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Executive Summary

Professional expertise and professional recognition are not the same thing. People can accumulate experience,

qualifications, results and judgement while remaining difficult for external audiences to discover, understand or

associate with a clear area of value. This whitepaper calls that disconnect the Professional Visibility Gap.

The proprietary evidence comes from the Nexus LinkedIn Positioning Diagnostic. Between March and June 2026,

84 voluntary participants across 13 countries completed the assessment. The average Positioning Score was

58/100; 84% scored below 70/100; 42% were classified as Invisible Operators; and profile optimisation was

recommended in 82% of assessments.

These are positioning findings within a self-selected sample, not population estimates or measures of professional

competence. The paper therefore uses external research to explain plausible mechanisms rather than to overstate

what the Nexus data proves. Research on signalling, social capital, employability, personal branding and

LinkedIn-based hiring evaluation all point to a common problem: people making professional decisions frequently

operate with incomplete information.

You know far more about your professional value than the
market does. Professional positioning helps reduce that
information gap by making genuine value easier to
evidence, interpret and remember.

84 42% 82%
professionals assessed classified as Invisible Operators recommended profile optimisation

The paper proposes a six-stage conceptual model: Expertise -> Evidence -> Positioning -> Visibility -> Recognition ->
Opportunity. The model represents a proposed pathway through which expertise may become more legible to external
audiences; it is not a deterministic or causal sequence. The paper also proposes Professional Signal Loss to explain how
professional value can become diluted as it is translated into public signals, and develops the Invisible Operator as the
clearest expression of the gap: strong underlying value combined with weak external recognition.
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1. The Deeper Problem: Information Asymmetry

Inside an organisation, professional value is often richly observed. Managers see decisions being made.

Colleagues experience reliability. Teams know who can solve difficult problems. Years of shared context reduce

uncertainty.

The external market does not possess that context. A recruiter, prospective client, conference organiser or

potential employer may encounter only a compressed set of signals: a role title, profile, CV, qualification,

recommendation, article, referral or search result.

This is fundamentally an information asymmetry problem. Spence's job-market signalling theory established a

foundational principle: where employers cannot directly observe all relevant qualities before making a decision,

observable signals become part of how uncertainty is managed. A LinkedIn profile is not equivalent to the

educational signals in Spence's model, but the information problem is relevant: outside observers must infer

professional value from what is available to them.

The Professional Visibility Gap is therefore defined here as the distance between professional value that exists
and professional value that relevant external audiences can reasonably recognise from available signals.

Professional visibility is not about making yourself look
more impressive than you are. It is about reducing the gap
between what you can actually do and what other people
can reasonably understand about what you can do.

2. What Research Tells Us

LinkedIn information can affect hiring evaluation. A field study using 44 HR managers and 400 job candidates

recorded hiring assessments before and after managers reviewed candidates' LinkedIn profiles. Hiring decisions

became stronger for candidates with higher overall LinkedIn-profile ratings and weaker where profiles contained

more spelling or grammatical errors. The study does not show that profile optimisation guarantees hiring, but it

demonstrates that digital professional presentation can alter evaluation.

Social capital shapes access. Seibert, Kraimer and Liden tested a social-capital model in 448 employees.

Network structure and social resources contributed to career success through access to information, access to

resources and career sponsorship. Visibility therefore cannot be reduced to content reach; relationships and

trusted networks are also mechanisms through which professional value becomes known.

Employability is broader than technical capability. Fugate, Kinicki and Ashforth conceptualised employability

around career identity, personal adaptability, and human and social capital. McArdle and colleagues later tested

this psycho-social model among 416 unemployed Australians, including a longitudinal subsample. The literature

supports a broader view of marketability in which skills matter alongside identity, adaptability and social capital.

Personal branding is strategic communication, not merely self-promotion. Gorbatov, Khapova and Lysova's

systematic review positions personal branding as a strategic process involving differentiation and communication

to a target audience. Their subsequent empirical study associated personal branding with perceived employability

and career satisfaction, while appropriately stopping short of proving that branding directly causes objective career

success.

Thought leadership can influence evaluation in adjacent B2B contexts. The 2025 Edelman-LinkedIn study of

nearly 2,000 global professionals found that hidden buyers actively consume and evaluate thought leadership. The
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research concerns B2B buying rather than individual careers, so it is used here only to reinforce the broader idea

that credible public thinking can shape perception under incomplete information.

3. Nexus Research: What Was Observed

4. The Invisible Operator

Inside the organisation, everyone knows what you can do.
Outside it, almost nobody does.

The Invisible Operator is the most distinctive profile in the Nexus dataset and represented 42% of assessed

participants. The profile describes professionals with valuable experience but low visibility, limited content activity

and unclear positioning.

Its importance is not that every Invisible Operator is objectively overlooked. Nexus did not measure that outcome.

The value of the concept is diagnostic: it identifies a situation in which the external market has relatively little

information from which to interpret the person's professional value.

This distinction becomes especially relevant when a professional moves beyond the network that already knows

them. Inside a long-standing organisation, reputation can travel through direct experience and internal

relationships. During a career transition - a new company, industry, country, consultancy or independent practice -

much of that contextual knowledge disappears.

