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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR
Authentic Gravitas


“We need more leaders with gravitas—people who are authentic, humble, and wise. Rebecca is one of a rare bread, a business psychologist as well as a genuine scholar—her book is full of practical wisdom and academic insight on how gravitas can be nurtured.”


—Alexander “Sandy” Pepper, professor of Management Practice, London School of Economics and Political Science


“Authentic gravitas is not about power or position but about how to lead with character and dignity. This book will certainly challenge your thinking and hopefully your behavior, as it has mine. A must-read.”


—Flip Flippen, chairman of The Flippen Group and New York Times–bestselling author of The Flip Side


“Rebecca dispels the myth of that ‘mythical something’ that few people seem to possess but we all seek to have: to have weight, value, influence; to catch and keep the attention of others. Delving into what makes gravitas, and the personal beliefs and habits that get in the way of embodying it, Rebecca helps the reader realize that gravitas, which is seemingly innate, spontaneous, and effortless in those who have it, is actually the result of practice and preparation. Rebecca’s book is a guide to being who we are, in the best way possible.”


—Julie Okada, managing director, Duke Corporate Education


“A must-read for leaders who want to bring out the best in themselves and their people. The robust tools in this book will help you to identify practical ways to drive value and make a significant, meaningful impact.”


—Heidi K. Gardner, author of Smart Collaboration and distinguished scholar, Harvard Law School


“Authentic Gravitas gives leaders a practical roadmap to achieve two things: a way to be much more effective in how they communicate; and, at the same time, a way to do this that is true to who they are. Every leader I know should read this book.”


—Elsbeth Johnson, PhD, senior lecturer, MIT Sloan School of Management


“It is great to see a book that gets to the heart of what it means to influence well and how to do it. A must-read.”


—James Prior, global head of leadership, Oncology, Novartis


“Full of thought-provoking ideas and practical gems that will help you build gravitas and make you a stronger leader.”


—Hsern-Wei Ling, executive director, Learning and Development, PwC Malaysia




To Saskia, Sam, and Amélie


Thank you for reminding me every day,
in your own little ways,
the power of courage, curiosity,
and most of all,
uncontrollable laughter.
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INTRODUCTION


The view from the top-floor meeting room of the London office was spectacular on this remarkably sunny day. Red buses, black cabs, old buildings, bustling sidewalks, and an endless skyline set the scene for my early morning coaching session with a partner of an established professional services firm. After a fairly lengthy discussion about what areas were most important to his personal development, Jonathan leaned in and quietly said to me, “Do you know what I really need? I need more …” Seeing his struggle to find the right word, I offered, “Gravitas?” “Yes! I need more gravitas!” he exclaimed, appearing relieved at just being able to pinpoint and label this “thing” he felt was missing from his otherwise successful career.


As an organizational psychologist who has spent twenty years coaching professionals and facilitating leadership development programs, I have had the immense privilege of hearing clients share their most intimate personal development goals. One of the most frequent requests I receive is to help them develop more gravitas. At the same time, there’s a palpable sense of disbelief that gravitas is something that is actually obtainable—at least for them. But when we explore further, we discover that it’s not standing out in the room for the sake of being noticed that they really want—it’s to be valued. What they’re after is to be respected and trusted, and to be worthy of that respect and trust; to stand out for making a positive, significant impact in their immediate sphere of influence. But they want to stand out as themselves, holding true to their own values, rather than pretending to be someone else or simply copying another’s style: “I still want to be me.”


We’ve all been in a room with a group of people talking and throwing around their ideas and opinions, discussing and debating the best way forward. Then one person says something and it seems like everyone stops, leans in to listen, and considers what this person is saying. It’s as if their opinion carries more weight, or there’s some kind of pull toward them in the room that makes everyone take note. They’re able to pause midsentence and nobody jumps in to fill the silence. It’s not that they’re necessarily more senior or experienced, louder or more soft-spoken, more motivating or more somber, more serious or more upbeat than anyone else. Yet their words, their opinions, their ideas carry weight. They have an intangible quality: There’s just something about them.


Throughout this book, you will meet some truly inspiring leaders and professionals who built authentic gravitas, and you will learn how they did it. We’ll look at what gravitas is, what it isn’t, and debunk the gravitas myths to discover the surprising truth about who stands out and why. This book is for professionals who want to increase their own gravitas, and for leaders looking to help others around them to grow their gravitas. It matters to me personally because through leadership and professional development programs, and particularly in coaching, I’ve discovered time and time again that it really matters to my clients. It’s often a genuine concern, not necessarily overwhelming, but a consistent niggle—one that they’re not always comfortable talking about openly, but that they feel holds them back from having the impact they desire. And they’re not sure what to do about it. It can be frustrating, exhausting, even debilitating to experience the quiet burden of feeling that you lack gravitas. This book is designed to empower you (and those you lead) with the knowledge that you can develop gravitas, and to equip you with practical tried-and-true tools to do so. My goal is to break down something that is seemingly intangible into a quality you can develop, while at the same time staying true to you.


