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[[MARK:foreword]]FOREWORD

I love this industry with everything I have.
It  is  built  on  connection,  knowledge  exchange,  trade, 

diplomacy, innovation, and progress. Within convention centres and 
major meeting venues across the world, leaders negotiate, scientists share 
discoveries, industries advance, professional communities gather, and 
ideas are translated into partnerships, policy, investment, and action.

As CEO of the Cape Town International Convention Centre, 
one of Africa’s most iconic and dynamic convention centres, I have had 
the privilege of contributing to this work at an institutional level. It is a 
role that requires operational discipline, commercial focus, stakeholder 
confidence,  and the ability  to deliver  consistently in complex,  high-
pressure environments.

It is also a role that has given me a clear view of the demands 
placed on leaders, both within this industry and beyond it.

Through my work with senior leaders from some of the world’s 
most  respected  and  demanding  organisations,  I  have  observed  a 
common reality: leadership today is increasingly defined by sustained 
pressure.  Leaders  are  expected  to  provide  direction  in  uncertainty, 
maintain  performance  under  scrutiny,  respond  to  competing 
stakeholder expectations, and support their teams while carrying the 
weight of organisational responsibility.

These pressures are present in executive teams, entrepreneurial 
businesses, public institutions, and global associations. They are also 
frequently underestimated.

The visible side of leadership is performance. The less visible 
side is the personal and organisational cost of sustained pressure when it 
is  not properly understood or addressed. I have seen capable leaders 
continue  to  deliver  while  carrying  significant  internal  strain.  I  have 
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watched teams lose alignment, because pressure erodes communication, 
trust,  and  perspective  over  time.  I  have  also  seen  how  easily  high 
standards,  ambition,  and  responsibility  can  become  patterns  of 
overextension when leaders  lack  the  tools  to  recognise  and regulate 
them.

I have felt it myself. The moment when you realise that the very 
drive that built your career has also been quietly shaping you in ways you 
never chose. For many years I understood this as part of the leadership 
landscape. What I lacked was a way to put it into words, measure it, and 
change it.

My conversation with Claire Hayek shifted that perspective.
Claire Hayek brings a rare combination of analytical discipline, 

neuroscience-based  insight,  leadership  experience,  and  human 
understanding  to  this  subject.  As  an  engineer  by  training,  she 
approaches leadership challenges by identifying root causes rather than 
addressing surface symptoms. As a strategist grounded in neuroscience, 
she  examines  what  happens  beneath  performance,  in  the  patterns, 
responses, and pressures that shape how leaders think, decide, relate, and 
recover.

Her work is  informed by extensive engagement with leaders 
across countries, sectors, and organisational contexts. She understands 
the lived reality of people who are required to lead through complexity. 
Her  own  journey,  from  a  childhood  shaped  by  war  to  decades  of 
building  businesses,  leading  people,  and  advising  others,  gives  her 
perspective both depth and credibility.

That depth is reflected in this book.
What  Claire  Hayek  offers  is  a  practical  and  thoughtful 

examination of how pressure affects leaders, how unexamined patterns 
shape behaviour, and how greater awareness can create more effective, 
resilient, and sustainable leadership.

The value of this book lies in its clarity. It gives language to 
experiences many leaders recognise but have never fully articulated. It 
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explains  why certain  leadership  responses  emerge  under  pressure.  It 
challenges the assumption that resilience is simply the ability to endure 
more.  And  it  provides  a  structured  path  for  leaders  who  want  to 
perform with greater awareness, steadiness, and intention.

Organisations  need  leaders  who  can  deliver  results  while 
preserving judgement, relationships, and long-term sustainability. They 
need leaders who understand that resilience is a disciplined leadership 
capability. They need leaders who can recognise patterns, address root 
causes, and build cultures where performance and wellbeing strengthen 
each other.

This  book  makes  an  important  contribution  to  that 
conversation.  For  leaders  navigating  high-pressure  environments,  it 
offers both insight and practical relevance. It invites leaders to examine 
what they carry and what they may need to change in order to lead well 
over time.

I cannot think of a more important conversation for our time, 
and I am deeply honoured to be part of it.

TAUBIE MOTLHABANE

CEO, Cape Town International Convention Centre | Vice President, 
AIPC
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[[MARK:introduction]]INTRODUCTION

I REMEMBER SITTING IN A TEAM meeting where everyone 
appeared aligned, voices steady, ideas moving forward with a confidence 
that  suggested  the  decision  had  already  been  made,  even  though 
something in the conversation felt unfinished and slightly off-balance. 
The table was long enough to seat twice our number, and we had not 
come close  to  filling it.  The chairs  along the  far  side  stayed empty, 
pushed in neatly, as if arranged for people who had decided not to show 
up.  The  light  overhead  was  white  and  flat,  the  kind  that  shows 
everything without warming anything, and an agenda lay printed in 
front of me on the glass surface, the pages slightly curled at the corners, 
as if they had been handled and re-handled throughout the day.

People were nodding, adding thoughtful comments, building 
on one another’s points, and yet I could sense a narrowing taking place, 
as if the discussion was moving efficiently toward an answer that seemed 
comfortable rather than one that was true. I felt something change in my 
body before it reached my thoughts. My breath settled higher in my 
chest,  my  shoulders  drew  in  almost  imperceptibly,  and  a  familiar 
internal calculation began to run in the background. I could see the 
question  that  would  change  the  direction  of  the  conversation.  It 
hovered there, fully formed, clear, ready. I glanced back down at the 
agenda, aware that the next item would move us forward whether the 
real issue had been addressed or not. And still, I stayed quiet.

I looked exactly as I was expected to look. Attentive. Engaged. 
Composed. I listened carefully, took notes, offered smaller comments 
that  fit  neatly  into  the  flow of  what  was  already being  said.  I  held 
something back and I felt it as I clenched my jaw. I chose silence over 
clarity. The meeting continued forward, and with every minute that 
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passed, the window to speak moved farther away, with no one noticing 
it was gone.

People  gathered  their  things,  exchanged polite  remarks,  and 
moved on to the next commitment. I stayed seated for a few seconds 
longer than usual, aware of the quiet discomfort settling in my body. I 
knew I had protected the rhythm of that conversation. I also knew that 
something valuable  had been left  untouched.  The conversation had 
remained smooth, but it had lost depth.

It felt familiar in a way that surprised me. As I gathered my 
papers  and stood up,  everyone already moving on without pause,  I 
realized how practiced it had felt. It felt the same as many times before it, 
times  when  restraint  had  come  more  easily  than  expression,  when 
keeping things steady had taken priority over saying what mattered. 
What  struck  me  most  was  how  quickly  my  body  had  guided  the 
decision, long before I had consciously weighed the consequences.

I grew up in Beirut, and pressure was something I breathed from 
childhood. It shaped how I listened, how I read people, how I learned to 
track what was being said and what was being carefully  avoided.  It 
followed me into engineering, into twenty years of managing high-stakes 
projects where one miscalculation could cost millions or worse, lives, 
and where the margin for error was so thin that your body learned to 
stay alert long after the situation called for it. By the time I was sitting in 
that  meeting  room,  pen  in  hand,  insight  fully  formed  and  quietly 
swallowed, I had been practicing that containment for most of my life. I 
had simply never called it what it was.

Under pressure, the nervous system does what it was designed to 
do. It prepares. It scans. It narrows focus toward what feels most urgent. 
Breathing,  posture,  attention,  muscle  tone  all  move  in  service  of 
protection and speed. The brain becomes selective, filters, prioritizes 
what helps you get past the moment with the least risk. This can make 
you very effective in high-stakes environments. It can also quietly take 
from you the things you value most. The capacity to say the thing that 
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matters  when  it  matters  most.  The  patience  to  stay  curious  when 
urgency  is  pulling  you toward  resolution.  The  voice  that  was  fully 
formed and ready, and stayed quiet anyway.

When people say they perform well under pressure, they usually 
mean it. The results are real. The deadlines get met. Some of them will 
tell you they need the pressure, that without a deadline bearing down, 
the work moves differently. That the urgency sharpens something. That 
they feel more alive when the stakes are high. I know that feeling. I 
lived inside it for most of those years and called it my edge.

Here is the question worth asking: what if the performance is 
real,  and  there  is  still  a  price?  What  if  the  sharpness  that  pressure 
produces is costing you something in the hours, the days, the decisions 
that happen in between? The mind narrows. The conversation becomes 
more calculated. You get the job done, and something in you goes a little 
quieter each time you do. Most people never connect those two things, 
because the results keep coming, and results feel  like proof that the 
system is working.

The question is whether you are performing at the level you 
were built for, or a quieter, smaller version of it.

A few years ago, I learned what the alternative felt like. It was late 
at night, well past dark, and I was standing outside at a firewalking event. 
The sky above was a flat black, no gradation, no color at all. And then I 
looked down. The coals glowed amber and orange against the ground, 
vivid enough to light the air just above the surface, and for a moment the 
world felt inverted. The light was rising from the earth. The sky was dark 
where the ground should have been dim. It was as if something had 
reversed the order of things, and the place your feet trusted was the one 
that burned with heat and color, while everything overhead stayed cold 
and without feature.

Before I had time to build any story about what was coming, I 
was already moving. I stepped forward onto the coals with intention and 
presence, and what I remember most is the quiet. My breath had found 
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a steady rhythm. My attention was fully there, in that step and the one 
that followed it. The coals were real. The heat was real. The quiet inside 
me was also real. All three were true at the same time.

That walk mattered to me because life has its own version of it, 
and it almost never involves coals. It involves conversations. Decisions 
made in front of people whose opinion of you matters. Situations where 
the temperature rises and your body reacts before your mind has caught 
up, where the pattern you have been running for twenty or thirty years 
steps forward and takes the wheel before you have had a chance to 
choose. In those situations, the question becomes very simple and very 
hard. Can you stay steady inside yourself while the temperature rises 
around you?

Calm under fire is widely misunderstood as looking composed. 
Many people have learned to do that, and many have been rewarded for 
it across long careers. Real calm is something different. It is internal 
steadiness. It is keeping access to your thinking, your language, your 
judgment, and your voice while pressure rises. It feels like space on the 
inside. It feels like being able to speak with authority without force, and 
to decide without urgency taking the wheel.

This is a trained capacity, available to anyone willing to practice 
it. The nervous system that learned to brace under pressure learned that 
through repetition and experience, and it can learn something new the 
same way. The patterns that formed early, the ones that once helped you 
survive  uncertainty  and navigate  intensity,  can  be  updated  through 
practice that meets the body where it actually lives, in sensation, rhythm, 
timing, and response.

You access this as who you already are. You may want it for your 
work,  for  the  people  who  depend  on  your  decisions,  for  the 
relationships that carry the weight of who you are under pressure. You 
may want the ability to walk into high-stakes situations with steadiness 
already online, rather than trying to manufacture calm while your body 
is already bracing for impact.
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The pages ahead move through the deeper roots of pressure, 
through the ways that identity, silence, and early experience shape how 
you operate when pressure compounds, and through the hidden cost of 
carrying it all quietly while everything keeps moving. You will recognize 
yourself in places you did not expect. Some of that recognition will have 
nothing to do with your title or your organization. It will be older than 
that, and more personal. Then the focus moves toward what is possible, 
the practical reality of training your nervous system so that clarity stays 
available when it counts, so your voice stays online without force, so you 
can walk into demanding situations with more space inside you than 
you are used to carrying.

That  is  what  calm  under  fire  means  here.  You  have  to 
understand  what  your  system  has  been  doing,  and  then  teach  it  a 
response that your body can trust. When that happens, the external 
world may still move fast, the expectations may still be high, and yet you 
meet it from a steadier place. You will feel it before you can explain it.
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[[MARK:ch1]]C H A P T E R  1

WHEN PRESSURE BECAME NORMAL

I  CAN STILL PICTURE CERTAIN ROOMS from  childhood 
more clearly than I can remember the dates that surrounded them. The 
light  would  sit  differently  at  different  hours,  sometimes  bright  and 
honest, sometimes dim and dusty, as if the air itself had weight. Adults 
spoke in a way that sounded calm while their bodies said something else 
entirely, voices a little tighter, movements slightly faster, eyes tracking 
more than they admitted. The politics were beyond me. Borders and 
strategy and who was right, none of that reached me. What reached me 
was tone. I understood how quickly things could change in a breath, and 
how fast you learned to adjust without being told.

In Lebanon, war was not always a single dramatic event you 
could point to. It lived in interruptions. It lived in small changes that 
arrived without explanation and then became part of the background; 
the way weather becomes part of a landscape. A door closed when it 
usually stayed open. A conversation ended mid-sentence and restarted 
later with different words. Someone’s hand hovered over a radio dial and 
then turned it down, as if volume itself could invite danger. Even the 
silence had texture. Sometimes it felt like a pause. Sometimes it felt like a 
warning. Either way, your body listened.

As a child, you call it normal, because it is the only normal you 
know. You learn it in fragments, and the fragments teach you faster than 
language ever could. You learn what footsteps mean when they come 
down the hall at a certain pace. You learn which faces stay composed and 
which ones crease at the forehead. You learn when adults smile to calm 
you, and when they smile to hold themselves together. You learn how to 
keep your questions to yourself because the timing feels wrong, because 
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the air  feels  thin, because something invisible is  moving underneath 
what is being said.

That type of environment trains attention. It refines it, it turns it 
into a survival tool that looks impressive later in life. People admire the 
person who stays steady when things feel uncertain, who can walk into 
intensity and remain functional, who can make quick decisions without 
flinching. They call  it  strength. They call  it  composure. They call  it 
resilience. The body remembers it differently. The body remembers the 
early training, the repeated exposure to instability,  the way alertness 
became a baseline, the way your system learned to keep one part of you 
listening even while you smiled and carried on.

Pressure, when you meet it early, creates a competence most 
people never develop. You become someone who notices what others 
miss.  You  feel  it  before  it  becomes  obvious.  You  sense  when  a 
conversation has quietly changed direction, when people have decided 
to agree rather than solve. You develop a sixth sense for momentum, for 
mood, for what is safe to say and what might change the temperature. 
That  ability  can  serve  you.  It  can  also  quietly  cost  you something, 
because a nervous system trained in uncertainty carries its own logic, 
and it updates only when something teaches it to.

There  is  a  word  for  what  happens  when  pressure  stops 
registering.  It  is  called habituation.  The nervous system, exposed to 
sustained intensity over time, adapts. What once felt like a lot starts to 
feel  manageable.  What  once  felt  like  too  much  starts  to  feel  like  a 
standard week. The signal that used to say slow down gets quieter. The 
pressure is still there. Your system just learned to live inside it. This is the 
part that matters: habituation and resilience are different things entirely. 
Resilience  is  the  capacity  to  handle  pressure  and  return  to  a  clear, 
grounded state. Habituation means you stopped noticing the pressure 
was there. Most leaders who have been performing well under intensity 
for a long time are not as resilient as the people around them believe. 
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They have habituated so completely that neither they nor anyone else 
can see the difference anymore.

The  brain  is  designed  to  learn  through  repetition.  When  a 
situation repeats, the nervous system stops waiting for explanations and 
starts building shortcuts. It tags certain signals as important. It primes 
you to respond before you consciously decide. The neurons that fire 
together wire together,  this  is  how the brain builds its  fastest,  most 
automatic  responses,  and  it  is  also  how  what  formed  in  childhood 
becomes what runs your leadership decades later. The brain that learned 
to track threat in an unstable environment does not retire that skill when 
the environment changes. It keeps the skill active, because the skill kept 
you safe, and the brain remembers what worked.

That is how pressure becomes familiar. Later, when life presents 
high-stakes  situations  that  carry  a  different  risk,  the  risk  of  being 
misunderstood, the risk of being exposed, the risk of making the wrong 
call in front of people who matter, the body recognizes the sensation 
before the mind has time to label it. Eyes turn toward you. A decision 
hangs in the air. Something in you clicks on. You become sharper. More 
focused.  More  precise.  People  trust  you  because  you  look  steady, 
because you move when others hesitate.

You are highly functional. You are also running on less than you 
think. Your attention goes tight. Your breath changes. Your body leans 
forward  slightly,  as  if  preparing  to  carry  something.  Creativity  can 
shrink. Patience can thin. Voice can get more calculated. You measure 
the situation. You predict outcomes. You begin choosing safety in small 
ways you barely notice, and you can do it while still appearing calm.

The most subtle part of this is how it becomes identity. You 
begin  to  see  yourself  as  someone  who can  handle  things.  Someone 
reliable. Someone who stays composed when others do not. You build 
your life on that competence because it works. It gets rewarded. It earns 
trust. It becomes part of your reputation, and part of your self-respect. 
Then one day you realize your system knows how to function, and it 
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struggles to stand down. Even when life is stable, part of you stays ready. 
Even when the situation is safe, your body behaves like it has something 
to manage. Stopping feels harder than starting. Your body does not 
know how to be off duty.

That is why pressure can feel addictive to some people. It puts 
you in a mode you understand. It wakes you up. It gives you a sense of 
purpose and traction. It makes you decisive. It makes you fast. It makes 
you valuable.

Then, quietly, it starts to cost you, because the body keeps using 
the  same  settings  even  when  the  situation  has  changed.  You  keep 
operating from vigilance or control when what you need is clarity. You 
keep bracing when what you need is calm authority.

If you have ever wondered why you can perform brilliantly in 
intensity and still feel tired afterward in a way that does not match the 
situation,  this  is  part  of  the answer.  Your system learned to survive 
before it learned to settle. It learned how to stay standing on moving 
ground. It learned how to read people, how to track risk, how to stay 
composed. That training never disappears. It becomes the background 
software running beneath your decisions, your voice, your pace, your 
tolerance, your ability to think clearly when things get hard.

It gets stored in the body as sensation, as reflex, as automatic 
response. And nothing triggers it faster than sound.

You already know this. Think about a song from your teenage 
years, one you have not heard in a decade, and the second it comes on, 
you are back. Actually back in it. The smell, the feeling, the people. 
Sound does  not  go  through the  thinking  part  of  the  brain  first.  It 
bypasses it entirely and lands somewhere older, somewhere that does not 
know the difference between then and now.

That is what certain sounds did to me growing up. And one 
sound more than any other. It was the radio, and more specifically, the 
breaking-news jingle that would cut through the day with a high, urgent 
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beat. It was upbeat in tempo, almost sharp, almost too bright. Nobody 
heard that jingle and relaxed. You heard it and you stopped.

The moment it came on, the room went quiet. Conversations 
stopped. Someone reached for the volume. It did not matter what you 
were doing, eating, playing, finishing homework. You stopped doing it. 
That sound meant information was arriving, and information meant 
the next few hours could be different than the last few minutes. It was a 
signal to stop living normally and start listening.

I had no language for what that was doing to me at the time. I 
only  knew  the  sequence.  Sound.  Stillness.  Listening.  Watching  the 
adults. Watching how their faces changed in the seconds before anyone 
spoke. Watching their eyes.

There is a particular look that appears in people when they are 
trying to stay calm for someone else. The mouth stays steady, sometimes 
even soft, while the eyes begin scanning, right to left, barely, yet just 
enough to show that the body is searching for what it needs to know. 
The eyebrows lift in a way that does not match the rest of the face, a 
small expression of fear that slips through despite the effort to contain it. 
Children learn that look quickly. You learn it faster than you learn the 
words for it, because your safety depends on reading what is about to 
happen before anyone explains it to you.

When the radio announced something serious, the adults’ eyes 
were the first to tell the truth. Their bodies adjusted. Their breathing 
changed. Their movements became more efficient, less casual, as if they 
were already counting time. And I learned to follow their cues. I learned 
which tone meant it was fine, which tone meant we were pretending it 
was fine, and which tone meant you were expected to stay quiet, stay 
close, and stay ready.

One  night  stands  out  above  the  rest.  I  was  too  young  to 
articulate what I understood in it, but I understood it. The building we 
were in had a shelter beneath it, a space that smelled of concrete, marked 
by years of people waiting there. We had candles because the power was 
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out. Someone had a radio. The city outside was making sounds that 
cities are not supposed to make.

The adults in the room were doing what adults do when they are 
frightened and responsible for children at the same time. They were 
performing calm. I could see the performance and I could see what was 
underneath  it,  because  children  who  grow  up  in  that  type  of 
environment learn to read both simultaneously.  The voice says  one 
thing. The hands say another. The shoulders say a third. You track all 
three without deciding to, and by the time you are old enough to know 
what you are doing, the tracking is so automatic you could not stop it if 
you tried.

What I remember most from that night is the quiet after one 
particularly loud sequence of sounds outside. Everything stopped. And 
then, a few seconds later, everything resumed. Conversations restarted. 
Someone  adjusted  the  candle.  A  child  asked  a  question  and  was 
answered gently. The performance of normalcy picked up exactly where 
it  had left  off, as  if  the interruption had been absorbed rather than 
addressed, swallowed rather than processed.1

I filed that away somewhere. I filed it without knowing I was 
filing it. The body keeps records like that, detailed and precise, stored in 
places that have nothing to do with memory as you usually understand 
it. But it was there. It would be there for a long time.

*  *  *

Leon,  a  CEO  who  has  led  high-stakes  organizations  across 
multiple markets, runs a production company in one of the world’s 
most  demanding  event  markets,  where  a  launch  event  for  a  major 
automotive  brand  can  involve  months  of  planning,  government 
liaisons, logistics chains that stretch across city districts, and the pressure 
of knowing that one hundred things must go exactly right. He was still 
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in  his  office when we spoke,  well  into the  evening,  his  whole  team 
upstairs finishing a project. That was just another ordinary day for him.

When I asked him where he saw the self-protective reflex show 
up in the organizations around him, his  answer was immediate and 
specific. It did not matter what level of seniority you reached, he told me. 
Even  the  most  senior  executives  in  the  companies  he  worked  with 
operated from the same defensive crouch. They had ideas. They could 
see what needed to change. And they stayed quiet. Because the chain 
above them was long, and the risk of standing out felt higher than the 
cost of staying in line. He described watching a room full of capable 
people  choose  silence  over  clarity,  over  and  over,  in  meeting  after 
meeting. They called it professionalism. There is no time to wallow over 
things, he said. You just pick up and go. It sounded like momentum. It 
functioned like suppression. It was so embedded in the culture that the 
people inside it had stopped being able to distinguish between the two.

What struck me in that conversation was how little any of it had 
to do with individual character.  These were intelligent,  experienced, 
driven people. What was running them was older than any of them. It 
had been there before they arrived. It would be there after they left. The 
environment had learned it long ago, and they had learned it from the 
environment, the way children learn the sequence from the adults in a 
candlelit room, without being told, without deciding to, just by being 
present long enough for the pattern to become the background.

André had spent years as a COO in one of the most pressure-
saturated sectors I encountered during this research, a market where the 
entire industry had grown up under sustained pressure. The low-grade 
constant pressure that becomes the baseline and gets mistaken for the 
nature of the work, arriving so early in a career that no one remembers a 
time before it. The industry, he told me, had been built largely by people 
who became leaders out of necessity. The work was too urgent, the 
timelines too short, the margins too thin, for anyone to stop and ask 
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whether the way they were operating was sustainable. They had never 
had time to reflect. So, they did not.

At some point his company brought in a veteran operations 
leader,  a man who had spent forty years inside some of the world’s 
largest corporate organizations. He arrived prepared, with systems and 
frameworks and a deep understanding of how high-pressure operations 
run at scale. Within four months, he came to André and said: I have 
never experienced something like this before. The expectations. The 
timelines. The dependency on key people. Nothing in forty years had 
prepared him for the quality of pressure that this organization carried as 
a matter of routine. He was not talking about a crisis. He was talking 
about an ordinary week.

Connor, a CEO overseeing several companies through a period 
of compounding crises, described a situation that most leaders would 
recognize and few would name out loud. He was managing a large-scale 
infrastructure  failure  in  North  America,  a  situation  where  the 
consequences of not recovering carried nine-figure implications, and 
each morning he would walk into a room of fifty people, stand at the 
front, and run the daily briefing. He was the one setting direction. He 
was the one they were watching. He had to be clear, confident, and 
steady. “I had to pretend I was calm and confident and collected,” he 
told me, “and then let them go to work.” Then he would go sit in his 
office, alone, and the composure would come apart. He would cry, dry 
his eyes, and go back to work. Every day. For weeks. The people he was 
leading saw one version of him. The walls of his office saw another.

What Connor was describing is the shape pressure takes inside a 
leader who has been trained, by years of high-stakes responsibility, to 
keep the internal experience invisible. The performance of calm is, in 
many cases, an act of leadership. A team that sees its leader fall apart does 
not perform better. But there is a cost to running that gap for months at 
a time, and the cost does not invoice itself until much later. Connor 
knew this, looking back. At the time, there was no space to examine it. 
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There was only the next briefing, the next day, the next decision that 
needed to look certain even when nothing was.

Listening to all three of them, I kept hearing myself. What they 
were describing was exactly what my childhood had produced in me 
before I had language for it. A system calibrated to a specific pressure 
level, running that calibration as its default, unable to tell the difference 
between  the  emergency  and  the  norm  because  the  emergency  had 
become the norm. The people inside it were capable and experienced 
and genuinely skilled. They were also operating from a setting that had 
been turned up all  the way and left there, and they had all  stopped 
noticing,  because  you  stop  noticing  what  you  have  learned  to  call 
ordinary.

I  was  no  different.  The  same  pattern,  a  different  office,  a 
different decade.

By the time you reach a position of significant responsibility, 
this  has been running for a  long time.  It  has been rewarded. It  has 
produced results. The results have reinforced it. And somewhere along 
the way, it stopped being something you did and became something you 
were.

The engineering firm I worked in during my early career treated 
intensity as normal. Everyone had made their peace with it. The work 
was detailed, technical, and consequential.

Rows of cubicles filled the open area so you could see and hear 
almost everything, the low hum of computers and quiet conversations 
forming the background rhythm of the day. People were focused, heads 
down, moving between screens and drawings, with the concentration of 
people who knew the work mattered. Deadlines were real and everyone 
felt  them,  even  when  no  one  mentioned  them.  Then  the  energy 
changed.

The client’s CEO stormed into the open area without warning, 
his presence cutting through the space before his words did. His voice 
rose quickly, sharp and loud, carrying across the cubicles as he began to 
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shout about a missed deadline, one that had been unreasonable from the 
start,  a  timeline  set  without  regard  for  reality.  The  language  was 
aggressive, public, deeply unprofessional. It landed like an impact.

I watched everyone react in the same instant. Bodies stiffened. 
Hands stopped moving. Conversations vanished mid-sentence. It felt as 
if the entire floor had inhaled at once and forgotten how to exhale. No 
one spoke.  No one intervened.  The project  leaders  stayed still.  The 
firm’s executives stayed still. Authority had entered the space loudly, 
and everything froze around it.

My  position  on  that  project  carried  no  decision-making 
authority.  An  engineer  focused  on  my  scope  of  work,  watching 
something that felt wrong on every level. I could see the discomfort 
ripple  through  the  space,  the  silent  calculation  happening  behind 
people’s eyes as they weighed risk, consequence, and survival in real 
time. Everyone knew the behavior was unacceptable. Everyone knew it 
should be addressed. And everyone stayed still.

What struck me was how familiar the sensation felt. The setting 
was different. The stakes were professional. Yet my body responded in a 
way I recognized immediately. The space became something to read 
rather  than  something  to  engage  with.  I  noticed  faces  first.  People 
stopped making eye contact. Shoulders went up. Nobody said a word.

The nervous system does not analyse a situation before it reacts. 
It pattern-matches. That circuitry was built for survival.  It does not 
distinguish between a shouting client and a shelling outside a building. 
It recognizes intensity, unpredictability, power without regulation. And 
it responds the way it was trained to respond.

My nervous system registered intensity either way. Silence took 
over.

Functional silence. The silence that keeps things from escalating 
further, that avoids drawing attention, that preserves stability at the cost 
of expression. It was a shared physiological response, mirrored across 

16



The Leadership Skill Nobody Taught You

dozens of bodies in the same space. Everyone stayed quiet, and in that 
quiet, it passed.

Later, when the CEO left, the space slowly came back to life. 
People turned to each other. Low voices, raised eyebrows, quick looks 
that said everything without saying much. Then everyone went back to 
work. The day continued.

I left the building with that feeling still in me. The shouting was 
unpleasant, but it was not what stayed. What stayed was the speed of the 
internal response. How quickly everyone had read the atmosphere and 
adapted to it. How naturally going quiet had presented itself as the only 
available move. How entirely recognizable the whole sequence felt. I had 
been practicing it since I was a child.

Everyone in  that  office that  day  did  exactly  what  a  nervous 
system is built to do. So did every leader whose story I shared, the ones 
who spoke up and the ones who stayed quiet. Their bodies read danger 
and answered with speed, the same way bodies have answered danger for 
as long as humans have existed. That response kept people alive for most 
of history.

The  connection between a  child  listening  for  sirens  and an 
engineer  watching  a  CEO  shout  across  a  floor  of  cubicles  is  not 
symbolic. It is the same wiring. The brain is built for one job above every 
other: survival, decided in milliseconds. It reacts first. It asks questions 
later, when there is time to ask them, which there rarely is. The setting 
changes. The wiring does not.

