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FORWARD

Or, Why I Wrote This Book

Cognitive dissonance is a theory that has had an amazing fifty-year run. It
began as a gadfly, an iconoclast exception to the way social psychologists typ-
ically thought about social processes. It generated excitement and anger – two
elements that frequently lead to controversy, new data, and eventually to a
synthesis. That certainly has been true of dissonance. The theory continues
to generate exciting new data in our journals and conference presentations,
and animates our classroom lectures. It has become a commonly used
phrase in the popular press, frequently making its way into the pages of the
New York Times. This book is about dissonance. And this book, like disso-
nance itself, is about many things.

It is a book that pays homage to Leon Festinger, the social scientist who
started the research tradition that for fifty years has been a dynamic and
innovative theory. It paints a historical portrait of dissonance that sets the
twenty-first century issues in the context of the excitement of its early
years.

But this is not a book about history. It is about an exciting evolution that has
seen the theory change many times. What began as a simply stated theory
about inconsistency is no longer about inconsistency. Or is it? That, too, is the
subject of controversy. And one thing that can be said confidently about
research in dissonance theory over the decades is that its controversies have not
been mellow; they have usually been provocative and productive.

Readers who are new to the field will quickly learn the basics (Chapter 1)
and then begin the journey to the current issues facing the theory. Readers
who are well versed in dissonance theory, who have taught it to their classes
or who have conducted research using its principles, will be challenged to
consider the implications of the new issues and controversies facing the
field. Along the way, we will weave together such disparate concepts as
autonomic somatic arousal, individual conceptions of the self, as well as cul-
tural perspectives in modern-day dissonance theory.

This book also has a personal agenda. All research compendia are
necessarily selective. They have to be viewed through the author’s lens. In
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FORWARDxi

the current volume I have selected what I believe to be a fair representation
of the thousands of publications that bear the stamp of cognitive disso-
nance. But the lens is my own. I will necessarily disappoint some scholars
and excite others. Readers should be aware that different experts, just as
knowledgeable about dissonance as I, might have written a different book,
highlighting different ideas and data. This book is my best judgment of
where dissonance theory began and where it is going, and I hope the reader
will catch the excitement that I still feel after contributing my own work on
dissonance for forty years.

What does dissonance look like as it reaches 50? Well, answering that now
would prematurely give away the end of the story. It is safe to say that dis-
sonance at 50 looks a little like self-discrepancy and a little like motivated
cognition, a little like judgment and decision making and a little like
self-esteem. And although it has been informed by these concepts and con-
tributed to the development of concepts outside the framework of disso-
nance, the theory has maintained its own framework which continues to
make it exciting to study.
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There are times in modern history that are relatively peaceful and
quiescent, a taking stock of where we are and where we’ve been. The mid-
dle of the 1950s was such a period.The United Nations police action known
as the Korean War had ended and Nikita Khrushchev, the Premier of the
USSR had not yet threatened the Western hemisphere with nuclear mis-
siles. It was a time for I Love Lucy and Milton Berle on the relatively new
electronic gadget called television, Fred Astaire and Ginger Rodgers at the
cinema, and the love affair with the Brooklyn Dodgers in baseball.

In the academic arena of psychology, the discipline of social psychology
was blossoming. The geographic locus of theory and research was the
United States, with much of the energy and enthusiasm coming from schol-
ars who had emigrated from Europe during the build-up to Nazism, fas-
cism, and the Second World War. During the war, much of the effort of
psychologists was directed at issues that were important to the war effort.
For example, in Kurt Lewin’s laboratory at MIT, central questions involving
the efficacy of democracy vs. autocracy were examined, as were more prac-
tical issues such as persuasion techniques that could encourage American
families to eat formerly shunned cuts of meat – an important issue for a
country trying to feed itself in times of war. Similarly, at Yale University
under the guidance of Carl Hovland, a stellar team of psychologists had
been examining techniques of persuasion that could convince American cit-
izens to make the sacrifices necessary to allow the US and its allies to pur-
sue the Second World War to its conclusion in Japan after the surrender of
the Axis powers in Europe.

During the quiescent 1950s, the emphasis of social psychology was exam-
ining the way people functioned in groups and the influence that groups –
or simply other individuals – had on an individual citizen. Only a few general
theories had captured the imagination of social psychologists. Harold Kelley
and John Thibaut created a framework for understanding social interaction
(Thibaut and Kelley, 1959), Leon Festinger created social comparison theory

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
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to understand group influence on the individual (Festinger, 1954) and
Hovland and his colleagues produced volumes applying a learning theory
perspective to the analysis of persuasion (e.g., Hovland, Janis, and Kelley,
1953).

And then came cognitive dissonance.

Getting started with dissonance

Leon Festinger, whose work on social comparison theory had already made
him an influential figure in social psychology, made a very basic observation
about the social lives of human beings: we do not like inconsistency. It
upsets us and it drives us to action to reduce our inconsistency. The greater
the inconsistency we face, the more agitated we will be and the more moti-
vated we will be to reduce it.

Before formalizing the definition of dissonance, let us imagine some
inconsistencies that can happen in social life. Imagine that you prepared at
great length for a dinner party at your home. You constructed the guest list,
sent out the invitations, and prepared the menu. Nothing was too much
effort for your party: you went to the store, prepared the ingredients, and
cooked for hours, all in anticipation of how pleasant the conversation and
the people would be. Except it wasn’t. The guests arrived late, the conver-
sations were forced, and the food was slightly overcooked by the time all of
the guests arrived. The anticipation and expectation of the great time you
were going to have are discordant with your observation of the evening. The
pieces do not fit. You’re upset, partly because the evening did not go well,
but also because of the inconsistency between your expectation and your
experience. You are suffering from the uncomfortable, unpleasant state of
cognitive dissonance.

Imagine a second scenario. You are an avid baseball fan living in the
United States. You believe that the World Series, played each year in a US
city, truly selects the best team in baseball.Yes, you know this sport is played
in Australia, Brazil, Panama, the Dominican Republic, Canada, Japan, and a
host of other countries, but it rarely enters your consciousness. Baseball is
American and the best players live there. But then a tournament is orga-
nized featuring most of the nations of the world that play the game. The
United States is eventually eliminated and Japan wins. Once again, the
pieces do not fit. You feel perplexed, agitated, and uncomfortable. In addi-
tion to being disappointed by the outcome, your suffering is compounded
by the experience of cognitive dissonance.

Festinger was adamant about one point. People do not just prefer
consistency over inconsistency. It is not that the baseball fan would have pre-
ferred his country’s team to have won; it is that he must deal with the

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
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inconsistency that losing has created. The party host does not just wish the
party had gone better; he must deal with the inconsistency between the
hopes, aspirations, and effort that he put in prior to the party and the obser-
vation that the party did not go well. How can that be done? Surely, if the
host changes his opinion about how well the party went, then there is no
longer an inconsistency. Perhaps the guests loved a slightly blackened lamb
and their quietness at the table reflected their enjoyment of the meal. The
baseball fan can deal with his inconsistency by believing that the International
World Tournament was not a true reflection of baseball ability.After all, many
US players did not play; some played for teams representing countries their
parents were born in rather than playing for the United States and, mostly, the
US players were more involved in spring training for their upcoming season
than taking this tournament very seriously.

Festinger’s insistence that cognitive dissonance was like a drive that
needed to be reduced implied that people were going to have to find some
way of resolving their inconsistencies. People do not just prefer eating over
starving; we are driven to eat. Similarly, people who are in the throes of
inconsistency in their social life are driven to resolve that inconsistency.
How we go about dealing with our inconsistency can be rather ingenious.
But, in Festinger’s view, there is little question that it will be done.

Preparing for the end of the world

A article that appeared in a Minneapolis newspaper gave Festinger and his
students an ideal opportunity to study inconsistency in a real-world setting.The
article reported on a group of west coast residents who were united in a belief
about a significant event: the belief that the Earth was going to be annihilated
by a cataclysmic flood on December 21, 1955. All of the people would perish
in the cataclysm except for those who believed in the prophecies emanating
from the planet Clarion; they alone would be saved from the flood.

Festinger reasoned that if Earth survived December 21, then the people
in the little group, dubbed The Seekers by Festinger, Riecken and Schachter
(1956), would face a considerable amount of inconsistency on the next
morning. While the rest of the world awoke to just another day, The Seekers
would face a calamitous amount of inconsistency. The world’s very exis-
tence would be inconsistent with their belief that the world as we know it
was to have ended on the previous evening.

The Seekers was a serious group: this was not a collection of individuals
who had a mild premonition of the world’s demise. Their beliefs were spe-
cific and strong. As the December day approached, Seekers members sold
their possessions and quit their jobs. Some, whose spouses did not share
their beliefs, divorced. The Seekers members were united in their support

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE : IN THE BEGINNING
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of their leader, Mrs Marion Keech, who believed she was the medium
through whom the unearthly beings on the planet Clarion communicated
their wishes. She received her messages through automatic writing – a para-
normal belief that a person’s hand is seized by the spirits in another world
and is used to communicate messages from the Great Beyond.

Clarion was specific. The group was to gather at Mrs Keech’s home on the
evening of December 20. They were to await the arrival of a spaceship that
would come to Earth and whisk the group away from danger.

The Seekers were not publicity hounds. They sought no attention for
their beliefs or their prophecy. When the reporter whose story appeared in
the Minneapolis newspaper attempted to interview them, they grudgingly
gave only the briefest interview. Publicity was not their goal; protecting
themselves from the cataclysmic end of the Earth was.

As a social psychologist, Festinger saw the immediate relevance to the
theory he was generating. If people are driven to deal with inconsistency,
how would Marion Keech and her followers react to the morning of
December 21 when the sun rose, the sky brightened, and the spaceship
from Clarion failed to appear? The clear and specific anticipation of the
world’s demise, the elaborate preparations for the group to be saved, the
broken marriages and other personal sacrifices, all would stand in stark con-
trast to the world’s having made just another turn around its axis. Festinger
and his colleagues predicted that the dramatic inconsistency would create
the state of cognitive dissonance and the group would be driven to find
some way to reduce it. They would need to find some way of restoring con-
sistency to their mental maps of the cosmic events.

One of the researchers, Stanley Schachter, infiltrated the group. He care-
fully observed the group’s preparations and specifically observed the events
as they unfolded just after midnight on December 20. The group gathered
near midnight, waiting for the arrival of the spacecraft. Tension and excite-
ment were high. They had followed the Clarions’ instructions meticulously.
Mrs Keech’s grandfather clock ticked the final seconds to midnight. No
spacecraft. Someone in the group checked his watch and saw that his watch
still read only 11:55. All watches were reset. At 12:05, even by the ticking
of the newly set watches, there was still no spacecraft. Another member of
the group suddenly realized that he had not fulfilled all of the instructions
given by the Clarions. They had insisted that all metal objects be removed
from the human space travelers.Thus, they came with no zippers, belt buck-
les, or bra straps. But now a Seeker realized that he had a metal filling in a
tooth. He removed it. Still, no spacecraft.

There followed a terrible few hours following the midnight disconfirma-
tion of the prophecy. People sobbed and wept. Had they been abandoned
by the Clarions? Had they been wrong all along, just like their more cynical
spouses and former friends had told them? Shortly past 4:00 am, Mrs Keech

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
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5

received her final message from Clarion. The message provided the answer
to their questions, and also provided the opportunity to restore consistency
between their doomsday beliefs and their observation that the spaceship
had not come and there had been no Earth-destroying cataclysm.

A message shows the path … to restore consistency. The Clarions’ final mes-
sage was brilliant. Through Mrs Keech’s trembling hand, it said:

‘This little group, sitting all night long, has spread so much goodness and
light that the God of the Universe spared the Earth from destruction.’

So that was it. The beliefs had not been wrong after all. God had been plan-
ning to destroy the Earth. All of the preparations for the cataclysm had not
been in vain. In fact, it was precisely and only because of the preparations,
sacrifices, and faith of the group that the Earth still existed on the morning
of December 21. The sun still shone because of them; people went to work
because of them; people still had homes to return to and families to love
them … all because of the determination of the small group of Seekers.

Before December 21, Festinger et al. (1956) had made a prediction. They
hypothesized that The Seekers, who shunned publicity and notoriety, would
take their cause to the public following the disconfirmation. And The
Seekers did that with gusto. As soon as their new belief was in place – as
soon as they had generated the story that their actions had saved the world –
they took their case to the public. They looked for social support for their
story. They desperately wanted others to see that their actions had not been
in vain, that their prophecy had not been disconfirmed, that there was no
inconsistency between their belief in the cataclysm and the bright sunny
day that had dawned on December 21.

The premise of dissonance theory is that people do not tolerate inconsis-
tency very well. The Seekers had found a way, post hoc, to make their
actions feel consistent to themselves and they now sought validation in hav-
ing the world believe them.They printed flyers, called newspapers and mag-
azines, offered to talk on radio programs, all in an effort to bolster their new
found consistency.

There are probably many factors that influenced the group of Seekers in
their actions. Who can guess what had initially influenced these individuals
to believe in the prophecy and the automatic writing? Who can guess what
motives each individual may have had in the wake of the disconfirmed
prophecy? But one thing seems certain. Caught in a major inconsistency
among their beliefs, behaviors, and observations of reality, The Seekers did
just what Festinger and his colleagues predicted they would do: they were
driven to find a way to restore their consistency – driven to find a new belief
that would make sense of what they had done and driven to convince a
sceptical world of the truth of their new position.

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE : IN THE BEGINNING
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The theory of cognitive dissonance: the original

A year after Festinger et al. (1956) reported their observations of the dooms-
day cult, Festinger (1957) published A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. It was
a relatively uncomplicated theory with a small number of basic proposi-
tions. Although it seemed, on the surface, to be similar to other theoretical
notions, which held that people prefer consistency to inconsistency, disso-
nance theory would soon stir up a proverbial hornets’ nest of controversy
and propel it to become one of the best-known and prolifically documented
theories in social psychology.

One of the brilliant innovations of cognitive dissonance theory was its use
of a relatively new concept called ‘cognition.’ A cognition is any ‘piece of
knowledge’ a person may have. It can be knowledge of a behavior, knowl-
edge of one’s attitude, or knowledge about the state of the world. Anything
that can be thought about is grist for the dissonance mill. Using ‘cognition,’
dissonance theory could refer to many different types of psychological con-
cepts. An action is different from an attitude which, in turn, is different
from an observation of reality. However, each of these has a psychological
representation – and that is what is meant by cognition.

The state of cognitive dissonance occurs when people believe that two of
their psychological representations are inconsistent with each other. More
formally, a pair of cognitions is inconsistent if one cognition follows from
the obverse (opposite) of the other. An example will help: A person believes
that he should give money to the poor but he passes by an indigent person
on the street without contributing money to the man’s cup. These two cog-
nitions are dissonant because not giving money follows from the obverse of
his belief. Not giving money follows logically from a belief that one should
not contribute to the poor. But, in our example, the person held a belief that
did not coincide with his behavior. We can say that the two cognitions were
inconsistent or dissonant with each other.

If a person holds cognitions A and B such that A follows from the opposite of B, then A
and B are dissonant.

We have millions of cognitions; some are currently in awareness but
most are not. I may know that I am watching television and I may know
that I am hungry. I can also become quickly aware of the day of the week,
the distance between Los Angeles and San Francisco, or who won last
year’s Super Bowl. Most cognitions coexist peacefully in our minds, shar-
ing nothing in common (e.g., my knowledge of my hunger and my knowl-
edge of last year’s Super Bowl winner.) Festinger divided cognitions
between those that are irrelevant to each other and those that are relevant.
It is in the latter category that cognitions can be consistent or inconsistent.

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
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7

We are comfortable with our consistent cognitions (e.g., I believe in giving
to the poor and I donated coins to a poor person today; I was hungry so I
ordered a meal in the restaurant.) Inconsistent cognitions, on the other
hand, require some work in order to reduce the inconsistency. Why? In
Festinger’s terms:

The holding of two or more inconsistent cognitions arouses the state of cognitive disso-
nance, which is experienced as uncomfortable tension. This tension has drive-like prop-
erties and must be reduced.

Dissonance has a magnitude

One of the features of the concept of cognitive dissonance that makes it dif-
ferent from other theories of inconsistency is that dissonance has a magni-
tude. The more discrepant two cognitions are, the greater the magnitude of
dissonance. Imagine that I am a person who believes that the poor deserve
my charity and that I should donate to them whenever I have a chance. One
day, a volunteer knocks on my door and asks me for a donation to a local
soup kitchen. If I give nothing, my decision will be markedly discrepant
from my attitude and I should experience a large amount of the uncomfort-
able tension known as dissonance. If I write a generous check, I should expe-
rience no dissonance because I have acted in accord with my attitude. It is
also possible for me to reach into my pocket, find a fistful of change, and
then donate 10 cents to the volunteer. That should generate a lot of disso-
nance, because a 10 cent contribution does not make much of a dent in the
budget of the soup kitchen. Nonetheless, it is less discrepant with my atti-
tude than no contribution at all. So, the magnitude of cognitive dissonance
will depend on the degree of discrepancy between the two cognitions. The
greater the discrepancy, the greater the discomfort, and the more motivated
I will be to reduce it.

The many ways to reduce cognitive dissonance

Once dissonance is aroused, it needs to be reduced. The more of the tension
state I have, the more I will need to do to reduce it. By analogy, a person
who is very thirsty is more likely to find a way to get a drink and is likely
to drink more than a person who is only slightly thirsty. So, too, with
dissonance.

The many ways to reduce dissonance coincide with a more comprehen-
sive view of the factors that affect its magnitude. Reducing the discrepancy
is the most straightforward way to reduce dissonance. If my knowledge of
my behavior and my knowledge of my attitudes do not match, I can change
one or both. If I think contributing to the poor is a good idea, I can resolve

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE : IN THE BEGINNING
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to give considerable money the next time I see a beggar or write a larger
check to the soup kitchen.

However, in my example, I have a dilemma. I have already refused to give
any money to a beggar and I gave only a few coins to the soup kitchen.
That’s the reality, and the reality has limited my choices about how to
resolve the discrepancy. It is difficult to distort the reality of my behavior.
My cognition about my attitude, on the other hand, is more fluid and flex-
ible. If I come to believe that I don’t really support giving money to the
poor, then my opinion will have been consistent with my behavior. The cog-
nitive dissonance that was aroused because of the discrepancy between my
attitude and my behavior would no longer exist.

In general, it is difficult to change a cognition about one’s behavior.
Therefore, when behavior is discrepant from attitudes, the dissonance
caused thereby is usually reduced by changing one’s attitude. The resistance
to change of the behavioral cognition is what makes dissonance theory seem
to be a theory of attitude change. Although all cognitions are important for
cognitive dissonance theory, the relative ease of changing one’s attitudes
rather than one’s behavior has made dissonance more relevant to attitudes
than to any other concept.

Dissonance is impacted not only by the existence and the degree of dis-
crepancy between cognitions but also by other factors. In my soup kitchen
example, it may well be that there were good reasons to give only a small
amount of money to the kitchen. Perhaps there was no money in my check-
ing account and a few cents were all that I had. Perhaps I did not trust the
beggar’s authenticity, or perhaps I had contributed a large amount of money
to a different social service organization that benefited the poor. All of these
might be considered cognitions that are consonant with my small
contribution.

In general, cognitions that are consonant with one of the discrepant cognitions can
serve to reduce the total magnitude of dissonance.

Just as the magnitude of the discrepancy between two cognitions increases
the tension state of cognitive dissonance, so the magnitude of consonant
cognitions lowers the tension state. In the need to reduce dissonance, a per-
son can work to lower the discrepancy between cognitions, or can work to
add cognitions that are consonant with one of the cognitions. Another sig-
nificant factor in determining the magnitude of dissonance is an assessment
of the importance of the cognitions. Not all cognitions have equal
importance.

The more important the discrepant cognitions, the more cognitive dissonance I will expe-
rience. The more important the consonant cognitions, the less will be my cognitive
dissonance.

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
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That provides another avenue for reducing dissonance. If I am suffering
unpleasant tension because of my behavior toward the poor, then I can
reduce the importance I place on my attitudes toward the poor. I can decide
that my attitudes toward the poor are not very important to me compared
to other major issues and values or that my behavior toward them was triv-
ial and inconsequential (Blanton, Pelham, DeHart and Carvala 2001;
Simon, Greenberg and Brehm, 1995). I can also work on bolstering the
importance of any cognition that supported my behavior toward the poor
(Sherman and Gorkin, 1980). In my example of contributing toward the
soup kitchen, I may decide that the horror I would experience from writing
a bad check was so important that it justified my only reaching into my
pocket to see what coins I had.

Before leaving the overall picture that Festinger painted in his original
theory, it may be useful to summarize it with the following formula for the
magnitude of cognitive dissonance:

DISSONANCE MAGNITUDE =
SUM (all discrepant cognitions × importance)

SUM (all consonant cognitions × importance)

That is, the total magnitude of the tension state of cognitive dissonance is
proportional to the discrepant cognitions a person has (the elements above
the line in the formula) and inversely proportional to the number of cogni-
tions that are consonant (below the line), each weighted by its importance.

As we shall see in this book, the research paradigms that have been used
to test predictions from dissonance theory have relied upon attitude change
as the predominant method to reduce dissonance. By focusing on the dis-
crepancy between behavior and attitude, the direct reduction of dissonance
by attitude change is the most likely and predictable means. But it is impor-
tant to keep in mind that attitude change is not the only means of dealing
with cognitive dissonance. Research has shown that, consistent with the
general formula above, changes in importance of cognitions are an effective
means of dissonance reduction (Simon et al., 1995). Similarly, research has
shown that bolstering the supportive cognitions – those ‘below the line’ in
the above formula – (Sherman and Gorkin, 1980), seeking new, supportive
cognitions that support the discrepant action (Frey, 1981; Mills, 1965) also
serves to reduce dissonance.

In fact, the doomsday cult studied by Festinger et al. reduced their disso-
nance by adding cognitions consonant with their behavior. Through the last-
minute intervention of the Clarions, The Seekers had invented a cognition
consonant with their prophecies, predictions, and sacrifices. It was only
because of their prophecy and sacrifice that the world was saved. And to
magnify the importance of that cognition, they celebrated that idea with
news releases and interviews. Gaining public support for that belief made it
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seem all the more important. While The Seekers’ thoughts and actions were
undoubtedly determined by many factors, their post-disconfirmation scram-
ble to find credible supporting cognitions seems to have been at the service
of reducing their state of dissonance.

Liking what you choose: the first experimental verification of

the theory of cognitive dissonance

Jack W. Brehm was a PhD student of Leon Festinger’s during the time that
dissonance theory was being conceived. His doctoral dissertation provided
the first experimental test of hypotheses derived from the theory. As a
thought experiment to help bring Brehm’s story to life, imagine that you are
in the market to purchase a new car. Imagine, too, that you have done con-
siderable research on various cars, consulted with your friends, and thought
hard about how various cars make you feel. With this careful research, you
have now narrowed your choices to two: a previously loved (i.e., used)
Honda Civic and a new BMW sports car. Each has advantages and disadvan-
tages. One is expensive, the other is cheap; one is attractive, the other is not;
one is sexy, the other is not. You have made a list of advantages and disad-
vantages that looks something like this:

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
10

If I choose … 

Civic BMW

Advantages Disadvantages Advantages Disadvantages

Inexpensive Ugly Attractive Expensive

Fuel costs Not sexy Fast No room for
Sexy groceries

Hi tech features

You want to make the correct choice. You dispassionately examine your list
make the most rational, unbiased decision you can make: you choose to pur-
chase the BMW.You sign the paper, pay your deposit, and are ready to receive
your car. However, something may feel just a little wrong. Do you notice the
twinge of regret? Do you notice that you are a bit uncomfortable? Dissonance
theory explains why. Even though you have made a rational choice – the best
you could have made in the circumstance – you nonetheless experience the
unpleasant emotional state of cognitive dissonance.

Here is why: you have a cognition about your decision – i.e., you are
going to own the BMW. But, remember that you thought the BMW had
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disadvantages. It is small, providing little room for groceries, and it is very
expensive. These cognitions are discrepant with your decision to buy the
BMW. Think, too, about the good features of the Civic: It has low fuel costs
and is inexpensive. You could have bought two Civics for the price of the
BMW. How do you reconcile those cognitions with your decision to buy the
BMW? These discrepancies create cognitive dissonance. These discrepancies
lead to an unpleasant emotional state and, akin to the experience of aver-
sive drives, you need to reduce it. And you will!

Your choices for reducing dissonance are several. Remembering the disso-
nance formula, your dissonance is high because you have discrepancies
between several pairs of cognitive elements. You bought the BMW, which is
discrepant from the cognition about its price tag. You rejected the Honda,
which is discrepant from your cognition about its fuel economy. You can
reduce dissonance by reducing the discrepancy. The easiest solution (one
that does not involve changing your decision) is to change your attitude
about some of the features of each car that are discrepant with your deci-
sion. For example, you can decide that it is wise to make a major financial
investment in something as important as a car. And who needs good fuel
economy anyway? By changing your opinion about these features, the dis-
crepancy between the features and your decision is minimized and disso-
nance is reduced.

In addition to these strategies, you can recruit more ideas that are consis-
tent with your decision to purchase the BMW. Suddenly, the thought of
how many people will become friendly with you in your shiny new car
strikes you as something you had never thought of before. And don’t forget
that the Civic only comes in colors you do not like and it is probably diffi-
cult to add air conditioning to the base car. Now, you have added consonant
cognitions (below the line in the earlier formula) and successfully reduced
dissonance.

You can reduce even more dissonance if you work on the importance of
the various cognitions. If all of the cognitions that are consonant with your
purchasing decision are very important and the cognitions that are dis-
crepant with it are trivial, then dissonance is reduced still further. If it seems
more important than ever before to have a car that is sexy and even more
trivial that its repairs are expensive, then the magnitude of dissonance
declines. With the change of importance, you do not need to switch the
valence of a cognition – i.e., convince yourself that a feature you used to
think was good is actually bad. You just need to change how much to value
that particular cognitive element in the total array of consistent and incon-
sistent cognitions.

