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Abstract 

Executive presence is widely recognized as a critical leadership competency that determines 
how leaders are perceived, trusted, and followed. This Teaching Paper presents a structured 
Executive Presence Checklist, adapted for the realities of non-profit organizations, 
especially in developing countries and resource-constrained environments. Drawing from 
leadership scholarship and practical insights, the checklist covers four core domains: 
gravitas, communication, appearance, and personal branding. These elements combine to 
project confidence, authenticity, and influence. The paper explores both theoretical 
underpinnings and actionable guidance, offering a tool that is immediately applicable in 
leadership development, training, and coaching. Through a practical case study and 
reflection prompts, the paper bridges academic literature and practitioner needs, equipping 
leaders to cultivate executive presence as a strategic asset in advancing organizational 
impact. 
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Executive Summary 

This paper introduces an Executive Presence Checklist as a teaching and training tool for 
emerging and established leaders in the non-profit sector. The checklist is divided into four 
areas: gravitas (projecting authority and integrity), communication (verbal and non-verbal 
effectiveness), appearance (professional presentation), and personal branding (sustaining 
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consistent and credible leadership identity). For academics, the checklist provides a 
framework for analyzing leadership presence as a social construct. For practitioners, it 
offers a ready-to-use guide to enhance credibility, influence, and trust within diverse 
organizational and cultural contexts. 

Purpose and Learning Objectives 

The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to equip leaders and educators with a practical tool 
for developing executive presence. 

Learning objectives: 

1. Understand the four domains of executive presence and their role in leadership 
effectiveness. 

2. Apply the checklist in self-assessment, training, and mentoring contexts. 

3. Identify practical strategies to enhance executive presence in resource-constrained 
environments. 

4. Critically reflect on challenges and cultural variations in leadership presence. 

Background and Context 

Scholars and practitioners alike emphasize that effective leadership extends beyond 
technical competence to the ability to inspire trust and convey authority (Drucker, 1999; 
Goffee & Jones, 2006). Executive presence has emerged as a shorthand for this leadership 
quality, often described as the “X-factor” of leadership. Sylvia Ann Hewlett (2014) 
identifies gravitas, communication, and appearance as its three pillars, while others 
highlight the importance of authenticity and personal branding (Patton, 2008). In the non-
profit sector, where leaders must mobilize resources and inspire diverse stakeholders, 
executive presence plays a particularly crucial role. This Teaching Paper adapts these 
insights into a practical, accessible checklist for non-profit leaders and trainers. 

Practical Guide: The Executive Presence Checklist 
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1. Gravitas 

◦ Convey confidence and decisiveness in speech and action. 

◦ Maintain calm composure, even under stress. 

◦ Demonstrate respect for diverse perspectives. 
Practical note: In non-profits, gravitas often involves balancing authority with 
empathy toward beneficiaries, staff, and donors. 

2. Communication 

◦ Speak with clarity and conciseness. 

◦ Use vocal variety to sustain engagement. 

◦ Practice active listening and thoughtful responses. 
Practical note: Many non-profit leaders work across languages; clarity and 
attentive listening can compensate for linguistic limitations. 

3. Appearance 

◦ Dress appropriately for cultural and organizational context. 

◦ Maintain confident posture and body language. 

◦ Ensure neat grooming. 
Practical note: Professional appearance does not always require expensive 
attire; consistency and neatness communicate respect and discipline. 

4. Confidence and Poise 

◦ Prepare thoroughly for all public engagements. 

◦ Use mindfulness or breathing techniques to manage anxiety. 

◦ Visualize success to build confidence. 
Practical note: Leaders in low-resource settings often face skepticism; calm 
preparation strengthens credibility. 

5. Personal Branding 
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◦ Identify and consistently communicate your values and strengths. 

◦ Align messaging across platforms. 

◦ Cultivate networks strategically. 
Practical note: Non-profit leaders often embody their organization’s mission; 
consistency strengthens trust with stakeholders. 

Case Study 

Situation: A young director of a rural education NGO in Kenya was struggling to gain 
credibility with international donors. Despite her expertise, her nervous delivery and casual 
dress undermined her authority in donor meetings. 
Application: Using the Executive Presence Checklist, she worked with a mentor to improve 
posture, practice vocal variety, and prepare donor briefs in advance. She also aligned her 
LinkedIn profile with her organizational mission. 
Outcome: Within six months, she secured two new grants, attributing part of her success to 
the improved projection of confidence and professional presence. 

Common Challenges and Tips 

• Cultural differences: What conveys gravitas in one culture may appear arrogant in 
another. → Tip: Adapt presence to local norms while maintaining authenticity. 

• Resource constraints: Professional grooming and attire may feel out of reach. → 
Tip: Focus on neatness and consistency rather than luxury. 

• Anxiety under pressure: Stress can undermine communication. → Tip: Use 
breathing and mindfulness techniques before high-stakes engagements. 

• Overemphasis on image: Appearance without substance can backfire. → Tip: 
Balance professional image with competence and integrity. 

Reflection Questions 

 of 4 7



1. Which domain of the Executive Presence Checklist is your strongest, and which 
requires improvement? 

2. How does cultural context shape expectations of executive presence in your 
environment? 

3. In what ways can you practice communication techniques that strengthen clarity and 
engagement? 

4. How does your personal branding align with your organization’s mission and values? 

Limitations and Considerations 

Executive presence is subjective and culturally contingent. What appears confident in one 
setting may be interpreted as aggressive or detached in another. Furthermore, focusing 
excessively on external appearance may risk undermining authenticity. This checklist should 
therefore be used as a flexible guide, adapted to organizational and cultural realities, rather 
than as a rigid standard. 

Academic Value 

For academia, this paper contributes to the growing discourse on leadership development, 
translating abstract concepts into a structured tool that can be studied, tested, and refined. 
For practitioners, it provides a simple but powerful training and mentoring resource, 
bridging theory and practice. 

Conclusion and Next Steps 

Executive presence is not innate but can be cultivated systematically. By practicing the 
domains outlined in this checklist, leaders strengthen their ability to inspire trust, influence 
stakeholders, and represent their organizations effectively. Next steps include integrating the 
checklist into leadership training workshops, mentoring programs, and self-assessment 
exercises within non-profit organizations. 
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