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10 principles for  
leadership presence
 
Build muscle memory to support conviction, commitment,  
and resilience for yourself and your organization.
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10 PRINCIPLES  

FOR LEADERSHIP 

PRESENCE 

Build muscle  
memory to 

support conviction, 
commitment, and  

resilience for yourself 
and your  

organization.
by Annette Kramer

think back to the last conference 
you attended. How many presenta-
tions do you remember? Probably 
not too many. As a leader or aspir-
ing leader at any level, one of the 
biggest challenges you face is to in-
spire and motivate other people so 
that they can take the right actions 
on behalf of themselves and the 
group — that is, to have impact. 
That’s why you want to be a leader 
with a strong presence not just at 
conferences, but in every interac-
tion. And if you are such a leader, 
then every aspect of your presence 
— including your physical self, 
your intellect, your voice, and your 
emotions — is intimately bound up 
with your message. 
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on aligning organizational 
strategy and communication. 
She taught theater at Brown 
University and is a fellow at 
St George’s House, Windsor 
Castle, a think tank estab-
lished by Prince Philip. She is 
based in London. 

Many people in positions of authority struggle with 
their leadership presence. They adopt the kind of perso-
na that they assume a leader is supposed to have: a TED 
Talk cadence, authoritative body language, studied in-
formality, and (when speaking publicly) a package of 
carefully curated slides. This makes these people look 
and sound like everybody else, because the fashions in 
leadership presence rapidly become clichés. Most of the 
time, behaviors like these are immediately recognized 
as a performance. If you try to adopt them, people will 
know you aren’t authentic, and they will assume your 
message isn’t, either. 

One alternative is to borrow the methods and prin-
ciples of the performing arts and integrate them into 
your approach to leadership. You can gain trust and 
influence by expressing your true purpose and commit-
ment to others in a genuine way. Many people misun-
derstand the performing arts and associate them with 
artifice. In fact, a strong performance, even in a fiction-
al drama, depends on authenticity. The craft involves 
looking deep within yourself and portraying outwardly, 
in the moment, the core of what you know to be true. 
As acting teacher Sanford Meisner said: “You can mask 
[emotion], but you can’t hide it.” 

At the same time, being an authentic leader doesn’t 
mean just “winging it” or saying whatever you feel. It 
takes time, experience, and practice to learn to trans-
form your impulses into insights — and to articulate 
them and act on them in a way that fulfills your pur-
pose and builds the relationships you need. 

The value of this type of leadership — the ability 
to communicate what needs to be said in a way that 
inspires people to join you — has risen sharply in recent 
years. Trust is increasingly considered a key competi-

tive advantage. The more you rely on scripted talking 
points and other rote forms of communication, the 
further away you will feel from your message, and the 
less likely you are to be an influential leader. But when 
you are comfortable in your own skin and capable of 
projecting a sincere and valuable message, people will 
tend to give you and your organization their trust. 
Here are 10 principles to help you establish and sus-
tain your own unique authentic leadership presence. 

1
SHOW UP AS A  
WHOLE PERSON 
You may have grown up thinking of your in-
tellect, emotions, and body as separate. You 
may have neglected some aspects of yourself; 
most people have, simply out of habit. But 

when you speak, others perceive you as a whole. People 
don’t engage only with the literal meaning of what you 
say and the images you show. They are continually eval-
uating your integrity and veracity as they take in your 
posture, tone of voice, and mood. All of these are mixed 
together in the listener’s mind as a single impression of 
you and your message. 

How, then, do you develop the skill to commu-
nicate as a whole person? Concepts such as emotional 
intelligence (EI) have helped businesspeople recognize 
their biases and avoid giving in to their impulses. But 
it’s not enough to manage your feelings, as EI teaches. 
You also have to recognize the feedback loops among 
your logic, your feelings, and your physical movement, 
and to work with those elements together to improve 
your overall impact. 

As an example of how these elements fit together, 
consider the performance appraisals in your company. 
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Typically, subordinates are ranked according to strict 
universal criteria, which are designed to seem objec-
tive — a matter of cold logic and intellect. Inevitably, 
however, there will be review conversations with two 
bodies in a room. The outcome and the level of trust 
present will generate emotional and physical responses; 
people will feel passionate, or stressed, or they will sense 
that something is right or wrong. As appraisal and other 
feedback encounters take place over the years, these gut 
feelings accumulate. They affect the way people fill out 
the forms and ultimately may even affect the phrasing 
of the criteria. All of these interactions, among mind, 
body, and emotion, influence one another.