Often people feel they have gravitas in their regular working life, the day in, day out interactions with colleagues, clients, and associates they know well, but when giving a speech or presentation, they seem to lose all confidence. It can be extremely disheartening, knowing that in “real life” you’re better than how you show up in meetings and presentations. For others, they feel they have gravitas in those big moments, but they may lose it in some of their day-to-day challenges with colleagues. Either way, it’s annoying to think, If only I could just be myself and not lose my cool in those critical moments. My intention in this book is to help you do just that—to be more of yourself, and as such, to have more authentic gravitas, whether in informal one-on-one conversations with a colleague or in your most formal meetings and presentations. It is possible to intentionally build skills to ensure your best “real self” is coming across—even, or especially, in your most pressure-filled moments.


The insights, ideas, and techniques offered in this book are based on research I conducted with professional development experts and leaders across many industries, and the experiences of thousands of dedicated professionals I’ve had the incredible opportunity to coach, train, and advise over the past two decades. Among the many stories that fill these pages, we hear from a British consultant, Mehira, on how she tackled the “Trap of Expertise”; Jackson, a disheartened American COO who felt he’d “lost his swagger” during a particularly challenging point in his career—and how he got it back; and a Spanish professional, Juan, who made some small daily changes to increase his authentic gravitas in the midst of a demanding schedule. In this book, you’ll find wisdom and ideas gleaned from hundreds of dedicated researchers, particularly in the fields of psychology and organizational behavior. These include findings on psychological stress from a study at a Japanese brewery, American researchers’ insights into the extraordinary career success of players in the National Baseball Hall of Fame, a comparison of Chinese and Canadian negotiating techniques, Israeli researchers’ study of elite soccer goalkeepers’ actions in penalty kicks, an analysis of two thousand firms in Malaysia on which influencing techniques are used by transformational managers, and British researchers’ analysis of the relationship between emotions and complex decision-making in the brain.


Here’s what the research shows: people with gravitas “lead the room,” regardless of their place in the hierarchy; they respect authority but don’t wait for a title change to take ownership and make a positive difference. They are able to close the inevitable gap between their intention and their impact. These commitments and behaviors are not reserved for a precious few; authentic gravitas is not restricted to those of a certain age, gender, personality, or any other personal characteristic. In this book, we’ll see how even wisdom is something that can be learned (and we’ll learn how to do it). We’ll look at how to build trust, influence, and authentic gravitas with integrity, through a disciplined commitment to self-leadership, as there is a proven relationship between how we lead ourselves and our ability to lead others. Of course, this work is not always easy, so we’ll explore how to manage nerves and negative self-talk, and how to sustain authentic gravitas even when things are hard and amid the reality of a challenging schedule. We’ll conclude by discussing the power of genuine collaboration, because having gravitas is not about being an invincible superhero, but rather a “joint adventurer.” This requires vulnerability, humility, and risk-taking. We can’t get caught up in zero-sum-game thinking—“I can only have more gravitas if you have less.” And we’re certainly not talking about self-important, self-serving dominance or posturing, or simply being the loudest person in the room. Authentic gravitas means you are respected and trusted, your words carry weight, your ideas are taken seriously, and your contributions are valued, but it also requires you to bring out these qualities in others. You are not only inspiring but inspire greatness in others. As you do this, people gravitate toward you.


Ultimately, for the many people I’ve had the privilege of partnering with on their journey to building gravitas, the most important and empowering moment is not when they learn a new technique or introduce new behaviors (although as we’ll see throughout the book, these small changes can make a big difference). It is when they make the necessary initial shift in their mind-set to recognize that in order to have gravitas they don’t need to feel confident, but they do need to choose courage. We tend to be critical of ourselves when we don’t feel confident or qualified, which perpetuates a negative cycle. But we should regularly be nervous. Stepping out of our comfort zone and stretching ourselves with opportunities that make us somewhat uncomfortable is a requirement for growth. Gravitas is reserved for those who continue to challenge themselves and increase their skill, regardless of whether it feels good in the process. Do not wait to feel confident. Choose to step out and be courageous, and you’ll likely find that your confidence grows along the way. Courage precedes confidence.


Many clients whisper when sharing that they want more gravitas, as if unsure whether it’s something they should actually want. But I think there is greatness in committing to the courage and discipline required to grow in this skill. I am continually inspired by my clients’ determination to have a positive impact and add significant value as they navigate their unique professional journey. My wish is that this book will inspire and equip you on yours.




