
 

 

 

Increasing Leadership Intelligence & Agility  
Using "Stop, Challenge, Choose" 
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Over the course of a day, we do many things that impact both ourselves and those around us. A lot of the time 

those impacts – let's call them "results" – are what we had planned or intended, and we feel a sense of 

accomplishment or satisfaction. These results could be in a range of areas: key tasks or goals accomplished, 

relationships, health (emotional, mental, physical, spiritual), finances, resilience, etc. 

And, over the course of the day, we sometimes do things – often unconsciously – that unintendedly end up 

producing results for ourselves or others that don't work so well or, maybe even, do damage to those same 

types of result areas, we harm relationships, health (emotional, mental, physical, spiritual), finances, 

resilience, etc. 

This mix of getting intended and unintended results is part of everyone's life – it's just unavoidable given how 

we're wired and designed as humans. And we can think of those results as generally being either helpful or 

unhelpful for us and others. 

However, when we're in a leadership role, the impacts of the results we create are usually much bigger either 

on purpose or unintendedly. The power and privilege associated with leadership mean that our words and 

actions have added weight and impact, requiring additional responsibility.  

As leaders, we need skills and tools to get more helpful results and fewer unhelpful results or impacts. In the 

following pages, two key concepts are addressed to help us get better results: 

1. The Results Model describes how we get the results we do by exploring the biological processes our 

bodies, minds, egos go through. It highlights the substantial unconscious forces at play when those 

everyday "events" we experience become things we react to – and how we react ends up having a 

huge impact on the results we get. 

The Results Model is so valuable because it increases our awareness of what is going on for us and 

others, and with greater awareness usually – hopefully – comes more choice.  

2. "Stop Challenge Choose" is a powerful tool that helps us "stop" in the moment when we are about to 

do something unhelpful and re-assess ("challenge") the situation to "choose" the action that is more 

likely to get a better result.   

Emotional Intelligence is the ability to manage ourselves and our relationships effectively and consists of 

four fundamental capabilities: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and social skill. "Stop 

Challenge Choose" is an incredibly powerful skill that supports our social awareness and social skill, especially 

in stressful situations leaders constantly face. E.g., Giving and receiving feedback, meeting tight deadlines, 
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dealing with challenging relationships and conversations, not having enough resources, dealing with change, 

and dealing with setbacks and failure. Emotional intelligence helps leaders be agile and adaptive in critical 

moments and supports long-term resilience. 

 

How We Get Results in Life:  

a.k.a How Things Often Happen to Us and Others 
 

THE RESULTS MODEL 
Acknowledgement: The Results Model and Stop Challenge Choose were developed by Larry Wilson and Hersch Wilson 
from "Play to Win: Choosing Growth Over Fear in Work and Life” (Bard Press, 1998) and adapted by Linda Pedelty 
(Principal at Culture Logic).  We, TREC, have made some further modifications to customize it to our work.  We are 
grateful for the work of Larry, Hersch, and Linda in developing this powerful tool 

  

5. RESULT

1. EVENT

2. Filter: 
My interpretation, or 
"Map" - based on life 

experience, etc.

3. REACTION
(Including Reactive 

Tendencies)

1. Sensation/Body

2. Emotion/Mood

3. Narrative/"Story"

4. BEHAVIOR

(Actions)
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Understanding how we get the results we do in life 

1. EVENT: An event is anything that gets my attention – often, I am not even aware that something is an 

event because my ability to sense it is dulled. It can be something someone says, the car in front of me 

braking suddenly, reading an email – typical daily occurrences. 

 

We're most interested in events that we automatically react to in ways that don't help us achieve what is 

most important or get us results that we or others don't ultimately want. Those are usually events where 

our emotions are less than neutral or positive – where we feel some stress or threat, even if we're not 

quite aware of it. 

2. MAPS/INTERPRETATION: Throughout our lives, especially early on, we have been "shaped" by everything 

in our experience, which helps us unconsciously build "maps" that help us navigate – help us make sense 

of events. This "interpretation" answers questions like, "What is it?" "What does it mean?" and "What do I 

do about it?" These "maps" are critical to us being able to quickly react to the hundreds of "events" we 

experience every day. However, the potential downsides of our maps are described further below. 

3. REACTION: When we react to an event, it includes three different ways of reacting: 

a. Sensation/Physiology - body sensations (breathing, muscles, vision, energy, etc.) including 

"temperature (hot, cold), movement (pulsing, throbbing, streaming, expanding, contracting), 

qualities (soft, hard, light, thick), and form (the shape of a sensate feeling, as an example, feel the 

shape of your foot as it contacts the ground)" 

b. Mood/emotions - mood is our embodied orientation to life (awe, despair, resentment, wonder, 

and resignation, are a few examples) and lives on a long horizon of time. We don't have a mood, 

we are a mood. Emotions have an immediacy that express our response to particular situations 

and have a shorter life span than moods.   

c. Narrative/Story/Thoughts/Beliefs - what I tell myself about the event (how I interpret the event, 

what meaning I give it) 

4. ACTION: Based on the reaction, we take action. To the extent that our reactions are largely unconscious, 

our action usually takes the form of a "conditioned tendency" – a patterned way we have learned to deal 

with what life throws at us when we are caught off-guard or "activated." Because these conditioned 

tendencies are usually learned early in life, they tend to be yielded like crude, blunt instruments.  

