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Use this guide to prepare for the setting — not
to judge yourself

Professional presence is the practical work of being ready for a particular setting in a way that is
comfortable, workable and recognisable as you. It can include knowing what is expected, having the
right information to hand, choosing clothing or equipment that lets you do the work, and leaving enough
time for a calm start where that is possible.

It is not a measure of competence, character, health, attractiveness, gender, body shape or
commitment. It cannot guarantee a good first impression, a promotion, an income outcome or a
particular response from another person. Other people’s reactions are shaped by context, culture and
their own assumptions. This guide is designed to help you make choices you control, without asking
you to alter your identity or fit a narrow visual standard.

Use only the parts that are useful. You do not need to buy anything, follow a grooming routine, wear
makeup, change your hair, use fragrance, disclose a disability, or explain a personal choice. The guide
does not recommend skincare treatments, diets, hydration targets, exercise programmes or sleep
protocols.

The examples are illustrative SME situations, not case studies or promised results. Keep your notes
private. Do not use this workbook to collect employees’ health information, appearance ratings,
photographs, journals or scores. It is not a performance-management tool.
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What this guide helps you do

By the end, you can have a small, flexible preparation system for the work settings that matter to you.
You will identify what is genuinely required, what helps you feel comfortable, what is optional, and what
should be raised as a work-design or access issue rather than solved through personal effort alone.

1. Presence is contextual

A useful starting question is not “How should | look?” but “What will | be doing, and what would
make that easier?” The answer differs across workplaces.

A video call from home may call for a charged device, a reliable link, notes and a place where you can
hear. A site visit may require protective equipment, weather-appropriate layers and travel time. A client
meeting may call for a clear agenda and a way to share information. A shift handover may call for an
up-to-date note, the right equipment and a workable transition between caring, travel or work
responsibilities.

Clothing and personal presentation can be part of this preparation, but they are not the whole of it. If a
role has a uniform, safety requirement or client-facing convention, work from the actual requirement
rather than an imagined ideal. If the setting is unclear, ask for practical information: where the meeting
is held, who will attend, whether cameras are expected, what equipment is needed, and whether there
are any safety or access requirements.

A preparation choice is useful when it supports the task or your comfort. It is optional
when it merely follows an assumed image of what someone “professional” should be.

lllustrative example: remote client review

A consultant has a 45-minute online review with a client. Their preparation is to test the meeting link,
put key figures in one document, choose a top they can sit comfortably in, and place a written agenda
where it is easy to see. They do not need a new outfit, a particular hairstyle or a redesigned home
office. The task is a clear review; the preparation supports that task.

lllustrative example: practical work

A team member is visiting a customer site. They check the site’s protective-equipment requirements,
choose clothes suitable for travel and the work, and pack a copy of the job details. They do not treat an
office-style dress standard as a universal benchmark. The relevant standard is safety, practicality and
the customer’s stated site requirements.
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2. Separate personal choice from employer
responsibility

Sometimes a preparation problem is actually a work-design problem. Repeatedly rushing because
meeting times overlap, lacking clear information before client visits, receiving last-minute changes,
having no suitable equipment, or feeling pressure to meet an unwritten image can all be issues for the
team or employer to address.

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) says employers have a legal duty to protect workers from
stress at work through risk assessment and action. Its Management Standards identify six areas of
work design that can affect stress: demands, control, support, relationships, role and change.1 A
polished individual routine is not a substitute for reasonable workload, clear roles, adequate support or
respectful management.

For disabled people, reasonable adjustments are changes an employer makes to remove or reduce a
disability-related disadvantage. Acas explains that adjustments are individual and can include changing
working arrangements, adapting equipment, providing accessible information or finding a different way
to do something.2 This may be relevant to clothing, uniforms, sensory needs, travel, camera use,
meeting format, equipment or workspace. You do not have to use this guide to prove a need or disclose
private information.

If an expectation is unclear, impractical or creates a disadvantage, identify the work issue first. A useful
conversation can focus on the task and what would help:

« “Could you confirm the site requirements and whether protective equipment is provided?”
« “| can contribute best with the agenda and materials in advance.”

* “The meeting schedule leaves no transition time between appointments. Can we build in a short
handover?”

 “I need an adjustment to make this work arrangement accessible. Can we discuss practical
options?”

These are work conversations, not requests for permission to be yourself.

3. Make a small context map

Most people work across more than one context. Naming them prevents a single, inflexible idea of
“professional” from taking over. Your contexts might include home working, a workshop, a shop floor,
shared office space, customer locations, a formal presentation, travel, care responsibilities around work,
or online meetings where cameras are optional.
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For each recurring context, list four things:

1. Task: What do | need to do there?
2. Known requirements: What is actually required for safety, policy, customer access or equipment?

3. Comfort and access: What helps me move, communicate, concentrate or travel without
unnecessary strain?

4. One preparation step: What is the smallest useful thing | can prepare in advance?

A context map can reduce avoidable decisions because it makes the next step visible. It does not need
to be completed all at once. Choose one context that occurs this week.

