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a b s t r a c t

Need for cognition is a form of cognitive motivation, which reflects the extent that one actively seeks
information and enjoys critical thinking about information. Accordingly, those high in need for cognition
seek out and acquire information, resulting in stronger and more stable attitudes. However, need for cog-
nition has yet to be examined in the domain of goal pursuit. Toward that end, we examined how this form
of cognitive motivation impacts goal related cognitions. Specifically, how need for cognition influences
goal choice. Because need for cognition is a domain-general form of cognitive motivation, we hypothe-
sized that domain-specific attitudes would mediate the relationship between need for cognition pro-
environmental goals. This hypothesis was tested in two separate studies. Results demonstrate consistent
evidence in support of our hypothesis that environmental attitudes mediate the relationship between
need for cognition and pro-environmental goal choice. Results hold implications for goal pursuit research,
such that need for cognition can be empirically studied in relation to goal related cognitions and behav-
iors to the same extent as other forms of cognitive motivation. Moreover, these results suggest that need
for cognition can be considered along side previously investigated antecedents of pro-environmental
behavior.

! 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Need for cognition has been subject to hundreds of empirical
studies over the past three decades (for review see Cacioppo,
Petty, Feinstein, & Jarvis, 1996). While all people must process
information to make sense of their world, make decisions, and
perform behaviors, Cacioppo and Petty (1982) suggest there are
differences between individuals in the way this information is
processed (see also Cacioppo, Petty, Kao, & Rodriguez, 1986). Need
for cognition is conceptualized as a form of cognitive motivation
(Cacioppo et al., 1996) to seek and acquire information. That is,
behavior, (e.g., seeking out information) is directed by the result
of active processing and interpretation of information. Accordingly,
high need for cognition constitutes an individual who actively
seeks our information and enjoys effortful thinking to make sense
of stimuli and events in their world. In contrast, low need for
cognition describes individuals who rely on others and social
comparisons to derive their understanding of information. These
motivational differences between individuals in the way in which

information is sought out and processed may influence the goals
a person pursues. That is, as need for cognition increases more
goals that require reasoning and problem solving may be pursued
(Gollwitzer, Kappes, & Oettingen, 2012). However, need for cogni-
tion reflects a domain-general form of cognitive motivation, and
thus, it can be reasoned that an intermediate factor mediates the
psychological process between cognitive motivation and specific
goal related outcomes. In that vein, we investigate whether
domain-specific attitudes mediate the relationship between need
for cognition and goal choice in the context of pro-environmental
behavior.

Research on need for cognition focuses primarily on how need
for cognition affects information processing and subsequent out-
comes. For instance, those high (vs. low) in need for cognition pos-
sess more knowledge on a greater variety of issues (Cacioppo et al.,
1986), generate a higher number of task relevant thoughts (Axsom,
Yates, & Chaiken, 1987), and scrutinize material and information
(Cacioppo et al., 1996). Because attitudes are based on information
that has been processed, and need for cognition reflects one’s cog-
nitive motivation to seek and acquire information, high in need for
cognition may result in stronger attitudes (i.e., the extent to which
one has thought critically about and has sought out information)
about specific topics (Cacioppo et al., 1996; Haugtvedt & Petty,
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1992; Smith, Haugtvedt, & Petty, 1994). Thus, stronger attitudes
are more likely to result in attitude consistent behavior. For exam-
ple, Cacioppo et al. (1986) found that pre- and post-election voting
decisions were more consistent for those with high need for
cognition, which suggests that their attitudes toward political
candidates were based on a thorough review of available informa-
tion, resulting in voting behaviors that were consistent with their
attitudes toward candidates.

Between-individual variation in need for cognition has been rig-
orously explored in respect to information processing; however,
researchers who study cognitions and actions as they relate to
goals have remained largely silent on how need for cognition
impacts goal choice. Because goal researchers have found that
other forms of cognitive motivation, such as need for closure
(Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Webster & Kruglanski, 1994), need
for achievement and need to avoid failure (Elliot & Church, 1997;
see also Job, Langens, & Brandstätter, 2009) influence goal relevant
cognitions and actions, it is possible that need for cognition may
also affect aspects of goal pursuit. Because high need for cognition
is characterized as a cognitive motivation to seek and acquire
information, the goals one sets should reflect the extent to which
the goals fit with their cognitive motivation (Gollwitzer et al.,
2012). Put differently, one high (vs. low) in need for cognition
should set more goals that require reasoning and problem solving
on issues that one has strong attitudes toward. However, need for
cognition reflects a general cognitive motivation. When investigat-
ing need for cognition as a precursor of domain-specific goals, it can
be reasoned that strong domain-specific attitudes will mediate the
relationship between need for cognition and goal choice. That is,
attitudes may act as a mediator in the psychological process link-
ing the cognitive motivation to seek information and goal relevant
cognitions. To test this, we used a contemporary topic of inquiry:
pro-environmental goals.

