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We investigated factors that promote successfully pursuing collaborative activist pro-environmental goals.
Undergraduate students were randomly assigned to undergo a single session of Motivational Interviewing or a
directive, control intervention; immediately afterwards, they set two collaborative, activist pro-environmental
goals and rated how self-determined and self-eﬃcacious they felt about those goals. Approximately 7 weeks
later, they reported their progress on the goals and re-rated how self-determined and self-eﬃcacious they had
felt about the goals while they were pursuing them. Self-determined motivation both prospectively and concurrently predicted goal progress. Motivational Interviewing helped the goal progress of those participants who,
at pre-screening, reported engaging in many individual pro-environmental behaviors, but the more directive
approach worked better for those participants who were less ready to change. These results suggest the importance of attending to motivational variables if one hopes to increase people's engagement in collaborative,
activist pro-environmental behaviors.
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1. Introduction
Large-scale changes in people's behaviors and society's institutions
are necessary to address the environmental challenges humanity currently faces (Crompton & Kasser, 2009). Common pro-environmental
behaviors (PEBs) like recycling and buying organic food certainly reduce one's personal contributions to ecological degradation (Stern,
2000), but their impact on changing society's institutions is limited.
Stern (2000) noted that other PEBs are more activist in nature, as donating to charities and voting for pro-environmental politicians can
inﬂuence society; nonetheless, such PEBs' societal impact is modest
given their individualistic nature. Other activist PEBs are collaborative
in nature, as they involve working directly with other people by, for
example, participating in environmental organizations and/or protests
(Stern, 2000). Such behaviors probably hold the most promise for
changing society's unsustainable structures, laws, practices, and policies, as they are both activist and involve joining forces with other
individuals.
How might people's engagement in collaborative activist PEBs be
enhanced? One answer is to increase the quality and amount of motivation they might have for such behaviors. To this end, the present
study examines motivational variables drawn from three distinct theoretical traditions that might help people who rarely engage in
∗

collaborative activist PEBs to set and successfully pursue goals relevant
to such behaviors. Speciﬁcally, we examine the roles of Motivational
Interviewing, self-determined motivation, and self-eﬃcacy in promoting progress at goals relevant to collaborative activist PEBs; sections
1.1, 1.2, and 1.3 describe these motivational variables in detail.
1.1. Motivational Interviewing and pro-environmental behavior
Since Miller (1983) developed the techniques of Motivational Interviewing (MI) in his work with people addicted to substances, MI has
become a widely-adopted approach for helping people change many
types of behavior (Miller & Rollnick, 2013), including pro-environmental behaviors (Klonek, Guntner, Lehmann-Willenbrock, & Kauﬀeld,
2015). MI's deﬁning element is the person-centered approach it uses to
empathically guide clients toward resolving their ambivalence about
behavior change (Rosengren, 2009). MI practitioners pay close attention to when their clients' verbalizations demonstrate readiness for
change, known as change talk, and when clients' speech reﬂects a perceived inability to change, known as sustain talk (Miller & Rollnick,
2013). In response to these diﬀerent verbal cues, MI practitioners use a
variety of client-centered techniques (e.g., actively listening and providing reﬂective statements, aﬃrming the participant, asking openended questions) to help clients resolve their ambivalence about
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changing their behavior and develop their own solutions for behavior
change. Throughout, the MI practitioner also attempts to embody the
spirit of MI (Rosengren, 2009), i.e., the mindset that clients are their
own autonomous selves and the only people capable of changing their
behavior. In this way, an MI counseling session is a personalized and
dynamic conversation in which clients control the decision-making
process and adopt new behaviors at their own pace (Miller & Rollnick,
2013; Rosengren, 2009).
Implicit in MI's approach is the idea that some clients are more
ambivalent than are others about changing. Some clients exhibit little
ambivalence and feel satisﬁed with the status quo; MI practitioners
would respect this choice. Other clients exhibit more ambivalence,
vacillating between desires to maintain the status quo vs. to change
their behaviors; such clients are high in readiness to change (Rosengren,
2009) and are well-positioned to beneﬁt from MI. In the context of the
current study's aim of increasing collaborative activist PEBs, we expected that the people most ready to change are those who already
engage in many individual, non-activist PEBs (like recycling) or individual activist PEBs (like signing petitions). People who engage in
these types of PEBs may have relatively strong environmental concerns
and/or identities, and thus may experience some ambivalence about the
fact that they do not engage in collaborative activist PEBs. In contrast,
people who rarely engage in individual non-activist or individual activist PEBs likely have little environmental concern, and are therefore
unlikely to feel ambivalent about their lack of engagement in collaborative activist PEBs; MI is unlikely to motivate them.
We have three sets of reasons for believing that MI might be wellsuited for helping highly ready individuals successfully pursue goals
relevant to collaborative activist PEBs. First, when a practitioner follows MI's four main principles (i.e., supporting clients' autonomy,
rolling with their resistance, developing discrepancies between their
values and behavior, and building their self-eﬃcacy; Miller & Rollnick,
2013), participants are likely to begin articulating their pro-environmental values. Pro-environmental values are associated with pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors (de Groot & Steg, 2010), and environmental self-identity is strengthened when participants'
environmental identities and their pro-environmental goals are linked
to their previous PEBs (van der Werﬀ, Steg, & Keizer, 2014). This
strengthening of environmental identity, in turn, can further increase
people's pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Lacasse,
2016; Whitmarsh & O'Neill, 2010). Second, MI may prime environmental commitment and help people ready for engaging in collaborative activist PEBs to self-identify with biocentric values and take personal responsibility regarding environmental impacts, each of which is
associated with higher pro-environmental intentions and behaviors
(Arnocky, Stroink, & De Cicco, 2007; Hinds & Sparks, 2008). Third, by
acknowledging and aﬃrming the PEBs participants already engage in,
MI may reduce participants' feelings of environmental guilt, which can
help to increase their motivation for other PEBs (Bissing-Olson,
Fielding, & Iyer, 2016). In sum, the techniques used in MI might build
upon participants' existing pro-environmental values and the individualized PEBs they already engage in, thereby helping motivate
them to successfully pursue goals relevant to collaborative activist
PEBs.

