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Lower the Bar to Staying Connected

When pressure rises, performance is often the wrong goal. The more powerful choice is to remain present

enough to stay in the room.

Under pressure, we quietly raise the standard.

We decide that we must be sharp, composed, reassuring, and
quick. We must say the right thing at the right time. We must
understand what everyone needs, protect the outcome, and
never let the strain show.

Leaders become especially good at this. Competence has
been rewarded for so long that it begins to feel like the price
of belonging. If | am not useful now, what am | doing here?

The trouble is that anxiety reduces the very capacities we
demand from ourselves. The heart speeds up. Attention
narrows. The mind reaches for control. Then we add another
layer of effort: Be impressive anyway.

That is when we leave the room without physically going
anywhere.

We stop listening because we are rehearsing. We stop feeling
because we are managing our face. We stop relating because
every word is being inspected before it can be spoken. The
performance may look polished, but the person has
disappeared.

There is another standard available, and it is much simpler:
stay connected.

Connection does not mean you have the answer. It means you
have not abandoned yourself or the people in front of you.
You can still hear the next sentence. You can feel your feet.
You can admit that you need a moment. You can let another
person contribute without using their contribution as evidence
that you failed.

And for me personally, I mean, I kind of. I had to
throw away the goals of being, like, witty or

smart, you know. I just wanted to stay connected.
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This sounds like lowering the bar. In one sense, it is. We are
dropping the highbrow goals of being witty or smart. But we
are lowering the false bar so we can reach the real one.

Presence is harder than performance because it cannot be
rehearsed. Performance uses what worked last time.
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Presence asks what this moment needs. Sometimes it needs
a decision. Sometimes it needs a boundary. Sometimes it
needs three quiet seconds before anyone speaks again.

A leader who stays connected under pressure changes the
whole room. People no longer have to manage the leader's
anxiety in addition to the problem. They can tell the truth
sooner. They can think instead of defend. The group
becomes more intelligent because its energy is not being
spent maintaining an image of certainty.

You are allowed to be affected and still be trustworthy.

Try noticing the instant you move from participating to
performing. The signs are usually physical. The breath climbs.
The jaw tightens. You begin composing a response before the
other person has finished. That is the invitation to come back.

Feel one breath. Look at the person speaking. Let their last
sentence land. Ask one honest question instead of delivering
the perfect answer.

Staying connected may not feel like your greatest
achievement of the day. There may be no applause for it. Yet
it is often the decision that prevents fear from taking over the
meeting, the relationship, or the next important choice.

It changes how you measure a difficult day. The question is
no longer whether you looked flawless. It is whether you
remained available to reality. Did you listen? Did you notice
fear enter? Did you come back? That is a standard you can
practice, not an image you have to protect.

When the inner weather gets rough, do not demand brilliance.
Ask for something smaller and more sacred: Can | remain
here? Can | stay in the conversation? Can | keep my heart
open enough to receive what is happening?

That is not a consolation prize. That is leadership from the
center.

THE PRACTICE

Before your next high-pressure conversation, choose
one standard: stay connected. Feel your feet, take one
full breath, let the other person finish, and ask one
honest question before you try to solve anything.
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