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CHALLENGE OR THREAT: 
UNDERSTANDING HOW PEOPLE COPE 
IN DEMANDING ENVIRONMENTS

MARC JONES

There are few more demanding working environments than that faced by security and elite military personnel. 
The situations faced are uncertain, changeable and dangerous requiring accurate decision-making, skilled 
movement and co-ordinated action.

Understanding how people respond psychologically and 
physiologically in demanding settings has been the focus of 
research that myself and colleagues have undertaken over the 
last 10 years. We have explored the subtle psychological and 
physiological diff erences that indicate whether a person is 
challenged or threatened under demanding conditions, why 
a person who is challenged performs better, and how social 
interaction, leadership and lifestyle can infl uence 
these responses.

The terms challenge and threat are used to describe 
psychological and physiological diff erences that relate to 
performance. I appreciate that ‘challenge’ and ‘threat’ are value-
laden terms, but in this context they are simply broad labels 
given to diff erent physiological and psychological responses 
which occur in demanding environments. That is, environments 
where success matters, eff ort is required to perform well and 
there is the potential for harm (psychological or physical).

The ‘fi ght or fl ight’ response experienced in these situations is 
crucial to our research because we measure whether individuals 
are challenged, or threatened, through assessing cardiovascular 
reactivity. 

When a person feels able to cope we see a challenge response 
where there is an increase in the volume of blood pumped by the 
heart and a decrease in the resistance in the blood vessels.

When a person does not feel able to cope we see a threat 
response where there is little change in the volume of blood 
pumped by the heart and there is an increase in the resistance in 
the blood vessels.

Our research programme, and those of others, has identifi ed 
that cardiovascular reactivity has consistently predicted 
performance in a range of tasks under pressure. Those people 
exhibiting cardiovascular responses indicating a challenge state 
perform better. This is because a challenge response, refl ected 
by these physiological changes, is proposed to refl ect a positive 
motivational approach state with better decision-making, and 
motor-skill performance. 

In our work in competitive sport, another demanding 
environment, we proposed that three resource appraisals 
underpin the diff erent challenge and threat responses. First 
is control. Believing you have control over factors that may 
aff ect performance and how you can perform in a demanding 
environment is important for a challenge state. Conversely, 
focusing on factors that cannot be controlled, is associated with 
a threat state.
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Second is confi dence. The belief in our ability to perform 
well and execute plans correctly is a crucial element in being 
able to perform in demanding environments. A high level of 
confi dence is important for a challenge state, and the converse 
is true for threat. Finally, being focused on what can be achieved 
– an approach focus – is also important. Individuals who are 
challenged are focused on what can be achieved while those that 
are threatened are focused on what might go wrong.

This last point probably does require some unpacking. Planning 
for all eventualities and what might go wrong is important, and 
indeed for many people fear of failure is a powerful motivator. 
What matters though is that these thoughts become motivators 
to what can be achieved (‘It is important I do not fail and because 
of this I will do X’), rather than a person dwelling and focusing 
solely on failure and what might go wrong. 

These resource appraisals can be developed in a number of 
ways. For example, and not surprisingly, practice can be a strong 
determinant. We found in recent work with emergency medicine 
teams prior to a simulation competition that time practiced as 
a team was related to self-reported perceptions of challenge, 
with the teams that practiced the most reporting that they had 
the highest level of resources to meet the demands of the task. 
Other ways of developing these resource appraisals include 
psychological strategies such as mental rehearsal to enhance 
feelings of control and confi dence.

Using these three resource appraisals leaders can prime team-
members to respond positively under stress. In our research 
we found that prior to a demanding task if the instructions 
emphasised feelings of confi dence, control and an approach 
focus, people responded physically with a challenge state. 
Indeed, it was suffi  cient to change three sentences in a 90 second 
instructional set for this eff ect to be observed.

As a leader emphasising the qualities your team has (confi dence), 
drawing attention to what they can control (control) and 
keeping a focus on what can be achieved (approach focus), can 
help develop a challenge response in demanding environments. 
Responses may also be infl uenced by how connected a person 
feels to a leader and the organisation more broadly.

Many of us have a strong affi  nity with the organisation to which 
we belong, and this is not surprising. Membership of groups not 

only provides a sense of belonging but says something about who 
we are – they provide us with a social identity.

We found in our research that when people receive instructions 
from a person prior to a demanding task that they see as being 
from an out-group (i.e., not like them) they respond with a threat 
response. This illustrates the importance of leaders having a 
strong relational identity with their team. That is, the members 
of a team see the leader as ‘one of us’ sharing similar values, 
beliefs and experiences.

Interestingly, the work of American military Psychiatrist 
Jonathan Shay highlights that the sense of belonging is also 
crucial to how we deal with 
the aftermath of being in 
demanding situations. In 
his concept of moral injury 
psychological diffi  culties 
occurred when there was a 
betrayal of what’s 
right, by someone 
who holds legitimate 
authority (e.g., in the 
military – a leader), in 
a high stakes situation. 
So how we are 
treated after diffi  cult 
demanding operations 
is also key. 

Being challenged 
in demanding work 
environments is 
associated with better performance. We 
facilitate a challenge response through how 
we think, prepare, and live our lives. In the consultancy work I 
have done in elite military environments I have also been struck 
with how in the broadest sense the environment is crucial to 
performance. For example, how transitions are managed from a 
demanding work environment to home and how lifestyle factors, 
such as sleep quality are important.

In leadership roles we can also infl uence others to respond 
in a challenge state. As the above quote from the founder 
of the SAS Colonel David Stirling illustrates, the battle with 
our emotions in demanding environments is ever-present 
and continuous but it is possible to control our responses. 

Marc Jones is Professor of Psychology at Manchester Metropolitan 
University. His research is focused on understanding the impact of 
stress on health, wellbeing and performance, eff ective leader-follower 
interactions and behaviour change in individuals and organisations.

Jonathan Shay highlights that the sense of belonging is also 
crucial to how we deal with 
the aftermath of being in 
demanding situations. In 
his concept of moral injury 
psychological diffi  culties 
occurred when there was a 

associated with better performance. We 
facilitate a challenge response through how 
we think, prepare, and live our lives. In the consultancy work I 

“ I was afraid, on many occasions. I’ve little doubt
we all were, but the secret – and perhaps the 
hardest thing of all – is to control that fear.” 
Colonel David Stirling DSO, OBE, founder of the SAS.