There is a beneficial and measurable consequence to the various machi-
nations that help you reduce dissonance. Not only is the tension state of dis-
sonance reduced, but your overall liking of the BMW will also be raised;
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similarly, the degree that you like the rejected Civic will be reduced. All of
the changes of cognitions about the BMW (e.g., how much you like paying
for it; how sexy it is; how important it is to attract more friends) and all of
the changes in your thoughts about the Civic (e.g., how important it is not
to be stuck with an unattractive car; how bad the air conditioner is likely to
be) make you like the Civic less. If we measured your feeling about the
BMW after you have reduced your dissonance, it should be more positive
than it was before your decision. Similarly, the rejected Civic should be
liked less after the dissonance reduction than before. Note that before your
decision, you were logical and thoughtful. You had considered all of the fea-
tures of the cars dispassionately and without distortion. You concluded that
you liked the BMW more than the Civic; that’s why you bought it. But after
the decision, logic and dispassionate thoughtfulness were not the guiding
principles. Rather, the guiding principles were at the service of distorting
and modifying cognitions to help reduce cognitive dissonance.

Brehm’s (1956) dissertation at the University of Minnesota was designed
to measure the changes in attractiveness of decision alternatives in the lab-
oratory. Women from the Minneapolis area were invited to come to the lab-
oratory to offer their opinions about a number of household gadgets. They
were shown an array of kitchen items such as a blender, a mixer, and a
toaster. The participants rank ordered the items in terms of preference for
owning one. They were also asked to rate the items on a scale of 1–100, rep-
resenting the degree to which they liked each item. Then Brehm offered the
women an opportunity to have one of the items. He told them that the
research firm that was sponsoring the research had authorized him to allow
the participants to have one of the items, and he then presented each
woman with a choice. At this point, Brehm introduced an experimental
manipulation. For some of the women the choice was between two items
that they had ranked very highly – specifically, whichever item they had
ranked second and third on the list of seven items. Other women were given
a choice between their second and seventh ranked items.

Let us consider what the women may have been thinking.A decision select-
ing one of two household items, like a decision between the two cars in our
thought experiment, should be made logically and dispassionately. Considering
all of the good and bad features of both items, it would make sense that the
participants would choose the higher ranked item, and they did so.

But wait! The choice of the higher ranked item brings with it any of the bad
features of that item. A blender, beloved as it might be, is also noisy. And the
rejected toaster is both quiet and reliable. These cognitive elements that were
inconsistent with the choice of the blender create dissonance and, as with our
automobile example, require work to reduce it. By the time the dissonance is
reduced, we can predict that the degree of liking for the chosen alternative
will be higher than it was before the choice and the degree of liking for the
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rejected alternative will be less than it was before the choice. Brehm asked the
participants to rate the alternatives a second time in order to see if this is what
occurred.

There is also a more nuanced prediction that was important in this
research. When both items were liked very much, the choice was relatively
difficult to make. The lower ranked item, although liked less than the cho-
sen item, was still pretty nice. It clearly had features that the housewives
valued, for the item was ranked almost as highly as the item that was even-
tually chosen. The magnitude of dissonance resulting from this choice must
have been quite high, which in turn made the discomfort high and moti-
vated considerable work to reduce it. By contrast, choosing between the sec-
ond and seventh ranked items was an easier one. True, there must have been
some reasons to like item 7 and some reasons to be wary of item 2, but the
magnitude of the dissonance should have been much lower. Following the
decision, the participants should have been experiencing considerably less
discomfort and have less of a need to distort their opinions of the two items.

Brehm’s prediction was that women in the difficult decision condition
would raise their evaluation of the chosen item and lower their evaluation
of the rejected item – and would do this significantly more than they would
in the easy decision condition. Figure 1.1 shows what happened.
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Source: Adapted fr om Br ehm (1956)

Cooper-3526-Ch-01.qxd  3/16/2007  2:52 PM  Page 13



The results show that the prediction was supported by the data. The
participants in the difficult decision condition showed a spreading of the
alternatives such that they liked the chosen item considerably more, and
the rejected item significantly less, than they had rated the same items prior
to the choice. One other finding is noteworthy. Some participants had been
run in a control condition. In this case, Brehm gave each participant her sec-
ond-ranked item as a gift. There was no decision that needed to be made.
Brehm reasoned that the control condition would not arouse cognitive dis-
sonance. After all, the participant had not made a decision that resulted in
giving up some good feature of a rejected alternative or accepting an
unwanted feature of the chosen item. She was simply presented with the
item. Her feelings about what the good and bad aspects of that kitchen item
would remain the same. Her rating would remain the same. Indeed, the par-
ticipants in this condition showed no change whatsoever in their rating of the
item they received as a gift.

A summary of dissonance following free choice

In the language of dissonance theory research, Jack Brehm’s experiment
established a paradigm known as the free choice paradigm. His landmark
study left us with several lessons:

1 Cognitive dissonance occurs following decisions.
2 It is reduced by attitude change that spreads the attractiveness of the choice alternatives.

The chosen alternative becomes more attractive; the unchosen alternative becomes less
attractive.

3 The more difficult the decision, the greater the dissonance.
4 Cognitive dissonance is a ubiquitous phenomenon. We make choices all of the time.

Choosing among consumer items was merely a way to assess dissonance in the lab-
oratory. However, in the real world, we make many decisions everyday. At universi-
ties, we choose courses to take, courses to teach, books to buy. At home, we choose
television programs to watch, vacations to take, and even automobiles to purchase.
Each time we make one of those decisions, we are subjected to the experience of
cognitive dissonance and we are likely to take action to reduce it. 

Saying what you do not believe: dissonance arising from

induced compliance

As the 1950s drew to a close, dissonance theory emerged as a major player
in understanding people’s desire for consistency and, when consistency is
disturbed, provided a theoretical framework for viewing the distortions
people undertake in order to restore it. Festinger, Riecken and Schachter’s
(1956) study was as dramatic as Brehm’s (1956) laboratory study was
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compelling. But the major controversy was yet to come. It is perhaps a
stretch to say that the Soviet Union’s launching of the Sputnik satellite
shook up world politics and stimulated American technology in much the
same way as the publication of Festinger and Carlsmith’s induced compli-
ance study in 1959 shook up experimental social psychology. Nonetheless,
in a small way, the analogy holds.

Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) posed a relatively straightforward ques-
tion which they answered with an ingenious experiment. They asked what
the consequence would be if someone were induced to act in a way that was
contrary to his or her attitudes? In a more modern frame of reference, we
could ask the following question: what would be the consequence for a per-
son’s emotional state if she argued publicly for the value of bringing democ-
racy to Iraq via the 2003 military invasion when, privately, she was against
the war? The inconsistency between attitude and belief would bring about
the unpleasant state of cognitive dissonance. Needing to reduce that disso-
nance, the speaker would need to reduce the discrepancy between what she
said and what she believed. Because it is nearly impossible to change what
she said or to deny that she said it, the most straightforward way to resolve
the dissonance would be to change her attitude in the direction of the
speech. Therefore, dissonance theory predicts that being induced to make a
counterattitudinal statement would lead to attitude change in the direction
of the speech. The speaker giving a speech in favor of the Iraq War would
likely be motivated to change her private attitude to become more favor-
able to the war in Iraq. Once again, dissonance theory comes into focus as
a theory of attitude change because, in the battle between changing one’s
attitude and changing one’s behaviour, attitudes are the easiest to change.

In a laboratory at Stanford University, Festinger and Carlsmith staged an
experiment that was creative in its manipulations and startling in its results.
Let’s set the stage as a participant in the experiment may have viewed it.
You arrive at the research building at the appointed time, you take a seat in
the waiting room, and after a short period of time the researcher’s door
swings open and you are invited inside. He tells you that he is researching
various ‘measures of performance’ and he would like you to perform a
straightforward task. You are shown a peg board on which there are several
dozen rectangular pegs. Your job is to turn each of the pegs a quarter turn
with your left hand and then turn them back again. You will repeat this task
with your right hand. When that is over, you will do it again. Then, you will
move to a board on which there are several dozen spools of thread. You will
take each spool off with your left hand, replace them, and repeat the
process with your right hand.

Is the experimenter fooling? Apparently not, because he has a stopwatch
and clipboard in his hand and he instructs you to begin. After several
minutes of following these instructions, you are bored nearly to tears by the
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monotonous drudgery that constitutes the tasks of this experiment. Finally,
you are done. The experimenter thanks you and is ready to send you to the
department secretary who will give you the experimental credit that you
were to receive for participating. Of course, he will first ‘debrief’ you by
telling you a little bit more about the experiment. The experimenter now
begins a complicated story designed to convince you to comply with a
request to make a speech in which you will take a position that is at vari-
ance with your attitude.

He tells you that you were actually in a control condition of a more com-
plicated experiment. If you had been randomly assigned to the experimen-
tal condition, he continues, you would not have been sitting in the waiting
room alone while you waited for him to open the door. Instead, a confeder-
ate of the experimenter would have entered the room, told you that he had
just completed the experiment, and that you would be happy to know that
it was one of the most fun and enjoyable experiences he’d ever had in a
research study. The confederate would have said this because (the experi-
menter tells you) the true purpose of the study is to compare the perfor-
mance on these peg-turning tasks of people like yourself who had no
particular expectation of how good and fun it would be with people who
were expecting it to be fun. In fact, he says, the next student who is in the
waiting area is in that experimental condition and will soon be greeted by
that paid confederate and told how much fun the task will be.

But where is that confederate? The researcher, talking partly to himself
and partly to you, mentions that the confederate should have been here
already. ‘Where is that confederate?’ he muses. He missed a session yester-
day, too. And then, the researcher is struck with an inspired thought: ‘Hey,
I have an idea! Why don’t you serve as the confederate? I can hire you to be
a confederate, and you can be “on-call” whenever my regular confederate
can’t make it. Would you like to do that? It would certainly help me out.
You can start today … right now. All you have to do is to go out to the wait-
ing room, pick up your books, and casually tell that student sitting there
how much fun this study was, how exciting it was to be in it, and how much
you enjoyed it. Would you do this for me?’ 

If you were the research participant, what do you think you would do?
Almost all of the students agreed to help the researcher. They entered the
anteroom, found the student waiting there, and told him how much fun
they should expect the study to be. When finished with the little play-
acting, the students went to the departmental secretary, received credit for
their participation, and filled out a general department survey in which they
rated how much fun they actually thought the experimental task had been.

Almost all of what the students had been told was a ruse designed to get
them to say something they did not believe. There was no measure of per-
formance study and there was no ‘waiting subject’ sitting in the anteroom.

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
16

Cooper-3526-Ch-01.qxd  3/16/2007  2:52 PM  Page 16



17

The ‘waiting subject’ was really a confederate; the real subject was not. By
having the real participants engage in a task so overwhelmingly tedious,
Festinger and Carlsmith could be certain that they would have formed
negative attitudes about the task. Indeed, a control group of participants
who only performed the peg-turning and spool-sorting tasks rated it as bor-
ing and unpleasant. Experimental participants had made a forceful state-
ment about how interesting the task was but, in truth, their private opinion
of the task was that it was boring. Clearly, the situation was set up so that
cognitive dissonance would be aroused. The way to reduce it was to reduce
the discrepancy between attitude and behavior, which could be accom-
plished by changing their attitude toward the task. That is precisely what
the participants did.

Festinger and Carlsmith’s study may seem like an elaborate ruse just to
convince someone to say something that was at variance with their atti-
tudes. However, we now need to introduce another independent variable in
this study. What I have not told you yet was that all of the students, except
those in the control condition, had been offered a financial inducement in
order to comply with the request. When the experimenter thought of his
ingenious plan to sign the student up as a substitute confederate, he offered
a financial incentive. For half of the students, he offered the sum of $20; for
the other half, he offered $1. There was no difference in the compliance
rates. Students were willing to tell the waiting subject that the task was ter-
rific whether they had been offered the small or the large sum.

Did the magnitude of incentive make a difference in students’ final atti-
tudes? Would people be more likely to believe what they said if they agreed
to say it for a small or a large amount of money? Here, Festinger and
Carlsmith (1959) made a prediction that seemed less than obvious in terms
of everyday wisdom but which followed logically from the theory of cogni-
tive dissonance. They predicted that the speech given for a small amount of
money would produce more favorable attitudes toward the task than the
speech given for a large amount of money. Remember our dissonance for-
mula above. The discrepancy between believing the task was boring but say-
ing it was exciting created cognitive dissonance. But dissonance is not just
about discrepancy. It is also about cognitions consistent with the behavior.
The cognition about the inducement was such a cognition. It goes below the
line in the formula and serves to reduce the total magnitude of dissonance.
A large incentive ($20) was much more important and influential than a
small incentive ($1) and therefore served better to reduce the total magni-
tude of dissonance.

Because people experienced more of the unpleasant tension of dissonance
in the $1 condition than in the $20 condition, Festinger and Carlsmith pre-
dicted that participants offered $1 would come to like the task more than
participants who had been offered $20. The results shown in Figure 1.2
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support this prediction. When asked how much they enjoyed the task, par-
ticipants who had been offered only $1 to make the counterattitudinal
statement to the confederate rated the task as significantly more enjoyable
than students who had either been paid the larger sum of $20 or in the con-
trol condition.

Political attitudes and induced compliance

One of the methodological considerations that went into the study by
Festinger and Carlsmith was to try to create an attitude in the laboratory
that was novel. The peg-turning and spool-sorting tasks were novel; people
had no pre-existing attitudes, and the boredom of the tasks made virtually
everyone believe that the tasks were uninteresting. A very positive feature
of this procedure was the control over the initial attitudes that people had
before they reduced their dissonance. Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians,
and Greens would have no reason to differ on their attitude toward the task.
The less positive feature is that the attitude issue seems contrived and less
relevant to real-world issues.

The first study to use the induced compliance procedure on real-world
attitudes was conducted by Bob Cohen and reported in Brehm and Cohen’s
(1962) influential book, Explorations in Cognitive Dissonance. In the early
1960s, students at Yale University were embroiled in a controversy with the
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New Haven, CT, police department and generally felt negatively toward the
police.They specifically were angry at the severity of the actions that the police
had taken against the students. Participants were contacted in their dormitories
and were asked if they would write ‘a strong and forceful essay’ taking the posi-
tion that the extreme actions of the New Haven police were justified.

Participants complied and wrote the essay favoring the New Haven police.
As an inducement, they were offered either a very small incentive (50 cents),
a large incentive ($10), or a variety of incentives in between $1 and $5).
When their attitudes toward the police were assessed after the writing of the
essay, Cohen found an inverse linear relationship between incentive magni-
tude and attitude change. Consistent with Festinger and Carlsmith’s findings,
the lower the incentive, the greater the attitude change. The higher the
incentive, the smaller the attitude change.

Although Festinger and Carlsmith’s landmark study is probably the best
remembered of the induced compliance research, it was Cohen’s methodol-
ogy that established the research paradigm for the hundreds of studies to
come. Asking people to write essays or make speeches on topics with which
they did not agree became the essential method for creating the discrepancy
that aroused cognitive dissonance. Looking for the inverse relationship
between the magnitude of incentive and the degree of attitude change
became the signature of cognitive dissonance following induced compliance.

Induced compliance: why the controversy?

Festinger and Carlsmith’s (1959) experiment set off a flurry of controversy.
There was a boldness and a swagger to the early dissonance experiments.
Festinger and his students were confident of their ability to bring interesting
and important issues into the laboratory and make them real for experimen-
tal subjects. There was a flair and a stagecraft not only to Festinger and
Carlsmith’s experiment but to so many that followed shortly thereafter.
Festinger and his students, including Elliot Aronson, J. Merrill Carlsmith,
Judson Mills, and Jack Brehm invented elaborate scenarios to study the effects
of such issues as threat, effort, and expectancies on the arousal of dissonance.
There was no issue too abstract or too difficult to put into the laboratory and
no manipulation that they could not carry off in a believable way to research
participants. Creating involved participation in elaborate scenarios became a
hallmark of the dissonance research.

But more important than the style of the research was its substance. Here
was a theoretical stance whose basic assumptions seemed straightforward
enough, but whose predictions and derivations flew in the face of the
prevailing zeitgeist of the time: learning theory. In the 1940s and 1950s, B.F.
Skinner, Clark Hull, and a number of influential psychologists were in the
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midst of arguments about how to conceptualize the role of reinforcement
in shaping learning. The emphasis of learning theory was the study of non-
human animals, but one implication for human behavior was clear and com-
mon to all learning theories: Organisms learn by reward and punishment.
The greater the reward, the greater the learning.

Although learning theory had not been applied with great precision to
the human condition (although see Skinner, 1953), its general principles
were assumed. In the study of attitudes, for example, Carl Hovland and his
colleagues at the Yale Communication and Attitude Change program had
published volumes on how persuasion works, and all of it was guided by
general notions of reinforcement. We change our attitudes when we are
rewarded to do so. We like objects we are rewarded for interacting with. We
want to believe what experts believe because having similar attitudes as
experts is rewarding (Hovland, Janis, and Kelley, 1953).

Money is an obvious example of a reward. Suppose you find a sum of
money on the street. There is a good chance that you will come to have pos-
itive affect about that street and perhaps visit that street more often in the
future. If you make a statement that someone pays you money for, there is
a good chance that you will like what you said and be willing to say it again.
The higher the reward, the more this should be true.

The results of Festinger and Carlsmith’s study contradicted this frame-
work. The participants liked what they had said the less they were paid for
it. The smaller the reward for saying that the boring task was interesting, the
more the participants believed what they had said. The higher the reward,
the less they believed it. Learning theory had been the underlying principle
of work in psychology, particularly in the United States. Now the theory of
cognitive dissonance was threatening to question the dominance of rein-
forcement and learning. At the very least, it had made clearly derived pre-
dictions about the relationship of rewards to attitude change and supported
those predictions. This was not going to be left unchallenged. There will be
more to say about the controversy after we look at another of the iconoclast
predictions made by dissonance theory.

Liking what you suffer for

What does a punishment feel like? It makes us feel bad, it discourages us from
performing the behavior for which we were just punished, and it serves as a
reminder to avoid the stimulus or situation that provoked the punishment.
Punishments come in many varieties from severe corporal punishment to the
more mundane negative reactions we may suffer from friends, teachers, or rela-
tives who disapprove of something we do. Overall, it is safe to say that, at a min-
imum, we do not like being punished and that punishments typically produce

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
20

Cooper-3526-Ch-01.qxd  3/16/2007  2:52 PM  Page 20



21

negative affective states. Words like dislike, harm, aversion, and suffering seem
to fit within the general rubric of being punished.

Imagine a situation we might be in that brings us pain and suffering. We are
in a group that decides to learn to rock climb. We find an instructor in the
Yellow Pages who, it seems, has a somewhat sadistic sense of what it takes to
learn to climb a wall. He puts us through a tortuous training program designed
to make us confront our fear, toughen our skin, strengthen our legs, all for the
purpose of climbing a rather ordinary 20-foot wall. Did the suffering the
instructor put us through make us thoroughly dislike the wall-climbing expe-
rience? Were we sufficiently punished to refrain from wall climbing in the
future, to have a negative reaction to the thought of wall climbing, to hate the
instructor and his 20-foot wall? 

Although there is logic to predicting that the punishment, suffering, and
effort that went into the wall-climbing experience would produce negative
reactions, Elliot Aronson and Jud Mills (1959) used the theory of cognitive
dissonance to predict otherwise. They reasoned that the suffering that goes
into a given activity is inconsistent with people’s desire not to suffer. In the
case of the wall-climbing example, the ordeal that we allowed ourselves to
undergo with the instructor is inconsistent with our typical preference not
to suffer. These two cognitions are inconsistent and therefore should lead to
the experience of cognitive dissonance. In addition, the wall we climbed was
a rather ordinary challenge that, to a dispassionate observer, should not have
required the suffering the instructor put us through. How can we reduce
the dissonance? One effective way would be to raise, rather than lower, our
evaluation of the wall climbing. If we thought the wall was an amazing chal-
lenge and that wall climbing was an exhiloratingly positive experience,
those cognitions would support (i.e., be consistent with) the suffering we
endured. Putting it all together, Aronson and Mills (1959) suggested that
from the perspective of cognitive dissonance theory, enduring punishing
activities such as those our instructor heaped upon us, should increase the
positivity of our attitudes toward the activity for which we suffered.

They designed an experiment to test this prediction. Female students
from the University of Minnesota were asked if they would like to join a
new club being formed on campus – a sexual discussion group. When they
arrived for the first meeting of the group, a researcher told them that it was
not a good idea for just anyone to join a group on such a sensitive topic as
sex. Therefore, they would first need to pass a screening test in order to gain
entry. What happened next depended on the experimental condition to
which the students had been randomly assigned. Some students were in a
high embarrassment condition. They were asked to read aloud some explicit
four-letter words and then to read an explicit sexual passage drawn from a
lurid novel. Other students were assigned to a low embarrassment condi-
tion. Their screening test consisted of a much milder initiation in which
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they read words like ‘love’ and ‘petting,’ but did not have any explicit sexual
material to read aloud. When the students finished their screening test, they
were admitted to the sexual discussion group.

What Aronson and Mills wanted to accomplish next was to have all of the
participants exposed to the same group members who were having the same
conversation.That way, the only difference between the two groups would be
the amount of embarrassment the students had suffered during the screening
test. The experimenters explained that the group session had begun a few
minutes before, and there had been some reading that the students had done
prior to the discussion, so that it would be best for the new members to lis-
ten to today’s ongoing conversation via earphones.They would be able to join
the group in person at the next meeting. With this cover story, and without
telling the participants, the experimenters were able to turn on a tape record-
ing of a staged conversation. All of the participants heard precisely the same
voices having precisely the same conversation.

And what a conversation it was! Rather than a conversation designed to be
exciting, this one was staged to be boring and monotonous. It stumbled and
bumbled its way through several minutes of dry conversation on the secondary
sexual characteristics of lower mammals.As Aronson and Mills described it, the
participants ‘contradicted themselves, mumbled several non sequiturs, stated
sentences that they never finished … and in general conducted one of the most
worthless and uninteresting discussions imaginable’ (1959: 179).

The cognition that the students had suffered through an embarrassing pro-
cedure for entry into this sexual discussion was dissonant with the cognitions
that (a) the students would prefer not to be embarrassed and (b) the conver-
sation was dreadful. One way of reducing cognitive dissonance was to find
something wonderful about the experience that would be consistent with, or
justify, the suffering. Despite what the participant heard on the tape, she
could decide that the conversation was lively and stimulating; she could
decide that the group members seemed lively and interesting people. Those
students whose screening test was easy and not embarrassing would have less
motivation to distort their evaluation of the group and its members.

Before leaving the session, the students were asked to rate the discussion
they had heard and were also asked to rate their impressions of the
members. As Aronson and Mills had predicted, women in the high embar-
rassment group who had a lot of dissonance to reduce, rated the discussion
and the group members more highly than did the women in the low embar-
rassment group. The results are shown in Figure 1.3.

The figure also shows the results of ratings made by students who had been
assigned to a control condition. These students also volunteered to be in the
sexual discussion group, heard the same conversation as the women in the
high and low embarrassment group, but did not have any screening test to
undergo. As you can see, the control group subjects thought the group and its
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members were dull. So, too, did the students in the low embarrassment group.
But the students in the high embarrassment group, who had heard precisely
the same tape recording as all of the other students, felt that the conversation
and the members were significantly more interesting.

Like many studies that use novel procedures, it is possible to think of alter-
native explanations. In the case of Aronson and Mills’s study, you might have
several questions about how well the manipulation of embarrassment really
fits the theory. Was reading the lurid passage and four-letter words really
embarrassing? If it was embarrassing, is that the same as the kind of physical
effort and suffering portrayed in the rock-climbing example? Several studies
have replicated Aronson and Mills’s basic finding, but the study that probably
used the most unassailable manipulation of suffering was conducted by
Gerard and Matthewson (1966). For their suffering manipulation, the inves-
tigators had participants agree to undergo electric shock in order to join a
group discussion. They found that the higher the level of shock, the more the
participants enjoyed the group and the discussion.

Threats and expectancies: rounding out the early history

The excitement of the first studies in cognitive dissonance did not stop at
induced compliance, free choice, and effort justification. Applying the insights
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of cognitive dissonance to make novel predictions took several additional forms.
Aronson and Carlsmith (1962) posed an interesting dilemma. Suppose you had
a child who had a penchant for eating candy. You wanted him to reduce his
sweets consumption. It occurs to you that you can use an admonition to stay
away from the candy jar, particularly when you are not present to monitor his
behavior. So you prepare to tell him that he should keep away from the sweets
while you are out of the house. To reinforce what you say, you plan to tell him
what you will do if he fails to listen to your directive. You will …  

What should come next? Something firm and harsh or something soft
and mild? As before, a broad view of reinforcement and learning theory
would suggest that a high threat will serve as a deterrent and lead to a neg-
ative evaluation of the stimulus – that is, the candy. Dissonance theory pre-
dicts something quite different. The deterrence for eating candy should be
as mild as possible. It should be just sufficient to convince the child to
refrain from eating, but no more threatening than that.

To show that this is true, Aronson and Carlsmith (1963) had children play
with some attractive toys. Then an adult experimenter pointed to the most
attractive toy in the room, a robot, and told the children, ‘I have to leave the
room for a moment. While I am gone, I do not want you to play with this toy.’
He pointed to the robot and placed it on a table within reach of the children.
For the children who had been randomly assigned to the high-threat condition,
the experimenter continued his warning by saying, ‘If you play with the robot
while I am gone, I will be very angry with you. I will have to pick up my toys
and go home.’ In the low-threat condition, the adult merely told the children
that if they played with the robot he would be ‘mildly annoyed.’

