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SCHOOL

F YOU DON’T think image is every-
thing, ask Miley Cyrus. In August,
the erstwhile teen idol and Disney

money machinetwerked her way to

Groom For infamy at the 2013 MTV Video Music

Awards. It’s a fine line between cheeky
Improvement provocation and global embarrassment,
and Cyrus’s calculated attempt to liter-
ally shake offher PG persona and, well,

L O Ok l ng t O thrust herselfinto the pantheon of outre

stage performers alongside Britney
e I'l h aJ n C e y Ou I? Spears and Madonna backfired big-time.
“Reminiscent of a bad acid trip” is how
The Hollywood Reporter described the
b r a_, n d a_,t preposterous and lewd spectacle. Vogue

tastemaler Anna Wintour pulled Cyrus
WOI}kQ D On)t off the cover of the fashion bible shortly
L after the debacle. And monthslater the
Twitterverseis still trying tomake sense
b e th a,t guy. of what was going on with...the tongue.
Cyrus is too much of a showbiz pit bull
BY JILL COODY SMITS tobechastened by bad press,andin
today’s pop marketplace even schaden-
freude sell records. But her high-profile
fizzle is areminder that we're alljusta
few missteps away from being knocked
off our own professional pedestal. For
hetter or worse, We CONTINUED ON PAGE 66

C.E.0. NO-NO
There's very
little upside
todressing
down at work.
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I YOU, TOO, HAVE

each have arep to protect, and our
bosses, colleagues, and clients are
a pretty tough crowd.

A PERSONAL BRAND

i So,younever judge a book by its
cover? You're way too comfortable
i in your own skin to worry about
others’ opinions? Kudos for being
ahighly evolved human being.

Just for grins, though, try conduct-
ing this small experiment. Take
a quick glance sideways and ask
yourself whether you've made any
assumptions about the person sit-
ting next to you. Be honest.
“Everyone hasa personal brand.
It’s not only how you view and
describe yourself, it’s how others
perceive you,” says Dan Schawbel,
author of Promote Yourself: The New

protective fluid in your
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body.
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Rules For Career Success.

While the term “personal
brand” is relatively new, we've
long been forming opinions
about those we interact with—
and we are more than willing
to do so with very little informa-
tion. Decades worth of research
has shown that we make lasting
judgments about others based on
everything from clothing choices
and posture to facial expressions
and Facebook profiles.

“All of it matters,” Schawbel
says, “dress, body language, what
you have to say, your online pres-
ence—it all adds up to the package
you're communicating to others.”

And while it may feel super-
ficial (and irritating) to be con-
cerned with whether your favorite
“Growing Old Is Mandatory, But
Growing Upis Optional” T-shirt
is conveying the wrong idea to the
office citizenry, the hard truth is
that such choices can have a pretty
dramatic impact on your career.
To wit, York College of Pennsylva-
nia’s 2013 Professionalism Study
concluded that the vast majority
of 401 human resource profession-
als believe unprofessional appear-
ance can have anegative effect
during the hiring stage and influ-
ence your colleagues’ perception
of your competence.

YOU ARE WHO
YOU DISPLAY YOU ARE
While it’s inevitable that your
associates and superiors will form
potentially consequential opin-
ions about you based on seemingly
shallow cues, you do have some
control over your brand. But when
considering whether your pro-
fessional image is more “unpaid
intern” than “future CEO,” be
aware that expressing yourself
through your appearance and
environment is good for the soul.
“Expressing ourselvesto others
isimportant to our self-worth,”
says psychologist Sam Gosling,
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aresearcher at The University of
Texas at Austin, and author of Snoop:
What Your Stuff Says About You.
“People want to be known to others
and, when they feel they are known,
tend to be happier, healthier,and
more productive.”

Still, it’s wise to try and understand
exactly how you are expressing your-
selfto your colleagues, just in case
youre unwittingly doing yourselfa
disservice. Gosling says a person’s
environment reveals their personali-
ty traits through three key channels:
identity claims, feeling regulators,
and behavioral residue.

Identity claims are the things
you deliberately show, do, and say—
the characteristics you wantto be
known for. Does everyone in the
office seek you out when hankering
for delicious, freshly baked cookies?
Isyour Homeland recap the most
anticipated email of the week?

Or maybe your efforts to improve
company-wide sustainability have

“Ten percent of Millennials miss
a job opportunity because of what
they do online,” says one author.

earned youthe nickname “The
Green Machine.” Whatever “it” is,
you put it out there intentionally, and
youownit.

Feeling regulators are things like
family snaps, vacation postcards,
flowers from your significant other
or even the smooth jazz station seep-
ing out of your computer. These are
things that, while meaningful to
you, are not necessarily intended to
communicate about your personal-
ity—but do nonetheless.