2. Overview of the current research

The aim of the current study was to examine the relationship
between need for cognition and goal choice as mediated by
domain-specific attitudes. This hypothesis was tested in the con-
text of pro-environmental behavior for multiple reasons. Behaving
in an environmentally conscious manner is likely to be a common
goal that most people. For instance, approximately 75% of people
in the United States view climate change as a ‘‘very’’ or ‘‘some-
what’’ serious concern (Pew Research Center, 2006). Additionally,
environmental attitudes are generally positive, such that people
associate more strongly with nature than man-made environ-
ments (Schultz, Shriver, Tabanico, & Khazian, 2004), suggesting
that most people have favorable attitudes about protecting the
environment. However, the strength of environmental attitudes
varies, and therefore, provides an adequate domain to test the
hypothesized relationship. Moreover, need for cognition has yet
to be empirically studied in relation to pro-environmental
behavior.

We hypothesized that environmental attitudes would mediate
the relationship between need for cognition and pro-environmen-
tal goal choice. Because high need for cognition leads to stronger
attitudes (e.g., Smith et al., 1994), those high in need for cognition
may hold stronger environmental attitudes, and thus, endorse
more pro-environmental goals. We expected a small, but signifi-
cant, positive association between need for cognition and
domain-specific goal choices. Further, we expected environmental
attitudes to mediate this relationship because a general cognitive
motivation to seek information should impact the strength of one’s
attitudes, and thus, influence one’s domain-specific goal choices.
We tested this hypothesis in two separate samples.

3. Study 1

3.1. Method

3.1.1. Participants
Ninety-six undergraduates (75% female; 78% white) enrolled

in introductory psychology participated in this study and
received partial course credit as compensation. Participants were
18–35 years of age, with a mean of 19.67 years (SD = 2.43).

3.1.2. Materials and procedure
Upon consent to participate in the study, participants com-

pleted an online survey hosted by Qualtrics, which included three
questionnaires and demographic information.

3.1.2.1. Need for cognition. The Need for Cognition Scale (Cacioppo
& Petty, 1982; Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984) constitutes an 18-item
measure to assess individual differences in the enjoyment of effort-
ful and critical thinking. Participants rated the extent to which they
agreed with statements on a 9-point Likert scale from 1 (‘‘very
strong disagreement’’) to 9 (‘‘very strong agreement’’). Items were
positively stated (e.g., ‘‘I really enjoy a task that involves coming up
with new solutions to problems’’) and negatively stated (e.g.,
‘‘Learning new ways to think doesn’t excite me very much’’).
Composite scores were computed for each participant by averaging
across responses for each item (Cronbach’s a = .91 [Study 1]; .95
[Study 2]).

3.1.2.2. Environmental attitudes. The Environmental Attitudes
Inventory (Milfont & Duckitt, 2010) constitutes a 72-item measure
to assess attitudes toward the environment. Participants indicated
the extent to which they agree with a series of positively (e.g.,
‘‘whenever possible, I try to save natural resources’’) and nega-
tively (e.g., ‘‘humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature’’)
stated items on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (‘‘strongly disagree’’)
to 7 (‘‘strongly agree’’). Composite scores were computed for each
participant by averaging across responses for each item (Cron-
bach’s a = .75 [Study 1]; .75 [Study 2]).

3.1.2.3. Pro-environmental goals. Participants were provided with a
list of 50 pro-environmental goals and were asked to indicate if
they ‘‘considered each of the following a personal goal of mine’’
by responding either ‘‘yes’’ or ‘‘no’’ to each goal. Composite scores
were calculated for each participant summing the total number of
‘‘yes’’ responses (Cronbach’s a = .90 [Study 1]; .91 [Study 2]).

3.2. Results

Correlations and descriptive statistics of study variables are
shown in Table 1. Although need for cognition was only marginally
associated with pro-environmental goals (b = .19, p = .06), we
continued with the planned mediation analyses. Researchers have
argued that establishing a total relationship between a predictor
and outcome variable does not indicate that mediation is not

Table 1
Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics.

Variable Study 1 Study 2

1 2 3 Mean (SD) 1 2 3 Mean (SD)

1. NFC – 8.92 (21.94) – 21.03 (26.98)
2. EA .32 – 316.77 (40.22) .29 – 336.82 (53.33)
3. Goals .19 .45 1 31.67 (9.23) .38 .62 – 34.01 (9.58)

Note. Bolded correlations are significant at p < .01. NFC = need for cognition;
EA = environmental attitudes; Goals = pro-environmental goals.
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present (Hayes, 2009, 2013). Indeed, there are instances when the
correlation between a predictor and outcome is nonsignificant, yet
mediation still exists (i.e., inconsistent mediation; MacKinon,
Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007).

