
CONCEPTS & MECHANISMS 

The Five Levers of Composure 
 
The previous articles in this series have established what composure is, why pressure disrupts it, 
and why the resulting performance variability represents a genuine and manageable risk. This 
article addresses the next natural question. 
 
How is composure actually regulated? 
 
The answer, within the Composed Performance™ framework, lies in five primary levers — 
Breath, Voice, Body, Focus, and Mindset. Each represents a fundamental human regulatory 
system. Together they form an integrated approach to conditioning composure before pressure 
arrives and regulating it in real time when pressure does. 
 
Understanding these levers — what they are, why they work, and how they interact — is the 
foundation of practical composure development. 
 

 
 
Why Levers? 
 
The word is deliberate. 
 
A lever is a mechanism that produces a meaningful effect with targeted application. It does not 
require overhauling the entire system. It does not require withdrawal from the environment in 
which it operates. It works precisely because it is connected — because a change applied at one 
point produces a consequential change at another. 
 
This is exactly how the five levers function. Each one is a point of entry into the human 
regulatory system — a place where a specific, targeted intervention produces meaningful change 
in composure state. And because the levers are interconnected, a change in one frequently 
produces effects in others. 
 
The practical implication is significant. Composure regulation does not require elaborate, 
time-consuming interventions. It requires precise ones — applied at the right lever, at the right 
moment, with the right intent. 
 

 
 
Lever One: Breath 
 
Breath is the most direct lever available in any live situation. 
 
The relationship between breathing and physiological state is bidirectional. Pressure changes 
breathing — typically producing faster, shallower patterns that accelerate activation and narrow 
cognitive function. But the relationship also runs in the other direction. Deliberately changing 
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breathing patterns changes physiological state. This is not a minor or indirect effect. Breathing is 
the most accessible mechanism for direct nervous system regulation available to a conscious 
human being in real time. 
 
What makes breath particularly powerful as a composure lever is its immediacy and its 
invisibility. A shift in breathing pattern can be initiated in any environment — mid-conversation, 
mid-decision, mid-meeting — without signaling to anyone else that a regulatory intervention is 
taking place. It requires no equipment, no withdrawal, no preparation time. 
 
The practical applications range from simple pacing adjustments — slowing and deepening the 
breath before or during a pressure moment — to more structured patterns used in composure 
conditioning over time. Both forms of application rest on the same underlying mechanism: 
breathing pattern directly influences physiological activation, and physiological activation 
directly influences access to skill. 
 

 
 
Lever Two: Voice 
 
Voice is the most distinctive lever in the Composed Performance™ framework — and the most 
consistently underestimated. 
 
Most people think of voice primarily as a communication output: the mechanism through which 
thoughts are transmitted to others. Within the Composed Performance framework, voice is 
understood differently. It is a regulatory instrument — one that operates simultaneously on the 
speaker and the listener. 
 
The physiological basis for this is real. Vocalization — particularly sustained, vibrational and 
resonant vocalization — activates the vagus nerve, which plays a central role in nervous system 
regulation. The act of producing a sustained, controlled sound has measurable effects on 
physiological activation, breathing rhythm, and emotional state. This is not metaphor. It is 
mechanism. 
 
The implications for professional performance are practical. Vocal pacing — the speed at which 
someone speaks under pressure — is both a symptom of composure disruption and a lever for 
addressing it. An accelerating speaking pace is a reliable signal that activation is rising. 
Deliberately slowing and grounding vocal delivery does not merely signal composure to others 
— it actively produces it in the speaker. The communication and the regulation happen 
simultaneously. 
 
This also means that voice has a team dimension that the other levers do not. A regulated, 
grounded vocal presence in a leadership context directly influences the composure state of those 
in the room. Pressure, as noted in an earlier article, is contagious — and so is composure. The 
leader who speaks with deliberate, grounded pacing under pressure is not merely appearing calm. 
They are actively contributing to the collective regulation of the room. 
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Lever Three: Body 
 
The relationship between physical state and cognitive and emotional function is more direct than 
professional environments typically acknowledge. 
 
Posture, muscular tension, movement patterns, and physical positioning all influence both 
physiological state and cognitive function — and they do so in both directions. Pressure 
produces characteristic physical changes: muscles tighten, posture contracts, movement becomes 
more rigid or more agitated. These physical changes are not merely symptoms of a psychological 
state. They actively maintain and amplify that state. 
 
The reverse is equally true. Deliberate changes in physical posture and muscular tension produce 
real changes in physiological and cognitive state. This is not wishful thinking — it reflects the 
integrated nature of the human system, in which physical and cognitive states are in continuous 
bidirectional relationship. 
 
For composure regulation, the body lever offers something important: it is available in situations 
where other levers may be constrained. When a difficult conversation makes deliberate breathing 
conspicuous, or when the environment makes vocal regulation impractical, physical adjustments 
— a grounded posture, a deliberate reduction in muscular tension, a conscious change in physical 
orientation — can be made discreetly and still produce meaningful regulatory effect. 
 
The body is not merely the vehicle that carries the mind to the meeting. It is an active participant 
in the quality of what happens there. 
 

 
 
Lever Four: Focus 
 
Attentional control — the ability to direct and sustain focus deliberately — is among the first 
capabilities to be compromised under pressure and among the most consequential when it is. 
 