The same is true of every other decision you make 
as a leader. Just recognizing the connections among 
your emotions, reasoning, and actions can lead to more 
honesty and authenticity. Doing so may take a different 
kind of introspection than you’re used to. You can work 
with a coach to help the process. Your goal is to become 
more aware of all the elements of your persona — your 
physical body, your relationship with your listeners, and 
your relationship to what you want to accomplish — 
and to practice what it feels like to integrate them. 

2 
LEAD WITH WHAT  
YOU CARE ABOUT 
You’re at a panel discussion about block-
chain. The speakers include high-rank-
ing officers of Fortune 100 companies. 
One by one, they introduce themselves, 

giving their name and title. Every talk is about the pro-
ductivity that will come as the new electronic ledgers 
eliminate “intermediaries” — by which they mean 
the managers who currently oversee the verification of 
transactions. By the fourth such presentation, you can 
see the audience’s attention wandering. 

Then one speaker makes the room come alive. He 
looks at the audience and says, “Like my colleagues, I 
too am experimenting with this technology. My com-
pany also sees it as a way to eliminate intermediaries.” 
Then he stops himself. “Actually,” he asks, “What’s 
wrong with intermediaries? A better word is guardian. 

I am proud to be a human guardian of the blockchain’s 
credibility. It’s people like us, in fact, who will keep ad-
vanced technologies honest. We can’t delegate that en-
tirely to an algorithm.” 

You, and all the others in the room, are play-
ing close attention now, because the speaker has fo-
cused the conversation, right from the beginning, on 
something he cares about. It’s not just his job at stake  
(although he admits that’s part of it). The main is-
sues are the unintended consequences of technological 
change, and the challenges involved in dealing with 
those consequences. 

The most effective communicators are those who 
speak about what is important to them, in the context 
of what they are trying to accomplish and what their 
listeners care about. Start there. Figure out what you 
care about and why. Think about its connection to your 
purpose and your listeners. Commit to it wholeheart-
edly. Only then can you make clear to others your con-
viction, your willingness to invest your time and other 
resources, and your aspiration for others to understand 
it as you do. Your capacity for expressing commitment 
will continue to improve with practice. 

3 
BEGIN A CONVERSATION  
THAT OTHERS WANT  
TO CONTINUE
Real leadership is relational. It begets 
genuine engagement and trust. Use ev-
ery opportunity to engage with people 

rather than broadcasting to rooms or groups. With this 
orientation, you will no longer perceive yourself as a 
lone leader, separate from others, and neither will any-
body else. 
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One executive who learned how to do this was the 
CEO of a major international organization — and also 
the only woman and non-family member on its board. 
Each year, she spelled out her objectives and proposed 
her budget in an annual presentation that took months 
to prepare. During the few weeks leading up to the 
meeting, she barely slept. Then she covered the material 
in the sequence the board had asked for, with a pains-
taking account of her preparations and conclusions. 

Despite all that work, and the high quality of her 
material, she never felt like she was being heard. At first, 
she thought her gender and outsider status were the 
reasons. Then she realized that her preoccupation with 
those differences had been driving her to blend in and 
pay less attention to her own priorities.

She began to think about the other board members 
as people. What did they care about most? (It wasn’t 
money.) What did they usually talk about? What would 
they pay attention to? She dedicated her time before 
the board’s next meeting to answering these questions. 
Then, instead of presenting information, she opened 
with a conversation. She named just a few key decisions 
that had to be made, and invited the group to discuss 
them. She made it clear that she was prepared, on every 
point, with the background information they needed 
but that she would bring it forward only in the context 
of questions as they came up. 

The board not only paid attention but commend-
ed her on her excellent work, and the positive response 
gave her renewed confidence as a leader. In the years 
that followed, her leadership prowess became a subject 
of widespread comment in her industry. It all began at 
that meeting. 