People have many reasons for engaging in behaviors, and SDT organizes these reasons along a continuum ranging from highly self-determined reasons (which satisfy the need for autonomy) to more controlled reasons (which interfere with satisfaction of autonomy). Selfdetermined reasons for pursuing a behavior include intrinsic reasons
(i.e., for the fun and challenge inherent in the behavior) and identiﬁed
reasons (i.e., because the behavior is personally valued and important
to one's identity). Controlled reasons for pursuing a behavior include
introjected reasons (i.e., because one would feel anxious or guilty if one
did not do the behavior) and external reasons (i.e., one engages in the
behavior to obtain a reward or to avoid a punishment). Substantial
research demonstrates the validity of this continuum and its relevance
to many outcomes, including behavioral persistence and performance
(see Ryan & Deci, 2017, Chapter 8).
In addition to testing whether self-determined motivation for collaborative activist PEB goals positively correlates with progress at those
types of goals, we explored whether self-determined motivation mediates any beneﬁcial eﬀects that MI (vs. control) has on goal progress.
Although MI and SDT developed independently of each other, the two
approaches share a similar philosophy that focuses on empowering
individuals (Vansteenkiste & Sheldon, 2006). Given MI's focus on
helping individuals make their own decisions for pursuing new behaviors, MI (vs. a more directive approach) could facilitate a more selfdetermined (vs. controlled) set of reasons for pursuing collaborative
activist PEB goals which could, in turn, lead to greater goal progress.1
1.3. Self-eﬃcacy
The third motivational construct we tested was derived from
Bandura’s (1977, 1994) theory of self-eﬃcacy beliefs. Self-eﬃcacy is
one's belief that one can accomplish a designated course of action. Efﬁcacy beliefs are of two main types: outcome expectations, the belief that
a given behavior will yield a certain result, and personal eﬃcacy expectations, the belief that one will be able to carry out the behavior
successfully. Bandura's theory suggests that self-eﬃcacy for goals is
built through ﬁnding success in goal-related experiences, seeing others'
success in goal-related experiences, and reducing perceived goal-related
risks and anxieties. Hundreds of studies show the importance of selfeﬃcacy for health and academic behaviors (e.g., Pajares, 1996;
Strecher, DeVellis, Becker, & Rosenstock, 1986); other work shows that
self-eﬃcacy promotes PEBs (Lauren, Fielding, Smith, & Louis, 2016).
As with self-determined motivation, we both tested if self-eﬃcacy
positively correlates with progress at collaborative activist pro-environmental goals and explored whether it mediates any beneﬁcial effects MI has on goal progress. Because the techniques used by MI
practitioners, such as open-ended questions and aﬃrmations, guide
participants towards applying their previous experiences to decisions
about behavior change (Miller & Rollnick, 2013), MI's techniques align
with modes of building self-eﬃcacy proposed by Bandura (1977, 1994).
We therefore explored whether engaging in a session of MI (vs. a directive session) builds self-eﬃcacy in participants, which, in turn, helps
people make progress at their goals.
1.4. The present study

1.2. Self-determined motivation

Informed by MI, SDT, and self-eﬃcacy theory, we tested three main
hypotheses about motivational variables that could facilitate progress
at goals for collaborative activist PEBs. First, we predicted that participation in a single MI session (vs. a more directive, control session) will
help people who are highly ready to change successfully pursue goals

Motivational Interviewing shares much in common with the second
theory that informed this research: Self-determination theory (SDT).
SDT is a well-researched, general theory of human motivation that has
been widely applied to a variety of aspects of human behavior (Ryan &
Deci, 2017), including goals (Sheldon & Kasser, 1998) and PEBs
(Osbaldiston & Sheldon, 2003; de Groot & Steg, 2010). SDT argues that
optimal motivation, functioning, and well-being occur when people
experience the satisfaction of needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness; the present project focuses on autonomy.

