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MR-08 Effort After Meaning 
 

 
 
The Star That Had Always Been There 
For most of his life, Arun had studied the night sky. He knew the constellations so well that he no 
longer needed charts. The patterns lived in his memory, stable and familiar, and he trusted them 
completely. One autumn evening, a young student stood beside him and pointed upward. “There,” 
she said. “Do you see that star?” Arun followed her finger and saw it immediately — a small, steady 
point of light resting between two familiar stars. He paused. He did not remember it being there 
before. “It’s part of the updated charts,” she said. Arun nodded slowly. “Yes,” he said. “Of course.” He 
studied it for a moment longer, then added, “It must always have been there. I simply never paid 
attention to it. It doesn’t change the constellation.” He felt the quiet satisfaction of the pattern 
restoring itself. The map remained intact. 
Later that night, he looked again. The star was still there, clear and undeniable. He realised, with a 
faint unease, that he had not asked the question that mattered. Not where the star fit, but what its 
presence meant for the map itself. He saw now how quickly he had explained it, how easily he had 
folded it into what he already believed. Not because he knew that explanation was true, but because 
it allowed the pattern to remain unchanged. He understood then that seeing something new was only 
the beginning. Understanding it required something more difficult — the willingness to let the pattern 
change. 
 
 
Formal Description 
Effort After Meaning is the cognitive process by which individuals actively seek to restore coherence 
when confronted with ambiguity, inconsistency, or cognitive dissonance. Rather than neutrally 
revising beliefs in light of new evidence, this process typically involves reinterpreting, assimilating, or 
distorting information so that it fits existing schemata. Effort after meaning prioritises psychological 



 

International Society for the Systems 
Sciences  

  

 
Motivational 

Reflexivity Course 

 

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

coherence and identity stability over accuracy, making it a primary mechanism by which erroneous or 
unethical beliefs persist. 
 
 
Plain English Explanation 
When something doesn’t make sense or feels uncomfortable, the mind doesn’t like to leave it 
unresolved. 
Effort after meaning is what happens next: we work to make the situation feel understandable again. 
Unfortunately, that work is often aimed at restoring comfort rather than discovering truth. We explain 
things away, reinterpret events, or subtly change the story so that it fits what we already believe. 
This is not a flaw — it’s a normal human response. But without awareness, effort after meaning 
quietly locks beliefs in place and makes learning, ethical reflection, and change much harder. 
 
 

 
 
Example 1 – Personal / Individual 
Someone receives feedback that their behaviour was hurtful. Instead of examining the feedback, 
they reinterpret it as the other person being “too sensitive.” This restores coherence and self-image, 
but avoids learning. 
Example 2 – Professional / Organisational 
A project fails due to flawed assumptions. Rather than revisiting those assumptions, the team 
attributes failure to external factors (“the market wasn’t ready”), allowing the same mistakes to be 
repeated. 
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Provenance and Links 
Foundational work: 

• Frederic Bartlett: 
Introduced the concept of effort after meaning in his work on memory, demonstrating that 
people reconstruct experiences to preserve coherence rather than accuracy. 

• Reconstructive memory research: 
Extensive evidence shows that recall is shaped by expectations, cultural frameworks, and 
prior beliefs. 

Related empirical support: 
• Motivated reasoning: 

Research shows that people selectively interpret evidence to protect existing beliefs and 
identities. 

• Confirmation bias: 
Tendency to favour information that confirms prior beliefs and discount contradictory 
evidence. 

• Cognitive dissonance reduction: 
Festinger’s work explains why effort after meaning is psychologically rewarding. 

Integrations: 
• Schema theory: 

Effort after meaning operates at the schema level, preserving overarching frameworks even 
when individual beliefs are challenged. 

• Motivational Reflexivity: 
Reflexivity interrupts effort after meaning by redirecting cognitive effort from restoring comfort 
to examining motivation. 

Links to other Knowledge Objects: 
• Cognitive Dissonance 
• Schemata 
• Motivational Reflexivity 
• Needs-Driven Belief 

 
 
Exercise: Catching the Story Rewrite 

1. Recall a recent situation where you felt criticised, confused, or uncomfortable. 
2. Write down your first explanation of what happened. 
3. Ask: 

o Does this explanation protect my self-image or identity? 
o What alternative explanation feels less comfortable but more plausible? 

4. Write one sentence beginning with: 
o “A story I might be telling myself is…” 

The aim is not self-criticism, but awareness of how meaning is actively constructed. 
 

 