The market then sees the portable signals: experience descriptions, evidence of results, public reputation, network

relationships, professional profile, publications and recommendations. This career-transition problem is a

reasoned implication of the framework rather than an outcome measured by the Nexus study.

5. Professional Signal Loss

The Nexus LinkedIn Positioning Diagnostic assessed 84 voluntary participants from 13 countries between March and June 2026,
including executives, senior managers, managers, specialists and consultants across multiple industries.

The diagnostic is a proprietary practitioner assessment of multiple dimensions of professional positioning. Participant responses
are converted into a Positioning Score out of 100 and classified into one of five Nexus positioning profiles using defined
classification ranges. It is intended for diagnostic and advisory use and has not been validated as a psychometric scale.

84% scored below 70/100, compared with 16% at 70 or above; the average score was 58/100. Profile distribution was 42%
Invisible Operator, 22% Broad Professional, 18% Active Misfit, 12% Emerging Specialist and 6% Positioned Voice. Profile
optimisation was recommended in 82% of assessments, authority building in 46% and positioning refinement in 35%. Five
recurring challenges appeared in more than 60% of assessments: generic headlines; responsibility-led experience; limited
visibility; inconsistent LinkedIn activity; and unclear positioning.

Sampling boundary: participation was voluntary. People choosing to complete a LinkedIn positioning diagnostic may have had
greater pre-existing interest in, or concern about, professional visibility than the wider professional population. Nexus did not
independently measure job performance, compensation, promotion, recruiter outreach, client acquisition or longitudinal career
outcomes. These findings are descriptive patterns within the assessed sample, not population estimates or causal effects.

This whitepaper proposes Professional Signal Loss as a conceptual mechanism: professional value can become
progressively diluted as it is translated into signals for audiences that did not directly observe the work. The concept is
informed by signalling theory, research on professional self-presentation and recurring patterns in the Nexus diagnostic; it
has not been independently validated as a scientific construct.
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Underlying value → Evidence → Positioning → Audience interpretation

15 years of experience,
results and judgement

Mostly responsibilities; few
outcomes

Generic title and broad
narrative

Only a fraction of value is
visible

The five recurring Nexus challenges can all create signal loss. A generic headline removes differentiation.

Responsibility-led experience removes evidence of impact. Unclear positioning removes meaning. Limited visibility

reduces exposure. Inconsistent activity can weaken continuity and recall.

This reframes profile optimisation. The objective is not to make the professional sound more impressive. It is to

preserve more of the underlying professional signal as information moves from lived experience to external

perception.

6. The Revised Professional Visibility Model

EXPERTISE
Knowledge, skill, judgement → EVIDENCE

Results, credentials, examples → POSITIONING
Meaning and differentiation

↓
OPPORTUNITY

Possible downstream outcomes ← RECOGNITION
Understanding and recall ← VISIBILITY

Relevant exposure

Expertise is the professional substance. Evidence gives outsiders reasons to believe claims about that

substance. Positioning organises expertise and evidence into a coherent professional meaning. Visibility
determines whether relevant people encounter it. Recognition occurs when the audience understands and

remembers the association. Opportunity represents possible outcomes rather than guaranteed consequences.

Within visibility, it is useful to distinguish discoverability from broader exposure. Discoverability asks whether

someone can find the professional when actively searching for relevant expertise. Visibility asks whether relevant

people encounter the professional even when they were not specifically searching. Search-optimised profiles and

keywords can improve the former; networks, referrals, publishing, speaking and thought leadership can contribute

to the latter.

7. The Professional Visibility Matrix

LOW EXTERNAL VISIBILITY /
RECOGNITION

HIGH EXTERNAL VISIBILITY /
RECOGNITION

The model distinguishes six stages. It is a proposed diagnostic framework, not a causal chain validated by the current
dataset. The arrows represent a possible pathway through which expertise may become legible; visibility does not
automatically produce recognition, nor does recognition automatically produce opportunity.

The framework becomes clearer when professional value and external recognition are separated. The matrix below is a
conceptual tool proposed by Nexus, not an empirically validated scoring model; its purpose is to show why visibility should not
be treated as a substitute for expertise or evidence.
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HIGH EXPERTISE
INVISIBLE OPERATOR

Strong value, weak external signal

RECOGNISED EXPERT
Strong value, evidence and recognition

LOW / DEVELOPING
EXPERTISE

DEVELOPING PROFESSIONAL
Capability and recognition still forming

ATTENTION WITHOUT AUTHORITY
Visibility exceeds demonstrated substance

The matrix also establishes an ethical boundary for the paper. The objective is not maximum visibility. High

visibility without sufficient expertise or evidence can create attention without authority. The strategic goal is better

alignment between genuine professional value and external recognition.

8. An Illustrative Invisible Operator

The following is an illustrative composite, not an individual Nexus participant. It combines recurring patterns

observed across assessments.

Profile: A senior manager with 14 years of experience, regional responsibilities, successful projects and a strong

internal reputation.

