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Vivisecting the religious mind: religiosity and motivated
social cognition
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ABSTRACT The relation between motivated social cognition and the religiosity dimensions,

which Wulff (1991, 1997) described (Exclusion vs. Inclusion of Transcendence and Literal vs.

Symbolic), was investigated in a Flemish speaking Belgian student sample (N¼330). The Need

for Closure Scale (NFC, Webster & Kruglanski, 1994) was used to measure motivated social

cognition and the Post-Critical Belief Scale (Duriez et al., 2000) was used to measure Wulff’s

religiosity dimensions. Although NFC was expected to relate to the Literal vs. Symbolic

dimension only, results also revealed a relation between NFC and the Exclusion vs. Inclusion of

Transcendence dimension. However, whereas the former relationship is due to the NFC facets,

Discomfort with Ambiguity and Closed-Mindedness, the latter relation can be attributed to the

facets, Order and Structure and Predictability. Results obtained in a second Flemish speaking

Belgian student sample (N¼392) confirm these findings. Thus, apparently, whereas religious

belief as such seems to be associated with a preference for order and structure as well as

predictability, it is those who deal with religious content in a literal way who are incapable of

dealing with alternative opinions.

Kruglanski (1989) argued that knowledge, beliefs and attitudes are arrived at

through the process of a motivated search for information. A central construct in
this theory is the need for nonspecific cognitive closure, which refers to the desire
for any firm belief on a given topic, as opposed to further ambiguity. Though need

for closure may vary as a function of the situation (e.g., Kruglanski & Webster,
1991; Kruglanski et al., 1993), it also represents a dimension of stable individual

differences (Webster & Kruglanski, 1994). According to Kruglanski (1989), the
need for closure might spring from various sources. In particular, five facets are

assumed to represent the universe of the construct (Webster & Kruglanski, 1994).
Persons with a high need for closure would (1) desire order and structure in their

lives, (2) prefer predictable situations, (3) experience a desire to reach closure,
which is reflected in the decisiveness of judgements and choices, (4) experience
ambiguous situations devoid of closure as aversive and (5) be unwilling to have
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one’s knowledge and beliefs confronted and hence rendered insecure by

inconsistent evidence or alternative opinions. Thus, some people may desire
closure because they value ordered environments, whereas others may seek

closure out of a concern for predictability, decisiveness, ambiguity-avoidance or
sticking to their own knowledge, belief or opinion. Of course, closure may be

desired for more than one reason. Hence, the different facets are considered
additive in their impact on the total need for closure (Kruglanski et al., 1997).
Note that, although Kruglanski and his colleagues treat intolerance for ambiguity

and closed-mindedness (respectively the fourth and the fifth facet of the need for
closure) as motivational constructs, psychological theorizing traditionally framed

these concepts in terms of cognitive styles (e.g., Sorrentino & Short, 1986;
Rokeach, 1960). This point of view of Kruglanski and his colleagues is largely in

line with the theory of the authoritarian personality (Adorno et al., 1950), which
depicts rigidity as motivated by psychodynamic defences (Kruglanski &

Webster, 1996).
Previous research suggests that at least some of the need for closure facets and

related constructs are positively related to religiosity. In this respect, no matter

how it was measured, religiosity has been related to intolerance of ambiguity
(Budner, 1962; Feather, 1964; Hassan & Khalique, 1981; Lansky & Pihl, 1976;

Sinha & Hassan, 1975), dogmatism (Di Giuseppe, 1971; Hoge & Carroll,
1973; Kilpatrick et al., 1970; Paloutzian et al., 1978; Parker, 1991; Raschke, 1973;

Swindell & L’Abate, 1970; Thompson, 1974; Wahrman, 1981; Wilson, 1985)
and rigidity (Ahmad, 1973; Hassan & Khalique, 1981). However, as Maltby

(1998) noted, these relations might not be very pronounced. Some studies even
suggest that religiosity is independent of intolerance of ambiguity, dogmatism and

rigidity (Eckhardt & Newcombe, 1969; Francis, 1997). Some studies also seem to
suggest that the way in which religion is perceived and treated might be more
important than religiosity as such. Kaboe (1974) found that dogmatism was

related to extrinsic but not to intrinsic religiosity (Allport & Ross, 1967). Feather
(1967) did find a relation between religious affiliation and intolerance of

ambiguity and dogmatism, but this relation was obscured by the kind of religious
affiliation, with members of fundamentalist groups obtaining higher intolerance

of ambiguity and dogmatism scores than members of liberal religious groups
(cf. Glass, 1971). In a similar vain, Stanley (1963) argued that it is funda-