The drive home that day took longer than usual. Brake lights in 
front of me, the red of them, repeated down the line of cars for as far as I 
could see. Sitting in that slow queue, I understood, without being able 
to fully articulate it yet, that what had happened in that open office was 
familiar in a way that went much further back than my career.

Forty people had absorbed it and gone back to their screens. So 
had I.2 And I had no idea how long I had been doing that.
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1  The experience of childhood under war pressure that opens this book finds a remarkable visual 
parallel in the film 1982, written and directed by Oualid Mouaness. Set over a single school day 
in  Lebanon  during  the  1982  invasion,  it  captures  with  extraordinary  precision  what  that 
particular kind of pressure feels like from the inside of a child’s world. For anyone who wants to 
see what these pages attempt to describe, it is worth watching.

2  The moment that gave this observation its name, the first time I said something out loud 
before walking into a room and felt what changed, is the story behind my TEDx talk, The Say It  
Out Loud Rule™: Why Your Voice Matters.  If you want the fuller account of where that 
practice came from and what it cost me to find it, you can watch the full talk on TEDx.
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[[MARK:ch2]]C H A P T E R  2

THE IDENTITY THAT KEPT YOU GOING

THE MEETING FELT NORMAL. I was seated about halfway down 
the side of the table, close enough to the door that I could see it from my 
chair, facing the wall and the whiteboard. Someone had left yesterday's 
notes on it, faint blue lines bleeding through underneath the new ones. I 
had my agenda printed, my notebook open, one hand moving across the 
page the way it does when I need my hands busy to keep my thinking in 
the room. The other hand held a small tube of lip balm I kept picking up 
and setting down without noticing.

There were about eight to ten of us. Peers, a couple of senior 
leaders, the CEO at the head of the table, and people from sales sitting 
with that numbers-matter energy. Early afternoon, that stretch of the 
day when everyone is awake enough to perform and slightly impatient 
because there is a long list waiting after this. We were doing what teams 
do  in  situations  like  that:  tightening  timelines,  trying  to  sound 
confident, trying to keep things moving without anything breaking.

Then we moved into sales projections, and the energy changed 
the way it always does when money enters the conversation.

One of the VPs started talking about the competition, and he 
said something that hit everyone like a quiet insult wrapped in a casual 
tone. He said their sales people had that bigger-than-life personality, that 
natural charm, that energy that makes clients want to buy. He said it like 
it was obvious, like it was just reality, and in the same breath he made it 
sound like we did not have that. Like we were the serious ones. The 
boring ones. The ones who could never win because we did not have the 
it factor.

My body reacted before my mind put words to it.
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I remember taking a sharp breath and holding it, almost like 
everything hit pause for half a second. I stopped scribbling. My hand 
closed around the pen. I moved forward in my chair, then had to catch 
myself, because I could feel something rising fast and I knew I had two 
choices. I could say what I really wanted to say, or I could manage the 
group.

In my head, it was raw. Blunt. Angry.
Something  like:  Maybe  you  feel  that  way,  but  we  are  great 

people. We are likeable. We work hard. We show up. We care. We are 
smart. We are solid. People trust us. And then, almost immediately after 
that, another voice kicked in, quieter but sharp in its own way. It started 
scanning for risk. Male-dominated space. Senior leaders at the table. A 
comment like this could turn into a story about me, the confident girl 
who thinks she is all that, the one who cannot take feedback, the one 
who needs to prove herself.

So I did what I had practiced for years.
I challenged him, but gently. I framed it like a polite question. I 

kept my tone calm. I kept it professional. I stayed within the lines. He 
looked at  me.  I  felt  it  in my stomach.  That look that  tells  you the 
conversation is already over, and you were the last one to find out.

I let it go.
And the part I still remember when I think about it now is that I 

had another insight right there, and it could have changed everything if I 
had had the clarity to say it with calm authority instead of heat. I could 
see that he might have been talking about himself. He was kind. He was 
respected. He was also introverted, quiet, serious, far from the larger-
than-life description he was selling. I could feel that he was lumping all 
of us into his own story, as if we were all the same. That was the real 
opening for an honest conversation. We could have asked what we were 
missing,  how to build connection without becoming something we 
were not, how to win trust faster without losing our credibility.

My brain did not get me there fast enough.
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What  it  gave  me,  in  that  split  second,  was  defense.  Then 
restraint. Then irritation.

After the meeting ended, people gathered papers, made small 
talk, moved on. I felt that simmering kind of irritation, the one that 
follows you around because you had something real to say and held it 
back. I  replayed his words,  bigger than life,  and I replayed my own 
reaction. And then the questions started. Am I too direct? Am I too 
serious? Do people even like me? Do clients see me as the technical 
person who skips the bonding part?

That is the real cost of situations like this.
You  take  it  with  you.  You  replay  the  words.  You  question 

yourself. You pick apart every sentence. That spiral is what it costs. And 
every time it  happens,  it  shapes how you show up next time. Some 
people  pull  back.  Some  overcompensate.  Some  go  quieter.  The 
direction depends on the person. But the spiral always leaves a mark.

Because the body learns faster than the mind. It remembers the 
look.  It  remembers  where you sat  and how it  felt  when the energy 
turned. And once it files a situation as unsafe, it stops giving you your 
best thinking. You stop reaching for the smarter response and you reach 
for the safer one.

That day, I stayed safe.
I  also stayed smaller than I needed to be,  and I left  a better 

conversation sitting untouched right in the middle of the table.
And if you have ever walked out of a situation feeling that exact 

mix of anger, restraint, and regret, you already know what I mean. What 
happens inside you shapes who you become over time, if you never learn 
to recognize it.

Here is what I started to notice once I slowed down enough to 
look closely. The pressure itself was rarely the main event. The main 
event was the response that showed up inside me when pressure walked 
in. It arrived fast, sometimes within a second, sometimes within a few 
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breaths, and it always came with the same promise: keep yourself safe, 
keep your place, keep the situation from turning against you.

You have looked back at something and thought, why did I do 
that. And then the questions come. Why did I shut down when I had 
something  valuable  to  say?  Why  did  I  over-explain  when  a  simple 
sentence would have been better? Why did I get sharp, or controlling, or 
weirdly polite? Why did I agree too quickly? Why did I smile while my 
jaw stayed tight? Why did I go quiet and call it professionalism when it 
actually felt like I was disappearing?

Most people think those are personality quirks. They are learned 
responses. Your body learned them the same way it learned everything 
else,  through  repetition,  consequence,  and  relief.  Over  time,  the 
response runs so fast you stop experiencing it as a choice.

Your body has a job in situations like that. It scans for threat and 
reward  and  decides  what  to  prioritize.  Under  pressure,  it  tends  to 
prioritize protection. The part of you that handles nuance, long-range 
thinking, and flexible problem-solving goes quieter, while the part of 
you that keeps you alive takes the microphone. That makes you human. 
It also explains why you can be brilliant in calm conditions, then feel 
oddly limited when the stakes rise.

The reason this is so hard to change through effort alone is that 
your brain does not distinguish between a useful response and a harmful 
one. It simply reinforces what worked. Every time you ran that response 
and the situation got safer, your brain filed it. The more often a sequence 
fires, the stronger the pathway becomes. Eventually the thought just 
flows that route automatically, without your permission or even your 
awareness. That is what this is. A brain doing exactly what it was built to 
do, running the program that worked, long after the conditions that 
shaped it have changed.

*  *  *
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When you zoom out, a handful of common pressure moves 
show up across  different  people,  different  industries,  different  lives. 
They look different on the surface. They come from the same place, 
your body trying to reduce risk fast.

Some people respond by getting smaller. They go quiet in the 
face, careful in the voice, short in their words. They become clean and 
contained, choosing fewer sentences, waiting for the perfect opening, 
hoping the situation feels safe enough before they step in. They can look 
calm, even elegant. And the whole time they are tracking every signal in 
the room, scanning for disapproval, trying to make sure nothing they do 
creates friction. They can come across as steady while feeling completely 
braced. You hear it too, even when it barely registers. Mm-hmm. Okay. 
Yeah, sure.

Nadia, a CEO who has led a major public-facing venue through 
sustained pressure and change, described watching this happen across 
an entire leadership team when pressure peaked, people going inward 
simultaneously, each one protecting their own corner of the operation 
while the shared picture quietly fragmented around them. The silence 
looked  like  professionalism.  It  felt,  she  said,  like  something  being 
swallowed.

Some people  respond with speed.  They start  moving faster, 
talking faster, correcting faster, deciding faster. They raise the bar on 
standards, collapse the timelines, sharpen expectations, and push the 
whole team toward certainty. This can look like leadership. It can also be 
fear wearing a suit. The group feels handled, and everyone can breathe 
again, yet the person doing it feels the weight in their body, because 
speed is a way of trying to prevent discomfort from showing. You hear it 
in the phrases. Can we stop overthinking this. We are not being clear 
here. I am going to make an executive decision.

Some people respond by taking control. Their body tightens 
and  it  comes  out  as  checking  in  more  than  the  situation  calls  for, 
reopening work that was already approved, asking for updates nobody 
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requested, finding it almost impossible to leave a delegated task alone. 
Sometimes they catch themselves mid-edit and put it down. Sometimes 
they  justify  it  by  calling  themselves  thorough,  careful,  exacting, 
responsible. Underneath, it is the same thing. The body is flooded, the 
brain pulls back to a single track, and the person is trying to create safety 
through force.

Some people respond by disappearing. They delay. They avoid. 
They go numb. They stay busy with tasks that look productive while 
dodging what actually needs to be faced. They withdraw emotionally, 
even while sitting in the meeting. They say they will get back to you and 
then never fully come back. They can look calm and unbothered, but 
they feel distant, even from themselves, because somewhere along the 
way the safest option became stepping back.

Some  people  respond  by  smoothing  everything.  They  over-
agree. They take responsibility quickly, even when it was not theirs. 
They manage everyone's emotional temperature, keep the peace, soften 
hard truths,  protect other people from discomfort.  They can sound 
supportive, collaborative, team-first. And they are exhausted, because 
they are doing two jobs at once. Keeping everyone else comfortable 
while burying what they actually think.

Connor was direct about the cost of this. He had been in rooms 
where leaders could not bring themselves to make the difficult call, who 
managed  their  own  discomfort  by  managing  how  people  perceived 
them,  who  chose  the  appearance  of  harmony  over  the  reality  of 
accountability. A failure in leadership, he said, is wanting to be liked. 
That wanting does not just make you less effective. It can put a member 
of  your  team  in  the  hospital.  He  was  not  speaking  abstractly.  He 
described watching someone who could not bring himself to make the 
hard  call.  For  months,  that  leader  smoothed  things  over,  deferred 
decisions, and protected the atmosphere around him, while one of his 
own team members quietly fell apart and no one said a word about it. 
He had thought he was keeping the peace. What he had actually been 
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doing was protecting himself. Connor said it plainly: if that leader had 
been willing to be less liked, that person would not have ended up where 
they  did.  The  smoothing  had  felt  like  care.  It  had  functioned  as 
abandonment.

You have probably recognized yourself  in more than one of 
these descriptions. Most people do.

If you want to know which of these five is running you under 
pressure, and which one shows up second when the first one fails, the 
Pressure Archetypes Assessment at clairehayek.com/pressure-archetype 
will tell you in a few minutes.

Patrick had sat  on enough boards and worked with enough 
leadership teams over four decades to know the first thing that breaks 
when  pressure  builds.  He  described  watching  it  happen  across 
industries,  governance  structures,  early-stage  ventures,  large 
organizations.  Open honest  communication goes  first,  he  said.  One 
party goes silent, or distrust fills the space between people. From that 
point, you can read it without anyone saying a word. The body language 
tells you whether the group is solving the problem or protecting its 
position. He called this the difference between problem-solving and ego 
management,  and said that when pressure rises  and communication 
closes, the ego is almost always driving.

James,  a  senior  operations  leader  in  large-scale  creative 
production, said it plainly. He described what he had watched happen 
inside  executive  teams  when  pressure  sustained  itself  for  weeks. 
Everyone wants to be the hero, he told me, and when that collides, 
people run in different directions with good intentions and the team 
fragments without anyone deciding to fragment it.

Nadia put it this way. When pressure fragments a leadership 
team, trust is the first casualty. People stop being willing to fail in front 
of each other, so they stop sharing the things that most need to be said. 
The problems that need air stay buried. Then she said something that 
has never left me. It is like parents who think they are hiding the tension 
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from their children. The kids always know. The staff always know. The 
energy arrives before the words do.

Mark, a COO in the large-scale audiovisual and events industry, 
placed a director into a high-profile new property,  a hotel  trying to 
establish itself, still finding its footing. The director wanted the role. He 
had everything on paper. But over the following weeks, Mark watched 
him slowly come apart.  The decisions kept arriving. The noise kept 
rising.  And  without  a  trained  foundation  underneath  him,  he  had 
nothing to stand on. He was talented but he failed because the pressure 
he encountered was different from anything he had experienced before, 
and nobody had ever built him for it.

Miles  had  eight  military  deployments  behind  him  when  he 
transitioned back into ordinary life. He expected the return to feel like 
relief. It did not feel like anything he recognized. He had come home as a 
modified human being, he said, trying to recalibrate to a world his body 
no longer read as normal. The solidarity of the unit was gone. The clarity 
of the mission was gone. And the particular pressure that had shaped 
him for years was gone too. What replaced it felt thin by comparison. 
After his last deployment, the only thing he wanted was to go back. The 
only place he felt normal was a combat zone. His commanders refused. 
He  described  standing  in  ordinary  life,  in  traffic,  at  a  desk,  in 
conversations that felt weightless, with a body calibrated for something 
the environment could no longer provide. The response had become the 
person.  Recalibrating  away  from  it  required  something  more  than 
willpower. It was a matter of teaching his body that what it had learned 
to call ordinary was no longer the world it was living in.

*  *  *

Each of these responses developed for a reason. At some point in 
your life, it worked. Control helped you succeed. Silence helped you 
belong. Speed helped you survive.  Compliance helped you keep the 
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peace. Collapse helped you endure. These moves came from adaptation. 
The reaction makes sense when you understand what the body was 
trying to do.

The trouble starts when the response runs automatically, long 
after the conditions that shaped it have changed. The situation feels 
familiar.  The  pressure  feels  familiar.  The  body  responds  the  way  it 
always has, even when a different response would serve you better. You 
may notice this when you leave a meeting feeling irritated, when you 
replay something and wish you had spoken differently, when you sense 
that something valuable never made it into the conversation.

Over time, you begin to see the response for what it is.  You 
recognize the move as it happens, sometimes only after the fact at first, 
and instead of turning on yourself, a quieter voice rises up, one that 
sounds more like understanding than criticism.

You see how much effort it took. You see how early you learned 
to read a group, manage intensity, carry weight, and keep things moving. 
You see what the reaction was trying to do, even when the outcome no 
longer feels right. For many people, that is the first time the response 
stops  feeling  like  a  flaw.  Understanding  it  is  enough.  And  once  a 
response is understood, it stops needing to shout to be seen.

When I look back at those moments now, what rises first is 
compassion. Real compassion. It catches in your throat before it reaches 
your words. I see how hard I was trying. I see the effort, the vigilance, the 
constant scanning, the pressure to get it right, to stay sharp, to hold 
things together so nothing slipped. I want to sit next to that younger 
version of me, put an arm around her shoulders, and let her breathe for a 
second. I want to tell her she was doing the best she could with the tools 
she had at the time.

Those  reactions  came  from  intelligence.  From  a  body  that 
learned, early on, how to survive intensity, how to move fast when the 
environment demanded it, how to protect dignity, belonging, and safety 
when  the  stakes  felt  real.  That  body  learned  through  repetition. 
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Through consequence. Through situations where hesitation cost too 
much and decisiveness mattered. It learned that speed kept things from 
spiraling, that control reduced chaos, that focus kept you from falling 
behind.

When pressure hit, your body stepped in before your mind had 
time to form a thoughtful response. Over time, these responses became 
reliable.  Predictable.  They got  you through rooms that  would have 
broken someone without that wiring. They helped you earn respect in 
environments where results mattered more than reflection.

What hurts  when you look back is  how harshly you judged 
yourself afterward. The way your inner voice locked in, replaying the 
exchange, dissecting every word, every tone, every expression. Did you 
really have to say that? Could you not just hold back? Why are you like 
this? Sharp. Relentless. Judgment stacked on top of reaction, rigid, no 
room to breathe. The situation is already over, but your body does not 
get the memo. It keeps replaying it, closing around the mistake, turning 
the heat inward instead of letting it dissipate. And you held that weight 
quietly, believing that pressure meant you should handle it better, faster, 
cleaner, without needing space.

Seeing this clearly moves the story from what is wrong with me 
to what I was protecting. It opens the door to kindness without letting 
go  of  responsibility.  You  can  respect  how  hard  you  tried  and  still 
recognize that the response no longer needs to run on its own. You can 
honor  the  intelligence  that  got  you  here  while  making  room  for  a 
different way of showing up now.

This  is  where  calm authority  begins  to  take  shape,  through 
understanding, through recognizing that the part of you that reacted 
was  trying  to  help,  even when the  outcome fell  short  of  what  you 
wanted. When you meet that part with something other than judgment, 
space opens. And in that space, something becomes possible that was 
not available before.
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The pen was still in my hand when I walked out of that room. I 
did not put it down until I was back at my desk. I do not know why I 
remember that. But I do.
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[[MARK:ch3]]C H A P T E R  3

YOU START SEEING THE PATTERN 
EVERYWHERE

IT STARTS ON AN ORDINARY MORNING. The light is flat 
and neutral, offering nothing. The desk is quiet the way it only is before 
the day has found you. You sit down with one specific intention, one 
thing you need to finish today, and before you have even opened the 
document, your mind has already started lining things up. The client 
deliverable has a deadline on it. The inbox is pulling at the edge of your 
attention because someone is  waiting on numbers.  A team member 
cannot plan their week until you make a call. Your programmer needs 
confirmation before an entire automation can move. Somewhere in the 
background, marketing material sits half-formed, waiting for a gap in 
the day that is not coming.

They all want you at exactly the same time. And this is usually 
where the body takes over. You decide to clear the noise first, answer 
everything quickly, make the decisions, push through so you can finally 
focus. Your attention scatters before you realize it has gone. Your tone 
goes sharp in an email you did not mean to write that way. The day starts 
running you instead of the other way around, and by the time you come 
back to the original document, a quality in your thinking has changed 
that is hard to pin down but impossible to miss.

I know this intimately. For a long time, this was where my body 
took over. Speed felt responsible. Every request sounded equally urgent, 
and  everything  felt  like  it  needed  to  be  handled  right  now.  What 
changed for me came from noticing this exact sequence while it was 
happening. The pile-up. The internal rush. The sense of being pulled in 
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several directions. I just watched it. Long enough to catch what I was 
about to do. The whole thing takes a few seconds. Those few seconds 
change how the rest of the day goes.

Once you notice it, you cannot stop catching it. At work, in 
meetings, in conversations that start fine and then suddenly feel tense 
for no obvious reason. And you start catching it at home too, with your 
family, with your partner, with people you love and trust.

*  *  *

I was at a virtual networking event a while back. I had been given 
ten minutes to talk about pressure, what it is, how it builds, what you 
can do about it. At the end, someone asked: Claire, you keep saying 
pressure. Do you mean stress?

It is a question I get often. Here is the plain version. Pressure is 
external. It is the demands, the deadlines, the pace, everything coming at 
you from outside. Stress is your internal response to it. Pressure is the 
condition. Stress is  what happens inside you when it  gets to be too 
much. This book is about learning to handle the pressure before it turns 
into stress.

Pressure  is  around us  all  the  time.  It  shows  up when plans 
change. When someone asks a question that hits wrong. When you feel 
rushed, judged, or like you are running out of time, patience, or energy. 
Most of the time you do not even notice it. You just react. Someone cuts 
you off and you snap back. Someone keeps talking and you shut down. 
A conversation gets uncomfortable and you smooth it over. You feel 
overwhelmed and you go quiet. You push harder. You pull back. You 
keep the peace. You disappear a little. It happens fast. Too fast to think 
about. And because it happens so often, you start believing this is just 
who you are. That is just your personality. That is just how they are. 
That is just how it goes under pressure.
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When you slow down enough to see it,  something becomes 
clear. These reactions show up everywhere. The way you respond in a 
meeting shows up in your relationships. The move you learned to get 
through pressure in one part of your life quietly runs the rest of it. A 
parent who raises their voice and later feels awful about it. A partner 
who goes silent rather than saying what they feel. Someone who keeps 
pushing a point long after everyone has stopped listening. People who 
agree quickly just to get past the discomfort. Once that becomes visible 
in others,  it  becomes visible in yourself.  You notice how your body 
responds before your mind catches up. How your breathing changes. 
How you feel the urge to jump in, fix it, defend yourself, or step back 
and wait it out.

None of this is dramatic. That is exactly what makes it easy to 
miss. It is just life. Pressure doing what pressure does. What changes 
things is simpler than most people expect. You begin to see that these are 
responses you learned a long time ago, responses that helped you get 
through things that mattered. When that clicks, the whole conversation 
changes. You stop blaming yourself. Pressure becomes something you 
can identify, and your reactions become learned responses rather than 
personal failures.

Most of the time, you do not pause and say: I am under pressure 
right now. You just move. You speed up. You shut down. You get quiet. 
You hold it together. It feels normal, so it does not stand out. What is 
happening is this: something in the environment changes, a tone, a look, 
a demand, a sense of urgency, and your body responds before your 
thinking mind gets involved. You do not sit there choosing how to react. 
The response arrives fully formed.

That is why pressure feels external, like something happening 
around you, while your response feels personal, like something about 
you. You wonder why you snapped, why you froze, why you stayed 
quiet,  why you agreed when you did not  mean to.  Your body was 
following a familiar path designed to get you through the situation as 
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smoothly as possible. Once you start paying attention, you can see it 
playing out everywhere. A conversation starts easy, then one comment 
changes the air. Someone talks faster. Someone else goes quiet. Another 
person  works  to  keep  things  smooth,  agreeable,  low-temperature. 
Someone checks  out  while  looking like  they are  still  in  it.  Nothing 
dramatic happened, but something changed, and everyone felt it. This 
plays out at home as much as it does at work, where families repeat the 
same dynamics for years and call it personality.

What matters is catching pressure early. Once you recognize it as 
something  that  is  always  present,  built  into  ordinary  life,  you  start 
noticing your response before it is already out.

Connor had been running a growing group of companies for 
years by the time a single conversation opened something he had not 
expected to find. He had acquired a company, handed the president full 
responsibility, and trusted the structure to hold. Revenue climbed. The 
team kept functioning. Nothing raised an alarm. What Connor had 
never  done,  across  the  sixteen  months  that  followed,  was  hold  the 
president accountable. The first accountability conversation came in 
December, prompted by one question about why employees seemed to 
dislike Connor. The answers that followed opened everything. Bonuses 
paid in months the company lost money. Leadership decisions made 
with no visibility into the company's own operating costs. A senior team 
that could not list the KPIs their bonuses were tied to. The pattern had 
been there the whole time. He just knew where to look now. Before that 
conversation,  it  had been invisible  because  no one  had ever  looked 
directly at it. Sixteen months of damage, running in plain sight.

Pressure lives in pace too. The sense that everything needs to 
move faster. The urge to reply right away. The feeling of being behind 
even when nothing specific is wrong. You move from one thing to the 
next without fully getting anywhere, with a quiet tension throughout 
the day. Over time, this becomes the background hum of life. Deadlines. 
Responsibilities.  Conversations  with  a  little  charge  in  them. 
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Expectations you hold without naming. Your body adjusts to operating 
inside  that  steady  hum  and  starts  responding  on  its  own,  without 
waiting for input.

Pay attention to that early sequence and it becomes harder to 
ignore how often it happens. The pressure was already there before the 
response. It was already shaping how you spoke, how you listened, how 
quickly you moved, how much space you gave yourself. That realization 
tends to arrive quietly,  because it  raises a question that follows you 
through the rest of the day. If pressure has been deciding this much 
without your awareness, what else has it been running along the way?

Miles carried something out of his deployments that did not 
have a name for a while. Back in a combat zone, a car moving fast in his 
direction was a threat assessment, not a traffic observation. Danger, he 
explained,  is  capability  combined  with  intent.  In  a  combat 
environment, many people have the intent.  In ordinary civilian life, 
almost nobody does. But the body does not update that calculation 
automatically. Back home, every car that accelerated near him triggered 
the same internal sequence his body had run dozens of times a day 
overseas. He knew consciously it was just someone driving too fast. His 
body had already run the numbers. You come back to normal life as a 
different person, he said,  with a body built  for one world trying to 
operate in another. The same thing happens in organizations. A leader 
built for crisis keeps running crisis-level calculations in meetings that do 
not call for them. The body does not care that the environment has 
changed. It only knows what it was trained to do.

What makes this especially hard to see is how capable it looks. 
You are showing up. You are handling things. You are getting results. 
Nothing obvious calls for attention. The body stays slightly keyed up, 
moving through the day as if something important could tip. This is 
often where people press harder. More discipline. Better focus. Tighter 
systems. The effort goes up while the body keeps bearing the load. The 
cycle continues because what is driving it still sits unnamed. Left that 
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way, pressure slowly teaches you to operate braced. Calm starts to feel 
unfamiliar. Like something you have to justify.

Seeing this brings its own weight. It comes from realizing how 
much of your day has been shaped by something you never consciously 
chose.

When people walk into a room under pressure, they usually 
think they are watching personalities. One person reads as confident. 
Another feels disengaged. Someone else comes across as sharp, decisive. 
Another seems passive or hard to read. That story forms quickly because 
it gives the mind something solid to hold. What becomes clear, once you 
have been watching this for a while, is something different.

When someone pushes hard, talks fast, cuts people off, or takes 
over a conversation, it often reads as strength. The real driver sits deeper 
than the behavior itself. The body is reacting to uncertainty and moving 
fast  to close  it  down. Control,  certainty,  and intensity  rise  together 
because they once kept things from tipping. Everyone around them feels 
that urgency right away, even when nobody says it out loud. People start 
editing themselves. Ideas get shorter. The conversation narrows. What 
looks decisive on the surface is often a body working hard to feel steady.

On  the  other  side,  someone  goes  quiet.  They  get  read  as 
disengaged, passive, sometimes weak. Underneath, it is overload. Too 
much information arriving too fast. A body that has already decided 
that speaking comes with a cost it does not want to pay right now. Their 
mind  stays  active,  tracking  everything,  reading  the  room,  choosing 
stillness as a way to manage what is coming in. That response comes 
from protection.

Then there are the people who smooth things over. They agree 
quickly. They soften edges. They keep the temperature down. In the 
room, they often feel like a relief. Underneath, a body is working to 
preserve harmony because tension once came at a real cost. They absorb 
the emotional weight so others do not have to.
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You  have  probably  recognized  someone  in  there.  Maybe 
yourself. That recognition is the point.

Adrian has spent years watching how pressure moves through 
large organizations. During a period of sustained change across a global 
workforce, he described what he observed in leaders who had always 
been considered strong. They were struggling to show up clearly. What 
struck  him  was  what  sat  underneath.  Personalities  become  more 
extreme  under  pressure,  he  said.  Controlling  leaders  got  more 
controlling. Leaders who relied on polish kept saying the right things. 
People stopped believing them. People sensed the gap even when no one 
put words to it. What looked like personality was the body reaching for 
the move that had always worked, and pressing harder on it. He had seen 
this across thousands of people in dozens of markets. The details were 
always different. The underlying dynamic was always the same.

Finn manages live sporting events at the highest level of global 
competition. Budgets in the hundreds of millions. Opening ceremonies 
that  cannot  slip  by  a  minute.  Television  airtime  locked  months  in 
advance. Athletes with planes to catch as soon as their event is done. In 
that environment, he told me, you see quickly who holds under pressure 
and who does not. There is no hiding and no rescheduling. His read on 
the people who hold is plain and direct: they are worth their weight in 
gold. His read on the ones who do not is equally direct. People who go 
from zero to ninety in a second with stress, he said, are a liability. A 
liability. In most organizations, it takes months to see the same thing 
clearly, because the consequences arrive slowly and get explained away 
as something else.

When you can see  this,  the  labels  stop holding.  Confidence 
starts to look like urgency. Quiet starts to look like overload. Harmony 
starts  to  look like  self-protection.  These  moves  happen quickly  and 
automatically, and everyone around them responds just as fast. Control 
draws silence. Silence feeds more control. Smoothing leads to avoidance. 
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A loop forms, and everyone assumes personalities are clashing, while 
each person is responding to the same pressure from a different angle.

This also looks different depending on where you sit inside it. 
Caroline has spent three decades running global event operations. She 
described  two  completely  different  pressure  experiences  happening 
inside the same business at the same time. Her event teams feel pressure 
build as a show approaches. It climbs for weeks, peaks during the event, 
then it is over. They get to exhale. What Caroline holds as a senior leader 
never peaks and never passes. It is the whole portfolio, all the time. Every 
market,  every  show,  every  decision  underneath  every  event  that  is 
currently running. One of her team members closes a show and feels 
relief. Caroline is already shouldering the next three. Neither experience 
is heavier than the other. They are just different. And they are happening 
inside people who sit within arm's reach of each other, with no shared 
understanding of what the other person is holding.