There are many ways to transform a performance 
into a conversation. In your speech, be concise. If you’re 
given seven minutes, take three. No one will say, “You 
didn’t talk long enough.” Use the points you make to 
invite a response. Then pay attention to the conversa-
tion that follows. Even those who don’t speak will feel 
more comfortable and more receptive to a productive 
relationship with you, because it’s now clear that you 
are open to dialogue. 

4 
FOCUS THROUGH  
YOUR BODY 
It’s hard to overstate how much your 
physical self is involved in the way you 
are perceived as a leader. How you move 
affects the way you feel, and how you 

feel affects the way you move, and it all changes the way 
you think and communicate. If you doubt this, stand 
up and raise your arms in a wide V over your head, and 
push your chin forward as if you’re crossing the finish 
line of a race. Social psychologist Amy Cuddy has noted 
that primates often adopt this position at times of tri-
umph. Even at less dramatic times, it tends to generate 
a feeling of confidence. Some of the business leaders I 
know privately spend a few minutes per day in this posi-
tion precisely for that reason. 

If you are comfortable with your body in general, 
you have an advantage over those who are not. You 
can command the room before saying a word. You 
don’t have to be an athlete, but even a moderate level of  
physical vitality energizes and supports your conviction 
and authority. Your listeners interpret it as a form of  
authenticity, and are more likely to respond with en-
gagement and trust.

A positive relationship with your body is not 
achieved overnight. It involves refining your breath-
ing style, gestures, and movement so that you are in 
sync with yourself: physically, emotionally, and intel-
lectually. This can be done in many ways, for example, 
through coaching sessions or movement classes in a va-
riety of disciplines. Breath work is one particularly use-
ful thing to learn — to alleviate stress, regulate your 
mood, and more. 

Many basic theater exercises are designed to devel-
op body awareness. Try walking around the room with 
different postures or poses. Pay attention to your own 
response; what kind of character feels this way? Does 
leading with your nose transform you into a busybody? 
Does leading with your chest lend you authority, or 
your hands make you feel expansive and engaged? Does 
putting your chin down make you seem reluctant? Try 
your knees or your elbows. Don’t accept my descrip-
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tions uncritically; the effect varies from one person to 
the next. Instead, draw your own conclusions. How 
does each one of these walks make you feel? 

When you build physical awareness, the body leads 
and the intellect follows. Reading descriptions of the 
process can take you only so far. Learning comes from 
doing. And the process never ends; even people who are 
very familiar with their bodies can learn to better chan-
nel that familiarity in a way that reaches other people.

 5
CULTIVATE SUSTAINABLE 
CURIOSITY 
Because there is always too much to do 
and too little time, people in positions 
of authority try to avoid distractions and 
operate efficiently. This way of working 

often translates into shutting themselves off from other 
people and their ideas. But leaders with a strong pres-
ence are open to the world. They cultivate sustainable 
curiosity: They are continually drawn to the unexpect-
ed and unfamiliar. 

In some organizations, sustainable curiosity is con-
sidered a specialized talent, indulged in by only a few 
“creative” innovators. But curiosity is an inborn element 
of human nature, and those who are truly competitive 
have learned to tap into it. The ex-surfer who still goes 
down to the beach sometimes to see what might hap-
pen on the waves; the public speaker who lingers to take 
just one more question from the audience; the mar-
keter who can’t resist reading social media comments; 
the technologist who follows journals outside his or her 
narrow field — they are all driven by the prospect of 
finding something unexpected. They may spend more 
time listening than talking, and yet they are often com-

pelling leaders, because their interest is infectious; oth-
ers are likely to join them in their explorations. 

You can demonstrate sustainable curiosity — or 
the lack of it — in the ways you interact with people. 
Interrupting someone else, for example, sends a viscer-
al signal that you are not interested in what they have 
to say. Most people respond by losing interest in your  
message. If you do interrupt, do so genuinely in ser-
vice of the group and make the reason clear. (“We only  
have 15 minutes left, and I want to make sure others get 
to speak.”)

The chief technology officer of a large aviation 
company set up a rule for weekly meetings that brought 
curiosity to the forefront for all attendees. He decreed a 
time limit of five minutes for the whole session — un-
less attendees could convince him they deserved more 
time. To make their case, people had to read the room: 
figure out every person’s mood, how people were likely 
to respond, and whether each person would think a 
topic was important enough to add the time. This made 
everyone intensely curious about one another. After a 
few weeks, managers in this group found themselves 
buttonholing each other between meetings to ask what 
was going on with them and how they felt about it. The 
ideas presented in the weekly meetings became more 
robust, because they reflected the connections among 
what everyone was thinking.