The mechanism is well understood. Under pressure, attention narrows. The cognitive and 
perceptual field contracts toward the most immediate and salient demands, filtering out 
peripheral information that may be contextually important. Simultaneously, internal attentional 
demands increase — a portion of cognitive bandwidth is redirected toward managing the 
pressure experience itself, reducing the resources available for the task at hand. 
 
The practical consequences appear across multiple dimensions. Important contextual signals are 
missed. Listening quality deteriorates. The ability to hold multiple considerations simultaneously 
— essential for complex judgment — is reduced. And the quality of situational awareness, which 
underlies sound decision-making in dynamic environments, degrades. 
 
Focus as a composure lever operates in two ways. In conditioning, structured attentional  
practices build the capacity to sustain broad, stable attention under increasing pressure — raising 
the threshold at which narrowing occurs and improving the ability to recover attentional breadth 
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when it does. In real-time regulation, deliberate attentional redirection — consciously 
broadening the field of awareness during a pressure moment — can partially counteract 
narrowing and restore access to the contextual information that narrowed attention was filtering 
out. 
 
The ability to manage attention under pressure is not a passive capacity. It is an active skill — 
and it is trainable. 
 

 
 
Lever Five: Mindset 
 
Mindset is the most cognitively proximate of the five levers — the one that operates most 
directly at the level of interpretation and meaning. 
 
Under pressure, cognitive orientation shifts in characteristic ways. Attention moves toward threat 
rather than opportunity. Interpretation defaults to worst-case rather than calibrated assessment. 
Self-talk — the internal commentary that runs alongside conscious experience — becomes more 
critical, more catastrophizing, more focused on what could go wrong. These shifts are not simply 
emotional reactions. They have direct consequences for decision-quality, communication, and 
execution. 
 
Mindset as a composure lever is about the deliberate management of cognitive orientation under 
pressure. This is not positive thinking — it is not about replacing accurate assessment with 
optimistic distortion. It is about maintaining the quality of cognitive framing under conditions 
that push systematically toward distorted, threat-biased processing. 
 
The practical applications include the ability to reframe pressure as information rather than threat 
— to use the activation that pressure produces as signal rather than interference. They include 
structured approaches to self-talk that maintain rather than undermine performance-relevant 
cognition under stress. And they include the cognitive habits that allow rapid recovery from 
composure disruption — the ability to acknowledge a setback, recalibrate quickly, and return to 
functional performance without extended rumination or self-criticism. 
 
Mindset is also the lever most directly connected to leadership presence. The cognitive 
orientation a leader brings to a pressure moment — their visible relationship with uncertainty, 
difficulty, and demand — communicates powerfully to those around them. The leader who 
frames pressure as navigable, and who demonstrates that orientation through their behavior 
under stress, creates a fundamentally different environment from the one created by a leader 
whose cognitive orientation communicates threat and alarm. 
 

 
 
The Integration of the Five Levers 
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The levers are more powerful in combination than in isolation — and this is one of the 
framework's most important insights. 
 
Composure disruption under pressure is rarely a single-lever phenomenon. It typically involves 
simultaneous changes across multiple systems: breathing accelerates, attention narrows, posture 
contracts, vocal pacing increases, cognitive framing shifts toward threat. Effective composure 
regulation therefore rarely involves a single intervention. It involves coordinated adjustment 
across multiple levers simultaneously or in rapid sequence. 
 
The interconnection also means that entry through any single lever tends to produce effects in 
others. A deliberate breath slows vocal pacing. Grounded physical posture supports attentional 
stability. Regulated breathing supports more calibrated cognitive framing. The levers form a 
system — and working with any part of the system influences the whole. 
 
This integration is what distinguishes the Composed Performance™ approach from simpler, 
single-lever interventions. It is not merely a breathing practice, or a mindset program, or a body 
language framework. It is an integrated regulatory system — one that treats composure as the 
complex, multi-dimensional capability it actually is, and addresses it with corresponding 
sophistication. 
 

 
 
Not Techniques. Regulatory Systems. 
 
A final point, worth making directly. 
 
The five levers are sometimes encountered with skepticism — particularly in high-performance 
professional environments where there is a strong cultural resistance to anything that appears to 
belong to the world of wellness or self-help. 
 
That skepticism, when it arises, confuses mechanism with application. 
 
Breath regulation is used by snipers to improve precision under extreme operational pressure. 
Attentional control is a core performance capability for surgeons and pilots operating in 
life-critical environments. Physical regulation is a standard component of elite athletic 
preparation. Vocal regulation is a central tool of high-stakes professional communication. 
 
None of these applications are wellness practices. They are performance practices — used in 
some of the most demanding, high-stakes professional contexts that exist, by people for whom 
composure under pressure is not a lifestyle preference but an operational requirement. 
 
The five levers of Composed Performance™ are the same regulatory mechanisms, applied to the 
pressure environments of professional and organizational life. 
 

 



CONCEPTS & MECHANISMS 

Composed Performance™ is a framework for enhancing individual and team performance and 
decision-quality under pressure through improved access to skill. To explore the framework in 
full, read What is Composed Performance? or learn about VoCalmi, the platform through which 
the framework is implemented. 