1
While there is overlap between SDT's construct of autonomy-support and
MI's principles, MI is not synonymous with autonomy-support, as it includes
principles and techniques (e.g., developing discrepancies and promoting change
talk) that are distinct from autonomy-support.
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respond concerning sex; 23 participants identiﬁed as White, 4 as mixed
ethnicity, and 3 each as Black, Asian, and Hispanic. Age ranged from 18
to 22 (M = 20.25, SD = 1.34).

relevant to collaborative activist PEBs. Second, we predicted that progress at collaborative activist PEB goals will be positively correlated
with self-determined motivation for those goals. Third, we predicted
that progress at collaborative activist PEB goals will be positively correlated with self-eﬃcacy for those goals. In addition, we explored
whether the eﬀectiveness of MI (vs. control) on goal progress is mediated by goal self-determination and self-eﬃcacy, such that MI (vs.
control) promotes more self-determined and self-eﬃcacious goals,
which in turn promote progress at those goals.

2.2. Procedures and measures
Participants were emailed a 2083-word essay about industrialization, consumerism, and ecological destruction that concluded by suggesting that individual behaviors were insuﬃcient to meet current
ecological challenges and that collaborative activist PEBs were necessary. Participants then took a short quiz assessing their understanding
of the essay; on average, participants answered 7.37 of the 8 questions
correctly. Next, participants scheduled a time to meet individually for
20–30 minutes with the researcher to discuss the reading and their
environmental behavior. At this point, participants were randomized to
either the experimental or control group via an online random number
generator.

2. Methods
2.1. Subjects
Students at a small mid-western U.S. liberal arts college were recruited outside the cafeteria and in Environmental Studies classes by
oﬀering them a piece of candy in return for completing an 18-item
survey; 345 students completed the survey. These pre-screening items
asked the students to think about the last three months and report their
engagement in six individual non-activist PEBs (e.g., “used a reusable
water bottle”; rated on a 5-point scale (1 = never or almost never and
5 = always or almost always)), six individual activist PEBs (e.g., “donated money to an environmental cause”; rated on a 0 = no or 1 = yes
scale), and six collaborative activist PEBs (e.g., “volunteered for an
environmental organization”; also rated on a 0 = no or 1 = yes scale).
The 6 items per category were averaged to create scores for each type of
PEB.
Given that we wanted to study individuals who were not currently
engaged in collaborative activist PEBs but might be highly ready to do
so, we initially invited only those students who had not engaged in any
collaborative activist PEBs at pre-screening (i.e., had a score of 0 on that
variable) but who were highly engaged in either individual non-activist
or individual activist PEBs (i.e., scored 1 SD above the sample mean on
either of those variables at pre-screening). These students were told
that, in exchange for a $20 honorarium, they would engage in a
20–30 minute conversational session, complete some survey instruments, pursue environmentally-relevant goals over the course of several
weeks, and, at the end of the study, report on their success at those
goals. Unfortunately, response rates to our invitations were lower than
we hoped, so we loosened our criteria and included participants who
were perhaps less ready to change than we initially hoped. Ultimately
we invited 162 students who had rarely or never engaged in collaborative activist PEBs (i.e., had a score of 0 or 1 on that variable) but
were somewhat engaged in either individual non-activist or individual
activist PEBs (i.e., scored above the sample mean on either of those
variables).
Because we loosened our recruiting criteria, we created a variable
indexing each participant's Pre-screening Readiness. That is, because we
designed our study and MI intervention for people already highly engaged in individual PEBs (i.e., those other than collaborative activist
PEBs), we wanted to be able to assess the intervention's eﬀectiveness for
such highly-ready individuals in comparison to those who were less
ready. We therefore standardized participants' pre-screening scores on
their individual non-activist and individual activist PEBs, averaged
those standardized scores together, and then standardized this average
to create a Pre-screening Readiness variable (M = 0.00, SD = 1.00).
Ultimately, 39 students agreed to participate in the main study, 36
(92%) of whom completed all phases of the study and therefore constituted the sample on which analyses were conducted.2 Of these 36
students, 28 participants were female, 7 were male, and 1 did not

