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Executive Presence 
The Art of Commanding Respect Like a CEO 

by Harrison Monarth 

Consider the lion, the "King of the Jungle." Or is he? He's not the 
sharpest tool in the shed — apes and elephants are smarter. He's 
not the biggest wildcat — that would be the tiger. And he isn't even 
a great hunter — he leaves that tiresome chore to the females in 
his pride. But what he does have going for him is an imposing appearance — love 
that mane — and a roar that scares the stuffing out of anything within earshot. In 
other words, he has image. 

This doesn't mean, says Harrison Monarth, that the lion is a fraud. When the chips 
are down, he can be a real tough guy. It is the combination of both image and 
ability that earns him his title. He has presence. So too can you, says the author, if 
you apply the principles he has developed and refined at his global 
communications consulting firm, GuruMaker. They are the result of extensive trial 
and error experience, the latest research on interpersonal communication and 
human behavior, and intensive one-on-one interaction with top-level executives 
and professionals. 

Monarth, who is also bestselling co-author of The Confident Speaker, asserts that 
while success and presence may be thought of as innate in the entertainment 
world — you've either have it or you don't — in the business world you can 
acquire these powerful attributes the old-fashioned way, by learning. 

However, the final outcome is not fully under your control. Ultimately, what counts 
is how people perceive you; they subject their judgments to all kinds of individual 
personal filters, built on past experience, memories, prejudices and beliefs over 
which you have no control. The best you can do is to get to know and understand 
these filters as much as possible, so you can play to their existing "thought-
modeling," making your pitch about them and the effect that your content will have 
on their lives, rather than making it about you or your priorities. 

Influencing People 

If you already understand the value of smiling at people, knowing their names and 
inquiring about some aspect of their lives, you may already be a practitioner of 
what the author calls "social intelligence." This is not a new term, nor even one 
coined by Monarth, but he sees it as a prerequisite of contemporary managerial 
success. It is, he says "a sense of the energy and image one is putting out to 
others, coupled with an understanding of what works and what doesn't, what will 
cultivate loyalty and approval … (versus) … what will come off as egoistic, 
insecure and insensitive." 

It involves everything from the way you appear and move, how clearly you 
communicate information and objectives, and the receptiveness of your antenna 
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in being able to read people, to a style that is authentic (people can easily spot 
phoniness) and empathetic. If that's not you already, Monarth offers a seven-step 
crash course to take you there: 

1. Consciously work to use your senses. This means deliberately taking the 
time to observe your surroundings. You can do this anywhere — on the 
way to work, in the office or at the mall. Breathe in the air and the odors 
and mentally explore them. Look at people's facial expressions and try to 
judge their moods. Think about the sounds you are hearing. 

2. Examine your strengths and weaknesses. In this context, it means finding 
out how people regard you — either formally (360-degree appraisal) or 
informally (by just asking people for feedback). Establish how you relate to 
your peers. 

3. Practice being authentic. Step out from behind the mask and commit to 
building relationships based on honest conversations with others, 
admitting and apologizing when you're wrong, and asking for help when 
you need it. 

4. Communicate with simplicity and clarity. Forget the jargon and big words. 
Review your use of language and eliminate unnecessary details that you 
might previously have slotted in to boost yourself. 

5. Practice empathy. Get in the other person's shoes and try to see issues 
from their perspective. When you see their perspective — and let them 
know you have — you close the gap between the two of you. 

6. Make yourself listen. This is tied in with empathizing. You can't really 
experience another's perspective if you're thinking about what you're going 
to say next, rather than taking in what they're saying. Listening in a 
broader sense also involves watching their body language and 
expressions, and using yours. 

7. Create a plan to practice and implement these steps — and work at it over 
an extended period until this way of being is second nature.  

Some of the skills that you can apply to these tactics involve reading people and 
predicting their behavior. As stated earlier, an important first step is getting to 
know them. This enables you to establish a baseline — what's normal for that 
person — so that you can sense when something is not right, and you're only 
likely to pick that up if you are applying strategy #6 — listening to what they say 
and watching how they behave. 