ONE


THE MYTHS OF GRAVITAS


What Authentic Gravitas Is (and What It Isn’t)


Something happened to me at forty-five that had a shattering effect on my life … I suddenly realized one day that the conductor doesn’t make a sound. He depends for his power on his ability to make other people powerful. And when I realized it, it had an overwhelming effect … I realized my job was to awaken possibility in other people.


—Benjamin Zander, conductor and musical director of the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra and the Boston Philharmonic Youth Orchestra


Five years ago, a colleague and I were running a leadership development program with a global telecommunications company. Over twenty years, I’ve had the privilege of hearing thousands of leaders and professionals share their personal goals and challenges. This day stands out to me. At the start, we asked each of the thirty-two participants to briefly share their leadership goals and challenges. Each in turn shared their thoughts on the reality, aspirations, and complexity of leadership in today’s organizational life. One gentleman from Norway, perhaps a little older than the average participant, shared, “My name is Anders. I’m from Oslo. I’ve been in this business for eight years and have been in the industry for more than thirty. I’m just a few years away from retirement and I have only one goal for the next few days in this program. I’m only thinking about one thing. I want to leave a good footprint on the lives of those who I work with. That’s it. I want to map out exactly what that looks like and how to do it well.” I looked around and saw thirty-one smiles around the room. It was not purely his statement that grabbed me; it was the impact it had on everyone around him. Anders had everyone’s attention. In that moment, he was the person (we all know them and often wonder, What is it about them?) who made us all pause, the one who stood out from the crowd, the one who influenced the way everyone around him thought. Our unspoken, collective challenge was, When was the last time I thought like that? I want to.


THE MYTHS OF GRAVITAS



“She has gravitas.” “He has gravitas.” We use the word gravitas as a label for people who are listened to, taken seriously, considered important regardless of their hierarchical position: their opinion matters, their ideas have weight. There are three myths about gravitas, psychological barriers we can face, that we need to debunk in order to build authentic gravitas.


First, we have the Myth of the Gravitas Gift. This is our incorrect instinct that we either have gravitas or we don’t; that we are born with it or not; that it is reserved for a few personality types, people of a certain disposition, or even a physical type. Or perhaps it’s something reserved for people with decades of experience and gray hair. But for most people, their inner gremlin whispers, It’s not me; I’m not like that. It’s a quiet, immensely personal statement, and we regard it as fact. But not only is it untrue, the myth is dangerously self-defeating. It means that while we might try to be better in meetings, clearer in presentations, and have more impact with our boss, clients, and peers, ultimately deep down many of us believe we just are not one of “those” people with the gift of gravitas. If we are not convinced gravitas is something that can be developed, that we personally could develop, then we won’t engage in the behaviors and disciplines required to develop the skills. After all, what’s the point in trying to upskill in something we ultimately can’t control?


Second in line is the Myth of Confidence: we believe that for gravitas, we need to have confidence because we perceive confidence in those people we consider to have gravitas. But what the research shows is that those people aren’t consistently feeling confident; they are choosing to be courageous. It is courage that drives gravitas, not confidence. Confidence may develop, particularly in response to the successful outworking of courage. But those with gravitas do not wait to feel confident; instead, they choose to be courageous.


Thirdly, there’s the Myth of Charisma. We sense that gravitas is reserved for people who would be considered naturally charismatic. Here’s the good news: it’s not. People with charisma may have authentic gravitas, but gravitas doesn’t require charisma (more on this in chapter 2).


THE GRAVITAS JOURNEY



It’s time to debunk these unspoken myths in our minds. We look first at the Myth of the Gravitas Gift. The starting point in developing greater gravitas is acknowledging the reality that gravitas is not something a person has or doesn’t have. A person is not born with gravitas. Nor is gravitas something you suddenly acquire: “I’ve got it!” Rather, it’s something that builds. We can all increase our degree of gravitas. You have the potential for greater gravitas. It’s not something predetermined, it’s not reserved for a gifted few; it’s a choice that we make about what we build into our lives and, as a result, what we give back out. So while we may say someone “has” gravitas—and I use this language throughout the book to keep the discussion succinct—it is not a fixed quality. Rather, it refers to people who are regarded widely and consistently by those around them to have a high degree of gravitas. Whether or not you feel like you have it to some degree now, it’s something you can choose to build.