And then there is behavioral resi-
due, or the inadvertent consequences
of your actions that convey something
about your personality. While you may
not even realize it, your colleagues
are forming impressions based on

“traces” of your personality found
in things like along-dead ficus tree,
disheveled desk, perpetually alpha-
hetized files, or always-fresh lipstick.
Gosling says that some personal-
ity traces “show up very strongly in
spaces,” such as a person’s bedroom
or office. For example, in terms of the
“Big Five” personality traits (openness,
conscientiousness, extraversion,
agreeableness and neuroticism), he
says conscientiousnessis easily and
usually correctly associated witha
tidy desk. That’s a good thing, because
it’sin your favor to be known as the
person who gets things done.
Opennessisalso revealed in office
spaces, and Gosling says the colleague
with the unusual desk, original art,
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and diverse collection of hooks
is probably a person open to new
experiences “who prefers com-
plexity, is an abstract thinker and
isless concrete and convention-
al” All of which are good traits to
have—ifhisjob demandsthem.
However, we also publicly
expose less appealing traces of
our personalities through our
personal spaces, and sometimes

we misjudge what we see. For
example, while we may rightly
infer that a messy desk belongs to
an unconscientious (but creative)

person, we also sometimes mis-
takenly equate messy with being
disagreeable.

These types of perceptions and
misperceptions matterin the work-
place, Gosling says, because a hoss
makesjudgments and decisions
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based on what she thinks people
are like. If she “thinks someone is
irresponsible and closed-minded,
she may offer them a different
assignment. We care about per-
sonality, and it’s a predictor of how
we think people behave.”

YOU.COM = YOU

And what about our online spaces
like Facebook and Twitter? Gos-
ling says Facebook is actually

a good place to learn about our
peers, in part because the effort
involved with creating a realistic
alter ego makes it a challenge to
give a false impression. In fact, he
says, “the virtual world crystal-
lizes things that would have been
ephemeral” if left to be discerned
from real world interactions. While
amarketing colleague may have
suspected you were hung-over last
Friday, that forgotten late-night
selfie confirmed histheory.

Anddon’t think thata “Tweets
aremy own” claim does anything
to distinguish the personal you
from the professional one, because
businesses often consider employ-
ees an extension of their brand. In
September, for example, Business
Insider Chief Technology Officer
Pax Dickinson found himself out
of ajob after being called out for
racist, sexist, and otherwise offen-
sive tweets.

Schawbel says, “The divide
between work and professional
life is more complicated now,
and what you do outside of work
affects how you're perceived. Ten
percent of Millennials miss a job

opportunity because of what they
doonline.”

HOW TO PROJECT

YOUR VERY BEST YOU
Asyoumightimagine, a company
doesnot undertake arebranding
initiative lightly. Years of research
and untold dollars go into the pro-
cess. Multiple agencies are brought
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and character of brand recogni-
tion. They may even be asked to
acquire reactions to visual stimuli
with the aim of drawing salient
inferences created by words and
images. And stufflike that.
Sometimes, the result of all that
concerted thought and effort is
winning (e.g. Old Spice: No lon-
ger solely the fragrance choice of
Papaws everywhere). Sometimes,

it’s “meh” (e.g. Little Debbie: The
new face of Swiss Rolls looks
much like the old one). And other
times it’s definitely losing (e.g.
Gap: You know it’s a costly dud
when the original logo returns
within a fortnight).

While it’s far less strenuous
to develop a winning personal
brand, Schawbel does recom-
mend engaging in a four-phase
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process that goes something like
this: discover, create, communi-
cate, and maintain.

First, he says, “Figure out what
you want to be known for and who
your audience is, and package that
into a brand statement.”

While determining your purpose
in life is no small feat, once you've
done so, it’s time to carve out your
niche. “Think of yourselfasa
product or company and create
personal branding materialslike
aresume, cover letter, references,
social network, blog or business
card” that provide your audience
with a cohesive “you” experience.

Schawbel says it’s essential to
“align your personal brand with
the right career,” and that authen-
ticity needs to come through as
you communicate on blogs, write
articles for niche outlets, etc.
Eventually, you'll enter the main-
tenance phase, which Schawbel
describes as a “never-ending jour-
ney” of communicating on-and
off-line, and being prepared to shift
and change with the marketplace.

ET TU, TELECOMMUTER
Soyou're atelecommuter, ora
freelancer. None of this applies
toyou, right? Wrong. We are our
own worst critics, and research
shows thatif we don’t look and
feel professional, we're less likely
to behave that way. Clothes, for
example, carry alot of symbolic
weight, and pajamas don't exactly
scream “success story.” -

All of thisis not to say that you
should go changing to please
someone else. But there’sno sense
Miley Cyrusing yourself out of
professional superstardom if you
can helpit. You've got the skills—
just don’t forget that a highly inter-
active audience is watching, and
they have expectations.

Jill Coody Smitsis a Dallas-based
journalist. Find her online at
blueseedcommaunications.com.




