Realizing Leadership

Issue #12

When we don’t pay attention to how we ‘show up’ at work,
it can be easy to get lost in a crowd of colleagues and
peers. While it’s important for leaders to be seen, it’s more
important how we’re seen. Decide what kind of presence you
want and work towards it. Maile Topliff offers outstanding
suggestions that can impact the power of your presence.

Practicing Presence
and Being Authentic
by MAILE TOPLIFF
www.RealizingLeadership.com
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Presence, executive presence, gravitas and the
“It factor” are terms that are most discussed
and debated during leadership discussions
about talent management and in relation
to consideration for promotion and role
expansion. The conversation also raised is in
relation to evaluating the suitability of a leader
in a current role.
It would be helpful to know how it is defined,
right? This is an area where there is universal
agreement that presence is important for
promotion and in leadership; however,
the definition of what it is varies widely.
As a result, sometimes there isn’t clear
communication of what is being looked for,
rather the statement from leaders can default
to, “I’ll know it when I see it.”
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“Presence: often referred to as “bearing,”
presence incorporates a range of verbal and
nonverbal patterns (one’s appearance, posture,
vocal quality, subtle movements) - a whole
collection of signals that others process into an
evaluative impression of a person.”
~ Karl Albrecht
Social Intelligence: The New Science of Success
(Pfeiffer, 2009)
Presence covers a wide scope of skills,
attributes and dimensions, so this article is
only meant to get you started with beginning
or continuing to build your presence
effectiveness.

Let’s begin with a working definition that we
can use and refer to.

www.RealizingLeadership.com
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HOW DO I DEVELOP PRESENCE?
It starts with some self-reflection and
assessment, along with being a keen observer
and student of the leaders around us. We have
all met or have people that we have observed
or interacted with who are charming and
charismatic. People are drawn to them - we
are drawn to them. Get curious about what
it is about them that draws people in. Watch
how they carry themselves, how they dress
and appear, and how they communicate both in listening and in speaking. The goal
of this isn’t for you to become them; it is to
notice the nuances and elements of how they
show up and how they carry themselves. It
may give you insight into something that you
already have in your toolkit, that you can hone
and practice.
As much as we can have mentors and leaders
who we admire, it is key for you to find the
most authentic path for you. It’s likely that
you’ve had an experience with someone who
is so enamored of their mentor, that they use
their mentors words and phrases, and try to
act like them. Because they are trying to be
someone that they are not, others generally
www.RealizingLeadership.com
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interpret that behavior as insincere and
inauthentic, and no relational trust is built. The
trick is for you to find the most authentic path
for you. It is about finding your voice, way of
expressing your self, your style, and how you
want to interact with others. If you are clear
on that authenticity, you have a north star
to steer by, and to gauge if you are aligned
and on-track with the core leader in you, and
how that lines up with the expectations and
culture of your current organization.
Because we do so much work and also have
meetings virtually, we don’t always have
the opportunity to observe what presence
looks like in person/in the room. When those
opportunities present themselves, you’ll want
to make the most of them and learn from
that observation. There is also a presence
and effectiveness that can be established in
a virtual workspace and that is important to
practice and hone as well.
Amy Cuddy is a thought leader and game
changer in research that is relevant to
presence and how we show up. She is a social
psychologist and an Associate Professor at
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Harvard Business School and I invite you to
explore her work. She has done extensive
research on aspects of body language and
about how we judge or interpret each other.
Amy is known for her work on power posing
and, while many of us may think about what
our or others’ body language communicates,
she takes it a step further into the dimension
and question of how do our own bodies and
minds respond to our posture. How does
that affect the power dynamic within us, and
how does that translate to our behaviors or
actions? She has a powerful TED talk entitled:
Your Body Language Shapes Who You Are. In
some of my most recent work with leaders,
we’ve been trying out and observing the
impact of some of Amy’s work. It is simple,
powerful and makes a difference.
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the feedback that you’ve received about
opportunities and developmental areas.
HOW AM I SHOWING UP?
After reviewing the feedback you already
have, you have an opportunity to find out
more from others and also from yourself. You
can solicit feedback from others around the
practices that you are specifically focusing
upon and where they currently view you.