My colleagues and I have been asked to coach hundreds of professionals who worry, “I don’t have enough gravitas,” or whose managers believe, “He/she needs more gravitas.” They come to us with a degree of disheartened resignation, because even while these professionals are asking for help, this gravitas myth whispers to them that in reality, not much can be done. But looking at the journeys of professionals we’ve coached, we have many examples to contradict the myth. Those who previously did not believe they had gravitas now recognize that others tend to consider them someone whose contribution carries weight. Or at a minimum they express (with a palpable sense of relief) that it’s “no longer really an issue.” Many managers who considered gravitas to be a key development area for a member of their team now assert that the person has more gravitas. So gravitas can be developed. It just takes courage and discipline.


OTHERS GRAVITATE TOWARD YOU



Now that we’ve addressed what gravitas isn’t, let’s have a look at what gravitas is. The Cambridge English Dictionary defines gravitas as “seriousness and importance of manner, causing feelings of respect and trust in others.”1 The origin of the word in Latin, gravis, means “serious.”2 In this book, we’ll explore whether this definition holds true in today’s workplace for professionals looking to develop their gravitas.


In my research for this book, I interviewed a wide range of leaders and professionals across various industries from around the world, as well as specialists in, and teachers of, leadership and professional development. I additionally analyzed discussions of gravitas by professionals in coaching sessions over a ten-year period.


I found that people in the workplace considered to have gravitas certainly are respected and trusted by others. Colleagues consider their contributions to be important, but they are not self-important; that is, they do not demonstrate a belief that they are “more important or have a higher value than other people.” They demonstrate “seriousness” in situations that require it, and they give “importance” to the issues that matter, such as those that impact the achievement of collective goals. When it comes to seriousness, others do take them seriously. They are not, however, necessarily serious in personality. Some were described as consistently serious, but most were not—rather, while they were all taken seriously, some were described as bringing timely “levitas” or regularly using humor to bring lightheartedness to a situation.


There is no personality requirement for gravitas: people described as having gravitas displayed preferences and behaviors across the full spectrum of personality types. In terms of individual attributes, there is no physical, age, or gender requirement for gravitas—it is based on our mind-set, behaviors, and skills that we can choose to develop.


The truth is, gravitas looks different for different people. You can have gravitas and still be you. Professionals show up with gravitas in all kinds of different ways. The way we apply the word gravitas around the world does not concern the “manner” or style of a person, but rather is more closely related to one consistent quality: the value they add, and the process by which they do so.


BEING VALUED



We can believe it’s just about the way someone speaks or their nonverbal behaviors (body language, tone of voice, and so on), but at the crux of it, people considered to have a high degree of gravitas in the workplace are simply and powerfully bringing substantial value to the situation they’re in and the people they’re in it with. Their contribution to the conversation is greatly valued. Most of us want to be people who are valued by those we respect, because of the pronounced value we add. This is the true foundation of gravitas: being taken seriously because you add significant value—in the meeting, to your clients, to your colleagues, and in your work. Not because of your position and not because you’re looking to stand out just for the sake of being seen, but because you’re consistently and powerfully making a noteworthy contribution to both the people and the situation, and engendering respect and trust because of it. Lead the room is a phrase I’ll use throughout the book when referring to gravitas. People with a high degree of gravitas were often referred to in interviews as having the ability to “lead the room”—adding value in such a way that they are able to powerfully shape or direct the conversation and decisions for a collective positive outcome, regardless of their title or position.


Psychology professors Brosch and Sander at the University of Geneva note that “value” (the importance, worth, or usefulness of something; principles or standards of behavior; one’s judgment of what is important in life) is arguably one of the most central concepts governing human life.3 Hence the significance of understanding this topic and how we can contribute value to the interactions and the situations in which we find ourselves.


Having a high degree of gravitas at work means you are taken seriously, your contributions are considered important, you are recognized as adding substantial value, and you are trusted and respected.


People gravitate toward you.


What I call “authentic gravitas” comes when we make this contribution intentionally and courageously, in line with our values and our unique strengths. Professionals with a high degree of authentic gravitas make a positive, significant impact on both a situation and the people around them. They are deliberate about it: clear about their goals for impact and influence, and courageous and disciplined in choosing to act on those intentions. They are mindful of collective goals, and intentional about how they show up. As such, they are better able to offer an important contribution, one that is in line with their values and convictions about what matters. They are more likely to be taken seriously and engender feelings of respect and trust in others. They are valued because they add value to the situations they are in and the people they’re with.


THE DARK SIDE OF GRAVITAS



Authentic gravitas stands in contrast to what I call “adverse gravitas,” the dark side of gravitas. It’s important to make the distinction, because without it, we may question whether gravitas is something we should actually want. Or, in seeking to increase our gravitas, we can unintentionally slip into behaviors that do not have the impact we intend.


