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This month’s bundle was created with Caroline Goyder, the author and confidence coach, 
who has shared this excerpt from her book Gravitas, which explains Grace under fire.

extract from Gravitas, ebury 2014 by caroline Goyder:

‘I’ve worked so hard, I just don’t understand why I’m not getting selected.’ Anna was a 
candidate for political selection. Time after time she travelled up to distant constituencies 
to present herself as their perfect candidate to put forward as the party’s MP (Member of 
Parliament) at election time. Selections are daunting – designed to test a candidate’s mettle. 
The candidate comes into a room full of party members – sometimes 80 or more people. They 
present themselves and then answer questions about their political views and commitment to 
the constituency. 

Anna was too focused on herself. She’d forgotten about her audience. As a result she gabbled, 
as if she was downloading the words rather than having a conversation with the audience. The 
shift Anna needed was fundamentally simple. She needed to go from looking on at herself 
camera-in to looking camera-out at her audience with care, compassion and curiosity. As 
soon as she shifted her focus, remembering that they were just as nervous about choosing the 
wrong candidate, she softened and her natural authority and presence entered the building. A 
week later she emailed to say ‘We did it! Last night I went to my selection interview and I got 
selected to a winnable seat!’

How to Think on Your feet

Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the 
mouth. 
Mike Tyson, boxer

In the words of Sir Lawrence Freedman, professor 
of war studies at King’s College London, ‘The point 
about good strategy is not that it follows formula, 
but that it draws on a shrewd understanding of 
the possibilities inherent in the moment, and how 
they might be realised.’4 This section gives you that 
understanding and it means that in the heat of the 
moment you have all the ‘willing promptitude’ and 
resolution you need. 

I used to work with an ex-SAS survival trainer. He said the first thing they teach you in combat 
is ‘When you come under fire, breathe. If you don’t breathe, you can’t think, and if you can’t 
think, you’re dead.’
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No plan survives
contact with the
enemy.
Helmuth von Moltke, field marshal   
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This powerful piece of advice takes us into the single most important piece of advice for 
getting results. The result, whether you’re on Centre Court at Wimbledon or in a high-stakes 
negotiation, is about what happens in the moment. How you think on your feet, even when as 
Mike Tyson said, you’ve just been punched in the mouth. What you need for those high-stakes 
moments, where the result hangs in the balance, is what psychologist and mindfulness and 
kung fu expert Dr Tamara Russell calls the ‘big now’. 

The big now allows you to take hold of time and to carve out a moment to get your thoughts 
clear. Time to think. When the pressure hits you get a grip. The big now means that you 
think on your feet, fast, and find that fine balance between what Marcus Aurelius calls ‘due 
deliberation, yet no irresolution’. Then you have true grace under fire.

Here’s an example of the big now. One of my clients was in the middle of a major TV interview 
on the importance of financial education when the broadcaster asked her what the acronym 
APR (annual percentage rate) stood for. Brain-freeze hit and the words vanished, even 
though, as she said in the green room after, two minutes before the interview she could have 
told you in a flash. Luckily we’d practised the breathing a few weeks before. It came back 
to her and in that moment she did exactly the right thing. Rather than let the tension and 
fear curl her up into a little ball, hedgehog-like, she breathed down into the fear. She let the 
terror pass, she breathed it out. Then she waited for a relaxed breath to come back. She still 
couldn’t remember what APR stood for so she changed tack, telling the broadcaster why APR 
mattered. ‘Good save’ said the interviewer later, and she was invited back. None of the friends 
and family watching her interview even noticed the mistake.

If you’d like to be able to find the same poise, to come across with gravitas and get the result, 
here’s how to take control of time.

The art of the Big now 

The big now is a lot to do with your heart and what 
it does to your brain. You’ll have noticed that you 
can’t think clearly if you’re not calm. The ancient 
world noticed too. For the Greeks the heart was 
the source of resourcefulness. Control of the heart 
meant control of the whole system.5

Recent research from the Institute of HeartMath 
in the USA backs up this heart–resourcefulness 
connection. Research into ‘cardiac coherence’ 
shows that keeping your head is a lot about 
keeping your heart rate under control. When 
you get stressed your heart rate goes haywire 
and this ‘incoherent heart rhythm’ affects your 
brain function, scrambling your thinking so you 
make stupid decisions and say the wrong thing. 
The answer is to get your heart rate coherent by 
calming yourself down via the breath. Essentially a 
coherent heart rate allows you to sound coherent 
to others.6

When force of 
circumstance upsets 
your equanimity, lose
no time in recovering 
your self-control and
do not remain out of 
tune longer than you
can help. Habitual 
recurrence to the 
harmony will increase 
your mastery of it.
Marcus aurelius 
roman emperor and philosopher
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The best tip I’ve ever heard for how to find your big now came from a senior police officer 
in London’s Metropolitan Police. An expert at dealing with aggression on London’s streets, 
she told me that she’d learnt a crucial lesson at Hendon (the main training centre for the 
Metropolitan Police Service). ‘If someone is aggressive, you give yourself a moment. You 
breathe out, let the anger go. You wait for the in-breath, you decide the tone you want and 
only then do you speak.’ Using this technique helps the police to avoid emotional contagion. 
They notice their reaction to aggression, they breathe it out and let it go. Then they take in a 
cooler response. By waiting for the breath they allow the emotion to move on.

If you’d like to find your cool under pressure the Institute of HeartMath teach this practical 
freeze-frame technique. You’ll find it a powerful ally when stress rises.

Try This: Press Pause – the freeze-frame Tool

If you are distressed by anything external the pain is not due to the thing itself but to your own 
estimate of it, and this you have the power to revoke at any moment. If the cause of the trouble 
lies in your own character, set about reforming your principles, who else is there to hinder you? 
Marcus Aurelius, Roman emperor and philosopher

The power of this technique is how it gives you ‘impulse awareness’ and ‘impulse control’ 
as they say in the science of emotion. You can defuse rather than ignite negative emotions 
effectively when you get the hang of it. It allows you to stay present and controlled. 

1 Identify a stressful feeling. Notice what happens and how it makes you feel.

2 Press pause on this moment (like freezing the frame of a DVD).

3 Shift your focus to your heart area. Breathe in through your heart and out through your solar 
 plexus. Imagine breathing out dark, negative emotion and breathing in light if it helps.

4 Self-generate a positive feeling such as appreciation or care.

5 Notice how this positive feeling changes your physical and emotional state.

6 Then think. This is the way things are, what do I want to do now? It can help to remind 
 yourself. What is the common purpose? Who am I here to serve? Who am I here to help? 
 What will happen if I act? What will happen if I don’t? How do we move this forward?

7 With that focus, speak from the heart. Be honest and keep the tone measured and 
 controlled.
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You’ve been working on:

How to have more poise in the big moments

Bright Spot Momentum - turning caroline’s ideas into progress 
Having watched Caroline’s explanations in the film and read more here, what ideas do 
you now have for improving your ability to handle the big or difficult moments more 
effectively? Could you try one of the exercises straight away?

What, specifically, will you decide to practice or go and research in more depth? 
Will you email Caroline - caroline@gravitasmethod.com) – to request any of her 
downloadable audio courses (as a member she offered you them at no charge), for 
example the one on conducting meetings more effectively? 

?


