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INVESTIGATING THE COGNITIVE
EFFORT PARADOX' IN PRO-
ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR
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WHY COGNITIVE EFFORT?

Underlies many pro-environmental behaviors but is often
overlooked in the literature
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WE NEED INDIVIDUAL AND SYSTEM LEVEL
CHANGES

BUT: individual responsibility framing as
a delay strategy from fossil fuel industry

X <  Post
W& @bp_plc
The first step to reducing your emissions is to know where you stand.
Find out your #carbonfootprint with our new calculator & share your
pledge today!
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‘”//} ”\% climate chang¢e
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Chapter 5

Demand, Services and Social Aspects of Mitigation
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USING INSIGHTS FROM
FUNDAMENTAL
RESEARCH




INSIGHTS FROM COGNITIVE NEUROSCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

[ﬁﬂﬁ] — People consistently avoid more effortful options
(Kool et al., 2010)
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INSIGHTS FROM COGNITIVE NEUROSCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

[ﬁﬂﬁ] — People consistently avoid more effortful options
(Kool et al., 2010)

% — People are willing to forgo monetary rewards to
avolid effort (westorook et al., 2013)
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INSIGHTS FROM COGNITIVE NEUROSCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

[ﬁﬂﬁ] — People consistently avoid more effortful options
(Kool et al., 2010)

% — People are willing to forgo monetary rewards to
avolid effort (westorook et al., 2013)

m — Fundamentally it is a tradeoff between the costs
_ and benefits of spending effort

GHENT
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INSIGHTS FROM COGNITIVE NEUROSCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

— Spending cognitive effort can increase the value

of an outcome from an effortful action Bogdanov et al.
2022, Norton et al., 2012)
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INSIGHTS FROM COGNITIVE NEUROSCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

— Spending cognitive effort can increase the value

of an outcome from an effortful action Bogdanov et al.
2022, Norton et al., 2012)

— People can value spending effort itself (ciay et al., 2022)
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EFFORT PARADOX

Effort can be both a cost and source of value (nzicht et al.,
2018)

After effort is spent:
Cognitive effort as a
source of value

Before effort is spent:
Cognitive effort as a
behavioral cost
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EFFORT AS A BARRIER




PERSONAL REWARDS ARE MORE MOTIVATING
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TRADEOFF PERSONAL COSTS &
ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS

Identify all those stimuli with an even first digit and an odd
second digit. For example, you should click on "25",
because the first digit (2) is even and the second digit is

o 5) Personal costs vs environmental benefits

47 72 39 59 15 84 88 82 44
M O>OOo0oaoaoao
50 38 68 46 32 81 67 71 69
OO0o0O0O0+dMJ4d0d M
35 48 25 78 73 87 18 74
O o0OMO0OGDOdO

74

O

32 75 28 82 82 62 51

29
. o odoodabadao , :
¥ / Page size: Donation amounts:

The next page will contain 40 numbers and we will donate ‘

0.20 Euro for the protection of the rainforest if you 40, 80, 120, 160, 200 numbers 10, 20, 30 Cent

complete this page.

57
[
84
O
89
Ll
66
O

If you decide to complete this page, please do so
thoroughly because we can only count pages that are at
least 90% correct. We will not give you feedback, so please
check whether your answers are correct before proceeding
to the next page.

Do you want to complete this page? VERDE

yes no Eden Reforestation Projects

_ ® © y,
Fig. 1 The Work for Environmental Protection Task (WEPT)
-
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ANTICIPATED EFFORT IS AVOIDED

1.0 -
Donation amount
—e— £0.10
—eo— £0.20
0.8 - —eo— £0.30 ]
| But donating to an
environmental
0.6

! organization can
*H___ _ mitigate this to some

\% extent

Proportion of completed WEPT pages
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023 0 00O .
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0.0 L— . . . : .
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-
% Errorbars are 95% CI
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EFFORT AS A SOURCE
OF VALUE




WHAT HAPPENS AFTER EFFORT WAS SPENT?

Work for Environmental
Protection Task

Eden Reforestation Projects

odd (5).
47 72 39 59 15 84 88
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Identify all those stimuli with an even first digit and an odd
second digit. For example, you should click on "25"
because the first digit (2) is even and the second digit is
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Donation decision

The next page will contain 40 numbers and we will donate
0.20 Euro for the protection of the rainforest if you
complete this page.

If you decide to complete this page, please do so
thoroughly because we can only count pages that are at
least 90% correct. We will not give you feedback, so please
check whether your answers are correct before proceeding
to the next page.

Do you want to complete this page?

yes no

N

® ) )

). 1 The Work for Environmental Protection Task (WEPT)

GHENT
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What would you like to do with the bonus payment?

| keep the £0.20. | donate to OroVerde.

| donate to Eden Projects.

Kusch, Krebs and Lange (2025), Lange and Dewitte (2023) 16




EFFORT INCREASES DONATION WILLINGNESS

0.6 1

completed the WEPT for:
B OroVerde
B Eden Projects

After doing the task to generate
donations, participants were more
likely to donate to their assigned
organization than to the alternative

proportion

donated to donated to kept
OroVerde Eden Projects the £0.20

GHENT
UNIVERSITY Kusch, Krebs and Lange (2025), Lange and Dewitte (2023) 17



THE ENVIRONMENTAL
IMPACT OF
GENERATIVE Al




CHOOSING Al OR OWN COGNITIVE EFFORT?

> S

Cognitive effort

&)

— direct tradeoff between spending cognitive effort
and time & accepting negative environmental
Impact
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Al DECISION TASK

Personal costs (3 levels) VS Environmental impact (3 levels)

Essay length: @ @ @ .
100, 200 or 300 words
Al model 1 @@@@

w2 (D@ © @ @
e (D @ © ©® @
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STUDENTS ARE WILLING TO SPEND EXTRA
EFFORT TO AVOID AI'S ENVIRONMENTAL COSTS

Environmental impact
——————

medium

« N=164
e student sample
o 77.4% female
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TAKE HOME MESSAGES

1. We can use insights from

fundamental cognitive 2. Cognitive effort is important for many pro-
neuroscientific research environmental behaviors that acts as a
for studying climate action barrier and a source of value:

a. Barrier: individuals are less motivated
to spend effort for environmental than
personal benefits

Source of value: individuals are more
likely to donate money to an
environmental organization after having
already invested effort in the
organization

3. Students are willing to
spend extra cognitive effort b
to avoid even small '
environmental costs when
deciding whether to use
generative Al

GHENT
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