5. RESULTS: As a consequence of our reaction to the specific event and our subsequent actions, we get a 

range of results, from personal/internal to impacts on others/external, and from short-term to long-term. 

These results are very often not ones that serve our or other's long-term interests. 
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There is inherently nothing wrong with having an unconscious reaction to events, in fact, it is vital that we can 

act without thinking, otherwise we'd be paralyzed. However, where we do get into trouble is usually because 

one or more of these things are going on: 

1. Many reactions are triggered at a primal level (the Reptilian Brain), largely unconscious, e.g., fight or flight, 
freeze, deep drivers, and hard to manage. 

2. Our "reactive tendencies" or patterned responses are developed at an early age – they are dated - and so 
they usually don't serve us as adults. Think of how children respond to stressful events. 

3. We "make stuff up" (MSU) to supplement our stories, and we don't check things out; the brain fills in gaps 
and usually not positively. 

4. We have biases that distort our perception and thinking. 
5. We believe our own story and narrative – in the form of Beliefs, Thoughts - are reality – the way the world 

is. 
6. We don't challenge our interpretation; in fact, we look for events that support our maps and discount or 

can't see those that don't ("confirmation bias"). We make up stories that serve our interpretation. 
7. We try to change the event (people, circumstances, etc.), not our interpretation of the event. So we blame 

other people instead of looking at our piece or contribution to the results we are getting, especially our 
"narrative" and our reactions, the things that we can control. 

8. We confuse impact (how we feel, for example) with intent (what we believe other people intentionally 
do), i.e., if we feel hurt, then we react in a way that assumes people meant to hurt us. 

 

The question of Agency and Choice in Responding to Events  
 
You may look at the Results Model and conclude that it is saying that once we have awareness of how we 
respond to an "event," then we have choice about how we respond. The reality is more complicated, and it is 
crucial to push ourselves to resist judgment for the "reactions" we and others have.  
 
Remember that many of our patterned behaviors – Reactive Tendencies – are learned early in life. We figured 
out how to get our core human needs of safety, belonging, and dignity met. These patterned behaviors were 
crucial to us when navigating earlier challenges, and often they are still our go-to behaviors in times of feeling 
the need to protect ourselves, i.e., when we're stressed. In some cases, the circumstances we experienced 
earlier in life have changed, and subsequently, we have more agency in our safety, belonging, and dignity. For 
those of us who experience ongoing oppression and trauma due to our identities, the work required to 
manage and work with our reactive tendencies can be quite challenging. It's essential to remember that the 
effort required to tap into our creative potential is different for each of us. 
  
There are many factors that impact the work it takes to release, reframe, or shift these reactive patterns. The 
greater our power and privilege based on social identity (race, gender, class, physical ability, etc.) or position 
in a hierarchy, the greater access to opportunity and supportive systems and the fewer barriers to doing this 
work. Conversely, the less power and privilege we hold, and the greater our experience of oppression and 
trauma, the less access to support systems and the greater the barriers to doing this work. For many, the 
reality of physical, mental, and emotional violence, or the very real threat of that, works to obliterate a 
prolonged sense of safety, belonging, or dignity. Reactive tendencies and their expression are a valuable, 
important, and essential response.    
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So if we look at tools like Stop, Challenge, Choose and assume that people – including you – who can't seem to 
shake patterned behaviors even when they are aware of them are somehow inferior or weak or not 
committed (or whatever judgment you might make), we are ignoring the different realities that people live in, 
and agency that people really have.  
 
Acknowledging these realities opens our eyes to the differences in power and privilege that impact the ability 
to change, increases our empathy, and creates opportunity for us to address this in our own lives and in the 
systems around us. As leaders, we have the responsibility to be aware of the systemic barriers that exist, as 
well as the implications of those barriers on individuals' movement away from Reactive Tendencies. We must 
also resist making assumptions that people with less power and privilege are not capable of making Creative 
shifts – everyone can. 
 

Stop, Challenge, Choose 

This process can be used in a few seconds or the steps may take much longer  – adapt it as needed. There are 
two versions: the "On The Fly" and "Deep Dive" 

"On The Fly" Version: For quickly catching a reactive tendency and making a better choice in the moment. 

STOP: 

• Take a deep breath and drop your shoulders. Center. Name your feelings. 

• Then ask yourself...  
 
CHALLENGE:  

• What story must I be telling myself or believing about this event that is having me feel this way? What 
assumptions am I making? 

• Are there any other possible interpretations?  

• What is the objective data in this situation?  

• Next...  
 