When you assume everyone is under the same pressure you are, 
you get the wrong read on people constantly. You think someone is 
disengaged when they are  depleted.  You think someone is  dramatic 
when they are carrying more than you realized. That difference, once 
you can see it, changes how you lead.

Patrick, with close to four decades in executive leadership and 
board work, described the same first signal every time. Communication 
changes. One person goes quiet. Or both keep talking but stop being 
honest. You can read it in how people hold themselves before anyone 
speaks. The question he asks in those moments is simple: are we working 
toward solving the problem, or are we working to protect our position? 
He described what it looks like when it starts: a conversation that was 
open gets careful. Someone who was engaged goes flat. The words keep 
coming but the honesty is gone. You can read it before anything goes 
wrong.

Alex  runs  an  organization  that  operates  across  multiple 
continents under conditions where external disruptions can rewrite an 
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operating plan within days. The crises, he told me, happen at a rate that 
would have been unimaginable a generation ago. His teams had learned 
to perform under it, to come alive when everything converged under 
impossible conditions. What they had not learned was how to tell the 
difference between the pressure that needed a full  response and the 
pressure that only needed to be seen and allowed to pass. The body was 
running at full readiness most of the time, which meant people were 
burning capacity on situations that did not require it, and arriving at the 
ones that did with less than they needed. The cost never appeared on any 
report. It showed up in the quality of thinking at the end of a long 
stretch, in decisions made from a slightly emptier place than anyone 
intended.

Sophia runs a small event production agency. Her work involves 
large-scale  productions,  cross-border  logistics,  vendor  relationships, 
permits, and operational complexity that takes years to build fluency in. 
A new layer of pressure has arrived in recent years that her clients do not 
see coming and her team absorbs directly. Clients now generate detailed 
event briefs  using AI tools.  The briefs  arrive looking thorough and 
specific. What they are built on, in most cases, is no grounding in real 
vendor relationships,  no knowledge of  current  permit  timelines,  no 
awareness of what tariff volatility has done to cross-border production 
costs. The client presents the brief as a confirmed spec. Her team starts 
from the beginning, requoting and renegotiating based on expectations 
the client never verified. The work ends up on her desk as a gap between 
what  someone  imagined  and  what  is  buildable.  Her  operating 
philosophy for handling it is the same one she has applied across her 
career. She does not present a client with a problem. She comes back 
with  a  plan:  three  options,  every  time,  whatever  the  situation.  Her 
description of that instinct is simple: being the person in the room who 
has her head on her shoulders. What she said plainly, without framing it 
as  significant,  is  that  the  cost  of  taking  this  on  without  adequate 
boundaries landed her in the emergency room. Twice. She has started 
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building a different way of operating. Saying no to a well-known brand 
that consumed thirty hours a week without a contract. She called it a 
great  feeling.  Not  relief  exactly.  Something  steadier  than  that.  The 
pressure did not disappear. She just stopped absorbing what was never 
hers to hold.

By  this  point,  something  in  you  probably  recognizes  this 
already, even before you have the words for it. You have lived it more 
times than you can count. The pile-up. The sense that everything wants 
you at once. The pressure that shows up long before anything falls apart. 
You might be thinking about yesterday, or this morning, or something 
waiting for you as soon as you put the book down. You already know 
what your version of this feels like.

This is everyday life for capable people. It explains why you can 
be smart, driven, and effective and still feel stretched in situations that 
look manageable from the outside. It explains why pressure sometimes 
feels  louder  than  your  own  judgment,  even  when  you  know  what 
matters. It explains why a day can look productive on paper and still 
leave you with the sense that something important slipped past you. 
Most people look inward at this point. They question themselves. They 
wonder why this still happens. They assume they should be better at 
handling  it  by  now.  What  is  happening  runs  deeper  than effort  or 
discipline.

The next time the pile-up starts, just watch it for a few seconds 
before you move.  That is  the whole thing.  Not a technique.  Not a 
practice. Just long enough to catch yourself about to do what you always 
do. That gap, between the pressure arriving and the response launching, 
is already there. You just have not been looking at it.

The document you opened this morning is still waiting. The 
cursor has not moved. But something about the day is already different 
from how it started.
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WHAT IT IS ACTUALLY COSTING YOU

THERE HAD BEEN OTHERS BEFORE IT, going  back  years, 
decades even. Meetings and conversations where the calculation ran the 
same way each time. Keep things moving. Say the smaller version of 
what  you  mean.  Each  time,  the  cost  was  invisible.  The  meeting 
continued. The project moved. Everything looked fine. And something 
was accumulating.

You have been delivering. Holding things together. Performing 
under conditions that would have stopped someone with less drive and 
less capability.  And while all  of that was happening, something was 
building that has carried no line item and no label. That changes here.

The cost arrives in two places at once. Inside you, where it builds 
over  time  without  announcing  itself.  And  across  the  organization, 
where it shows up in the numbers long after anyone thought to look for 
it there.

The personal cost arrives in small denominations. The question 
you held back because the table seemed unready for it. The creative 
range that narrows when high alert becomes the baseline and ease starts 
to feel like a liability.

Each one is invisible as it happens. Each one compounds.
Most leaders who carry pressure well have developed a specific 

skill they rarely examine and rarely stop to question. They have learned 
to  absorb.  To  take  in  what  the  environment  demands,  process  it 
internally,  and  produce  a  composed  exterior  while  something 
considerably more complicated runs underneath. It is a genuinely useful 
skill. Over time, it is also a costly one.
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The body carries what the mind manages. The tension absorbed 
in a Monday morning meeting is still in the tissue by Thursday. It builds 
a slightly higher baseline. The next situation arrives and meets a system 
already loaded,  and the response comes from that  carried weight as 
much as from the situation itself.

Think about what this looks like across a week. You walk into a 
meeting already holding something. A decision that has been circling 
without resolution. A client situation sitting at a decision point that 
only someone at the top can call. A conversation that everyone present 
knows needs to happen and has yet  to begin.  The meeting runs its 
course. The point for your contribution arrives and your body makes its 
familiar  calculation  before  your  conscious  mind  has  a  chance  to 
intervene. You say a smaller version of what you meant. Or you frame it 
so carefully that it loses the weight that made it matter. Or you file it 
away for a better time that stays closed.

You walk out. The day continues. And what you left unsaid 
stays there, invisible on any report, missing from any statement.

It is carrying a cost, though. The voice that retreats a fraction 
further each time it pulls back. The decisions that carry just enough of 
the pattern in them that they land three degrees off from where your 
clearest  thinking  would  have  placed  them.  Three  degrees  across  a 
month. Three degrees across a year.

You become less spacious long before you become less capable. 
That is where the most significant personal cost lives.

*  *  *

Jade, a creative agency founder, described watching this cost 
play out inside her own team in real time. An art director had spent four 
weeks  building  a  creative  direction she  believed in  completely.  The 
client had raised no concerns.  Everyone assumed they were heading 
somewhere good. Then the client changed course entirely. And the art 
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director could not pivot. She knew what was required. A fast reorient, a 
team that could move with her, a decision made before momentum was 
lost. But the pressure of having worked that hard toward something 
now being discarded closed something down. She froze.

Jade had a major client to protect and a team watching how she 
handled it. Either you pivot, she told the art director, or I have to replace 
you. Her whole team took that in. They absorb everything, Jade said. 
Whether you know how to move or whether you do not, they take that 
in  and  carry  it  forward.  The  art  director's  freeze  cost  the  client 
relationship,  cost  the team's momentum, and cost  Jade weeks spent 
holding the situation together from above instead of building.

Connor  described  a  version of  the  personal  cost  that  many 
leaders carry without registering it. Running his companies through a 
nine-figure crisis, he performed certainty every morning for the people 
who needed to believe in it, then paid for it privately once the door 
closed. His system was tearing itself apart while the composure held. 
That is the price of a gap between the leader the environment required 
and the human being underneath it,  absorbed daily,  in private,  and 
carried nowhere in the accounting.

*  *  *

Miles,  a  veteran  with  eight  military  deployments  who  had 
transitioned into venture capital, described the physical reckoning that 
arrived after two and a half years of running at ninety to one hundred 
hours a week to rescue a failing portfolio company. When the company 
finally sold, he took some time and looked in the mirror. Visibly aged. 
Chronic poor sleep. A body that had been running well past what it was 
designed to sustain.

He had been unaware of it accumulating. That is how sustained 
pressure works. It skips the invoice. It collects without announcement 
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and delivers the full amount later, all at once, in a reflection you were 
unprepared for.

He made a deliberate choice to repair. The recovery, he said, 
takes months. What comes back on the other side is capacity he had 
allowed to go silent so gradually he stopped registering its absence.

*  *  *

Adrian,  a  senior people and culture leader at  a  major global 
technology company, described what sustained pressure does to the 
leaders  he  watches  operate  at  scale.  His  organization  runs  on 
commitments that take twelve to eighteen months to deliver. When the 
environment moves faster than the delivery timeline allows, the leaders 
responsible for those commitments start absorbing the gap personally. 
What began as a business problem becomes a verdict on them.

When leaders absorb it that personally, Adrian told me, they 
generate reactive teams. Teams that read the leader's state and mirror it. 
Teams that pull back from risk because the leader has pulled back. The 
information  the  organization  needs  to  make  good  decisions  stops 
flowing, because the atmosphere has made honesty feel costly. Decisions 
get made on partial data. The consequences show up later in results that 
are difficult to explain, because the point at which the environment 
closed down is invisible. It happened in the background, while everyone 
kept showing up.

Rania, a program strategist who has worked inside both large-
scale corporate events and political campaigns, put the cost in terms that 
leave no room for abstraction. When communication fractures, when 
alignment breaks down, when pressure makes the people at the top less 
available to the people below them, the cost is immediate. In a political 
campaign, she told me, you lose the election. That is the number. You 
built the structure, trained the people, deployed everything you had. 
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And because the leadership failed to hold its clarity when it mattered 
most, you lost the thing the entire operation existed to win.

Corporate  environments  carry  the  same  consequence  in  a 
different form. You lose the client who needed a decision one week 
earlier than it arrived. You lose the quarter that was recoverable until the 
leadership team stopped talking straight with each other. You lose the 
person carrying the next thing forward, the one who left because the 
environment above them had stopped feeling worth the full effort of 
staying.

Dana,  a  senior  marketing  leader  with  experience  across 
corporate and mission-driven organizations at global scale, named the 
mechanism plainly.  Misalignment costs  you talent.  People  who feel 
unseen stop giving their full effort, and the best of them leave first.

You probably know the version of this that belongs to you. A 
period where the cost was clearer in retrospect than it was while it was 
accumulating. The question is what it has added up to.

The organizational cost is easier to see because it leaves a trail. It 
shows up in the meeting called to discuss the meeting that was supposed 
to resolve something three weeks ago. It shows up in the decision that 
gets made and then unmade and then deferred, consuming leadership 
hours each time it returns without moving any closer to resolution. It 
shows up in the team member who has steadily reduced their output to 
the  minimum  safe  level  because  the  environment  above  them  is 
generating enough friction that full engagement feels like a risk.

You may have attributed these to complexity, or to the nature of 
the industry, or to the particular difficulty of this period. They are the 
organizational  expression  of  the  same  thing  that  shows  up  in  the 
individual.  Pressure  driving  the  decisions  without  a  structure  to 
interrupt it,  accumulating its  cost  in every layer of the organization 
simultaneously, labeled as circumstance when it is a mechanism.

Research on stress and cognitive performance shows that one 
minute of intense stress can impair working memory for up to an hour. 
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One  difficult  exchange,  one  reactive  email,  one  meeting  that  goes 
sideways, and the thinking available for the next sixty minutes is running 
at  reduced  capacity.  Multiply  that  across  a  leadership  team  of  five 
people, across a week of compounding pressure, and the cognitive cost 
of an unmanaged environment becomes a quantity that belongs in any 
serious accounting of organizational performance.

The  body's  acute  stress  response  runs  its  course  in 
approximately ninety seconds, provided thought stops re-stimulating it. 
The  reason  the  cost  accumulates  across  hours  and  days  is  that  re-
stimulation keeps happening. Every fresh thought about the situation, 
every  replayed  exchange,  every  anticipation  of  the  next  difficult 
conversation  re-triggers  the  response  and  extends  its  duration.  The 
pressure is one part of the problem. The absence of a system to interrupt 
it is the rest.

Nadia, a CEO who has led a major public-facing venue through 
a period of sustained pressure and restructuring, described a situation 
that had unfolded inside her executive team over several  months.  A 
communication  breakdown  that  began  with  a  single  misaligned 
commercial decision and rippled outward in ways subtle enough to go 
unaddressed and significant enough that the whole team felt them.

A  member  of  her  executive  team  had  negotiated  a  trade 
exchange deal without aligning with the broader leadership group, made 
a  call  that  fell  short  of  what  had  been  discussed,  and  when  it  was 
challenged in an executive meeting, something moved in the dynamic. 
The leader felt exposed. The team felt the fracture. What followed was 
the more expensive kind of breakdown. The leader stopped making 
decisions  independently.  He began requiring  committee  sign-off on 
calls he had previously owned alone. Six major decisions slowed over the 
following  months.  Three  strategic  projects  stalled.  Meeting  time 
increased across the whole executive team as people worked around a 
trust rupture that went unaddressed and unresolved.

46



The Leadership Skill Nobody Taught You

We mapped the cost together, layer by layer. Leadership time 
absorbed across the five-person executive team. Decision delay impact 
across six stalled decisions. Talent and morale risk across the members 
operating below capacity.  Execution drag across stalled projects  and 
brand opportunities that went uncaptured. One situation. One period. 
One communication breakdown at the leadership level. The total cost, 
calculated conservatively, came to nearly nine hundred thousand US 
dollars.

She looked at that number and said it was a big number. Then 
she said the thing that carried more weight than any figure on the screen. 
The real cost, she told me, is trust. When trust becomes the casualty of 
pressure, the whole organization moves into a different mode. People 
stop covering for each other. They start covering themselves. The energy 
that should be going into the work goes into managing the atmosphere. 
You can feel it walking in, she said, even if everyone is still showing up, 
still delivering, still performing their professional composure. You can 
feel when a team has stopped trusting each other, because something 
changes that has nothing to do with what is being said and everything to 
do with what is being withheld.

Nine hundred thousand dollars commands attention. What it 
represents is a leadership problem. The accumulated cost of a leadership 
team operating from pressure  over  clarity,  making decisions  from a 
protected place instead of an aligned one, carrying the cost of a dynamic 
that went unrecognized and therefore uninterrupted. That cost lived 
outside every budget and every forecast. It was already in the numbers, 
sitting  inside  figures  that  would  eventually  be  attributed  to  market 
conditions or seasonal variation or the general difficulty of the operating 
environment. The only thing the accounting changed was the ability to 
see it.

Warren, a board member and turnaround specialist with more 
than  fifty  years  of  experience  across  public  companies,  private 
companies, and large nonprofits, has spent his career being called in 
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once the trouble is already advanced. What he has watched, again and 
again, is that the people running the organization missed it, and the 
cause runs deeper than competence. It is a feature of how people are 
built. There is a normal human tendency, he told me, to deny that a 
problem exists, because nobody wants one. The wish that things are fine 
quietly edits what a capable person is willing to notice. The early signal, 
the one that is still cheap to address, gets read as something else, or gets 
read as nothing at all.

He teaches the stakes with a simple exercise. You are on a two-
mile track, trying to average sixty miles per hour. If you go only thirty 
miles per hour the first mile, you have used all two minutes. How fast 
must you go the second mile to hit your average? His students always say 
ninety.  The  answer  is  infinity.  It  cannot  be  done.  By  the  time  the 
symptoms are visible, early intervention may no longer be possible. The 
cost has already compounded past the point of clean recovery.

Connor described the organizational version of this cost from 
the inside, during the period he was running the turnaround at one of 
his companies. The business looked strong. Revenue had more than 
doubled  in  back-to-back  years.  But  underneath  those  numbers 
something had been accumulating. Employees were seeing therapists for 
the first time in their careers. Bonuses that should have been paid eight 
weeks earlier still had no calculation. Raises due in January arrived in 
March. The sales team, asked at a company meeting whether they had 
hit their annual targets, went silent. They did not know. Their personal 
bonuses were tied to those numbers, and they did not know.

The dynamic holds whether the organization is fifty people or 
fifty thousand. Pressure drives the decisions. The decisions drive the 
outcomes. The mechanism goes unidentified, so it goes uninterrupted.

Patrick, a senior venture capital leader and board director with 
close to four decades in executive leadership, named the organizational 
cost  in  terms he  has  watched compound across  every  sector  he  has 
touched. When leaders stop solving and start protecting, he said, the 
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team stops moving. It happens fast and it is self-reinforcing. One person 
pulls back into territory defense. The person across from them reads it 
and responds in kind. The people who were moving toward a decision 
are  now managing  position,  and the  change  is  already  done  before 
anyone names it. Decisions stall. Execution fragments. The mission gets 
smaller as each person's territory gets larger. He has watched this across 
founding  teams,  hospital  boards,  community  organizations,  and 
investment committees. The language changes. The dynamic holds.

Caroline,  who  has  spent  three  decades  running  global 
operations,  described  the  compounding  version  of  this.  Her 
organization had invested significant resources in building capability 
across a team through a period of rapid change. The training was good. 
The  content  was  relevant.  Then the  pressure  bearing  down on the 
leaders above that team intensified, and it started to show. Interactions 
got shorter and less patient.  Decisions arrived without context.  The 
atmosphere  tightened.  The  people  who  had  just  been  trained  were 
working inside conditions that ran against everything the training asked 
of them. The investment was coming apart in real time. The reporting 
showed nothing. It showed up later as performance that had plateaued 
for reasons that took months to trace.

Some  of  the  most  significant  costs  come  from  the  collision 
between external disruption and an internal structure built for a calmer 
load.

André, a COO who had spent two years building a presence in a 
new  market,  had  shipped  substantial  equipment,  established  high-
caliber client relationships, and built traction that takes years to create 
and can disappear in weeks. When geopolitical conflict in the region 
escalated sharply, everything changed at once. Decisions compounded 
faster than established processes were designed to handle. He had to 
decide whether to wait out the conflict or move the equipment before 
the roads closed. The team could stay in place or go home, and either 
choice cost something real. Was the market still worth the investment, 
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or had the losses already passed the point of recovery? Each direction 
carried a cost. None had a clean answer. The leadership hours consumed 
in managing that uncertainty, the strategic initiatives that went dark 
while attention concentrated on the crisis, the team members operating 
below capacity because the situation had no resolution, all  of it was 
absent  from the  financial  reporting.  Present  everywhere.  Labeled as 
nothing.

Caroline described the same dynamic from where she sat. When 
a chief executive turns the pressure dial up on a specific crisis, she told 
me, the team responds. Work that might have taken three months gets 
done  in  three  weeks.  The  problem  gets  solved.  And  while  that  is 
happening, three other things stop. They stop without announcement, 
without any single person deciding to stop them. They go dark because 
the available attention is gone and the priority is clear. Then when the 
crisis passes and the dial turns back down, those three things need to be 
restarted. Re-explained. Re-energized. Picked back up by people who 
have just come through an intensive period and are running on less than 
they were before it started. The recovery, she said, takes longer than the 
crisis. The real cost is everything that went dark while the crisis was being 
managed.

Strategic  work  that  lost  momentum.  Development  that  lost 
continuity. Team relationships that frayed under sustained load and 
needed time and attention to restore. These costs are absent from every 
dashboard. They show up eventually in engagement scores that plateau, 
in high-potential people who leave without anyone seeing it coming, in 
strategic plans that look solid on paper and prove fragile when the next 
pressure cycle arrives.

Vera, a partner at an early-stage investment firm, offered the 
version of this cost that is hardest to quantify because almost all of it is 
opportunity. She described a founding team she had watched closely. 
Talented people, individually strong, genuinely committed to what they 
were  building.  What  went  undetected  early  enough  was  that  the 
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pressure of building was pulling them in slightly different directions, 
and the friction was accumulating in ways that stayed invisible in the 
reporting. By the time the shape of it became visible, the damage was 
done. Approximately ten million dollars had gone into the company. 
Fourteen jobs were at stake. Two and a half years had been spent on 
something that went a different way than any of them planned. You can 
calculate the financial cost, Vera said. The opportunity cost is the one 
that follows you. You cannot put a number on what those two and a 
half years could have built under different conditions. You can only 
know that the conditions were wrong and that everyone paid for it.

*  *  *

The most expensive pressure is internal. It comes from inside the 
leadership team. From the gap between what the team knows and what 
it can execute when things get hard. This is the cost that is hardest to 
identify, because it looks like complexity, or prudence, or the reasonable 
difficulty of making decisions in an uncertain world. You know exactly 
what needs to happen.

Luc,  a  CPO  with  a  background  in  business,  law  and 
psychotherapy who now leads people and performance at a senior level, 
described  a  situation  that  illustrated  this  with  more  precision  than 
almost anything else I encountered across the research. His organization 
had  opened  a  regional  entity  driven  by  client  demand  and,  as  he 
described it with the direct honesty that comes from having thought 
about something more than you wanted to, by an attachment to being 
present in a growing market rather than a clear commercial rationale. 
The entity generated no meaningful revenue. It cost approximately one 
hundred and fifty thousand US dollars per year to maintain.

When the leadership team recognized the entity was performing 
below  any  reasonable  threshold,  they  reached  the  right  conclusion. 
They discussed it, said it clearly, agreed on a course of action, and began 
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executing. The small local team was let go in preparation for the closure. 
Then the cost  of closing was calculated and came to approximately 
eighty thousand dollars. The decision reversed. The entity stayed open. 
And as Luc described it, they had not looked at it seriously since.

We  mapped  the  cost  of  that  decision  cycle  together.  Three 
senior leaders had spent two hours per week over four weeks revisiting, 
debating,  and deferring the decision.  Four other decisions had been 
delayed as a result of the attention and energy consumed by this one. 
The total cost of inaction, calculated across leadership time absorbed, 
decision delay impact, talent and morale risk, and execution drag, came 
to just over sixty-seven thousand US dollars. For one decision cycle. In a 
situation where the leadership team already knew the right answer and 
said it out loud.

The insight Luc named, sitting with that number in front of 
him, was the one that clarified something I had been circling for a long 
time. The pressure his organization had been carrying was decisional 
above all  else.  The leadership team could reach the right conclusion 
intellectually and clearly. They could begin to execute. What they could 
do less reliably, under the sustained pressure of running a global business 
through  a  volatile  environment,  was  follow  through  when  the 
emotional  cost  of  the decision felt  higher  than the financial  cost  of 
avoiding  it.  Emotional  attachment  to  what  had  been  built,  to  the 
relationships  established  in  that  market,  to  the  identity  of  being  a 
company  that  had  made  that  investment  and  was  willing  to  see  it 
through, overrode the strategic clarity that the numbers and the logic 
fully supported.

The challenge, he said, is having something that interrupts it 
reliably,  especially  when  external  conditions  are  making  everything 
harder and the pull toward reactive decision-making is at its strongest.

Sharp, experienced leaders can see the problem. They can say it 
out loud.
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Sara, a litigation attorney, knew the law. She knew what the 
ruling  should  have  been.  When the  judge  ruled  the  other  way,  the 
frustration arrived fully and immediately. She said it out loud while it 
was still running: it does nothing. Those were her exact words, mid-
session, while she was still inside it. She could see herself clearly. She 
could identify exactly what was happening. And she could not stop it.

The cost lives in the gap between knowing and interrupting. 
These are two different capacities. Most leaders have built the first one 
solidly:  reading  the  pattern  clearly,  understanding  exactly  what  is 
happening and why. The second one, the ability to interrupt it when it 
steps forward, while the pressure is live and everyone is waiting, is the 
capacity almost no leader has ever been trained for.

This gap shows up at the organizational level in ways that are 
invisible precisely because they are distributed across the organization, 
spread thin instead of concentrated. A growth-stage company in North 
America, approximately three dozen people, two years into a leadership 
restructure,  ran  a  pressure  diagnostic  across  their  team  before  an 
alignment  session.  The  results  showed  no  single  crisis  point.  No 
category  where  the  numbers  were  alarming.  What  the  data  showed 
instead  was  distribution.  Sixty-two  percent  of  the  team  reporting 
moderate to high pressure in at least one core area, spread across decision 
clarity, communication, leadership load, team trust, and performance 
under  pressure.  The  organization  looked  resilient.  The  diagnostic 
showed something different. No one had hit a breaking point. Everyone 
was running without breathing room. Distributed pressure produces no 
alarm. It sits at a slightly elevated level across every category, all the time, 
which is exactly why nobody catches it until the numbers are pulled 
together in one place.

One  leader  named  it  without  softening  it.  To  everyone 
watching, what she projected under load looked like composure. She 
called it isolation. Under pressure, she withdrew into analysis.  More 
precise, more self-contained, more rational. She pulled away from the 
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relational  dimensions  of  her  role  at  exactly  the  points  when  those 
dimensions mattered most. Her output held. What her organization 
stopped receiving was  everything she  had steadily  pulled back from 
bringing.

The general manager beside her on the same executive team was 
running seventy-hour weeks with no visible finish line, because stopping 
felt more dangerous than continuing. Two different expressions of the 
same cost, sitting in adjacent offices, producing costs that appeared on 
no report and showed up outside everything anyone was tracking.

Owen,  a  senior  operations  leader  responsible  for  one of  the 
largest live event venues in the world, put the cost in terms that left no 
ambiguity. When a wrong decision gets made in a live environment at 
that scale,  the financial  consequence moves past reduced profit into 
negative territory. A disrupted event at a venue that size becomes a story 
that follows the venue for years. Promoters make decisions about where 
to bring major productions based on reputation and track record, and a 
single high-profile failure at the wrong time can close doors that took a 
decade to open. The decisions that lead to those failures, he told me, are 
made by people who were under enough pressure that their clearest 
thinking was unavailable at the point it was most needed. The capability 
was there. The access to it, under those specific conditions, was gone.

*  *  *

This  is  the  shape of  the  cost.  Leadership hours  absorbed in 
managing situations that a clearer earlier decision would have prevented. 
Strategic work deferred because the available attention was consumed 
elsewhere. Talent operating below capacity because the environment 
asks for containment, not contribution.

Rania described what happens to capability that never gets a seat 
where decisions are made. She watched it for years, across events and 
political campaigns alike. The people doing the work built the budget, 
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mobilized the crowd, kept the schedule from collapsing.  They were 
trusted  with  everything  except  the  conversation  that  mattered. 
Execution carried the weight. Strategy kept the credit.

All of it is already in your numbers. The accounting makes the 
cost visible. It reveals what was always there.

Before your next significant decision, take thirty seconds before 
you walk in. Ask one question: what am I already carrying into this? Say 
it  plainly  to  yourself.  Pressure  is  live.  This  conversation  matters. 
Whatever is true right now, say it before you walk through the door. 
Because it is going in with you regardless. The only variable is whether 
you knew before the decision landed.

If  one  situation  costs  this  much,  one  decision  cycle,  one 
communication breakdown, one period of sustained pressure in one 
part of one organization, what has the accumulated cost been across the 
full span of your leadership?

Every forecast you have built. Every performance review you 
have run. Every strategic plan you have signed off on. All of them have 
been missing a line item.

It has always been there. Sitting inside the figures you attributed 
to market conditions, to industry complexity, to the general difficulty of 
the period. It was in the numbers the entire time.

You have been working from an incomplete set of books.
Now the full accounting is in front of you.
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[[MARK:ch5]]C H A P T E R  5

PRESSURE HAS ALWAYS BEEN 
PERSONAL

THE TEACHER WANTED TO INTRODUCE me to the class.
That was the intention. The girl  is  new, she has come from 

Lebanon, make her feel welcome. She stood me at the front of the room 
and  said  something  I  caught  about  half  of,  because  the  Québécois 
French arriving at my ears was not the French I had spoken in school 
back home. The class looked at me. I stood there and waited for it to be 
over.

I was fifteen. It was October 1989. I had been in the country for 
just over a month, held in administrative waiting while the paperwork 
moved,  watching  the  school  year  begin  without  me  through  the 
particular helplessness of someone who needs permission to proceed. By 
the time I walked into that building, the other students had already 
formed their groups, settled into their seats, learned which teachers ran 
late and which ran strict. I was the one who arrived when the story had 
already started.

And I walked in with things nobody in that room knew about. 
The friends I had left behind in Lebanon without a goodbye, because 
the leaving was not planned in the way that allows for goodbyes. One 
day they were there. Then we fled, and they were not. Three close friends 
I had known through all of secondary school, gone before I understood 
I was leaving for good.

The family, too. In Lebanon there had been a large structure of 
people around me: extended family, cousins and aunts, shared meals, a 
household that was never just four people. In Canada it was four people. 
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My parents and my sisters. The largeness I had grown up inside had 
compressed into something much smaller, and that compression was its 
own kind of loss, one that had no name yet because I had no time to look 
for one.

I stood at the front of that classroom holding all of it, while the 
teacher finished the introduction and the class looked at me, and then I 
found a seat and got on with the day. Because that was what the day 
required.

