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The Brain Under Pressure

Performance under pressure is not a character trait. It is circuitry — ancient alarm
machinery wired to a modern imagination — and circuitry can be trained. This sheet
summarises the regions involved, what happens when the Judge and its accomplice
Saboteurs activate, and what mental fitness exercise physically changes.

REGIONS AND ROLES

Prefrontal cortex JUDGMENT & DECISION

Known for
Deliberate judgment, perspective, empathy and calm choice. The most recently evolved and most
disproportionately expanded territory in the human brain; in Positive Intelligence terms, the home
ground of the Sage.

When the Judge activates
The Judge narrates from here — rapid labelling, comparison, self-criticism, rehearsal. Under sustained
threat signalling, access to genuine judgment narrows.

With exercise
Attention reps exercise this circuitry; contemplative-training studies report structural change in
attention-related regions. Deliberate choice stays available when the Judge fires.

Parietal / attention networks ATTENTION & FOCUS

Known for
The steering wheel of attention — deciding, moment to moment, what the mind rests on and what it
ignores.

When the Judge activates
Attention is dragged to the threat by salience circuitry, so focus follows the Saboteur's agenda instead
of yours.

With exercise
Every rep of returning attention to a physical sensation strengthens this control network. Focus stays
where you place it, under load.
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Amygdala THREAT RESPONSE

Known for
Threat detection and salience — ancient, fast, shared with nearly every vertebrate. Threat responses
are recorded on the order of tens of milliseconds, before appraisal completes.

When the Judge activates
Every Saboteur borrows this urgency, which is why the Judge's warnings feel like fact. It cannot tell a
hard question in a boardroom from a predator in the grass.

With exercise
Training studies report reduced amygdala reactivity and faster recovery (Desbordes 2012; Hölzel
2011). The alarm still fires, but recovers in seconds rather than running the meeting.

Insula SELF-AWARENESS

Known for
Interoception — the brain's reading of the body: breath, chest, jaw, gut. The felt sense of what is
actually happening, and a foundation of empathy.

When the Judge activates
Body signals are the first objective evidence a Saboteur has taken over — and the first thing an
untrained mind overrides with more thinking.

With exercise
Exercise develops this pathway into a dependable early-warning and interrupt system: you catch the
takeover in the body before it reaches your words.

Brain stem FIGHT, FLIGHT, FREEZE

Known for
The oldest structure — survival physiology: heart rate, breath, muscle tension, the fight-flight-freeze
machinery.

When the Judge activates
This is why a hard meeting is physically exhausting; the body spent it braced for a threat that was
never physical.

With exercise
As threat signalling settles, bracing episodes shorten and recovery accelerates — minutes, rather than
the rest of the day.
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Corpus callosum / commissural bundles LEFT-RIGHT INTEGRATION

Known for
The great cable between the hemispheres, carrying traffic between analytical sequencing and pattern,
context and possibility.

When the Judge activates
Under threat the system narrows to the fastest available response, and the integrative crossing is the
first traffic to be sacrificed.

With exercise
Trained attention holds the wider aperture open, so analysis and pattern stay in conversation when the
decision actually needs both.

NEUROPLASTICITY — THE LOAD-BEARING ANALOGY

Mental fitness practice is better understood as physical training of neural pathways
than as positive thinking. The analogy is a healing bone: stabilise the fracture and the
limb that carries the load grows stronger, while the immobilised limb atrophies in the
cast.

Trained pathways — sensory attention, body awareness, deliberate choice —
strengthen. The pathways you stop exercising — the Judge's loops of alarm, labelling
and rehearsal — weaken from disuse. Same brain. Different load-bearing structure. The
alarm never disappears, and should not; what changes is duration and control.

Individual awareness alone is not an intervention. A leader's under-pressure response is evoked,
rewarded or tolerated by the system around it — decision rights, standards, cadence,
information. Compass reads both together.

Full reading: compassperformanceinc.com/insights/the-brain-under-pressure
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