All children refrained from playing with the toy as the adult had asked
them. However, not playing with the toy was discrepant from the children’s
cognition that they wanted to play with this attractive toy. How could the
children reduce dissonance? Aronson and Carlsmith predicted that the
children would come to change their attitude about the toy. By devaluing
it, they would restore consistency. Not playing with a robot creates no dis-
sonance if you do not like the robot. Children in the high-threat condition
had an additional reason to support their behavior of not playing with the
robot. The adult would be very angry and take all of the toys away.

This cognition would be sufficient to reduce the children’s dissonance.
They did not need to devalue the toy because they had a very good reason
to support their behavior. When Aronson and Carlsmith asked the children
to rate how much they liked the robot, children in the mild-threat condi-
tion rated it significantly lower than did children in the high-threat condi-
tion. Mild threat led to internal attitude change; severe threat did not. The
moral of the story is that if you want to have your child keep his hands out
of the candy jar, use a mild admonition and he may well change his mind
about how much he likes your candy.
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Expecting success; expecting failure

Everyone likes to be successful. Everyone likes to improve his or her skills. Is
there a golfer amongst us who would not like a lower score, a skier who would
not like to conquer a higher mountain, a chess player who would not like to
achieve a higher ranking? Thinking through the implications of cognitive dis-
sonance, Aronson and Carlsmith (1962) suggested that there may be at least
one such time: people who think poorly of their ability, who think they are
unsuccessful, are people who are likely to expect not to succeed. The expecta-
tion for failure is a cognition and any evidence discrepant with that cognition
should cause cognitive dissonance. People who think highly of themselves and
expect to succeed would suffer dissonance by failing, but people who think
poorly of their ability might experience dissonance from success.

Aronson and Carlsmith (1962) tested this notion by giving people a novel
task to perform. They were given pairs of pictures and asked to choose
which of the pair was actually a picture of a schizophrenic. (In truth, there
were no right answers to the task; all pictures were of students enrolled at
Harvard University.) Some of the participants went through round after
round of the task and were given false feedback that they were almost
always wrong. They were very poor at the discrimination of who was schiz-
ophrenic. Other students received the opposite (false) feedback and learned
that they were very good. On the very last round, participants indicated
what their answers were and received feedback. Half of the participants
found that they were successful; half found they had given the wrong
answers. Feedback on the final round was orthogonal to what students had
learned about their ability from the prior rounds. Therefore, the design of
the study had four conditions. Some students expected to be successful and
found that on the last round they performed either consistently with that
expectation or inconsistently with it. The other students expected to be
unsuccessful, and found that the last round confirmed or contradicted that
expectation.

A mysterious ‘accident’ then occurred. Through a technological glitch,
the experimenters lost the data from the last round. The participants were
asked to choose between the pairs of pictures again. They were told they
could change their answers or stay with the same answers; they just needed
to do the round over. It was a relatively easy matter for the participants to
remember what they had chosen before the data were lost. So, they could
choose to stay with their original answers, or change them to the other picture
in the pair. People who were unsuccessful in the last round could easily
become successful by changing their choice.

For participants who had expected to be successful because they had
been successful on the first several rounds but who had failed on the last
round, choices were changed. That is, knowing that they had made the
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wrong choice on the last round, they changed their choices to achieve success.
Not so for those who expected to fail because they had failed on the first sev-
eral rounds. They stuck with their original choices and failed again. Even
more interesting were those who had expected to fail and found that they
had done very well on the last round. All they needed to do was to choose
the same pictures on the last round as they had chosen previously. But they
didn’t. Apparently, the dissonance created by the discrepancy between their
negative expectation and their positive performance motivated them to
change their answers. It seemed more comfortable to perform as they had
expected rather than to suffer the state of cognitive dissonance that would
arise from the discrepancy.

Lessons from the early days

The elegance of early cognitive dissonance theory was that it was basic and
uncomplicated, yet it made predictions that were novel and non-obvious. It
drew on a few basic principles whose a priori basis was appealing: that people
are driven to achieve consistency and are motivated to make changes in the
wake of inconsistency.

There were several features of cognitive dissonance theory that transcended
the basic concept of consistency. The first was Festinger’s reliance on the con-
cept of cognition. By focusing on ‘pieces of knowledge,’ as he phrased it, dis-
sonance theory could consider relationships between concepts that, until
then, had been treated separately. Attitudes, beliefs, perceptions of the envi-
ronment, values, and behaviors all fell under a single rubric and all were grist
for the mill to determine the level of consistency or inconsistency.

The second major contribution of cognitive dissonance theory is its pre-
diction of a magnitude of dissonance. Festinger was not the first to theorize
about the consequences of inconsistency. One of the earliest contributions
to the literature in social psychology was Fritz Heider’s (1946) exposition
of psychological balance. Like Festinger, Heider believed that people
intrinsically dislike inconsistent states. It makes us more comfortable if, for
example, we like a particular movie and a friend of ours likes the same
movie than if we disagreed with our friend. We are pleased by harmonious
balance, which is a concept similar to consistency. But Festinger and Heider
came from vastly different traditions when thinking about people’s mental
states in a social environment. Heider came from a Gestalt tradition in
which certain relationships among objects in the physical world were sim-
ply preferred to other relationships. Heider’s genius for social psychology
was that he saw that similar principles applied to the social world. Just as
we prefer to see such principles as continuity and closure in the perceptual
world, so too do we prefer to see consistency in our social world.
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By contrast, Festinger came from an intellectual tradition fostered by Kurt
Lewin. In that tradition, people navigated a world in which there were
motivational pushes and pulls; there were underlying psychological forces
that drove our behavior. So, it was more natural for Festinger to expound a
theory of cognitive consistency based on forces and drives rather than per-
ceptual preferences. And once the concepts of drive and arousal were intro-
duced, it was not a major leap to theorize about magnitude. There can be
more drive or less drive, depending on the amount of dissonance that is
aroused in a given situation. It was the ability to predict the situations in
which there would be more or less dissonance that gave the theory its very
special properties. Few would have argued that making a speech contrary to
one’s attitudes is inconsistent and should lead to change. However, the
hypothesis that there is more arousal when the magnitude of incentive is
low rather than high is what made the dissonance theory predictions
special.

And controversial – which brings us to the next phase of the work in
dissonance theory.
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There is a maxim in research that controversy breeds knowledge. When
consumers of a research study find it difficult to believe a result, and the
result proves replicable, they need to formulate ideas that can account for
it. So it was with dissonance theory. More than a few social psychologists
took up the challenge to see if there were reasons other than the ones pro-
posed by Festinger and his colleagues that could account for the data they
produced. In the wake of an honest controversy, such as the one that
swelled around dissonance theory, the ideas, findings, and results that come
from attempts to disprove, reinvent and reestablish create a dialectic that
culminates in a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. That is what
happened in the case of cognitive dissonance.

I shall relate a story of what I believe to be the first major empirical chal-
lenge to dissonance theory and the way it was resolved. I should make clear
that my perspective may not be completely dispassionate because this is
where I entered the field. However, I think the research controversy I shall
describe is a prototype of the early critical analyses of dissonance and the
kinds of studies that eventually sharpened the dissonance perspective.

Several laboratories took up the challenge of finding an explanation for
the results that was more in accord with the general principles of learning
theory than Festinger’s dissonance perspective. For example, Irving Janis
(see Elms and Janis, 1965), who had been one of the co-investigators on the
learning theory-based Yale Communication and Attitude Change program,
criticized dissonance theory’s conclusions by suggesting that a process
known as ‘biased scanning’ was responsible for the data. Another co-author
of the Yale attitude research, Milton Rosenberg (1965), suggested a differ-
ent approach. Rosenberg suggested that the interpersonal dynamic between
the experimenter and the participant might have produced the effect, with-
out any need to invoke the theory of dissonance. Summarizing a plethora of
alternative explanations for the dissonance findings I presented in Chapter 1,
Alfonse and Natalie Chapanis pronounced with great enthusiasm (and in
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capital letters) that, five years after the publication of Festinger and
Carlsmith’s research, the verdict on dissonance theory was ‘NOT YET
PROVEN!’ (Chapanis and Chapanis, 1964).

There is more than a little irony to the reaction of the learning theoreti-
cal approach to dissonance theory. Neither Festinger’s original writing nor
any of the early research reported in Chapter 1 ever mentioned learning
theory, still less argued against it. Yet many psychologists believed that it
contradicted this basic tenet of human psychology and, therefore, con-
cluded that the results must be due to something else. That belief was the
catalyst to many of the research articles that took issue with dissonance the-
ory. And those articles led to further research that helped support, refine,
and strengthen the theory. Through the five decades of research in disso-
nance, there have been and continue to be many controversies about the
way in which the process unfolds, and about its antecedents and conse-
quences. But with well over a thousand research articles now in the jour-
nals, cognitive dissonance is well established as a reliable phenomenon. The
irony is that without the attention paid to it by its critics, the long tradition
of dissonance research might never have occurred.

A productive criticism: evaluation apprehension

The first wave of critical reaction to dissonance theory was that there must
be some other explanation for the data – some artifact that explained why,
when rewards and incentives for a behavior are high, attitudes change less
to support that behavior. Rosenberg’s was perhaps the most intriguing
explanation and he supported it with data. He took as his major theoretical
premise that rewards affect behavior in the way one would expect from
what we know about learning theory. If people are asked to give a speech
about an object, an issue, or an idea, they will come to like it better – i.e.,
have more positive attitudes about it – the more they are rewarded for it.
In Rosenberg’s view, it does not matter if the behavior is an essay or speech,
whether it is pro-attitudinal or counterattitudinal: the more the inducement
or reward, the more one should like and approve the topic of the speech. In
Festinger and Carlsmith’s (1959) experiment, there should have been a
direct relationship between reward and attitude change.

This left Rosenberg to explain why participants in Festinger and
Carlsmith’s study did not show more attitude change in the $20 condition
than in the $1 condition. Here is where evaluation apprehension enters the
picture. Rosenberg cautioned us to take a long look at the interpersonal
dynamic that was occurring in the study. A student enters a laboratory in a
psychology department. This is already a social situation imbued with mean-
ing. What do psychologists do? One possibility that may be at the back (or
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perhaps front) of students’ minds is that psychologists always try to evaluate
people’s personalities.

As the procedure of Festinger and Carlsmith’s or Cohen’s study unfolded,
a psychologist was asking people to perform a fairly simple behavior: for
Festinger and Carlsmith, it was to say to a student already in the next room
that the peg task was fun; for Cohen, it was to write an essay about the New
Haven police. A small incentive may have seemed reasonable and that small
incentive, through learning theory principles, might have resulted in posi-
tive attitudes toward the peg task or the police issue at Yale. In principle, a
large incentive normally would have produced more positive attitudes, but
the magnitude of the incentive was overshadowed by the interpersonal
meaning of the inducement.

Simply put, $20 (whose value in today’s dollars would be greater than
$200) was out of line with the task. So, too, was $10 to write a one-page
essay. What were the participants thinking about this financial offer?
Rosenberg’s answer was that the large amount of money must have been
seen as a bribe. And the bribe clicked with students’ notion that they were
being evaluated by the psychologist. ‘Oh, I get it,’ they may have reasoned,
‘This psychologist wants to see how I react to a bribe.’ Soon, the psycholo-
gist asked for the participants’ attitude toward the task or issue. This con-
firms the students’ concern that they are being evaluated. ‘I’ll show that I
cannot be bought; I’m not that kind of person.’ Concerned with not want-
ing to appear to be bought, the participants intentionally and purposefully
kept their attitudes at the pre-essay or pre-task level.

Rosenberg needed to show that if evaluation apprehension were elimi-
nated as a concern, then participants would have been free to change their
opinions, and they would have done so as a direct function of incentive mag-
nitude: i.e., the more the inducement to say something contrary to their
attitudes, the more their attitudes would change in the direction of their
essay. Rosenberg eliminated evaluation apprehension by running an induced
compliance study that was essentially similar to Cohen’s study of attitudes
about the New Haven police. He had students write an essay that they did
not believe for a small or large inducement. However, he had the attitudes
collected by a completely different experimenter who was in a different
room doing a different study. In this way, subjects would not feel that they
were having their honesty and integrity assessed by the experimenter and
would not hold back their true opinion. Rosenberg predicted they would
show more favorable attitudes with higher rather than smaller incentives.

In order to test this notion, Rosenberg created a clever procedure at Ohio
State University in which he convinced students that there were two sepa-
rate experiments being run. When students arrived for the study they had
volunteered for (an attitude assessment study), they found that the experi-
menter was ‘running late.’ He apologized to the student and then said that
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since they had signed up for an hour’s experiment and the assessment really
would not take that long, they were to go to another experiment that was
being run by another investigator in order to fill the time. Then they could
return to the attitude assessment study.

The second study that the student was sent to was research on students’
opinions about a controversial issue that had affected the Ohio State cam-
pus. There had been a proposal to ban the OSU football team from com-
peting in the Rose Bowl that year. Students were very much against the
proposal, so Rosenberg seized the opportunity to run an experiment very
much like the basic procedure of Cohen’s (1962) study. He asked students
to write strong and forceful essays favoring the ban against the football
team. They were offered either a small or a large incentive for writing the
essay. When they were finished, they returned to the office of the first
experimenter who was now ready to receive them.

The first experimenter had a questionnaire that he wanted the students
to fill out for his study of campus issues. There were numerous items on the
questionnaire, covering a broad range of topics. One of the topics was the
students’ opinion about the ban on Rose Bowl participation. Rosenberg pre-
dicted that, without evaluation apprehension raising its specter as the
students were filling out the questionnaire, they would show that their atti-
tudes were more in favor of the Rose Bowl ban as a direct function of incen-
tive magnitude: the higher the reward, the more favorable the attitude.

This is what Rosenberg found. In the absence of concerns about integrity
and honesty, without worrying about whether they were being bribed and
evaluated, the participants showed the direct effect that Rosenberg had
predicted.
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A demise or an invitation?

Rosenberg (1965) was not the only scholar to pick up on the interpersonal
dilemma that participants were facing when given a reward that seemed too
large. Tedeschi, Schlenker and Bonoma (1971) made a compelling case for
what they called impression management and Schlenker (1980) coined the
term identity negotiation to describe the way in which the interpersonal
dynamics of the experimental situation may have led directly to the result
that Festinger and Carlsmith had obtained. But Rosenberg’s study was the
first and it was instantly influential. Not only did it suggest that the induced
compliance results were an artifact of participants’ concern with evaluation,
but it also produced results that warmed the hearts of the learning theorists.
In a counterattitudinal essay-writing paradigm, dissonance seemed to fail
where reinforcement theory succeeded.

However, good controversy also leads to further analysis that can offer ideas
of why the critics were mistaken. In the best of all worlds, the criticisms of the
criticisms are not just endless arguments whose winner is the side that persists
the longest. In the best of all worlds, the analysis of the criticisms leads not
only to understanding where the critics may have inadvertently created an
artifact, but also helps to clarify and extend the original theory. This was the
happy outcome of the evaluation apprehension story.

Three of us at Duke University were drawn into the controversy. Darwin
E. Linder was an assistant professor who had been a student of the disso-
nance pioneer, Elliot Aronson; Edward E. Jones was a senior professor who
had made enormous contributions to the study of interpersonal perception;
and I was a wet-behind-the ears graduate student. We thought that, as good as
Rosenberg’s work was, it would have been more compelling if he had done a
balanced replication of previous dissonance work. That is, if Rosenberg were
correct about evaluation apprehension being responsible for the results of
induced compliance experiments, then it would have been most convincing
if he had been able to produce reinforcement results in the absence of eval-
uation apprehension and, using the very same issue and subject population,
produce results that looked like dissonance theory data with evaluation
apprehension left in. Because he hadn’t done that, we were not sure it was
time to give up on cognitive dissonance.

It’s all about freedom

We had a different idea about why Rosenberg had produced different data
from Festinger and Carlsmith, Cohen, and several others who had used the
induced compliance paradigm. We suggested that there was an important dif-
ference between the induced compliance procedure as used by Festinger and
Carlsmith (1959) and the one used by Rosenberg (1965).When Festinger and
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Carlsmith asked the participant if he or she was willing to serve as a
confederate and say the task was interesting, the choice to say yes or no was
completely open. The participant could have walked away, said he was too
busy, or indicated that she could not tell a lie, even for science. Indeed, some
participants did refuse, but most accepted. The choice was theirs.

In the evaluation apprehension study, Rosenberg’s procedure required
that the participant leave the first experimenter, proceed to the office of the
second experimenter, and do whatever it was that the second experimenter
had in store for the participant. The second experimenter provided no addi-
tional choice about writing the essay favoring the Rose Bowl ban. We
thought that choice might be an important variable.

Let’s consider why. From the perspective of the participant, the cognition
that I oppose the ban on going to the Rose Bowl is discrepant from the
behavior that I wrote an essay supporting the ban. However, there is also a
cognition about my freedom to decline and this cognition must be put into
the dissonance formula. It is a large, important cognition in the context of
the interpersonal situation of the participant. If I were required to write the
essay, then that requirement serves as an important cognition consonant
with my behavior. Why did I write the essay? Because the experimenter
required me to. That cognition might have been powerful enough to elimi-
nate all dissonance.

We designed a balanced replication to assess this possibility (Linder,
Cooper, and Jones, 1967). Although the political issue was different,
students participated in a study that was very much like Rosenberg’s. Like
that earlier study, our procedure used the ruse of having two experimenters,
the first of whom was running late. Half of the subjects were told that they
were to go to the office of the second experiment and participate in what-
ever research the other experimenter had for them.The other half were also
told to go to the second experimenter but were further advised, ‘I don’t
know exactly what that researcher is doing. It will be completely up to you
if you want to participate.’ Thus, half of the students went to the second
experiment feeling committed to whatever the experimenter wanted them
to do (low-choice condition) and half knew that the choice to participate
was completely their own (high-choice condition).

The second experimenter explained that he was conducting research on
a controversial issue affecting the Duke University campus that year. We
told the students that the administration was considering banning certain
political figures from speaking on campus, a proposal that had been in the
newspaper and to which students were strongly opposed. We offered par-
ticipants either a very small (50 cents) or larger ($2.50) incentive for writ-
ing the essay. Most agreed to do so, and then returned to the office of the
first experimenter, where they filled out their attitudes on a variety of local
and national issues, including the ban on political speakers.

CRITICISM PROPELS THE THEORY FORWARD
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We predicted that dissonance would occur only when the participants
believed they had freely chosen to write the counterattitudinal essay. Only
then would they experience the arousal of cognitive dissonance and only
then would the incentive magnitude play a determining role in the reduc-
tion of dissonance. In the low-choice conditions, we expected the lack of
decision freedom to extinguish dissonance before it began. Knowing they
had no choice but to behave as they did perfectly explained why they wrote
an essay contrary to their attitudes. Dissonance would not be aroused and
would not need to be reduced.

The results of our study are shown in Figure 2.2. As we predicted, only
the students who were in the high-choice condition showed the familiar sig-
nature of induced compliance (i.e., the inverse relationship between incen-
tive magnitude and attitude change). The higher the incentive for writing
the essay, the smaller was the attitude change. In the no-choice condition,
something very different happened. In the absence of choice, with no disso-
nance to cope with, incentive magnitude played a role, as learning theorists
would predict: higher incentives led to more attitude change.

The Linder et al. (1967) study was but a piece of a puzzle in which a land-
mark study such as Festinger and Carlsmith’s was criticized ingeniously by
another social psychologist (Rosenberg, 1965). His work, when analyzed
through a slightly different lens, showed that the evidence he had obtained for
a direct (reinforcement theory) relationship between incentive magnitude
and attitude change occurred only because his inadvertent use of coercion
eliminated cognitive dissonance. By not allowing participants to exercise a free
decision about whether to write or decline to write the attitude-discrepant
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Figure 2.2 Changes of attitudes towar d speaker ban as a function of choice and incentive
Source: Adapted fr om Linder, Cooper , and Jones (1967)
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essay, he had inadvertently eliminated dissonance. The balanced replication of
Linder et al. (1967) showed that both direct (reinforcement) and indirect (dis-
sonance) relationships between incentive magnitude and attitudes are possible.
Dissonance, however, is the trump card. When dissonance is present because
the cognition about decision freedom exists in the minds of the actors, then
incentives serve to reduce the dissonance. The higher the incentive, the lower
the dissonance.

The beginning of the search for modifiers

The evaluation apprehension studies, far from being a debilitating blow to
dissonance theory, began an entirely new phase in its history. Cognitive dis-
sonance had survived its encounter with evaluation apprehension. However,
it also began a search for moderators. Under some conditions, dissonance is
aroused through behavior that is discrepant from attitudes. But what are the
conditions? The Linder et al. (1967) work showed one of those modifiers.
Behavior that is at variance with attitudes causes dissonance, but only under
conditions of high-decision freedom. In the absence of freedom, there is no
dissonance.

The second wave: the data are right but the theory is wrong

The theory of self-perception

A second wave of criticisms took a different tack. Rather than arguing that
there was something wrong with the procedure in dissonance experiments,
the next round of criticism focused on the theory itself. In a brilliant theo-
retical analysis, Daryl Bem (1967, 1972) took issue with the entire foundation
of dissonance theory. He argued that the very same data predicted by disso-
nance theory could be predicted more parsimoniously by what he first
called ‘radical behaviorism’ (Bem, 1965) and later referred to as self-perception
theory (Bem, 1972). Bem had no quarrel with the data from any of the
induced compliance, free-choice, or effort justification studies that had
focused attention on dissonance theory. He merely asked whether a simpler
explanation wasn’t readily available that did not involve the drive state of
dissonance.

Bem based his theory on the work of Fritz Heider, Edward E. Jones, and
Harold Kelley, each of whom had worked out the principles of attribution
in interpersonal perception. The key tenet of attribution theory is that
people need to decipher the meaning of other people’s behavior. We have
no immediate insight into what others feel or think. We have no immediate
insight into their personalities. All we can observe is other people’s verbal
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or physical behavior. Although the various attribution theories differ in the
way they believe people process information about others’ behavior, there
are two elements they all have in common. In order to know what people
are really like, we look at their behavior and the stimulus conditions that
provoked that behavior.

Imagine that we want to know how someone feels about immigration
policy. We cannot have immediate access to her thoughts, but we can hear
what she says. If she says she is for a more liberal immigration policy that
legitimizes guest workers, we have good reason to believe that the behavior
represents her true feelings. Her behavior is the most critical determinant in
our knowing what she believes. The second important factor is our analysis
of the environmental conditions that may have led her to say she is for a lib-
eral immigration policy. If she is a lobbyist in Washington DC, employed by
the United Farm Workers (UFW) and paid to take her position, we may dis-
count what she said and not assume that her statement reflects her true,
personal attitudes. After all, her lobbyist salary may perfectly well have pro-
duced the statement. We typically consider people’s behaviors to be
descriptive of the way they see the world (i.e., accurate reflections of their
internal state) unless we deduce that the behavior was under the control of
some stimulus in the environment. At that point, we may not know what to
believe about the speaker’s true attitude. The professional lobbyist who is
paid by the UFW may or may not really, truly support immigration rights.
If we had to guess her true opinion, we probably would not know what to
say. We might choose the normative opinion on the issue (i.e., what most
people think) but hold it with little confidence.

Self-perception theory then took an unusual twist. Bem argued that,
despite how comforting it may seem to think we have direct knowledge of
our own attitudes and beliefs, it is not always true. We do not always have
insights into our own attitudes and beliefs, especially when they are not very
strong or salient. Bem provided an example. Consider someone who is asked
at dinner whether he likes brown bread. He thinks, ‘I must like brown bread
because I ordered some with dinner the other night.’ He infers what his atti-
tudes are by examining his behavior. If he ate brown bread, he must like
brown bread. And that would allow him to answer the inquiry into his atti-
tude about brown bread. This inference process works, provided we have no
reason to doubt it. We doubt it when we suspect that the behavior was
under the control of an environmental stimulus. Thinking back to my eat-
ing brown bread, I may not only recall that I ate the bread but I now also
recall that I was hungry and the brown bread was the only bread available.
That I ate it tells me very little about my attitude toward the bread. Now
that I am asked what my attitude is, the best I can do is infer a prototypical
attitude toward the bread. Most people think it’s pretty good and that will
have to describe my attitude as well.

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
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Bem was aware that all of us have some attitudes about which we are very
clear and certain. We do not need to use our behavior to infer our attitudes.
Ask me if I love my wife, and I do not need to use an inference process. I
know I do; I do not have to scan my behavior to make my best guess about
my feelings. However, Bem suggested that most of our attitudes are not of
that type. When asked about our opinion toward most political issues or
attitude objects, we engage the very same process to infer our attitudes as
we use to infer the attitudes of others. We look at our behavior, analyze the
environmental stimuli, and make a logical inference about our attitudes. If
asked whether I like a particular acquaintance that I don’t see very often, I
might scan my past behaviors and recall that I did not attend a party he
threw, have never gone to lunch with him, and have rarely agreed with his
position at meetings. I conclude that I’m not that fond of him. Asked if I
agree that global warming is an issue that we must be concerned about right
now, I scan my behavior, recalling that I signed a petition to my local
Congressman to that effect, responded to surveys by taking that position,
and even donated money to a candidate for my local city council whose
platform contained a strong commitment to lower greenhouse gases. I con-
clude that, yes, global warming is an issue I’m concerned about. Note that
in both cases, I did not have immediate access to my attitudes. I quickly
scanned past behavior and made the best answer I could. The answers were
the result of inference processes.

Self-perception meets induced compliance

The next step in Bem’s approach follows directly from his theory of self-
perception. In the induced compliance experiments I have already
described, subjects were asked about their reactions to issues that, while
moderately important, did not rise to the status of whether the students
loved their mothers. That is, they were not asked about issues or people
about which they felt very strongly and had ‘direct access’ to their attitudes.
Instead – and as is typically the case with most attitudes – they were asked
about attitudes that required an inference process; the very same inference
process we have discussed. At Stanford, students were asked if they liked to
turn pegs; at Yale, they were asked how much they liked the New Haven
police; at Ohio State, they were asked how much they wanted to go to the
Rose Bowl; and, at Duke, they were asked how much they agreed with a ban
on controversial speakers. How were they to answer these questions? 