There was also this:  I  had been placed two years behind my 
actual grade. In Lebanon I had been at the top of my class. The school 
was private, rigorous, run by nuns, conducted in French and English 
and Arabic. I was precise. I was quick. By any measure available to me, I 
was an advanced student.

The Quebec curriculum looked at the gaps in my coursework, 
the geography I had not been taught, the local history I had no way of 
knowing, and placed me with students who were younger. The decision 
was administrative. It felt like a verdict.

In one day, every category that told me who I was had been 
reclassified.  My  country.  My  family  structure.  My  friendships.  My 
intelligence. All of it assigned a lower value by an apparatus measuring 
what I lacked rather than what I had built. The top student from a 
rigorous  private  school  in  Beirut  had  become  the  new  girl  from 
Lebanon,  two years  behind,  standing in a  hallway that  smelled like 
nothing she recognized, waiting to understand what people were saying 
to her.

I managed it. I performed enough composure to get through the 
introduction and find the desk and copy down what was on the board. 
The grief and the disorientation and the specific vertigo of having my 
identity quietly downgraded kept running in the background, invisible, 
while the surface of me ran the version of myself the situation required.

I was already building the management strategy. I just did not 
have a name for it yet.
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*  *  *

Renata has spent more than two decades observing founders 
and leaders under pressure across more than fifty countries. She moves 
between organizations the way an investor does, watching what holds 
and what breaks when the load compounds. She told me a story about 
her mother without preamble, the way people offer a thing they have 
thought about for a long time without always knowing where to put it.

Renata's  father  died  young.  Her  mother  was  left  with  five 
children. The youngest was eighteen months old. The eldest was fifteen. 
There was only the morning, and the children who needed to be fed, and 
the day that had to be built from scratch, without tools and without 
anyone stopping to ask how she was doing it.

She absorbed what had to be absorbed and kept moving on 
everything else. She deferred an entire category of her own interior life 
because the situation had no room for it. The grief stayed with her, 
intact, until the structure of her days finally, quietly, created the space.

When Renata asked her,  years later,  what she had done, her 
mother's answer was plain: I just put one foot in front of the other.

Renata paused. Then she said: but what did you do?
The question almost no one thinks to ask. What did you do, 

inside yourself, when the load arrived and there was no instruction and 
no acceptable option for stopping?

*  *  *

Before pressure became a leadership problem, it was a human 
one. The body responds to load before it checks your title. A difficult 
quarter and a difficult marriage run on the same internal process. The 
executive navigating a nine-figure liability and the parent in a hospital 
corridor at two in the morning are using the same biological equipment. 
The scale changes. The equipment does not.
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Most  conversations  about  leadership  pressure  treat  it  as 
something that began when the title arrived. It did not. The person 
bearing the organizational pressure is also bearing everything that came 
before it, and the responses they developed under earlier loads are the 
ones running now, whether or not anyone in the organization can see 
them.

Renata  described  what  she  has  watched  across  hundreds  of 
organizations  and  thousands  of  individuals.  The  leaders  who  held 
together under real pressure, she said, were the ones who could look at 
the situation as a separate entity from themselves. They could take in all 
the information, recognize what was still missing, ask for it, and act from 
that  wider  view.  There  was  something  between themselves  and the 
situation, a small but significant gap, that allowed them to function at a 
level the situation itself could not collapse.

That gap forms somewhere earlier, under a different kind of 
pressure, in conditions nobody designed for training purposes. Think 
about the first time you were responsible for something you could not 
afford to get wrong, before any professional context existed around it. 
For some people that arrives early.

Theo has spent decades advising company boards and teaching 
strategy to people who make decisions under real pressure. When I asked 
him where  his  own pressure  response  started,  he  skipped his  career 
entirely and went back more than seventy years,  to a  war he barely 
remembers starting and has never fully set down.

He was three when it began. He remembers his father digging a 
trench in the backyard the night before being drafted, just bare earth, 
nothing  built  up,  and  then  sitting  in  it  with  his  mother  and  his 
grandmother  while  airplanes  passed  overhead.  He  thought  it  was 
fireworks. He turned to his mother, ready to share how good it felt, and 
found her crying. He had no idea why. The sound in the sky was the best 
thing  that  had  happened  to  him  all  week.  For  her,  returning  to 
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something she had survived once already less than a decade before, it was 
something else.

Nobody trained either of them for that afternoon. The three-
year-old built one response. The mother had already built hers, years 
earlier, somewhere else. Both responses were intelligent. Both outlived 
the war by decades.

For others it arrives later. A diagnosis. A financial collapse. A loss 
that had to be set aside because life kept moving and setting it aside was 
the only available response. The way each person moved through those 
situations, the response the body settled on under that specific kind of 
load,  became the  response  that  ran  in  every  subsequent  high-stakes 
situation, including the professional ones.

Same mechanism. Different context.
The body learns under pressure. It learns quickly, and it retains 

what it learns at a level that does not always respond to intention. The 
leader  who  goes  quiet  when  challenged  in  an  executive  meeting 
practiced  that  exact  response  somewhere  long  before  the  meeting 
existed. The leader who overrides their own read of things to keep them 
smooth  developed  that  capacity  in  a  context  where  keeping  things 
smooth  was  the  most  intelligent  available  option.  The  leader  who 
performs composure while something else runs underneath learned that 
gap early,  in  a  hallway or  a  classroom, long before  anyone called it 
leadership.

Every one of those responses was intelligent. They worked in the 
context that produced them. The question is whether what worked then 
is  still  the best  available response now, in different conditions,  with 
different options than the original environment ever offered.

*  *  *

Grief is one of the places this becomes most visible, because grief 
is the thing that most consistently does not fit the schedule it arrives on. 
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Renata's mother did not grieve until she was in her fifties. Thirty years 
past the death of her husband.

This is the most common and least examined form of pressure 
management. The deferral. The decision, made below the level of full 
consciousness, to set a thing aside because there is no room for it. To 
keep moving because stopping is not available.

Sometimes the space arrives. The thing that was set aside gets 
picked back up.

Sometimes it does not. The deferred thing stays in place, held so 
long  it  starts  to  feel  like  part  of  the  structure.  It  gets  mistaken for 
character.  For  strength.  For  who  you  are.  And  the  load  continues 
accumulating, invisible to everyone around you, sometimes invisible to 
you, because the holding has become so practiced it no longer registers as 
weight.

This is habituation again. The same quieting. Only now it is 
showing up somewhere a leadership program would never think to look.

There  is  a  pressure  that  leadership  literature  almost  never 
addresses. It begins before any job title exists and runs deeper than any 
organizational  chart.  The  care  of  children,  of  aging  parents,  of 
household  infrastructure  that  most  organizations  assume  exists  and 
almost  none account for.  The mental  load running alongside every 
professional responsibility, tracking what needs to happen, who needs 
what,  which  commitment  is  approaching.  The  performance  of 
composure at work followed by the performance of presence at home, 
with little  space between for  the person doing both to simply exist 
without performing anything at all.

Renata put it plainly. The care of the young, the old, and the 
unwell falls disproportionately in one direction. She offered it as a data 
point, a feature of the distribution with consequences for how pressure 
accumulates over years. Nobody has ever measured what it costs to be 
excellent at the professional role while also taking on everything the 
structure placed on you and chose not to see.
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Every leader in every organization is also a body managing its 
own demands, a history with its own weight. The organizational context 
asks for the professional. It gets the whole human being. The parts that 
fall outside the professional frame do not disappear. They come along. 
They  shape  the  decision  and  the  response  to  pressure,  in  ways  no 
leadership program has ever fully addressed.

*  *  *

I grew up in a city at war. What Lebanon built in me was a kind 
of  ongoing  calculation:  what  was  possible  today,  which  risks  were 
acceptable,  what could be said aloud and what had to stay inside.  I 
brought that calculation into every professional context I later entered. 
For years I did not recognize it as something I was doing. It ran below the 
level of conscious decision.

I learned to read it first in my mother's eyes. School was ordinary 
most days. Then the bombing would start, always without warning, on 
a day that began like any other. The worry lived in that not knowing. I 
watched my teachers in those moments. I watched the neighbors who 
came by afterward with news of what had happened and where. Their 
voices stayed level the whole time. Hands kept moving. The eyes told a 
different story.

That  watching  produced  its  own  responses,  ones  I  did  not 
recognize as responses for a long time. The way I read a room before I 
spoke into it. The way I calibrated what I said to what the environment 
required  rather  than  to  what  I  thought.  The  way  I  could  perform 
composure  I  did  not  fully  feel,  because  I  had  been  practicing  that 
performance since I was old enough to understand that letting it slip had 
a cost.

What  I  eventually  understood  was  that  the  pressure  I  had 
learned to manage in Lebanon and the pressure I was navigating in high-
stakes professional situations decades later were being handled by the 
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same equipment. The same body that had built its fastest responses 
under specific conditions was still applying them, whether they served 
the current situation or not. The fifteen-year-old in that classroom in 
October 1989 was already running that process, and she had no idea she 
would still be running it thirty years later.

The parent who sat with a diagnosis in a hospital corridor at two 
in the morning. The leader holding an organization together while also 
holding  a  family  together,  with  little  left  over  for  the  question  of 
whether all of that holding is sustainable. All of them running the same 
process. All of them carrying a response that got them through, which is 
also the one accumulating a cost they have not yet stopped to account 
for.

Seeing it for what it is. That is where it begins.

*  *  *

The next  time you are  in  a  high-pressure  situation and you 
notice  yourself  performing a  version of  fine,  pause for  two seconds 
before the performance locks in. You do not need to change anything or 
say anything different. Just notice what you are holding, separate from 
what the day is asking for. That two-second gap is where the response 
becomes visible. It is also where you begin to have a choice about it.

That pressure has always been personal.
It was personal the morning Renata's mother got up and put 

one foot in front of the other, and in a backyard trench while airplanes 
passed overhead. It was personal in a classroom in Montreal in October 
1989. It is personal right now, in whatever you are holding that the 
professional frame has no category for.

You have been managing it for years. The question is whether 
managing it is the same thing as moving through it. And whether what 
you have been calling strength might also be something you have been 
holding so long you forgot you picked it up.
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THE HIDDEN COST OF GETTING 
THROUGH IT

I  USED  TO  LIKE  A  CALENDAR with  no  white  space  in  it. 
Seventeen meetings in a week felt like proof I was needed. I would get to 
a Friday afternoon, look back at five packed days, and feel something 
close to pride.

There is a quiet that does not feel like quiet at all.
It feels like exposure.
The  mining  industry  slowed  the  way  an  engine  slows,  in 

gradations you feel before you can name. One week the calendar had 
seventeen items on it. Then fourteen. Then eleven. Then a Tuesday 
arrived where the morning had three meetings and the afternoon had 
none, and I sat at my desk after lunch and noticed the silence the way 
you notice a sound after it stops, with an unease, as if the absence itself 
were a signal that something had gone wrong.

I was a metallurgical engineer working in the mining sector as a 
team director. The industry runs in cycles. Everyone in it knows this. 
Markets tighten, projects pause, and eventually the work returns. I had 
watched it happen to colleagues. I understood it the way anyone in the 
industry did. It was something we were used to, and even expected to a 
certain extent.

And then the slowdown arrived in my own calendar. A day with 
nothing in it. Then a Wednesday. The work I had been moving at full 
speed to keep up with was not there anymore.

I knew exactly what was happening. And my body did not care 
what I knew. It read the empty calendar as danger. Period. And my first 

65



The Hidden Cost of Getting Through It

instinct was the one it had always been. Find the next thing. Fill the gap. 
Move.

I was already halfway into planning the next project before I had 
stopped to register that the previous one was finished.

That  reflex had a  long history.  It  ran back further  than the 
engineering sector, further than any professional context. It came from a 
child running toward a shelter in Beirut while sirens filled the air above 
us. Move. Keep moving. To stop is to be caught in the open.

So I moved.
I  started  initiatives  at  work that  nobody asked for.  I  joined 

committees. I offered to help on projects outside my scope. I filled the 
space the way you fill silence in a conversation when the silence makes 
you uncomfortable: compulsively, and with the complete conviction 
that  you  are  doing  it  for  productive  reasons.  That  particular  reflex 
dresses itself as drive. As momentum. As the mark of someone who does 
not waste time. It sounds like initiative. It sounds like exactly the thing 
that gets praised in performance reviews and repeated in job interviews, 
and the person inside it  cannot always distinguish between genuine 
momentum and the particular anxiety of someone who cannot tolerate 
stillness.

That same stillness I had been outrunning for years without 
knowing there was anything to outrun.

The mining slowdown gave me an opening I had not known I 
was  waiting  for.  An  Executive  MBA.  A  cupcake  business  iced  at 
midnight on weeknights. My Studio Party, a kids creative birthday party 
service. MSP Teambuilding, the leadership development company that 
would eventually take me into corporate offsites and conference stages. 
Each one genuine. Each one another thing to do.

And underneath all  of it,  a marriage. My spouse at the time 
accepted the pace the way you accept weather you have learned to dress 
for.  He  did  his  own  thing.  He  was  supportive.  The  running  joke 
between us was some version of: what is she taking on now. He did not 
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say it with frustration. He said it the way you say something about a 
person you know completely.

We were well matched the way two busy people can be well 
matched,  each  of  us  building  something,  each  of  us  fluent  in  the 
language of projects and passions and the particular satisfaction of a life 
lived at full velocity. He was a guitar virtuoso, a multi-instrumentalist, a 
producer, a man with his own creative universe expanding in parallel to 
mine. We travelled together. We made music together. We understood 
each other's hunger for creativity because we shared it. We supported 
one another fully and unconditionally through everything. He helped 
me  survive  the  EMBA,  the  businesses,  the  stages,  the  relentless 
accumulation of next things. That support was real and I carry it with 
me.

The marriage ended because we wanted different things, and 
that we loved each other enough to see that clearly rather than paper 
over it. We made a choice that is rare and difficult and, in its own way, an 
act of love: we let each other go before resentment could replace respect. 
We saved the friendship instead of preserving the form. We remain close 
to this day.

The difficulty had nothing to do with drama. There was the 
sudden architecture of a completely different life. The house sold. The 
routines dissolved. A whole shared world dismantled within a month 
and replaced with a new apartment, a new solitude, a new silence. I had 
forgotten what it  felt  like to be alone with myself.  Underneath the 
practical dismantling was grief, real grief, and a depression that sat on the 
chest like weather, and the particular vertigo of a person who has always 
known how to move through difficulty at speed discovering that some 
losses do not respond to acceleration. The world felt like it was ending. 
The world, as I had known it, was.

My nervous system did what it had always done. It accelerated. 
The equation that had guided me since childhood told me that the way 
through pain was speed. That if you moved fast enough, if you kept 
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producing, kept building, kept adding one more thing to the list, the 
thing chasing you could not catch up.

It  was  the  first  day  back  after  the  holidays.  New year,  new 
chapter, forward. Five minutes from the office, a car cut in front of me. I 
braked. My car caught a patch of ice and slid into the vehicle ahead. 
When I tried to get out, the door would not open. People helped me out. 
I stood on the street and looked at the car. The inside had been intact the 
whole time. The outside was totaled.

A police officer drove me to a car rental agency. I picked up my 
new ride. And I went to work.

Stay with that for a moment. A totalled vehicle was insufficient 
information. The body had been trained so completely in the logic of 
forward motion that it located another vehicle and continued. It took 
another person, a colleague, quiet and firm, saying that I needed to go to 
the  hospital,  that  something  might  be  wrong,  that  I  needed  to  get 
checked.

The shoulder showed a significant injury. The paperwork said 
four weeks.

Four  weeks  became  closer  to  four  months.  And  those  four 
months became the reckoning I had been outrunning for twenty years.

*  *  *

The  apartment  in  NDG,  Notre-Dame-de-Grâce,  in  one  of 
Montréal's  most  beloved  neighbourhoods,  was  spacious  and full  of 
light,  and  I  had  chosen  it  deliberately.  It  was  supposed  to  be  the 
beginning.  October,  the  separation.  November,  the  house  in  the 
suburbs  sold.  December,  the  divorce  papers  signed,  the  last  of  my 
previous life packed into boxes, and by mid-December I was in the new 
apartment, new address, new chapter. I told myself that was what it was. 
A new chapter. I was grieving, genuinely, but I was also the person who 
has always known how to pick herself up while the pain is still loud, who 
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has always operated from some deep-wired conviction that resilience is 
the refusal to let heartbreak be the final word. It is in my blood. You get 
up. You keep going. Even when you do not fully believe it yet, you act as 
if you do until the believing catches up.

January 4th was supposed to be the proof of that. New year. 
New apartment. The page turned. I got in the car that morning with the 
specific intentionality of someone who has decided the grieving is done 
and the forward motion is  resuming. I  had somewhere to be.  I  was 
moving.

Then the car was gone.
And  with  it,  in  the  strange  arithmetic  of  that  morning, 

everything the motion had been standing on. No car. No work. The 
marriage  already  behind  me.  The  accident  had  stripped  the  last 
remaining mechanism of escape and left me in the apartment I had 
chosen as a beginning, with nowhere to go and no vehicle to get there. 
The insurance company sent a cheque that bore almost no relationship 
to what the car had been worth. I looked at it for a while and decided 
that a new car made less sense than the life I was now living, in the city, 
with a carsharing service a short walk away. It was a practical decision. It 
was also,  without my having planned it,  the decision that made the 
stopping complete.

In those four months, the apartment became the whole world. I 
was receiving physiotherapy several times a week, different practitioners 
targeting different aspects of the injury, and I was in therapy, and those 
appointments gave structure to the days without filling them. What 
remained was time. Just time, and the specific difficulty of having to be 
inside it without distraction.

I  remember the  particular  quality  of  afternoon light  in  that 
apartment. The way it came through the windows at an angle in late 
January and fell across the floor in a long pale stripe that moved slowly as 
the hours passed. I would watch it move and understand, with a clarity 
that felt almost violent, that I was a person who did not know how to 
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exist  in  a  space  where  nothing  was  required.  The  silence  carried 
information. It kept telling me something about myself that I had been 
too fast to hear for a long time.

I felt useless. I felt afraid in a way that had no clear object. I felt  
the  particular  vertigo  of  a  person  whose  identity  has  always  been 
constructed from output, from doing, from the visible evidence that 
they are capable and productive and moving forward, and who has had 
all of that removed at once. The question that kept surfacing, in the 
hours  between  physiotherapy  and  sleep,  was  simple  and  more 
destabilizing than any question I had faced professionally. Who is here?

Therapy gave me language for what had been running without 
language.

The connection between Beirut and the acceleration. The child 
who  had  learned  that  running  meant  safety  and  stillness  meant 
exposure. The body that had stored the instruction before the mind was 
old enough to examine it. When the therapist helped me see the line 
from the shelter in Lebanon to the engineering office in Montréal to the 
quiet afternoons at the office that felt like threat, it landed in my body 
rather than my head. It landed the way true things land, as recognition 
rather than information. Something that had been tight and braced and 
slightly hunched, deep inside the musculature of how I had been living, 
released by a fraction. Just a fraction. But that fraction was enormous.

What the therapy also helped me see was something I had been 
circling without arriving at. I already knew how to do this. I had already 
been here,  or somewhere adjacent to it,  and the capacity to tolerate 
stillness,  to  be  present  in  the  body  without  fleeing  the  quiet,  was 
something I had built once and set aside.

Several  years  before the accident,  before the EMBA and the 
businesses  and  the  acceleration  that  preceded  the  crash,  I  had 
participated in a series of wilderness retreats. Four years in a row. Each 
one structured around several days of complete solitude, fasting, and 
silence. No devices. No books. No output. No task. A tent, enough to 
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keep the body safe, and the invitation to remain present with whatever 
arrived.

The retreats were held in the Laurentians, in the country that 
makes you feel briefly and usefully small. The trees enormous, the sky 
full,  the  distance  between you and the  nearest  human enough that 
sound behaves differently, becomes directional, arrives from somewhere 
specific  rather  than  everywhere  at  once.  A  community  held  the 
container: a fire kept burning through the nights, the smell of a kitchen 
alive somewhere just beyond where you camped, the sound of human 
voices and movement close enough to be felt but far enough away to feel 
like a different world. You could hear them if the wind was right. Eating, 
talking, cooking, existing. If you needed to return, you returned. The 
practice was presence.

The first year, I slept.
I slept for the majority of four days. I would wake, register that I 

was  still  there,  still  required to  sit  with  nothing,  and fall  back  into 
unconsciousness  because  unconsciousness  was  the  most  efficient 
available escape from a situation it could not process. I was turning 
stillness into a project. I was optimizing the time-passing mechanism. I 
was, without knowing it,  running the old equation inside a practice 
specifically  designed  to  interrupt  it.  The  second  year  was  nearly 
identical. I would surface occasionally, sit for an hour looking at the 
forest, feel the restlessness climb my spine like something physical, and 
then sleep again.

The  third  year  was  different  in  texture.  I  could  sit.  The 
discomfort would rise and crest and need to be waited out, but sleep was 
no longer the first resort. I could be outside the tent with the trees and 
the light and the particular silence of a place where technology does not 
hum, and I could remain there without immediately manufacturing an 
exit.

The fourth year was different in kind.
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I have no clean account of what changed, because the change 
had no single event. What I can tell you is that at some point during 
those four days, the noise stopped. The internal noise, the planning, the 
rehearsing, the cataloguing of what needed to be done, the quiet anxious 
commentary that had been the background of every waking hour for as 
long as  I  could trace,  went still.  And in that  stillness  songs arrived. 
Complete  ones.  Melodies  and  words  and  arrangements  assembled 
without  intention.  Nothing  I  had  been  working  toward.  They 
appeared. I had nothing to write with, so I sang them to myself quietly in 
my head, over and over, so I would not forget them.

And then it hit me. The songs were already there. The noise had 
been too loud for them to get through.

When the accident forced four months of stillness into my life, 
what the therapy and the silence unearthed had always been there. The 
retreats had shown me that this state existed and was survivable. The 
apartment showed me I could feel safe without motion. One afternoon 
in therapy, about eight weeks into the recovery, something gave way. 
The therapist was asking about the running, the systemic running, the 
decades of motion-as-safety, and I finally understood. You do not have 
to keep running to be safe. You are safe. Three words. The first time the 
body believed them.

*  *  *

I  tell  you  this  story  here  and  in  this  order  because  what  it 
contains is the thing this chapter is about. The hidden cost of getting 
through it. The cost accumulates quietly, in the years of motion before 
anyone  names  it.  And  then  one  January  morning,  or  one  therapy 
session, or one four-month shoulder injury, the tab comes due. All at 
once. In a body that has been keeping the invoice the whole time.

I have sat across from a version of this story in almost every 
senior leader I have worked with.
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Ronan had spent years leading high-performance sales teams 
across multiple continents, and he described his approach to pressure 
with a pride I recognized before he finished the sentence. He spoke 
about the sleeplessness, the constant illness, the body that kept sending 
signals he kept reinterpreting as temporary, as the price of commitment, 
as something to push through rather than hear. He developed asthma at 
one point. The body will find a way to make itself audible. He told me 
that the real change came when he finally stopped and asked himself 
what he was doing and who he was underneath the title. We believe we 
are the title, he said. We forget there is a person inside the role. By the 
time we remember, the person has been waiting a long time.

Gregg had built and run a major sales organization, managing 
over  a  hundred people,  carrying revenue targets  in the hundreds of 
millions, traveling close to a hundred and fifty thousand miles in a single 
year while simultaneously completing a graduate degree, while his three 
young boys were growing up in a home where their father arrived and 
left and arrived and left. He described it plainly: winning professionally 
while losing balance everywhere else. The fear underneath the drive was 
real, he said. Fear of letting people down. Fear of slowing down. Fear of 
what would become visible if the motion stopped. He was performing 
at an extraordinary level and burning through something that does not 
replenish easily.

Connor, a CEO who owns and operates a group of companies 
in the electrical infrastructure sector in North America, had carried the 
same arc at a different scale. When the mission ended and he came home, 
the weight did not leave with it. It had nowhere to go. He described 
carrying it in his chest and his shoulders for weeks, a physical heaviness 
more specific than exhaustion, more located. He eventually found a 
space, a gathering of his peers, where he grieved it properly, fully, for the 
first time. He named what happened precisely: he got it all out, and he 
has never felt that weight since. The cost was real and it was carried in 
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real time during the crisis. The discharge required a deliberate space. It 
did not arrive on its own.

The cost does not wait for the crisis to end. It runs the whole 
time.

All  three of these leaders eventually stopped. One chose the 
stopping when he recognized he had become a stranger to himself. The 
second was stopped by circumstances that made the choice for him. The 
third found a deliberate space after the mission ended and used it. The 
form the intervention takes varies. What precedes it is consistent: years 
of excellent functioning with the cost running underneath, absent from 
every review, present in everything.

Jade had watched the same dynamic take shape inside her own 
company. She is a first-generation founder in the events and experiential 
industry, and she grew up in a household where survival mode was the 
operating default. The adults around her, the people she admired most, 
ran on urgency the way some people run on routine.  It  worked.  It 
produced results. It also, as she described it, chips at you. You can burn 
out quickly, she said. You do that for years on end and it chips at you. 
What she eventually understood was that the survival wiring she had 
inherited was genuine and had served her. It had gotten her through. It 
had built something real. It had also been running her business decisions 
in ways she had not chosen and had not examined. The work was to stop 
letting  it  be  the  only  thing  making  the  calls,  and  to  replace  it, 
deliberately, with something she had built.

When I  sit  across  from a  leader  now and they  tell  me  that 
pressure is their motivator, that they thrive under intensity, that the best 
version  of  themselves  shows  up  when  everything  is  moving  fast,  I 
recognize that voice because I lived inside it for twenty years. It is a kind 
of strength. I respect it. What I eventually ask, when the trust in that 
space is sufficient to hold the question, is simple. You drive through it, I 
say. That is real. But to the detriment of what?
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If the cost has stayed quiet in your health so far, where is it 
showing up? The question is worth sitting with. The detriment is always 
somewhere, and the only variable is whether you are the one who gets to 
choose where to look.

The pause that follows that question is different from ordinary 
pauses. It has a quality of recognition. Of something that was moving 
suddenly becoming still enough to be seen.

Miles, a veteran-turned-venture-capitalist, did not wait for the 
repair to happen on its own once the rescue mission was over. He did 
not muscle through it either. He went looking for an approach that 
matched what  he  had  lived  through.  He had  watched the  Western 
response to sustained high-stress environments in combat veterans, a 
pharmaceutical approach he described as a carpet bomb, and he had 
watched it fail. He found a practitioner of traditional Chinese medicine 
who had studied the effects of sustained high-stress operation on the 
body  and  identified  exactly  what  Miles  was  describing:  adrenal 
exhaustion, familiar to anyone who has run that hard for that long. 
Herbal supplements. Tapping techniques to use in the moments when 
something triggered the old patterns. Non-chemical, physiological at 
the root. It took forty-five to sixty days before the changes became clear. 
Then sleep moved from three and a half hours a night to over seven. 
That, he said, was the change that made everything else possible. The 
body can repair. It requires deliberate conditions.

Miles  is  not  a  cautionary  tale.  He  found  his  way  through, 
actively and on purpose. That distinction matters. Getting through the 
cost is one thing. Addressing it is another.

*  *  *

The hidden cost of getting through it is the accumulation of 
small surrenders that happened so incrementally that none of them felt 
like a loss at the time. The afternoon at the office filled with invented 
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motion. The midnight hour that belonged to rest but went to icing. The 
Sunday drive home with the EMBA notes open on the passenger seat. 
The dinner table, when the conversation asked for presence and the 
mind was already at tomorrow's meeting. The song that never arrived 
because the noise was always too loud to hear it.

They all lead to the same place. A police officer driving you to a 
car rental agency. The mind already looking for the next move.

Pick one hour this week where you are not required to produce 
anything and do not fill it. Do not schedule it as rest. Do not tell anyone 
about it. Just leave it empty and stay in it. What arrives in that hour will 
tell you more about where the cost is running than any assessment or 
conversation. You do not need to act on what you find. You need only 
to be present for it.

The  light  moved  across  the  floor  of  that  apartment  every 
afternoon. I watched it go. That was all. Eventually that was enough.
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THERE IS ANOTHER WAY

NOBODY TOLD ME I was about to walk on fire.
That is the part people always expect to hear differently. They 

imagine a build-up, a decision point, a moment of visible courage. What 
actually  happened  was  quieter  and  stranger  than  that.  I  was  at  a 
leadership event, thousands of people in a hall that ran late into the 
night. That morning, as the day began, it was announced: by the end of 
today, we walk on coals. Then the day went on, and they kept bringing 
us back to it again and again, training us for that moment.

Because  the  day  was  enormous.  Keynotes  speakers. 
Breakthroughs in the hall. People on their feet, cheering at the same 
moment. It was a motivational conference and a business conference 
and a genuinely liberating experience all at once, and mixed through all 
of it, from the stage and between the energy and the music and in the 
spaces between speakers, they kept returning to one thing: the power of 
the mind. How the nervous system operates under perceived threat. 
How intention can redirect a system that would otherwise run toward 
survival. How the second before you step onto something that frightens 
you is the second that decides everything, and how you can train that 
second in advance. They rehearsed the sequence with us throughout the 
day. Walk with purpose. Head up. Eyes on the far edge. One steady step 
at a time. Keep moving. And as we walked, they gave us words to carry, a 
deliberate redirection away from the heat and toward the other side.

