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“If you don’t have good professional presence,
it’s almost like having a beautiful painting

that has been placed in a tacky frame.

And we all know that a cheap frame
will detract from the beauty of a painting,

while a great one will enhance it.

- CONNIE FRANCES
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THE MYTHS

Myth 1:
You either have it or 
you don’t.

Reality: Executive 
presence isn’t born. 
It’s bred.

Executive Presence
comprises a number of 
learnable skills. Even if you 
won’t end up a master of 
all of them, you can 
always work on getting 
better. Focus on continu-
ous improvement and 
making progress. This will 
give you the best chance 
of success.

Myth 2 :
There’s a right way to 
do it.

Reality: If you want 
them to follow your 
lead, you've got to 
follow your own.

Richard Branson. Oprah 
Winfrey. Bill Gates. Bono. 
Malala Yousafzai. They all 
do it… in their own unique 
way. You can too. By being 
YOU. Don’t change your 
personality. Up-skill 
instead.

Myth 3:
Once you have IT, the 
only way is UP.

Reality: What got you 
here may not get you 
there.

It’s risky to rest on your 
laurels. See where you 
might need to build on 
your skills, show your 
worth and build new
relationships in each new 
setting. 

Myth 4:
All you need is charm.

Reality: Style over 
substance, not style 
without substance.

Confidence is important 
for your success, but 
competence matters too. 
People can tell when 
you’re faking it. You don’t 
want to be considered an 
'empty suit'. People with 
executive presence are 
the real deal.
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There’s no consensus as to what it is. Here are three 
similar but different definitions I like:

DO YOU HAVE IT?

Executive Presence is hard to put your 
finger on because it’s not one thing. It’s 
a combination of learnable skills and it’s 
something you do in your own unique 
way.

You can only know if you have it
if you know what it is.

1

2

3

the assumptions that you bring to every situation
the communication skills that you use
the physical aspects of your presence

how you act (gravitas)
how you communicate
how you look

warmth
power
presence

“It’s the ability to consistently and clearly articulate your value
   proposition while influencing and connecting with others.

- AMY JEN SU AND MURIAL MAIGAN WILKINS

“It’s a heady combination of confidence, poise, and authenticity
   that convinces the rest of us we’re in the presence of someone
   who’s the real deal. It’s an amalgam of qualities that telegraphs
   that you are in charge or deserve to be.  

- SYLVIA ANN HEWLETT

“It’s when you’re with a charismatic master—take Bill Clinton, for
    example—you not only feel his power and a sense of warm
   engagement,  you also feel that he’s completely here with you,
   in this moment. Present. 

- OLIVIA FOX CABANE
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If we combine these three similar 
but different definitions, the 
learnable skills that combine to 
create Executive Presence fall 
into four categories.
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1

2

3

4

Your Assumptions

How You Act

How You Communicate

How You Look

The assumptions that you bring to every situation

How you act (gravitas), power

The communication skills that you use, how you
communicate, warmth

The physical aspects of your presence, how you look

The four categories of learnable skills that
combine to create Executive Presence:
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The Executive Presence Checklist
We all have blind spots. We may overestimate or 
underestimate ourselves in different areas. 
If you have a trusted colleague or friend, send them 
a copy of this eBook and ask them to rate you on 
each item too. Then compare the ratings and  discuss
any differences.

Feedback can be challenging to receive, but it is a gift. 

Consider conducting your own 360°

Write your answer (1, 2 or 3) in the box beside each item.

1 = Poor, novice       2 = Average       3 = Good to great

Use the following 22-item Executive Presence Checklist to help you identify
where to focus your efforts. As you read through each item, rate your skill
level as:

Executive Presence takes work to master. The first
step is to identify where you most need to improve.

ASSESSING YOUR
EXECUTIVE
PRESENCE

http://www.michellepizer.com.au/
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Rate your skill level on each item:

1  = Poor, Novice       2  = Average       3  = Good to Great

YOUR ASSUMPTIONS

1. Consider your perspective.
  People with presence take a broad perspective, beyond
  their job description.

...................................................

........................................................................

..........................................................................

......................

2. Know yourself.
  Your strengths. What you stand for. Why you do what
  you do. Know what triggers your stress, fear and
  uncertainty. Presence starts with self awareness.

3. Decide your intention for each interaction.
  Think about how you want people to feel after
  interacting with you. That’s what they’ll remember.

4. Don’t assume.
  You don’t know it all. People with presence are confident,
  not arrogant. They take the time to reflect. Aim to
  broaden your repertoire as much as honing your
  existing skills (both your technical and soft skills).