The Stanford students who answered Festinger and Carlsmith’s (1959)
questions about their attitude toward spool turning could look at an action
that was relevant to their liking of the spool-turning task: i.e., they could
remember that they had just told another student that it was fun and inter-
esting. That information contained in their behavior should go a long way
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toward answering what their attitude was. They could recall going on at
some length about how much fun it was. On the other hand, the signifi-
cance of the behavior for the inference process is mitigated to the extent
that it might have been emitted under the control of an environmental stim-
ulus. The experimenter requested the behavior, but he did not demand it.
That is, as a participant, I could have said ‘No,’ but I didn’t. ‘OK,’ the student
can reason, ‘the behavior is still potentially descriptive of my attitude.’ He
continues, ‘But how about the money?’ The experimenter paid me to say that
the task was interesting.’ As in Festinger and Carlsmith’s reasoning about dis-
sonance theory, the difference between the high incentive and the low incen-
tive is important. Behaving positively toward the task (i.e., saying it was
interesting) is highly under the control of the environmental stimulus as you
now think about it.The inference process continues by the student’s thinking,
‘I said it was interesting but the $20 payment fully explains why I did it. My
behavior is not relevant to my attitude.’ The inference process ends with the
student having no basis for assessing his attitude. He ultimately reverts to an
assessment of how he thinks most people would have felt about a task in
which you endlessly turn pegs and sort spools.

A different inference awaits the student who said the task was interesting
for only a minimal incentive. For this student, the behavior seems less under
the control of the environmental stimulus – i.e., the money – and therefore
the conclusion of the inference process is that I must have liked exercising
my fingers and turning those spools and pegs. This student infers he had a
positive attitude toward the task.

The ingenuity of Bem’s explanation is its parsimony. It accepts the pre-
dictions and the results of the dissonance theory research. It concurs with
the notion that people will come to like what they espoused as an inverse
function of the magnitude of incentive. It also concurs with Linder et al.’s
(1967) notion that feeling choice is critical for the effect to occur. After all,
how much more clearly can we see a behavior as being under the control of
an environmental stimulus than if it is demanded by a person with high
power, such as the experimenter in a research study? The self-perception
explanation accepted all of the findings from induced compliance without
searching for artifacts or mistakes in the procedures. It also accommodated
the results of other research approaches that we have talked about. If I
picked a blender over a toaster in Jack Brehm’s study, I must infer I liked it.
If I chose to undergo an embarrassing screening test as a student in Aronson
and Mills’s (1959) experiment, it must be that I really liked discussing the
secondary sexual characteristic of lower animals.

Why was it parsimonious? Self-perception did not require that internal
states be involved in the process. It did not involve raising and lowering
people’s level of arousal nor did it need to postulate the drive to reduce that
arousal. It simply needed to invoke an inference process – the very same
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inference process that people use to infer the attitudes and characteristics
of others. Its list of advantages included:

1 no need to invoke internal arousal
2 no need to worry about what factors raise and lower the levels of arousal
3 no need to invoke the drive-like quality that leads to dissonance reduction
4 it claimed to accommodate all dissonance findings, including research based on the

expenditure of effort and making choices
5 inconsistent behavior was no different from consistent behavior; both were useful

pieces of information in the inference process
6 it relied on the same process of attribution that had been studied in person percep-

tion since the work of Heider in the 1940s. 

These were important considerations, but was self-perception theory correct? 

Research support: the interpersonal simulation

The problem with a theory that agrees with all of the research findings of a
competing theory is that it is hard to discriminate between the two. Bem
had an interesting addendum to his argument that, while not a definitive
test of the two theories, was consistent with self-perception theory. Since
Bem was arguing that people make inferences about themselves in much
the same way that they would make those inferences if they were making
judgments of other people, he reasoned that if he told a new group of par-
ticipants precisely what Yale students were asked to do in Cohen’s experi-
ment, or Duke students were asked to do in the Linder et al. (1967) study,
they should infer those students’ final attitudes and reach the same conclu-
sion that the Yale and Duke students actually reached for themselves. In
short, the involved participation of the real subjects, he argued, was unnec-
essary. Just describe the procedure to people, tell them what behaviors the
target people performed and the stimulus conditions that provoked it, and
observers will attribute the very same differences in attitudes that disso-
nance researchers found in their actual experiments.

Bem reported the results of several studies in which he showed this to be
true. A research participant in one of Bem’s studies was shown a written
description of what Cohen’s subjects had been asked to do through a verba-
tim account of that procedure. They were told that the Yale student agreed to
write the essay and had been promised $1 for writing it. Other participants
were given the same instructions but were told about the original participant
having been promised 50 cents. Bem’s results so faithfully replicated the orig-
inal results that Cohen had obtained that the graphs of the data of the two
studies could be overlaid on each other with no apparent differences whatso-
ever. In Figure 2.3, the results of Cohen’s study can be seen in the top half of
the graph and Bem’s results are shown at the bottom.
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Not everyone accepted the meaningfulness of Bem’s interpersonal simu-
lation. Two groups of investigators believed that the meaning of Bem’s
results rested in part on the assumptions he had made when setting up the
interpersonal simulation. A group at Duke University and a group at Yale
University independently realized that Bem had based his work on the
assumption that students who participate as involved participants do not
have a cognition about their initial attitudes. Combining their efforts, Jones,
Linder, Keisler, Zanna and Brehm(1968) pointed out that to accept the
validity of the interpersonal simulation in the way that Bem reported it was
also to accept the premise that the subjects had no insight into their own
attitudes. In the interpersonal replication, Bem (1965) had said nothing
about initial attitudes, so the only information the interpersonal replicators
had to rely on was the essay-writing behavior and the amount of induce-
ment the writers were offered to write the essay. To the contrary, argued
Jones et al., the real participants knew what their attitudes toward the New
Haven police were. They could use them or ignore them, but they surely
had a cognition about their own attitudes. When Jones et al. repeated Bem’s
experiment and provided the new subjects with the pre-experimental atti-
tudes of the Yale students toward the New Haven police, the results did not
replicate those of the original experiment.

‘ACTUAL’ BELIEFS (Cohen)

INTERPERSONAL  JUDGMENTS  OF  BELIEF
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Figure 2.3 A comparision of ‘actual’ beliefs and interpersonal judgements of beliefs
Source: Bem (1965)
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Even if the interpersonal simulation is problematic as a research tool,
Bem’s self-perception theory still posed an immense challenge for disso-
nance theory. How can the theoretical debate be disentangled? At the very
least, the supposition that people sometimes make inferences about them-
selves is appealing. If that is what participants were doing in the studies
whose data had been seen as supporting cognitive dissonance theory, then
the theoretical underpinnings of the phenomenon were anyone’s guess.

The debate about theoretical mechanisms could not be solved by posing
different predictions about changes in attitudes. In almost all cases, both
theories made the same predictions. Instead, the debate had to turn on find-
ing a way to collect data on the process that occurs following counterattitu-
dinal behavior. Do people change their attitudes to reduce unpleasant
tension or are they simply making inferences from their behavior? The
search for the internal process and the general resolution to the debate will
be the topics of the next chapter.
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Cognitive dissonance was based on an idea of what occurs inside people’s
heads. Inconsistent cognitions caused tension, the tension is arousing and
experienced as an unpleasant state, and people are driven to reduce it. The
predictions became particularly interesting when the magnitude of the ten-
sion was considered, allowing for the fascinating and non-obvious predictions
that we discussed in previous chapters. However, all of this was based on a
notion of processes unfolding where we could not observe them. We could
estimate how much dissonance we thought would be aroused by particular
events in particular social situations and, given what we thought we knew
about the arousal and reduction processes, we could predict when there
would be more or less change of particular cognitions (usually, attitudes).

Self-perception theory (and, to some extent, the attribution theory of
Harold Kelley, 1972), challenged all of that. Did we need the concepts of
arousal, tension, unpleasantness, and drive reduction? Did we need to think
about inconsistency at all? What is the status of the motivational mecha-
nism that Festinger thought lay behind the dissonance process? 

Dissonance: reality or metaphor?

Festinger wrote during a time in which speculation about internal processes
was common (although controversial) in all of psychology. In the field of
animal learning, for example, Clark Hull (1952) had pioneered a view of
learning that was based on internal drive states. Drive states, he argued, pro-
vided the motivation to learn; the successful reduction of those drives deter-
mined what was learned. But drives were not measured, they were inferred.
The length of time the animal went without food, for example, was an indi-
cant of the strength of the animal’s drive state. This is not to imply that the
research wasn’t rigorous and scientific. The dependent variables were care-
fully measured, as were the antecedent conditions for learning.

THE MOTIV ATIONAL

PROPER TY OF DISSONANCE
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THE MOTIVATIONAL PROPERTY OF DISSONANCE

On the clinical side of the psychological spectrum, the major prevailing
theory was that of Sigmund Freud (1933). Freud’s psychoanalytic theory
was similarly built on the concept of drive states. Freudian psychology was
based on the build-up and reduction of the sexual drive state. In Freud’s
view, all of human behavior could be understood with reference to a
broadly construed view of the human drive for sex. With some assumptions
about the need to repress various sexually cathartic experiences, Freud
could speculate about the build-up of sexual tension which, in turn, pre-
dicted patterns of counterproductive behaviour patterns like phobias, obses-
sions, and hysteria. Psychologists could measure and assess the neurotic
behavior patterns, but not the internal drive state that propelled them.

Did Freud mean his set of internal processes to be a metaphor or did he
believe the super ego and id fought battles that resulted in neuroses? Did
Hull believe that the arousal of a drive state was real or was it a hidden
process whose reality was less important than its ability to predict learning
patterns? The unobserved nature of these internal processes prompted crit-
ics and alternative views. The famous behaviorist psychologist B.F. Skinner
(1953) objected to classical learning theory fundamentally because it relied
upon unmeasurable internal states. Although, like Hull, Skinner promoted
the importance of reinforcement in learning, he did it in a way that did not
rely on any hidden, unmeasurable internal states like drives. In clinical psy-
chology, Joseph Wolpe (1958) and his colleagues brought behavioral ther-
apy to bear on clinical problems whose major idea was to avoid any
assumptions about unseen internal processes that had characterized
Freudian and neo-Freudian theory.

Leon Festinger had entered this conceptual dialogue on the side of those
who found it useful to talk about potentially unseen and perhaps unmea-
surable internal states. However, new criticisms arose and his critics, such as
Daryl Bem, objected to the use of the internal states in much the same way
that Skinner’s psychology criticized Hullian learning and Wolpe’s behavior-
ism criticized Freud’s psychoanalytic assumptions. For the first decade of
research in the theory of cognitive dissonance, there was not much need to
worry about whether the proposed state of internal tension was real, or
whether it was just a concept whose identifiable tenets created the non-
obvious interesting predictions that data ultimately confirmed. With the
advent of self-perception theory, it suddenly mattered.

Dissonance as drive: early evidence

Even prior to the challenge by Bem and his colleagues, a few investigators
had looked for ways to find evidence that cognitive dissonance functioned
as a drive. Without technological tools for measuring a drive, Waterman and
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Katkin (1967) devised a clever, indirect method to find evidence for a 
dissonance drive. They reasoned that one robust finding from the literature
on drive states, for humans and non-human animals, is that high states of
drive have an effect on how learning takes place. Highly arousing drives
facilitate simple learning but interfere with complex learning. Anyone who
has ever been anxious before an exam understands this. If you are highly
aroused by some form of tension state, it is very difficult to concentrate on
new and complex material. The tension and arousal seem to get in the way.
On the other hand, if you are asked to answer questions on material that is
well learned and easily at your command, then you can quickly and accurately
recall the answers.

Waterman and Katkin argued that if cognitive dissonance causes tension
and arousal, it should have a similar impact on learning. People who are in
the throes of cognitive dissonance should do very well on simple learning
tasks but have difficulty on complex tasks. In their experiment, Waterman
and Katkin had participants engage in an induced compliance task. The
students were asked to write counterattitudinal essays on a topic of interest.
Before they could reduce their dissonance through changes of attitudes,
Waterman and Katkin presented them with some complex or simple mate-
rial to learn. The results of the study were supportive but not completely
clear. Facilitation of simple learning did occur for participants who were in
a high-dissonance condition, but interference with complex learning did not
occur. The contribution that this study made to the literature was that it
showed a way of studying the question of whether dissonance had arousing
properties. The basic tack was an indirect one: if dissonance is arousing, it
should work like other arousing drive states. The idea was a good one, but
proving it was another matter.

Pallack and Pittman (1972) were the next to take up the question. They
also conducted an experiment in which they created high and low disso-
nance by having participants write counterattitudinal essays under high-
and low-choice conditions. In a carefully constructed experiment, they
presented simple and complex learning tasks to their participants and found
that high dissonance interfered with complex learning but failed to support
the prediction that dissonance facilitated simple learning. Again, it was ‘half
a loaf.’ That is, the experiment showed that dissonance does have an effect
on learning. However, in principle, it should have two effects. The idea
seemed to have truth to it, but confirming it was elusive.

The misattribution studies

The next set of studies in the literature helped to solidify the idea that, just
as Festinger had guessed, dissonance is experienced, not inferred. Moreover,
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the research strongly suggests that the experience is an unpleasant state of
arousal and it is to reduce this arousal that people are motivated to restore 
consistency.

In order to set the stage for these studies, we should revisit a classic study
conducted by Schachter and Singer (1962), as they sought evidence for their
two-factor theory of emotion. Schachter and Singer had suggested that the
experience of an emotion is based on two factors: one is arousal and the other
is the attaching of a cognitive label onto that arousal. Then, and only then,
do we experience an emotion. Imagine that you are in a deserted section of
your local park and a large dog comes running your way.Your autonomic ner-
vous system automatically is set in motion by the surprise appearance of the
dog, its big teeth, and its loud barking. Although it happens quickly,
Schachter and Singer argued that people first experience the autonomic
arousal and then attach a cognitive label – i.e., an informational explanation
for what is happening. So, confronted with the animal in the park, you feel
the arousal and then may decide that large + barking + big teeth = fear. This
is a dog to be afraid of. When you put the label and the arousal together, you
actually experience the emotion known as fear.

The experiment that Schachter and Singer devised provided a methodol-
ogy which will help solve the question of whether dissonance has arousing
properties and is experienced as an emotion. Schachter and Singer knew
that the only way they could find convincing evidence for their two-factor
model was to be able to separate the stimulus that caused the arousal from
the stimulus that provided the cognitive label. If they could activate arousal
and then show that the emotion people experience is determined by the
cognitive label that is provided for them, that would be convincing.
Similarly, if they could show that the label, in the absence of the arousal, did
not produce an experienced emotion, then they would have support for
their theory.

All of the participants in Schachter and Singer’s experiment came to the
laboratory as recruits in a study on the effect of a vitamin supplement, known
as Suproxin, on people’s vision. They were asked to take an injection of
Suproxin. In reality, there is no vitamin supplement called Suproxin. What
Schachter and Singer administered to most participants was an injection of
norepinepherine, a synthetic adrenalin. It produces a general state of arousal
in which one’s palms may sweat, heart may beat a bit faster, and breathing
rate may increase. Schachter and Singer predicted that participants whose
autonomic nervous system was aroused would experience an emotion – and
the emotion would depend on what cognitive label is provided.

The label was provided in a social context by the behavior of an experimen-
tal confederate hired by the experimenters to play a particular role. The con-
federate was always introduced as another participant waiting for the same
experiment. For some of the participants, the confederate acted in a goofy,
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happy manner, making paper airplanes in the lab room, playing basketball
with scrap paper, and generally having a good time. Schachter and Singer
expected that the combination of arousal due to the norepinepherine com-
bined with the happy antics of the confederate would make the subject
believe that he was happy. On the other hand, the same antics by the confed-
erate were not expected to produce the feeling of happiness in the participant
if the participant had not been aroused with the norepinepherine. The results
supported the hypotheses: subjects reported that they felt happy, but only
when there was a joint occurrence of arousal and a label.

Would any label do? Schachter and Singer thought so and they ran
another set of conditions in which participants who were injected with nor-
epinepherine waited with an angry confederate. He regaled against the
experiment, expressed his annoyance at the questionnaires and procedures,
and made abundantly clear his overall anger at being in the research. Again,
subjects who were aroused with norepinepherine reported that they expe-
rienced the emotion of anger; they felt angry.

There was an important proviso in Schachter and Singer’s theory and
results. The coalescing of arousal and a label to form an emotion only occurs
when participants have no easily available explanation for their arousal. If
participants realized that their arousal was due to the drug they had taken,
then they did not seek a label and did not feel an emotion. If they were told
that it was the so-called Suproxin that caused the rapid heart beat and
breathing, they did not need to use the antics of the confederate to tell them
what their emotion was. Indeed, the results showed that participants who
were told about the effects of the drug did not experience anger or happi-
ness. They merely understood the reason for their arousal. The happy or
angry behavior of the confederate did not affect the participants’ emotional
experience.

The lesson from Schachter and Singer’s study is that the experience of
an emotion can be labile. It depends on the presence of arousal, but how
it is experienced is deeply affected by the label that is provided for the
arousal.

Suppose that cognitive dissonance is experienced as an emotion. It is put
in motion by the perception of inconsistency among cognitions. This per-
ception sets in motion a general, amorphous feeling of arousal. Searching for
a cognitive label to explain the arousal, people notice that they behaved
inconsistently and are thus prepared to come to the conclusion that they are
experiencing cognitive dissonance. They know how to reduce dissonance:
change a cognition, restore consistency, and feel better.

Now, let’s take one more interesting step in the scenario. Suppose that a
person who has engaged in an attitude-inconsistent act believes that he or
she has a good, adequate explanation for the arousal. Let us say the person
ingests a drug prior to engaging in the inconsistent act. The drug actually
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does nothing. It is purely a placebo with no arousing properties whatsoever.
But the person believes that the drug is arousing. He believes that the drug
produces agitation and tension. The person’s attitude-inconsistent behavior
causes arousal but the immediate label is that, ‘I’m aroused because of the
drug.’ With this cognitive label, the arousal that would have been inter-
preted as part of the feeling state of cognitive dissonance is attributed to the
drug instead.

This is a significant attribution. Deciding that the arousal is due to the
effects of a drug makes it unnecessary to do the work required to change a
cognition and reduce inconsistency. If the unpleasant feeling the participant
is experiencing is thought to be a simple side-effect of a drug, then no cog-
nitive changes should ensue.

From two-factor theory to dissonance

Mark Zanna and I decided to use Schachter and Singer’s (1962) two-factor
theory to test the dissonance theory prediction (Zanna and Cooper, 1974).
Our goal was to establish conditions in which the tension state of dissonance –
aroused by attitude-inconsistent behavior – was either correctly attributed to
the inconsistent behavior or incorrectly misattributed to an external stimu-
lus such as a pill. Consistent with the ideas we had borrowed from Schachter
and Singer, we expected to find that the availability of an external attribu-
tion for the state of arousal actually caused by inconsistent behavior would
eliminate people’s need to restore consistency.

Our participants were Princeton University students who had volun-
teered for a study on the effects of particular drugs on memory. After assur-
ing them that the drug we were about to give them was safe, we told
participants that we were examining the impact of drug MC5771 on
people’s memory. Because it would take a few minutes for the drug, once
ingested, to be effective, we had another task for them to do while they
were waiting. Some of the students were told that there were side-effects to
the drug: they might feel aroused, tense, or excited. These were the subjects
who we thought would use that explanation for any arousal they were
about to experience from performing an attitude-discrepant act.These were
the subjects who we expected would not need to reduce dissonance follow-
ing the counterattitudinal behavior.

Other subjects were told that MC5771 had no side-effects. It would take
a few minutes for it to be effective, but they would not notice any conse-
quences from taking the drug. We expected these students to try to reduce
their dissonance following a counterattitudinal act.

The next step in the study was to offer an induced compliance procedure
to our subjects. While they were allegedly waiting for the memory drug to
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be effective, we told them that we had another experiment that we would
like them to participate in. The subjects’ task was to write an essay favoring
a position with which we knew they disagreed – raising tuition fees for
Princeton students. Some of the participants were asked if they would be
willing to write the essay advocating higher fees. This was a condition of
maximal dissonance because the participants received no additional pay-
ment or reward and were given the option to decline to participate. Other
participants were in a low-dissonance condition as they were told that they
were required to write the essay in favor of higher tuition. After writing
their essays, participants were given a questionnaire to fill out that included
an item that assessed their attitude toward higher tuition rates.

To be clear about our reasoning, we predicted that if dissonance is an
unpleasant state of arousal, as Festinger had guessed it is, then people would
act to reduce their arousal as they normally do when they had no external
stimulus to which to attribute it, but they would not act to reduce their dis-
sonance if they thought their arousal was due to the side effects of the pill.
It is as though people who wrote an attitude-discrepant essay under high-
choice conditions reasoned as follows: ‘I feel an unpleasant state of tension.
What is it due to?’ In misattribution condition, they reasoned, ‘Oh, yes, I
remember. I took the pill that is supposed to make me feel this way.’ For
these subjects, that was the end of the story. There would be no need to
change their attitude toward tuition increase. For people who did not have
a misattribution opportunity, they answered the question of why they felt
an unpleasant tension by surmising (with awareness or outside of aware-
ness) that it must have been because of the discrepancy between their essay
and their attitude. To reduce their dissonance, these participants would
change their opinions.

The results supported this prediction. Figure 3.1 shows the results. As
expected, there was no attitude change for anyone in the no-choice condi-
tions. The lack of choice prevented any significant dissonance arousal and
the attitude-discrepant essay led to no attitude change. In the high-choice
conditions, however, there is attitude change, but only in the condition in
which there was no opportunity to misattribute the arousal. When partici-
pants could answer the question of why they were aroused by remember-
ing the side effects of MC5771, there was no need for attitude change – and
none was found.

Another condition of the Zanna and Cooper (1974) study is worth not-
ing. I did not mention it before, but let’s add it now. One third of the par-
ticipants were given a different explanation of the side effects of the
memory drug. They were told that the side effect of the pill would make
them feel calm or sedated. They should expect to feel relaxed. Zanna and I
thought it would be interesting to see how these participants would deal
with the information that they were supposed to feel relaxed but, in the
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high-choice condition of the essay-writing task, they felt aroused. The pill,
we recall, was really a placebo so any arousal they felt from writing a coun-
terattitudinal essay would remain intact. It’s an attributional dilemma for
people given the information about relaxation. We predicted that subjects
in the high-choice Relax condition would reason, ‘I feel aroused and tense,
despite having a pill that should have relaxed me. That’s a lot of arousal.
What is it due to? The essay. I must really, really be upset by having written
about raising tuition rates.’ And the consequence of attributing that high
degree of arousal was even greater attitude change.

The full design of the study is shown in Figure 3.2. The left-hand column
shows the results of the Relax conditions. You can see that when dissonance
is high, the presence of an augmenting inference – i.e., I must really, really,
have a lot of dissonance – led to even greater attitude change than normal,
no-misattribution condition.

The misattribution paradigm that we invented in Zanna and Cooper
(1974) is a robust way of showing that the arousal of unpleasant tension
motivates the reduction of cognitive dissonance. In several studies we
showed that if people have reason to believe that their arousal is due to vir-
tually any stimulus other than their inconsistent cognitions, the need to
reduce dissonance disappears.The lights in the room (Gonzales and Cooper,
1975), the heat and ventilation (Fazio, Zanna, and Cooper, 1977), as well as
myriad pill opportunities, have all had the same effect on dissonance reduc-
tion: providing an opportunity to misattribute the arousal eliminates the
need to reduce dissonance.
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Figure 3.1 Attitude change towar d position advocated (1)
Source: Adapted fr om Zanna and Cooper (1974)

Cooper-3526-Ch-03.qxd  3/16/2007  2:52 PM  Page 49



COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
50

Measuring dissonance arousal: is it really there?

The logical conclusion from the misattribution studies is that dissonance
reduction must be driven by the need to reduce the unpleasant tension
state. The results of the misattribution studies only make sense if people are
motivated to reduce their discomfort – but of course it is futile to change
cognitions in an attempt to reduce discomfort if that discomfort came from
pills, bright lights, or stuffy experimental rooms. Nonetheless, if we want to
be certain that dissonant cognitions cause tension and arousal, it would be
best if we could measure it directly.

Robert Croyle was the first to measure physiological markers of cognitive
dissonance (Croyle and Cooper, 1983). He reasoned that if dissonance were
tension-arousing, as Festinger had speculated, then it should have a marker in
physiological arousal. When a person’s autonomic arousal is activated, there
are several physiological markers. One that is ubiquitous and difficult to con-
trol consciously is increased perspiration, especially in the palms of the hands.
The non-specific skin conductance response (SCR) is a measure of the body’s
increased production of skin moisture. Very small amounts of electrical cur-
rent can be measured as they move between electrodes placed on the skin.
The more perspiration there is, the quicker the electrical current flows. The
fact that it is difficult to control the moisture on the skin makes skin conduc-
tance the primary measure of lying in the lie detector test. Lying causes stress
and the stress is measured by the current passing through the electrodes.
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Croyle and I wired university students to the polygraph. One of the lessons
we learned was that worry about the machine causes increases in the skin’s
level of conductance. So, too, does any loud noise or the onset of a verbal
command. Saying ‘Hello!’ to the students causes their SCR responses to
spike. But by giving them ample opportunity to become accustomed to the
machine, much of the startle response can be dampened.

While connected to the machine through their non-preferred hand, we
asked some of the students if they would write a counterattitudinal essay tak-
ing a position in support of an alleged university proposal to ban alcoholic
beverages (high dissonance). Other students were not given a choice and
were instructed to write the attitude-discrepant essay (low dissonance). A
third group was asked if they would be willing to write a pro-attitudinal
speech opposed to such a ban (no dissonance).