mentalism that represents the religious manifestation of the closed mind, and
Pargament et al. (1985) argued that churches may selectively attract and keep
members with and/or shape members towards varying levels of tolerance of

ambiguity.
The present study aims to clarify whether and how need for closure relates to

religiosity. In this respect, Wulff (1991, 1997) recently provided an interesting
perspective on religiosity. According to Wulff (1991, 1997), all possible attitudes

to religion can be summarized along two dimensions. The Exclusion vs. Inclusion
of Transcendence dimension specifies whether the objects of religious interest are

granted participation in a transcendent reality. The Literal vs. Symbolic
dimension indicates whether religious expressions are interpreted literally or
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symbolically. In this way, a distinction can be made between the effects of

being religious or not (Exclusion vs. Inclusion of Transcendence) and the effects
of the way in which religion and religious contents are approached (either in a

literal or in a symbolical way). Hence, according to Wulff, one can dogmatically
adhere to both atheism and religion. Both can be examples of a rigidity that

precludes reality and logic by insisting that one correct idea or belief must
prevail. Thus, rather than religion per se, dealing with religious contents in a
fundamentalist, dogmatic, literal way would constitute the real threat to reason.

Hence, need for closure is expected to relate to the Literal vs. Symbolic
dimension, rather than to the Exclusion vs. Inclusion of Transcendence

dimension.

Method

Participants

In order to be able to check the stability of these relationships, two samples were
gathered, respectively in 2001 and 2002. Participants in the first sample were

330 first-year psychology students, ranging in age from 17 to 23 with a mean of
18 (75% were female). Participants in the second sample were 392 first-year

psychology students, ranging in age from 17 to 31 with a mean of 18 (80% were
female). All participants had Belgian nationality and belonged to the Flemish-
speaking part of the country. Participation was obligatory and participants

received course credit. Confidentiality and anonymity were guaranteed. All
participants having over two missing values on one of the scales included were

excluded from further analyses. In total, 5 participants were removed in the first
sample and 3 participants were removed in the second sample. For participants

that were not removed, missing values were replaced by the mean of the item. In
total, only 19 missing values were replaced in the first sample and only 4 missing

values were replaced in the second sample.

Measures

As a measure of motivated social cognition, participants completed the Dutch

version of the Need for Closure Scale (NFC, Cratylus, 1996; 42 items). The items
of this scale were scored on a 5-point Likert scale. Like the original scale (Webster

& Kruglanski, 1994), the Dutch version consists of five subscales, each of which
assesses a specific facet of need for closure. The Order and Structure (OS)

subscale measures the desire for order and structure in life. The Predictability
(PR) subscale measures the degree to which predictable situations are preferred.
The Decisiveness (DE) subscale measures the speed at which decisions are made

and the degree to which one doubts this was the right decision. The Discomfort
with Ambiguity (DA) subscale measures the discomfort produced by ambiguity.

The Closed-Mindedness (CM) subscale measures the degree to which one is
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prepared to have one’s knowledge confronted by alternative opinions or

inconsistent evidence. However, Cratylus (1996) has argued that the Dutch
version of the DA subscale is rather unreliable, and that extending this scale with

other items should be considered. For this purpose, Kirton’s (1981) Intolerance of
Ambiguity Scale was chosen (7 items). Each respondent’s aggregate Need for

Closure score as well as a score for the subscales were calculated by summing up
all relevant items (after reverse scoring the appropriate items) (cf. Webster &
Kruglanski, 1994). In both samples, the internal consistency of the DA subscale

was improved by substituting four original DA items by Kirton’s (1981)
items. Estimates of internal consistency (Cronbach Alphas) were 0.81 and 0.80

for OS, 0.83 and 0.79 for PR, 0.71 and 0.80 for DE, 0.60 and 0.58 for DA, 0.60
and 0.55 for CM, and 0.85 and 0.84 for NFC in the first and second sample

respectively [1].
As a measure of Wulff’s (1991, 1997) religiosity dimensions, participants

completed the Post-Critical Belief Scale (Duriez et al., 2000; 33 items), which
allows one to disentangle the effects of being religious or not (Exclusion vs.
Inclusion of Transcendence) from the way in which religious contents are dealt

with (either in a literal or in a symbolical way) (see Fontaine et al., in press). The
items were scored on a 7-point Likert scale. As in Fontaine et al. (in press), a level

of acquiescence estimation was subtracted from the raw scores. A Principal
Component Analysis (PCA) was then carried out on these corrected scores. A

scree test pointed to a two-componential solution. However, since PCA allows
freedom of rotation, the componential structures of different samples cannot be

compared straightforwardly. Therefore, this structure was subjected to an
orthogonal Procrustes rotation towards the average structure reported by

Fontaine et al. (in press). In both samples, Tucker’s Phi indices were above the
rule-of-thumb recommendation of 0.90 provided in the literature (Bentler &
Bonett, 1980; Van de Vijver & Leung, 1997) for both components. Hence, these

components could be interpreted as Exclusion vs. Inclusion of Transcendence
and Literal vs. Symbolic respectively [2].