2.2.1. Motivational Interviewing vs. control session
All meetings began with the researcher (the ﬁrst author, a female
undergraduate at the college) asking for the participants' thoughts
about the essay. From that point, the researcher's behavior diverged.
In the control group (n = 18), the researcher reiterated the urgency
of acting against ecological destruction and tried to convince participants to adopt collaborative activist PEBs. Throughout, the researcher
added information to the conversation and reinforced the essay's emphasis on collaborative action. She praised the PEBs the participants
mentioned they already engaged in, but focused on convincing them to
adopt collaborative activist PEB goals. Ultimately, the researcher's aims
in the control group were to educate the participants and to convince
the participants to set collaborative activist goals.
In the experimental group (n = 18), the researcher and the participants engaged in a Motivational Interview (MI).3 The researcher applied MI's four core skills to the conversation: open-ended questions,
aﬃrmations, reﬂective listening, and summaries. These core skills were
complemented by the spirit of MI, including genuine respect for the
participant's autonomy, active eﬀorts to collaborate rather than dictate,
empowering the participant by building his or her self-eﬃcacy, and
evoking the ideas of the participant that suggest willingness to change.
The researcher's aim in the MI group was to guide the participants towards their own decisions about which collaborative activist goals best
align with their values.
2.2.2. Intervention measures
At the end of the conversation, the researcher provided participants
with example collaborative activist pro-environmental goals and asked
them to set two such goals to work on over the next several weeks.
Some goals set by participants include “Participate in Beekeeping
Club,” “Teach a class on sustainable menstrual products,” and
“Participate in the organization of a protest.” The researcher then asked
the participant to write down each of his/her goals and rate each goal
on six items.
The ﬁrst four items were used to compute a measure of how selfdetermined the individual felt about his/her goals (Sheldon & Kasser,
1998). Using a 9-point scale (1 = Not at all because of this reason and
9 = Completely because of this reason), participants rated four reasons
they might be pursuing the goal, corresponding to external (“somebody
else wants me to pursue this goal”), introjected (“I would feel guilty if I
didn't pursue this goal”), identiﬁed (“it is an important goal to pursue”),
Before the study commenced, the ﬁrst author participated in two
Motivational Interviewing trainings conducted by a member of the
Motivational Interviewing Network of Trainers. The ﬁrst author also practiced
MI with several pilot subjects before commencing work with the actual participants.
3

2

Because only 3 participants dropped out of the study, we did not conduct
attrition analyses. We have no information regarding their age, sex, or ethnicity
(since those data were collected at Follow-up), but can report that 2 were in the
MI group and 1 was in the control group.
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goal standing, success, and satisfaction yielded a single factor that accounted for 90.48% of the variance and on which each variable
loaded > 0.93. We therefore z-scored all variables and averaged them
to create a goal progress variable used in the following analyses
(M = 0.00, SD = 0.95).
Participants also completed follow-up measures of self-determined
motivation (M = 3.58, SD = 9.62), PSE (M = 6.85, SD = 1.81), and
OSE (M = 5.81, SD = 1.79) for each of their goals, following the same
procedures as at intervention but rating how they felt during the weeks
they had been pursuing each goal.

and intrinsic motivation (“it would be fun for me to pursue this goal”).
Following established scoring procedures, a summary score for each
goal was computed by weighting the external rating by −2, the introjected rating by −1, the identiﬁed rating by +1, and the intrinsic
rating by +2; we then averaged these scores across the two goals.4
Higher scores indicate more self-determined motivation for the collaborative activist PEB goals set by the participant (M = 9.10,
SD = 7.90).
Participants then rated each goal on two items concerning self-efﬁcacy using a 9-point scale (1 = Not at All and 9 = Very Much). The
personal self-eﬃcacy (PSE) item (M = 7.22, SD = 1.31) asked participants “the extent to which you feel you have the skills and resources
necessary to accomplish this goal”; the outcome self-eﬃcacy (OSE) item
(M = 6.39, SD = 1.47) asked participants “the extent to which you feel
your goal will eventually yield environmental beneﬁts.” Scores were
averaged across the two goals.
Finally, to check the integrity of the MI vs. control manipulation, the
intervention questionnaire asked participants to rate six aspects of the
researcher's behavior during the meeting on a 5-point scale
(1 = Strongly Disagree and 5 = Strongly Agree). Four items assessed the
researcher's adherence to MI principles (e.g., “I feel like the experimenter and I were working together to develop my goals”, “I feel like
the experimenter supported my choices”) and two items assessed how
much the researcher was attempting to direct the participant's decision
(e.g., “I feel like the experimenter was trying to convince me to adopt
certain goals” and “I feel like the experimenter was trying hard to
educate me about my behavior”). After reversing these latter two items,
the six items were averaged to create a Researcher MI-adherence score
(M = 3.69, SD = 0.84; Cronbach's alpha = .79).