In coaching conversations and research interviews, people made this distinction and clarified their goals around gravitas. For example, “I’d like more gravitas, to be someone others feel is worth listening to and taken seriously, but I don’t want to come on too full-on, I don’t want to come across like a bully.” Or, “I feel like I need more gravitas, to be able to get and hold attention in the room, to be someone others look up to, but I don’t want to be like X. She makes people feel like rubbish, and you don’t feel like you have a choice or a say in anything.”


With the dark side of gravitas, the stereotypes play out. A person displaying adverse gravitas may be aggressive, act like a bully, and/or draw on positional power to achieve self-serving goals through manipulation or coercion. They may foster an environment of fear, where others feel they need to walk on eggshells around them.


Adverse gravitas need not incorporate negative intent. It may not comprise manipulation or coercion. The dark side of gravitas can simply involve someone posturing and dominating in such a way that other people or the situation are adversely affected. It happens often when people aren’t being mindful about their impact on others. If one person takes up all the space, even without negative intent, they can control the conversation and stop others from contributing. They may fail to give due weight to inquiry and overload on advocacy. As such, they can reduce the potential collective knowledge, understanding, and insight. Sometimes people do this because they want to be seen. When talking in the security of the coaching room with people who demonstrate behavior associated with adverse gravitas, many disclose insecurities and a lack of confidence. The problem is that in their posturing, they have failed to be vulnerable, and those around them interpret their behavior as self-importance rather than self-protection. While others may have sympathy for the latter, they have no patience for the former.


Someone exhibiting adverse gravitas may be unaware of their impact, of when they might be railroading the situation, making others feel less valued or less able to contribute. One of the first executives I was asked to coach was constantly making people around him cry. Jonas was taken seriously, and he was regarded as playing an important role in his organization, but he didn’t have a positive impact on the people around him. He added value in content but not in people’s experience, thereby reducing others’ ability to add value and diminishing the collective quality of that content. He did know that sometimes people on his team or in the wider office would be upset, although he didn’t appreciate the full extent of this. But even where he did see it, he didn’t know what it was about his manner that was negatively impacting people, nor did he know how to change. He was a strong, dominant, talented professional, but it wasn’t his intention to make others feel diminished, so we worked to change his impact from adverse to authentic gravitas. Jonas became more intentional—first by deciding how he wanted to impact others. He began adapting his style, proactively seeking feedback, and sending purposeful and sincere messages that he valued others. This wasn’t always easy but he was committed. Jonas went on to receive unsolicited feedback from senior peers about the positive changes they saw in his working style and impact.


Whether intentional or unintentional, displays of the dark side give gravitas a bad name. Most of us have encountered people who only display gravitas at a surface level; they can be serious and self-important in manner, acting as though they should be trusted or deserve respect, but have a negative impact on a situation or the people in it. Equally—let’s be honest—many of us have displayed elements of the dark side, perhaps unknowingly at the time. When driving a situation forward, it’s easy to slip into having an accidental negative impact on others. But if we’re clear about what we mean by gravitas and what it looks like in practice, we’re more likely to add value without detracting from others’ ability to do the same. This creates relationships that are rooted in trust and mutual respect. We can start to put into place behaviors that enable us to make a significant, positive impact on the situations we’re in and the people we’re with. We’re giving ourselves a better chance of being taken seriously, making important contributions, and being valued, trusted, and respected.


WHO STANDS OUT (FOR GOOD REASONS) AND WHY



Professionals with authentic gravitas stand out. But how do they stand out? What do they do—or not do—that makes them stand out with gravitas?


Throughout this book, we’ll look at what underpins authentic gravitas, the research on those foundations, and simple yet powerful techniques for how to develop it. We’ll see how, with the right mind-set and behaviors, we can become increasingly valuable at work and have a powerful impact by drawing on intra- and interpersonal power, rather than relying on hierarchical power. We’ll discover what we can do before, during, and in all the spaces between encounters, to genuinely be the person who adds substantive value when we are in the room. It’s what often comes out when we explore the meaning behind the sentence, “I need more gravitas,” going deeper to, “I want to be someone who is legitimately regarded as adding significant value, as myself (i.e., in line with my values and strengths).” This starts with a mind-set shift and then builds by implementing specific skills and techniques to align our intention and impact.


The first step I’ve identified is debunking the myth that gravitas is fixed and recognizing that it is accessible to you: it is something you can choose to build. You can also help the people you lead to develop it, regardless of your—and their—position in a hierarchy, gender, age, or personality. Once we’ve moved past that myth, we can engage in two behaviors that underpin authentic gravitas: being intentional and courageous.


