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KEEP IT 
REAL

THE SECRETS OF BEING AUTHENTIC 
(AND WHY IT’S IMPORTANT)

BY JAMIE FRIEDLANDER
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e like how Leonardo DiCaprio didn’t bring a 
beautiful young actress to the 2016 Academy 
Awa rds but rather h is mother. I’m not the 
only person who’s lacking a date this upcoming 
weekend, we tell ourselves.

We love how model Chrissy Teigen shares a 
photo of herself and her husband John Legend 

on Instagram w ith their new baby girl, sans ma keup and fancy 
clothing. She’s just like the rest of us, we think.

A nd we relish the stories of celebrities who struggled before 
becoming incredibly successful: How J.K. Rowling was living on 
welfare when she wrote Harry Potter, how Richard Branson struggled 
with dyslexia, how Stephen King’s first novel was rejected 30 times 
before finding a publisher. 

We eat these stories up because they emanate authenticit y. 
DiCaprio values his relationship with his mother just as much as 
his career. Teigen isn’t afraid to show her less-than-perfect side. 
King was a failure for many years before succeeding.

“People follow authenticity. They are searching for it,” says Karissa 
Thacker, a psychologist and author of The Art of Authenticity. “I think 
it ’s twofold: The drive to be authentic and the drive to be around 
other authentic human beings goes back all the way to philosophy. 
But positive psychology also tells us that this sense of being true to 
yourself creates meaning. There’s a drive to be authentic inside all 
of us. Fundamentally, it ’s part of living a meaningful life.”

T he word authenticit y  is loaded, but Rya n Lee, fou nder of 
FR EEDYM, a training resources website for aspiring entrepre-
neurs, believes it ’s imperative we remember what it truly means. 
Some people might think having piercings or pink hair is authentic, 
but wearing Banana Republic and listening to Coldplay can be just 
as authentic if it ’s who you truly are.

“Because of the trend of being authentic, people think you have 
to grow a big beard and you have to have tattoos and curse,” Lee says. 
“That’s not authentic if that’s not you.”

ROOM FOR GROWTH
Although authenticity might seem like an innate trait and some-
thing we’re born with, Thacker believes you can develop it much 
like you would any other trait, like curiosity, kindness or honesty. 
For many years, our society has held the “I am what I am” view, 
she says, when in fact people regularly adapt themselves to context 
and situations.

She suggests the first step in building authenticity is turning 
on our “authenticity meter” to determine whether we are in touch 
with ourselves and our actions.

“A lot of us move through life reaction to reaction and we don’t 
stop and go, Wait, I just did that. Did it feel real to me? Why did I do 

that? Did I feel pressured by context? Was I trying to be cool? Nobody 
can tell you what’s authentic for you,” she says.

A nother way to be seen as more genuine a nd rea l is to feel 
comfortable not being perfect in the eyes of others. Be comfort-
able sharing your failures and weaknesses. You might not think 
this is the best route in business, but when done appropriately, 
it can work. “If you understand your context, your environment 
and the relationship you have with the person you’re sharing the 
weakness with, I think people are more inclined to help—it’s more 
honest and it ’s true.”

We can relate to others better when we’re not afraid of being 
vulnerable. “I’ve seen this happen time and again with executives 
who on the surface look perfect and can do any thing,” Thacker 
says. “But nobody’s smart enough to figure it all out. Embracing 
your weaknesses and your quirks is just as much a part of being 
authentic as embracing your strengths.”

W
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Lee agrees. For him, being authentic boils down to one concept: 
trust. “Be truthful to who you are,” he says. “Tell the truth. It really 
comes down to being you. It ’s having the confidence to be you.”

Don’t be afraid to tell people what you believe in. Don’t think 
you need to straddle the line to please all of your friends, family 
or clients. Stay firm on your values and beliefs.

FORCES WITHIN
In attempting to appear open, honest and true, some people might 
inadvertently create a false sense of authenticity. Thacker believes 
both external and internal roadblocks stand in the way of becoming 
truly authentic.

The external forces are environmental—say, worrying your boss 
might think you’re not competent if you tell her you’re uncomfortable 
with a particular project, or feeling concerned that your husband will 
be hurt if you tell him how you really feel about his relationship with 
his brother.

Internal forces are more ingrained and much more difficult to 
overcome. For example, if you’re a naturally gregarious and extro-
verted person and someone told you to tone down your personality 
early in your career, you might have dialed it down too much. If you’ve 
squelched it for long enough, it will be much more difficult to bring 
your true self back.