3. Results
3.1. Preliminary analyses
We tested whether random assignment to MI vs. control was successful by conducting independent samples t-tests on the three Prescreening PEBs. As reported in Table 1, each diﬀerence was non-signiﬁcant. These results suggest that when the study began, participants
in the MI group had engaged in the same amount of PEBs over the
previous 3 months as did participants in the control group.
As a manipulation check, we tested the participants’ perceptions of
how the researcher had behaved during the MI and control sessions. An
independent-samples t-test revealed a signiﬁcant diﬀerence between
the MI group (M = 4.22, SD = 0.43) and the control group (M = 3.15,
SD = 0.82) on the Researcher MI-adherence score (t(34) = 4.93,
p < .001, d = 1.63). Thus, MI participants perceived the researcher to
be signiﬁcantly more supportive of their choices than did control group
participants, who perceived the researcher as more directive.
3.2. Primary analyses

2.2.3. Follow-up measures
Two, four, and six weeks after the interview, participants were
emailed reminders about their two goals as a way to keep these goals in
participants’ focal awareness amidst their many other competing priorities. After about seven weeks, participants scheduled a session where
they completed follow-up measures and were given their $20 honorarium.
At follow-up, participants were presented with their two goals and
made three sets of ratings regarding their progress on each goal. The
ﬁrst item, concerning goal standing (Koestner, Powers, Milyavskaya,
Carbonneau, & Hope, 2015), asked participants to answer “Where do
you currently stand on this goal?” by circling one of the following options: (a) “I achieved this goal”; (b) “I made some progress but did not
fully achieve this goal”; (c) “I abandoned this goal”; or (d) “I failed at
this goal.” Following Koestner et al. (2015), an index of goal success
was calculated as follows: (2 × the number of successful goals) + (the
number of continuing goals) − (the number of abandoned goals) –
(2 × the number of failed goals); M = −1.06, SD = 2.41. The second
item, concerning goal success, asked participants to “rate how successful
you were in accomplishing your goal” on a 9-point scale (1 = Not at all
and 9 = Very) scale; scores were averaged across the two goals
(M = 2.82, SD = 2.06). Third, participants rated “the extent to which
you feel each of the following emotions regarding your current standing
on your goal” using a 9-point scale (1 = Not at all and 9 = Very much)
scale; the emotions included three positive emotions (e.g., “proud”) and
ﬁve negative emotions (e.g., “stressed”). After reverse-scoring the negative emotions and averaging across the two goals, we followed
Koestner et al. (2015) in calculating an average goal satisfaction score
(M = 4.73, SD = 1.63). Notably, all three means on the goal measures
were rather low, suggesting that participants did not feel that they
made much progress at their goals. A factor analysis of the scores on

3.2.1. Correlations
Table 2 presents correlations between all primary study variables,
focusing on the relationships between Follow-up Goal Progress and the
goal variables assessed at intervention and at follow-up. Follow-up Goal
Progress was signiﬁcantly positively correlated with both Intervention
and Follow-up Self-determined Motivation. Thus, people made more
progress at their goals when they felt self-determined about their goals.
Follow-up Goal Progress was also marginally positively correlated with
Follow-up PSE.
3.2.2. Group diﬀerences
Table 3 presents the results of independent samples t-tests examining whether the intervention aﬀected any of the goal variables. No
signiﬁcant eﬀects were found for Follow-up Goal Progress, any of the
Intervention goal variables, or the Follow-up PSE or OSE variables. The
only signiﬁcant eﬀect was that participants in the MI condition reported
higher levels of self-determined motivation at Follow-up than did those
in the control condition.
3.2.3. Regressions
Recall that we had initially intended to test the eﬀectiveness of MI
(vs. control) sessions on individuals who were potentially highly ready
Table 1
Comparisons of Motivational Interviewing vs. Control on Pre-screening Proenvironmental Behaviors.
Variable

Motivational Interviewing

Individual non-activist 23.83 (2.60)
PEBs
Individual activist PEBs
3.56 (1.25)
Collaborative activist
0.07 (0.09)
PEBs

4
A clerical error occurred in transcribing one goal of one participant, and so
analyses for this person were based on the single correct goal, rather than the
average scores relevant to two goals.

Note: None of the t-tests are signiﬁcant; n = 36.
89

Control

t-test

Cohen's d

24.50 (3.09) −0.70 −0.23
2.94 (1.39)
0.06 (0.08)

1.39
0.33

0.47
0.12
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Table 2
Pearson correlations of primary study variables.
Follow-up
Goal Progress
Intervention
Self-determined Motivation
Intervention
Personal Self-eﬃcacy
Intervention
Outcome Self-eﬃcacy
Follow-up
Self-determined Motivation
Follow-up
Personal Self-eﬃcacy
Follow-up
Outcome Self-eﬃcacy

Intervention
Self-determined Motivation

Intervention
Intervention
Follow-up
Follow-up
Personal Self-eﬃcacy Outcome Self-eﬃcacy Self-determined Motivation Personal Self-eﬃcacy

0.48**
0.15

0.33+

0.24

0.63**

0.39*

0.44**

0.72**

0.23

0.60**

0.30+

0.25

0.34*

0.35*

0.34*

0.26

0.52**

0.34*

0.70**

0.60**

0.54**

Note: + = p < .10; * = p < .05; ** = p < .01. n = 36.

