Motivational
Reflexivity Course

International Society for the Systems
. Sciences

MR-01 Self-care and Emotional Regulation

The Deep Water

When Elena first arrived at the lake, it was early morning, and the water lay perfectly still beneath a
pale, quiet sky. She had come because she wanted to learn to swim. For years, she had stood at the
edge of water and watched others move through it effortlessly, their bodies rising and falling with an
ease she could not imagine. She told herself she was ready now, that it was time. She stepped
forward and placed her foot into the water. It was colder than she expected. She hesitated, but only
for a moment. She did not want to appear weak, even to herself. She moved deeper, the cold rising to
her knees, then her waist. Her breathing quickened. She told herself to continue. When the water
reached her chest, she suddenly realised she could no longer feel the lakebed clearly beneath her
feet. Panic rose sharply in her chest. Her heart pounded. The water, which moments ago had seemed
calm and inviting, now felt vast and indifferent. She stumbled backward, splashing clumsily, and
retreated to the shore. She stood there, shaken and ashamed. Perhaps, she thought, she simply was
not capable of this.

An older woman who had been sitting nearby approached her. “You went too far, too fast,” she said
gently. Elena looked down. “l thought that was what | was supposed to do.” The woman shook her
head. “No. That is how people learn to fear the water.” She walked to the edge and stepped in, only
ankle-deep. “This is where you begin,” she said. Elena frowned. “But that’s too shallow. | won’t learn
anything here.” The woman smiled. “You will learn that the water can hold you. But first, you must
learn that you are safe.”

The next day, Elena returned. She stood at the edge again. This time, she stepped in only as far as her
ankles. She waited. Nothing terrible happened. She stayed there longer than she had before. The next
day, she went a little deeper. And the next day, a little deeper still. Sometimes, when the fear rose
suddenly, she stepped back. Not as a failure, but as a decision. Over time, something changed. The
water did not become less deep, but she became less afraid. Her breathing steadied. Her
movements softened. One morning, without planning to, she lifted her feet and felt the water hold
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her. She did not panic. She floated. For the first time, she understood. It was not courage that had
been missing. It was trust. And trust, she realised, could not be forced. It could only be built.

Formal Description

Self-Care and Emotional Regulation in Motivational Reflexivity refers to the deliberate management
of emotional intensity and psychological load when engaging in reflexive inquiry at any stage. It
recognises that examining needs-driven beliefs and identity-linked assumptions can provoke
distress, anxiety, or destabilisation. Effective reflexive practice therefore requires pacing, emotional
containment, and graduated engagement, enabling individuals to build resilience over time rather
than forcing premature confrontation with highly distressing material.

Plain English Explanation

This knowledge object sets the ground rules for how to engage with this course.

Motivational Reflexivity can sometimes feel uncomfortable because it looks honestly at what drives
our beliefs. That discomfort is not a failure — but it is also not a signal to push harder.

You do not need to start with the most difficult or distressing material in your life. If something feels
overwhelming, the reflexive response is to step sideways, not to press on regardless. You can practise
motivational reflexivity on simpler, less emotionally charged beliefs and gradually build the
confidence and resilience needed to approach more challenging ones later.

Choosing when not to proceed is itself an act of reflexive competence.

Proceed at
Your Own Pace ~ _, ™

High-Distress-Beliefs

Deep Loss, Trauma,

Existential Fear

Step Back

Moderate-Distress-Beliefs
Work Identity, Relationships, Values
Step Back J{

‘ Low-Distress Beliefs Buflffing
o Habits, Preferences, Minor Assumptions Resilience
Over Time
PAUSE ZONE
Step Back & Regroup
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Example 1 - Individual

A learner notices strong anxiety when examining beliefs about self-worth. Instead of continuing, they
apply motivational reflexivity to everyday work habits. Over time, emotional tolerance increases,
making deeper reflection possible later without distress.

Example 2 - Training Context

A participant becomes upset when reflecting on ethical compromises. A facilitator encourages
working first with hypothetical or low-stakes examples, allowing reflexive skills to develop safely
before addressing personal material.

Provenance and Links
Psychological and educational foundations:
e Graduated exposure and titration:
Research shows that resilience is built through gradual, voluntary engagement rather than
forced confrontation.
e Emotional regulation:
High emotional arousal reduces working memory and reflexive capacity, impairing judgment
and insight.
¢ Trauma-informed practice:
Evidence-based approaches emphasise safety, choice, pacing, and agency in reflective work.
e Metacognition:
Studies show that reflective accuracy depends on manageable cognitive and emotional load.
Integration within this course:
e Motivational Reflexivity:
Includes awareness of emotional limits and timing.
e Sustained Reflexive Practice:
Self-care makes reflexivity sustainable over time.
e Crisis and Uncertainty:
Emotional regulation preserves reflexive capacity under pressure.
Links to other Knowledge Objects:
e Motivational Reflexivity
e Sustained Reflexive Practice
e Cognitive Dissonance
e Guarding Against Manipulation and Belief Drift

Exercise: Setting Your Starting Point
1. Think of three beliefs:
o one thatfeels easy to examine,
o one thatfeels uncomfortable but manageable,
o one thatfeels overwhelming.
2. Commit to working only with the first belief for now.
3. Write one sentence beginning with:
o “For now, the safest and most useful place for me to practise motivational reflexivity
is...”
4. Revisit this list later — not as a test, but as a guide.
The aim is capacity-building, not endurance.
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