They also kept telling us,  again and again,  that  nobody was 
required to do this. Every person could step aside and watch. The choice 
stayed open all the way to the last second.
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I had doubts throughout the whole day. They were real doubts 
and I held them alongside everything else. By the end of the evening, the 
fear had drained out of me, hour by hour, without my noticing it go. 
The doubts had dissolved, gradually and completely. A system had been 
installed thoroughly enough that my nervous system stopped debating 
and simply knew. I was ready. More than ready. I was excited.

When it was time, thousands of people streamed out of the hall 
together, barefoot, moving through a long corridor toward the outside. 
There was something remarkable about that walk itself, before any coal 
was involved. The crowd moved slowly, at the pace set by the coal beds 
outside, and people were talking. Processing the day. Sharing what had 
moved through them. The conversation around me was easy and alive, 
nothing to do with fear, all of it to do with the openness that comes after 
hours of genuine inspiration. I was part of something much larger than 
myself and that mattered more than I realized at the time.

And then, mid-sentence, mid-thought, I was there. Right at the 
edge of the coal bed. The crowd had carried me to the edge and the coal 
bed was just there, with no dramatic pause and no time to overthink. 
Click. The system that had been installed across the entire day fired, and 
I walked.

Four or five steps. One, two, three, four, five. Done. What I felt 
beneath my feet was texture, the surface of what I was crossing. The 
temperature was somewhere at the far edge of my awareness. My eyes 
were on the other side. The words were moving through me quietly. 
The  signal  running  through  my  body  was  about  forward  motion. 
About arriving.

When I stepped off onto the concrete, someone was waiting 
with a hose. Cold water hit my feet, and that was the sensation that 
broke through most completely. The cold. Sharp and immediate, more 
present than anything the coals had offered. I kept moving, because the 
crowd kept moving, and as I walked away I realized what was on my 
right side. Stretching out in the dark, parallel bed after parallel bed of 
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still-glowing coals, red and real, each one confirming as I passed it that 
yes, this had happened, yes, my feet had crossed that. The understanding 
arrived in motion, carried by the crowd, the proof sliding past me on one 
side while the cold water was still fresh on my skin.

The  feeling  moving  through  me  as  I  walked  away  was 
amazement. Full-body disbelief that kept returning as each bed of coals 
passed on my right. I could see them. They were glowing. I had walked 
across that.

That night I called a friend. He is a professional fire walker, 
someone  I  had  known for  years  without  ever  really  discussing  that 
particular part of his life in detail. I needed someone who had lived this 
to confirm that what I had experienced was real.  He listened to the 
whole story and then he said: yes. That is exactly how it is. When you are 
trained and ready, when the system is running and your focus is entirely 
on where you are going, you have already moved through the obstacle 
before your body has finished crossing it. He said: you walked on fire 
with calm and focus and intention. He said: congratulations. You did it.

What he said mattered more than the praise. Because what he 
was telling me was that the state I had been in was real and trainable and 
available, and that it had been built by a day of preparation rather than 
born from some exceptional quality I happened to possess.

For a long time after that night, I kept asking myself the same 
question. If a single day of deliberate work could redirect a nervous 
system enough to walk through fire, what might the right preparation 
do for the fires that leadership asks us to cross every single day.

The question found its first answer gradually, through living 
rather than thinking.

I enrolled in a neuroscience coaching program that ended with a 
certification, drawn to it the way you are drawn to things that explain 
what you have already experienced in your body. I read everything I 
could find. I attended workshops led by people who had spent decades 
at the intersection of the mind and human performance, and I invested 
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in those experiences with full commitment. I was connecting dots that 
had been waiting for me.

Because I was also, during all of this, living the same thing I was 
studying. Leading a company. Building a practice from the ground up. 
Doing the unglamorous, pressurized, daily work of entrepreneurship, 
which means sustained uncertainty,  regular self-doubt,  the brand of 
impostor syndrome that arrives when you are doing something real and 
meaningful with no guarantee it  is  going to hold. The wiring I was 
reading about in the research was running in my own nervous system in 
real time. I applied everything I was learning, tool by tool, practice by 
practice, to interrupt the old habits and redirect them and slowly, over 
months, build something more solid underneath.

The rewiring took time. It felt less like discipline and more like 
space becoming available inside me,  space that years  of motion and 
reaction had occupied. The clearest signal that the change was real came 
from the outside, from the moments that used to detonate me.

I had always been fiery. Passionate, conviction-driven, intense, 
and  extremely  fast  to  react  when  something  pressed  against  those 
convictions. Growing up, the people around me knew exactly how to 
trigger me, and they did it because the reaction was so vivid and so 
immediate that it became entertainment. That was Claire. The bomb 
about to go off. I wore that identity without knowing I was wearing it, 
the way you wear any habit that has been present long enough to feel like 
character.

The change,  when it  came,  was  quiet  enough that  I  almost 
missed it.

Someone  pressed  a  button  that  would  have  detonated  me 
months  earlier.  I  felt  the  familiar  shape  of  the  trigger  arriving,  the 
particular temperature of it, the way it had always moved through me on 
its way to a reaction. And then it did not complete. I could see the 
button  being  pressed.  I  could  feel  the  old  wiring  preparing  itself, 

80



The Leadership Skill Nobody Taught You

gathering force. And I watched it from somewhere slightly outside it, 
and chose differently.

The image that comes closest to describing this is from martial 
arts. When a practitioner has trained long enough, a strike arrives in 
something close to slow motion.  There is  time,  real  usable  time,  to 
redirect rather than absorb. That is what the trigger felt like. It came 
toward me and I could see it moving, and the explosive response simply 
did not follow. I redirected. The force slid past and I chose where to put 
my attention instead.

The buttons were still being pressed. They had lost their grip on 
me. And underneath that, a different thing was happening. When the 
trigger slid off rather than catching, I had space. Space to see the other 
person more clearly. To understand that what they were transmitting 
was their own pressure looking for somewhere to land. To feel genuine 
empathy for what they were carrying. I could choose my response, and 
that choice, made once and then again and then again until it became the 
new default, is what a trained nervous system actually feels like from the 
inside.

That is when I knew the work was real. Nothing detonated, and 
I stood in the quiet of what had not fired and understood I was already 
standing on the other side of something I had been trying to cross for 
years.

That clarity of knowing was also the recognition that the work 
was ready to be given to someone else. The first person I brought it to 
was Sara.

Sara was a litigation attorney, operating in an environment that 
rewards composure above almost everything and offers almost no room 
for visible uncertainty. Brilliant and precise and carrying, beneath the 
professional surface, a trained habit that had been running for a long 
time. The self-critical spiral after any perceived mistake. The vigilance 
that  reads  threat  into  ambiguity.  The  exhaustion  of  performing 

81



There Is Another Way

steadiness she did not always feel, hour after hour, in situations where 
the stakes were always high.

We began with an assessment built on research out of Stanford 
University,  designed  to  map  how  Sara's  nervous  system  responded 
under pressure: where her attention narrowed, what triggered the spiral, 
what her body did before her mind caught up. When she looked at her 
results, she said one word. Accurate. Quietly, like she was confirming 
something she had always suspected about herself. And then the two 
feelings that I have come to understand as the signature of this work 
arrived together. Shock. And relief.

Awareness alone is a dangerous place to stop. The structured 
work is what holds the awareness steady. It is what converts recognition 
into clarity rather than another source of pressure.

There is a practical first step Sara learned early, and it is  the 
simplest tool in the whole system. When you feel the old trigger rising, 
the anxiety, the spiral, the familiar shape of a reaction arriving, name 
what is happening. Not to someone else. To yourself. Quietly. I feel 
anxious. I feel the pull to prove myself. Something is pressing on the old 
place. That act of naming, done in real time rather than in retrospect, 
interrupts the automatic sequence before it  completes.  The nervous 
system, recognizing what is  happening,  finds the space between the 
trigger and the response. That space is where choice lives. That act opens 
it.

We designed her work around the actual shape of her life. Her 
environment, her pressure triggers, her specific way of moving through 
high-stakes situations. We met regularly at first, then less frequently as 
she built  confidence in the tools,  settling into monthly check-ins or 
quarterly sessions, with additional conversations when a pressure peak 
was building and she wanted to regroup. We adjusted constantly. The 
goal was a new default, a trained response that would be there when 
pressure arrived, the way the walk response was there on the coal bed, 
because the preparation had been done.
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What happened in Sara was measurable. She became self-aware 
in  real  time,  catching  her  responses  as  they  started  rather  than 
recognizing them in retrospect. And she came back sometimes. The 
spiral would start and the self-judgment would surface and she would 
find herself in the old familiar territory. That is what genuine neural 
rewiring looks like. The wiring laid down over decades does not dissolve 
after one intervention. It goes quiet and returns, especially under real 
pressure, and the work is to keep meeting it with the same tools rather 
than treating the return as failure. She was measurably ahead of where 
she had started. And the effects moved outward from her work into her 
relationships, her family, the private texture of how she moved through 
her own life. The method, once installed, goes everywhere you go.

Watching  that  happen  in  another  person  was  when  I 
understood that what I had assembled could be given away. A system. 
Learnable, installable, solid.

That  system  has  a  name  now.  I  call  it  Pressure-Proof 
Leadership™. It was born from a lived need, built through what I had 
to put myself through to get here, and proved transferable the first time I 
installed it  in someone else.  Everything that followed, every leader I 
worked  with,  every  research  conversation  across  industries  and 
continents, confirmed what Sara's results had already shown: the core 
elements  of  Pressure-Proof  Leadership™ appear  consistently  in  the 
people who hold their ground when everything around them is moving. 
It is recognizable because it is real.

What  Pressure-Proof  Leadership™ builds  is  recovery  speed. 
The pressure might still land. What changes is how fast you return to 
yourself after it does. Resilience, in this framework, is measured in the 
time between impact and return. The trained leader does not avoid the 
hit. They get back faster, with their clarity intact.

Grant was twenty-four years old, with a pregnant wife and three 
stepchildren  to  support,  when  he  walked  into  a  Saturday  morning 
meeting with five senior venture capital executives to finalize a deal he 
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had  already  shaken  hands  on  Thursday.  He  had  spent  months 
assembling  a  sophisticated  financing  structure.  Everything  was 
contingent on that equity investment. The co-founder was waiting on 
his call.

The youngest of the five men in that room was probably sixty. 
All gray hair, all bankers and lawyers. They had Grant give his pitch, 
then asked him to wait in the lobby. When they called him back in, the 
chairman  changed  every  term.  Equity  becoming  debt.  Warrant 
structure  kept.  Recapture  rights  eliminated.  An  upside-down  deal. 
Grant sat and listened to the whole reconfiguration. Then he said to the 
executive chairman: the next time you do a stick-up, would you please 
put your gun on the table. He stood up and walked out.

He got home and broke down in front of his wife. She looked up 
from the floor and said: take a breath. Think about who you have been 
working with. What do we need to do next? Within forty-eight hours, 
his  lawyer  and  his  mentor  had  organized  a  meeting  with  an  angel 
investor who took the original deal as structured. That business ran for 
twenty years.

Grant was not calm in the sense of being unmoved. He was 
aligned. He knew what deal he had agreed to and he knew what he was 
being handed instead.  When the terms changed, he stayed with the 
original  deal  rather  than  accept  the  revision  under  pressure.  The 
alignment held. The breakdown at home was real and it mattered. And 
the recovery came through his network, not through solo willpower. 
That is what staying grounded under pressure actually looks like. The 
feeling is fully present. So is the knowledge of what you will and will not 
accept.

*  *  *

Among the leaders I spoke with for this book was Robert, a 
venture investor based on the western coast of the United States who has 
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spent decades inside the startup world. He has founded more than thirty 
companies across his career, taken one public, raised capital from some 
of the most recognized names in technology,  and invented a multi-
vendor shopping cart technology that now underpins trillions of dollars 
of global e-commerce. He has also lost everything more than once and 
rebuilt. His current work focuses specifically on the founders who fall 
through the cracks of the venture capital system, the ones he calls fallen 
angels.

A fallen angel, in his description, is a founder whose investors 
have stopped believing in the company without saying so out loud. The 
checks stop coming. The meetings become infrequent. The portfolio 
company is no longer in the winning column, and the silence from the 
investors communicates what no one wants to say directly. The founder 
is left alone, sometimes with months of runway remaining, carrying the 
weight of investor capital they cannot return and a future they must 
navigate  through  strategies  that  the  original  funding  model  made 
unavailable. The pressure in that environment is a specific and isolating 
kind. The external structure that was supposed to hold them has gone 
quiet. Whatever steadiness the founder finds has to come from inside.

The ones who find a way through, Robert told me, are the ones 
who learn to see the situation as a puzzle rather than a problem. The 
distinction sounds small and operates like a lever. A problem is heavy 
and implies damage. A puzzle assumes a solution exists somewhere and 
invites  the  mind  to  engage  with  finding  it.  The  nervous  system 
approaching a puzzle stays available and generative. The nervous system 
bracing against an insurmountable problem contracts toward survival, 
and survival is the oldest and most familiar trap. It blocks the clearest 
thinking exactly when clear thinking matters most. The reframe is the 
first move of a trained nervous system. The fallen angel founder who 
locates it keeps full cognitive capacity available. That is Pressure-Proof 
Leadership™ operating at the point of maximum isolation.
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Owen is a senior operations leader responsible for one of the 
largest live event venues in the world. He described what happens in the 
control room when something goes wrong during a live event. Seventy-
five thousand people in the building. A situation developing faster than 
the communication channels can carry it. Team members arriving at his 
position in various states of alarm, each one carrying a fragment of the 
picture and needing someone to make the call.

What  Owen had learned,  through years  of  managing events 
where a  wrong decision produces  consequences  that  are  immediate, 
financial, and in the worst cases irreversible, was that his job in those 
seconds was to receive the urgency without being moved by it. To take 
in what was being brought to him, hold it still long enough to see it 
clearly, and then ask the only question that mattered: if I make this 
decision, what is the outcome, and if I do not, what is the outcome 
instead. That sequence, run fast and run clean, is what his team needed 
from him. They could arrive in panic. He could not send them back in 
it. The calm had to be his before it could be theirs.

That  is  Pressure-Proof  Leadership™  operating  in  a  live 
environment, at the speed that live environments demand. The decision 
clarity is built before the pressure arrives. The steadiness is practiced, 
ready when it is needed.

Victor  is  a  COO  who  has  led  large-scale  live  events  across 
multiple continents. He said it plainly, the way people say things that 
have been proved through experience rather than theory: you cannot 
transmit panic when that many people need directing in an emergency. 
The calm is prepared before the emergency comes. You do not find it in 
the emergency. You bring it with you.

Miles is  a veteran with eight military deployments who now 
runs a venture capital operation focused on veteran-led businesses. He 
described a tool he uses when a pressure situation is building: he walks 
the worst-case scenario all the way to the end. The firm may not survive 
this.  This  third  career  may not  materialize.  He holds  each of  those 
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possibilities fully, without flinching, until he reaches the floor beneath 
them. He still  has  his  health.  He has  relationships.  He has  decades. 
Nobody is going to die. That baseline, established by years of operating 
in environments where the stakes were genuinely mortal, resets what 
counts as catastrophic.

There is  a  reason this  works,  and it  has nothing to do with 
toughness. When you let yourself fully imagine the worst outcome and 
then check it against what is actually true, the mind registers a mismatch. 
The catastrophe it braced for and the reality it finds side by side do not 
match. That mismatch is what allows the threat to be downgraded. The 
fear was real. The fear was also, on inspection, bigger than the facts 
supported. Miles was not avoiding the worst case. He was meeting it 
directly, which is the opposite of what panic usually does.

What remains after the exercise is a clear head. The recalibration 
frees the part of him that needs to think from the part that is bracing for 
danger, and he returns to the work with full access to his judgment. That 
is what a practiced nervous system does.

This is what Pressure-Proof Leadership™ builds. The ground 
beneath your feet  when the ground starts  moving.  The preparation 
done  before  the  pressure  arrives  so  that  when  it  does,  the  trained 
response is already running. The pause that comes before the reaction 
because the pause has been rehearsed until it arrives first. The capacity to 
see the trigger moving toward you and choose where to send the energy 
rather than be carried by the old wiring.

The name for all of this came the way real things tend to come, 
already formed, simply recognized.

Some time after the firewalk, I found myself at a powwow, an 
indigenous  gathering,  reconnecting  with  friends  from  across  the 
country over several days. It was the kind of place that holds a particular 
quality of presence,  open sky,  fire,  community,  the feeling of being 
inside something old and grounded. Late one night I was walking with a 
friend under a sky so full of stars it felt almost overwhelming. People 
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were settled around us. The conversation between us was easy, moving 
between things without effort.

I kept saying the same words. I want to get rid of the noise. I said 
it more than once, and each time I said it the words seemed to hang in 
the air in front of me, almost visible. I could see the image of noise and of 
it clearing. The intention was forming itself into a shape I could almost 
reach, though I did not yet have the language for what I was pointing 
toward.

The friend walking beside me that night was a professional fire 
walker. The same man I had called after the coal bed to ask whether what 
I had experienced was real. The connection between those two events, 
the walk and the stars, would only close later.

The label came during a different order of pressure, the daily 
sustained weight that entrepreneurial life generates without warning or 
mercy, when everything I had been building and studying and applying 
to myself was being tested in real time. In the middle of that, the words 
from the powwow returned. Get rid of the noise. Pressure-proof. And 
the words settled with the weight of something already true. Pressure-
Proof Leadership™. Simply recognized.

When  Pressure-Proof  Leadership™  takes  hold  in  a  person, 
what they describe is always specific and always similar. There is a day 
where the trigger arrives and slides off rather than catching. There is a 
week where the old spiral begins and they can see it beginning, from 
slightly  outside  themselves,  and they  step  away  from it  rather  than 
follow  it  down.  There  is  a  meeting  where  someone  is  transmitting 
pressure and it moves through them without finding purchase, and they 
realize afterward that they remained entirely themselves throughout.

What  is  being built  is  a  shell.  A structure  around you with 
enough space inside to move freely, to think clearly, to communicate 
with authority,  to lead.  The pressure remains outside.  It  is  real  and 
visible, pushing against what you have built. You can see it there. And 
you have a deep, cellular conviction that what you have built will hold.
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*  *  *

The next time you are in a situation that used to detonate you, 
notice the trigger arriving before you do anything else. You do not need 
to  change  anything  yet.  Just  name  what  is  happening,  quietly,  to 
yourself. Anxious. Pressure. The old pull. That act of naming is the first 
move of the whole system. It is available in any room, in any exchange, as 
soon as you know to reach for it.

If you want to know where your own responses are running, 
and where your team's are, the Pressure and Performance Scorecard at 
clairehayek.com/pp-scorecard  covers  both:  how  you  decide, 
communicate, and lead under pressure, and how your leadership team 
executes and holds together when it counts. A short assessment. Go 
when you are ready.

The coals were still glowing when I walked away. They did not 
go out because I had crossed them.
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INSTALLING THE SYSTEM

HE WAS SOMEWHERE IN TRANSIT WHEN we last  spoke, 
moving through the particular schedule that leaves no margin between 
cities. This time he was home. I could hear it in his voice the moment the 
call connected, that specific ease people carry when they have been living 
out  of  a  suitcase  for  days  and  the  suitcase  is  finally  in  a  corner 
somewhere,  unopened  and  irrelevant.  He  laughed  about  it  when  I 
mentioned it. Yes, he said. This is much better.

Luc was a senior leader inside a large organization, and he had 
come to this conversation with a background I rarely encounter in this 
work.  Before  his  corporate  career,  he  had  been  trained  in  clinical 
psychology. That background meant he arrived already knowing what 
most executives spend years learning slowly and often painfully: that 
changing  human  behavior  is  a  problem  of  biology  far  more  than 
information. He understood, at a clinical level, what it costs to try to 
overwrite habits the nervous system spent decades installing.

He had gone further than theorizing about the problem. He had 
built a program, invested genuinely in it, and watched it produce exactly 
the result he feared it would.

And  then,  from  inside  that  ease,  he  went  somewhere  else 
entirely. He had a question he had been sitting with for a long time, and 
he asked it with the directness of someone tired of partial answers.

He said: how do you make the change stick? It was the key thing 
for him to understand, because from experience, that is where most 
training and even systemic coaching fails to deliver long-term value. You 
are  up  against  years  and  years  of  life  experience,  he  said.  Neurons 
ingrained, pathways that get activated. And if you are going to ask an 
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organization to invest the time and the money, you need an honest 
answer for why this would be any different.

I agreed completely. I said I would be lying to him if I pretended 
otherwise. Everyone defaults back. That is biology. What gets installed 
in childhood stays in place regardless of workshop attendance. I had 
been testing this on myself for years. The only reason I speak about it 
with any conviction is because I watched it happen in my own nervous 
system first.

He said something quietly after that, and I still think about it.
He said: I still fall back to old patterns.
I told him that was true for me too. The old wiring still tries, 

even now. Some days it catches me before I see it coming. The difference 
is no longer whether it happens. It is how long it holds.

What he shared next was the story I needed. His organization 
had built a program for more than twenty managers. The design was 
sound. The investment was genuine. They had done something most 
programs skip entirely: they created a baseline analysis at the start, a way 
to measure where each person was beginning, so that any change could 
be tracked over time. They offered each manager a follow-up session 
some weeks later to see what had moved.

One person came back.
One out of more than twenty.
I have heard versions of this story many times. It never ceases to 

amaze me.
There was a pause after he said it. The weight was in how he said 

it. Clearly. With the steadiness of someone who had already done the 
work of understanding why it happened and arrived at an honest answer 
he found uncomfortable.  The program had given those managers  a 
genuine day. A good one. But a day only lasts as long as the structure 
built to hold it afterward. Without that structure, people drift back to 
old behavior on their own, usually without realizing it.
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We are the way we are because it is what has ensured our survival 
at the most basic level, he said. We react the way we do to stress because 
in the past it served us well. If we want longer-term change, we need to 
give it  the time and the investment.  Because we are fighting against 
wiring that is there for a reason.

That is the honest answer. It is also the answer most leadership 
development avoids, because it is costly and slow and requires a different 
kind of commitment than a workshop and a follow-up email.

The honest answer is a framework built to hold.

*  *  *

A system starts with measurement. Before any workshop, before 
any conversation about protocols or team dynamics, this work begins 
with  a  pressure  map  of  each  leader,  built  around  five  recognizable 
archetypes, control, silence, speed, compliance, and collapse. The map 
shows where a leader's reactive defaults engage most strongly, under 
what conditions their clarity degrades, and which of these patterns runs 
through the collective behavior of a team when the stakes rise and the 
people in it get difficult.

The  same  logic  holds  at  the  organizational  level.  Every 
organization is built to carry a certain load. When new load arrives, 
growth,  a  merger,  a  shift  in  how  work  gets  done,  the  structure 
underneath was never designed to hold it. Fracture lines start forming 
beneath the surface, long before anyone sees a failure. An engineer does 
not wait for the cracks to show. The reinforcement goes in before the 
load arrives.

Think about what happens at the end of a two-day program 
without this baseline. People leave energized. The conversations were 
real, the recognition genuine, something moved in the people there and 
they  felt  it.  Two months  later,  when familiar  defaults  have  quietly 
reasserted themselves and the workshop materials are in a drawer, there 
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is no way to say what changed and what did not. People remember 
feeling something. They cannot say whether anything moved. Because 
nothing was  measured before,  nothing can be  compared after.  The 
energy invested becomes a story rather than evidence.

Assessment results, when a leader sits with them for the first 
time, tend to arrive in two waves. The first is shock. Something they have 
been living inside for years, searching for words to describe, has been 
named. The second is relief. A named habit is a workable one. What 
looked like a character flaw has a history, a logic, a reason it was built. 
The nervous system catalogued it as essential and has been running it on 
autopilot since. The shock is at being seen so precisely. The relief is at 
understanding it is workable.

The habit is a strategy. One that was built for a world that has 
since changed. That reframe changes the relationship to the habit. That 
is where the actual work becomes possible.

The most common trap opens right here.  The first  instinct, 
once a habit is named clearly, is to turn the new information against 
yourself.  Self-judgment  moves  fast.  It  reaches  for  whatever  the 
assessment has just surfaced and treats it as new evidence for the harshest 
possible reading of yourself. What looks like awareness becomes another 
way to attack yourself, the opposite of what the awareness was meant to 
produce. This is why the work requires someone who understands the 
difference between accountability and self-punishment. The habit is the 
protection that outlived its purpose. The work is to update the habit and 
honor what it did for you as a child, when it kept you safe.

When a leadership team sees their collective profile together, a 
clarity becomes possible that individual awareness cannot produce on 
its own. One team came back from the pre-work assessments looking, by 
every visible measure, like it was managing well. What the data revealed 
was more precise: each person was absorbing their share of the pressure 
privately,  and  nobody  knew  how  much  weight  everyone  else  was 
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holding. The people responsible for managing the team had no way to 
see this. Nobody had measured it directly.

That one picture changed the entire design of what followed. 
The day was built around what the data showed. The three operating 
agreements the team produced by late afternoon were shaped by the 
specific friction the assessments had surfaced. They named the habit of 
revisiting work that was already good enough, because it did not feel 
perfect yet. They addressed the communication breakdown that had 
been running silently for months. They gave the team a shared language 
for the times when pressure peaked and the old defaults reached for the 
controls. By the time the day ended, the CEO had already scheduled the 
follow-up measurement. He understood, without being told, that the 
baseline was only worth having if it was taken again.

Measurement gives you a starting point. Knowing where you 
stand is the first step. Everything that follows is the real work.

*  *  *

Most programs give people understanding. A leader leaves more 
aware.  They  can  name  their  habits.  They  have  language  for  what 
happens to them under pressure, and that language matters and is real. 
Then the next genuinely difficult meeting arrives. The agenda breaks 
down, someone says the thing that presses exactly the right button, the 
timeline is already impossible, the energy is running on anxiety and hope 
simultaneously. Awareness goes quiet. The old default runs everything. 
Because  awareness,  however  genuine,  is  a  foundation.  A  practiced 
response is what you build on it. Under pressure, the mind reaches for 
what is practiced.

Consider  the difference between understanding how driving 
works  and  having  driven  enough  times  that  the  movements  come 
without instruction. Thorough knowledge of a car does not prepare you 
for the corner that arrives faster than expected. Only practice does that. 
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Only the repetition of doing the thing, at low stakes, until the body 
knows the movement well enough to run it at high stakes. Decision 
protocols,  communication  frameworks,  and  conflict  procedures  are 
exactly this. A team rehearses them when the temperature is low so they 
are available when the temperature is high. The practiced response fires 
before the old reflex can.

Miles,  the veteran turned investor, described what this looks 
like. Military training is built to outrun conscious thought. It drills the 
response so completely that, in the moment that matters, the body acts 
before the mind catches up. His protocol was three steps: take cover, get 
situational  awareness,  act.  Simple  enough  to  run  in  the  dark  with 
everything going wrong at once. Repetition was what made it work, far 
more than the logic of the sequence itself. He had also spent months 
counting steps between concrete shelters as he walked across a base, 
dozens  of  times  each day,  until  his  mind could run the  calculation 
automatically: how many steps to the one ahead, how many to the one 
behind, which way to move without breaking stride if a siren went off. 
His mind was doing it on its own. The practice had been repeated to the 
point where it no longer felt like a practice. That is the standard. A value 
becoming a behavior becoming a reflex so embedded it is no longer a 
choice.

Connor,  the  electrical  infrastructure  CEO,  had  arrived  at  a 
parallel distinction. He described it as something he had been carrying 
for years without fully understanding it: there is a difference between 
giving people accountability and holding them accountable. The first is 
a transfer. The second is a daily act. He had spent most of his leadership 
career doing the first and calling it the second. Once the distinction was 
clear,  he  said,  everything  about  how  he  ran  his  days  changed. 
Accountability  became  something  he  did  in  specific,  repeated, 
observable ways rather than something he believed in.  That is  what 
installation looks like.
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Richard, a CFO who led one of the largest corporate spinoff 
transactions  in  stock  exchange  history  under  a  fixed,  unmovable 
deadline, described the same principle from the mechanics of execution. 
When the pressure was highest and the timeline could not move, the 
thing that held his team together was clarity about who owned what. 
Roles, responsibilities, and decision rights, mapped explicitly, so that 
under load no one had to guess who could make which call. He put the 
second half of it just as plainly: when you think you have communicated 
enough, you should probably do it ten more times. Ownership removes 
the hesitation. Repetition removes the drift. Both are things a leader 
installs on ordinary days so they are already running when the stakes rise.

Sara, the lawyer, had been given a sensory grounding protocol to 
use when anxiety had taken the lead. Pressure builds because thought 
keeps recycling the same loop. Attention interrupts that automatically. 
When focus moves fully onto something physical, what the hand feels, 
what the ear catches, what the eye lands on, the thought driving the 
spiral loses its grip. Sensory attention regulating the nervous system is 
well documented in stress research.