Table 3
Comparisons of Motivational Interviewing vs. Control on Intervention and Follow-up Goal Self-determined Motivation and Self-eﬃcacy and on Follow-up Goal
Progress.
Variable

Motivational Interviewing

Control

t-test

Cohen's d

Intervention Self-determined Motivation
Intervention Personal Self-eﬃcacy
Intervention Outcome Self-eﬃcacy
Follow-up Self-determined Motivation
Follow-up Personal Self-eﬃcacy
Follow-up Outcome Self-eﬃcacy
Follow-up Goal Progress

9.14
7.50
6.72
7.31
7.28
6.28
0.01

9.06
6.94
6.06
−0.14
6.42
5.33
−0.01

0.03
1.29
1.38
2.49*
1.45
1.62
0.09

0.01
0.43
0.46
0.83
0.48
0.54
0.02

(7.46)
(1.51)
(1.68)
(8.19)
(1.53)
(1.58)
(0.84)

(8.52)
(1.03)
(1.17)
(9.71)
(2.01)
(1.90)
(1.08)

Note: * = p < .05. n = 36.

and Pre-screening Readiness was marginally signiﬁcant in all three
models (ps = .071, .070, and .055 respectively). All six interactions
were of the same basic form: At high levels of Pre-screening Readiness,
participants who received MI, or who perceived the researcher as embodying the spirit of MI, reported more Follow-up Goal Progress than
participants who received the directive intervention, or who perceived
the researcher as more directive; in contrast, at lower levels of Prescreening Readiness, participants who received the directive intervention, or who perceived the researcher as more directive, made more
Goal Progress than participants who received the MI intervention, or
who perceived the researcher as embodying the spirit of MI. Fig. 1
shows this interaction for the regression reported in Model 1a.
We probed the form of this interaction more fully by conducting
ﬂoodlight analyses (Spiller, Fitzsimons, Lynch, & McClelland, 2013) for
each of the six models. The general pattern of these results again suggested that at high levels of Pre-screening Readiness there were positive
eﬀects of MI vs. control and of Researcher MI-adherence on Follow-up
Goal Progress, whereas at lower levels of Pre-screening Readiness there
were negative eﬀects of MI vs. control and of Researcher MI-adherence
on Follow-up Goal Progress. That said, as shown in the last two rows of
Table 4, the ﬂoodlight analyses suggested substantial inconsistency
regarding the levels of Pre-screening Readiness at which the eﬀects of
Intervention Group or of Researcher MI-adherence were signiﬁcantly
related to Follow-up Goal Progress. Instead, the results suggest that the
interaction is in the form of a relatively weak, albeit consistently present, cross-over interaction of the form presented in Fig. 1.

to adopt new behaviors relevant to collaborative activist PEBs. Because
we were unsuccessful in meeting our initial recruitment criteria (see
Section 2.1), the ﬁnal sample included some participants who were
perhaps less ready to take on this new behavior. As such, an adequate
test of our hypothesis required testing whether participants' goal progress was an interactive function of the type of intervention that participants received and of participants’ Pre-screening Readiness (i.e.,
how much they had been engaging in individual non-activist and individual activist PEBs before the study began).
We tested this interaction hypothesis via six regression analyses
predicting Follow-up Goal progress. In Models 1a, 2a, and 3a, we entered a contrast-coded variable representing Intervention Group (control = −1, MI = +1), centered Pre-screening Readiness, and a term
coding the interaction between Intervention Group and Pre-screening
Readiness; this allowed us to examine whether the type of intervention
to which participants were exposed interacted with Pre-screening
Readiness to predict Follow-up Goal Progress. In Models 1b, 2b, and 3b,
instead of using the contrast coded variable representing Intervention
Group, we entered the Researcher MI-adherence score and used it in the
calculation of the interaction term; this allowed us to examine whether
participants’ perception that the researcher embodied the spirit of MI
(vs. being more directive) interacted with Pre-screening Readiness to
predict Follow-up Goal Progress. In Models 1a and 1b, we tested the
eﬀects of these variables after controlling for scores on the Prescreening Collaborative Activist PEB measure (as some subjects had
done zero and others had done one such PEB in the three months before
Pre-screening assessment occurred). In Models 2a and 2b, we added the
Intervention PSE, OSE, and Self-determined Motivation variables,
whereas in Models 3a and 3b we added the parallel variables from the
Follow-up data collection.
As shown in Table 4, the interaction between Intervention Group
and Pre-screening Readiness was marginally signiﬁcant in Model 1a
(p = .073) and Model 2a (p = .051) and was signiﬁcant in Model 3a
(p = .025). The parallel interaction between Researcher MI-adherence