In order to be sure that this procedure produced attitude change results
that would be expected by dissonance theory, we had run a prior experi-
ment only weeks before the current session. In that experiment, the same
three conditions were run but no one was connected to a polygraph. After
writing their pro-attitudinal or counterattitudinal statements, attitudes were
measured. The results were as predicted: participants in the high-dissonance
condition changed their attitude toward the allegedly proposed alcohol ban
policy whereas participants in the other two groups did not.

Returning to the participants who were connected to the polygraph, we
expected to find that the students in the high-dissonance condition would
show more physiological stress as measured by the conductance in the skin
than the students in either of the other two groups. Indeed, the groups dif-
fered in their physiological responding. At first, all groups of subjects
showed spikes in their SCR scores, whether they were asked or told to write
the counterattitudinal arguments or wrote pro-attitudinal statements. For
low-choice participants whose magnitude of dissonance was low and pro-
attitudinal subjects who experienced no dissonance, their SCR scores went
back to baseline very quickly. Not so for high-dissonance participants. When
they wrote their attitude-discrepant arguments, their non-specific skin con-
ductance remained high. Dissonance, it appears, leads to heightened physi-
ological arousal, just as dissonance theory had speculated.

Physiological arousal vs. psychological discomfort: bearing

down more closely on the meaning of dissonance

We are not the only researchers to find evidence for physiological arousal
consistent with the principles of dissonance theory (Elkin and Leippe, 1986;
Losch and Cacioppo, 1990). Losch and Cacioppo’s extension of our finding
is particularly interesting because it raises another fundamental question
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based on Festinger’s original formulation. As we know, Festinger wrote
about the unpleasantness of the tension state of dissonance.This leaves open
the question whether the active ingredient that prompts dissonance reduc-
tion is its arousal (tension) property or its negativity, or both. Croyle and
Cooper (1983) had confirmed that arousal exists, but had not shown that
attitudes change in order to reduce that arousal. The original misattribution
studies (Zanna and Cooper, 1974) showed that people who attribute their
arousal to an external source do not have a need to alter their attitudes in
order to reduce dissonance.

The open question is whether it is the arousal that people are reducing
when they reduce dissonance or the unpleasantness. Higgins, Rhodewalt,
and Zanna (1979) had already pointed out that arousal can be independent
of valence. Remember the pill, MC5771. It was described as causing
unpleasant tension or agitation. Although those words were chosen to map
most closely on Festinger’s description, they interwove arousal with its neg-
ativity. It is possible for a pill to be arousing in a positive way. Similarly, a
calming stimulus can have either positive (e.g., pleasant relaxation) or neg-
ative (e.g., unpleasant sedation) hedonic consequences.

Following the suggestion from Higgins et al. (1979), Losch and Cacioppo
(1990) set out to replicate the finding that counterattitudinal behavior
causes measurable physiological activity and also to determine if dissonance
reduction is at the service of reducing that arousal, or whether it is the
specifically negative aspect of the arousal that motivates attitude change.
They combined the procedures of the misattribution studies (e.g., Zanna
and Cooper 1974) with careful assessment of physiological arousal.

In their study, students were first asked to wear a pair of fascinating eye
glasses in which the glass was actually a prism.The prism distorts light, turns
objects upside down and inside out. The wearing of the prisms was soon to
turn into a misattribution stimulus when the experimenter told the subjects
that she would be returning in a few minutes to take the eye glasses off. In
one condition, she told the subjects that when the glasses were removed,
people often reported a sensation of ‘pleasant excitement.’ In a second con-
dition, she substituted ‘unpleasant tension’ for ‘pleasant excitement.’ When
the experimenter returned to remove the prism glasses for the next part of
the experiment, she told the participants that the research team was study-
ing reactions to the use of electric shock in experiments. Although most
people are against the use of electric shock in research, the team was look-
ing for strong and forceful arguments in favor of increasing the amount of
shock that should be permitted in experiments in the psychology depart-
ment. Participants in the high-dissonance condition were given freedom to
decline to write. Participants in the low-dissonance condition were informed
that it was a requirement of the experiment that they write arguments in
favour of the proposal.
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During the procedure, participants’ electrodermal responses were monitored
in a manner similar to that used by Croyle and Cooper (1983). They were
connected to electrodes on their non-preferred hand that assessed their
non-specific skin conductance (NSC). When the participants had finished
writing arguments in favour of the electric shock proposal, they answered
questions about their attitudes toward the use of electric shock.

This study had two major predictions. First, there would be measurable
physiological arousal that followed from people performing an attitude-
discrepant act, but only in high-choice conditions. That is, Losch and
Cacioppo expected to replicate Croyle and Cooper’s finding with a differ-
ent population and a different issue (and much more updated equipment!).
They were successful. They assessed NSC for three minutes following the
dissonance procedure and found elevated arousal across the three-minute
time span for participants in the high-choice condition compared to partic-
ipants in the low-choice condition.

Their second prediction was based on the description of the prism glasses.
Recall that some participants had been led to believe that removing the
glasses would be pleasantly exciting; others had been told that it would be
annoyingly irritating. Losch and Cacioppo predicted that the motivation to
reduce dissonance specifically required the feeling of a negative state. If
people only wanted to reduce arousal, then either pair of glasses provided
an explanation for their arousal and they would not have to do the work of
changing their attitude. However, if they want to relieve a negative state,
then only the prism glasses that were alleged to produce a negative feeling
should eliminate the need to reduce dissonance. The results of the attitude
measure supported their prediction. As can be seen in Figure 3.3, partici-
pants changed their attitudes most in the positive cue condition. There was
a significant interaction between cue and choice such that participants in
the high-choice condition who had the positive cue attached to the removal
of the prism glasses changed their attitudes most. The negative cue, on the
other hand, virtually wiped out the need for attitude change.

The singular conclusion from the Losch and Cacioppo study, as we com-
bine it with the research that preceded it, is that people reduce dissonance
in an attempt to reduce negative arousal. It is not just any arousal that
people seek to reduce. From Zanna and Cooper’s (1974) research, we
learned that having a stimulus available to which to attribute arousal elim-
inates dissonance. But it must be a stimulus that people realize is capable of
having produced arousal. In the presence of a potentially relaxing stimulus,
dissonance was exacerbated, not reduced. From Losch and Cacioppo (1990)
we learned that the arousing stimulus must be specifically negative. In the
presence of a stimulus that should have caused people to feel positively, dis-
sonance was increased rather than decreased. The evidence clearly supports
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this proposition: people change their attitudes to reduce dissonance because
they need to resolve a state that is both arousing and aversive.

Why not just ask? The dissonance thermometer

and the motivation to reduce dissonance

The process of dissonance arousal is difficult to see directly. As we noted, the
first attempts to gain a glimpse of what was actually going on inside the mind
and body of a person experiencing dissonance were indirect. Clever, but indi-
rect. The reasoning was always in the form, ‘If dissonance is really arousing,
then the following should happen.’ And that led to the research by Waterman
and Katkin (1967), Pallak and Pittman (1972), and others. Only when mea-
surement techniques finally became available were we able to gain more
direct bodily indicants of the arousal that accompanies dissonance.

It is interesting that there were no reported studies in which asking partic-
ipants how they felt was the major dependent measure. Identifying negative
arousal via indirect means is certainly one approach, but asking people how
they feel seems like a more direct means. There was no reported study using
this method until Andy Elliot and Trish Devine (1994) conducted a study that
provided additional evidence about the motivational basis of dissonance.

In addition to seeking a self-report measure of dissonance arousal, Elliot
and Devine sought a descriptive account of what dissonance felt like.
Dissonance has an arousal component, but it is also experienced as an
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identifiable affect. What does it feel like? How might people describe the
affect? Much as Zanna and Cooper (1974) had done, Elliot and Devine
combed Festinger’s original description of dissonance. They decided that
people’s affective responses when they were experiencing dissonance would
be some form of discomfort.They decided that the words uneasy, uncomfort-
able, and bothered would fit the description.

Here is the experiment Elliot and Devine conducted.They asked students
at the University of Wisconsin to write essays on the issue of a possible large
increase in the tuition rate the following year. All subjects were provided a
high degree of choice to write their essay, but some were asked to write
essays in favor of a tuition increase (high dissonance) while others were
asked to write against it (no dissonance). Participants were then given a
questionnaire in which they were asked about their attitudes and their
affective experience.

The innovation in this experiment was the substance and timing of the
affect questionnaire. The three items described above were included as part
of the measure along with twenty-one other items that assessed a variety of
positive and negative affective states (e.g., happy, sad, guilty). Half of the
subjects in the high-dissonance condition received the affect scale before
they filled out their attitude measure while the other half had their attitude
toward tuition measured before receiving the affect scale.

The timing is important. If participants engage in a counterattitudinal act,
they should experience dissonance. Their arousal should be high and so, too,
should their experience of discomfort. After they reduce dissonance by
changing their attitude toward tuition, their discomfort should be reduced.
To assess this, Elliot and Devine compared the discomfort ratings of the sub-
jects who were asked about their discomfort after they had the chance to
reduce dissonance on the attitude scale with those subjects who filled out
the affect scale before they changed their attitudes. Presumably, for the atti-
tude-first/affect-second group, changing their attitude would lower their
discomfort and return them to a more tranquil, comfortable state.

Let’s look at the data by focusing on the measure that subjects answered
first. If they responded first to the attitude questionnaire, as is typical of
most of the experiments we have discussed so far, then we can see strong
evidence for the classic dissonance prediction. Participants who wrote a
counterattitudinal essay had a more favourable attitude toward tuition
increase than participants who wrote a pro-attitudinal essay (or a baseline
control group). For participants who had their affect assessed first, the pre-
diction that the high-dissonance group would be able to identify themselves
as uncomfortable, uneasy, and bothered was borne out (see Figure 3.4).
They were significantly more uncomfortable than the pro-attitudinal group.
The particular measures that Elliot and Devine guessed would map onto the
experience of dissonance held up very well. The three measures correlated
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with each other but not with the other eighteen questions about affect.
Moreover, none of the other measures showed reliable differences as a func-
tion of condition. Participants in the high-dissonance group were not more
guilty, sad, or unhappy. They were not more angry or dissatisfied. They were
just more uncomfortable than the participants in the pro-attitudinal and
baseline control groups.

A most important finding is also displayed in Figure 3.4. The order of mea-
surement made the difference that was predicted. If attitudes were assessed
first, then not only did attitude change occur, but psychological discomfort
did not. There was a statistically significant difference between the amount of
discomfort when it followed the writing of the counterattitudinal essay
(Affect First condition) than when it followed the attitude measurement
(Attitude First condition). Consistent with these results, there was a negative
correlation between discomfort and attitude change. The more attitude
change a participant expressed, the lower was his or her discomfort.

A second experiment, with many more participants, replicated the basic
effect. What was not replicated, however, was an intriguing and non
predicted finding in the original experiment concerning participants’
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attitudes in the Affect First condition. When affect was measured first,
participants’ attitudes were lower than when attitudes were measured
second. That is, giving participants the chance to express their discomfort
reduced the need for attitude change. This finding was not statistically sig-
nificant and was not replicated in their second experiment, so it should be
taken cautiously. This unexpected result was found again in a study by
Galinsky, Stone, and Cooper (2000) and raises the intriguing possibility that
admitting to feeling uncomfortable from your actions lowers the need to do
anything further.

The important lesson from the study by Elliot and Devine is that people
can identify their affective reaction to dissonance and, consistent with
Festinger’s distinction, discomfort seems to be the best description. And their
two studies also show that dissonance reduction is, at least in part, at the ser-
vice of reducing the feeling of discomfort. Their study does not address
whether attitude change also reduces arousal, although studies like Losch
and Cacioppo’s imply that it does.

A recipe for greater dissonance: add

amphetamine and mix well

Suppose you could add or subtract physiological arousal to a person who has
just committed a dissonance-producing, attitude-discrepant act. In a study
aimed at the basic tenet of self-perception theory – that people are merely
inferring their attitude without involving any internal states of affect and
drive – Cooper, Zanna, and Taves (1978b) looked for a way to vary people’s
physiological arousal. We argued that if people behave in an attitude-
discrepant manner, and if their ensuing attitude change is at the service of
reducing arousal, then the more arousal they experience, the greater the
change. Take away arousal, and the attitude-discrepant act should not produce
attitude change.The absence of any experience of tension should eliminate the
need for attitude change. Conversely, if the amount of tension is abnormally
high, then there should be a great amount of change. Adding arousal should
signal a very large need to reduce a very large amount of tension.

Mark Zanna, Peter Taves, and I decided to go after the question of arousal
directly by giving people a substance that was known to increase autonomic
system functioning, namely amphetamine (Cooper et al., 1978b). With a
doctor’s prescription and careful check of student health, some participants
in our study were given amphetamine prior to writing a counterattitudinal
essay. Other subjects were given a sedative, phenobarbital. Relative to a
group of subjects who were not given any drug to raise or lower their
arousal, we expected to see heaps of dissonance in the amphetamine group
and very little in the group that took phenobarbital.
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We asked students to volunteer for a study on the effects of three different
drugs on people’s short-term memory. We assured participants that we had
pre-screened all of the health records to make sure that the drugs were safe
for them to take. It was important for the participants to consent to taking the
amphetamine or the sedative, but it was also important for them not to know
which drug they had taken. In order to accomplish this, we told students that
we would be randomly assigning them to one of the three drugs. One was an
amphetamine, one was phenobarbital, and the third was a placebo. We asked
for their agreement to take any of the three drugs that random assignment
would assign them to. Following their agreement, the experimenter told par-
ticipants, ‘I am now going to give you a capsule that contains your drug. In
order to keep the study controlled appropriately, even I do not know which
of the three drugs you will be getting. You will know, because the paper in
which your capsule is wrapped describes the drug to you.’

All of the participants received a capsule with a paper that told them that
their drug was a placebo. For two-thirds of the participants, this was not
true. One-third of the participants’ capsules contained 5 mg of dextroam-
phetamine; one-third contained 30 mg of phenobarbital and one-third, true
to our cover story, received a placebo. With this procedure, we were certain
that all of the participants had voluntarily agreed to take the arousing or
sedating drugs, but they all thought they were receiving only a placebo.

The dissonance-arousing procedure is, by now, familiar to the reader.
While waiting for the alleged memory drug to take effect, the participants
were asked to write a strong and forceful essay on a hot political issue of the
day. President Gerald Ford had just issued a blanket pardon for all crimes
that may have been committed by former president, Richard Nixon. Most
students were upset by the pardon and disagreed with it. Nonetheless, they
were either asked (high dissonance) or told (low dissonance) to write an
essay favoring the pardon. Allegedly, prior to starting the memory experi-
ment, the participants were asked to fill out a number of scales, one of
which asked about their attitudes toward the pardoning of Richard Nixon.

The results are shown in Figure 3.5. The attitudes of the participants in
the placebo condition are shown in the center column. They received nei-
ther an arousing nor a sedating drug, and they replicated the effect typically
seen in induced compliance studies: high-choice participants were more in
favour of the counterattitudinal position they had just advocated than were
low-choice participants.

Participants who had taken phenobarbital had their arousal reduced by
the drug. Even though they wrote counterattitudinal essays that should
have caused dissonance, their level of arousal was low and they did not need
to act on their cognitions in order to reduce that arousal. As can be seen in
the left-hand column of the figure, participants in the sedative condition did
not change their attitude after freely writing a counterattitudinal message.
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The results of people in the amphetamine condition are interesting. We
have two effects in this condition – one predicted and one not. With
amphetamine, high-choice subjects changed their attitudes more than any
other group in the experiment. When we added the arousal due to disso-
nance to the arousal due to the amphetamine, people flipped their attitude
to the other side of the opinion scale (mid-point = 16). Confronted with the
experience of that much arousal, they were motivated to make a major shift
in their opinion to make it consistent with their behavior.

An intriguing and unpredicted phenomenon occurred in the low-choice
amphetamine condition. These participants also showed attitude change,
although not as much as the high-choice condition. The data reveal their
predicament. They had behaved in a manner discrepant with their attitude
about the pardon of Richard Nixon. They also had a cognition that they
were told to do it by the experimenter. That cognition is usually important
enough to eliminate the experience of cognitive dissonance. This time, it was
not; they still experienced arousal. Probably based on their past experience
with inconsistency, they used their level of arousal to decide how much
change they needed to make in their cognition about their attitude. They
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also used their level of arousal to decide, in retrospect, how much choice
they must have been given. When asked about how free they had been to
decline to write the essay, participants in the low-choice amphetamine con-
dition rated themselves as having been free, even though they were not.
Figure 3.6 shows the pattern. Despite the fact that the instructions to sub-
jects in all three low-choice conditions were precisely the same, those who
had taken amphetamine assumed that they had been given the freedom to
decline. They must have reasoned, ‘Why else would I feel tense and aroused
unless I was responsible for writing this essay?’ They attributed the choice
to themselves and acted to reduce their tension.

Arousal, discomfort, and dissonance: a conclusion

In 1983, I had a chance to ask Leon Festinger what he thought about the
motivational properties of dissonance when he was writing the theory. Did he
believe that there was actually a drive and that people would feel discomfort,
or was it a metaphor for how the system would work? He explained that
that was not a question that would have arisen in the 1950s. Scientists built
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‘black box’ models – models of how a system should work if it were to
account for the data. A good ‘black box’ made interesting and novel predic-
tions that could be confirmed by the data. As long as it accounted for the
data, a scientist could continue to be proud of what he had put in the ‘black
box.’ If data disconfirmed subsequent predictions made by the model in the
‘black box,’ then it needed to be changed or discarded. Because there was
no real opportunity to view the contents of the box directly, there was little
use in speculating about its existence.

The data that have accumulated over the decades using the induced com-
pliance and similar procedures have given a lot of credence to what was in
Festinger’s black box. He observed the relationship between inconsistency
and change. He inferred that there existed a state of cognitive dissonance
and he put into the ‘black box’ the motivational concepts of arousal, ten-
sion, discomfort, and drive that could account for his observations of the
dissonance state.

We now know that dissonance is uncomfortable. We know it because
people will misattribute their reactions to counterattitudinal behaviour only
to an uncomfortable, negative stimulus and not to a positive one. We know
it because if we ask people, they will tell us. We know it because if we take
away the discomfort, there is no dissonance.

We also know that dissonance is arousing. We know it because we can
measure it physiologically. We know it because if we take away the arousal
using a sedating chemical, the need to reduce dissonance disappears; if we
add arousal with an agitating chemical, the need to reduce dissonance is
enhanced.

Perhaps the expansion of technology that scans the body and brain will
make us privy to other insights into how dissonance works on us humans.
For now, however, the evidence is compelling that Festinger was correct in
the motivational system he proposed. We change our attitudes and cogni-
tions at the service of relieving the aversive, uncomfortable arousal state of
cognitive dissonance.

Our analysis of dissonance will now take a U-turn and go back to the
antecedent conditions that lead to the arousal state. Now that we can be
confident about what the state of dissonance is, how sure are we that it is a
function of inconsistency at all?

THE MOTIVATIONAL PROPERTY OF DISSONANCE
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During the infancy of research in dissonance, we’ve seen that interesting,
novel and controversial predictions were made based on a simple principle
of the need for consistency. Much of the work in the first decade was
designed to shore up those findings to be certain that they were not due to
artifacts of procedure or design and, in so doing, to extend the work into
new areas. The primary advance in the second decade of research may well
have been to identify the mechanism responsible for motivating change.
Could dissonance reduction be shown to be based on the need to reduce
aversive, unpleasant arousal? The work that began with Waterman and
Katkin’s (1967) study became a major focus of dissonance research in the
1970s and 1980s. As we concluded in the last chapter, the most likely reso-
lution is that Leon Festinger had guessed correctly when he identified an
unpleasant state of arousal as the consequence of dissonant cognitions and
the desire to reduce that tension state as the basis for attitude change.

While accumulating data to accomplish these two major goals, a few
problems emerged. The main thrust of the research was supportive of dis-
sonance theory predictions, but a number of caveats began to develop. In
my opinion, these were first viewed as small holes in the proverbial dyke;
holes that needed to be filled but required no theoretical overhaul. After a
while, however, it caused Russell Fazio and me to rethink what dissonance
was all about (Cooper and Fazio, 1984). Even though dissonance produces
negative arousal and even though the motivation is to reduce that arousal,
perhaps we did not yet know precisely what provoked the dissonance.
Perhaps it was not about inconsistency at all.

The ‘but-onlys’: the search for modifiers

raises theoretical questions

As researchers tussled with some of the early questions involving the
arousal of dissonance, several limiting conditions were uncovered. Recall in
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Chapter 1 that one of the first questions that received attention was
whether Festinger and Carlsmith’s (1959) original and provocative induced
compliance study was replicable. Critics had worried about a number of
artifacts that could have produced the inverse relationship between incen-
tive magnitude and attitude change. Recall that Linder, Cooper and Jones
(1967) identified decision freedom as a cognition that is necessary in order
for dissonance to be aroused. It was a modifying condition. The inconsis-
tency caused by advocating a position contrary to your attitude produces
attitude change, but only when decision freedom is high.

The notion that freedom is important in dissonance fits nicely with disso-
nance theory, even though it had not been part of the original formulation.As
I suggested in the first chapter, being coerced to engage in counterattitudinal
behavior is a powerful cognition consonant with the behavior and brings the
level of dissonance implied by the dissonance formula (see p. 9) to very low
levels. Brehm’s (1956) study using the free-choice paradigm is also consistent
with this caveat. Choosing one consumer item over another causes increased
attractiveness of the chosen item and decreased attractiveness of the rejected
alternative. Giving an item as a gift without the choice being exercised by the
research participants does not cause any change in the evaluation of the items.
Choice matters; and it meshes with the general theoretical thrust of disso-
nance being a function of inconsistent cognitions.

The degree of commitment is another issue that appears to limit the ubiq-
uity of dissonance. Several investigators argued that dissonance only occurs
when a person feels committed to his or her attitude-inconsistent statements,
such as when one is publicly identified with the statements (Carlsmith,
Collins, and Helmreich, 1966) or when one cannot retract them at a later date
(Davis and Jones, 1960). In the study conducted by Davis and Jones (1960),
research participants were asked to evaluate another student (actually a
confederate of the experimenter). As a way of inducing inconsistent cogni-
tions, Davis and Jones had the participant rate the other student in a way
that they did not truly believe. A perfectly nice and pleasant student was to
be rated in a harsh and degrading manner. In some cases, the students were
expecting to meet the confederate after the evaluation and thus could ‘take
back’ what they said; in other cases, they could not. They were publicly
committed to that evaluation and would not have an opportunity to with-
draw it. Davis and Jones predicted that the attitude-inconsistent evaluation
would cause changes in the participants’ feelings toward the other student.
As a way of reducing dissonance, they would come to believe what they had
just said, but only when they were committed to their position. And that is
what Davis and Jones found.

How can the importance of commitment be accommodated in a disso-
nance theory based on inconsistent cognitions? The task seems theoretically
challenging and might have been construed as a reason to question the
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assumption that inconsistency was the underlying event leading to dissonance
arousal. That is, whether or not participants would see the confederate again
does not bear directly on the inconsistency among their cognitions; the poten-
tial to retract the statement does not seem to have a clear role in the dissonance
formula. Nonetheless, researchers seemed comfortable with the idea that
behavior inconsistent with attitudes requires a commitment to that behavior.
And the wagons moved on.

The role of the aversive consequence

The search for modifiers took a more far-reaching turn with the identifica-
tion of the aversive consequence as an element necessary for the arousal of
dissonance. Nel, Helmreich, and Aronson (1969) were the first to identify
the importance of the unwanted consequence. They reported a study in
which participants made counterattitudinal speeches favoring the use of
marijuana for young people and made the speech to one of three audiences.
One audience was alleged to believe firmly that marijuana was acceptable
as a drug for young people; one was completely committed to the opposite
position; and the third was an audience of young people who had not yet
made up their minds. Participants’ personal attitudes were against the use
of marijuana for young people. The results showed that participants’ atti-
tudes toward marijuana changed in the direction of the counterattitudinal
speech, but only for the audience that had the possibility of being convinced.
The other two audiences were said to be firmly committed to their posi-
tions so the speech was not likely to have any effect.

Steve Worchel and I wanted to examine the consequence of counterattitu-
dinal behavior more explicitly (Cooper and Worchel, 1970). We fashioned a
pegboard and a spool board just like the boards used in the Festinger and
Carlsmith (1959) experiment.We painted them gray and did all that we could
do to make the experience of our subjects just as tedious and dull as the task
had been in the original experiment and we repeated their experiment. What
we wanted to see is whether there needed to be some adverse consequence to
the participant’s statement that the task was interesting and exciting.

What would constitute an unwanted or aversive consequence? As a par-
ticipant in Festinger and Carlsmith’s (1959) study, your statement that the
task was interesting was made to a fellow undergraduate – someone just like
you who might be convinced, just for one fleeting moment, to feel excited
and enthusiastic about what was to happen during the next several minutes.
You know you are not telling the truth; you know the fellow undergraduate
is being duped; you know that his or her experience during the experimen-
tal task will be painfully dull and tedious. Creating such false momentary
excitement in a fellow student is an unwanted consequence.

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
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Reexamining Festinger and Carlsmith’s procedure carefully, it seemed
that the investigators had included such a consequence in their procedure.
The confederate had been instructed to nod his head and agree with what
the participant was telling him. Although it was only mentioned in passing
and not manipulated as a variable in the original experiment, Worchel and
I believed that this was an essential aspect of the dissonance process.