We therefore proceeded by testing if environmental attitudes
mediated the link between need for cognition and pro-environ-
mental goal choice. As predicted, need for cognition was associated
with more positive attitudes toward the environment (b = .32,
t(91) = 3.23, p < .01). After adjusting for need for cognition, envi-
ronmental attitudes was associated with a higher number of pro-
environmental goals (b = .43, t(91) = 4.36, p < .01). Lastly, we tested
whether environmental attitudes mediate the link between need
for cognition and pro-environmental goal choice using the distri-
bution of the product of coefficients method (see Tofighi &
MacKinnon, 2011). As predicted, environmental attitudes mediate
the link between need for cognition and pro-environmental goal
choice (M ab = .06, SE ab = .02; 95% CI [.02; .11]; see Fig. 1).

4. Study 2

4.1. Method

4.1.1. Participants
Ninety-two participants (52% male; 77% white) living in the

United States were recruited via Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT),
a crowdsourcing Internet marketplace, to participate. Participants
were 19–67 years of age, with a mean of 36.54 years (SD =
12.72), and received compensation of $1.00 for participation.

4.1.2. Materials and procedure
Upon consent to participate in the study, participants com-

pleted an online survey hosted by Qualtrics. The materials used
in this study were identical to Study 1.

4.2. Results

Correlations and descriptive statistics of study variables are
shown in Table 1. We proceeded by testing if environmental
attitudes mediated the link between need for cognition and pro-
environmental goal choice. Need for cognition was significantly
associated with more pro-environmental goals (b = .34, p < .01).
As predicted, need for cognition was associated with more positive
attitudes toward the environment (b = .30, t(89) = 2.85, p < .01).
After adjusting for need for cognition, environmental attitudes
was associated with a higher number of pro-environmental goals
(b = .57, t(89) = 6.75, p < .01). We then tested whether environmen-
tal attitudes mediate the link between need for cognition and pro-
environmental goal choice using the distribution of the product of
coefficients method (see Tofighi & MacKinnon, 2011). As predicted,
environmental attitudes mediate the link between need for cogni-
tion and pro-environmental goal choice (M ab = .06, SE ab = .02;
95% CI [.02; .11]; see Fig. 2).

5. General discussion

Two separate studies support, and replicate, the predicted
model, such that environmental attitudes mediate the relationship
between need for cognition and pro-environmental goal choices.
As shown in Table 1, participants’ need for cognition scores were
significantly different. Participants recruited via AMT had an
overall higher score than the undergraduate sample. This could
be a possible explanation as to why the direct relationship between
need for cognition and pro-environmental goal choice was
significant in Study 2, but not in Study 1. Although mediation
was present in both samples, the significantly higher need for
cognition in the AMT sample suggests that this form of cognitive
motivation leads to the endorsement of more goals. The findings
of these two studies provide support that this model can be
generalized beyond student samples. However, these findings are
limited in the sense that these results apply specifically to pro-
environmental goals. Further research is warranted to replicate
this model in other domains. Practical application of this model
would benefit from behavioral measures of pro-environmental
behavior in future research.

The current research holds implications in various research
domains. In line with suggestions by Gollwitzer et al. (2012), we
investigated how need for cognition influences goal related cogni-
tions. Despite the large literature on need for cognition, this is the
first study, to our knowledge, to investigate need for cognition in
the domain of goal pursuit. Moreover, as public and academic
interest in pro-environmental behavior has become more
pronounced in recent years, these studies offer novel starting
points for identifying possible antecedents of pro-environmental
behaviors. Research on pro-environmental behavior (Bamberg &
Möser, 2007 for review) has largely neglected need for cognition
as a predictor of pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors, which
could potentially have a broad societal impact.

This research offers a new perspective in which the attitude–
behavior link can be empirically studied. We suggest that need
for cognition is a precursor to the relationship between attitudes
and behavior. Cognitive motivation should impact attitude
strength, rather than attitudes impacting cognitive motivation.
This perspective may provide fruitful avenues of research on atti-
tude-behavior correspondence. Toward this aim, we demonstrate
the psychological process in which need for cognition leads to
stronger attitudes toward the environment, and finally, to the
endorsement of more goals that are in accordance with those
attitudes.

6. Conclusion

Two studies indicate that the relationship between need for
cognition and pro-environmental goal choice is mediated by envi-
ronmental attitudes. Future research could apply this mediation
model to various domains, such as academic achievement or health

Fig. 1. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between need for
cognition and pro-environmental goal choice as mediated by environmental
attitudes. Bolded standardized regression coefficients significant at p < .01.

Fig. 2. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between need for
cognition and pro-environmental goal choice as mediated by environmental
attitudes. Bolded standardized regression coefficients significant at p < .01.
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and fitness goals. Moreover, replication of these findings in other
domains and experimental studies are warranted to establish cau-
sal links in the proposed model. The two studies presented offer
starting points for various avenues of research in the areas of goal
pursuit, need for cognition, and pro-environmental behavior.
Because there exists a substantial literature on need for cognition,
research can now focus on the application of this knowledge to
social phenomena and research domains that have thus far
remained neglected.
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