3.3. Exploratory analyses
We had planned to explore the possibility that goal self-determination and/or goal self-eﬃcacy mediated the eﬀects of MI (vs. control)
on progress at collaborative activist PEB goals. This, however, was not
possible because there were no eﬀects of MI vs. control on Follow-up
Goal Progress (see Table 3), and, as such, no relationship between these
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Table 4
Regression Analyses predicting Follow-up Goal Progress with Floodlight Johnson-Neyman Regions.
Predictor Variable

Pre-screening Collaborative Activist PEBs
Pre-screening Readiness
MI vs. Control
Interaction of Pre-screening Readiness and
MI vs. Control
Researcher MI-adherence
Interaction of Pre-screening Readiness and
Researcher MI-adherence
Self-determined Motivation
Personal Self-eﬃcacy
Outcome Self-eﬃcacy
Johnson-Neyman Lower Level
Johnson-Neyman Upper Level

Regressions without Self-determination
or Eﬃcacy variables

Regressions with Intervention Selfdetermination and Eﬃcacy variables

Regressions with Follow-up Selfdetermination and Eﬃcacy variables

Model 1a

Model 2a

Model 3a

.19
.17
−.01
.32+
–
–

Model 1b
.15
.18
–
–
.29+
.32+

–
–
–
None
None

.20
−.01
.06
.35+

–
–
–
None
0.24*

–
–

Model 2b
.17
.03
–
–
.15
.34+

.62**
−.05
−.21
−1.79+
1.30+

.19
.14
−.23
.36*

.55*
−.01
−.23
None
1.50+

–
–
.48*
.33+
−.18
−0.32*
None

Model 3b
.16
.16
–
–
.04
.33+
.40+
.27
−.17
None
None

Note: + = p < .10; * = p < .05; ** = p < .01. n = 36. Models 1a, 2a, and 3a use the Contrast Coded MI (+1) vs. Control (−1) variable and the interaction
between MI vs. Control and Pre-screening Readiness in the equations; Models 1b, 2b, and 3b use Researcher MI-adherence and the interaction between Researcher
MI-adherence and Pre-screening Readiness in the equations. Models 2a and 2b use Intervention Self-determined motivation, Personal self-eﬃcacy, and Outcome selfeﬃcacy; Models 3a and 3b use Follow-up Self-determined motivation, Personal self-eﬃcacy, and Outcome Self-eﬃcacy. Betas are reported for all regressions. The
Johnson-Neyman Levels represent the values of Pre-screening Readiness below which (for the lower level) and above which (for the upper level) there is a signiﬁcant
(or marginally signiﬁcant) eﬀect of MI vs. Control (in Models 1a, 2a, and 3a) or of Researcher MI-adherence (in Models 1b, 2b, and 3b) on Follow-up Goal Progress.
F
O
L
L
O
W
U
P
P
R
O
G
R
E
S
S

Low Pre-screening
Readiness

activism concerning ecologically-supportive outcomes. We examined
how progress at goals relevant to such collaborative activist PEBs was
predicted by three distinct motivational variables: experiencing a single
session of Motivational Interviewing (vs. a directive, control session;
Miller & Rollnick, 2013), self-determined motivation for one's goals
(Ryan & Deci, 2017), and self-eﬃcacy for one's goals (Bandura, 1977,
1994).
Results suggested a complex relationship between MI and goal
progress that was dependent on participants' readiness to change.
Speciﬁcally, participants who had previously engaged in many individual PEBs (e.g., recycled paper, donated to an environmental organization) made more progress at their collaborative, activist pro-environmental goals if they received a single session of MI than if they
received a more directive, control session, but participants who had
previously engaged in relatively few individual PEBs made more goal
progress if they received a more directive, control session than a session
of MI. A similar cross-over interaction occurred when we analyzed the
results using a measure of the participants’ perception that the researcher embodied the spirit of MI vs. acted in a more directive fashion.
While this cross-over interaction was consistently present across analyses, it was frequently marginally signiﬁcant, and ﬂoodlight analyses
suggested that there was no consistent level of participant readiness at
which the eﬀects on goal progress of MI vs. control or of perception of
the researcher were signiﬁcantly diﬀerent.
On the one hand, the beneﬁcial eﬀects of MI (vs. control) on goal
progress are consistent with studies that have shown the usefulness of MI
for promoting PEBs (Klonek et al., 2015). On the other hand, the fact that
participants who had previously engaged in relatively few individual proenvironmental behaviors beneﬁted more from a directive approach than
from MI is consistent with other studies showing that the eﬀectiveness of
goal-based interventions sometimes depends on participant characteristics
(e.g., Ferguson & Sheldon, 2010; Sheldon, Kasser, Smith, & Share, 2002).
Given the current ﬁndings and these other studies, as well as research
showing that people prefer diﬀerent forms of social support (Cutrona,
1990), we recommend that researchers attempt to replicate the current
interaction so that the literature might become clearer about how best to
motivate people who vary in their readiness to adopt collaborative activist
PEBs. Such research would do well to use a substantially larger sample
than ours, as well as to give participants more than one session of MI and
the opportunity to interact with a counselor more highly-trained in MI
than was the researcher here.