In our study, we decided to vary systematically how the confederate
reacted. All of the subjects participated in the dull task and then, just as
in Festinger and Carlsmith’s experiment, they were offered a large or a
very small incentive for agreeing to serve as the confederate who would
tell the waiting subject that the task was fun. In the convinced condition,
the confederate listened politely to the subject and then remarked,
‘Thanks for telling me. All of the other psychology experiments I’ve ever
been in have been dull and a waste of time. Now I’m really looking for-
ward to this one. Thanks.’ In the unconvinced condition, she also thanked
the subject for her opinion, mentioned how dull she had found the other
experiments she had participated in, but then continued, ‘You’re entitled
to your opinion, but I don’t expect that I will like this experiment any bet-
ter than the others I’ve been in.’ As a subject in the unconvinced condi-
tion, you did not dupe this fellow undergraduate. We predicted that we
would replicate the induced compliance result for participants in the con-
vinced condition, but there would be no attitude change for participants
in the unconvinced condition.

There were two initial reasons for our prediction. The first was pure intu-
ition. It just didn’t feel right to think that we are in a state of dissonance
when we just imagine saying something we do not believe. Have you ever
taken a position on a topic, but strictly for your own benefit and strictly in
your own head? For example, you might have considered arguments that
you do not fully believe, or imagined what you would say to a potential
romantic partner that exaggerates how much you like her or him. Have you
ever imagined yourself taking one course of action over another, such as
purchasing one attractive car rather than another? These imaginings could
cause inconsistency, but it just does not seem convincing to think that they
would cause actual changes of opinion and evaluation. Or, can you imagine
a thought experiment in which you adopt a position you do not believe,
make a speech on the topic, but say it only privately to yourself? It did not
seem reasonable to us that these inconsistent cognitions would cause disso-
nance arousal and lead to attitude change. It is, of course, an empirical ques-
tion, but that is how it seemed to us.

On a more theoretical note, we thought that if we were correct in our
intuitions, then it would bear on the theoretical argument that was occur-
ring at that time between Daryl Bem’s (1967) self-perception theory and
cognitive dissonance theory. If participants in our experiment made a
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counterattitudinal speech for a small incentive but only changed their atti-
tudes in a condition in which there was an aversive consequence, that would
be a difficult finding for self-perception theory to explain. From the per-
spective of that theory, people observe their behavior (saying the task was
interesting) and the stimulus conditions that provoked it (the experi-
menter’s request and the magnitude of the incentive). In both the con-
vinced and unconvinced conditions, participants could observe their
behavior of agreeing to make the ‘Wow, this was fun!’ speech and notice
that they had been offered only a very small incentive to comply. According
to self-perception theory, they should both infer that their attitudes were
quite favorable to the task. If our intuition was correct, however, subjects
who made counterattitudinal statements without convincing the confeder-
ate would not manifest attitude change, regardless of the magnitude of the
incentive.

When asked how much they enjoyed the task as the dependent measure of
the study, the results supported our predictions. As can be seen in Figure 4.1,
the inverse relationship between incentive magnitude and attitude change
toward the task occurred only in the convinced condition. The interaction
of incentive magnitude and whether the confederate was convinced was
highly significant. There was no significant relationship between incentive
magnitude and attitude change for participants who had not successfully
duped the confederate. Moreover, a follow-up study showed that even suc-
cessfully convincing a fellow student was not effective at producing
dissonance if the participants disliked the fellow student. Only duping
another person who was at least moderately liked created the aversive event
necessary for dissonance (Cooper, Zanna, and Goethals, 1974).
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Our conclusion from these data was that dissonance occurs following
induced compliance, but only when an unwanted consequence ensues. Several
follow-up studies showed how necessary it is to have some unwanted event
occur following counterattitudinal behavior in order for dissonance to occur.
For example, Goethals and Cooper (1972) used a counterattitudinal advocacy
procedure much like that of Cohen (1962) and Linder et al. (1967). We
argued that it is an unwanted consequence to convince someone to believe
something you would rather not have that person believe. So, in our study,
participants made a speech advocating that the voting age in the United States
be raised to 21, a position with which the students were known to disagree.
They were either given the freedom to decline the request (high dissonance)
or not (low dissonance). Another student overheard the speech and
announced that he was impressed by the speech and now agreed that the
voting age should be raised to 21 (aversive consequence) or that he was
impressed by the speech but still thought that the voting age should remain
at 18 (no consequence).

Figure 4.2 shows the results. Attitude change occurred when people
made their counterattitudinal speech under high-decision freedom condi-
tions, but only when there was an unwanted consequence. We later discov-
ered that the mere implication that an aversive consequence might occur
also permits counterattitudinal behavior to lead to dissonance. In a study
by Goethals and Cooper (1975), it was found that students changed their
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attitudes when counterattitudinal essays they had written were to be shown
to a university committee that was in a position to make an unwanted change
to a campus policy. However, no attitude change occurred when the speech
was to be used for other purposes and would not be shown to the commit-
tee. Apparently, the potential for an aversive consequence is sufficient to
allow dissonance to occur following counterattitudinal advocacy. Making it
clear that the essay or speech will not be shown to anyone eliminates the
dissonance. Showing it to a committee does not guarantee that anyone will
be convinced by it, but the potential for the consequence to occur is suffi-
cient for dissonance to be aroused.

You can’t say you didn’t know: the role

of foreseeability

There is yet another contingency on the occurrence of dissonance following
attitude-discrepant behavior. The points we have already developed tell us
that dissonance will occur and will lead to attitude change if the attitude-
discrepant behavior is freely chosen and if it has the potential to produce an
unwanted event. We shall now add another.

Let’s imagine that you are asked to assume the role of a debater and argue
that spending money for the poor is ill-advised in modern society. You do
not believe this position and hope that no one else does either. But this is
solely for the purpose of debate and no one will hear it. Your debate coach
asks if you will do it and you agree. After you make your stirring social
Darwinism speech, you are told that the coach changed his mind and for-
got to mention that he was sending all of the tapes to a high school class
that was quite impressionable on this issue. You certainly can imagine the
potential for an aversive consequence. The students might be convinced to
believe in withholding support for the poor. All of the conditions we dis-
cussed so far seem to have been met. You developed arguments dissonant
with your attitude, you freely chose to make your speech, and it had a
potential aversive consequence. Nonetheless, we now know you will not
experience dissonance in this circumstance.

Dissonance, it turns out, will occur only if the consequence of a freely
chosen behavior was foreseeable when the person chose to commit the
behavior. Surprise consequences that you could not have anticipated do not
produce dissonance. I became particularly interested in this question for my
PhD dissertation research at Duke University (Cooper, 1971). Let me
describe the key elements.

The dissonance-producing procedure was a bit different from some of the
more familiar paradigms of dissonance research. I aroused dissonance in par-
ticipants by having them choose a partner for a game in which their goal
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was to make some money. Picking a good partner was consistent with that
goal; picking a bad partner would be discrepant. Participants were paired
with a partner and were told that the partner had a personality trait that
could make him or her a bad partner for the game. Nonetheless, the exper-
imenter requested (high dissonance) or required (low dissonance) that the
participant remain with this partner. Indeed, as the game unfolded, the part-
ner did exhibit the trait which the experimenter had hinted at, and it did
cause the participant to lose the opportunity to win money.

I expected the participants to experience dissonance if they chose a partner
whose trait made them lose money. The prediction was that if I asked partic-
ipants after the game whether they liked their partner, they would use their
liking as the way to reduce their dissonance. Similar to the subjects in Aronson
and Mills’s (1959) study who suffered embarrassment to participate in a bor-
ing group discussion, I expected my participants to justify their costly behav-
ior by coming to like their partner. I also predicted that the worse the
consequence, the more the liking.That is, the more money the partner caused
the participant to lose, the more she would like her partner. And that is what
I found.The arousal of dissonance was caused by freely choosing to work with
a partner whose personality trait caused the subject to lose money.

There is one more caveat, however, and it is consistent with the point of
this section. All of this happened if, and only if, the particular personality
trait was foreseeable beforehand. Imagine that there were two traits, A and
B, that would make partners less than ideal in this game. If I told you that
your partner had trait A and you chose to work with her anyway, and then
she cost you the opportunity to earn a prize, then the consequence of your
choice was foreseeable at the time that you made it. But if she turned out
to have trait B, despite my telling you that she had trait A, then the conse-
quence of teaming with her would not have been foreseeable. You might
reason, ‘If I had only known she was a B, then I might not have chosen to
work with her.’

The data showed that the dissonance effect was eliminated when the trait
was unforeseeable. In the unforeseeable trait condition, the more the part-
ner caused the subject to lose money, the less she was liked. Only in condi-
tions in which the partner’s trait was foreseeable and the participant freely
chose to work with her, then the greater the aversive consequence, the
greater the dissonance, and the more the participant came to like her part-
ner. The conclusion we can draw from the study is that foreseeable aversive
consequences lead to dissonance; unforeseeable consequences do not.

Status of the aversive consequence: a reprise

From the data presented in the prior sections, we now know that attitude-
inconsistent behavior must lead to an unwanted consequence in order for
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dissonance to be aroused and attitudes to change. We also know that the
consequences need to be foreseeable when the decision to behave is made.
It is worth pointing out that there is a difference between a consequence
being foreseen and being foreseeable. Recall that in studies such as Goethals
and Cooper (1975), Cohen (1962), and Linder et al. (1967), counterattitu-
dinal essays were going to be shown to people who might or might not be
convinced by the essays. The essay writers did not know, nor did they ever
learn, whether the members of the various committees that were alleged to
read the essays would ever be convinced. However, if they were to be
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convinced, that consequence would be foreseeable. An aversive consequence
does not have to be explicitly foreseen in order to arouse dissonance; it just
must be foreseeable that the consequence could occur as a result of the essay
writer’s counterattitudinal actions.

An explicit demonstration of the concept of foreseeability was provided
by Goethals, Cooper, and Naficy (1979). We had participants write coun-
terattitudinal essays about a potential change in a campus policy. Some par-
ticipants believed that the essays were only for the eyes of the experimenter.
A second group believed that the essays would be sent to a committee that
could create the unwanted consequence. (This was typical of the conditions
that aroused dissonance in the studies reviewed earlier.) And a third group
was told that ‘some other people’ might be interested in reading it. In the
end, everyone found out that the campus committee would read the essay.
The first group had been explicitly instructed that only the experimenter
would read the essay. For this group, the potential consequence of the com-
mittee reading the essay and implementing an unwanted policy was unfore-
seen and unforeseeable. For the second group, the consequence of sending
the essay to the committee was explicit: it was both foreseen and foresee-
able. The third group had not been told explicitly about the committee but,
in retrospect, the committee was certainly a potential recipient for the
essay. For this group, the consequence may have been unforeseen, but it was
foreseeable. When attitudes were assessed, only the participants for whom
the aversive event was unforeseeable at the time of the decision did not
change their attitudes. The group that understood that the committee
would see their essay (foreseen consequence) and the ones who should have
been able to figure it out (foreseeable consequence) changed their attitude
in the direction of the essay.

The good consequence

Let’s turn now to the status of a good consequence in reducing cognitive
dissonance and we will see that it works the other way too. An unforesee-
able positive event does not reduce dissonance. Brehm and Jones (1970), for
example, had participants rate a variety of music albums and then asked
them to make a choice between two of them. Half of the participants were
led to believe that if they chose the right album, they would receive two
free movie tickets. The other half was not made aware of this extra gift.
Brehm and Jones assumed that the bonus gift of the movie tickets would
help the participants reduce any dissonance that was created by their
choice. After all, the gift was described as an additional positive feature of
their choice and should serve to reduce the need to spread the alternatives.
When participants rerated the music albums, the results showed that the
bonus gift did indeed reduce dissonance, but only if the gift was foreseeable.
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When it was a complete surprise to participants and therefore unforeseeable,
it did not alleviate the dissonance.

Cooper and Goethals (1974) conducted an experiment in which partici-
pants wrote counterattitudinal statements favoring an unwanted campus
policy. Some participants were absolutely guaranteed that their statements
would be sent to the committee. Other participants were told that some of
the statements would be shown to the committee; a random draw after
writing the essay would determine whether a particular essay was going to
the committee or would just be discarded. After writing the essay, all of the
subjects received the good news: their essay would not be sent to the com-
mittee after all. Those participants for whom such good news was foresee-
able because they were advised of that possibility before deciding to write
their essay did not change their attitudes toward the disliked campus policy.
The good news had eliminated their dissonance. However, those subjects
who chose to write their counterattitudinal essay thinking that it absolutely
was going to be sent to the committee were not relieved of their dissonance
following the good news. The unforeseeable nature of the good consequence
did not allow these participants to be free of their dissonance and the need
to change their attitudes.

Vietnam, the draft lottery, and foreseeable consequences:

a field experiment

A study conducted outside of the laboratory contributes dramatically to the
importance of the foreseeable consequence. In the late 1960s, the United
States was enmeshed in the long and bloody war in Vietnam. Young men
were drafted into the army by a lottery system. Birth dates were selected at
random and assigned priority numbers. Men who had turned 18 and whose
birthdays were selected in the first third of the lottery were virtually certain
of being drafted into the military within the year; birthdays selected in the
final third were almost certainly not going to be drafted; and birthdays in
the middle third were uncertain.

The Army’s Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC), which had been a
bastion of training commissioned officers at colleges and universities since
1916, also became a program that people who wished to avoid being con-
scripted to Vietnam could use to delay their military service. Barry Staw
surveyed ROTC cadets at four universities in Illinois (Staw, 1974). His focus
was the impact of learning one’s lottery number on satisfaction with the
ROTC program. Consider the situation of people who had already signed
contracts and were participating in ROTC primarily to avoid the draft. They
knew, when they volunteered, that they were going to receive information
that might create an aversive event. As soon as the draft lottery was held and
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birth dates were prioritized, some cadets would learn that their ROTC
participation had been rewarded because their birth dates would otherwise
have led to their being drafted within the year. However, other cadets learned
that their ROTC participation was unnecessary. They were the ones who
received high lottery numbers indicating that they would not be drafted.

The cadets were committed. They could not turn back and withdraw from
ROTC. They volunteered for the corps knowing that they would later learn
that their decision was worthwhile or that the effort was unnecessary. And
perhaps more than just unnecessary, many of the cadets would not have
joined the ROTC at all and would not have made any commitment to the
armed forces if it were not for the possibility that it would protect them from
the draft. These participants were in a high state of dissonance. A foreseeable
consequence, a high degree of choice, and a commitment from which they
could not withdraw caused the dissonance. Staw asked the cadets how satis-
fied they were with the ROTC. He found that the students who had the fore-
seeable consequence of discovering that their ROTC activities no longer
served its original purpose were significantly more satisfied with ROTC than
those cadets who received the information that they would have been drafted
had it not been for their decision to join the ROTC.

One final note on Staw’s study is that he also had a group of cadets who
had not yet signed contracts committing them to remain in ROTC. When
they received their randomly assigned lottery numbers, they withdrew from
the corps as a linear function of their lottery number. Rather than increas-
ing their satisfaction (like the committed members did), participants
with   birthdays that would have made it unlikely that they would be
drafted were 82 per cent more likely to drop out of the ROTC than students
with birthdays that  made their being drafted virtually certain.

What causes cognitive dissonance? 

Festinger’s essentially uncomplicated version of dissonance theory took us a
long way. It is, and always will be, convenient to think of dissonance in terms
of what the words actually mean: a discrepancy among cognitions. Decades of
research have supported Festinger’s theory, generated and supported new
hypotheses, and added many limiting conditions to the theory. I have referred
to these as the but only’s, and this would be a good time to summarize them.

Inconsistent behavior produces dissonance 

• but only when decision freedom is high
• but only when people are committed to their behavior
• but only when the behavior leads to aversive consequences
• but only when those consequences were foreseeable.
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Simply put, the research has shown a considerable number of modifiers for the
basic proposition that inconsistent cognitions arouse the unpleasant feeling
state of cognitive dissonance. Although some of the modifiers fit nicely within
the cognitive dissonance formula, others do not. For example, it is difficult to
see how to integrate the necessity for foreseeable aversive consequences into
the dissonance formula without a great deal of theoretical shoving.

Dissonance begins with behavior

After reviewing approximately twenty-five years of dissonance literature
from the late 1950s to the early 1980s, Russell Fazio and I concluded that
the best straight line through the voluminous data was a new approach to
what causes cognitive dissonance. In our New Look model of dissonance
(Cooper and Fazio, 1984), we proposed a separation of the two aspects of
dissonance theory: one that generates the dissonance arousal and the other
that motivates people to change. The sequence of events that leads to dis-
sonance arousal is shown in Figure 4.4. The elements of the model should
cause no surprise because we have already seen the research that supports
it. These, we proposed, are the events that lead to the state of dissonance.

The dissonance process begins with a behavior. People act. And as a result
of those actions, consequences ensue. Those consequences can be positive,
neutral, or aversive. As cognizant human beings, we typically assess the
results of our actions and determine the valence of the consequences. We
usually try to bring about situations that we like or find acceptable and
most of the time we are successful at this. Most of the time we bring about
events that are either positive or neutral, and most of the time we are not
in a dissonant state. However, sometimes we notice that the consequences
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Figure 4.4 The sequence of events leading to dissonance ar ousal
Source: Adapted fr om Cooper and Fazio (1984)
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of our behavior are unwanted or negative. It happens in the real world and,
with proper stagecraft, can be made to happen in the psychology laboratory.
Festinger and his students were successful at creating dissonance in partici-
pants because they were adept at developing laboratory scenarios that
brought unwanted consequences to the fore. They were also adept at recog-
nizing the unfolding of such events in the real world, as crystallized in the
prophecy of the doomsday cult that had predicted the cataclysmic end of
the Earth (Festinger, Riecken, and Schachter, 1956).

With very few exceptions and regardless of the particular research paradigm,
successful dissonance studies have included unwanted, aversive consequences.
The adults in Mrs Keech’s doomsday cult suffered unwanted consequences
when their failed prophecy came shatteringly close to ruining their lives. In the
free-choice studies, Jack Brehm’s research subjects, once they had made a
choice between two consumer items, could no longer have the attractive fea-
tures of the rejected item and were stuck with the unattractive features of the
chosen item. Aronson and Mills’s (1959) participants suffered the embarrass-
ment of a sexual screening test and the children in Aronson and Carlsmith’s
study never got to play with their attractive robot. And, as we have discussed
on several occasions above, the participants in the induced compliance exper-
iments (e.g., Festinger and Carlsmith, 1959) were confronted with the knowl-
edge that they had duped a supposedly naïve fellow student into thinking that
he or she was going to have a fun-filled experience in a psychology experiment.
In each case, the participants acted inconsistently; in each case, too, their behav-
ior brought about an unwanted consequence. It is the unwanted consequence
that begins the dissonance process.

There are two caveats that need attention before the progression to dis-
sonance continues. One is that there is a continuum of what is acceptable
as a behavioral consequence and what is not. Not all outcomes are perfectly
beautiful and not all outcomes are perfectly evil. On that continuum, people
have a ‘latitude of acceptance’ and a ‘latitude of rejection.’ In the former is
a series of possible outcomes that vary in how positive they are but which
people find basically acceptable. Similarly, in the latitude of rejection is a
series of outcomes that people find unacceptable. Bringing about an out-
come that lies in a person’s latitude of rejection is the key element to start
the dissonance process (Fazio, Zanna, and Cooper, 1977).

The second caveat is that the consequence needs to be irrevocable. It is far
easier to wait to see if a consequence occurs than to do the cognitive work of
adjusting your attitudes to relieve dissonance. If there is a possibility that you
can ‘take back’ what you did (Davis and Jones, 1960) or that you will ultimately
find out whether a committee will or will not read your attitude-discrepant
essay (Goethals and Cooper, 1975), then dissonance can be forestalled. So,
bringing about an irrevocable consequence that lies within a person’s latitude of
rejection fulfills the first step in the New Look model of dissonance arousal.

DISSONANCE IS NOT WHAT IT USED TO BE
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Who is responsible? 

The next question that is asked in the process leading to dissonance arousal
is who is responsible for this unwanted consequence? Dissonance occurs
when an individual feels personally responsible for bringing about the aver-
sive event. This is why decision freedom is so important in the lead-up to
dissonance.

Imagine that you are in an induced compliance study and acted in a way
that duped that poor undergraduate to believe she was about to have a great
time in the research. Imagine that you consider that outcome to be in your
latitude of rejection – a consequence that you wish you had not brought
about. It would be so easy at this point to decide that you were not the per-
son responsible for this outcome. How can that happen? Well, if you were
in a no-choice condition, then you would not have to feel responsible. If you
were forced or coerced, then you could hardly feel responsible for the
action. The experimenter, or whoever coerced you, would be responsible
and the dissonance process can end there.

Formally, we defined personal responsibility as the attribution that the locus
of causation for an event is internal. Informally, it’s the conclusion that, ‘I did it;
I brought it about.’ Choice is not the whole story when it comes to responsi-
bility. Choice needs to be combined with foreseeability. Choice may be nec-
essary, but it is not sufficient. Imagine that you chose to buy a book at the
local bookstore. It seemed interesting; you did not know anything about the
author, but you thought you would give it a try. You pay your money and put
your book away to read later. On your way home, you read in the newspaper
that the book you bought is the subject of a feature story. It seems that the
author is donating all of his profits to the American Nazi Party. You are
devastated because you just contributed money to an organization you
despise. Is there dissonance? You chose to buy the book and you caused the
unwanted event of making a monetary contribution to the Nazis. I believe
that, despite the consequence and the freedom, the answer is no. The conse-
quence had to be foreseeable when you made that choice. In this case it was-
n’t, and you will be able to absolve yourself of personal responsibility.

In general, people will be able to absolve themselves of responsibility for
an aversive consequence if they believe they had no choice but to behave as
they did and/or the consequence was unforeseeable when they made that
choice. People are motivated to seek avoidance of responsibility for aversive
consequences. Dissonance is unpleasant and the result of needing to reduce
dissonance is usually the work of changing attitudes. If responsibility can be
denied, the process is over.

Recent empirical evidence supports the use of responsibility denial as a way
to put an end to the arousal of dissonance. Gosling, Denizeau, and Oberle
(2006) had participants at the University of Paris write counterattitudinal
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essays about the university’s admission policy. The degree to which the
participants viewed themselves as responsible for having written their essays
was made intentionally ambiguous. In one condition, students were provided
with a rating scale that asked them about their degree of responsibility. By
absolving themselves of responsibility, the students could alleviate their disso-
nance and did not need to alter their attitudes about the admission policy.
Gosling et al. (2006) found that, as predicted, the students who were pro-
vided with a scale that gave them a convenient way to say they were not
responsible, immediately seized the opportunity. They used the scale to claim
they were not responsible for the essay they had written, nor were they even
responsible for choosing to participate in the study. When asked about their
attitudes after denying responsibility, these participants showed no change of
attitudes toward the admission policies. However, when other students were
asked for their attitudes before filling out a responsibility measure, they
showed the familiar, dissonance-induced attitude change toward the admis-
sions policy, bringing their attitudes into line with their essays.

In conclusion, if responsibility cannot easily be denied, if the essay-writing
behavior was freely chosen and the consequence was foreseeable, then respon-
sibility is accepted, and the state of cognitive dissonance is aroused.

From arousal to motivation: what is accomplished

when attitudes change?

The state of arousal begins a chain of events that will likely lead to attitude
change as a way of reducing the arousal. Figure 4.5 shows the steps that take
place before people do the work of changing their attitudes. It makes sense
that people have to put a cognitive label on their emotion. Recall Schachter
and Singer’s (1962) two-factor theory of emotion that was the basis for the
misattribution work discussed in Chapter 3. When people feel autonomic
arousal, they seek to put a label on it. When they feel the excitation due to
dissonance, they need to put a label on it. Is it a positive or negative emo-
tion they feel? What is it due to? As Schachter and Singer would have sug-
gested, they assess the situation they are in and quickly make an inference.

It is possible that the dissonance arousal can be labeled either positively
or negatively. Fazio and I speculated this was the case on the basis of
Schachter and Singer’s theory, although the evidence is slim and several
scholars disagree (e.g., Elliot and Devine, 1994). Still, there is some evidence
suggesting that under the right circumstances, the dissonance arousal could
be considered a positive emotion, which in turn would end any need for
attitude change.

Rhodewalt and Comer (1979) had subjects perform an induced compli-
ance task under conditions of high choice. Prior to their agreeing to write their
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counterattitudinal statements, electrodes were attached to the participant’s
face, allegedly to assess physiological activity. Their faces were placed in posi-
tions that simulated either frowns or smiles, allegedly to allow the electrodes
to record more reliably. Both pieces of information were part of the cover
story.There was no physiological activity being recorded and the fixing of the
facial musculature as a smile or frown was designed to cue positive or nega-
tive emotional states. Rhodewalt and Comer found that participants only
changed their attitude when their face had been in the form of a frown. This
seemed to assist the participants to label their arousal negatively. The inter-
esting group consisted of participants whose face was in the form of a smile.
They showed no attitude change following their counterattitudinal behavior.
Rhodewalt and Comer speculated that the smile enabled the participants to
label their dissonance arousal as a positive state, thereby relieving any need
to change attitudes.

In another study, Cooper, Fazio, and Rhodewalt (1978) asked participants
to write counterattitudinal essays under high-choice and low-choice condi-
tions. Based on much previous research, we can be confident that this proce-
dure produced dissonance arousal in the high-choice subjects. We borrowed
a finding from an older study by Schachter and Wheeler (1962) who had
shown that injections of epinephrine (which caused undifferentiated auto-
nomic nervous system arousal) made subjects believe that a humorous film
was funnier than other subjects rated it who had not had epinephrine. If dis-
sonance arousal is as labile and flexible as epinephrine, then participants in
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the high-choice conditions of our experiment should be able to attribute
their arousal to a cartoon, find it funnier, and not have any further motiva-
tion to change their attitudes. Our results supported this prediction. When
subjects in the high-choice condition saw and rated a cartoon immediately
following their counterattitudinal behavior, they rated the cartoon as funny
and did not change their attitude on the issue they had written about. In the
other high-choice condition in which subjects wrote their essay, then rated
their attitudes, followed by the cartoon, they changed their attitudes on the
issue but did not rate the cartoon as funny.