“Stepping back and examining those habits of mind that are internal 
is a powerful step,” Thacker says. “Our internal barriers are often 
harder to move than the external ones.”

DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD 
Because people in leadership positions are among the most scru-
tinized, being v ulnerable, honest and letting go of the “perfect ” 

image can be challenging. But conversely, these are the people 
aut hent icit y mat t er s most for b ec au se it  goe s ha nd-i n-ha nd 
w it h t r u st .  L eader s who a re k i nd to ot her s a re of ten seen a s 
more authentic.

“I think [authenticity] does fundamentally come back to this: If 
I’m going to follow you, if I’m going to take a risk, if I’m going to put 
hard work and effort into a vision that you’re throwing out, can I trust 
you’re also looking out for me? Can I trust that you’re a kind person? ” 
Thacker says. 

The kindness and trust a leader emanates will ripple through 
one’s entire organization.

“When you see somebody else do something kind, what happens 
for you?” Thacker asks. “When you see somebody else do something 
you know is self less, how do you feel in that moment? The scientists 
call it a feeling of elevation. I call it a virtue buzz. I think the vast 
majority of us want to be around goodness. We want to be around 
higher virtues like curiosity, kindness and honesty.”

W hichever v ir tues leave you buzzing, keep in mind that no 
matter who else is around, your constant companion is yourself. 
So like who you are (or grow into the person you want to become) 
a nd enjoy the compa ny.

WRITE IT OUT
Karissa Thacker, author of The Art of Authenticity, shares 
her favorite exercise for cultivating authenticity:

“Grab a sheet of paper and say, ‘If I were going to be 
5 percent more authentic, I would ______.’ It’s a sentence 
completion task. And you will be amazed at what comes 
out of your brain and your heart. You just have to let 
the pencil go. I’ve done this with a lot of people, and it’s 
tremendous what can happen.”

Carry this paper or notecard around with you and glance 
at it every so often. “It’s remarkably grounding,” she says. 

“ Embracing your 
weaknesses and 
your quirks is 
just as much a 
part of being 
authentic as 
embracing 
your strengths.”
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BEST PRACTICES 
GET REAL 
Violette de Ayala, founder and CEO of FemCity, a business community for 
female entrepreneurs, shares her tips for always being true to oneself.
 1.  TELL YOUR REAL STORY. When we share our moments of relying on 

food stamps, living on peanut butter sandwiches or rising against 
all odds, authenticity appears. Don’t hide behind perceived views 
of success. Sharing moments that weren’t so stellar allows others to 
connect to the core of your brand and message.

2.  DISCUSS PERSONAL CHALLENGES AND FAILURES. I often share how 
during the fi nancial crisis, I lost more than $250,000. I don’t like to 
discuss this story, but I do so to acknowledge my struggles and inspire 
others who might encounter a similar challenge.

3.  CONNECT MORE DEEPLY WITH OTHERS. When other people share 
their struggles and challenges with you, o� er up times when you 
encountered similar problems, too. It will bond you to others who have 
experienced the same hardship.

4.  ASK OTHERS THE RIGHT QUESTIONS. When networking, instead of 
asking the basic get-to-know-you questions, ask ones that really home 
in on what is important to someone so you can truly get to know him 
or her. Instead of asking, “What do you do?” try asking something like, 
“What made you enter this fi eld?”

“ Authenticity is not something we 
have or don’t have. It’s a practice—a 
conscious choice of how we want to live. 
Authenticity is a collection of choices 
that we have to make every day. It’s 
about the choice to show up and be real. 
The choice to be honest. The choice to 
let our true selves be seen.” 

—BRENÉ BROWN
Public speaker and research professor at the 

University of Houston Graduate College of Social Work

DROP THE ACT
STOP BEING PERFECT ON 
SOCIAL MEDIA.
“Don’t be afraid to show your flaws. Everyone 
acts as if they’re perfect on Facebook—look at 
my perfect life and my perfect kids. Especially 
people in the fitness industry: Every picture is 
them showing what they ate, and it’s chicken 
breast and broccoli. But the stuff that performs 
better is when the fitness professional shares a 
picture of them sitting on a couch eating M&Ms 
and saying, ‘Look, it happens to all of us. I’m 
human, you’re human.’ That’s authenticity.”

—Ryan Lee, founder of FREEDYM
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BRAND MASTERS
THESE 4 BUSINESSES SHARE HOW THEY’VE SUCCEEDED AT STAYING TRUE TO THEIR MISSION.