CHOOSE:  

• What is my (long-term) desired result in this situation?  

• What response opens the most doors, will likely best lead to my long-term desired result and lines up 
with objective reality? 
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"The Deep Dive" Version: For a reaction that really has you hung up, where you can't see a way forward. 
 

EVENT What is happening that I am reacting 
to? (who, what, where, when) 

 

STOP Hit "Pause" on impulse to act You can't think clearly when your emotions are 
jacked. 

• DO WHAT IT TAKES TO GET 
CALMER Center; deep breaths, 
feel your feet, feel your seat 

 

NOTICE MY REACTIVE TENDENCIES 

• Is there a familiar overall tendency 
or saboteur showing up? What has 
helped me manage this well in the 
past? 

 

MOOD 

• What feelings am I having? Name 
them. Is there any overall mood I 
am caught in the grip of? 

 

BODY RESPONSE AND SENSATIONS 

• Any familiar body sensations? 

 

CHALLENGE EXPLORE ALTERNATIVE, GENERATIVE 
POSSIBILITIES: 

Remember: "Assume Innocence. Be Curious." 

 1. Current Narrative/Story 

• What is the objective data in this 
situation? Would others without 
any bias see the same things I am? 

• Given how I am feeling, what 
(maybe totally illogically) must I be 
telling myself or believing about 
this event that is having me feel 
this way? 

• What am I saying about other 
people? What am I "making up?" 

• What am I believing about what 
will happen (consequences)? 

 

2. Alternative Narratives/Story 

• Are there any other possible 
interpretations that may line up as 
well or better with the objective 
facts?  

• Am I being overly negative, fearful, 
or judgmental? 

• Will my "reactive" interpretation 
help move toward my 
commitment and achieve both my 
short and long-term goals? 
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• Will my "reactive" interpretation 
best help me avoid my most 
undesirable and unnecessary 
conflicts with others? Or best help 
me feel emotionally the way I 
want to feel? 

3. Mood: 
1. What emotions might better serve 

me? What is the emotional range 
that serves me? 

 

 

4. Body response/sensations 

• Any part of my body sensations I 
can shift to better serve me? 

 

 

 5.   

CHOOSE   

 SELECT A PATH FORWARD THAT BEST 
LINES UP WITH REALITY AND YOUR 
DESIRED OUTCOMES 

You don't have to figure out all the moves – 
just the appropriate response/next step. 

 1. What is my (long-term) desired 
result in this situation?   

2. What kind of relationship do I 
want with this person? Or if no 
one else is involved, what kind of 
experience of myself do I want to 
have moving forward?) 

 

1. Narrative/Story 
What is the most constructive and 
possibly accurate narrative I can run 
with and test? 

 

2. Mood 

• What feelings would serve me 
best? 

• How can I authentically have 
those? 

 

3. Body response/sensations 

• How do I want to experience my 
body? 

 

• And then choose actions most 
aligned with what you want and 
what is important to you 
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Some tips for Using "Stop Challenge Choose" 

1. "Don't run the stop sign." Awareness is the first step. And emotions or body reactions (heart, breath, 

tension) can be early indicators that an "opportunity" to "Stop, Challenge, Choose" is facing you. 

2. Remember to calm your body first – you will gain some stability, sanity, and presence. 

• "Feel your feet, feel your seat" to help get out of your emotions and head  

• "You are one good breath away from a different perspective." Box Breathing 

3. Acknowledge and respect the impact a situation may have on you AND remember that intent and 

impact are not always, or even often, the same. Being curious about a person's intent instead of 

assuming it is powerful. Regardless of the situation, it is powerful to ask ourselves, "Am I willing to 

surrender my serenity to this person or this situation?" Guarding your precious energy is a powerful 

practice.  

4. If one of your automatic reactions is feeling the need to "be right" (defensive, critical, offended, 

withdrawn, etc.), then you're probably not going to get good results (also known as "you can be right or 

be happy, but not both"). When we get "activated," our egos often start taking over; it's hard to let 

something go, not feel offended, or not criticize someone else – we want to be "right" and not risk our 

egos being bruised. When we're focused on protecting our egos (versus, let's say, protecting something 

real), we do things or feel things that nearly always lead to us or others being unhappy and getting sub-

optimal results.  

5. Knowing the results you want in life in general or in a specific situation or relationship is incredibly 

powerful – it gives you an instant touchstone when you're about to react: Will this reaction get those 

results? When what you want is not so clear, you're more likely to give in to the emotional impulse in the 

moment.  

6. Practice. Seriously. It gets easier with practice because our brains change! 

7. Belly flopped? Don't despair. Just thinking through how you might have handled something differently is 

good for your brain when it comes to developing this skill. "What fires together wires together." 

8. It is a powerful gift to yourself... It's a powerful gift to those around you. 

9. Be patient and forgiving with yourself. It takes courage to do this work, so be gentle with yourself, don't 

create additional unhelpful beliefs (I should be wise, I should be nicer, etc.). 

 


