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Often, we get feedback in the form of  
ambiguous or ‘motherhood’ type statements.   

In this month’s issue of Mentoring Matters,  
we navigate the nebulous arena of  

‘professional presence.’ 

MENTORING  MATTERS

Before you go out and buy an expensive  
new suit, check out this perspective 
from Andrea Garson, one of three 

Executive Roundtable members that 
Glain Roberts-McCabe asked for 

strategies on how to increase your 
presence in a way that still  

feels genuine. 

http://www.theexecutiveroundtable.com/
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Enhancing our professional presence is one of the abstract pieces 

of feedback we often receive in our career at some stage, typically 

as we are approaching management levels. But what does it 

really mean? As mysterious as this feedback can be, its meaning is 

grounded in performance, appearance, communication style,  

and relationships.

I always look at performance of an individual from two aspects—

the ‘what’s (their outcomes) and the ‘how’s (how they went 

about achieving these outcomes). It’s easy to give feedback when 

someone isn’t achieving the outcomes of their performance—did 

they achieve their objectives, did they hit their numbers, complete 

that project on time, etc. It’s not so easy to describe to someone 

how to change who they are and how they act. Professional 

presence is more about “how” you conduct yourself, how you carry 

yourself, relative to your communication style, both verbal and non-

verbal, your attitude, and your level of engagement.

Throughout my career I’ve had the benefit of working with some 

excellent mentors and role models, both male and female, and  

I’ve picked up a few tips regarding professional presence.

“I’ve been told I need to demonstrate more  
‘professional presence’ and gravitas in my role. 
How do I do this in a way that feels authentic?”
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TIP #1:  Be true to yourself.  

No matter how much advice you receive on your appearance, or 

presence, or gravitas, if you choose to make changes in order to 

enhance your career prospects, make sure that you don’t step 

outside of your comfort zone or else you will fail on more than one 

front. You will come across fake, or awkward, or possibly as if you’re 

hiding something as you will always be conscious of what you’ve 

changed and not focused on your task at hand.  

Consider, for example, if you never wear high heeled shoes and 

someone recommended shoes with heels. I, for one, cannot 

walk well in heels and my teenage daughter always tells me how 

awkward I look trying to walk down the hallway in heels. While 

heels can add a cleaner, slicker, more professional look than flats, 

especially when wearing a suit, look for thicker or wider heels as 

opposed to spikes, so that with perhaps just a little bit of practice 

you can be comfortable standing or walking, as opposed to 

just sitting. Whatever changes you choose to make, ensure they 

represent who you are and what feels natural to you, not who 

someone is advising you should be. It’s OK to step outside your 

comfort zone, but not to the point of discomfort.

TIP #2:  Once you “know yourself,” ensure your presence 

defines who you are. 

You need to dress professionally, spend time on grooming, 

choose jewelry appropriately, and ensure your makeup subtly 

enhances your face (as opposed to looking like you are dressing for 

Halloween). There are several ways to appear professional and still 

show your personality. I had loafers made for me by a Canadian 

craftsman and they are pink, with yellow and purple patches. They 

are unique—no one else has the exact same pair—and I’ve had 

so many people comment on these shoes. The uniqueness of my 

shoes, the confidence to wear them, the ability to match them with 

a professional outfit, helps define to others who I am, what I like and 

what I want people to know about me. 
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TIP #3:  Communicate with power, credibility and a sense  

of competence.  

Public speaking is a scary prospect for many, however, if you are 

confident in the material you are presenting, you will be great. It’s 

when you’re asked to present material that someone else created 

or that is not something you know well, that you will likely come 

across less professional.  

As silly as this sounds, rehearsing in front of a mirror really helps—it 

forces you to practice eye contact (in this case with yourself) and 

helps you see what you look like standing. If you want to take it to 

the next level, set up a video camera and record your practice—

when you play it back, you will likely identify some natural quirks 

you have (such as saying “um” or “ah” to stall while you are thinking, 

or constantly switching from leaning on one leg then another). 

Reducing these quirks will help you avoid distracting your audience 

from what you are saying and practice will do that for you. Make 

sure you are comfortable with the material you are presenting so 

you can exude the competence to gain credibility.

Tip #4:  Be present. 

Listen to people when they speak to you. Stay focused on 

the conversation—don’t check your texts or look away. Show 

enthusiasm and energy in conversation with others, in your everyday 

work, in meetings, or when talking to people at the water cooler.  

Engage in your workplace—attend social activities and participate, 

ask questions to learn more, volunteer to participate in projects or 

committees, introduce yourself to people you work with but have 

never met. Follow through on commitments to others. Be present.

Professional presence is something that can evolve, with the right 

coaching and practice, but it can also be the one thing that costs 

you your next promotion if you don’t pay attention to it.
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Glain Roberts-McCabe is passionate about the art of leadership and 
supporting ambitious mid-career leaders. She created The Executive 
Roundtable to provide emerging leaders with the navigational skills, 
tools and savvy needed to manage increases in scope, pressure and 
leadership complexity.

Andrea Garson has over 20 years of HR experience, 
responsible for driving strategy and supporting 
initiatives to attract, motivate, develop and retain the 
best talent to her organization’s objective. Her expertise 
in the field of leadership development, employee 
engagement and retention is highly regarded, having 
been featured in a number of media outlets including: 
The Toronto Star, Canadian HR Reporter, Benefits Canada, 
Metro News and on CBC, CTV, and CP24.   
Andrea’s expertise was 
gained through working 

with in a variety of top tier companies 
including Cardinal Health Canada,  
Roy Foss Motors, Workopolis, Dell Canada 
Inc., The Pepsi Bottling Group, Loblaw 
Companies Limited, and The Halifax Herald Ltd.
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