High Pre-screening
Readiness

Fig. 1. Interaction of Pre-screening Readiness and MI vs. Control group on
Follow-up Goal Progress.
Note: The ﬁgure is based on Model 1a (see Table 4) and presents predicted
values of Follow-up Goal Progress for participants in the Control or the Motivational Interviewing Group who were 1 Standard Deviation above or below
the mean on Pre-Screening Readiness; the sample mean of Pre-screening Collaborative Activist PEBs was used for all participants in these calculations.

variables to be mediated. Given, however, that Pre-screening Readiness
and type of counseling session interacted to predict Follow-up Goal
Progress (see Table 4), we explored whether this interaction might be
related to the proposed mediators. However, no signiﬁcant interaction
eﬀects were revealed for any of the Self-determined Motivation or
Personal Self-eﬃcacy variables; the only potential mediator that this
interaction term was even marginally signiﬁcantly related to was Intervention OSE, but (as shown in Table 2) this variable was unrelated to
Follow-up Goal Progress. These results suggest that whatever the process is through which Intervention Group interacts with Pre-screening
Readiness to aﬀect progress at collaborative activist PEB goals, it is
likely not goal self-determination or goal self-eﬃcacy.
4. Discussion
Past studies have investigated ways to motivate people to engage in
PEBs such as recycling, donating money to environmental causes, etc.
The present study examined ways to motivate people to engage in another important PEB: joining with other individuals to engage in
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People's progress at their goals was consistently positively associated
with how much they endorsed self-determined reasons (i.e., because such
a goal was fun and/or valuable to them) and denied controlled reasons
(i.e., because of guilt or external inducements) for their goals. Importantly,
these ﬁndings were signiﬁcant when self-determined motivation was assessed both seven weeks before and concurrently with measures of goal
progress, as well as when other motivational variables were controlled (see
Table 4). Such ﬁndings add to the literature showing the importance of
self-determined motivation for pro-environmental behaviors (Osbaldiston
& Sheldon, 2003; de Groot & Steg, 2010).
Surprisingly, participants' ratings of goal self-eﬃcacy bore little
relationship with goal progress. Outcome beliefs were never related to
goal progress, and personal eﬃcacy beliefs were only marginally associated with goal progress when these two variables were assessed
concurrently. Such ﬁndings suggest that individuals' beliefs about the
ultimate impact their goals will have on the world are relatively unimportant in determining their progress at collaborative, activist PEB
goals. Further, the ﬁndings suggest that individuals may be relatively
poor at predicting whether they have the skills to succeed at collaborative, activist PEB goals. Another possibility is that the single-item
measures we used to assess self-eﬃcacy lacked validity. Given past
research showing the importance of self-eﬃcacy for success at PEBs
(Lauren et al., 2016), we suggest that more research is needed to explore this construct's role in success at collaborative activist pro-environmental goals.
A secondary intention of this project was to explore whether selfdetermined motivation and self-eﬃcacy mediated any eﬀects of MI on
goal progress. We found no evidence supporting this idea. Importantly,
however, MI was eﬀective in helping participants achieve sustained
self-determined motivation for their goals over the course of approximately seven weeks (see Table 3). Such ﬁndings support suggestions
that MI and SDT may beneﬁt from integration (Teixeira, Palmeira, &
Vansteenkiste, 2012; Vansteenkiste & Sheldon, 2006).
The current project had numerous limitations. First, the sample was
composed of U.S. college students and was predominantly female and
White; research should test whether our results replicate in more heterogeneous samples. Second, the sample size was quite small, limiting
statistical power and increasing the likelihood of Type II errors; although other MI intervention studies occasionally use small samples,
future researchers should obtain much larger samples. Third, all measures were assessed via self-report; research could correct for reporting
biases or use more objective ways to assess goal progress. Fourth,
participants reported low goal progress, suggesting that neither MI nor
the directive intervention were especially eﬀective at promoting progress at collaborative activist PEB goals. Fifth, given the relatively weak
results that occurred for self-eﬃcacy, researchers could examine SDT's
concept of competence. Finally, the present study ignored the role of
relatedness needs; research could combine MI sessions with support
groups to help participants feel more connected to others as they pursue
their goals.
Despite these weaknesses, the current study's results suggest that
environmental educators and activists who hope to encourage individuals to become more involved in collaborative, activist pro-environmental behaviors would do well to attend to motivational variables such as individuals' feelings of self-determination for their goals.
Further, our results suggest that motivational interventions may need to
be matched to individuals' potential readiness to take on new and difﬁcult PEBs.
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