HOW YOU ACT

5. Gravitas.
  Displaying dignity, substance and maturity. People
  with presence are decisive. They are confident in
  their ability and knowledge. They act with respect
  to the seriousness a situation warrants.

..................................................................................

...................................................................................

..................................................................................

...................................6. Calm is the foundation of presence.
  People with presence are composed. They remain
  poised under pressure. They are able to slow down
  and take control.

7. Decisive.
  People with presence know their views, what they
  stand for. But they know they don’t know it all. They
  consider others’ views while maintaining their own
  authority. They act decisively but not hastily. They are
  flexible enough to pivot if new information comes to
  hand.

8. Gracious.
  Even if definite and firm, people with presence are
  always polite, respectful and tactful. They are not rude
  or nasty. They know civility matters. They give credit
  where credit is due.

http://www.michellepizer.com.au/
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Rate your skill level on each item:

1  = Poor, Novice       2  = Average       3  = Good to Great

HOW YOU COMMUNICATE

    Empathy:
  People with presence put themselves in other people’s
  shoes:

12. When speaking.
   They frame the message in a way that resonates with
   whomever they speak, from their perspective. They
   meet people where they are at and show why what
   they’re saying will matter to them.

  13. When listening. 
         They take the time to learn what others think and feel. 
        It doesn’t mean they agree with them. They get genuinely 
        curious about them. They make sure to show they 
        understand their perspective. This helps them earn trust
        and makes them likeable.

14. People with presence focus on the other person.
    It is as if there is no-one more important in the world
      to them in that moment.

15. Grounded.
    People with presence are physically grounded. They
    don’t forget to breathe, feel their feet. It helps to keep
    them composed. If you’re feeling anxious, it can be
    helpful to reframe it as excitement.

11. Assertive.
    It’s not about being loud, demanding or insistent. It’s
    about being confident in your position and letting
    people know your views and seeking to add value.
    People with presence don’t hold back and wait for
    others to ask questions. They don’t pussy foot around.
    They speak up.

9. Warmth.
    People with presence connect. They don’t transact. They
    build a human connection. They smile, they say ‘hello’.
    They actively include others and are concerned for their
    well being. They care.

10. Passion.
    Emotions are contagious. If you don’t believe in what
    you are saying, no one else will. People with presence
   state their beliefs—even if contrary to popular opinion.
    They back themselves. They don’t apologise or make
    excuses for them. They communicate with passion and
    energy.

Stay present:

.......................................................................................

........................................................................................

.....................................................................................

......................................................................

......................................................................

..............................................................................

...........
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Rate your skill level on each item:

1  = Poor, Novice       2  = Average       3  = Good to Great

HOW YOU LOOK, PHYSICAL ASPECTS      Speaking skills:
    Prepare and practice, everyone has to. People with
    presence:

16. Speak and respond slowly.
    For example, pause for a full two seconds before
    responding to questions. Don’t nod so often or so
    quickly. Don’t fill the silences. This gives people time
    to think and you’ll be perceived as thoughtful,
    comfortable and confident.

17. Use their voice for effect.
    For example, lower the intonation of your voice at the
    end of sentences to convey more presence.

18. Use strong clear language.
    Avoid weakening your position with phrases like: “in my
    opinion”, “I was just thinking” or “It seems to work”.
    Avoid fillers like “um” or “sort of”.

19. Are succinct.
    They get to the point quickly. What do people need to
    know to move forward? Do what you need to do – give
    relevant examples, tell stories, make your case for why
    they need to listen to you, address any concerns – and
    respect their time.

20. Groomed.
    It’s not about good looks. People with presence look
    polished and put together. 

21. Like them.
    People like people who are like them. People with
    presence consider their dress and what is “appropriate”.
   Their styling does not distract nor detract from their
    purpose.

22. Strong.
    People with presence stand tall, maintain a strong
    posture and carry themselves well. Their handshake is
    firm, they maintain steady and direct eye contact. They
    will adapt to ensure they do not intimidate or make
    others feel uncomfortable. Their body language is
    consistent with their message.

...................................................

.....................................................

...................................................

...........................................................................

....................................................................................

...................................................................................

.........................................................................................
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Mastering Executive Presence requires:

Identifying where you need to 
improve

Identifying what you will do to 
improve

Doing the work

1
2
3

In general, the aim is to first focus on areas where you lack skills that 
are mission critical. This is because without them you will not succeed. 