When your control is limited

You may have a uniform, a workplace dress policy, limited storage, shared living space, unpredictable
shifts, a long commute, caring responsibilities or little notice of meetings. In those circumstances, a full
preparation routine may be unrealistic. Use a minimum viable preparation instead:

« one information check, such as reading the agenda or confirming a location;

 one practical check, such as equipment, access card, charger, medication you already use, or
required protective equipment;

« one comfort choice that is available to you; and

 one contingency, such as a colleague’s contact number or a note of the next action.

You are allowed to stop there. More preparation is not automatically better.

Accessibility and sensory comfort

An item can be appropriate for work and still be uncomfortable, inaccessible or impractical for one
person. Examples include restrictive fabrics, difficult fastenings, lighting, scents, footwear, temperature,
a camera-heavy meeting format or a crowded space. Prefer choices that allow you to do the job and
use the equipment you need. Where a barrier is created by work, raise it with the appropriate manager,
people lead or HR contact rather than treating it as a private failure.

4. Plan an options set, not a makeover

A useful options set is a small group of reliable choices for a recurring setting. It might be two
comfortable outfits, a work uniform arrangement, a clean set of protective equipment, a repeatable
video-call setup, a list of presentation materials or a bag that already holds the essentials for travel. The
aim is to make preparation easier, not to create a new version of you.

Choose items or arrangements against practical questions:
 Does this meet a genuine requirement for the setting?

Rob Arnold - Ascendea / ascendea.ai / Edition v1.0


https://ascendea.ai/

ASCENDEA / PRACTICAL BUSINESS RESOURCES

» Can | move, sit, travel and use the equipment | need?

* Does it work with my sensory, cultural, religious or gender-expression needs?
e Can | maintain it within my budget, time and storage?

» Can | repeat it without making extra work for myself?

* Is it repairable, available second-hand, already owned or borrowable, if that matters to me?

Fit may matter for comfort and movement, but there is no body-shape rule in this guide. Alterations,
repairs and second-hand options are personal choices, not obligations. If clothing is supplied for work,
ask what options and sizes are available rather than accepting an unsuitable item as inevitable.

A low-capacity version

On a difficult day, use the option that takes the fewest decisions. Repeating a comfortable outfit, using a
standard work setup, turning a camera off where this is agreed, or relying on prepared notes can be
sensible. Do not turn a hard day into a personal presentation project.

A caring or shift-work version

Preparation may happen at an unusual time, in a shared space or in short gaps. Keep it short: identify
tomorrow’s first task, place any required items together if you can, and choose one backup. Do not add
a late-night routine because a workbook says you should. If work patterns repeatedly make basic
preparation impossible, bring the pattern into a workload, scheduling or handover conversation.

5. Bring the message forward

In many professional settings, the clearest expression of presence is preparation for communication:
knowing why you are there, what you need to say, what you need to ask and what will happen next.
These are available to people across different styles, bodies, budgets and access needs.

Before a meeting, call, presentation or client visit, choose one or two of these practical actions:

 write the purpose in one sentence;

« decide the main question you need answered;

* make a three-point note rather than trying to memorise everything;
» check names, location, access instructions or the online link;

« decide how you will share a document or demonstrate the work;

« identify who can help if the plan changes; or

« allow a few minutes for arrival or connection where you can control the timing.
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These actions are not a formula for confidence or influence. They simply make the work easier to pick
up when the setting begins.

Optional quiet pause

If a pause helps you organise your thoughts, take one in a way that suits you: look over your notes,
drink water, orient yourself in the room, check your first sentence, or sit quietly. There is no need to use
breathing, posture exercises, affirmations or a particular body position. Stop any practice that is
uncomfortable or distracting.

lllustrative example: hybrid team meeting

A project manager is joining a meeting from a noisy home. They send a short update in advance, ask
for the agenda, use headphones, and tell the chair that they may contribute in writing if the connection
drops. This is a communication plan. It does not require them to imitate an office-based colleague’s
setting or appearance.

lllustrative example: client-facing retail work

A staff member begins a busy shift. Their preparation is to review key product or service information,
check the till or work device, wear the required practical items, and know who to ask if a customer
request needs escalation. They may choose a personal presentation step if it feels useful, but this is not
used to rate their capability.

6. Use a wardrobe or equipment audit only
when it serves a task

An audit is a stocktake, not a critique. It can help if you repeatedly lack something practical: a
comfortable layer for a cold site, footwear that works for standing, clothing compatible with protective
equipment, a charger for travel, a document holder, or a reliable way to join a video meeting.

Start with what you already have. List what works for the actual settings you face. Then name any gap
as precisely as possible. “I need a weather-resistant outer layer for outdoor visits” is more useful than “|
need to look more polished.” “I need a top that works comfortably under the uniform” is more useful
than “l need to update my style.” A specific gap can be priced, borrowed, repaired, discussed with work,
or left for later.

