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6.6 The quality of your presence 
 
Being centred means having the ability to recover one’s balance, even in the midst of action.  A centred person 
is not subject to passing whims or sudden excitements.   
Being grounded means being down-to-earth, having gravity or weight.  I know where I stand, and I know what I 
stand for: that is ground. 
 
The centred and grounded leader has stability and a sense of self. 
 
Adapted from Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching in John Heider’s “Tao of leadership” (1985) 
 
What does it means to you to be a management consultant?  We have explored the role in 
section 5, but at the centre of the role is you and the quality of presence you bring to each 
situation.  I believe that for all the activity oriented skills and knowledge necessary to be a 
competent consultant, the dimension of ‘presence’ is at the heart of excellence in 
management consultancy.   
 
What do we mean by ‘presence’ in this context?  There are many possible perspectives on 
presence.  One aspect concerns your groundedness in who you are, the values you embody, 
the stance you take.  A related aspect to this concerns your confidence and self-esteem.  
Another aspect concerns your present-centredness, your level of consciousness in the here-
and-now, your attention outside of yourself.  More commonly presence is associated with 
charisma and states of being or energy.  Related to this is how you express or present 
yourself.  All of these influence how you experience yourself and your impact in consulting 
situations.  As a professional consultant, this very personal dimension is paradoxically at the 
core of your effectiveness.  
 
We will now explore these different aspects of presence in more detail. 
 
Presence and groundedness in who you are, the values you embody through your stance 
 
This aspect of presence concerns: 
• being centred and grounded in your-self 
• expressing your values through the way you are 
• taking a stance 
 
Edwin Nevis, in his book on a Gestalt approach to organisational consulting (1987), views 
presence as central to a consultant role; “in the process of helping the client system to 
improve its functioning, the consultant is to provide a presence that is otherwise lacking” 
(page 53).  He elaborates on this: “the consultant is not only to stand for and express certain 
values, attitudes and skills, but to use these to stimulate, and perhaps evoke from the client, 
action that is necessary for movement on its problems.   ...specifically, the consultant models 
a way of approaching problems and, through interest in the attractiveness of this way of 
being, hopes to mobilise the energy of the client system” (page 54). 
 
In a chapter on presence, he defines it as “the living out of values in such a way that in 
‘taking a stance,’ the intervenor teaches these important concepts.  That which is important to 
the client’s learning process is exuded through the consultants way of being” (page 70).  He 
goes on to assert that presence is “not just an abstract concept, it is tangible, palpable, and can 
be seen and felt.  Presence is always brought into the consulting setting, whether or not the 
bearer is aware of how it varies or is perceived”. 
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Presence in relation to confidence and self-esteem 
 
This aspect of presence concerns: 
• emotional competence - managing your emotions awarely 
• high self-esteem 
• positive self-concept 
• confidence in what you are doing 
 
A consultant’s presence can be distracting or even detrimental to their work with clients.  
This may take the form of a lack of centredness and over concern about how they are coming 
across or what others are thinking about them.  Perhaps they don’t feel comfortable about the 
situation they are in or haven’t prepared adequately.  Alternatively they may be lacking the 
communication of facilitation skills needed to manage the dynamics of the situation.   
 
“The enemy of presence is anxiety.  Actors often have a lot of fear before going onto the 
stage.  It usually goes once they are out front, with the secure content of rehearsed lines 
which they can fill with presence.  But extempore speech in everyday life may often generate 
a lot of subtle anxiety” Heron (1987). 
 
Probably the most common cause of lacking a beneficial presence is the inability of the 
consultant to manage their emotions.  The notions of emotional competence (Heron, 1992) 
and emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1996) have some value in helping the consultant assess 
their ability to deal with their emotions.  Having emotional competence means that a person 
is able “to manage their emotions awarely in terms of the basic skills of control, expression, 
catharsis and transmutation...” (Heron, 1992).   
 
Emotional competence is closely linked to a high self-esteem, which supports genuine self-
confidence.  Most consultants will experience a lack of confidence to a greater or lesser 
degree, usually improving as they become familiar with a type of situation and sure of their 
professional competence.  However confidence can be blocked by a negative self-concept or 
poor self-esteem.  Our beliefs about ourselves in the form of our self-concept affect the 
presence we display and the effectiveness of our consulting practice. 
 
Exercise 6.6.1 
 
Take three minutes to make a list of all the good or positive things you feel about yourself in relation to 
consultancy.  Then take three minutes to make a list of all the bad or negative things you feel about yourself in 
relation to consultancy. 
 