When it comes to actually influencing their behavior, Monarth falls into line with 
the current thought trend that old-style command-and-control techniques are out 
and persuasion, motivation and empowerment are in. The distinguishing feature is 
that the former involves fear-based compliance, whereas the latter depends on 
buy-in — a personal commitment to achieving a goal. And this is achieved by 



 

 
 
Ss  

 

3 |    The Business Source     www.thebusinesssource.com      All Rights Reserved 
 

creating win-win situations in which those you are trying to influence can see 
what's in it for them. 

Of course, it's not as simple as that. You need another set of tools. You need the 
ability to simplify tasks so your team doesn't feel overwhelmed, you must exhibit 
credibility by explaining situations openly and honestly, and finally, you need to be 
inspirational, using techniques like "story-telling" (using examples and anecdotes 
to show how success can be achieved). Additionally you need to develop a 
culture in which decisions are team-driven, rather than management-driven and 
finally you must make support and other resources available to achieve common 
goals. 

Monarth draws an important distinction between "persuasion" and "manipulation," 
which comes down to ethical behavior. Manipulation involves threatening negative 
consequences for non-performance and its results are usually only short term. 
Persuasion, by contrast, involves convincing people to take action in a direction 
that serves the needs of both sides in a positive way — a win-win situation. It's 
based on trust, which means the receiver is ready to tune in to your ideas, to 
listen to your message in the belief that it is meaningful. They respond because 
they want to, not because they have to, and the benefits therefore tend to last for 
the long term. 

Building on this, the author offers a list of ethical principles for influencing others. 
These include the importance of maintaining a high-visibility profile; actually 
behaving in a likeable manner; having, and ensuring that those around know you 
have, previous experience in similar situations as the one you are now dealing 
with; amplifying elements of whatever your are proposing that supports corporate 
goals and values; and demonstrating your passions for business strategies and 
ideas. 

The author concludes this section of the book with an elaboration of two other key 
attributes he considers critical to achieving executive presence: 

Ably managing conflict: Whether you are a party to a conflict or an 
observer/arbitrator, listen carefully to all that is said and seek to separate the 
issues from individuals' positions on them. (For instance, an issue might be the 
company's time-off policy, while an employee's position might be that she's 
entitled to take a break because of the amount of unpaid overtime she has 
completed.) Start with the issue first. Use empathy so you can let the other person 
know that you see (even if you don't agree with) their point of view. 

Don't be emotional, be tactful. A useful tactic, when you are part of the conflict, 
uses first person, "I", statements which defuse some of the accusatory elements 
of a dispute. For example, saying "I was angry when you said that about me" is a 
factual statement and less contentious or judgmental than "What you said about 
me was wrong." Look for a win-win compromise where both parties give up 
something they want in exchange for an alternative or partial gain (including the 
cessation of conflict). 
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Conducting difficult conversations: As giver or receiver, most of us have been 
party to those conversations that involve feedback, discipline or even a firing. Like 
most writers in this field, the author recommends dealing promptly with issues — 
not letting them fester. Again, emotional control comes in and personal prejudices 
go out. Clarity, with specific examples, is key to the process in which you balance 
directness in addressing the issue (because you are open and honest) with 
sensitivity (because you are able to listen and empathize). 

Your Brand, The Media, and Your Reputation  

The second half of the book is devoted to three inextricably linked elements of 
professional image — the development of your personal brand, the implications of 
a 24/7 Internet-driven media, and how to manage your reputation. The point is, of 
course, that today's low-entry barrier to multi-media communication, thanks to the 
worldwide web, has provided a tool that can literally make or break us. 

The bad news (depending on how you look at it) is that we don't have a choice on 
whether or not to have a personal brand. It is there, de facto, because it 
comprises everything about our visible behavior, as witnessed by others. Those 
who choose not to actively manage their brand are left with a random mish-mash 
of behaviors and perceptions that can do nothing good for their executive 
persona. 

To ensure the respect of your peers, employees and bosses, and eventually the 
general public, Monarth suggests you need a controlled approach to the subject. 
In which case, a useful technique would be to start to thinking of yourself as a kind 
of corporate entity: My Executive Presence, Inc. As with a business, it involves 
focusing on your product — every element of your output and customer 
relationships — with the power to hire and fire each aspect. The important thing 
is, like any good marketer, you must have control over everything to do with how 
you are perceived. 