CLOSING THE INTEGRITY GAP: FROM INTENTION TO IMPACT



After we recognize that gravitas is something we can work on, the next step is to be clear about what exactly it is we’re working on. The goal is to get clarity around your intention for impact and act in alignment with it. I believe the single greatest barrier to a professional’s success is failing to have clarity about the impact he or she desires to have on a situation or the people around them. In the busyness of today’s working life, it’s easy to just run out the door in the morning and rush through the day, never asking yourself the golden question: What kind of impact do I want to have on the people I encounter today? In this chapter, we’ll look at how to gain clarity around your desired intention and then minimize the gap we all have between our intention and our actual impact. For authentic gravitas, we need to be intentional. It’s not just about standing out for the sake of it; it’s about choosing how we want to show up and knowing why.


Choosing Your Footprint


When it comes to leadership, clearly choosing what kind of leader you want to be can be the missing step in leading well.4 The same is true with all our professional hats. What kind of colleague do you want to be? What kind of team member? What kind of adviser? It’s the question missing from so many leadership and professional development programs: “What kind of leader/professional do you want to be?” In these programs, we facilitate and encourage self-awareness (what kind of leader/professional you are), get participants to map their journeys so far (what has made you the leader/professional you are), share knowledge and ideas (what kind of leader/professional you should be), and help people acquire new skills and adopt new behaviors (this is how you can become that kind of leader/professional).


But we don’t focus strongly enough on arguably the most central components to leadership and professional success: intent (the kind of leader/professional you want to be) and impact (the legacy you want to leave). As shorthand, I refer to these two components combined as your “professional footprint.”


In my experience, many have thought about their leadership or professional footprint at some point, but few have defined it clearly enough to guide their behavior and evaluate their “success.” Even fewer give it regular consideration—letting it guide their daily decisions—or share it with others to get feedback and be held accountable.


I’m not saying we should all have the same leadership and professional success criteria—far from it. To develop authentic gravitas, you need to define your desired personal footprint and be intentional in your daily work. You need to give yourself space, time, and permission, and ask for help where you need it, in order to clearly define the culture of leadership and the professional environment you want to build around you. The leaders and professionals who demonstrate authentic gravitas powerfully align their impact with their intention.


Being intentional, however, is not a one-off act of deciding how we want to show up and what impact we want to have. Rather, being intentional in the context of authentic gravitas incorporates regular discipline. People with high levels of authentic gravitas continually reduce the gap between intention and impact by assessing—both from their own observations and others’ feedback—how they are living up to those footprint goals, and make the changes necessary to keep building it on a day-to-day basis. The research revealed that the somewhat glamorous notion of gravitas is rooted in the unglamorous reality of self-regulation.


It is this discipline or self-regulation that enables us to have integrity. We all fall short, at times, of what is referred to as “behavioral integrity,” or consistency between our words and actions, our stated and enacted values, and our promise-keeping.5 The reality is that once we clarify and espouse our values and intentions, we set ourselves up to fall short, with our actual impact often not being quite on the mark. But as we stay mindful of the potential gap and maintain the discipline to seek and act upon feedback, we are able to continually reduce that gap and increase our integrity.


Central to creating a positive footprint are:


[image: ] Defining the kind of leader/professional you want to be. Write down words you would want others to use if they were asked to describe you.


[image: ] Knowing clearly how your personal goals align with, and help achieve, your organizational/team vision and purpose.


[image: ] Fostering self-awareness, reflecting on your own behavior, encouraging others to give you feedback, and knowing what naturally energizes you so that you can be someone who brings energy and resilience to the room even amid the pressures and challenges of organizational life.


[image: ] Recognizing differences that may arise between your intent and your impact.


[image: ] Committing to continually grow and learn in both knowledge and skill.


[image: ] Self-regulating. As my London School of Economics colleague Dr. Emma Soane argues, “The strength and the challenge of self-regulation is ensuring that you have coherence between your personality, your behavior, and your professional goals.” We need discipline to choose action that aligns our intent with our impact. It requires commitment to prioritize action that aligns our intention and impact—not over but through the urgencies, the stresses, the disappointments, the highs and lows of day-to-day life.


My challenge now to every client, whether established or new to their professional journey, is the same question I need to regularly ask myself: Do you know—and are you mindful of on a daily basis—what footprint you want to make? The reality is, people with gravitas lead the room. So be intentional about how you want to lead the room—whether you’re officially a leader or not—because deciding can be the missing step to leading the room well.


“I’M JUST NOT LIKE THAT!”: A QUESTION OF AUTHENTICITY



Deciding on a footprint—this clarity around intention and impact—can make us wary of being inauthentic. When looking to develop gravitas, people often say, “I don’t want to pretend to be something I’m not.” Building gravitas is certainly not about pretending to be someone else.