Mid-week  during  a  particularly  heavy  stretch  of  trial 
preparation, she described it to me. A major case. Pressure accumulating 
since Monday. The noise in her mind that day was what she once called a 
battle,  two sides fighting each other. She understood the law with a 
precision most people could not access, knew when she was right and 
felt  it  viscerally  when  the  system  moved  differently  than  the  law 
required. That clarity was her greatest strength. On days like this one, it 
was also the source of the spiral. She knew the protocol. She slowed 
down and gave her attention to what was physically in front of her, 
something to touch, a sound nearby, the door across the room and its 
colors. She breathed and stayed with each one before moving to the 
next. Somewhere inside that, she noticed the feeling had stopped. She 
said to me: I think it is gone. Literally gone the minute I started doing the 
sensory thing. I did not realize it was gone until I noticed it was already 
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gone. She had redirected her attention so completely that the anxious 
spiral ran out of fuel.

The  body's  acute  stress  response,  if  thought  does  not  re-
stimulate  it,  runs  its  course  in  approximately  ninety  seconds.  Sara's 
protocol gave her something absorbing to do with exactly that window. 
The practiced response ran faster than the old default could reassert 
itself, because it had been repeated enough times to be available precisely 
when everything else was competing for her attention.

André, the COO, had come to the same understanding through 
a completely different path. On a Friday evening on his side of the world, 
the  eve  of  a  long  holiday  weekend,  I  could  hear  in  his  voice  that 
particular quality people have when they have earned a few days off and 
can almost  taste  them.  He ran a  company built  on live  events  and 
broadcast  work,  an  industry  where  a  single  breakdown  in 
communication costs the client and the relationship simultaneously, 
where there is no margin and no second take. His organization was in the 
middle of a significant change, moving from a lifestyle business to a 
growth model, and the pressure was multiplying across every level as 
that transition accelerated.

He told me about an international expansion that had been two 
years in the making. Strong traction built carefully over time. Serious 
investment.  The  founder  having  moved  personally  to  establish 
relationships in a new market. And then a regional crisis hit, entirely 
outside anyone's control, and everything they had built was suddenly 
uncertain. He described how the leadership team had responded: early, 
systematically, making calls before others said they were necessary. He 
gave credit to his CEO, a young man, for that anticipatory judgment. I 
asked him what had made it possible, what had allowed the team to stay 
coherent and decisive under that sustained quality of pressure when so 
much was unclear.

He  talked  about  structure.  Strict  ownership  models. 
Standardized briefing processes. Decision accountability built into the 
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operating rhythm of the organization. He had arrived at these things 
through  experience,  through  watching  enough  times  what  happens 
when the second wave of sustained pressure hits a team that can only 
hold together on inspiration and goodwill. The values survive the first 
wave, he said. The second wave finds the gaps.

Mia, a COO and founder operating in a volatile regional market 
who trained as an industrial designer, runs her planning cycle the same 
way. The plan is a recommendation, she said. Something you consult, 
update, and put back in your pocket. What she had trained herself to 
hold was the clarity of what she was trying to achieve, and release the 
specific route. She put it plainly: the plan serves me. I do not serve the 
plan. That inversion is the whole thing. A leader whose plan serves them 
reaches  for  the  next  available  route  without  losing  a  step.  The 
destination holds. The path adjusts.

André said something near the end of our conversation, and I 
remember it word for word. He said it plainly, the way people say things 
that have been verified through enough real situations to be trusted 
completely. Under pressure, the leaders who hold it together are the 
ones who can articulate what they are trying to achieve and not just start 
spinning. If you can keep your eye on what you are trying to achieve, 
there is always a solution. There was nothing theoretical in it. It had 
been earned.

*  *  *

And then the slide back comes.
It always comes.
Three weeks after a half-day workshop, I had a video call with a 

general manager at a service organization. I could feel her before she said 
anything. She sounded tired in a specific way, like someone who already 
knew what she was about to admit and had to say it anyway. She had 
come back from a holiday certain that things were going to be different. 
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The workshop had given her real clarity. She had felt the recognition, 
named  what  she  defaults  to  under  pressure,  and  left  that  day 
understanding exactly what it was costing her.

By Friday of her first week back, she had fallen into every single 
trap.

She described it plainly, without drama. Every task got enlarged 
into  something  requiring  surgical  precision,  regardless  of  whether 
precision mattered. Five hours of preparation went into a conversation 
that needed twenty minutes. The role itself had no natural finish line, 
and she kept performing as though one existed. At the same time, she 
said  yes  to  everything  that  arrived,  until  the  obligations  piled  up 
indistinguishably from the job itself. And underneath it all, she kept 
jumping from one priority to the next, as though moving faster could 
stand in for being present with any one of them.

She had slept through most of the first day of that holiday. Her 
body had stopped.

Bodies  keep  an  honest  record.  Hers  had  been  waiting  for 
permission.

She had been here before. Every holiday had begun the same 
way, with the same resolve, and ended the same way, with the same 
reversion. Her working theory, many times over, was that the problem 
was recovery, that if she could only rest long enough, she would return 
with  enough resource  to  hold  the  old  defaults  at  bay.  The  holiday 
recharged her. She came back with enough energy to sustain the old 
habit. Undisturbed, it continued.

What the session surfaced was the distinction that had been 
invisible to her. A pause inside the pattern and a break in it feel similar 
from inside  the  exhaustion.  Both involve  stepping back.  Both offer 
temporary relief. One leaves the original circle intact. The other makes a 
hole in it. She had been pausing. The circle had been undamaged every 
single time. She was returning to the same loop with freshly recharged 
energy to run it.
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The session named it with a visual. Imagine a circle of arrows, 
each one feeding the next, one habit driving the next, that one driving 
the exhaustion, the exhaustion driving the habit that started it, until the 
circle closes and runs again. She had been inserting rest between the 
arrows. What was needed was an arrow pointing outward. Each time 
that outward arrow fires, the original loop loses a little of its grip. A new 
path begins, incrementally and slowly, taking on more of the traffic each 
time. The circle does not disappear overnight. It develops a hole. Then a 
gap. Then, over time and with repetition, it loses the automatic quality 
that made it feel like identity rather than habit.

She came away from that conversation with something small 
enough to use in the middle of an ordinary Wednesday. I gave her a way 
to picture herself decades from now, looking back at this exact task and 
this exact urgency, and asking directly: does it deserve what I am giving it 
right now? That perspective made the task feel smaller. The old habit 
needed it to feel huge to keep running. The old default lost its grip. 
Sometimes. Slowly. Enough to create the outward arrow. Enough to 
make a hole.

That  is  what  the  reinforcement  work is  for.  The slide  back 
belongs  to  the  biology  of  deep-seated  habits.  Decades  of  ingrained 
response hold through one session, one workshop, even one good year. 
They return, reliably, under the specific conditions of real sustained 
pressure, which are exactly the conditions that make them hardest to 
resist. That is what waits on the other side of the return. The coaching 
session. The follow-up baseline. The quarterly reset. That reset repeated 
at the right intervals, is what makes the change accumulate rather than 
evaporate.

Rania, the program strategist, named this with precision. She 
had observed people move through training systems that were well-
designed, well-funded, and unable to produce lasting change. The gap 
was never in participation. It was in continuity. Training was treated as a 
single  event.  People  completed it,  received certification,  returned to 
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their roles, and the learning dissolved back into the environment it was 
meant to change. She had also observed something sharper: most teams 
are trained for stability, which means the instant disruption arrives, the 
conditions the training assumed have disappeared. Across two distinctly 
different development models, one that emphasized reaching as many 
people as possible in a single pass, and one that built in continuous 
learning so the development never ends, the purpose was identical. The 
difference lived entirely in the design of what followed the beginning. 
One produced entry. The other produced growth.

There is a word that describes what these three elements build 
together. Practice. Something returned to, something without a finish 
line, something you deepen rather than complete.

Most leadership development is designed as a programme with a 
finish  line.  The  assumption  is  that  change  is  a  destination.  That 
assumption is the source of most of the disappointment that follows. 
Leaders  come out of  programmes genuinely changed and genuinely 
hopeful.  Then  the  real  pressure  arrives,  prolonged  and  without  an 
obvious exit, and the change turns out to be shallower than it felt on the 
day. The work was real. The architecture was wrong.

Pressure-Proof  Leadership™  is  structured  as  a  practice. 
Measurement  establishes  where  you  are.  The  protocols  give  you 
something to return to. Reinforcement catches the slide and returns you 
to the new default. What builds over time is the speed of the return. A 
leader who once needed three days to recover from a reactive spiral 
learns to recover in three hours. Then thirty minutes. Then the spiral 
begins and the work intercepts it before it completes. Each interception 
strengthens the new path. Each new path makes the next interception 
easier. The compounding of that is quiet. For the people on the other 
side of that leader's behavior, it changes everything.

*  *  *
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The next  time you drift  back into the old default,  notice it 
without judgment. Name what just happened, even just to yourself. 
That act of naming interrupts it long enough to ask: what do I want to 
do here? Answer as well as you can. Create the gap. The gap is where the 
new path begins to grow.

*  *  *

The leader who has built this practice is the steady presence 
everyone orients toward when the situation is unclear and the signals are 
contradictory and there is no obvious right move. Someone who has 
done the work of catching themselves and returning, again and again, 
until the return became faster and then faster still.

Built in one person. The question is what happens when that 
person walks  back into  an organization full  of  people  who are  still 
running the old way.
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THE TEAM LEVEL

THE SITUATION ROOM OPENED at seven in the morning and 
again at four in the afternoon.

Every day.
Alex, running events across the Middle East, described it to me 

from Europe,  where  he  was  traveling  when we  connected.  He was 
somewhere between one city and the next, a schedule with no margin 
for error and no room to be anything less than fully present. He was 
matter-of-fact about it,  the way people become matter-of-fact about 
things they have decided and then lived with long enough that  the 
decision  no longer  feels  like  a  decision.  When a  crisis  arrived,  they 
opened a situation room. Morning session, afternoon session. Every 
leader on the same call, running the same protocol twice a day without 
being told to. Updates. Synchronization. The next step. Then the call 
ended and people moved.

He described his own role in that space with the same plainness. 
When pressure is  high, he told me, I  need to show them that I  am 
relaxed, that I am calm. I make decisions because of clarity. People know 
me well enough to know I will take the time I need. He paused there, and 
I felt the weight of what he was describing. He had built something in 
himself, over years, that his team could read. They knew what he looked 
like under pressure because they had seen him under pressure, and what 
they  had  seen  was  the  same  person  they  saw  every  other  day. 
Communication, he said, is what holds everything when everything else 
is uncertain. So they communicate constantly. Morning and afternoon. 
Because the alternative is that each person holds their own version of 
reality, and those versions diverge quietly, until the team is moving in 
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several directions at once while believing it is moving in one. Dana, a 
senior vice president I spoke with, described the same instinct from 
inside a different industry entirely: under pressure, the leadership teams 
that succeed are the ones that unite rather than divide, who pause, align, 
and move toward solutions rather than letting noise or ego take over.

That is the architecture of a team built to hold pressure. The 
protocol was already there before the crisis arrived. The cadence was 
already practiced. No one had to build it in the middle of the storm. 
Everything held because the foundation had been laid when the ground 
was still solid.

Picture two leaders arriving at the same meeting on the same 
morning. The first is arrives still caught up in an unfinished argument 
from  an  hour  earlier:  shoulders  tight,  breath  shallow,  already  three 
exchanges  ahead  before  anyone  has  spoken.  The  second  took  one 
minute beforehand to settle their breathing and bring their attention 
back to something true about the people waiting for them. Nothing 
about the agenda has  changed.  The slide deck is  identical.  And the 
people gathered there feel the difference before either leader says a word. 
With the first, energy drops and voices flatten, people choosing their 
words more carefully than anything in front of them requires. With the 
second, something opens. People speak sooner. They offer the harder 
information instead of holding it back.

This is not a metaphor. The state a leader brings into a space 
becomes  that  space's  working  condition  before  any  content  gets 
exchanged. The team does not follow your strategy. They mirror your 
state.

Theo, a senior executive and board advisor who spent decades in 
high-pressure  technology  environments,  told  me  about  a  gap  he 
discovered between how his calm was read from above and how it was 
read from below. Through every crisis he held himself the same way: 
steady voice, measured pace, no visible alarm. His supervisors took this 
as exactly what it was meant to be, composure under pressure, the most 

106



The Leadership Skill Nobody Taught You

valuable thing he brought to the table. It took a structured feedback 
process, years into his career, for him to learn what his direct reports had 
quietly  been telling  each other.  They read the  identical  behavior  as 
indifference.  They  thought  he  did  not  care.  Same  person.  Same 
composure. Two audiences arriving at opposite conclusions, because 
they were reading it from opposite ends of the hierarchy. Calm that lives 
only inside a leader protects the leader alone. It has to travel outward, 
named clearly  enough that  the people watching from below read it 
correctly. Holding it together and communicating that you are holding 
it together are two different skills, and a team survives on the second one.

There is a particular failure mode that looks like success for a 
while.  A leader does the individual work. Their own reactive habits 
become visible to them. The reactive spiral slows. Recovery happens 
faster. They walk into meetings with something steadier behind their 
eyes.  And  then  the  team  around  them  does  what  teams  do  under 
sustained pressure: communication contracts, collaboration gives way 
to  territory,  the  people  who used  to  move  toward  each  other  start 
angling slightly away. The regulated leader absorbs this for a while. They 
hold the group through individual steadiness. And then, gradually, the 
energy transfers. A meeting that drains more than usual. A conversation 
that leaves something unresolved. A decision delayed because no one 
could hold the tension long enough to move through it. The leader who 
built the individual practice starts running it against a current, and the 
current  is  what  the  people  around them keep doing by default,  an 
entirely different way of operating that was never built on purpose.

I want to stay with that image a while longer.
I  spoke  with  leaders  across  different  continents,  across 

industries,  across  organizational  sizes,  and  what  emerged  was  both 
simple and costly. Most leaders, when asked how their teams perform 
under pressure, give one of two answers. And they are almost always 
surprised  to  discover  that  they  are  describing  two entirely  different 
problems wearing the same name.
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The first is peak pressure. The make-or-break crisis that arrives 
without warning, something that forces the whole team to the same side 
of the table facing the same thing. James, who runs large-scale creative 
productions,  told  me  about  it  with  a  candor  I  found  unusual  and 
valuable. When pressure is significant, he said, when it is almost make or 
break, I see the complete opposite of what you would expect. He called 
his  team superpowered.  All  united to  save  or  fix,  all  reaching for  a 
common goal, no one protecting their territory. If a crisis hit and he 
pulled his people together,  he said,  he knew every person would be 
incredible,  because  that  is  exactly  when  it  counts.  He  described  a 
camaraderie that you cannot buy. And he meant it.

Then I asked him about the other kind. The everyday kind. 
Sustained work pressure, the kind with no clear end point and no shared 
enemy to organize around.

He went quiet for a while.
That is when you see the other behaviors, he said. Collaboration 

goes  first.  Then  communication.  People  protect  their  departments. 
They try to get the best results for their teams. They mean well. But the 
intentions are good enough that the fragmentation goes unnamed for 
longer than it  should.  It  is  people doing exactly what their  nervous 
systems have learned to do when resources feel scarce and the pressure 
keeps coming. They protect what is theirs. And one person going into 
that mode, he told me, is all it takes. It has a domino effect. You are a lot 
closer to that point of no return than you think, and that provokes the 
defense, and the defense spreads.

He  had  data  for  this.  His  organization  had  surveyed  the 
leadership team. Every individual board member scored in the nineties 
for approachability, capability, and commitment. Cross-collaboration 
was identified as the single biggest problem in the business. He stood on 
a stage and told his people the fight is not within. He believed it. He also 
knew, from the survey,  that  the gap between who each person was 
individually and what they produced together was real, documented, 
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and persisting on its own. Individual excellence, in the absence of a 
shared structure, averages. And the average, under sustained pressure, 
falls short of what the situation requires.

Miles,  drawing on his  years  in combat,  named this  dynamic 
from  experience  most  corporate  leaders  will  never  have.  Fear  is 
contagious, he told me. On the battlefield, people who lost composure 
were removed quickly, because the state spread through the unit.  A 
leader who does not hold it together means the entire team sees that. 
And that team will not perform. He described the other side of that 
equation with equal clarity. When you have that sense of tightness and 
solidarity with the people around you, he said, you feel capable of things 
that make no rational sense. You take risks that logic would not support, 
because you know the people to your left and right will do whatever it 
takes.  The  inverse  is  equally  true:  when  that  bond  is  absent  in  a 
corporate team under pressure, capability collapses.

Warren, the turnaround specialist who has sat on boards for five 
decades,  framed  the  stakes  from  the  governance  seat.  For  most 
companies, he told me, the most valuable assets go home every night. 
The people are the value, and they walk out the door at the end of every 
day  and choose  whether  to  come back.  Organizations  take  that  for 
granted more often than they know, and under pressure the neglect 
shows first. A board, he said, exists in part to make sure management is 
actually tending the asset it depends on most. The talent is the thing at 
stake. The architecture is how a team keeps from spending it.

That observation has followed me through every conversation I 
have had since.

Adrian, from his seat in People and Culture, had been watching 
this  from inside  an  organization moving  through sustained  change. 
What he kept seeing, he told me, was a problem more fundamental than 
communication  or  strategy.  Under  sustained  pressure,  personalities 
magnify. Leaders become more extreme versions of their underlying 
styles.  The  ones  who  were  always  slightly  controlling  become  the 
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bottleneck  for  every  decision.  The  ones  who  relied  on  polish  and 
composure find that the polish still arrives but the resonance does not. 
People reach for their strengths, he said, and the strengths themselves 
become  the  problem.  The  team  that  was  slightly  misaligned  under 
normal conditions becomes structurally misaligned when the pressure 
does not let up. He was watching traditionally strong leaders struggle to 
show up aligned. Because the pressure was finding every pre-existing 
fault line and widening it.

Vera, an investor whose entire professional lens is trained on 
evaluating teams from the outside with capital and jobs at stake, told me 
that she reads team-level pressure before anyone inside the organization 
sees it. She watches for it in time management: whether a founder shows 
up with precision or in reaction, whether they invest in the relationship 
even while negotiating hard on terms. These are the signals she can see 
from outside,  and they  tell  her  more  than any  deck  or  report.  She 
described a founding team she had worked with, a group that should, on 
paper, have been exceptional. The CEO was a financial strategist with an 
extraordinary track record. The president had run major brands. The 
head of supply chain had served some of the world's largest retailers. The 
CTO had led product at a recognized design company. Every person 
had been independently excellent. And yet the company stayed in the 
same place. What we all missed, she told me, was that everybody was 
really good at their own individual thing but they were rowing in slightly 
different,  non-overlapping directions.  One person moving one way, 
another moving approximately the opposite way, the company ending 
up in the same spot despite all the energy being spent. The CEO, being 
the  youngest  in  the  group,  was  uncomfortable  performing  the 
orchestration work, calling the direction and naming who would lead 
what. Nobody held the rope together. So the rope moved nowhere.

Patrick told me what he has watched break first across every 
sector  he has  touched.  Communication,  without hesitation.  Always 
communication. The first telltale signs are two: either one party goes 
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silent, or distrust fills the space. When communication breaks, ego fills 
it. He had dealt with people who were dishonest and people who were 
egotistical, and what he kept watching was the same dynamic: rather 
than thinking about solving a problem, they engaged in protecting their 
position. You can tell right away, he said, just by the behavior: are we 
working  together  to  solve  a  problem,  or  are  we  more  interested  in 
protecting our egos? His instinct, in every situation, is to go back to the 
mission, to ask whether everyone is still  on it and still  aligned. That 
question, he told me, dissolves the ego-driven fragmentation, because it 
moves everyone to ground that is larger than any individual's territory. 
He had a word for what the leader owes the team at that point: the 
figurehead standard. The team is counting on you, he said, to carry 
logical, well-thought-out problem solving whether you feel like it or not.

Connor brought the most complete picture of what this costs 
when the architecture is absent, and what changes when it arrives. He 
described an organization that had been running without real leadership 
accountability  for  two  months.  The  people  had  grown  up  in  that 
company together, had built something together, and watched it start to 
come apart under the weight of a vacuum at the top. The cost was not 
failure.  It  was  occurring  during  apparent  success,  hidden  beneath 
numbers that still looked strong. Just friction, compounding silently.

Then the accountability arrived. The turnaround, Connor told 
me, happened within days, faster than anyone in that situation expected. 
Because the team had been waiting for something real to orient around. 
The fragmentation was a learned condition, the shape the team took on 
in the absence of anything real to organize around. When the leader 
showed up differently, the people mirrored it almost immediately.

That is the gap I have been mapping for years, across industries 
and  continents.  One  strong  person  holding  a  group  together  is 
maintenance. A system held by everyone is momentum.

What most organizations do at this point is run a training day. 
Bring everyone into a space, give them a framework, send them home. I 
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have delivered those days, and I know what they produce: awareness 
with a shelf life. People leave feeling seen and aligned. Three weeks later 
the pressure returns. The old habits, which have had years of practice, 
run faster and more efficiently than the new ideas, which have had one 
day.

An engineer in me wants to be precise about this. You would 
not hand a building team a beautiful set of structural drawings, spend a 
day walking them through the design, and then expect the building to 
hold when the load compounds. Every structure has fracture lines, the 
specific points where stress concentrates first when a load arrives, and an 
engineer's job is to know exactly where those points sit before the load 
ever tests them. Awareness is knowing those points exist. Installation is 
what happens when you redirect the load, giving the stress a path to 
travel that ends somewhere other than the break. That redirection is 
what reinforcement does. It gives the same load a different route, one 
engineered to hold rather than give way. Pressure-Proof Leadership™ 
works on the same principle. The assessment finds the specific points 
where  this  team's  structure  is  thinnest.  The  day  itself  is  where  the 
redirection gets built, not just announced. The commitments the team 
writes become the new route, the path stress travels once the old one has 
been closed off. Drawings on their own stay drawings. Awareness on its 
own stays awareness. What gets installed is what holds. Everything else is 
an expensive conversation.

Grant,  a  serial  founder  who has  built  and exited companies 
across two decades, took that same logic and pointed it somewhere I had 
not:  his  boards and his  advisors.  He had come to think of them as 
reinforcing particles in the matrix of a company, the material that takes 
load before the whole structure does. A leader who builds that kind of 
reinforcement around themselves is doing exactly what the engineering 
already tells you to do. Nothing solid holds entirely on its own.

That distinction matters more than it might appear.
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Pressure-Proof  Leadership™  is  designed  around  a  different 
premise entirely. The work begins before anyone enters a space together. 
It begins with measurement.

Before the team day with an organization in active growth, I sent 
three assessments. Every leader on that team completed them before we 
met. The data showed the pattern I have learned to look for, the one that 
hides in plain sight: a team that looks resilient on the surface while each 
person absorbs pressure individually. This group had developed a habit 
of managing privately rather than talking things over collectively. The 
loudest drivers running across the group were perfectionism, urgency, 
and the need to please. All three operated through the same mechanism: 
the belief that doing more, faster, and at higher precision was the path to 
safety. Under pressure, all three combined to produce a particular kind 
of gridlock. The team was exhausted by its own standards of excellence, 
and no one had given anyone permission to distinguish between the 
things that required everything and the things that required enough.

That data shaped every decision I made about how to design the 
day. By the time the leaders walked into the space, the discovery phase 
was  complete.  The  assessment  work  had  already  identified  the  gap, 
traced what was driving it,  and mapped where the team's  collective 
pressure was running. What happened next was installation. Design. 
The  work  of  building  something  specific  to  this  team,  in  their 
environment, for the pressures they had already faced and the ones still 
ahead.

I arrived at the venue early.  The space was large and bright, 
slightly borrowed from ordinary life: wide tables, fluorescent light, the 
typical feel of and off-site venue before the people arrive and fill it. I had 
work  to  do  before  that  changed.  I  arranged  the  tables  deliberately, 
leaders distributed one per group, hierarchy set aside,  people placed 
alongside colleagues from different functions. LEGO® pieces laid out. 
QR  codes  positioned.  Handouts  stacked.  The  seating  chart  on  the 
screen so everyone would see exactly where they were going before they 
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chose a seat. By the time I finished, the space had a different quality. 
Arranged with intention, it already felt like something was underway.

It was a bright, late-summer morning, warm enough that the 
open windows let  in  more noise  from the parking lot  than anyone 
expected. The leaders arrived in ones and twos, coffees in hand, moving 
immediately toward the food. The welcome was warm. People were glad 
to be together. The CEO arrived early. I felt it in her before she said 
anything. She was nervous, though she was working hard not to show it. 
This day mattered to her. She had invested in it, believed in it, and was 
carrying the weight of that belief visibly. She found me before the others 
settled and went through what we had planned. She needed to hear it 
confirmed aloud. And then she told me what she had decided.  She 
wanted to hold back during the day. She wanted to leave room for her 
people to speak. She was afraid her presence would close things down, 
and she wanted them to feel  safe  enough to say what they actually 
thought.

I understood exactly what she meant, because I have heard close 
to the same request from CEOs across nearly every industry and every 
part of the world, men and women alike: the instinct to take up less 
space and leave more room for everyone else. Her instinct came from the 
right place. And I told her, gently and directly, that the holding back 
would produce the opposite of what she was hoping for. When the most 
senior person in a group goes quiet, everyone reads it. People orient 
toward the person at the top for information about what is safe, what is 
expected, what the rules are. A CEO who withdraws her participation 
does not disappear. She becomes more present, more watched, more 
interpreted. Her silence fills  the space in ways her voice would not. 
Genuine participation, measured and real, was the thing that would give 
her  people  permission  to  participate  themselves.  She  could  be 
thoughtful about how much space she took. She could listen far more 
than  she  spoke.  Full  withdrawal  was  the  thing  that  would  tighten 
everything rather than open it.
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Something  settled  in  her  as  I  said  it.  Her  posture  changed, 
slightly but perceptibly. She nodded. And then the day began.

The first activity asked nothing difficult. Three rounds, each 
asking for something slightly more open than the last. The first was 
familiar  enough that  everyone could do it  easily:  sharing something 
about themselves, about their work, about what they noticed around 
them.  The  second  asked  for  appreciation.  Specific  and  directed  at 
someone present. People took their time with it. Something happened 
in that round that I have seen happen many times and still find quietly 
remarkable. When the groups shared back to the whole, things were said 
aloud that  had  clearly  been felt  for  a  long  time  and rarely  spoken. 
Acknowledgments  that  had  been  kept  private  for  months.  The 
temperature in that space changed. People were looking at each other 
differently by the time the third round arrived.

The  third  round  asked  for  courage.  It  asked  people  to  say 
something they usually held back. And because of what the first two 
rounds had built, everyone was ready.

That readiness was earned through the sequence, through the 
small acts of honesty in the first two rounds that made the third round 
feel safe instead of exposing. Psychological safety is built the same way, 
one deliberate step at a time, each one making the next slightly less 
frightening.

The LEGO® Serious Play® builds came next, and they worked 
in  a  way  that  conversation  alone  would  not  have.  I  had  noticed 
something during the appreciation round: a current of humor running 
underneath the warmth, occasionally sharpening at the edges. People 
teasing each other in the way that colleagues do when there is genuine 
affection and also something unresolved. A joke lands and the person 
being teased smiles, but the smile is working slightly harder than it needs 
to. The laughter is real and there is something underneath it that the 
laughter is covering. I had felt it and let it sit, because this was exactly 
what the LEGO® Serious Play® methodology was designed for.

115



The Team Level

When people build something with their hands, they drop the 
guard they usually bring into a meeting. There is a reason for that, and it 
has nothing to do with creativity for its own sake. The hands are tied 
into the brain more closely than people realize, and using them taps into 
something that talking on its own cannot reach. When you ask someone 
to start building before they have decided what to say, you get past the 
answer they would have given if they had time to think it through and 
clean it up first. What comes out through the hands tends to be more 
honest than what comes out through the mouth, because there was no 
time to edit it. The conversation moves through the model on the table 
rather than directly between people. This is the design's intelligence. 
Someone  can  question  a  build,  push  back  on  what  a  structure 
represents, explore the gap between what was intended and what was 
constructed,  and  do  all  of  that  without  it  becoming  a  personal 
confrontation. The model holds the tension. The people around the 
table can look at it together rather than at each other. In that shared 
looking, things got said that the edged humor in the earlier round had 
been circling without ever finding a way out. The frustration that had 
been dressed as teasing found a different form of expression. Something 
came loose that day, something that had been stuck for a long time.

That  is  the  point  of  the  work.  LEGO®  Serious  Play®  is  a 
diagnostic and a release. What shows up in how people build, what they 
protect, what they leave exposed, what they are willing to share when the 
stakes  feel  low,  these  are  the  same  things  that  run  underneath  the 
difficult meeting, the misaligned decision, the conversation that ends 
without  resolution.  Bringing  them  into  a  low-stakes  environment 
deliberately is what makes them available to work with.