Once the mission critical skills are mastered, the idea is to focus on 
building on your strengths. 

Do not worry about other areas where you lack skills or your skill level 
is average. This may seem counter-intuitive but it’s way more fun and 
you’ll get more bang for your buck.

Improving your Executive Presence

Each of the items in the Checklist are mission critical for Executive 
Presence. This means you should start with any items where you rated 
a 1 = poor, novice.

If there is more than one item, choose the item most in need of 
improvement first. Once you have developed that skill sufficiently, 
choose the item next most in need of improvement, etc. Remember 
that these skills may take some time to master and you don’t have to do 
it on your own. Help is out there.

Once you have sufficient (at least average) skill on each item, focus on 
building on your strengths (where you rated a 3 = good to great). 

Identifying Where You Need To Improve

MASTERING THE ESSENTIALS

http://www.michellepizer.com.au/
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Identifying What You
Will Do To Improve

Here are some ideas to get you started:

Read – books, journals, blogs, etc. There is a wealth of information out there. 
Use Google or go the old fashioned way… to your local library. For example, 
there are hundreds of articles on my blog, or you can sign up here to get free 
leadership tips direct to your inbox.

 
Listen – podcasts, interviews and TED talks, etc. You can join thousands of 
people, from over 100 countries worldwide, who have become better leaders 
and supercharged their career with the Lessons in Leadership audio series.

  
Attend – short courses, lectures, webinars, seminars, workshops, leadership 
masterminds, etc. You can use Leadership Essentials as your online leadership 
compass. It’ll guide your leadership in the right direction as you grow yourself 
and take others with you. It's a comprehensive course that is backed by 
academic rigour and proven to work.

 
Find a Mentor – do you know someone who has Executive Presence? 
Someone who can teach you the skills? Ask them to help you and  be your 
mentor. You may need more than one mentor, depending on their strengths.

 
Get a Coach – someone with the expertise to help you develop the specific 
skills you are seeking to develop. You may need to find a different coach for 
each skill set. Executive coaching can yield significant returns on investment.

MetrixGlobal LLC conducted a study of companies including Booz Allen
 Hamilton. They found coaching returned anaverage $7.90 for every $1
 invested. 
 
Apply here.

“

http://www.michellepizer.com.au/
https://www.michellepizer.com.au/subscribe-now/
https://www.michellepizer.com.au/subscribe-now/
https://www.leadership.michellepizer.com.au/as/signup/
https://www.leadership.michellepizer.com.au/as/signup/
https://drpizer.as.me/
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Doing the Work
Give yourself the best chance of success.
Focus on one area to improve on at a time. Be consistent.

There is no escaping it. Elite athletes never stop training and neither 
should you. Mastering anything requires consistent effort and deliberate 
practice. Make sure that if the going gets tough, you get going. You might 
have to get comfortable with being uncomfortable, at least for a while.

Daily progress.
Remember that the single biggest day-to-day motivator is making
progress in meaningful work. The Executive Presence skills are
meaningful, whether you’re an executive or not.

Do the right work.
And don’t forget to obtain regular feedback and track your progress. 
Repeat the Assessing Your Executive Presence Worksheet on a regular 
basis to know you are doing the right work.

Choose your area of focus

Identify what you will do
to improve 

Do the work
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“The secret to getting ahead is getting started.

- MARK TWAIN



I'm proud to have worked with people from some amazing organisations such as:

Featured by:

A B O U T  DR MICHELLE PIZER

“ Working with Michelle Pizer has been 
transformational both professionally and 
personally, helping to improve my 
relationships and confidence on both 
fronts!
                             
                      - SUSIE S.

“ Michelle is amazing - a coach for the real 
world offering both clinal and 
practical support to help anyone achieve
their career goals.
                             
                   - VERONICA F.

Michelle has more than 30 years’ experience helping people accelerate 
their leadership, build rewarding careers and bring their best self to 
work. She’s worked with people from some of the world’s biggest and 
best-known companies, including; Google, Goldman, Sachs, KPMG, and 
the ABC.

Because of her drive to help people achieve their maximum potential 
and improve their workplaces, Michelle attained a PhD in organizational 
psychology, receiving several awards and scholarships for her work.

She’s worked in consulting at EY, and lead people and departments at 
Roy Morgan Research and Museums Victoria. This, coupled with 
decades of experience as both a successful business owner and an 
accomplished, organizational and counselling psychologist, has given 
her the ideal background and skillset for improving your leadership.
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