Which were the easier three minutes?  How did you feel about each part of the exercise?  What does this tell 
you? 
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Presence and awareness, attention, present-centredness 
 
This aspect of presence concerns: 
• being centred in the here and now 
• giving your whole attention to someone 
• awareness of your sense, thoughts and feelings 
• developing group awareness 
 
Presence is about being able to take your attention off yourself and give attention to the here 
and now.  An emotionally competent and confident consultant will be able to make 
themselves less of an issue and free up their attention to respond to the situation.  The need to 
impress others of your ability and say something smart is a common barrier to this.  Heron 
(1990) writes that “when I am here now, I have abundant free attention, which is not enslaved 
by past, present or future content and which can dwell and energise my client.  I have active 
and directed presence”.  Egan (1986) strongly advocates listening and attending in order to be 
present; “Physical attending is a matter of being present to another; listening is what you do 
to attend.  The face and body are extremely communicative.  Even when two people are silent 
together, the atmosphere can be filled with messages.  More than physical presence is desired 
- you want psychological presence”. 
 
Presence and charisma, states of being or energy 
 
This aspect of presence concerns: 
• your charisma 
• the states of being you experience 
• the management of your energy state 
• the quality of energy and enthusiasm you express 
 
Nevis points out that presence is not the same as style or personality, which are considered 
aspects of but not the essence of presence.  In discussing the presence of Lee Iacocca, he 
concludes that “his power lies in the complete incorporation of his beliefs and assumptions 
about change into his behaviour”.  He suggests that presence involves the integration of a 
theory or learning or influence with individual expression in a way that leads the consultant 
to actualise important values and ways of being in the world (this relates back to the first 
aspect of presence we discussed).  He examines the presence of various types of wise men 
and identifies several factors that determine the source of their power and could be used to 
describe the style of their presence: 
 
• experience of rightness, feeling at home as a performer versus the opposite 
 (an appreciation of the skills of timing, modulation etc) 
• being explicit (rational, knowing) versus being mysterious (intuitive, imaginative) 
• being personally charismatic (relying on your own gifts) versus representing an 

organisation (or school of thought) 
• being clinical (detached, emotionally neutral) versus being contactful (emotionally 

involved, excited and present) 
 
The ideal for a practitioner is to be able move from one type of presence to another.  While 
many of us can be “explicit at some moments and mysterious at others, the power of presence 
comes from coherence and deep internalization of basic values and visions, something that 
can only be achieved over many years of self-development” (Nevis, 1991, page 86).  He 
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therefore concludes that no single consultant can give a client system all that it needs and 
different presences may be called for. 
 
The most enjoyable book I have read about what it means to be a consultant is Roger 
Harrison’s “Consultants Journey” (1996).  Although he may not be a model for the type of 
consultant you want to be or his preoccupations may be different to yours, he discloses some 
of the challenges, doubts, frustrations, dilemmas and joys that we all experience in consulting 
from time to time.  He makes some useful comments on the need to develop reflective states 
of being as a contrast to doing and action oriented behaviour: 
 
“People may avoid the work of understanding complexity because it feels overwhelming to 
deal with it rationally and analytically.  They do not know how to comprehend complexity 
through deep reflection and dialogue, so they avoid understanding in favour of action.   
 
...I believe we consultants must learn to practice either the way of the sage or the way of the 
shaman, if not a combination of the two.  The way of the sage involves deep reflection and 
the practice of something akin to David Bohm’s Dialogue (Briggs 1993).  We provide time 
and space for the group to come to a deeper and more inclusive understanding than is 
possible for any of the individuals in the group.  The way of the shaman involves practising 
centredness and stopping the mind’s chatter, along with cultivating a deep spiritual 
connection with nature.  The adept acts intuitively, out of her or his participation in the flow 
of events, always remaining balanced and acutely aware.” (Harrison, pp 56-57, 1996) 
 
Exercise 6.6.2 
 
Give some consideration to the factors Nevis uses to describe the style of presence of wise men.  After each of 
your next three client meetings score your presence against each scale (your scores may be different for different 
meetings and different to your original assessment).   
 
Ask yourself, are you where you want to be?  Which dimensions are you strong in or weak in? 
 
Presence and authenticity, self-disclosure and presentation.   
 
This aspect of presence concerns: 
• being authentic 
• being your full self 
• self-disclosure 
• how you present yourself 
• being appropriate to the role 
 
Authenticity is a key factor in establishing presence.  Carl Rogers’ concept of person 
centredness is more commonly used in a therapeutic context.  However it has much relevance 
to the consultant who is also in a helping role.  In ‘On becoming a Person’, Rogers (1961, 
page 16) shares some of his personal values, including authenticity: “in my relationship with 
persons I have found that it does not help, in the long run, to act as though I were something I 
am not”. 
There are important aspects to how you present yourself which require awareness.  People 
make constant disclosures about themselves, both intentionally and sometimes un-
intentionally through verbal and non-verbal means.  Your clothes, your hairstyle, your 
mannerisms, body posture and language, the physical space you give, the way you make and 
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maintain contact, your facial expressions, are all part of your non-verbal communication or 
presentation of yourself. 
 