Authenticity can be thought of as understanding one’s real self (such as deep-level and conscious cognitions, emotions, and beliefs) and acting in congruence with that.6, 7 To put it in everyday terms, it’s about being aware of what we personally really think, feel, and believe, and acting in a way that reflects our values. Researchers describe this alignment between conscious understanding of oneself and behavior as “authentic living.” The quest for authenticity has positive benefits for us personally, with studies suggesting authenticity is one of the strongest predictors of well-being.8 We can be authentic when we have clarity about our values and beliefs, are transparent with them, and—while nobody ever does this perfectly all the time—be intentional about outworking those on a day-to-day basis. Being authentic does not mean being fixed in our habits and the ways of interacting that we’ve (most likely unintentionally) developed over the years.


In this book, we will look at various research-based styles and techniques that my clients have found useful to increase their own gravitas. But this is not about adopting the style of others or pretending to be something we’re not. It’s about developing our skills to put our own personal best foot forward, thereby minimizing the gap between our intention, our action, and our impact. Our intentions stem from our values and beliefs, so in acting to align intention and impact, we should increase authenticity, even though this usually means trying out new ways of behaving.


Discussing the link between authenticity and gravitas recently with my students at the London School of Economics, I shared with them how I discovered (the hard way) that I have a natural tendency to be stubborn. At the same time, it emerged that the outworking of this in my communication style at work was negatively impacting a close colleague, Sarah. I’ll share more on this later, but if being authentic were about being true to my natural style, I would remain stubborn in my future encounters with Sarah. But this is not in line with my values, my beliefs regarding how I should interact professionally, nor my intention: this is not how I want to “show up” with Sarah. The outworking of my stubbornness is not how I want to impact her. Wanting to be authentic was not permission to stick rigidly to my “natural style” or to continue having a negative impact on my colleague. I needed to learn to act in a way that aligned my intention and impact.


A New Natural


One of my clients, Mitan, challenged me on how he could change and be authentic. When I spoke to his senior manager, who had recommended Mitan for coaching, he said Mitan needed “more gravitas, to stand out more in the room and connect with clients more quickly and effectively.” Mitan recognized these as areas he was “weaker” in, though he wasn’t convinced he should be trying to change. “But I’m just not like that,” he pleaded with me. “I don’t want to pretend to be someone I’m not. Other people just click and connect with the clients, and I’m just not like that. I can’t chat the way they can and I don’t get attention the way others do. But my work speaks for itself and I thought everyone was happy with that.” While Mitan certainly was valued for the written work he contributed, being able to connect with clients and hold their attention face-to-face was also part of his role. Thankfully, these are skills he could develop. When we discussed behaving differently, he pushed back on the authenticity front. But when we looked at the impact he wanted to have, his intention toward his clients, and his convictions about delivering the best for his company—in every area of his role—he was open to change.


Mitan was skeptical at first that he could change, but we walked through a few techniques he could put into place, and he was prepared, if somewhat apprehensive, to try them. I asked him to just try some new techniques for a few weeks until we met again. For Mitan, this began with acknowledging the Trap of Expertise, building in time for Space in the Middle, being mindful of his Virtual Gravitas, and committing to the Principles of Wisdom (just some of the techniques we’ll look at throughout the book). We made some tweaks along the way, but over time, these became second nature to Mitan, and his appraisal feedback and subsequent promotion served as evidence to him that he could be “like that”—if he chose to. Rather than sticking rigidly to his natural style and habits of interacting that had developed over time, he came to agree that it was more important to try to adapt. That way, he’d have a better chance of impacting other people in the way he wanted.


Wanting to be “authentic” is not an excuse to be fixed and say, “I’m just not like that.” Yes, one’s personality—distinctive characteristics and patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving—is relatively stable over time. And holding others’ attention, being taken seriously, and connecting with and positively impacting those around them may seem to come more naturally to some people than to others. But people who feel (and potentially fear) that it’s not as natural for them to do these things can implement practices to have more gravitas and the impact they desire.


Being authentic demands clarity and discipline to sometimes move away from old habits, try new things, and be true to your intention for impact. Throughout the book, you’ll find suggested techniques and ideas for shifting your mind-set and behaviors in practice to increase your gravitas. You might not feel that all are appropriate or relevant for your particular context. But if you do choose to try out some new ways of thinking, behaving, and interacting, you might feel awkward or like it’s “not you.” It might be hard, but don’t let negative self-talk or fear of others’ judgment (particularly those people who’ve known you for a long time) let you think you’re being inauthentic. It might not feel natural immediately, but if you’re clear about how you want to show up, what your goals are for your impact on your situations and other people, you’re being true to your intention. You’re being more authentic than people who are just running through life without thinking much about their impact and what they want it to be—not clear or mindful of their beliefs and intentions. And while these practices might need a bit of tweaking along the way, if you stick with it, get feedback, and adapt accordingly, you’ll find a new “natural,” and gravitas—while always a journey—will feel more like you.


