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Executive presence
1S not perfomative.
[t is alignment

BECKY KOWALL

they command a room. Many organi-

sations still approach it this way, offer-

* ing workshops on body language, com-

munication techniques or presentation :

skills. But for today’s senior HR leaders,

that definition is no longer sufficient. :
In environments marked by volatili- :
ty, scrutiny and rising expectations of :
leadership integrity, executive presence :
is not about performance.It is about :
i ence asacosmetic skill.

At its core, executive presenceis the :

. Thehidden cost of misalignment
people trust, or question, before a lead-
er ever speaks. And HR plays a pivot-
al role in shaping whether presenceis :

alignment.

felt experience of leadership. It is what

authentic and steady, or rehearsed and
brittle.

Presence is formed before the

moment
One of the most overlooked truths
-about executive presence is that it does
not begin in the room. It begins before

¢ the moment.Long before a leader en-

© ters a meeting, the organisation has
i already formed expectations based
Or years, executive presence has
been treated as a kind of profes-

sional polish: how leaders speak, :
how they dress, how confidently :
. Do their words and actions align un-
. der pressure? When presence is treated :
¢ as something to “turn on”for key mo- :
ments, leaders often default to perfor- :
¢ mance.But performance erodes trust
quickly. People can sense when confi- :

on consistency, clarity and credibili-
ty. Teams are constantly reading sig-
nals: Do leaders follow through? Do
they make decisions, or avoid them?

denceis manufactured.

HR leaders are uniquely positioned
to help executives understand this dis-
tinction and to stop reinforcing pres-

Misalignment between authority,

behaviour and influence is one of the
most common reasons leaders strug- -
gle with presence.When decisionrights :
. are unclear, peers begin to question

judgment. When accountability is in-

presence collapses under pressure.

These dynamics often surface as :
communication or interpersonal chal- :

= 1

consistent, confidence erodes. When :
leaders are elevated without support, :

- Executive presence
isnotabout being

- the loudest voice or
- the most composed
- figure in the room.
Itisaboutbeingthe
- most aligned: Aligned

with purpose.Aligned
with authority.
Aligned with values.
When presence

is built this way,
leaders don’t need to
perform.They simply
arrive,and the room
responds.

For HR leaders tasked
with shaping the

- future of leadership,
. that distinction

matters more than
ever.
lenges, but they are

|

Executive presence fal-

. . around them lacks clar-
- -

structural at their core.

This is where HR’s strategic role be-

i comes critical.

Rather than coaching leaders to
“show up differently,” HR must ask

i harder questions: Are expectations
i clear atthislevel? Is authority matched
: with responsibility? Are leaders sup-
: ported through transitions, or simply
: promoted and left to adapt?

Presence cannot compensate for or-
ganizational ambiguity.

Presenceisbuiltin transitions
Executive presence is most visible

during moments of transition: promo-
tions, reorganizations, mergers, leader- :
¢ ence development must evolve accory.

. ingly

: Anewmandatefor HRleaders

ship changes or crises.

These are the moments when lead-
ers feel exposed, and when the temp-
tation to perform is highest. Many re-

spond by over-preparing their message '
while neglecting the internal work re- :
i shouldno longerbe positioned as

quired tolead with steadiness.

HR leaders can shift this pattern by
reframing transitions not as visibility :

tests,but as alignment tests.

The most effective leaders do not
rush into rooms scattered or reactive. :
They enter grounded, clear on what
they are accountable for and willing
to hold uncertainty without filling the :

space with noise.

pen.It is built through clarity of role

and mandate, permission to pause be- :

forereacting and support in navigating
pressure without defensiveness.
These are organisational muscles,

. notindividual traits.
ters not because lead- :
a7 ers lack charisma, but :
. . because the system :

Many approaches to executive pres-
ence emphasise external behaviour
because they are easier to teach and

. observe. But when behavior is not
. grounded in clarity and consistency,

. credibility, especially in high-st

. seeing the downstream effects:

. not presence that performs for the

——

{ they compromise trust.

Leaders learn how to speak wiith

* confidence, but not how to decide vy

conviction. They learn how to Project
calm, but not how to process conflict
They learn how to command atte,.
tion, but not how to earn trust.
Over time, this creates leaders v,
look the part but struggle to s

emotionally charged environm
Senior HR leaders are incre

P

gagement, quiet resistance, fra ch ure
leadership teams and a lack of ps:
logical safety at the top. Executive

For HR leaders operating at the ¢,
terprise level, executive prgo 1ce

skill or a finishing touch.It is a leadsr.
ship infrastructure issue.

The questions that matter most are
not how confident a leader appears
or how polished their delivery is
whether people trust that leader whep
things get hard, whether their actions
reduce or amplify organisational

© iety and whether they create clarity .
That steadiness does not just hap- : '

complexity by how they show up.
HR’s role is to help leaders buiid
presence that holds under pre:

room. That means integrating cxecy,
tive presence into leadership tians
tions, succession planning, role clarity
and decision-rights design, and cec-
utive coaching focused on coherence
rather than optics.
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