External signal: LinkedIn headline reads only 'Senior Manager at Company X'. The About section is brief and

generic. Experience entries describe responsibilities rather than outcomes. There are few visible

recommendations, case examples or professional perspectives.

Interpretation: The professional may possess substantial expertise, but an outside observer receives weak

evidence and little differentiation. The problem is not necessarily capability; it is that the available signal carries

only a fraction of the underlying information.

The expertise exists. The evidence is weak. The positioning
is unclear. The external signal is therefore smaller than the
underlying professional value.

9. Why Thought Leadership Matters - and Why
Posting More Is Not the Answer

Thought leadership can operate simultaneously as evidence and visibility. It gives an audience access to how a

professional frames problems, interprets information and forms recommendations. That makes it potentially useful

for reducing information asymmetry.

The 2025 Edelman-LinkedIn B2B Thought Leadership Impact Report, based on nearly 2,000 global professionals, found that hidden
buyers actively consume and evaluate thought leadership and can advocate for organisations that consistently produce high-quality
material. Because this research concerns B2B purchasing rather than employment or individual career advancement, it is used here
only as adjacent evidence that expert content can influence how external audiences evaluate credibility and expertise.
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The same research provides a useful communication lesson: LinkedIn's published summary reports that 57% of

respondents prefer skimmable takeaways, 65% prefer a more human and less formal tone, and 60% say style

affects trust and shareability. Rigour therefore does not require unnecessary complexity.

For professional positioning, the implication is straightforward: quality of signal matters more than volume of
activity. Original analysis, useful evidence, frameworks, informed interpretation and credible experience can

strengthen the signal. Generic posting may simply create more exposure without greater understanding.

Thought leadership allows people to experience how you
think before they ever experience how you work.

10. Claim Discipline

Category What the paper can say What it cannot say

Nexus observation 84% of the 84 voluntary participants scored below
70/100.

84% of professionals generally are poorly
positioned.

Nexus observation 42% of assessed participants were Invisible Operators. Those participants were objectively
overlooked, underpaid or less successful.

Hiring research LinkedIn-profile information changed hiring evaluations
in one field study.

Profile optimisation guarantees hiring or
causes career success.

Social-capital research Networks can contribute to career success through
information, resources and sponsorship.

Public content is the primary or only route to
opportunity.

Proposed Nexus
framework

Expertise, evidence, positioning, visibility and
recognition can be analysed as distinct stages.

The current Nexus dataset validates a causal
chain from visibility to opportunity.

11. Practical Diagnostic

Stage Question Evidence to review

Expertise What can I credibly claim to know or do well? Experience, judgement, qualifications,
results

Evidence What allows an outsider to believe that claim? Outcomes, work, recommendations, cases,
credentials

Positioning What should relevant people associate with my name? Headline, About, biography, recurring
themes

Discoverability Can someone find me when searching for this expertise? Keywords, titles, search presence, profile
completeness

Visibility Where else do relevant people encounter the signal? Networks, referrals, events, publishing,
thought leadership
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Stage Question Evidence to review

Recognition Would someone know what to remember me for? Consistency across public and third-party
signals

Opportunity What outcome am I trying to make more likely? Career move, clients, speaking,
partnerships, advisory work

12. Future Research

The current Nexus dataset should be treated as a baseline. Future research can test whether stronger positioning

scores are associated with observable outcomes such as search appearances, recruiter contact, inbound

enquiries, speaking invitations, network growth, job-search outcomes and perceived employability.

A particularly valuable next step would be longitudinal: reassess participants after positioning interventions and

compare changes in both positioning scores and external outcomes. Larger samples could also support subgroup

analysis by career level, industry, geography and experience.

This would allow the Professional Visibility Gap, Professional Signal Loss and the revised visibility model to move

from conceptual IP towards empirically testable Nexus research.

Conclusion

The deeper issue is information asymmetry. Professionals live inside the full context of their own experience.

External audiences do not. Evidence, positioning, discoverability, visibility and networks help carry more of that

professional signal across the gap.

The goal is not to become more visible than everyone else.
It is to make genuine professional value easier for the right
people to recognise.

Professional positioning does not manufacture expertise. It makes expertise legible.

Methodological Limitations

The Nexus data reveals a clear pattern within its voluntary diagnostic sample: positioning weaknesses were common, the
Invisible Operator was the largest profile, and foundational profile optimisation was the most frequent recommendation.
These findings describe the assessed sample; they do not establish the prevalence of these patterns across the wider
workforce. External research provides plausible mechanisms for why the patterns may matter without turning them into
claims the Nexus data cannot support.

The Nexus sample consisted of 84 voluntary diagnostic participants and is not statistically representative of the wider
professional population. Self-selection is likely: participants may have had greater pre-existing interest in, or concern about,
professional visibility. The proprietary Positioning Score is a practitioner diagnostic rather than a validated psychometric scale,
and the profile thresholds are Nexus classification ranges. The dataset is cross-sectional and does not measure causal effects or
downstream career outcomes. External sources examine related but non-identical constructs and populations; they are used to
interpret and contextualise the Nexus observations, not to claim validation of the diagnostic itself.
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