By the time they arrived at the commitments, something had 
already changed. The session had been designed toward this: a point 
where the team could name, in their own words, what they needed from 
each other in order to do their best work together. They had begun the 
day  with  a  longer  list.  Through  the  morning's  work,  through  the 
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assessments and the activities and the conversations that the LEGO® 
Serious  Play®  had  opened,  they  had  narrowed  and  refined  and 
prioritized,  until  what remained were the agreements that mattered. 
Five  or  six  ideas  became  three.  Three  commitments,  in  their  own 
language, shaped by every person in the group and owned by all of them 
equally.

That ownership is the architecture. A team handed operating 
agreements  from outside will  follow them when the stakes  are  low. 
When the pressure peaks and the old patterns reach for the controls, the 
externally authored rule is the first thing to go, because under pressure 
people  reach  for  what  feels  like  theirs.  A  team  that  wrote  its  own 
commitments  reaches  for  them under  pressure  for  exactly  the  same 
reason.  The  authorship  is  the  installation.  And  Pressure-Proof 
Leadership™ is built on this: the commitments the team produces are 
the  installed  procedure  they  carry  out  of  the  space.  Specific. 
Operational. In their own language. Practiced at low stakes so they are 
available at high ones. The CEO, before she left that day, had already 
built the follow-up measurement into her calendar. The reinforcement 
structure was running before the workshop had even closed.

What happened that day was one team's version of this. Before 
any group work begins, I meet with everyone individually: assessments, 
conversation, finding the specific gap this team is facing. That part is 
constant, every time. What changes case by case is the group work itself. 
Sometimes  it  runs  through  LEGO®  Serious  Play®.  Sometimes  a 
different facilitation method fits the gap better. After the group day, the 
follow-up is individual check-ins, team check-ins, or a mix, whatever the 
team  needs  rather  than  a  fixed  recipe.  What  never  changes  is  the 
sequence underneath all of it: find exactly where pressure is entering 
before  fixing  anything,  build  the  capacity  to  stay  steady  under  real 
conditions, protect decision speed once pressure peaks, give the team 
something durable enough to outlast the day it was built on, and make 
sure none of it fades once everyone is back in their normal week. A single 
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day does not finish this work. It is the foundation everything else gets 
built on.

I  saw  the  same  pattern  at  another  organization,  a  company 
contending with a leadership team that had grown without a shared 
framework beneath it: what the assessment had flagged on paper became 
impossible to miss once people were actually working side by side. The 
CEO there could not sit  still.  Even between activities,  while people 
refilled their coffee, he was already on his phone, already half a step ahead 
of the room he was about to walk back into. People had learned to let 
him finish  his  own sentences  before  they  started  theirs,  because  he 
generally already had. His assessment, completed before the day, had 
flagged this: urgency running high, decision speed prized over input. 
What the group day showed him was not in any report. He watched, in 
real time, how often people stopped trying to keep up and let him decide 
instead. By the end of the day, he sought me out separately, and what he 
brought me was not a question. He had already decided the first thing he 
wanted to change about how he showed up with his own people, before 
I  said  a  word  about  it.  People  commit  harder  to  what  they  build 
themselves than to what someone else built for them. That is the actual 
reason every session is built the way it is. The structure, the questions, 
the sequence, the conditions where this becomes possible, all of that is 
designed  in  advance.  The  team  builds  its  own  answers  inside  that 
structure, guided through the process the whole way, because a solution 
someone designs for themselves holds in a way an answer handed to 
them never will. He left that day with his own next step already decided, 
the kind of commitment that holds because he built it himself.

Jade, who grew up in a survival-mode household and built her 
business  by  replacing  that  survival  reflex  with  deliberate  structure, 
showed  what  this  looks  like  at  the  team  level  inside  her  own 
organization. She described what happens when the leader's default is 
survival and the team has no architecture beneath it: you can burn out 
quickly, she said. You do that for years on end and it chips at you. And 
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then it chips at everyone around you, because they are running the same 
mode by proximity. The team does not fragment in a single dramatic 
break. It chips. The architecture is what interrupts the chipping before it 
becomes the culture.

Adrian described what the shared architecture produces at scale 
with  one  word:  relatedness.  Relatedness.  The  quality  of  genuine 
connection between people working toward the same thing, the sense 
that they are in it together and that the context they share is real and 
meaningful. Relatedness, he told me, is what makes teams faster. When 
people trust each other and share a real context, every decision costs less. 
The  transaction  overhead  of  misalignment,  the  energy  spent  on 
interpretation and protection and re-explanation, falls away. We will 
know we are getting there, he told me, when we are working more cross-
functionally than we ever have before. That is the signal. The actual 
movement of information toward problems instead of away from them.

Robert,  who  has  spent  his  career  investing  in  companies, 
described the other half of this from his view outside organizations. The 
leaders who hold it together under pressure, he told me, are the ones 
who keep their eye on the long-term goal. As the clock runs down and 
the pressure shortens individual horizons, the pull toward near-term 
optimization becomes almost impossible to resist. Every instinct says 
solve for now. The shared structure is what holds the long view open 
when individual vision is narrowing. It is the thing that reminds the 
group, right when the pressure is loudest, what they are trying to build 
together.

Rania, the program strategist, pointed to a dimension of this 
that most cost analyses miss entirely. When an organization's culture 
runs on sustained pressure, the exclusion it produces is structural. The 
people who cannot absorb the ambient intensity indefinitely, and there 
are always people who cannot, begin to step back. They stop bringing 
the  signals  that  would  have  caught  problems  early.  They  stop 
volunteering the information that does not fit the dominant urgency. 
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The leader who reads this as disengagement is misreading the data. The 
organization is losing access to its own early warning system. The team 
that performs under peak pressure while quietly losing its ability to hear 
the quiet signals is a team running on reserves it does not know it is 
spending.

Dana,  a  senior  marketing  leader  with  experience  across 
corporate,  mission-driven,  and  high-growth  consumer  brand 
environments at global scale, described the clearest version of this divide 
that I encountered in any conversation. In the corporate, revenue-driven 
organizations she had worked inside, the first thing to surface under 
pressure was blame, the instinct she described as not my problem, not 
my fault, you made that call. In the mission-driven organizations she had 
also  led  inside,  something  different  happened  first.  People  moved 
toward the solution before anyone asked whose fault it was, then circled 
back afterward to find the source so it would not repeat. She traced the 
difference to one structural condition. The blame-first cultures treated 
failure as something the business had to avoid at all costs, so people 
protected themselves before they protected the result. The solution-first 
cultures built calculated risk and honest failure into how people were 
allowed to operate, which freed everyone to spend their energy on the 
actual problem instead of on self-protection first. Psychological safety, 
she told me, is the structural condition underneath everything else, the 
variable that decides which of those two teams shows up when the 
pressure hits.

Richard, the CFO who ran a record-scale transaction to a fixed 
deadline,  arrived  at  the  same  variable  from  the  leader's  side  of  it. 
Psychological safety, he told me, is something a leader can only build by 
being  authentic,  and  authenticity  is  the  one  thing  that  resists 
performance. If you are fake, he said, people will sniff it out in a second. 
On his hardest days he told his team the truth: that he was tired, that 
some questions were still open for him, that he had made a call, gotten it 
wrong, and owned it. That willingness to show the human underneath 
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the role was itself a form of strength. It was how the people around him 
learned it was safe to bring him the truth.

That same condition shows up again once a decision actually 
gets  made.  Dean,  a  senior  executive  who  has  served  on  multiple 
corporate boards and in leadership roles  across  major  organizations, 
described the standard he holds his own teams to once a decision is 
made. There can be no light between us, he told me. We have to go out 
and execute collaboratively.  There is  no such thing as  agreeing to a 
decision and then telling people privately that he never agreed with it 
himself.  Whatever  the  team  has  decided,  the  team  executes  as  one, 
regardless of who argued for what behind closed doors.

He had seen what the opposite produces. Years earlier, brought 
in to help turn around a company that had been running without real 
direction, he described an organization that had frozen in place. People 
were not making decisions. They were waiting for someone above them 
to make decisions for them, and no one above them was making any. 
When the new leadership team began deciding things and executing 
them visibly, together, the change was immediate. People who had been 
stuck started moving again, because the team above them had stopped 
showing daylight between its members, whatever the strategy turned 
out to be.

Most teams never get there on their own. The hidden cost of 
that gap is the thing that never appears on a financial statement. It lives 
in the decisions that took three weeks and should have taken three days. 
The conversations that were replaced by email chains that went quiet. 
The talent that left because the culture under pressure was a different 
culture from the one that was advertised. The client relationships that 
held because one or two people kept them through sheer individual 
effort, until those people ran out of effort to give. You have felt some 
version of this. Most leaders have. The question is whether you have ever 
looked at it directly, seen it for what it is, and decided to build something 
different on purpose.
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Here is the test that tells you the truth, and it has nothing to do 
with the next crisis.  Watch your team during an ordinary week,  no 
deadline,  no emergency, nobody performing because nobody thinks 
anyone is  watching. Maybe you are reading this and thinking, what 
ordinary  week?  I  cannot  remember  the  last  one.  Fair  enough.  Use 
whatever you get instead: the week where only two things were on fire, 
compared to the week where all of them were.

That stretch is the real team. Who goes quiet. Who stops sharing 
the information that makes them look slightly less  impressive.  Who 
quietly stops showing up for anyone outside their own department. 
Now think back to the last time something went wrong, and compare: 
sharper, faster, running on borrowed energy. Most leaders have never 
put those two pictures side by side. What you see will tell you whether 
your team's  strength is  something you built,  or  just  adrenaline that 
shows up when the stakes are obvious and disappears the rest of the time

No team gets to choose the day pressure shows up. The behavior 
that shows up that day was already there the week before. You just never 
knew where to look.
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WHAT CALM AUTHORITY ACTUALLY 
LOOKS LIKE

I SAID CHECK, CHECK, ONE, TWO into the microphone and 
felt the words land somewhere in the dark.

The room was enormous. Or it felt that way, standing on a stage 
with a single spotlight cutting down from above and everything beyond 
it disappearing into shadow. The theatre was built for an audience of 
hundreds. That evening it held one person, somewhere out in the dark, 
watching. A tech person. Small, quiet, doing what needed to be done 
before the event. I could just make out where they were sitting, a still 
figure in all that empty space, and something about the scale of it, the 
vastness of the seats waiting to be filled, made the pressure more specific, 
not less.

I  had  walked  in  expecting  a  sound  check.  Check  the 
microphone, check the levels, check the feed. I had been doing sound 
checks  since  my  years  as  a  singer-songwriter  performing  on  stages 
around the world. The ritual is in my body. You walk out, you find the 
microphone, you say the words. Check, check, one, two. And the stage 
feels like a place you have been before, even when you are standing on it 
for the first time.

Then the organizer said: go ahead and do your talk. I said: I am 
sorry?

They meant the whole thing. The full TEDx talk. Right now, in 
this empty room, to one person in the dark, with the crew still setting up 
around the edges of the stage. I could hear people talking in the corner. I 
could hear  movement in  the  wings,  the  sound of  equipment being 
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carried, someone calling across to someone else about a cable. The room 
was working.  It  had no obligation to stop for  me.  And somewhere 
behind me, from the backstage area, more voices,  more motion, the 
ordinary sounds of a large event being assembled piece by piece around a 
stage that I was now expected to stand on and perform as if none of that 
were happening.

I said: what about my slides? They were not going to work. A 
technical issue. They would not be available for the dress rehearsal.

I felt my heart rate move, the pressure of two unexpected things 
arriving at once: the surprise of being asked to perform the full talk, and 
the removal of the visual anchor I had built the talk around. The slides 
were a structure. And in the space of thirty seconds, both the timeline 
and the structure had changed without warning.

I took a breath. A real one. Long enough to feel it.
And then I began to pace. Slowly, deliberately, the way my body 

knows to do when it needs to slow something down. I walked across the 
stage while I gathered myself, even though TEDx speakers do not pace, 
even though I had practiced standing still, even though the organizer 
was watching and the tech person was watching and the crew in the 
wings was half watching and I was supposed to look like someone who 
had done this before, someone composed, someone ready.

What  I  was,  was  ready.  That  is  the  thing  I  understood 
somewhere in those first few steps. The slides were a tool. The tool was 
unavailable. The talk remained, whole and intact, inside me. It had been 
there for months of preparation, years of practice, a lifetime of material 
that had brought me to this stage in the first place. And that was enough.

I stopped pacing. I found the center of the stage. I looked out 
into the dark at the one person sitting there, and I let myself feel the size 
of what this was. The envisioning that had come before it. The years of 
working toward exactly this. The space was empty and completely real, 
and both of those things were true at the same time, and I breathed into 
both of them and I began.
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The  crew  kept  working.  Voices  drifted  in  from  the  wings. 
Someone laughed at something on the far side of the room. None of it 
stopped me. I found the thread of the talk and I held it, sentence by 
sentence,  through  all  the  noise  still  being  made  around  me,  and  I 
delivered the whole thing to one person in the dark who had not asked to 
be my audience and who sat there anyway, still and attentive, while I 
poured myself into my talk.

It is a story about what preparation produces.
Calm authority is often misunderstood. Most people picture a 

leader who does not feel the difficulty, who processes nothing, who 
walks into a crisis completely untouched by it. That leader does not 
exist.  The  pressure  arrives  for  everyone.  What  accumulates,  with 
practice, is the capacity to feel the pressure and remain clear within it. To 
notice the heart rate moving and read the movement as information you 
can use, rather than a command you have to follow. To feel the old reflex 
rising and choose what happens next. What changes is everything that 
happens after the difficulty arrives.

Connor described how the work of his worst year changed the 
baseline of every year that followed. He had spent six weeks working 
toward  a  fixed  mission  that,  had  it  failed,  would  have  triggered  a 
potential  billion-dollar claim, showing up every morning to direct a 
team of people who had never worked together before. We did not have 
a choice, he said. He performed calm while something pulled him apart 
from the inside, and he paid for it privately, the way he always had. What 
he was doing was necessary. It held the team together when nothing else 
could have. And it cost him everything he had, day after day, for six 
weeks.

What  he  did  afterward  is  the  part  that  belongs  here.  He 
discharged the weight deliberately, on purpose, rather than letting the 
six weeks file themselves away unprocessed the way pressure usually 
does. Since then, he told me, no pressure he has encountered has come 
close to that benchmark. Something absorbed at that scale recalibrated 
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his  baseline  permanently.  The  comparison  is  gone.  When  pressure 
comes now, it arrives against a different floor, and he meets it with a 
steadiness that took years to build. That is what calm authority produces 
over  time.  A person who has  been through enough to  know what 
enough means.

I have been practicing this work for years, and I want to tell you 
what I have observed in myself, because it is the only evidence I can 
speak to with complete honesty. My tone of voice has changed. I did not 
practice a new tone. I did not study the cadences of composed people 
and attempt to replicate them. The tone changed because the inner state 
changed, and the voice is what the inner state produces when it travels 
through the body and out into a conversation. My pace has slowed. I 
breathe differently than I did ten years ago, the breath longer, more 
deliberate, the pauses I allow myself in conversation more confident. I 
walk differently. I arrive in places differently. None of this was rehearsed. 
It is the accumulated residue of inner work becoming outer presence 
over time.

I was always a confident person. My parents gave me that. They 
told me from the beginning that I could achieve whatever I put my mind 
toward, and they meant it, and I believed them, and the confidence held 
across  every path I  chose,  from a career  in music  into metallurgical 
engineering and then into entrepreneurship, surprising the people who 
loved me at every turn. Confidence was never the gap. What I lacked was 
self-regulation. I was intense in the way that people who care about 
things with everything they have are often intense, which is to say I was 
cyclical,  full,  sometimes  volatile,  a  person  who  felt  everything  at 
significant volume and did not always know what to do with that same 
feeling. The patterns were old and they were fast and they ran me more 
than I ran them.

That is what changes with practice. They slow. They become 
visible. And once they are visible, you have a fraction of a second more 
than you had before to decide what comes next.  That fraction of a 
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second is everything. It is  the difference between being run by your 
response and choosing it.

The self-doubt still arrives. I want to be clear about that too. The 
self-doubt has not been silenced. It still walks in, still finds the thing to 
pick at, still knows exactly which argument to make exactly when I am 
most likely to believe it. What has changed is the speed of the redirect. 
Where that cycle once ran for weeks, sometimes months, it now runs for 
minutes. I see it coming. I name it. I redirect. The tools live in the body 
now, automatic, faster than thought.

Sara  came to the  work carrying what  most  high-performing 
people carry: the gap between how composed she appeared and how 
much effort that composure required, the exhaustion of a steadiness 
that was performed rather than felt. Over months, she did the work. The 
assessments,  the sessions,  the practices,  the slow process  of building 
something inside herself that held its shape under pressure rather than 
requiring constant maintenance.

What she did not anticipate was the day she realized the change 
had  moved  outward.  People  in  her  environment  were  noticing 
something different about her. Her colleagues. Her clients. People who 
had known her for years. She had not announced any change. She had 
not told anyone she was working on herself or what the work involved. 
The change had moved, quietly, from the inside out, until it was in the 
air around her and the people around her were responding to it before 
she had said a word about it. Her approach had changed. Her view of 
things had changed. And the world around her had begun to reflect that 
back.

She said something about it that I have kept close. A lot of it is 
acceptance, she told me. That you are going to be facing pressure your 
entire life.  In different levels,  different circumstances.  It  is  how you 
handle it.

She did not arrive at that sentence easily. It came from the work. 
And it is a different sentence from the one most leadership frameworks 
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offer,  which  tend  to  frame  pressure  as  something  to  be  managed, 
optimized,  reduced.  She  was  describing  something  older  and  more 
honest. The pressure does not stop. The demands do not stop. What 
you build is a relationship to them that does not cost you the same price 
every time.

Vera described the boundary that every leader who does this 
work eventually reaches. You can install the system, she told me. You 
can create the conditions. You can build the shared language and the 
protocols and the team-level architecture. And then you reach the edge 
of what any leader can do for another person. She put it directly: I can 
only lead them to water. The choice to drink belongs to the person 
standing in front of it. That line, spoken plainly, describes something 
most leadership development tends to avoid saying outright. The work 
does not guarantee change in the people around you. It guarantees that 
you show up with the capacity to make it possible. What they do with 
that is theirs.

Rania described what she observed watching leaders operate 
under pressure across industries and organizational levels. Three things, 
she said. Clarity, so the team has somewhere to go. Calmness, because 
the  team  takes  its  temperature  from  the  person  at  the  front.  And 
decision-making, because the team trusts the person at the front to take 
them somewhere and they need to feel that the direction is real. She said 
it the way people speak about things they have earned the right to know. 
The team is always watching. The team reads the person leading them. 
The state of that person is not private. It travels across a space and into 
every  person  in  it,  and  what  it  produces  in  those  people  is  either 
steadiness or its opposite.

Elena is a CEO with a clinical background who has spent years 
deliberately absorbing high-stakes environments across global sporting 
events. She described the quality she looked for in the leaders she had 
observed  holding  it  together  when  everything  was  uncertain.  They 
could distance themselves from the situation, she said. They had a view 
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from outside. They were able to see a challenge rather than a disaster. 
The difference between those two words is the difference between a 
situation that can be moved through and a situation that has swallowed 
you.  She  had  seen  both  kinds  of  leaders  at  close  range,  under  real 
pressure, and she was precise about what distinguished them.

I want to tell you about something that happened some years 
ago, because it is the truest before-and-after I have. Something ended in 
my personal life. A friendship I had built over decades, someone I loved 
with a depth that comes from shared history, from having grown up 
alongside someone through the years when you are still becoming who 
you will be. The ending arrived without a clear reason. There was no 
single event I could point to, no conversation that explained it fully, no 
resolution that made it make sense. It ended, and I was left holding the 
weight of something I had not chosen to put down.

What followed was two years of the loop. I know that is a long 
time. I am saying it honestly because honesty is the point. Two years of 
standing in the shower and asking the same questions in the same order. 
Why? What did I do? How did I miss this? The self-blame, then the 
denial, then the anger, then the confusion that returned even after I had 
believed I had already worked through it. Therapy. Time. The slow, 
unglamorous work of acceptance that arrives quietly and makes one 
morning a little lighter than the one before.

I learned a great deal about myself in those two years. I learned 
what it costs to let rumination run without interruption. I learned what 
it takes from ordinary days, from concentration, from sleep, from the 
quality of attention I could bring to the people who needed me present. 
The loop is expensive. Most people who have run it know this. Most 
people who have run it also know how hard it is to stop, because the 
loop feels like doing something, like working toward an answer, even 
when  it  is  only  circling  the  same  questions  it  has  already  circled  a 
hundred times.
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That was some years ago. What I know now, and what I want to 
be honest about is that if something like that arrived today, I would not 
be immune to the pain. The love I had for that person has not changed. 
Something like that would still hurt, because grief is real and loss is real 
and the body does not distinguish between kinds of love when they end. 
But the time I would spend inside the loop would be measured in weeks 
rather than years. The self-coaching would step in. The tools would be 
there. The redirect would come faster, because I have built, over years of 
practice, a different relationship to my own interior weather. The feeling 
arrives and moves through rather than pooling.

I know what the loop costs because I have paid it in full. I know 
what  it  takes  from your  days,  from your  concentration,  from your 
capacity to be present with the people who are right in front of you 
needing you to show up. The rumination feels productive because it is 
motion, but it is motion without direction, the same circuit traveled 
again and again, arriving nowhere except back at the beginning. The 
work I have done in the years since has made me someone who feels and 
moves through. Feels and chooses. Feels and, eventually, redirects. For 
most of my life it was entirely unavailable to me. Now it is what happens 
next.

That is the difference. Two years. To weeks. On the same size of 
loss.

Some months after the work began with one team I supported, 
the general manager came back to a session with something she needed 
to say out loud. The pressure from above, which had always been a 
particular texture of difficulty for her, a weight she had been managing 
for longer than she wanted to admit, had come back hard in the weeks 
since the initial work. She had noticed herself sliding toward the old 
responses. The vigilance creeping in. The constant scanning of every 
signal from above, the second-guessing, the pre-emptive managing of an 
outcome that had not yet arrived.

She said: I almost went back.
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And then she described what had happened. The protocol she 
had built, the specific set of practices she had designed for exactly this 
kind of pressure, had held. She had used it. She had recognized the slide 
while  it  was  still  a  slide  and applied the structure  before  it  became 
automatic. The reinforcement had caught what the original learning 
could not guarantee.

What made this significant was the ordinariness of the catch. 
She had not experienced a crisis of clarity or a sudden recommitment to 
the work. She had noticed, acknowledged what she noticed, and done 
what she had practiced doing. The structure moved automatically. That 
is the distinction between a skill that has been learned and a skill that has 
been installed. Learning produces understanding. Installation produces 
reflex. She had crossed that line, and she knew it because the reflex had 
been there when she needed it, without being summoned.

That session mattered because it  confirmed something I had 
believed but needed to see. The work does not remove the pressure. It 
does not remove the old reflex entirely. What it does is build something 
alongside the old reflex, something faster than it. A practiced response 
that can arrive before the old default takes hold. She had built that. And 
nine months later, it was still holding under the same sustained pressure 
that had been running in the background of her work for years. The 
difficulty was still there. What she had built was a reliable way of meeting 
it every time it returned.

That  is  what  installed  calm  authority  looks  like  at  the 
organizational level. A protocol that was real, built for a pressure source 
that was real,  holding because it  was practiced and reliable precisely 
because the difficulty kept coming.

What she built was specific to the pressure she faced. Her most 
consistent  source  of  difficulty  came  from  above:  a  founder  whose 
scrutiny arrived unpredictably and at full intensity, requiring a response 
she could not always prepare for. Over nine months of post-workshop 
coaching,  she  developed  a  protocol  for  exactly  that  encounter.  She 
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mapped the triggers. She identified the physical signals that told her the 
old vigilance was starting before it had taken hold. She built a three-step 
sequence  she  could  run  internally  in  the  seconds  before  a  difficult 
exchange: identify what she was feeling, separate the feeling from the 
situation, choose her next move deliberately. She practiced it at low 
stakes  until  it  moved  without  effort.  And  when  the  high-stakes 
situations  arrived,  as  they  did,  regularly,  the  sequence  was  already 
running. She met the pressure each time with something she had built 
for it. That is the difference between endurance and capacity. She had 
stopped getting through it. She had built a way to hold it.

Miles  described  a  version of  this  that  surprised  me with  its 
specificity. After eight military deployments and years of working in 
high-stakes investment environments, his body had been running on 
override for  so long that  override had become his  baseline.  He was 
sleeping three and a half hours a night and functioning on it, which is to 
say  he  was  not  functioning  so  much as  sustaining  forward  motion 
through  will.  After  the  most  pressure-saturated  period  of  his 
professional life resolved, he looked in a mirror and saw someone visibly 
aged. He started paying attention.

What followed was months of deliberate repair. The body that 
had been running hot for years began, slowly, to cool.  The baseline 
moved. He was well into it by the time we spoke. What calm authority 
looks like for him is a sustained, months-long return to a baseline he had 
not occupied in years. He put the work plainly. The body holds what 
the mind moves past too quickly. You have to tend to it, deliberately, 
again and again.

Patrick was in the middle of a power struggle in a community 
environment when we spoke. A conflict rooted in cultural collision and 
misaligned expectations, with ego on one side and mission on the other. 
He was describing it from inside it, and what struck me was the clarity of 
his framing. He already knew that the larger stakeholders were on his 
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side. He already knew the outcome would go the way he needed it to go. 
And he chose to de-escalate anyway.

He said the people involved were relationships that mattered for 
the next ten years. Winning the argument in front of him would have 
cost  him  those  relationships.  So  he  chose  the  mission  instead.  His 
framing: this is completely immaterial. The fracas is immaterial. What 
he  was  protecting  was  something  larger  and longer  than any  single 
exchange.

That is calm authority in its most practical form: protecting 
something that matters more than winning any single argument.

Richard, the CFO who carried a record-scale spinoff to a fixed 
deadline, named the leadership quality that held his team together in a 
single phrase: the leader has to own the decision and keep things moving. 
Even with incomplete information, he said. Even without consensus. 
Indecision has its own cost. What the team needed from the person at 
the front was direction. Ownership. The willingness to commit to a 
course of action and be accountable for what followed. That is what 
moved the work forward. That is what held the team when the pressure 
compounded. A calm, clear voice at the front saying: this is where we go.

Helen has spent three decades in global B2B event operations. 
She describes herself as approaching the end of her executive career, 
looking toward an exit, already in the process of handing off. When she 
talks about pressure now, she describes it from a different vantage than 
she once would have. The pressure, she told me, is still there. The same 
amount. What has changed is how she is reacting to it. She is more calm. 
She traced it to something specific: she stopped needing to prove herself.

That sentence lands differently than it might appear to. It is the 
freedom of someone who has earned their ground and knows it. The 
pressure arrives and it meets a person who is no longer auditioning, no 
longer managing her own credibility in the background of every difficult 
decision, who meets what is in front of her and responds from that 
steadier place.
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She said it plainly: the leadership teams that succeed are the ones 
that can keep their heads when things start to go wrong. She said it the 
way people say things they have lived into rather than thought their way 
toward.

Mia pointed to the thing that makes the redirect possible at all. 
Vision is the anchor that moves you. The thing you are moving toward 
that is larger than any single obstacle, the orientation that holds even 
when the route changes. When the difficulty arrives and the pressure 
builds and the old response starts to take hold, the vision is what the 
anchor catches on. It gives the body somewhere to return to. It is the 
reason the redirect is possible.

What she was describing is the difference between endurance 
and  orientation.  Endurance  is  surviving  what  is  in  front  of  you. 
Orientation is knowing why you are surviving it and where you are 
headed when it passes. The leaders she had observed holding it together 
under sustained pressure were almost always the ones who could hold 
the vision clearly in the background while managing the difficulty in the 
foreground. The two things coexist. Holding both at once, vision in the 
background and difficulty in the foreground, is a practiced capacity.

Not long ago I was in a conversation with someone I love. A 
family member. Someone whose opinion I hold at a level most people 
reserve for mentors or closest friends. We were talking, as families do, 
about the things that matter most, and somewhere in that conversation 
the subject turned to my work, to the path I had chosen, to the question 
of whether lived experience carries the same weight as formal academic 
credential in a field that values the credential.

I  felt  the  challenge  arrive.  It  came  from  genuine  curiosity 
combined with the confidence of someone who believes in what they 
have studied. I understood where it came from. I also felt, clearly and 
immediately, the response it was reaching for inside me. The Control 
archetype wanting to assert itself. The part of me that has spent years 
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building something and does not take lightly the suggestion that the 
building might not count.

I  made  one  argument.  Calmly,  I  thought.  Lived  experience 
combined with rigorous frameworks and deep training carries its own 
validity. That is what I believe and it is what I said.

The person came back harder. Fast and full, with a counter-
argument that had been waiting, that came out at a speed and a volume 
that told me this mattered to them as much as it mattered to me, just 
from a different side of the question.

And I went quiet.
The silence arrived on its own, before any decision had been 

made about it. I stopped listening to the argument and started listening 
to the person making it. What I heard, underneath the speed and the 
force of it, was someone who needed to be right because being right was 
connected to something deeper than the subject at hand. Someone who 
was still learning, as most of us are still learning, how to take up space in 
the world with confidence rather than with the force that compensates 
for the absence of it. I recognized that place. I had lived there.