Make a personal commitment to move from random to controlled branding. 
Conduct an honest appraisal of your current brand status — how your actions and 
behaviors are perceived. From these, you can identify the changes you need to 
make, then develop and implement a strategy for doing so. 

Marketing yourself is going to be a component, but this is not about bragging 
rights; it's about seeking opportunities to demonstrate your talents to the benefit of 
others and your company. The Internet can be a useful ally for this — as a 
medium where, through social networks and blogs, you can express your views, 
communicate with like-minded individuals, belong to common-interest groups or 
"tribes," and offer advice and informed commentary. 

Your brand is naturally affected by the way you relate to the media and its inbuilt 
bias. To some extent, all of us are subject to prejudice of one sort or another. In 
the media, this may manifest in the selection of stories and issues to be covered, 
the wording of headlines, the choice of subjects and the way they are edited and 
presented. People who know how to handle and even exploit this approach have 
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earned a reputation for a skill that, these days, we call "spin." With input from 
seasoned PR professionals and experienced journalists, Monarth recommends a 
simple, three-part strategy to make sure you get your message across via the 
media: 

1. Know exactly what that message is and the underlying objective in 
delivering it. Strengthen and develop it, then take every opportunity to 
deliver it to your target audience. 

2. Get your key messages across. "No matter what the situation is, it's 
imperative that you find a way to tell your side of the story," says Monarth, 
recalling the advice of a PR expert to a CEO whose company was 
restructuring. He took the initiative and invited the media to a briefing on 
the plan, thereby defusing potential controversy. 

3. Understand and accept that once you say something, it's true. By this the 
author means that once you deliver your message, it's out there. You can't 
call it back. Tell the truth and always be acutely conscious of what you're 
saying — otherwise, it may come back and bite you.  

The core principle here is that silence is not an option in your media relationship. 
Rather, you should be using them to enhance your reputation and raise your 
profile. Your starting point is recognition that we live and operate in the world of 
the sound bite and you must be able to exploit this. If not, the media will create 
one for you. Remember the movie You've Got Mail? Tom Hanks, in the role of the 
owner of a discount book store, gives a lengthy interview justifying his discount 
policy that threatens other businesses. What did the media use from that 
interview?: "I sell books, sue me." By contrast, recall Ronald Reagan's carefully 
crafted sound bite when he said at the Brandenburg Gate: "Mr Gorbachev, tear 
down this wall." The point is that, if you don't think in sound bites, the media may 
extract one and quote it out of context and against your intended message. 

"Even if you're not in the public eye, sound bites are every bit as important 
whether they occur in crucial conversations in which you want to have an impact, 
job interviews or speeches," the author points out. "The common denominator 
here is that you want to be memorable. You want the core of your message, your 
argument, to be remembered." 

And how do you create a sound bite? Simple. Know who will be listening and 
mold your comments to fit them. Refine and edit them ruthlessly, removing 
anything that is not essential to successful interpretation. Shape what's left, using 
word skills like repetition and alliteration. Rehearse. Then test it with focus groups. 

Here are some further tips for success with the media: 

 From the event invitations you receive, accept those that are likely to be 
covered by the media, offering the biggest return on your investment of 
time. 
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 Use your expertise to become a "thought leader" by offering the media 
useful ideas and information about issues. You might even write a book, 
article or paper that reflects your depth of knowledge. 

 Create a stunt — ala Richard Branson, the Virgin founder and chief who 
has gained millions of dollars' worth of free publicity by fronting high-
profile, novel media events. 

 Sponsor an event. This doesn't have to be a megabucks event. It might be 
an award, a scholarship or an annual show.  

As you follow these routes to a higher profile and a solid reputation, know too that 
the media, in the broadest sense (that is, including the Internet) can just as swiftly 
demolish them if things start to go wrong. These days we see more and more 
evidence of this online with controversial blogging, anonymous comments, 
compromising emails and leaked memos. These may be unavoidable but they will 
be exacerbated if you are slow or fail to react to them and lack your own presence 
on the web. 

On other occasions, a crisis in your business will be a real test of your executive 
skills in handling the media. 

"This is where one's executive presence is put on trial, asserted or destroyed," the 
author warns. "If you haven't learned how to deal with a crisis situation, your first 
experience will probably be an unpleasant surprise." That goes for any size of 
business, and a crisis can come at you from all sorts of directions, from false 
accusations and confidential information leakage, through to industrial accidents 
and natural disasters. 