Avoid buying under pressure. A sale, trend or comparison is not evidence that you need something. If a
new item is useful, consider its use, care, comfort, return options and budget. If it is not possible or
desirable to buy anything, use the best available option and focus on the task.

Rob Arnold - Ascendea / ascendea.ai / Edition v1.0


https://ascendea.ai/

ASCENDEA / PRACTICAL BUSINESS RESOURCES

7.

What managers and SME owners can

change

A guide for individuals is incomplete if it ignores the conditions in which they work. Managers can make

professional preparation easier by creating clarity and reducing unnecessary appearance pressure.

Use this short review before imposing or relying on a presentation expectation:

1.

Task and safety: Is there a genuine operational, safety, customer-access or identification reason
for this requirement?

. Clarity: Have we told people what is required, why, when and how it applies across remote, hybrid,

field-based and client-facing work?

. Inclusion: Could the expectation disadvantage someone because of disability, religion, culture,

gender expression, pregnancy, caring responsibilities, cost, sensory needs or other circumstances?

. Practical support: Are uniforms, protective equipment, access information, travel time, changing

facilities, meeting materials and equipment provided where needed?

. Workload: Are late changes, overlapping meetings, staffing levels or unrealistic start times making

preparation unnecessarily difficult?

. Privacy: Are we avoiding appearance scores, self-photography, compulsory personal disclosure

and Al analysis of employees’ reflections or images?

HSE's work-stress guidance is relevant here: stress risk should be assessed and acted on like other
work-related health and safety risks, not treated as an individual resilience gap.1 Start with the work
conditions — for example, unclear change, excessive demands, lack of control or missing support —

before suggesting personal routines.

Dress, image and policy

A policy should be proportionate to the role. It should not turn a vague idea of “looking professional” into

a tool for policing attractiveness, body shape, gender expression or spending. If you manage people,
describe the function of any requirement in plain language. For example: “closed footwear is needed in
the stock area for safety” is clearer and fairer than “dress smatrtly.”

Where someone raises an access issue or requests an adjustment, listen to the practical barrier rather
than guessing what would help. Acas advises that reasonable adjustments are individual and should be
discussed with the person; equal treatment alone may not remove a disability-related disadvantage.2

Worksheet 1: My context map

Choose one setting that matters this week.
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Setting or situation:

What am | there to do?

What is genuinely required (safety, policy, equipment, access or customer information)?

What helps me be comfortable and able to do the work?

What is optional and can be left alone?

My smallest useful preparation step:

If this is not in my control, who needs to clarify, provide or change something?

Worksheet 2: My reliable options set

This is a planning sheet, not a shopping list. Add only what is useful.

Context What already One practical gap, My lowest-effort Who or what
works? if any option could help?

Remote or hybrid
work

Client or partner
meeting

Practical, site or
field work

A context of my
choice

Something | will nhot spend money or energy on just because | feel compared to others:

Worksheet 3: A meeting preparation note
Use this for one meeting, call, visit or presentation. Keep it factual and short.
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Purpose of this interaction:

The one point | need to make or question | nheed answered:

My three prompts or pieces of information:

1.
2.
3

Access, equipment or format | need to check:

If the plan changes, my next practical step is:

Optional settling action that works for me (for example notes check, water, quiet pause, or
none):

Worksheet 4: Spot the work-design issue

Complete this only if a pattern is making preparation or participation harder. It is a conversation prompt,
not a health record.

What is happening repeatedly?

Which part of work design seems involved?
1 Demands or workload 1 Control [ Support [1 Relationships [ Role clarity [1 Change or
communication [ Access or equipment

What effect does it have on the task or participation?

A practical change to discuss:

Who is the appropriate person or route to raise it with?

What information can stay private?

Final action plan: one context, one step, one
conversation

Choose a plan that is doable in the next seven days. You may choose no personal change at all and
focus on a work-design request.

The context | am preparing for:

11
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The one thing | will prepare, check or make easier:

When or where | will do it:

My low-capacity alternative:

A boundary or optional thing | am deliberately leaving out:

A work-design, access or clarity issue | will raise if needed:

Review date: After the event, | will keep / change / stop:

Support and boundaries

This is general, non-clinical education. It does not diagnose, treat or assess health concerns, and it
does not replace workplace risk management or individual support.

If worries about appearance take up a lot of time or interfere with daily life, support is available.
England: the NHS page on body dysmorphic disorder explains how to seek help through a GP and
links to NHS Talking Therapies.3 For support outside England, speak with your local primary-care
service about the appropriate local route. You do not need to share health information with an employer
in order to use a private support route.

For a workplace concern, start with a manager, people lead, union representative where relevant, or the
organisation’s existing health-and-safety process. The aim is to improve the condition or access barrier,
not to assess anyone’s wellbeing or appearance.
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