If you believe you are not naturally curious, be-
cause of your lack of interest in some aspects of your 
job, one strategy is to remember experiences or activi-
ties that sparked your curiosity in the past, and what 
you loved about them. You might have been a runner, 
for instance, and loved the feeling of discovery when 
you reached the crest of a hill and saw the vista on the 

It’s hard to overstate how much 
your physical self is involved in the 
way you are perceived as a leader.
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other side. Or you might have loved the thrill of being 
an investor and finding out that your instincts about a 
company were getting good results in your brokerage 
account. Once you identify what made you curious in 
that situation, find opportunities to apply the same atti-
tude in your work. By deliberately reliving those memo-
ries, you can reinvigorate your curiosity, reclaiming all 
the intellectual and emotional resources that came to 
the fore then — and that will help you now.

6 
START BY  
STANDING STILL
A CEO from one of the world’s larg-
est media companies was having  
trouble giving talks. For the first 15 
minutes, her audience sat stone-faced 

as she talked; then, gradually, they warmed up. Watch-
ing a video of herself, she noticed that she began speak-
ing almost as soon as she arrived onstage, pacing back 
and forth before the group. Theoretically, there was 
nothing wrong with this movement. After all, didn’t 
Steve Jobs pace? Onstage, however, she lacked gravitas 
and authority.

The culprit was nerves. This CEO was so con-
cerned about filling the stage that she lost track of what 
she wanted to say. She hired a coach, who told her to 
stand in one place, take a breath, count to five before 
beginning to speak, and command the room through 
her stillness. This sounded easy, but it took a surpris-
ing amount of practice to master. At first, the interval 
seemed like an eternity — she knew she had a lim-
ited time, a clock counting down in front of her, and 
so much to say. However, she noticed that after wait-
ing for five counts and taking a deep breath, her voice 

sounded lower and there was an air of suspense in the 
room. By standing still, she created a structure for her-
self that attracted everyone’s attention. She no longer 
felt the need to pace, and she could focus more on get-
ting her ideas across. 

Many leaders feel exposed in front of an audience, 
especially when there is no lectern or table to stand or 
sit behind. By standing still at first, you invoke deeper, 
more deliberate breathing, which helps you gather your 
thoughts. After that start, whoever you are — cheer-
ful, resolute, stern, optimistic, empathetic, expert, pas-
sionate, analytical, earnest, or any combination of those 
qualities — will come across more powerfully. 

Stillness is important not just for its effect on you, 
but for the impression it leaves on others. Five seconds 
of standing still will come across as thoughtful atten-
tion. It’s no coincidence that people use the phrase 
“standing for something” to mean having conviction. 
After that beginning, your movement will seem more 
natural and effortless, because it is.

7
FIND THE STORY IN 
EVERYTHING
Although children are aware of their love 
of stories — both telling them and hear-
ing them — many adults, particularly in 
business, forget that having a compelling 

narrative is a powerful tool. Stories create relationships 
between listeners and leaders through empathy with 
characters and connection with personal experience. 
They provide structure that makes your points seem 
inevitable. They show people what you mean to say, 
bringing the abstract and general down to earth and 
making it concrete, specific, and relevant. 

Although children are aware of their love 
of stories, many adults forget that having 
a compelling narrative is a powerful tool.
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Too often, business leaders ignore the stories they 
have to tell. Instead, they collect data and summarize it 
in list form, assuming that will substantiate their mes-
sage. But no one has ever been persuaded by data alone; 
people are persuaded by the way they feel about the 
data. Without an explicit story that makes sense of it, 
the data is much less meaningful. 

This is why PowerPoint-driven presentations often 
dilute the authority of a speaker. Listeners have a hard 
time splitting their attention between the data on the 
screen and the story told by the voice. You can be more 
effective with slides if they support, rather than repeat 
or distract from, your story.

There are many ways to find and articulate a com-
pelling story. One good general way to start is by ask-
ing, “When did we begin to care about this?” Then, 
“What happened next?” Then, “What did it all lead 
to?” And then, “Why do we care about it now?” The 
answers can be building blocks for your narrative, se-
quenced perhaps in the order in which they happened. 