WHY DO YOU THINK 
PEOPLE ARE ATTRACTED 
TO BUSINESSES THEY 
DEEM AUTHENTIC?
“We are constantly being 
bombarded online by 
companies trying to sell 
us things and so often, it 
feels forced or cheesy or 
sales-y. At the same time, 
we love when our friends 
post a hilarious Instagram 
story because it’s relatable 
and gives us two seconds to 
smile during our busy day. 
It’s a rare moment when a 
company can be the source 
of those two seconds. To 
be able to provide that 
moment, a company has to 
be authentic. The company 
has to become like that 
funny friend of yours who 
you look forward to chatting 
with or look forward to 
seeing their posts on 
social media.”

Nicklaus Morton
Co-founder of Tipsy Elves, 
an ugly Christmas sweater 
company featured on Shark 
Tank that has more than 
$40 million in sales over the 
past five years

“Consumers vote with their dollars. 
They want to support like-minded 
businesses they can trust. In an era of 
fleeting brand loyalty, it’s important 
to establish real connections with 
your consumers and show them who 
you really are. And most important, 
you need to walk-the-walk as this 
increasingly sophisticated generation 
of consumers can easily sniff out 
inauthenticity.”

Janie 
Hoffman
Founder 
and CEO 
of Mamma 
Chia, an 
organic 
chia seed 
food and 
beverage 
company

“Our entire idea is to be as authentic 
in Italian living as possible—living in 
the old-school Italian country way, 
growing our food, cooking from 
scratch, raising and slaughtering our 
chickens. We might not be Italian, but 
we have truly created an authentic 
experience for our guests; from 
our garden to the seasonal, local 
traditional food served, to the music 
playing in the background at dinner. 
Even Italians say we do it better than 
most of them.”

Ashley 
Bartner
CEO and 
co-founder 
of La Tavola 
Marche, a 
farm, inn 
and cooking 
school in 
Italy

Before I could concentrate on being authentic with 
my brand… I had to discover what my brand was and 
what differentiated us from everybody else in our 
industry. My specific industry, tattoo and piercing, is 
filled with a bunch of people who are all authentic to 
the basic core. We created a luxury brand of tattooing 
and piercing. We really differentiated ourselves in 
the market by having an upscale, female-friendly 
environment that clients felt safe and clean in.

One of the things Tony Robbins has ingrained in my 
head is… If you want to do something great, find what 
other great people are doing and copy them. That’s 
one approach. And I totally agree with that formula, 
but it’s hard to be authentic when you’re just copying 
somebody else. For me, I had to create my brand and 
then find business formulas I could copy and implement 
into my corporate structure.

People choose our shop over others because… They 
feel safe. They know we’re going to put our best foot 
forward, so they trust us. Trust is a big item overlooked 
by other companies. They think lower price and mass 
volume will mask what the clients are getting, and 
I don’t agree with that. I would rather eliminate the 
lower end of the market and put myself in that luxury 
bubble. I look at brands like Louis Vuitton or Tiffany: 
They’re not trying to be the cheapest or sell as many as 
they can. They’d rather hone their product to be a very 
upscale product where they know they have a small 
niche, but they’ll cater to that niche perfectly. 

My advice for aspiring entrepreneurs is… Find out 
who you are and what you want to represent as a 
brand first before you jump in.

Sean Dowdell 
CEO and co-founder of 
Club Tattoo, a luxury tattoo 
and piercing studio with 
six locations in Las Vegas 
and Arizona with more 
than $10 million in annual 
revenue. Dowdell co-owns 
his business with Chester 
Bennington, the lead singer 

of rock band Linkin Park. Its celebrity clients include Guy 
Fieri, Slash, Amar’e Stoudemire, Tyson Chandler and 
Miranda Lambert.
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Q&A 
RAND FISHKIN
WHO? Founder of Moz, an SEO company
TWITTER: @RandFish
FOLLOWERS: 381,000+ 

WHY IS AUTHENTICITY AN IMPORTANT PART OF ANY 
SUCCESSFUL SOCIAL MEDIA ACCOUNT?
I think there’s a natural human tendency toward people 
who we can identify with. People whose words and 
actions match up. People who are consistent and brands 
that are consistent.