I left the conversation without the wound. But later, on a walk, 
the doubt arrived loud and clear, asking what I thought I was doing by 
going quiet, by not landing the argument, by letting it pass. The old 
reflex had an opinion about my silence and it was not a generous one.

I walked through it. Deliberately, the way I now know how to 
walk through things. I found the gift in the confrontation. I understood 
where  the  person  was  coming  from  and  what  they  needed.  The 
defensiveness that had risen in me became something closer to love, and 
closer still to the desire to champion rather than to compete. And at the 
end of that walk, about five minutes in, I arrived at a sentence I have 
been arriving at more and more in recent years. I have nothing to prove. 
The sentence carries the particular peace of someone who has done the 
work long enough to trust it. If what I practice and what I offer reaches 
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people, that is enough. If it does not reach everyone, that is also fine. My 
path is mine. That is sufficient.

Five  minutes.  The  whole  process,  from  the  start  of  that 
argument to the point I arrived at peace, took five minutes. Five minutes 
to work through what would once have taken weeks, possibly months, 
of the same questions cycling without resolution. That is the compound 
effect of practice. The acceleration of the return.

The day of the TEDx talk, I was in the backstage area with the 
other speakers. The energy in that space was electric in the way that pre-
performance energy always is, which is to say it was mostly composed of 
other people's nerves. People were pacing. Someone was running lines 
under their breath. The conversation had the compressed, slightly too-
fast rhythm of people managing adrenaline. I understood all of it. I had 
felt versions of it before, on stages around the world, in the hours before 
the music started and the space filled and everything I had been building 
toward finally arrived.

What I noticed, standing there, was that I was calm. A specific 
quality of stillness I recognized from the inside. Genuine calm, earned 
rather than assembled, sitting in the body rather than on the surface of 
it. I had worked toward this event for years. I had envisioned it. I had 
built toward it in the specific way that people build toward things they 
genuinely want, which is to say with full attention and sustained effort 
and the willingness to believe, on the days when it felt far away, that it 
was still coming. And here it was. Happening. In seconds.

The feeling that was supposed to be fear had become something 
else. Something closer to recognition.

When I walked onto the stage, the audience was there. Real this 
time. The seats that had been empty at the dress rehearsal were filled, and 
the energy of a space full of people waiting is its own thing entirely, a 
held attention that you can feel before you have said a word. I found my 
position at the center of the stage and I let the silence exist for a moment 
before I began.
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There  were  pauses  during  the  talk  that  felt  enormous  from 
inside. Stretches of silence between a sentence and the next one that 
lasted, in my perception of them, far longer than they did. I know this 
because I have listened back to the recording. What felt like five minutes 
was three seconds. What felt like the silence before everything fell apart 
was a pause, clean and deliberate, giving the audience time to absorb 
what had just been said before I moved to what came next.

I stayed in every one of them. That is the thing I am proudest of, 
and it is  also the thing that surprised me most.  I did not rush. The 
discomfort of the pause, the exposure of standing on a stage in silence 
while hundreds of people waited, was real and I felt it and I did not let it 
move me forward before I was ready. The pause was doing something. I 
trusted that. And because I trusted it, the audience trusted it too, and 
the silence between sentences became part  of the talk rather than a 
failure of it.

What made it possible was capacity, purely and specifically that, 
built over time and living in the body rather than in the decision to be 
brave. The capacity to feel the discomfort and remain present within it. 
The capacity to trust the preparation. The capacity to take up the space 
and the time it required without apologizing for needing them.

That  capacity  was  built.  Over  years.  In  ordinary  days.  In 
conversations where I caught it rising and chose differently. In walks 
where I worked through the loop rather than letting it run unchecked. 
In sessions with clients where I watched what the practice produced in 
other people and understood, slowly, what it was producing in me.

The talk lives in the world now. The silences are in it. And if you 
listen closely, you can hear in them someone who has learned to trust 
themselves under pressure.

Caroline had been asked what she believed separated the leaders 
who held it together from the ones who did not. She said: slow down, 
think, and then communicate. If you panic, everyone around you will 
panic.

137



What Calm Authority Actually Looks Like

The slowing down is the first thing. It is the thing that makes 
everything else possible. The thought cannot find its depth in a moving 
body, in a mind running at the speed that pressure demands, in a system 
contracted around its own urgency. You have to create the condition 
first. You have to slow down before there is anything worth saying. And 
then you say it, and the people around you receive it, and they do what 
people  do  when  the  person  leading  them  is  steady.  They  steady 
themselves.

That is what calm authority looks like from the outside. A leader 
who  slowed  down.  Who  thought.  Who  communicated  from  that 
slower, clearer place. And a team that stayed steady, because the person 
at the front did.

It is simple. It is also one of the hardest things most leaders will 
ever do, because the pressure is specifically designed to make slowing 
down feel  dangerous.  The  urgency  is  real.  The  stakes  are  real.  The 
instinct to act before thinking has been rewarded, somewhere in your 
history, enough times that it feels like the right response. That is the 
pattern. It is fast and it is old and it has kept you safe in more situations 
than you know.

What the practice builds is  something alongside that,  a half-
second of space that opens up right before the old reflex takes over and 
gives you room to choose what happens next instead of being run by it.

That half-second is what I am describing when I describe calm 
authority. It is a practiced capacity. Available to you because you built it. 
Because you did the work that made it possible. Because you showed up, 
on the ordinary days when no one was watching and nothing dramatic 
was at stake, and practiced the thing that would be waiting for you when 
the stage lights came on and everyone turned to look at you.

You already know what it is to hold it together under pressure. 
You have done it.  You have been in the middle of uncertainty and 
stayed. You have made the decision when you were not sure it was right 
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and moved forward anyway. You have held the space for other people 
when you were running out of space yourself.

What changes, with practice, is that you stop having to brace for 
it. The pressure arrives and you are already there, already steady, already 
capable of the pause that changes everything that follows. Because you 
built something inside yourself that is faster than the difficulty, more 
practiced, more trusted by your own body than the old pattern that used 
to run the show.

The walk I took that afternoon, the five minutes it took to move 
through what would once have taken months, the breath I drew before 
the first sentence on a stage I had been working toward for years, the 
choice to stay inside the silence rather than rush past it, these were not 
extraordinary. They were ordinary, made available by the accumulated 
work of all the ordinary moments that came before them.

That is what calm authority actually looks like. It looks like five 
minutes on a walk. It looks like a breath before the first word. It looks 
like staying in the silence long enough to trust it.

And it was always available to you. You were building toward it.
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The Daily Quest

THE ROOM LOOKS THE SAME as it always has. Glass table. The 
smell of coffee that has been sitting too long. People settling into chairs, 
phones already out, laptops open to the email that could not wait five 
more minutes. Someone on the far side of the table is half in the room 
and half in another meeting on the screen behind them. The agenda is 
shared digitally, glowing on a dozen devices at once, and somewhere in 
all of that, a conversation is already narrowing toward a conclusion that 
has not yet been earned, and the insight that would change the direction 
of the conversation is sitting fully formed inside someone who has not 
yet decided whether to speak.

That person might be you.
When I wrote about that meeting room at the beginning of this 

book, I was writing about a moment I had lived many times before I 
understood what was happening inside it. I stayed quiet because quiet 
had kept me safe. Something in me had been trained for decades to read 
situations, manage temperature, smooth the path. It was good at its job. 
What it never learned was the difference between a situation that needed 
managing and one that only felt that way.

The cost of that confusion was invisible from the outside. The 
meeting continued. The agenda moved forward. No conflict arose. But 
the conversation lost something it needed, and I carried the quiet weight 
of what had gone unsaid into the rest of the day, and then the next one.

That meeting is yours now. What you do in it is your choice.
Think of the last meeting you left without saying what you 

knew. The last conversation where you managed the dynamic instead of 
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leading  it.  You  already  know  what  that  cost  you.  The  question  is 
whether you are ready to do something different with the next one.

I  understand  what  it  is  to  stand  at  a  crossroads  and  feel 
everything you have built  pressing against  the  sense  that  something 
essential is still missing. The year I was going to turn fifty, I stopped and 
looked honestly at where I was. By most measures, I had accomplished a 
great deal. Years of work in high-stakes environments, a track record, a 
reputation, a life constructed with effort and intention. And yet I was 
pulling in every direction at once and going nowhere. I felt, for the first 
time, with complete clarity, that I was losing my own game.

That recognition was about a milestone that forced an honest 
reckoning.  I  could  continue  exactly  as  I  had  been,  sustaining  the 
performance, managing the output, getting through it all. Or I could 
choose differently. I could move toward what I had always been capable 
of, what had always been there beneath the patterns I had spent decades 
perfecting.

The choice was hard. What followed it was harder. The path 
required dismantling habits that had served me well enough for long 
enough that I had stopped questioning them. It was tedious and full of 
obstacles.  There  were  no  shortcuts  and  no  single  moment  of 
transformation.  There  was  only  the  slow,  steady  work  of  forging 
something more deliberate in place of something automatic. Three years 
on, when I look back at where I was standing then, it feels like light years 
away. The view is wider now. The ground feels different under my feet.

The pressure stayed. What changed was the posture I brought 
into it.

You  have  been  reading  about  patterns  that  are  probably 
familiar.  The  way  everyone  tightens  when  authority  enters  a  space 
without regulation. The way capable people go quiet in meetings they 
should be shaping. The way decades of getting through it can leave a 
leader technically accomplished and personally depleted. The way the 
signals that something is wrong are visible long before anyone sees them, 
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and the cost accumulates quietly across months and years until it arrives 
as something that can no longer be ignored.

This makes you adaptive. The patterns that have been running 
you  were  built  by  something  intelligent  doing  exactly  what  it  was 
designed to do: learn from experience, automate what works, protect 
what  matters.  The  problem  is  that  it  learned  in  environments  that 
rewarded endurance over clarity,  and it  has been faithfully applying 
those lessons ever since.

The capacity to lead differently is already in you. You learned to 
operate  one way under pressure.  You can learn another  way just  as 
completely. The patterns laid down over decades can be recognized, 
interrupted, and replaced with something more deliberate. The research 
is clear and the leaders in this book are the evidence: this is real work that 
produces  real  change,  in  pressurized  industries,  at  significant  scale, 
under conditions that did not pause to make space for it. They became 
more precise versions of who they had always been.

The only question that remains is what you choose to do with 
what you now know.

*  *  *

There was a dream I kept returning to during the hardest period 
of my life. I was walking through a forest, beautiful and still, when I 
heard a child’s voice somewhere ahead of me. I looked down the path 
and there she was, far in the distance, waving. Signaling me to come 
closer. So I walked toward her, and she toward me, until we locked 
hands and moved together through the trees, laughing. The forest was 
quiet in the way that only forests can be. No noise. No pulling. Just the 
path and the light and the sound of two people who had found each 
other.

I know now who that little girl was. She was the war child. The 
one who had learned to read the temperature of a space before she could 
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read books. The one who had been free before pressure ever asked her to 
become someone else. She had been there all along, whole and waiting. 
And when I finally reached her, she simply needed me to catch up.

*  *  *

No one taught me this in school. No curriculum prepared me 
for the particular pressure of leading at  the level  I  was built  for,  of 
holding clarity in rooms that were doing everything they could to take it 
from  me.  No  professional  training  mapped  the  distance  between 
surviving pressure and leading through it. I had to find my way to that 
forest path by other means, and it took far longer than it needed to.

That is what this book is. The fast track I did not have. Years of 
research, practice, and the honest accounts of leaders from across the 
world  who  have  walked  some  version  of  this  same  path.  The 
understanding that calm under fire is a capacity: specific, learnable, and 
already present in you. The recognition that the pressure will stay. The 
difference is in what you bring to it.

You did not pick up this book by accident. You already knew 
that the way you have been carrying pressure can be different. That 
knowing  is  the  beginning.  But  knowing  without  choosing  is  just 
awareness, and awareness alone does not change anything.

So here is what I want to say to you, leader to leader, one human 
to another. You have seen it in these pages. You have felt it in your own 
body as you read.

The only thing that stands between the leader you are and the 
leader you are built to be is the decision you make when you close this 
book.

You already know the answer. You have always known it. The 
only thing left is to trust it.
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Thank you for reading this far. Reaching this page means these ideas 
mattered enough to stay with, and that means more than a single thank 
you can carry.

This book is self-published. That was a deliberate choice. I wanted it in 
your hands without months of delay, and without anyone else deciding 
which parts of the story were worth keeping. The tradeoff is that there is 
no publisher’s marketing budget behind it, no negotiated shelf space, no 
publicist working the phones. What there is, instead, is you.

Reviews are how a book like this finds its next reader. A few honest 
sentences from someone who actually read it carry more weight than 
any advertisement I could buy, and they are often the deciding factor for 
someone standing in front of their screen, unsure whether to take a 
chance on an author they do not already know.

If this book gave you something worth having, a clearer read on your 
own pressure patterns, a phrase you caught yourself using differently, a 
decision you made a little steadier, I would be grateful if you took a few 
minutes to say so.

You can leave a review here: clairehayek.com/review

Thank you for reading, and for helping this book find the leader who 
needs it next.
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This book is the foundation. What follows is the work. The resources below 
are organized by where you are right now.

If you want to start today

The Pressure and Performance Scorecard
A diagnostic that shows you exactly where pressure is costing you and your 
team right now. Decision speed, execution quality, communication 
breakdown under load.
clairehayek.com/pp-scorecard

The Pressure Archetypes Assessment
Find out which of the five pressure patterns is running you, and which one 
takes over when the first one fails.
clairehayek.com/pressure-archetype

The Pressure Reset Scripts
Short, specific resets built for real situations. Before a high-stakes meeting. 
During a conversation that is about to escalate. After a decision that cost 
more than it should have.
clairehayek.com/reset

If you are ready to go deeper

Play at the Level You Were Built For Masterclass
An eight-week on-demand program that trains your capacity to work for you 
rather than against you. Four hours total. Designed for leaders who cannot 
afford to disappear for a week.
clairehayek.com/masterclass
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Pressure-Proof Leadership™
The full system for leaders and organizations who want to install calm 
authority as a structural capacity. Individual and team-level work. 
Measurement, installation, reinforcement. Built to hold under real pressure, 
at real scale.
clairehayek.com/pressure-proof-leadership

If you want to work together directly

Book a strategy call or explore how we work with leadership teams and 
organizations at clairehayek.com

Ongoing

The NeuroLeadership Edge Podcast
Conversations with leaders across industries who have built the capacity to 
stay clear under pressure. Each one goes inside a real situation, a real cost, and 
a real shift.
clairehayek.com/podcast
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Chapter 1: When Pressure Became Normal

“neurons that fire together wire together”: This phrase popularizes Hebbian 
theory, the principle that repeated co-activation of neurons strengthens the 
connection  between  them.  Originally  proposed  by  Donald  Hebb  in  The  
Organization of Behavior (1949).

Chapter 4: What It Is Actually Costing You

“one minute of intense stress can impair working memory”: The relationship 
between acute stress and working memory impairment is documented across 
peer-reviewed literature. For a systematic review see Shields, G.S. et al., “The 
Effects  of  Acute  Stress  on  Working  Memory,”  Psychoneuroendocrinology, 
2016. See also Lupien, S.J. et al., “Effects of Stress Throughout the Lifespan on 
the Brain, Behaviour and Cognition,” Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 2009.

“approximately ninety seconds”: Taylor, Jill Bolte.  My Stroke of Insight: A  
Brain  Scientist’s  Personal  Journey.  Viking,  2008.  Harvard-trained 
neuroanatomist  Dr.  Jill  Bolte  Taylor  describes  the  body’s  chemical  stress 
response peaking and beginning to clear in under ninety seconds, with any 
response that  continues past  that  point sustained by the individual’s  own 
thought rather than the original trigger.

Chapter 7: There Is Another Way

“name what is happening”: The practice of naming an emotion as a way of 
reducing its intensity is documented in the work of Daniel J. Siegel, clinical 
professor  of  psychiatry  at  UCLA  and  founding  co-director  of  UCLA’s 
Mindful Awareness Research Center. Siegel describes the technique, widely 
known as “name it to tame it,” in  Mindsight: The New Science of Personal  
Transformation (Bantam,  2010),  and  further  in  The  Whole-Brain  Child 
(Siegel and Bryson, Delacorte Press, 2011).
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Chapter 8: Installing the System

“approximately ninety seconds”: Taylor, Jill Bolte.  My Stroke of Insight: A  
Brain Scientist’s Personal Journey. Viking, 2008. See the Chapter 4 note above 
for  full  citation detail.  The same finding underlies  the  sensory  grounding 
practice described in this chapter.

Chapter 9: The Team Level

“The hands are tied into the brain more closely than people realize”: Onishi, S., 
Tobita,  K.,  and Makioka,  S.  “Hand constraint  reduces  brain  activity  and 
affects the speed of verbal responses on semantic tasks.” Scientific Reports 12, 
13545  (2022).  A  controlled  study  found  that  physically  restraining 
participants’  hands  measurably  reduced  brain  activity  and  slowed  verbal 
responses  on  tasks  involving  the  meaning  of  hand-manipulable  objects, 
supporting the chapter’s claim that hands-on engagement reaches cognitive 
processing that verbal-only engagement does not.
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[[MARK:noteonresearch]]A NOTE ON THE RESEARCH

This book is grounded in real conversations with real leaders operating under 
real  pressure.  Over  the  course  of  nearly  two  years,  I  conducted  in-depth 
research conversations with more than sixty leaders spanning six continents, 
including North America, Europe, the Middle East, Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America.

Participants came from a wide range of industries, from infrastructure 
and technology  to  events,  investment,  and professional  services.  They  led 
organizations of every size, from founder-led ventures to large multinational 
operations. What they had in common was the experience of pressure at the 
level where the decisions are real, the stakes are high, and the cost of getting it  
wrong lands on people.

Each conversation was recorded with the participant's full knowledge 
and consent. Participants were asked to share their experience of pressure at the 
leadership level, to describe what breaks first when their teams operate under 
pressure,  and to  complete  a  sentence  that  runs  through this  book:  under 
pressure, the leaders who hold it together are the ones who…

Their  answers  are  woven  throughout  these  chapters.  Identifying 
details  have  been  changed  to  protect  the  confidentiality  of  specific 
organizational  situations  discussed.  First  names  used  in  the  narrative  are 
fictional and have been assigned to protect participant identity. In all cases, the 
patterns, the insights, and the honesty are entirely their own.

A small number of these conversations appear more than once across 
these chapters, because what those leaders shared spoke directly to more than 
one pattern this book examines. Their recurrence reflects how clearly they 
named something true, not a measure of whose pressure mattered more.

Not every leader whose insight shaped a chapter appears among the 
named quotes at the back of this book. For some, the anonymized account is 
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the form their contribution takes here. That does not diminish what they gave. 
Every leader who spoke with me, named or unnamed, shaped this book.

The voices collected at the back of this book reflect a selection of the 
leaders who contributed to this research. They chose to be named. Their words 
stand on their own.

I am grateful to every leader who said yes to this conversation. They 
did not have to. This book is richer for it.
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More  than sixty  leaders  across  six  continents  sat  with  me for  these 
conversations. Some of them shared an answer to a single question I 
asked, and a selection of those answers appears in this section, in their 
own words.

Read them in sequence, category by category, and a shape starts 
to surface: the same instinct, arrived at independently, by people who 
have never met, running organizations on opposite sides of the planet.

STILLNESS AND COMPOSURE
Under pressure, the leaders who hold it together are...

the ones who separate themselves from the situation at hand. They can look at the 
situation as a separate entity, and they have the capacity to listen to all the  
information coming in and recognize what they're still missing and ask for it.  
Those are the ones who actually get the full playing field. They see the whole  
chessboard.
— Gillian Muessig, Managing Director, Masterfund

the ones who understand the objective and hold alignment with the sponsors, and 
who can communicate and motivate the team around them to execute against  
that.
— David Rowley, Technology Operating Partner, Diversis Capital

the ones who get to find out who they really are.
— Rich Baker, CEO, Ampere Alliance Ltd
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the ones who are not driven by emotion or distracted by noise. They see a situation 
as a small piece of a larger reality, maintain perspective, and stay between the  
rails, cautious enough to manage risk, optimistic enough to pursue opportunity,  
and centered enough to inspire confidence.
— Paul R. Kling, Founder / CEO, kW River Hydroelectric, Inc.

the ones who silence the internal doubt and trust that they can get to the end, no  
matter what the conditions look like.
— Chris Daly, Executive, Board Chair and Financial Advisor

the ones who lock in and solution-build. They know the fire is always there, and  
they have made peace with that. Their focus goes to the wall they can actually  
move.
— Wanda Daza, CEO, Strategic Events Initiatives

the ones who will have an enduring advantage over everyone else.
— Dr. Steve Kiser, General Partner, Veteran Ventures Capital

the ones who remember to view their problems as puzzles, because problems are  
hard to solve, but puzzles are fun to work on.
— Lee Lorenzen, Venture Partner, Altura Ventures

the ones who see the wood for the trees.
— Natalie Douglas, Pharma Services CEO | Independent Board Director | Strategic 
Advisor

the ones who take a breath.
— Jeannette Wiltse, Senior Advisor, former CFO, Relay Ventures

the ones who can distance themselves from the situation and have a view from  
outside, who are not emotional in those moments, and who are able to see a  
challenge, not a disaster.
— Laura Silvia Pop, Founder, Lioness Global Group
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CLARITY AND VISION
Under pressure, the leaders who hold it together are...

the ones who can articulate what they are actually trying to achieve and not just 
start spinning. If you can keep your eye on what you are trying to achieve, there is 
always a solution.
— Stephan Pieterse, Chief Operating Officer, Multi-Media

the ones who hold a vision, and who know how to build a new one when the first  
one falls.
— Tal Zur, COO, Yoni Advertising Production

the ones who are trained for the role, are aligned with their internal values, have  
a clear vision of what they want to achieve, and ultimately were born to lead.
— Pierce O'Callaghan, Head of Competition, World Athletics

the ones who step back, think it through, and walk back in with a plan, not a  
problem.
— Isabella Rodriguez, CEO & Co-Founder, Super Great Fantastic

the ones who make their vision and the definition of success crystal clear to their  
team.
— Michael J. O'Hara, Leadership Consultant, oharaCXO

the ones who understand that purpose is the only thing that pressure cannot erode.
— Tachand Dubuisson, Founder, APT-122 Experiential Agency

the ones who see through the emotional noise to create realistic pictures for the  
people around them.
— Jay Roberts, Partner, Ventac Partners
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DECISIVENESS AND OWNERSHIP
Under pressure, the leaders who hold it together are...

the ones who act. Even with incomplete information, even without consensus, the  
leader has to own the decision and keep things moving. Indecision is its own cost.
— Paul Allen Thompson, CFO, Integro Bank

the ones who stay ahead.
— Rashid Al Mansoori, CEO, AAMAL

the ones who have confidence in their ability to make it through a crisis and are  
able to communicate that to their team.
— Keith A. Blakely, Chairman & CEO, The InVentures Group, Inc.

the ones who keep the consistency alive. They take the decision, stand by it, and  
convert it into the right decision.
— Hasan Daudpota, CEO, Keys Productions

the ones who slow things down.
— Thomas J. Dalton, CEO and Board Director

the ones who focus on doing the right things instead of just doing things right.
— Howard Brod Brownstein, Board Member / President, The Brownstein 
Corporation

TEAM AND COMMUNICATION
Under pressure, the leaders who hold it together are...

the ones who value people and truly connect with them to create a strong context  
and meaning, as they work on something impactful together.
— Scott Floyd, Senior Director, People & Communities, Cisco Systems

the ones who slow down, think, and then communicate. If you panic, everyone  
around you will panic.
— Sharon Roessen, COO, Terrapinn
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the ones who have confidence in their own ability, but most importantly have  
confidence in the team around them.
— Matt Franks, Group Chief Operating Officer / Managing Director, DRPG

the ones that stay calm, communicate with confidence, and keep everyone aligned 
around the right decision.
— Ricardo Acto, COO, Rock World SA

the ones that take responsibility and master communication across the team.
— Ori Lahav, CEO, Kenes Group

the ones that keep their heads when things start to go wrong.
— Suzanne King, Chief Operating Officer, CloserStill Media

the ones who instil calm, analyse and assess, then act decisively, bringing clarity  
and focus to those around them.
— Daniel Cook, Head of Ticketing, WRU & Principality Stadium / COO, 
Different Breed

the ones that communicate and adapt well, lower the noise, and trust that they  
are the right fit to make the decision.
— Phil Martoccia, Chief Operating Officer, Five-Star AudioVisual

the ones who hold it together for themselves and extend that steadiness to the  
people around them, so the whole team holds together.
— Arie Brish, Strategy Advisor / Board Director / Business Professor

the ones that unite instead of divide, pause, align, and move toward solutions  
ahead of letting noise or ego take over.
— Jennifer Belongia-Barak, VP of Mass Market Engagement, International Justice 
Mission (also IJM, Nokia, SAC, Red Bull)
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PERSPECTIVE AND VALUES
Under pressure, the leaders who hold it together are...

the ones that are intuitively aligned with the long-term outcomes they are trying 
to achieve.
— Steve O'Malley, Chief Operating Officer, Maritz

the ones who take their time and get perspective. They step back, look at it from a  
different angle, and then decide, rather than get too close to the narrative. It is a 
skill, and it can be trained.
— Imran Hussain, Fractional CFO, NED and Entrepreneur, nanoAccountants

the ones who keep solving the problem while everyone else is busy having feelings  
about it. They absorb the chaos instead of broadcasting it.
— Abe Murray, General Partner, AlleyCorp

the ones who do not try to control everything. Instead, they create clarity for  
themselves and their teams. They stay grounded in first principles, communicate  
decisively, and keep execution moving even when uncertainty is high. More than 
anything, they absorb pressure without passing chaos to the system.
— Prudhvi Tammana, Founder, Axibator Ventures

the  ones  who  make  decisions  consistent  with  the  values  and  culture  of  the  
organization. They ask themselves: is this decision consistent with the values we  
want to inspire here?
— Mark Ouellette, Principal; former SVP, Global Operations, Pitney Bowes

the ones who keep their eye on the big picture, the long-term goal.
— Ivy Nguyen, Partner, GFT Ventures

the ones who trust the process, stay patient, and believe that good things take time.
— Pooja Kaushik Dixit, Entrepreneur | Program Strategy & Governance Advisor
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the ones who know how to balance stress, the external forces, and draw from their  
internal strength using resilience to meet the challenges of the day.
— Thomas Brady, CEO, Zugspiele Ventures
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PRESSURE RESET SCRIPTS
A free set of scripts to help you reset in the moment pressure hits.  
clairehayek.com/reset

TAKE THE ASSESSMENT
Find out which of the five Pressure Archetypes is running you.  
clairehayek.com/pressure-archetype

SCORE YOUR TEAM
See where your organization is exposed under pressure right now.  
clairehayek.com/pp-scorecard

LISTEN
The NeuroLeadership Edge Podcast continues this conversation every week.  
clairehayek.com/podcast

PRESSURE-PROOF LEADERSHIP™
Learn more about the method behind this book.  
clairehayek.com/pressure-proof-leadership

BRING CLAIRE TO YOUR ORGANIZATION
For speaking, corporate training, or bulk orders, contact 
info@mspteambuilding.ca

GET IN TOUCH
clairehayek.com  |  mspteambuilding.ca

WE WISH YOU THE CALM TO LEAD WELL, ESPECIALLY WHEN IT COUNTS MOST.
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[[MARK:aboutauthor]]ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Claire Hayek, Eng., MBA, is a NeuroLeadership Expert and Strategist, TEDx 
speaker,  and  the  creator  of  Pressure-Proof  Leadership™.  She  works  with 
executive  and  leadership  teams  on  something  most  organizations  do  not 
address  until  it  is  already costing them, how leaders  make decisions,  hold 
alignment, and execute when pressure compounds.

Think of her the way you would think of a structural engineer for leadership. 
The cracks are not caused by pressure. They are already there, quiet and load-
bearing, waiting for enough weight to find them. Claire finds them first. She 
installs the system that holds before pressure ever gets the chance.

Her path to this work is grounded in lived experience. It started in childhood, 
in a country at war, and continued through two decades of high-stakes 
engineering and leadership, where the cost of a wrong call landed in real time, 
on real people. That combination, an engineer’s discipline and a leader’s 
understanding of what pressure actually does to judgment, shapes everything 
she builds today.

Claire is the founder of Mind. Soul. Purpose. Teambuilding and the host of 
The NeuroLeadership Edge Podcast, ranked among the top podcasts globally. 
She first told part of this story in her TEDx talk, The Say It Out Loud Rule™:  
Why Your Voice Matters.

Music runs in her family and in her roots. She is also a singer, songwriter, and 
producer, with a music career spanning more than thirty years, the place where 
she first learned what it costs to step outside her own comfort zone, and what it 
takes to manage the pressure of doing it anyway.

Claire believes we are each born to play at the level we were built for, and that 
the climb there happens daily, one decision at a time. It is the work she returns 
to in her own life, every day.
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