Don’t worry about whether your story is literary, 
whether it has characters and conflict, or whether it  
follows the arc of a movie script. Simply pull togeth-
er and sequence the elements that are meaningful to  
you and will be meaningful to your listeners. Even if 
they’re just about the progression of a financial projec-
tion, those elements mean something. Everything you 
say will be perceived as a story anyway, so take advan-
tage of that. Give listeners your authentic view of how 
the elements fit together, of the chain of cause and ef-
fect as you see it, and of which elements are most im-
portant. Study stories that you love (including videos 
by speakers you admire) to see how they make an emo-
tional connection.

When it comes to the wording, use frank, natural 
language — simple, clear words such as you might use 
around the dinner table with your family or friends. 
Jargon, including many of the words that leaders and 
managers typically use, will be perceived for what it is: 
a vehicle for protecting yourself by making the subject 
less personal. Even evocative jargon, such as “boiling 
the ocean,” makes it hard to achieve a shared under-

standing, because it reminds people of other times they 
have heard the phrase. 

In the end, there is only one universal rule for sto-
rytelling: Everything you say should make people listen 
to the next thing you say. You can know if you have 
accomplished this by trying it out, being curious about 
the result, and iterating over time.

8
HOLD SOMETHING  
BACK
“People used to come to me when they 
needed to think outside the box,” said 
a sales executive. She was deeply upset. 
“However, I’ve recently been getting 

feedback like, ‘You have too much energy.’ ‘I can’t have 
you at a meeting.’ ‘You ask the wrong questions.’ ‘You 
bother everybody.’ What am I doing wrong?” 

For several years, she had tried to play the role of 
an authentic leader at her job. She had great curiosity, 
compelling body language, and terrific relationship-
building skills. But something was clearly off. I asked 
her to say as little as possible during the next few meet-
ings, and to instead pay attention to where other people 
were paying attention, and how they were responding 
to one another’s behavior. 

When we met next, she had identified the problem. 
She had been saying too much, substituting her own ex-
pertise for the progress of the group’s learning. She need-
ed to hold back and give them space, to let them develop 
to the point where their expertise matched her own. 

Authentic leaders don’t imply they have the last 
word. Instead, they recognize that their job is to bring 
out the best in others, and they hold themselves ac-
countable for doing so. This requires showing respect 
for their colleagues — not just as professionals but as 
human beings. 

You communicate that respect in small, unspo-
ken ways. One of the most important is to always hold 
something back. Get into the habit of leaving some of 
your own thoughts and opinions unsaid, to make room 
for the participation of everybody else. This has the 
added benefit of giving you more opportunities to learn. 
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Even salespeople need to internalize this. Your job 
may be transactional, but your behavior shouldn’t be.

I work with many people who pitch for investment. 
I’ve learned to tell them, “Never be closing.” Don’t go 
into an encounter with the intention of finalizing the 
deal that day. You will give people the feeling that the 
deal is more important to you than the relationship, 
and those people will not trust you. Customers buy 
more from those they trust. 

When you hold something back, you also take 
some pressure off your listeners. It shows that you have 
the intention of building a relationship, regardless of 
any particular transaction. If today’s deal doesn’t close, 
there will most likely be other opportunities, because 
the relationship is one of trust.

9
INVESTIGATE YOUR  
IMPACT 
I was once asked to advise the CEO 
of a rapidly growing tech company on 
how to help his top leadership team 
overcome some very difficult person-

ality clashes. The company had begun as an idealistic 
startup, and people still trusted one another’s inten-
tions, but they blamed each other for some recent mis-
haps. The CEO was the harshest; he blamed everyone 
but himself. Though everyone liked him personally, his 
way of handling relationships was one of the toughest 
issues the company faced.

So I went to the data. I asked the CEO to come 
up with 10 words that he felt described the company’s 
culture. His choices were positive: collaborative, safe, 
trustworthy, and so on. Then I asked the other lead-
ers to anonymously rate, on a scale of one to 10, how 
well each of those attributes described their company. 
The responses were much less positive. My client was 
shocked; he thought he knew his people well, and that 
their responses would be very different. He also finally 
took responsibility for rebuilding trust, starting with a 
new HR initiative to assess, anonymously, how people 
felt about the top team and the company. 