A common dilemma for consultants is deciding how much ‘to be themselves’ with their 
clients.  What do you say or not say about your background, beliefs, needs and preferences?  
The norms of local culture certainly need to be considered.  However, as the situation 
develops, to what extent do you disclose your thoughts and feelings about the situation or the 
client?  Block (1981) emphasises the consultant’s responsibility to be authentic with a client: 
“authentic behaviour with a client means you put into words what you are experiencing with 
the client as you work.  This is the most powerful thing you can do to have the leverage you 
are looking for and build client commitment.”  Nevis also advocates bringing ‘your full self’ 
to the consulting situation on the basis that the consultant’s energy, presence and personality 
can mobilise energy in the client system.  Nevis (1991) describes one of the major activities 
in a Gestalt approach as: “to attend to ones own experience (feelings, sensations and 
thoughts) and to selectively share these, thus establishing your presence in doing so”.  
However the key word here is ‘selectively’.  Nevis isn’t advocating letting it all hang out and 
expresses reservations about giving vent to self-expression without the caveat of creating 
meaning through the act.   
 
There is a need to establish a presence based upon authentic communication, but there is also 
a need to be appropriate and sensitive to the needs of the other, whether in a client or a social 
situation.  A well-timed self-disclosure of feelings may transform a situation.  Self-disclosure 
of relevant negative thoughts and feelings can be a tool for making informative, confrontative 
or cathartic interventions.   Becoming a consultant is about developing judgement, 
distinguishing between what is real and imagined, being able to identify your own emotional 
transferences and ego projections. 
 
By revealing too many negative thoughts that arise from a lack of emotional competence or 
poor self-esteem (ie the consultant’s own insecurities and fears), the consultant can easily 
undermine their role and “go native”.  It is a seductive process, in which the consultant may 
feel the client warming to them as they let their guard down.  This is often merely disguised 
glee that the consultant is human after all and is becoming ‘one of us’.  You can become a 
three-dimensional human being with the client without going native.  If a consultant spends 
long periods of time in a client environment and is under extreme pressures, they may well 
benefit from finding some other way of discharging negative or destructive thoughts and 
emotions, for example some form of telephone supervision.  Many management consultancy 
firms make sure that a supervisor or colleague is providing such a facility. However it is more 
difficult for the lone practitioner, who might successfully use their spouse or a friend in this 
role. 
 
The issue here is one of emotional competence and self-esteem.  The over-anxious or 
emotionally immature consultant is more likely to find themselves in need of breaking their 
isolation with the client in the first place and is more likely to do so inappropriately.   
 
Exercise 6.6.3 
 
Do you feel you can be authentic with your clients?  Do you bring your full self to the consulting situation?  Are 
there times when you feel you have been inappropriate with your clients?  How do you use your judgement to 
tell the difference? 
 
Exercise 6.6.4 
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How would you describe your presence as a consultant?  How does your confidence in consulting situations 
compare to other areas of your life? 
 
 
The leader shows that style is no substitute for substance, that knowing certain facts is not more powerful than 
simple wisdom, that creating an impression is not more potent than acting from one’s centre. 
 
Adapted from Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching in John Heider’s “Tao of Leadership” (1985) 
 
 
Developing personal presence 
 
How can we develop our personal presence?  There are many books written on this subject as 
well as many courses and disciplines which promise to help you develop personal presence.  
Here are some possible approaches you might consider: 
 
• personal development 
• increasing your self-knowledge (eg through asking for feedback) 
• raising self-esteem 
• letting go of narrow viewpoints and perspectives 
• charismatic training 
• preparation for each situation 
• developing your competencies 
• grounding through experience 
 
Can you add to the list?  Which of these approaches are attractive to you?  How would you 
like to develop your personal presence?  How might you go about doing this? 
 
6.7 Creating your stance 
 
I now challenge you to personalise some of the ideas discussed so far and to define your own 
stance as a consultant.  Is there a recognised consulting stance within your consulting firm 
that you are expected to exemplify?  To what extent do you feel free to define your own 
stance?  Do you experience taking a fixed stance to all situations or are you aware that your 
stance changes according to other factors?   
 
On the next page is a list of some more questions that you might ask yourself in defining your 
stance: 
 
• How does your firm’s culture currently affect your stance as a consultant?  What would you like to 

challenge or change?   
• What are your personal values?  What is really important to you?   
• What personal beliefs and assumptions underlie your stance? 
• What is your unique contribution or approach as a consultant? 
• Are you more client-centred or expert in your approach?   
• Do you listen to your own intuition? 
• How developed is your sense of integrity?  Can you say “no” to clients?   
• Are you able to distinguish between integrity and fear or the need for control?   
• Are you able to live with not knowing, ambiguity and uncertainty?   
• What is your purpose in working as a consultant?   
• Do you want to make a difference to clients or be accepted for doing a good job?   
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• How do you reconcile your experience of what is needed in a situation and the stated requirement of the 
client?   

• How do you deal with client resistance?   
• Do you seek to control clients or empower them? 
 
© Aubyn Howard 1997 
 
 
Exercise 6.7 
 
Describe the stance you take as a consultant in your learning log (using some of the questions listed in the above 
section) with between 100 and 300 words. 
 


