetings. Over
time, most of those connections offered me consulting opportunities, bought my book, and offered
me paid public speaking gigs. On the contrary, when people don’t like or trust you, they won’t buy
your services, hire you into their teams or promote you.

2

Embracing your narrative pushes you to work at your maximum cognitive capabilities. By trying to
become a derivative of someone else, you lose your own narrative and sense of identity. Faking it is
not sustainable; it drains energy and puts off people. Human beings are wired to discern disingenuous
acts. The image of “perfection” comes off as trying too hard, uninspiring, and phony.

3

Authenticity helps you get started. By trying to emulate someone, you get stuck in inaction. The
personal branding journey is about trying many formulas, failing, and refining your strategy. Being
true to yourself helps your overcome the myth of perfectionism and embrace your flaws. Simon
Sinek agrees, “Perfection comes out of molds or off assembly lines. Things made by nature or by
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hand are imperfect. It is their flaws that make these objects unlike any other of their kind. It is their
imperfections that make these things unique and beautiful.”

4

I have seen fake personal brands start off hot but quickly fizzle out because it’s impossible to sustain
what you are not. Besides, being a copycat of someone else is simply exhausting and wastes energy
you could otherwise spend sharpening vital skillsets. When you spend your life imitating someone
and they suddenly change course, everything you have been copying becomes valueless.

The idea here is to find the right balance between churning out highly valuable insights about your chosen
technical niche and getting your connections to know you through lived experiences. I created my own 60/40
rule: 60% of my content is about cyber leadership (skillsets clients are willing to pay for), and 40% pertains
to my lived experiences (career advice, mental resilience, as well as fears and struggles). Needless to say,
authenticity doesn’t mean sharing your dirty laundry in public, confidential work projects or anything you
are not comfortable with.

CARVE A NICHE WITHIN A NICHE
Effectiveness requires extreme focus. To stand out, you must know a lot about something very important
to your employer or clients. This means finding a niche, then further zoning into a niche within a niche.
The greatest personal brands do one thing with mastery. David Beckham is known for his trademark free
kicks, Serena Williams dominates with her power serves, Tiger Woods is deadly around the greens. The same
applies to technical professionals. You can't just be great at cybersecurity, but you can certainly master AWS
cloud security architecture. Broad goals simply don’t attract attention — there are too many people trying
to become all things to all people.
Here is how to achieve clarity of purpose.

1

2
3

Blend valuable expertise with your deepest passions. Here are two reasons why this is vitally important.
Separating yourself from the noise requires grit. You will go through prolonged discouraging
moments and hit many brick walls. Only your passion and unwavering belief in the end game will see
you through. Without enough drive, you will be knocked down by one punch and retreat to those
familiar behaviours that got you stuck in mediocrity for years. You must find something that sets
your heart on fire (your passion), which clients are willing to pay for (something valuable). Oprah
Winfrey summed this up beautifully, “Your fullest, highest expression comes, obviously, when you do
what you love.”
A personal brand is a result of actions you consistently repeat. I have written daily for six years because
writing is central to my strategy. To write well, I must read like crazy and write a lot. You must show
up daily and constantly sharpen your arsenal. Passion is like jet fuel — it makes you unstoppable.
Robert Greene, writing in Mastery, concurs, “Feeling motivated and energized, we can overcome
almost anything. Feeling bored and restless, our minds shut off and we become increasingly passive.”
You should however note that finding your passion is never straightforward. It’s an iterative process
that involves several missteps. When I started writing, everything felt forced. I didn’t enjoy wrestling
writer’s block. My drafts were underdone, rambling, and desperately weak, but my desire for success
sustained me through those difficult moments. I leant that finding passion takes time and sometimes
requires sticking with the mundane. Trying a few things early helps you deselect areas you should
not be in at all.
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CREATE AN AMBITIOUS YET REALISTIC ROADMAP.
Nothing worthwhile is ever achieved in life without a clear roadmap. Personal branding is no different.
To succeed, you must envision the end goal, ruthlessly prioritize high-impact and compounding activities
that accelerate that journey. Without a strong sense of purpose and direction, your attention will be easily
captured by the urgent and unessential. You will spend hours aimlessly scrolling through other people’s
social media pages, scrutinizing their posts, while overlooking your own development needs. Here are five
recommendations:

1

2
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Creating a plan on a PowerPoint template is easy; anyone can do it. Real transformation comes from
execution. The personal branding journey is full of obstacles — LinkedIn posts that no one likes,
battling with writer’s block, fighting internet trolls, and many other challenges. Resist the urge to
obsess about the end game; execute the strategy as a commitment to yourself, a debt of honour.
Prioritize quick wins — simple but important activities you can do to get started and set the flywheel
in motion. This is crucially important because so many times I see people stuck in inaction because
they set off to achieve Big Hairy Audacious Goal (BHAGs). Starting with complex initiatives only sets
you up to fail. I am often perplexed by people with tiny digital footprints asking me how to land paid
public speaking gigs. It’s hard enough for high-ranking executives to be invited to keynote events,
even for free. People with weak personal brands hoping to get paid to share their views publicly
is nothing short of daydreaming. Similarly, people ask me for tips on how to publish best selling
books after only writing one blog. It’s like hoping to win the Boston Marathon without having won a
single high school run. Start somewhere, even if it means writing 500 words per day and doing that
constantly. Those little wins will expand your belief system and set you up for bigger goals. Request
to present at a local meetup event before moving to a bigger stage.
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3

Focus on areas where you can provide valuable insights. Pick up an area you are familiar with, where
you can genuinely help people alleviate their pain points. That is, if they ignore your advice, their
careers will stagnate, their businesses will lose money, or something terrible will happen. Let me
share my lived experiences. Five years ago, I envisioned a life where I would be running my own
business, keynoting high-profile conferences, and writing viral articles. My first thought-leadership
article centered on cloud computing. This was low-hanging fruit because I had just led the risk
management stream for a complex, multi-million-dollar cloud transformation program at a major
Australian financial services institution. The use of public cloud was a relatively novel concept
in the Australian financial services industry at the time. I had an opportunity to share first-hand
learnings about something complex but of strategic importance. But quick wins don’t necessarily
mean hurryingly drafting an article and posting it on LinkedIn. It simply means getting down to
work on something important, not worrying too much about results. My first article took me three
discouraging months, but I stuck at it because I knew the stakes were too high.

Developing a valuable personal brand takes time, effort, and tremendous sacrifice. But it must be done
because the upside is incalculable. It’s foolhardy to expect an even terrain towards your goals unless you set
the bar so low that the goals themselves are inconsequential.
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THE CYBER LEADERSHIP
INSTITUTE
Develop and grow your
cyber skills
We provide capability development and training
programs to accelerate the development of cyber
strategy, leadership, and risk management skills.
https://cyberleadershipinstitute.com/what-we-do/

ABOUT THE CYBER
LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE
Our mission is to empower cyber leaders to
embrace the technological revolution and
improve the way we all live, work, and interact.
Our purpose is to give business leaders the
skills to confidently lead their organizations
in the digital economy.
We strive to:
• develop cyber leaders who build resilience into
business strategy.
• empower business leaders to develop
sustainable cyber strategies.
• inspire leaders to work together to secure our
digital world.

JOIN THE CYBER
LEADERSHIP HUB
Stronger together—co-create
cyber resilience solutions
There is strength in collaboration. Join a community of
business, technology, and cyber leaders who co-create
solutions to cyber challenges, and develop and share
business-ready templates, methodologies, and tools
via a digital platform—the Cyber Leadership Hub.
https://cyberleadershipinstitute.com/cyber-leadership-hub/
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CYBER LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE
Level 33 Australia Square
264 George St
Sydney NSW 2000 Australia
contact@cyberleadershipinstitute.com
Australia +61 2 7908 0751
US +1 929 531 6160
UK +44 20 3695 8666
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