The results of these two studies suggest that it is possible for people to
make a positive emotional attribution to their arousal. In most cases, how-
ever, the default is to make a negative attribution – to feel discomfort and
tension. People search their environment and their immediate past behav-
ior to find a reason for their tension. Could I be uncomfortable because of
some fleeting aspect of my environment? Is the room too hot, the lights too
bright, or are these the side effects of the drug I have taken? If so, then as
we saw in the previous chapter, attributing their arousal to an external stim-
ulus conveniently ends the process (e.g., Zanna and Cooper, 1974). There is
no reason to go through the process of changing my attitudes and cogni-
tions. I simply need to wait for the pill’s effects to diminish, leave the hot
room, turn off the lights, or in some way act on that aspect of the environ-
ment to which I have falsely attributed my arousal.

In the absence of an obvious external source to explain my arousal, I must
recognize that I have been responsible for bringing about an unwanted
event and that is a sufficient explanation for my uncomfortable tension.
Although I may not have the words for ‘I feel that I’m in a state of cogni-
tive dissonance,’ that is functionally what I have now done. I am now moti-
vated to reduce that state of uncomfortable tension we call dissonance.

The function of attitude change

Dissonance motivation is the state of arousal that Festinger described and
that has received support in the work of Elliot and Devine (1994), Losch
and Cacioppo (1990), and Croyle and Cooper (1983). It is negative,
uncomfortable, physiologically arousing, and needs to be reduced. In the
New Look view, dissonance does not occur because of inconsistency per se,
and attitude change is not in the service of restoring consistency. Rather, atti-
tude change occurs to render the consequences of behavior non-aversive. If it was
a negative outcome for me to have duped a fellow student to believe a dull
task was going to be interesting, then I can change all of that if I believe that
the task was fun. It cannot be aversive to convince the next student that the
task will be fun if it really is fun. Similarly, it cannot be an aversive outcome

DISSONANCE IS NOT WHAT IT USED TO BE

Cooper-3526-Ch-04.qxd  3/16/2007  2:52 PM  Page 79



to convince a committee at my university that tuition rates should increase
if I think that a rise in tuition is a good idea. Thus, attitude change has a
direct functional value for the person who has been responsible for bringing
about an aversive event: it renders that event non-aversive and thereby
reduces the dissonance.

On the status of the two views of dissonance

What happened to inconsistency?

In the exposition of the New Look in Figure 4.4, the word inconsistency
never appears. Dissonance, we have argued, has precious little to do with
inconsistent cognitions but rather is driven by the perception of unwanted
consequences. Festinger’s formulation was perhaps more elegant, but it was
the anomalies and exceptions that accumulated in the decades of data col-
lection that led us to see that the original formulation was no longer the best
explanation for the phenomenon (Cooper and Fazio, 1984). When it comes
to the reduction of the motivational state (Figure 4.5), the two versions of
the theory are substantially the same. There is a difference between the two
models in the analysis of what is accomplished by attitude change, but that
attitude change occurs as a way of reducing the uncomfortable tension state
is the same.

What role does inconsistency play in dissonance? In the first three chap-
ters of this book, the concept of inconsistency was used in the analysis of
dissonance and its concepts were used to make the predictions that revolu-
tionized social psychology. Inconsistency is still an important concept but
more as a heuristic than as an accurate representation of the cognitions that
arouse dissonance. It is easy to use the inconsistency rule as a quick way to
analyze and understand the conditions that lead to the uncomfortable ten-
sion state. The reason that the heuristic usually works to make accurate pre-
dictions is that acting inconsistently usually produces an aversive consequence.
The typical methods that produce inconsistency – e.g., espousing a position
that you don’t believe, suffering to accomplish a mediocre goal, refraining from
engaging in enjoyable activities, or making a choice between two choice
alternatives – also produce unwanted consequences. Typically, then incon-
sistency can serve as a proxy variable for the unwanted consequence. There
is much overlap in the two variables so that, most of the time, when we
think of situations in which there is cognitive inconsistency, we are also
thinking about situations in which the unwanted, aversive consequence is
produced.

Nonetheless, there are occasions when the two concepts do not overlap and
it is through an analysis of those situations that the unwanted consequence
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formulation can seem to be the more accurate one. There are two types of
non-overlapping circumstances that can provide critical tests. One is when
people hold inconsistent cognitions but there are no unwanted conse-
quences. The other is when there are unwanted consequences without
inconsistent cognitions. In both cases, the evidence favors the unwanted
consequence position.

We have already examined a number of empirical studies in which peo-
ple acted inconsistently with their attitudes but their actions did not produce
aversive consequences. One of those studies was the induced compliance
experiment of Cooper and Worchel (1970), in which we found that people
changed their attitude toward a dull spool-turning task if they acted coun-
terattitudinally by telling a waiting subject that the task was interesting. As
you recall, this only happened when the waiting subject believed, rather
than disbelieved, the participant. That is, this only happened when an
unwanted consequence developed from the behavior. Note how important
the inconsistency is in this research. It was because the behavior was incon-
sistent with the subject’s attitude that it set in motion a consequence that was
aversive. Nonetheless, it is the consequence that is the necessary condition to
produce the effect.

A caveat for inconsistency: action orientation

It would be an overstatement to say that dissonance researchers have never
produced attitude change in the absence of an aversive consequence.
Harmon-Jones, Brehm, Greenberg, Simon, and Nelson (1996), for example,
showed that people changed their attitude about the sweetness of a horri-
ble tasting drink after making a counterattitudinal statement about how
good it was, without any apparent consequence occurring. Moreover
Dickerson and her colleagues found that people changed their behavior
toward conserving water during a drought emergency in California without
producing an aversive event (Dickerson, Thibodeau, Aronson, and Miller,
1992).

Harmon-Jones (1999) has pursued the inconsistency argument further by
suggesting a mechanism that would explain why people are upset by incon-
sistency. Recall that for Festinger, it was as though people were ‘hard-wired’
to be aroused by inconsistency. Just as surely as food deprivation leads auto-
matically to the hunger drive, inconsistent cognitions lead to the drive-like
state of dissonance. Harmon-Jones presents a different stance on the role of
inconsistency. He suggests that people acquire a stance toward the world
that makes it adaptively better to act on the world without ambivalence and
conflict. Inconsistent cognitions interfere with our action tendencies and
thus create a negative emotion, motivating us to rid ourselves of the incon-
sistency. From the action orientation point of view, it is not inconsistency
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per se that causes us to be upset, but rather the effect that inconsistency has
on our need to have an unequivocal stance toward action in the social and
physical environment.

The action orientation position is interesting in that it links inconsistent
cognitions with a reason for feeling upset, tense, and aroused. That position
does not require an aversive consequence or unwanted event for dissonance
to occur. However, the empirical fact is that, in the vast majority of studies
in which consequences were systematically varied, the weight of the evi-
dence strongly supports the idea that inconsistency is not sufficient to pro-
duce cognitive dissonance. Rather, the aversive consequence is a necessary
ingredient for dissonance.

The sufficiency of the aversive consequence

Although the aversive consequence may be necessary for dissonance to
occur, is it also sufficient? There are far less data bearing on this question,
but it is important for several reasons. As we have noted, the sequence line
in Figure 4.4 is silent about inconsistency. A behavior that produces an aver-
sive consequence leads a person to experience dissonance arousal. In princi-
ple, this does not have to be an attitude-inconsistent behavior, but in all of
the research discussed thus far, consequences have occurred in the context
of inconsistency. In nearly all of the work on cognitive dissonance theory,
the typical research subject is asked to do something that is inconsistent
with his or her attitudes. We know now that dissonance requires an
unwanted consequence, but the consequence in most research nonetheless
follows attitude-inconsistent behavior.

If dissonance arousal requires the combination of attitude-discrepant
behavior and an aversive consequence, then the New Look theory would
simply be a limitation on the older one. That does not make it wrong, but it
limits the scope of the theory by limiting the conditions to which disso-
nance is applicable. It provides a newer, and arguably more accurate, way of
viewing one of the major but-only’s we have discussed in this chapter.
(Interested readers can pursue a discussion of this point in an exchange
between Berkowitz and Devine [1989] and Cooper and Fazio [1989].) On
the other hand, if dissonance also occurs when attitude-consistent behavior
produces a foreseeable aversive consequence, then the newer version of the
theory is an expansion of the theory by expanding the types of situations to
which dissonance applies.

Steve Scher and I set out to construct a situation in which a foreseeable
unwanted consequence occurred from attitude-consistent essay-writing
behavior (Scher and Cooper, 1989). Our design permitted us to vary orthog-
onally whether the attitude-relevant behavior was pro-attitudinal or counter-
attitudinal and whether it led to an unwanted or a desired consequence. We
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asked university students to write a strong and forceful essay about a fee
increase at their college. They were told that we were studying how commit-
tees make decisions when they read forceful essays. We informed them that
our research findings thus far had shown that only the first few essays and
the last few essays seemed to be effective.

In order to make both wanted and unwanted consequence seem foresee-
able, the participants were told: ‘The first couple of essays a committee
reads seem to have the opposite effect of the way they were written. What
I mean is that the first essays produce a boomerang effect. If they were writ-
ten to support one side, they tend to convince the committee to take the
other side.’ They were told that the last few essays tend to be effective in a
more straightforward way, convincing committee members in the direction
they were intended.

Participants were then asked to write an essay on increasing college fees.
The essays would be shown to the Dean’s Committee on Policy, which was in
charge of setting the fee structure at the college. All of the participants were
given high-choice instructions. Half of the students were asked if they would
be willing to write a strong and forceful essay taking the (pro-attitudinal)
position that there should be no rise in the college fee. The other half was
asked to take the (counterattitudinal) position that the fee should be raised.

When the essays were completed, the experimenter told the participant
that the committee would read fifteen of the essays that he collected in his
research. He said he could tell the subject whether her or his particular
essay would be used by the committee. He checked a list on his clipboard
and said, ‘Yes, your essay will be one of the fifteen.’ In the straightforward
instructions, he continued, ‘In fact, I can tell you that your essay will be read
fourteen, which,’ he reminded them, ‘means that the essay will probably
have a straightforward convincing effect on the committee.’ In the
boomerang instructions, the experimenter observed that the participant’s
essay would be read second, and reminded them that it would probably
cause their essay to contribute to a boomerang effect on the committee.

In this 2 (pro-attitudinal vs. counterattitudinal essay) x 2 (boomerang vs.
straightforward persuasion) design, the likelihood of aversive consequences
occurs in two conditions: When a pro-attitudinal essay written against a fee
hike proposal is likely to boomerang and when a counterattitudinal essay
written in favor of the fee hike is likely to lead to straightforward persua-
sion. There are three possible predictions that can be derived from the var-
ious perspectives that we have examined so far.

• The New Look version of dissonance theory predicts that aversive consequences lead to
dissonance. Therefore, any behavior that will lead the committee to believe in an unwanted
position – regardless of whether the behavior itself was pro- or counterattitudinal – will lead
to dissonance and attitude change. 
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• The inconsistency version of dissonance theory predicts that counterattitudinal behavior
leads to dissonance. Therefore, the two conditions in which participants wrote essays
contrary to their beliefs will lead to dissonance and attitude change.

• The inconsistency with a but only modifier holds that attitude-inconsistent behavior
leads to dissonance, but only when an aversive consequence is produced. This com-
promise view would predict the arousal of dissonance only in the condition in which
counterattitudinal behavior (the pro-fee hike essay) was expected to cause the com-
mittee to believe in raising the college fees. 

The instructions in the study were complex, so great care was taken to
make sure that the participants understood what the outcome of their essay
writing was likely to be. Checks on the manipulations showed that the stu-
dents understood. They were then asked for their own attitudes on fee
increases.The results of the measure of attitudes are presented in Figure 4.6.
The strong main effect for the valence of the outcome clearly supports the
predictions of the New Look approach.
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Relative to low-choice control conditions, participants became more
supportive of fee hikes when they wrote counterattitudinal essays that
would convince the committee to raise fees and when they wrote pro-
attitudinal essays but believed that the boomerang effect would cause the
same unwanted outcome of the committee raising fees. It was the outcome
that determined attitude change. When the outcome was unwanted, disso-
nance occurred and attitudes changed in the direction of that outcome,
regardless of whether the behavior itself was consistent or inconsistent with
the participants’ attitudes.

Dissonance, it seems, is propelled by responsibility for consequences
rather than by inconsistency.

Motivated reasoning: the process of attitude change following

dissonance arousal

How do people actually go about changing their attitudes following cogni-
tive dissonance? We now know why they do it: they seek to make the con-
sequences of their behavior acceptable and non-aversive. We still do not
know how they do it. What process do people engage in to accomplish the
goal of attitude change? Festinger (1957) indicated that people will change
any cognition that is least resistant to change. Because attitudes are private
constructions, they are often easy to change, at least easier than publicly
committed behavior. Yet, it strains credibility to think that we can simply
declare a new attitude willy-nilly, with no regard at all for the attitude we
had even minutes before. Granted we are motivated to change our attitude,
but it requires a few steps to understand how we go about the process of
accomplishing it in a psychologically reasonable way.

Ziva Kunda’s (1990) theory of motivated reasoning presents a compelling
view of how people change attitudes in the service of a desired state (see
also Pyszczynski and Greenberg, 1987, for a similar position). Kunda main-
tained that when people are motivated to hold a particular attitude or a par-
ticular view of themselves, they engage in a process whose outcome is
partially determined by their motivation. We know the attitude that we
desire to have, and we engage in a search of our past behaviors, statements,
and opinions to find evidence that the new attitude is really one we have
had all along. For example, participants in the high-dissonance conditions of
Scher and Cooper’s study knew that they could render the consequence of
their behavior non-aversive if they supported tuition fee hikes. Rather than
merely adopting a new position, Kunda’s analysis would suggest that the
participants searched their memories for occasions in which they were sup-
portive of increased tuition. Perhaps it was an idle comment to a friend, per-
haps it was the absence of an objection when the fee was hiked on a prior
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occasion.Armed with these observations, they were prepared to believe that
they really supported tuition hikes all along. Their essays in favor of tuition
hikes caused no damage because they always were in favor of tuition hikes.

Reality, however, has a habit of getting in the way. Participants knew that
only moments before, they had felt that tuition hikes were a bad idea. In
many studies, the participants are even asked prior to their essays or
speeches whether they agree or disagree with the position they are about to
espouse. So, in the end, the new position is a compromise. Changes in the
original attitude occur because people search their autobiographical mem-
ories for any evidence they can marshal to suggest that they are in favor of
the position they supported, but constrained by their realization of their
original attitude.

A study about self-concept helps us see the process unfold (Sanitioso,
Kunda, and Fong, 1990). Participants were asked to generate autobiograph-
ical memories about whether they were introverts or extroverts. When par-
ticipants had been led to believe that introversion was better than
extroversion, the participants generated more memories of themselves as
introverts compared to participants who were led to believe that extrover-
sion was a more desirable trait. These differences in recall were constrained
by participants’ actual traits. People who really were introverts (as previ-
ously measured on personality scales) still rated themselves as introverts and
people who were really extroverts still rated themselves as extroverts.
Nonetheless, the degree of introversion and extroversion was dependent on
the outcome of the motivated autobiographical search. The effects of the
manipulation that motivated people to see one trait as more desirable than
another resulted in self-views consistent with that motivation, but con-
strained by prior self-knowledge.

The motivated reasoning view of the attitude change process is similar to
what Kunda (1990) found for the estimation of traits. The motivation to
have an attitude that renders the consequence of a behavior non-aversive
causes a biased autobiographical search, but one that is constrained by prior
knowledge of their true attitudes. This process results in attitudes that are
more like the positions advocated in their speeches and essays than they had
held originally, but not completely isomorphic with it. And this fits the data
of dissonance experiments very well. People who state that tuition hikes are
wonderful come to believe that such hikes are okay – i.e., they are more in
favor of tuition hikes at the end of the study, but they are not nearly as
extreme in their attitudes as their essays suggest. Students in Cohen’s
(1962) study at Yale University who wrote essays extolling the actions of
the New Haven police did not come to believe that the police were the
paragon of diplomacy and restraint – it is just that they were more under-
standing and positive to the police than they had been previously. We have
no direct evidence that the motivated reasoning approach underlies the
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process of attitude change following the arousal of dissonance. However, the
approach has been used in a variety of areas to understand the process of
change. It seems a promising mechanism for understanding how people
change their attitudes such that potentially unwanted consequences are
converted into acceptable ones. And it also shows the likely limitations of
that change.

Speculations about the ontogeny of dissonance

Where does dissonance come from? Why do we suffer an unpleasant ten-
sion state when, for example, we convince someone to believe in an issue
that we do not believe, suffer to achieve a goal, choose a course of action,
or perform any of the behaviors that research has shown lead to cognitive
dissonance? We have no firm answer to this question but it is interesting
food for thought.

One possibility is that dissonance occurs as part of the unfolding of
human development, part of the hard-wired system embedded in the phy-
logeny of the species. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, Festinger
(1957) simply asserted that the drive for consistency existed, but not why
or how. In his earlier theory of social comparison he had taken the same
stance by arguing, ‘There exists in the human organism a drive for social
comparison.’ Perhaps this is all that needs to or can be said about the emer-
gence of cognitive dissonance.

Another intriguing possibility is that dissonance is not automatically pre-
sent in people but, rather, that it is learned in childhood as part of the
sequence of development that we call growing up. We know that children
as young as 5 have been shown to reduce dissonance, at least in the forbid-
den toy research that I described in Chapter 1 (Aronson and Carlsmith,
1962; see also, Freedman, 1965; Lepper, Zanna, and Abelson, 1970). We
have not seen it with younger children and it seems intuitively plausible
that dissonance becomes observable in children at approximately that age.

Let’s imagine a scenario of a young toddler who is learning to interact
with her social environment. The goal of the example is to see if we can
glean some of the roots of dissonance development that are consistent with
the New Look approach. In this approach, we ask not where learning to
abhor inconsistency comes from, but rather we ask why children learn to
become upset when they cause unwanted events to occur.

Our young toddler is in her living room with her parents. One day, while
playing in her room, she innocently knocks over the floor lamp. Her mother
is angry or worried. She responds negatively. Perhaps she yells, or gets upset,
or just communicates her discomfort in some empathic way. The little girl
gets the message. She feels bad because of her mother’s reaction. It doesn’t
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require a pathological reaction on mom’s part nor does it require a spanking.
It only requires the communication of the negative emotion for the little girl
to feel bad. And, of course, something like it will happen again, and again, in
the toddler’s life space. So, eventually, the child learns that whenever she
produces an unwanted event (i.e., one the parent considers negative), then
the parent will respond with a discomfort-producing emotion. As time pro-
gresses, the child can anticipate what those events are that form the cate-
gory of ‘negative or unwanted events’ and will also learn to anticipate the
parents’ emotional reactions to them (Sullivan, 1953). These negative events
are to be avoided. A healthy self will not want to endure the parents’
negative reactions.

Children also learn that the falling lamp does not always lead to the neg-
ative emotional reaction. There are certain conditions that the child learns
cause a disruption in the negative emotional feedback. Imagine that the lit-
tle girl, who experienced her mother’s annoyance at knocking down the
lamp, is pushed by her older sister and the lamp falls again. The adult is
annoyed and steps toward the child. But this time, the negative response is
directed at the sister rather than the child. Before too long the girl realizes
that a negative emotional response is not encountered when one had no
choice but to engage in the unwanted act. Being pushed is one such instance.
The responsibility for the behavior is the sister’s, not hers. She is the one to
whom the anger is directed. The younger sister is off the hook.

This enables the child to realize that bringing about unwanted events
brings a negative emotional reaction, but not if the behavior was forced by
someone else. The parallel to dissonance in older children and adults is clear.
Bringing about an unwanted event signals unpleasantness, but only if you
are the one responsible for its occurrence. We can take this metaphor a bit
further and the parallel continues. A little boy takes a chair from its place
under the kitchen table. That action begins a chain of events that leads to
the lamp falling down. Unbeknownst to the child or anyone else in the
house, the father had placed the chair in a position to hold up the table
because the table leg was broken. Pulling the chair caused the table to wob-
ble which pushed a broom handle that fell into the lamp and caused it to
come crashing down. The little boy chose to take the chair from its position
by the table and for that he was responsible. But he could not have known
what would happen next. He could not foresee that the lamp would fall
because he neither had enough knowledge of physics nor did he know that
his father had used the chair to hold up the table. His parents do not
respond to him with anger, anxiety, or any other negative emotion. Because
he could not foresee the aversive consequence when he pulled the chair, no
one holds him responsible and the negative emotional state is avoided.

The point of these stories is this: it is very possible that cognitive disso-
nance is a learned secondary drive. The emotional response to negative

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
88

Cooper-3526-Ch-04.qxd  3/16/2007  2:52 PM  Page 88



89

events is aversive and upsetting. It should be avoided and, if it occurs, it
needs to be resolved. However, the child also learns that actions that pro-
duce negative events do not produce negative emotional states if those
actions were forced or if the consequences of the behavior were unforesee-
able. This may be the beginning of how dissonance is learned.

Although I know of no evidence that addresses this conjecture, the story at
least provides one possible mechanism that can help us see how dissonance
develops and the story is consistent with the principles we know are impor-
tant for dissonance arousal. There is some evidence that dissonance can be
unlearned and that by using principles of secondary learning, people can learn
to become less aroused by dissonance procedures (Cooper, 1998). However,
what is needed at this point are some novel research techniques that can delve
more deeply into the ontogeny of dissonance in young children.

DISSONANCE IS NOT WHAT IT USED TO BE
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The role played by the self has become increasingly prominent as a field of
study in social psychology (Baumeister, 1999; Kihlstrom and Cantor, 1984;
Leary and Tangney, 2003; Sedikides and Gregg, 2003). Questions about
how the self affects – and is affected by – what we do and think have moved
to the forefront of social psychology. Analyzing the role of the self has
also played an increasingly important role in the understanding of cognitive
dissonance.

Self-affirmation: dissonance as a part of the self-system

A good case in point is the theory of self-affirmation developed by Claude
Steele and his colleagues (Steele, 1988; Steele and Liu, 1983). Steele pro-
posed that a motive high on people’s priority list is the protection of the
integrity of their self-systems. We like to think of ourselves as good and hon-
est people. And most of the time we are. We set high standards, have good
values, and generally live up to them. However, there are times when we act
in ways that we find problematic. Imagine that we had a few drinks at a
party and then drove home without a designated driver. Or we did not do
as well as we would have liked on a chemistry test. Or we did not return to
the shop to tell the cashier she had given us five cents too much change
after we had paid the bill. Taking cognizance of these behaviors may com-
promise what we think of ourselves. Shouldn’t honest people have rectified
such errors? Don’t good people refrain from driving while even slightly
under the influence? Are we really as good and as honest as we would like
to believe we are?

The theory of self-affirmation suggests that we are indeed motivated to
see ourselves as good and honest people and any evidence to the contrary
will upset our equilibrium. We will need to rationalize our activities, to dis-
tort or add information about ourselves in order to preserve the integrity of
our ideas about ourselves. If we did something wrong, i.e., something that
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good and honest people would not have done, then there must have been a
good reason. Alternatively, the ‘something’ that we did might not have been
that wrong. People will distort their cognitions about themselves in the ser-
vice of protecting their self-system. And that motivation, according to self-
affirmation theory, is the primary influence that motivates the attempts to
reduce cognitive dissonance.

Imagine that you were a homemaker in a closely knit neighborhood in Salt
Lake City, Utah, in the mid 1970s. If you had been chosen to be in a study that
Steele (1975) conducted, you would have received a phone call from a poll-
ster who was conducting a telephone interview. During the course of the inter-
view, the pollster would have made it clear that you were known in the
community to be a person who was uncooperative with community projects.
This label was intended to be threatening to the woman’s view of herself as a
cooperative and helpful person. Other women in Salt Lake would have
received different information during the phone call. Some were randomly
assigned to be told that they were known to be very cooperative while still oth-
ers were told that they were known to be careless and unsafe drivers.

Two days later, another stranger called asking the participants if they would
be willing to help in a baking project that would benefit the community.
Steele had expected the women who had been called uncooperative to vol-
unteer more often for the baking project than women who had been labeled
as cooperative. He expected them to use the second occasion to repair any
damage to their sense of self by showing that they could and would help the
community when asked. The data in Figure 5.1 show that this occurred.
Participants who were accused of being uncooperative agreed to help in the
baking project. What was surprising in the results depicted in Figure 5.1 was
that women who had been labeled as reckless drivers were also more willing
to help with the bake sale compared to women who had received the posi-
tive label or no label at all.
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Figure 5.1 Housewives’ willingness to help by assigned community r eputation
Source: Adapted fr om Steele (1975)
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Steele concluded that threats to the self-system can come in many varieties
and can also be repaired in quite flexible ways. Participants whose views of
themselves had been threatened by challenges to their cooperativeness or to
their driving skills found that they could restore the integrity and goodness
of their self-systems by volunteering for the baking project. Bolstering their
cooperativeness with the baking project fended off attacks to their self-
system, regardless of whether the attacks were about their degree of coop-
erativeness, or about something entirely different – their driving skill.

Self-affirmation meets cognitive dissonance

The general form of Steele’s argument is that people need to affirm the
integrity of their self-system when that system is threatened. Threats occur
whenever information, certainly including the information contained in our
own behavior, makes us feel less than worthy, honest, or capable. Through
this lens, Steele argued that the dilemma in which people are placed in cog-
nitive dissonance research creates a threat to their sense of self. When
people say things that they know not to be true, when they make difficult
choices, or when they endure effort or embarrassment, they will have suf-
fered a threat to their self-systems. Good and honest people do not dupe
another student nor do they write essays whose positions they do not
believe. Good and competent people do not voluntarily suffer embarrass-
ment or effort to get into dull and worthless groups. In the high-dissonance
conditions of all of the extant dissonance experiments, people have man-
aged to threaten their own sense of worthiness, moral rectitude, or compe-
tence. How can they make it right?