Results

The relation between the religiosity dimensions and Need for Closure (NFC) and
its subscales was investigated by means of bivariate correlations (see Table 1).

Results from the first sample suggest that, although both religiosity dimensions
relate to NFC, the positive relation between Exclusion vs. Inclusion of

Transcendence and NFC stems from the positive relation with Order and
Structure and Predictability, whereas the negative relation between Literal
vs. Symbolic and NFC is due to the negative relation with both Discomfort

with Ambiguity and Closed-Mindedness [3]. Decisiveness was unrelated to
both religiosity dimensions. Results from the second sample confirm these

results [4].
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Discussion

According to Neuberg et al. (1997), the decisiveness facet measures the seizing
process, whereas the other Need for Closure facets measure the freezing process.

In line with this reasoning, seizing turns out to be irrelevant when it comes to
religious beliefs. In contrast, freezing seems important. Both religiosity

dimensions relate to freezing processes, but they differ in the exact processes
they relate to. Apparently, people who are more religious, as evinced by higher

scores on Exclusion vs. Inclusion of Transcendence, have a higher need for
closure than people who are less religious because they desire an ordered and

predictable environment. This suggests some instrumentality of religion, which is
in line with the point of view that religion, by offering a global worldview and a

moral program, reduces the complexity of life and creates a psychologically safe
environment (Schwartz & Huismans, 1995). In contrast, people who deal with
religious contents in a literal way have a higher need for closure than people who

deal with religious content in a symbolical way because they need to avoid
ambiguity or are unwilling to have their beliefs confronted by alternative opinions.

Thus, apparently, whereas religious belief as such seems to be associated with a
preference for order and structure as well as predictability, it is those who deal

with religious content in a literal way who are incapable of dealing with alternative
opinions.

Notes

[1] The mean scores on these scales were 3.20 (SD¼0.62) and 3.16 (SD¼0.59) for OS, 3.06

(SD¼0.65) and 2.99 (SD¼0.55) for PR, 2.87 (SD¼0.62) and 2.98 (SD¼0.70) for DE, 2.99

(SD¼0.44) and 3.09 (SD¼0.41) for DA, 2.63 (SD¼0.47) and 2.52 (SD¼0.41) for CM, and

3.02 (SD¼0.34) and 3.02 (SD¼0.32) for NFC in the first and second sample respectively.

[2] Due to the statistical methods that are used (in casu the correction for level of acquiescence),

the mean score for both religiosity dimensions in any given sample equals zero (SD¼1). For

details on the use of this scale, readers are referred to Fontaine et al. (in press).

TABLE 1. Correlations between the religiosity dimensions and need for closure and its subscales

Exclusion vs. Inclusion Literal vs. Symbolic

Study 1 Study 2 Study 1 Study 2

Need for Closure .19** .17** �.19** �.17**

Order and Structure .18** .17** �.03 �.05

Predictability .17** .17** �.10 �.10

Decisiveness .00 �.04 �.10 .03

Discomfort with Ambiguity .12 .10 �.20*** �.18**

Closed-Mindedness .10 .08 �.24*** �.29***

*p< .01, **p< .001, ***p< .0001.
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[3] Although the internal consistency of the CM subscale is highly similar to the ones reported by

both Cratylus (1996) and Webster and Kruglanski (1994), this internal consistency is rather

low. On the one hand, this makes it more difficult to find significant correlations with external

variables. On the other hand, this heightens the chance of finding significant correlations that

should be attributed to error covariance. However, the stability of the external relationships

across both samples included in this study suggests that the observed relations truly exist and

are probably underestimated. A similar remark can be made regarding the DA subscale.

[4] In order to investigate gender effects, multiple regression analyses were carried out in which the

relevant religiosity dimension was predicted by gender, the Need for Closure Scale (or one of its

subscales), and the interaction between gender and the Need for Closure Scale (or one of its

subscales). Results show that, although a significant main effect of gender was found in 3 out of

the 24 cases, no interaction effects between gender and the Need for Closure Scale or one of its

subscales showed up.Moreover, the correlations that are reported in Table 1 are not affected by

gender. When controlling for gender, all of the significantly positive correlations remained

significantly positive, all of the significantly negative correlations remained significantly

negative, and all non-significant correlations remained significantly negative.
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