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MR-02 Motivational Reflexivity

The Mapmaker’s Discovery

For as long as he could remember, Daniel had trusted the map. It had been given to him when he was
young by someone he respected deeply, and the lines were clear and confident, drawn in dark ink
across thick, yellowed paper. The map showed the roads, the rivers, the mountains, and the towns. It
showed where it was safe to travel and where it was not. He carried it everywhere. Whenever he came
to a crossroads, he unfolded it carefully and followed its guidance without question. It had never
occurred to him that the map might be wrong.

One afternoon, he reached the edge of a wide valley. According to the map, there was no path
through it. The map showed only steep cliffs and impassable ground. But as he stood there, he could
see clearly a narrow trail winding gently downward into the valley. He hesitated. The map said the
path did not exist. His eyes said that it did. He felt a quiet unease. For a long time, he stood there,
unsure which to trust. Finally, he turned away and followed the road the map prescribed. It was
longer and harder, but it was certain.

That night, sitting beside his fire, he unfolded the map again and studied the valley. He traced the ink
lines slowly with his finger. They were precise, confident, authoritative. He realised, suddenly, that he
wanted the map to be right. Not because he had confirmed it, but because he needed it. The map
made the world feel known, predictable, and safe. Without it, he would have to decide for himself,
and that frightened him.

Version 2, Date 01/03/2026. © John A Challoner, 2026 Page 1




Motivational
Reflexivity Course

International Society for the Systems
. Sciences

In the morning, he returned to the valley. He stood at its edge once more. The path was still there,
waiting. He looked down at the map, then back at the valley. Slowly and deliberately, he folded the
map and placed it in his bag. Not because it was useless, but because it was no longer
unguestionable. Carefully, he took his first step onto the unfamiliar path. He walked slowly at first,
testing the ground. It held. With each step, his confidence grew. He realised he was no longer simply
following the map. He was learning to read the world.

He still carried the map. But now, when he unfolded it, he saw it differently. Not as the truth, but as a
guide. One he could examine, question, and, when necessary, redraw.

Formal Description

Motivational Reflexivity is a structured process of reflective inquiry in which an individual examines
the motivational origins, functional role, and consequences of their beliefs, judgments, and actions.
Its purpose is to identify beliefs that are adopted primarily to satisfy psychological, social, or
existential needs rather than because they accurately represent reality or align with ethical values.
Through this process, beliefs may be retained, revised, or replaced in ways that improve personal
well-being, ethical coherence, and adaptive capacity.

Plain English Explanation

Motivational Reflexivity is the practice of asking why you believe what you believe — not just whether
itis true.

It recognises that many of our beliefs feel obvious or self-evident, but are actually doing emotional or
social work for us: protecting identity, reducing anxiety, maintaining belonging, or giving a sense of
meaning. Motivational Reflexivity helps you notice when this is happening, without self-blame, and
decide whether a belief is genuinely helpful, accurate, and ethical — or whether it is quietly distorting
how you see the world.

Rather than telling you what to think, the practice gives you a way to examine your own thinking with
honesty and care.
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Example 1 -Personal/ Individual

Aresearcher believes: “If my work is criticised, it means | am not competent.”

Through motivational reflexivity, they recognise that this belief satisfies a need for certainty and self-
protection, but distorts reality and inhibits learning. Revising the belief allows them to treat critique
as information rather than threat, improving both well-being and performance.

Example 2 - Societal / Professional

An organisation believes: “Growth must always be prioritised to remain successful.”

Motivational reflexivity reveals that this belief is partly driven by fear of loss and competitive identity
rather than evidence. Re-examining it allows ethical, environmental, and long-term considerations to
be integrated into strategic decision-making.

Provenance and Links
Conceptual and empirical foundations:
e Automatic belief acceptance:
Baruch Spinoza’s account of belief formation, later supported by experimental work showing
that propositions are accepted by default and rejected only through effort (Gilbert, Tafarodi &
Malone).
e Schemata and subconscious frameworks:
Schema theory in cognitive psychology (Kant; Bartlett; Rumelhart), demonstrating that much
interpretation occurs below conscious awareness.
o Effort after meaning:
Bartlett’s work on memory reconstruction, showing how individuals actively preserve
coherence even at the cost of distortion.
¢ Cognitive dissonance:
Festinger’s theory of psychological discomfort arising from inconsistency, extended here to
include conflict between conscious beliefs and subconscious schemata.
e Motivated reasoning and needs-driven belief:
Research on motivated cognition, identity-protective reasoning, and belief persistence under
threat.
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o Reflexivity and social change:
Margaret Archer’s Morphogenetic Approach, situating reflexivity as the mechanism by which
individuals respond to unsatisfactory cultural or structural demands.

Related Knowledge Objects (to follow):

e Needs-Driven Belief

e Belief Formation

e Schemata

e Cognitive Dissonance

e Tropes and Culture

e The Modified Morphogenetic Cycle

Exercise: Identifying a Needs-Driven Belief
1. Identify a belief that currently influences an important decision or behaviour in your life or

work.
2. Write the belief down exactly as you would normally state it.
3. Ask:

o What need might this belief be satisfying? (e.g. security, belonging, status, meaning)
o What would feel uncomfortable if | no longer held it?
4. Consider:
o Isthis belief well supported by evidence?
o Does it align with my ethical values?
5. Decide whether to:
o keep the belief,
o reviseit,
o ortemporarily suspend it.
6. Write one small, concrete action that reflects your revised understanding.
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