Leadership is intangible, but there are always ways 

to study its effects, on yourself and your people, in 
the moment and over time. This requires raising your 
awareness through a variety of means: your own con-
versations, independent surveys conducted by others, 
and performance-related metrics that reflect responses 
to what you (and other leaders) say and do. 

Technology has begun to augment these insights 
with techniques such as social network analysis. By 
mapping the path and frequency of communication, a 
social network researcher can identify important rela-
tionships. But as we saw with performance appraisals, 
you will never get enough insight from the analytic 
measures alone. 

In the absence of definitive measures of leadership, 
can you look past your own biases and limited informa-
tion to make the right choices? Can you be enough of 
an authentic leader yourself to recognize the same qual-
ity in others — and make your decisions about them ac-
cordingly? Can you do so reliably? Can you also make 
decisions about your own growth and conduct, based 
on a compassionate reading of your leadership presence? 
Developing this type of awareness is part of your path 
as a leader. 

10
BUILD YOUR  
 “MUSCLE MEMORY”
All truly authentic leader-
ship is improvisation. You 
come up with the right 
thing to say and do in the 

moment — not casually, but based on long experience, 
training, and insight. I learned this as a production as-
sistant in a theater where jazz legend Max Roach played 
one night. He was known for his gift of improvisation, 
but he rehearsed on the drums relentlessly before his 
performance. He chanted as he played: “You’ve got to be 
in before you go out.” After an hour of this, he turned 
to me and said: “Do you know what that means? You 
have to know how far you can go out before you have to 
come back in.” 

Leaders in the performing arts understand how 
much preparatory work is involved in improvisation. 
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Yes, you are acting in real time, responding immedi-
ately to events, and sometimes setting a new direction 
on the fly. But it is impossible to do this successfully, 
as a leader in business or anywhere else, if you do not 
have enough experience and understanding to know, as 
Roach put it, when to go out — when to take risks — 
and when to come back in. 

I often use the term muscle memory to refer to the 
quality you cultivate as an experienced leader — the 
quality that allows you to improvise successfully. It’s 
analogous to a specific kind of resilience that profes-
sional athletes are known for. When they are injured 
and must withdraw from play for a few months, they 
recover more quickly than an equally strong amateur 
would, because of their ingrained sense of where and 
how to focus their strength and dexterity. If you’ve 
played a sport for any length of time, you’ve experi-
enced this: It’s as if the muscle itself understands what 
to do, and takes over, giving you a sensation of whether 
or not you’re doing it right. In tennis, for example, you 
can feel when your stance is correct, and when you hear 
the pop of the ball on the racket, that knowledge is con-
firmed. In turn, the feeling you get from the sound of 
the ball hitting the sweet spot can permanently improve 
the way you play. 

Your leadership presence can be supported by 
a similar pattern of mental and emotional muscle  
memory. And because leadership involves the body, 
mind, and emotions, muscle memory is an apt way to 
refer to it. With enough practice, it can become second 
nature for you to address a group or a meeting in an  
authentic, authoritative way. Building this type of 
leadership presence will help you be resilient. Even 
in a crisis, it will help you focus on what’s happening  

right now, respond as the moment requires, and recover 
more effectively.

All 10 of these principles involve taking what is hu-
man and focusing and intensifying it in the service of a 
larger goal. The great choreographer Martha Graham 
understood this. As she famously said to her biographer, 
Agnes de Mille, “There is a vitality, a life force, an en-
ergy, a quickening that is through you into action, and 
because there is only one of you in all of time, this ex-
pression is unique. And if you block it, it will never ex-
ist through any other medium and it will be lost. The 
world will not have it. It is not your business to deter-
mine how good it is nor how valuable nor how it com-
pares with other expressions. It is your business to keep 
it yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel open.” 
If your goal is authentic leadership, then this kind of 
expression is your business as well. + 

Resources

Daniel Gross, “Why aren’t successful people happier?” s+b, Sept. 26, 
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caution during a crisis. 

More thought leadership on this topic:  
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Leadership is intangible, but there 
are always ways to study its effects, 
on yourself and your people, in the 
moment and over time.
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