You need a plan — preferably not one that you had to devise in response to the 
crisis but one you already had in place in anticipation of it, though you may not 
have a choice. Either way, it should have two parts — what you will do to correct 
the problem and how you are going to communicate the whole business to your 
stakeholders. 

When the crisis does hit, start by asking questions to build up the picture and don't 
act until you have all the facts. In framing your response, especially in relation to 
the media, visualize the ideal outcome after the trauma and articulate the goals 
you will set to get there. Always be available to the media — no "no comment" — 
and be open and honest, which can sometimes even defuse the whole media 
interest in the incident. 

There are other things you might consider doing to protect your reputation in a 
crisis. For instance: 

 Surprising the media, challenging their preconceptions and perhaps 
coming up with an aspect they didn't know about. 

 Changing the subject. That's not to suggest being evasive or deceptive, 
but simply to set a different agenda that becomes the focus of attention. 
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Electronics company Siemens famously did this after a corporate bribing 
scandal; they launched a multi-million dollar international advertising 
campaign that focused on the things they did well. 

 Using your passion for the issue to appeal to people's emotions. If you 
make your case powerfully and sincerely, you may find your audience is 
sympathetic to your cause. 

 Finding the silver lining. Look for something good that might emerge from 
the ashes of the disaster. Famous case in point: when the manufacturers 
of the analgesic Tylenol recalled their entire product after a tampering 
scare, they found they earned a new level of trust from their customers.  

A Side-note About Body Language 

Ideas about observing and using body language weave throughout the book 
rather than being focused in a single chapter. Monarth's view is that our 
understanding of this vital ingredient of communication is sometimes poor and, 
oftentimes, flawed. Much of what we believe, he says, is a myth, and research 
shows we are only about 20% effective in reading body language. 

Drawing on the experience of the FBI, he points out that because we know that 
avoidance of eye contact can be an indicator of deception, this does not mean 
that frequent eye contact indicates truthfulness. The very fact of this awareness 
makes people — crooks anyway- purposely maintain eye contact, but, in this 
case, they usually overdo it. 

Investigators also study eyelid movements — people who disagree or disapprove 
tend to blink slowly, which is useful to know when you have an established 
baseline of someone's normal behavior. "Professional people rely on baseline 
behaviors to recognize deviations," the author points out. 

In terms of one's own body language, you can use this effectively during 
discussions, especially where there has been a conflict or where a difficult 
conversation is taking place. Here, eye contact is important, conveying sincerity 
and signaling that you are listening. Occasional nods from you can confirm this, 
providing the gesture doesn't also signify agreement. You also convey meaning in 
your tone of voice, volume, the way you strand, move and sit, and the way you 
dress. 

"Everything matters and everything is magnified when you're in the public eye …" 
Monarth explains. "The public cares very much about the seemingly insignificant 
and personal aspects of self-presentation, and smart communicators heed their 
expectations." 

Conclusion 

In many ways, Harrison Monarth's book serves as a useful primer on enlightened 
management practice for the 21st century, rather than merely a route map to 
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acquiring executive presence. For example, his guidance on communications in 
the age of the Internet is invaluable to any manager and his discussion of 
personal branding provides an up-to-date spin on what is a relatively new subject 
even for seasoned executives. 

As the author himself says, it's not your father's company any more. The presence 
and essence of the effective CEO have changed significantly in the past 20 years, 
so there is something new for virtually everyone in what he has to say. 

Nevertheless, his ideas on how to gain that presence and command respect, may 
be distilled into five principles: 

 You have to learn to read people so that you can shape your message to 
their interests; you do this by sharpening your own sensitivity to what is 
going on around you. 

 Your management style must be one of team-working, persuasion and 
trust building, not the old-fashioned, manipulative command-and-control 
approach. 

 You build your personal brand by being authentic, open and honest and by 
addressing issues and conflict directly and with sensitivity. 

 You explore and exploit the Internet as a means of raising your visibility 
and responding to issues that affect you and your business. 

 You manage media relations by seeking to control the agenda, being 
available and approachable, and offering insights and information that 
establish you as an expert and useful source.  

Now, with Manarth's ideas in hand, you too can put these principals into play and 
command respect like a CEO. 

 