CHOOSING COURAGE OVER CONFIDENCE



The next challenge to tackle, when looking to build authentic gravitas, is the Myth of Confidence. People regarded by others as having gravitas are almost universally described as confident. You might feel like confidence is the main ingredient lacking from establishing your own gravitas. So does gravitas require confidence? The surprising answer is no.


Many people with gravitas don’t actually have the confidence we imagine them having. They don’t all wake up thinking, I’m awesome. I’m ready. Numerous clients whom others describe as having gravitas have confided in me that they still have to look at themselves in the mirror each morning and tell themselves, You’ve got this. You can do it. One of my friends who runs multiple large teams, who certainly is valued, trusted, and respected, is consistently making an important and serious contribution, describes how she “team briefs” herself. Others refer to it as their own pep talk. And off they go, showing up in a way where they are widely and consistently taken seriously, valued because of the value they add, trusted, and respected. How do they do it? How do they seemingly choose confidence? Here’s the reality. They don’t. They feel the fear and do it anyway. They choose courage. And as they choose to be courageous and act in alignment with their values, they build confidence. Authenticity breeds confidence—not “I’m going to rule the world” confidence, but inner strength that says, “I know who I am, I know what matters to me, and I know how I want to show up.” As we’ll see throughout the book, this comes with discipline, practice, self-reflection, and humility.


While the virtue of courage has been extolled for a long time, emerging in the management research is now a consensus as to what actually constitutes courage, including these essential components.9, 10, 11




	Intentional action. It involves deliberate consideration and a voluntary willingness to act.


	A worthy goal. The focus is a positive, important outcome.


	Perceived risks, threats, obstacles, or challenging opportunities. There may or may not be varying levels of fear, but it does involve significant risk to the person. In a work context, this could be social or psychological risk as one engages in different activities to take up a new, challenging opportunity. It could be speaking up and standing up to make a positive difference. In the context of servant leadership (in which courage is considered a crucial characteristic), courage is about daring to take risks and trying new approaches to old problems.12





Courage and integrity (which we build as we minimize the gap between intention and impact) were found in research to be the two most important virtuous predictors for C-level executive performance.13 While they are vital for the C-suite, they are accessible to all. Both are choices we get to make.


People who are regarded as having high levels of authentic gravitas may look confident, but actually they are choosing to be courageous. At times, in any given context, they will feel confident, often increasingly so as they become more acquainted with that context and grow in the skills required to add positive, significant value there. They do not, however, feel consistently confident. And with each new venture or opportunity comes a wavering of confidence, but also a continued commitment to be courageous. In line with the essential components, they are (1) intentional; (2) looking to make a significant, positive impact on the situation they are in and the people around them; and (3) in pursuit of a goal that is associated with some risk. For example, they may step forward to take on new opportunities, contribute alternative viewpoints and take a strong position, seek constructive feedback, and try new behaviors when interacting with people at work to better align their intention and impact.


Here’s what’s great about discovering that it’s courage rather than confidence we need for authentic gravitas. As courage by definition involves some perceived risk or challenge, we can see how our feelings of nervousness, anxiety, or even fear are reasonable responses to what we’re embarking on. That’s true whether it’s speaking up to lead a discussion in a room full of new people, putting your hand up for new and unknown projects and challenges, committing to pushing your knowledge base and growing your expertise, engaging in difficult conversations, or trying new behaviors to connect with and influence others. We talk about “confidence,” but what we actually need is self-efficacy. As psychologist Albert Bandura noted, confidence refers to strength of belief, but I could, for example, be “confident that I will fail at this endeavor.”14 What we want to feel is the psychological resource of self-efficacy: the expectation that we can perform competently across a broad range of challenging situations that require effort and perseverance.15 Self-efficacy is fairly stable but can be developed (for example, through successful experiences or role-modeling). Leader self-efficacy involves the confidence to successfully motivate others.16 Of course, we want this psychological resource! I’m certainly not arguing that confidence is a bad thing. Quite the opposite. It’s just that it’s not a prerequisite for increasing authentic gravitas. It may be a positive output rather than a necessary input. Interviewees regarded by others as having high levels of gravitas vulnerably revealed that they don’t consistently feel this in their quests to continue having a positive impact and adding significant value. They are, however, (1) intentional, (2) working toward a worthy goal, and (3) aware of a real risk that they might not be successful. They are, by definition, choosing to be courageous.
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