WHERE DO YOU THINK BUSINESSES OR PEOPLE GO 
WRONG WHEN IT COMES TO CONVEYING AUTHENTICITY 
ON SOCIAL MEDIA?
I think there are cultural tendencies that inhibit authenticity. 
Some of those center on the desire to carefully curate a 
crafted, artifi cial image. People don’t take photos and 
share updates of their everyday life; they share photos 

and updates of the one amazing minute in an otherwise dreary day. Thus you get a very di� erent impression of 
what your friends and family are like, and I think that can lead us into a world where we believe that this crafted 
curation is inherently opposed to authenticity, and I don’t think that’s the case. You can be both. You can share 
the remarkable parts of your life and still be authentic, but certainly there’s a tension there.

Another cultural aspect surrounds fear of vulnerability and appearing perfect. I think that’s a very frustrating 
cultural standard, but one that’s hard for people to overcome.

Those are forces that make it very di�  cult to embrace authenticity—you’re afraid of not putting your best foot 
forward, you’re afraid of showing what you’re really like and having people reject you or judge you or criticize 
you. And as a result, we get these fake images.

HOW DO PEOPLE OR BRANDS SUCCEED AT BEING AUTHENTIC ON SOCIAL MEDIA?
I think when authenticity is at its best, it’s displaying things that are vulnerable, things that people can feel 
empathy for and also things people feel a connection to. But it still has to be attention-worthy. It has to be 
something people care about. You can’t share everyday drudgery unless the way you’re sharing the everyday 
drudgery is powerfully useful, interesting, speaks to your audience in a unique way or creates a strong emotional 
connection.

DOES ANY PARTICULAR SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORM LEND ITSELF MORE TO AUTHENTICITY?
I think short-form makes it harder than long-form. Twitter and Instagram, and Facebook, to a certain degree, 
make it challenging. I think the place where I see the most impressive authenticity is often blogs. They’re longer 
form and they have fl exible content demands. You can mold them to whatever message you need to deliver.
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TOP OF 
MIND
How do you practice self-love?

Antonio Calabrese, CEO 
and founder of Boonle

My favorite habits include jotting down three 
to fi ve successes that I had for the day each 
night before bed, getting at least 30 minutes 
of exercise each morning and saying no to 
non-productive meetings more often. These 
practices help rid my mind of negativity, provide 
a sense of peace and satisfaction, and put me 
in control.

Carrie Singer, CEO of 
Quince Orchard Therapy

To me, self-love means forgiving myself if I make 
a mistake and moving on; surrounding myself 
with positive people who challenge me to grow; 
and taking time out to be truly present and 
connected with my family, my friends and myself. 
Massages, chocolate and HGTV binges also help.

John McNeely, CEO 
of Sword & Shield 
Enterprise Security

I’ve learned to make sure to leave enough 
space in my life for the things I enjoy. I play golf. 
I spend time with my family. We’re planning a 
family vacation in Canada this year, and I’m 
looking forward to it. It’s also rewarding to 
mentor my three adult children regarding the 
importance of education and lifelong learning 
in order to have options in life. I have impressed 
upon them the importance of entrepreneurship 
and risk-taking. All of my family has been there 
with me through the ups and downs of growing 
a business, and this has created a bond among 
us. We have all grown stronger together through 
that process.

OVERLY GENUINE 
THE PROBLEM WITH SEARCHING TOO MUCH FOR 
AUTHENTICITY. 

“We can safely ignore people who go to a restaurant that advertises ‘authentic Italian 
cuisine,’ and we can laugh at friends who rent an ‘authentic log cabin’ on a crowded 
lake in cottage country. What we need to worry about are the people who go to 
invitation-only, set-menu dinners hosted by professional Italian chefs, or who own 
cabins on remote, closed-development lakes in northern Ontario or the Gulf Islands.

“These are the people who are setting the bar for everyone else, whose privilege does 
not manifest itself as mere privilege, but as the successful discovery of the rare fruit 
of authenticity. It is precisely because only a few can partake of this sort of implicit, 
genuine authenticity that there is a market for the more explicit, fake kind. Just as 
the phenomenon of keeping up with the Joneses must be blamed on the Joneses 
for starting the competition in the first place, the one-way ratchet of the search for 
authenticity is the fault of those who set the bar, not those who try to meet it.” ◆

—From The Authenticity Hoax: How We Get Lost 
Finding Ourselves by Andrew Potter

FRIEDLANDER IS THE FEATURES EDITOR FOR SUCCESS.

 “The one-way ratchet 
of the search for 
authenticity is the 
fault of those who set 
the bar, not those who 
try to meet it.”
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