Start your research and assessment by looking
at the data and information you already have
from feedback from your leader(s) or your
team(s). You might want to read through your
performance reviews and any of the awards/
recognition notes that you’ve been sent from
others. What themes start to emerge? Look at
both strengths and opportunities. Sometimes,
we take for granted in ourselves the strengths
that others see. What are you noticing that are
strengths for you that others aren’t noticing?
How might you build others’ awareness
of those strengths? Look objectively at
www.RealizingLeadership.com
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Ask for specific feedback on the area of focus.
Here are some possibilities:
The First Impression
We only get one chance to make a first
impression. How do others perceive you
from a first meeting? Identify one to three
individuals who you’ve recently met, who
you may be able to ask for that feedback.
You might ask this question: “Bill, we meet
for the first time a month ago. I’m curious
if you would be willing to share your first
impression of me. It may be helpful for me in
relation to how I am focusing my professional
development. Would you take a few minutes
with me either in a conversation, or in an
e-mail, to share your impressions?” At this
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point, you are asking for and receiving
information, and modeling staying open. It is
fine to ask a clarifying question or two if you
don’t understand the feedback. If you feel any
defensiveness come up, notice that, and park
it. This isn’t about your giving them feedback
on their impressions. Chances are that the
other person who you’ve asked for feedback
has good intentions and is honoring your
request. They are sharing their impression.
Interactions in Team Meetings
If a manager gave you feedback about your
interactions in team meetings, you may ask
for feedback along these lines: “Tammi, in
my most recent performance review you
recommended that I work on being more
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focused in my comments during team
meetings. I’ve been practicing my reflective
listening skills and being able to identify
the main points in an issue/topic. I’d like to
gauge my progress, and I’d appreciate if you
would provide me with your observations and
feedback from the next two team meetings.”
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jewelry, and body art. Is your appearance in
alignment with the culture and guidelines of
the organization that you are part of? Are you
dressing for the position that you want?

Clear and Confident Communicator
Are you focused and prepared to make a
positive impact with your encounters in the
workplace? When your leader asks you the
Leaving Voicemails
This is one where you can assess yourself and/ question: “How is your day?” be prepared
with the headlines of the results that you are
or ask for someone else’s feedback. Leave
yourself a voicemail. After a few days, go back achieving. This can be a great opportunity to
in and listen to it as if it is from someone else. practice confidence and clarity while showing
results. These are all attributes that contribute
Listen for speech patterns, tone and vocal
to presence.
inflections. Is the intention of your voicemail
clear? Are you crisp in your delivery? Is it clear
Another way you can access your
what you need from the other party? The
communication skills (both verbal and
same questions can apply to reviewing the
non-verbal) is to videotape or record a
e-mail messages that you create and send.
conversation with a friend for 15-30 minutes.
Be sure that you have their permission to do
Appearance and Dress
so and that they understand that you want to
How are you dressed and do you appear
be able to have a chance to evaluate how you
professional? Is your posture (standing
communicate and interact by being able to
and sitting) upright, shoulders back, with
observe that on the videotape or recording.
a straight spine? Check in on hair, makeup,
www.RealizingLeadership.com
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And don’t forget to consider how you show
up in social media on the Internet or the
Intranet. The electronic snapshots that our
social media profiles provide to others are
an important element to consider in both
creation and upkeep. If someone were to look
up one of your profiles in order to ‘meet’ you,
what would their first impression be?
Take some time to review and evaluate each
of your social media accounts. Here are a few
things for you to consider:
•
•
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•

•

•

In what ways does your profile present and
reflect the business results that you have
achieved?
What does the language/voice used in your
profile communicate about you? Is it crisp
and concise? Is it clear?
In what ways do the recommendations
reflect the core talents and skills that you
want to share with the world?

After you have done your review and any
revisions, you may want to request some
specific feedback from others. If you struggle
How does your profile communicate
with this, it may be a good investment to
(visually and in words) your professionalism? invest in engaging a professional who works
Is your profile picture a business head
with social media profiles all the time.
shot of you and you alone? A number of
different studies by various groups using
Having a strong, positive, and authentic
presence is important to effective leadership.
eye tracking, demonstrate that our profile
It also is an important factor for consideration
pictures do capture attention.
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for the most senior level leadership roles in an
organization. Focus and practice on one area
at a time and improve your effectiveness. Start
being more aware of your interactions with
others and be open to the feedback that is
around you.
Curious to explore further?
Check out resources on Emotional Intelligence
and Social Intelligence. There are great books
and resources from Karl Albrecht and Daniel
Goleman.
Read the two-part article: The Art of Tactful Self
Promotion: Getting the Recognition You Deserve
by Richard Dodson and Nancy R. Burke. It can
be found in Issue 6 and Issue 7 of Realizing
Leadership magazine. RL

Maile Topliff is the President of
Maile Topliff International, LLC.
Maile is a former C-level
executive, now solopreneur.
She is an expert in leadership and
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organizational development and
Human Resource solutions. Maile brings deep
curiosity, smarts and a bit of magic to supporting
her clients in making intentional choices about the
lives they want to lead, and how to carve reflective
space out from the busyness. She delivers practical
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to deliver optimal business results, and to create a
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work environment that brings out the best in
people, and allows them to be most effective. She
has worked across multiple industry sectors
including: professional services, financial services,
telecommunications, health care, retail, and
secondary education. She also has experience living
and working internationally.
Maile is a Master Certified Coach and a member of
the International Coaching Federation. For more
information or to contact Maile go to her website at
Maile Topliff International, LLC, connect on Linkedin,
Twitter (@MTopliff), Facebook or send her an email
at maile@mailetopliff.com or call 651-340-7122.
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