According to self-affirmation theory, they can do almost anything to
make it right. The problem is not one of rectifying the specific wrong, but
in finding some way to affirm the global integrity of the self. As we have
noted, one way to restore the self-system after writing a counterattitudinal
essay is to convince yourself that you really agreed with the position in
the first place. But, in the self-affirmation theory view, there are many
other ways to affirm the self-system. A person can volunteer to give blood
to the blood donor drive or to make a cake for the bake sale. A person can
remind himself that, even though he may have written an essay he does
not believe, he nonetheless gave to charity last week, or will give to char-
ity in the future. He may even concentrate on how competent a tennis
player he is. Any of those cognitions has the potential to affirm the self-
system and repair the damage done by the decision to write a counteratti-
tudinal essay.

It only remains to ask why participants in cognitive dissonance experi-
ments change their attitudes. And self-affirmation theory’s answer to this

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
92

Cooper-3526-Ch-05.qxd  3/16/2007  2:52 PM  Page 92



93

question is that, within the context of the experiment, attitude change is
the only way available for the participants. They are asked what their atti-
tudes are about a boring task, tuition policy, or classes that are held at 7:00 am,
but they are not asked about their contributions to charity, their cherished
values, or the skills at which they are competent. They are only asked what
they thought about the boring task, tuition policy, and so forth, so that is the
route they must use to affirm their self-systems.

Steele and Liu (1983) created an ingenious research paradigm to estab-
lish an empirical basis for their reasoning. They established an induced com-
pliance research procedure – with a twist. Participants at the University of
Washington were asked (high dissonance) or were told (low dissonance) to
write an essay favoring increased tuition rates at their school. Prior to writ-
ing their essays, the students had filled out a value assessment questionnaire
and were known to be either very strong or not so strong on their political/
economic values. Then, after writing their counterattitudinal speeches
favoring tuition hikes, the participants were given a political/economic
subscale from a different values questionnaire. On this subscale, participants
had the opportunity to affirm how strong their interest was in political and
economic issues and how much they enjoyed engaging in activities in sup-
port of those values. For students who had strong political and economic
values, filling out item after item on this scale would be self-affirming. It
would remind them of issues and activities that were important and fulfill-
ing to them. For students who were not high on such values, the items
would not affirm important aspects of their self-systems because of the low
importance that economic and political activity held for them.

After filling out the values scale, participants indicated what their atti-
tudes were toward a tuition hike. The results for participants who had not
been self-affirmed (i.e., those who did not have high social/political values)
followed the typical result shown in dissonance experiments. Relative to the
low-dissonance condition, participants who were low in political and eco-
nomic values changed their attitudes toward tuition to make them consis-
tent with their essay-writing behavior. As predicted, though, this did not
happen for the participants high in economic/political values. For them, fill-
ing out the scale apparently affirmed their self-system. They were now able
to see themselves as good and worthy people, rendering attitude change
unnecessary. The average attitude of this group did not differ from the low-
choice subjects.

In a similar study, Steele, Hopp, and Gonzalez (1986) had participants
make a choice between two music albums. Recall that this is the paradigm
first used by Brehm (1956) to show that people spread apart the choice
alternatives following a decision as a way to reduce their dissonance. In the
Steele et al. study, participants had been selected for the research because they
were either high in science values (as measured by a values questionnaire) or
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high in business values. Half of the students chose their music album after
donning a white lab coat, while the other half were normally dressed. Steele
et al. reasoned that all of the participants making a difficult choice between
the albums would suffer a threat to their self-system. However, those who
were science oriented and who wore a lab coat would have symbolic affir-
mation of their core value. They would not need to adjust their evaluation
of the choice alternatives because their self-system would have been
affirmed by their lab coat. The rest of the subjects – i.e., those not wearing
a lab coat and business-oriented students who had a lab coat – would need to
change their evaluations of the music in order to reaffirm their threatened self-
system. The results, depicted in Figure 5.2, show that, as predicted, the spread
of the music alternatives did not occur for science-oriented participants who
were wearing the lab coat.

There are at least two fascinating issues raised by Steele’s approach relative to
inconsistency reduction and the New Look. The first is about what motivates
change following an attitude-discrepant act. Self-affirmation and the New Look
agree on what dissonance is not. Both agree that dissonance reduction is not
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about restoring consistency. For Cooper and Fazio (1984), the motivation for
people to change a cognition is to make an unwanted consequence less aversive.
For self-affirmation, it is restoring the integrity of the global self-system.

A second issue put into focus in self-affirmation is whether repair of the
compromised system needs to be specific or global. For Festinger, dissonance
reduction required restoring consistency about the specific cognitions that
were discrepant. Similarly, for Cooper and Fazio (1984), the repair for bring-
ing about an unwanted event requires repair at the local level – i.e., it is the
specific consequence that has to be rendered non-aversive. Self-affirmation
takes a radically different approach.As Steele has commented, it’s the war, not
the battle, that has to be won. If a specific, attitude-discrepant behavior
threatens the self-system, the repair can be made at either the local or the gen-
eral level. If need be, the attitudes compromised by a particular behavior can
be left intact, and the individual can find a way to bask in the glory of his or
her other achievements, goals, and accomplishments. It is the overall compos-
ite of the self-system that needs to be bolstered by self-affirmations.

Being what you expect to be: self-consistency as

the motivation for cognitive dissonance

Self-affirmation was not the first theory to implicate the self in the arousal
of cognitive dissonance. Perhaps the initial emphasis on the importance of
the self-concept was offered by Elliot Aronson (1968). Aronson had been a
graduate student of Leon Festinger’s while dissonance theory was in its
infancy. His research is among the most imaginative of the work in disso-
nance theory and he has continually been a proponent of the importance of
dissonance in social psychology. His work departed from Festinger’s in one
important respect. For Festinger, two discrepant cognitions were the fuel to
begin the cognitive dissonance process. Any cognition would do. In his 1957
book, Festinger posited several predicaments of inconsistency that he
thought would provoke dissonance. Let’s look at two of them, because they
will highlight the different emphasis that Aronson thought was important:

1 You are standing in the rain and you are not getting wet.
2 You read information that smoking is bad for you but you continue to smoke.

The first of these, based on your past experience with being caught in the
rain, creates inconsistency between the cognition ‘water is falling from the
sky’ and ‘I remain dry.’ The second creates inconsistency between the infor-
mation you read about the adverse effects of smoking and your behavior of
lighting up yet another cigarette. For Festinger, both of these incidents
would arouse dissonance. For Aronson’s self-consistency view (Aronson,
1968), only the latter would create dissonance.
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Self-consistency theory (Aronson, 1968; Thibodeau and Aronson, 1992)
emphasizes the need for the self to be involved in dissonance arousal. Like
Steele’s self-affirmation view, self-consistency theory holds that people have
a need to see themselves as good, competent, and moral people. If someone
smokes after learning of the health crisis created by smoking, that person
can hardly think of him or herself as competent. It is the discrepancy
between a person’s behavior and his view of himself as moral, rational, and
competent that creates the dissonance. In the classic experiments on cogni-
tive dissonance, the self was always compromised by the participant’s
behavior. What kind of competent and moral person would dupe a fellow
student? How competent could it have been to engage in an effortful and
embarrassing screening test in order to get into a dull group? How compe-
tent can a person perceive herself to be if she accepted a kitchen blender
despite knowing all of the attractive features of the toaster she could have
chosen? In each case, the person’s behavior called into question the compe-
tence, honesty, or wisdom of the actor.

Aronson put it this way: ‘At the very heart of dissonance theory, where it
makes its strongest predictions, we are not dealing with just any two cogni-
tions; rather, we are usually dealing with the self-concept and cognitions
about some behavior. If dissonance exists, it is because the individual’s
behavior is inconsistent with his self-concept’ (Aronson, 1968: 23). The fact
that people usually try to see themselves as good, honest, competent, and
moral people makes their negative behavior discrepant with their self-
esteem. Most participants in research studies are college students who gen-
erally have high regard for their intelligence, competence, and integrity.
Getting them to behave in ways that threaten that self-concept (as is usu-
ally the case in cognitive dissonance studies) is the reason their behavior
leads to the arousal of dissonance and the need to change their attitudes.

Festinger’s smoking example certainly fits the description of a person whose
behavior compromises her or his generally high view of himself. But standing
in the rain without getting wet does not. You would certainly be perplexed if
the rain were falling on you but you were nonetheless dry. It is not that you
would accept this situation without trying to figure out why, but you would
not experience cognitive dissonance. In the self-consistency view, without the
involvement of the self-concept, there would be no dissonance.

Turning the self upside-down

Most of the time, Festinger’s notion of inconsistency and Aronson’s empha-
sis on the self make similar predictions and Aronson rarely drew sharp dis-
tinctions between the two models. The essence of the similarity is that
people usually feel good about themselves, expect that they will do good,
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competent, and moral things, and then feel dissonance when their behavior
violates those expectations. There is at least one classic study that turned
self-concept on its head and provided interesting evidence for the self-
consistency view.

We have already had occasion to review this study in this book (see
Chapter 1). Recall the study by Aronson and Carlsmith (1962) in which
they created the expectation that students were either really competent or
really incompetent at being able to select which of two photographs was
that of a schizophrenic. When people who believed they were good at this
skill did poorly, they suffered cognitive dissonance. But so did people who
had a negative self-view with regard to this skill and who found that, in a
critical final trial, that they had actually done well. When given an opportu-
nity to change their behavior and confirm their poor ability, or stick with it
and experience success, they did the former. They changed their successful
performance to failure in a presumed attempt to behave consistently with
their negative self-concept.

Although this study has proven somewhat difficult to replicate (see
Shrauger, 1975), it is an interesting example of how violations of what
people expect of themselves can create dissonance. In a study that is consis-
tent with Aronson’s view, Cooper and Scalise (1974) showed that people
who consider themselves introverts experienced dissonance when they
acted in extroverted ways whereas people who considered themselves to be
extroverts experienced dissonance when they acted in introverted ways. In
other words, the very same behavior caused dissonance only when it vio-
lated people’s self-concepts. Extroverted behavior caused dissonance for
introverts but not for extroverts; introverted behavior caused dissonance for
extroverts but not for introverts. One’s view of oneself – i.e., a person’s self-
concept – establishes expectations whose violation, in turn, leads to the
arousal of dissonance.

Differences in approaches using the self

Aronson’s self-consistency view and Steele’s self-affirmation theory share
some fundamental assumptions. Both theories see the reduction of disso-
nance to be intimately involved with a person’s self-conception. Both take
as a starting point that we generally have a healthy sense of self-esteem and
that we feel threatened by anything that interrupts that view. When we act
in a morally questionable way or when our competence is called into ques-
tion by our actions, then we are motivated to take steps to defend against
the threat.

But there is a major difference between the two approaches as well. The
self, in Aronson’s formulation, creates an expectation of how I should
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behave. If I fail to act in accordance with that expectation, there is an
inconsistency between my behavior and my view of myself. In principle,
valence does not matter. People with low self-esteem suffer dissonance if a
behavior is good and competent; people with high self-esteem suffer disso-
nance if a behavior is incompetent or morally suspect. It is just that most
people have reasonably high self-regard, so the former case rarely occurs.
Nonetheless, dissonance is a matter of inconsistency, much like Festinger
said it was. The major difference is that, in Aronson’s self-consistency view,
the inconsistency must involve some expectation regarding the self.

Self-affirmation theory, by Contrast, takes a unidirectional approach to
dissonance and sees dissonance as a subset of occasions in which people
attempt to protect their self-integrity. Expectations are not the issue. Seeing
oneself as good and moral is the objective. And inconsistency per se is not
the motivator for change. Inconsistency is simply a vehicle that can create a
threat to the self-system and the person takes measures to protect it.

One implication of this difference is the way people can go about satisfy-
ing their motivation to protect their sense of self. In the self-consistency
view, the repair must be directed at the specific inconsistency that caused
the problem. We can change our view of ourselves as moral and competent
people or, more typically, we can change our attitudes or other relevant cog-
nitions to make ourselves feel more worthy. For self-affirmation, the repair
can be general. As I pointed out earlier, anything that reaffirms the integrity
of the self-system will do. If it is more efficacious to change a cognition such
as an attitude, that will do. If it is easier to think of other ways that you are
a worthy and competent person, then you can take that approach, not both-
ering to repair the specific inconsistency that challenged your self-view in
the first place.

The New Look approach to dissonance shares with self-consistency the
idea that dissonance needs to be alleviated by cognitions relevant to what
caused the dissonance in the first place. For Cooper and Fazio (1984), dis-
sonance can only be resolved by some change of cognition that renders the
consequence of behavior non-aversive. For self-consistency, the goal is to
make yourself feel less unworthy or in Aronson’s colorful terms, less like a
‘schnook’ than your behavior would imply. Of the three approaches, only
self-affirmation makes the prediction that dissonance can be resolved by the
bringing to bear of any cognition that makes a person feel good about him
or herself.

Does self-affirmation work? Yes and no

Can any information that makes you feel good alleviate the unpleasant ten-
sion of dissonance? This is a key element of the way in which the self is
regarded in self-affirmation theory. Does it work? The evidence has been
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mixed, but from that mix a more accurate picture may emerge of how the
self-concept affects dissonance.

Steele and Liu’s (1983) research, which we reported at the beginning of
this chapter, is consistent with the self-affirmation approach. People who
were highly committed to economic and political values apparently had
their dissonance reduced by filling out a questionnaire that asked them
about their political and economic interests – this case is consistent with
that approach (see Figure 5.2). However, a nagging problem with that
research is that people filling out a values questionnaire may have been dis-
tracted from their dissonant cognitions. We know from several other studies
that distraction allows people to avoid dissonance (e.g., Zanna and Aziza,
1976). People who have more genuine interest in the activities being asked
about on the questionnaire may have been more distracted than people
whose interests in economic and political issues were minimal.

Joshua Aronson, Hart Blanton, and I designed a research study in which
people wrote dissonance-producing counterattitudinal essays and then were
given an easy opportunity to see themselves in a positive light (Aronson,
Blanton, and Cooper, 1995). Princeton University students were asked to
write essays for a Dean’s committee advocating the reduction of funding for
handicapped students at the university. All versions of dissonance theory
would agree that this situation would arouse dissonance and lead to attitude
change. The self-affirmation approach takes the position that attitude
change toward funding for handicapped services only occurs because there
is not a more direct means of self-affirmation available for the participants.
They elect to change their attitudes because that is the most available and
accessible means to self-affirm.

So we decided to make it easy for students to self-affirm if they so desired.
The aspect of their self-system that participants had compromised by writ-
ing a grouchy essay against services for the handicapped was their sense of
their own compassion.What kind of person would write such an essay? Only
a person deficient in altruism and human compassion.The good news for our
participants was that they had just taken a personality test as part of a sup-
posedly unrelated study. Before filling out the attitude-dependent measure,
we told students that the results of the personality test were now available
and that they could read paragraphs about the personality dimensions on
which they had scored outstandingly high. Some of the dimensions, like
‘compassion,’ were related to the aspect of themselves that had been com-
promised by their writing the essay against handicapped facilities.

Did the participants want to read about how compassionate they were?
If they did, they could immediately affirm a dimension that had been called
into question by their essay. They knew that they had scored high on this
dimension and they could choose to bask in the glory of their high degree
of compassion. But they didn’t. Compared to participants in low-choice
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control conditions who did not experience dissonance, the subjects in the
throes of high dissonance actively avoided any information about their com-
passion. Given an opportunity to affirm themselves directly on the chal-
lenged dimension, the participants avoided it. Instead, as predicted by the
New Look model of dissonance (and any of the other models that suggest
that dissonance is remedied at the level of the cognition that caused the dif-
ficulty), participants in the high-dissonance condition changed their atti-
tudes to be less in favor of handicapped funding.

On the other hand, we (Aronson et al., 1995) observed an interesting
finding when we looked at students’ interest to see reports extolling aspects
of their personality that had not been compromised by the attitude-dis-
crepant essay. For example, the subjects in the high-dissonance condition
really wanted to read about how creative they were, even as they shunned
the paragraph about their compassion. We thought it was possible that self-
affirmation works best when people can affirm aspects of themselves that
are not relevant to the aspect of their self-concept that had been compro-
mised by their behavior.

In a follow-up study, we tested this possibility directly by systematically
varying the kind of feedback students could receive (Blanton, Cooper,
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Skurnik and Aronson, 1997). In a procedure similar to the one just reported
by J. Aronson et al. (1995), students wrote a counterattitudinal essay argu-
ing against funding for the handicapped. Then, instead of being asked what
feedback they would like to see from the personality test, they were
assigned feedback that either extolled their creativity (an irrelevant person-
ality dimension), their compassion (a relevant personality dimension), or in
a third condition, received no-feedback at all. The results show that attitude
change as a means of reducing dissonance occurred in the no-feedback con-
dition and was exacerbated in the relevant feedback condition. Not only did
students not want to know about their compassion but, when shown how
compassionate the personality test revealed them to be, it actually increased
their dissonance arousal and subsequent attitude change. Only in the irrel-
evant condition, when students could read about how creative they were,
was dissonance reduced by affirmation rather than attitude change.

The ‘duelling banjos’ of the self-concept

Earlier in this book, we talked about how much is gained when theories
make diverging predictions. Theorists then argue with each other and
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experiments are designed as critical tests that will determine the issue. In
the most productive of cases, there is a consensual winner, or there is a
dialectical process that results in a new approach that subsumes the various
points of view. The studies by J. Aronson et al. (1995) and by Blanton et al.
(1997) were conducted to suggest that the New Look model of dissonance
could predict what would happen when people were given an opportunity
to self-affirm directly on a compromised aspect of the self. We predicted
that direct self-affirmation would not reduce dissonance but that only a
change of attitude toward funding handicapped facilities would be effective
at reducing the aversive consequence. To some extent we were right. But
the reduction of dissonance when participants affirmed irrelevant aspects of
their self-concepts was unexpected. Was it merely distraction that
accounted for less attitude change in that condition? Eventually we would
come to see that this finding could lead to an integrated view of how the
self is implicated in the dissonance process – a view we called the Self-
Standards Model (Stone and Cooper, 2001).

First, however, there is another intriguing issue that places self-affirmation
theory and self-consistency theory on opposite sides of a fascinating argu-
ment. What is the role of self-esteem in dissonance reduction? If we think
of self-esteem as the general regard that people have for themselves, people
differ in terms of the valence of that regard. Put more simply, people vary
along a continuum of high to low self-esteem.Although self-affirmation and
self-consistency see the integrity of the self as the foundation of dissonance
arousal, the two theories play radically different songs on their respective
banjos when the role of self-esteem is considered. The question may be put
this way: Do people who think highly of themselves, i.e., have high self-
esteem, experience more dissonance than people with low self-esteem
when they engage in attitude-inconsistent behavior?

For Aronson’s self-consistency view, the self is a set of expectations.
People with high self-esteem expect that they will do good and moral
things, will not hurt others, and will act with honor in any given situation.
People with low self-esteem have a different set of expectations. Relative to
their high self-esteem counterparts, they expect to make poor judgments
and it does not surprise them when they act in ways that throw their honor
and morality into question. Aronson and Carlsmith’s (1962) experiment, in
which people’s expections about how well they performed the task of pick-
ing schizophrenics, was consistent with this notion. The general form of
Aronson’s argument is that people with chronically low self-esteem are like
the participants in the Aronson and Carlsmith’s experiment whose expec-
tation for failure was manipulated by the experimenter. People chronically
low in self-esteem typically have low expectations for themselves.
Therefore, it is a clear prediction from the self-consistency model of disso-
nance that people with high self-esteem will be upset by the recognition
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that they chose to dupe a fellow student or write an essay that convinces
someone to believe a disliked position. People with high self-esteem gener-
ally think they make good choices and act honorably. They should experi-
ence a great amount of dissonance when they act in a way that violates their
expectancy.

However, people with low self-esteem do not have the same expectancy
about how they will behave. By the definition of low self-esteem, these indi-
viduals are not surprised when they agree to dupe someone or write argu-
ments against their positions. They behaved like a ‘schnook’ because that is
what they believe themselves to be. When considering their behavior and its
unwanted consequences, their expectations have not been violated. They
have acted consistently with the kind of person they believe they are and
very little dissonance should ensue.

For self-affirmation theory, preserving a high sense of self-worth is
people’s primary goal. When threatened by, let us say, behavior that might
bring about an unwanted policy or that may dupe a fellow student, people
can search for other ways to affirm themselves. They can conjure up cogni-
tions about other things they are good at, or bask in the expression of their
important values. Here is where self-esteem enters the picture. High self-
esteem serves as a resource that can help you with your self-affirmation.
The more aspects of your life you believe you are good at, the more aspects
you can bring to bear to affirm your goodness. And the more aspects you
believe you are good at, the higher is your self-esteem. People who feel very
poorly about themselves, by contrast, have no positive aspects to bring to
bear. If their self system is threatened by duping a fellow student, they have
no reservoir of valued attributes to think about that can help them buttress
their self-system. The derivation from self-affirmation theory is that people
with low self-esteem will be more inclined to change their attitudes follow-
ing dissonance-producing behavior. It is the low self-esteem people who will
need to change their attitudes as a way of convincing themselves that they
did not compromise the integrity of their self-system.

Because self is a resource for self-affirmation theory, high self-esteem but-
tresses us against the experience of dissonance. Because the self is an expec-
tation for self-consistency theory, high self-esteem exposes us to a greater
amount of dissonance after attitude-discrepant behavior. Empirical research
on the issue has yielded mixed results. Steele, Spencer, and Lynch (1993)
found evidence that when people of high and low self-esteem are primed to
think about their positive and negative attributes, high self-esteem individ-
uals change their attitudes less than people with low self-esteem, a result
consistent with self-affirmation theory. On the other hand, criticisms of this
research (see Stone, 1999) make it more likely to say that we crossed into
the twenty-first century without a definitive answer to the self-esteem con-
troversy. Stone and Cooper’s (2001) Self-Standards Model (SSM)

THE SELF-STANDARDS MODEL

Cooper-3526-Ch-05.qxd  3/16/2007  2:52 PM  Page 103



attempted to address some of the issues in a model that will be described
presently.

And, lest it go unnoticed, the New Look was silent about the role of self-
esteem in dissonance arousal. Being responsible for an aversive outcome is
sufficient to arouse dissonance, regardless of the level of a person’s self-
esteem. Self-esteem has little or nothing to do with it.

Fitting the pieces together: the Self-Standards

Model of dissonance

Jeff Stone and I (Stone and Cooper, 2001) wondered whether the empiri-
cal and philosophical differences between the New Look and the analyses
based on the self were, indeed, surmountable. We wondered if there was not
common ground even between self theories that made such diametrically
opposed predictions about the role of self-esteem. We considered the possi-
bility that each theory had captured a piece of the larger puzzle and that
each is correct in its own domain of applicability. The key to unlocking the
larger puzzle is to see when, and in what contexts, the self plays a role in
dissonance arousal and, when it does, whether its role is one of resource,
expectation, or both.

Stone and I attempted to create an integrative outgrowth of the New
Look that captured a role for self-esteem. As in the earlier New Look
model, we believe that the events leading to the arousal of cognitive disso-
nance begin with behavior and a consideration of the behavior’s outcomes.
When we act, we usually have an impact on our physical and social envi-
ronment and it makes sense to begin with an assessment of the impact.
What happened as a result of my behavior? Was it a desired outcome or an
undesired outcome? Did I do a good thing for myself and others or did I
bring about something unwanted? In asking these questions, the SSM takes
the same stance as the New Look approach (see Figure 4.4 in the previous
chapter).

In the New Look, we were intentionally positivistic about the meaning of
aversive consequences. In that paper, we considered a behavioral conse-
quence to be aversive if it led to a state of affairs that the actor would rather
have not brought about. It was a positivistic definition in the sense that its
occurrence depended on the meaning that the actor attributed to it. There
was no a priori definition of what makes a consequence aversive. It may, but
it may not, include bringing harm to another person. Rather, a consequence
is aversive if you, the actor, find it aversive. A person behaving in a counter-
attitudinal manner who duped a fellow student may well think that he
would rather not have done that. A person who experienced embarrassment
in order to join a group might wish she had not embarrassed herself. Of
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course, the odd individual who thinks it’s cool to dupe a fellow student or
to be embarrassed will not have brought about an unwanted event and, for
that person, an aversive consequence would not have occurred.

Nonetheless, the positivistic approach masked a number of possibilities
that have became important in the development of dissonance theory dur-
ing the last two decades. Most significantly, it left out how the self can be
involved in the assessment of the consequences. Let’s consider the question
of how a consequence may be aversive by using less of a ‘whatever it means
to you’ approach and consider what the possibilities are. In order to assess
consequences, you would necessarily have to compare those consequences
to a standard of judgment. If I asked you if a person you see running on a
track is running fast, you might ask, ‘Fast, compared to what?’ You check
your watch and note that he is running at a pace of four miles per hour.
‘No’, you might answer, ‘he is running quite slowly compared to an average
runner who runs on this track.’ Then, remembering that you saw the same
person running on the track yesterday, you think ‘Yes, he is running fast …
compared to yesterday’s run.’

The assessment of the runner’s speed takes its meaning only from a com-
parison with a standard of judgment. In the case of the runner, comparing
his speed with his prior speed provides one answer to the question, but
comparing his speed to a championship runner’s speed provides a different
answer. The same is true for the assessment of behavioral consequences. To
answer the question of whether the outcome of behavior is unwanted or
wanted, aversive or positive, requires comparison to a standard of judgment.
And not all standards are the same.

Inspired by the work of Higgins on self-discrepancy theory (Higgins,
1989), Stone and I argued that there are two major categories of standards
that a person can use to assess the meaning of the consequences of his or
her behavior – normative and personal. There are some kinds of outcomes
that we can effect in the world that most people would agree are of a par-
ticular valence. Most people would agree that contributing to charity or
helping a roommate study for an exam are positive events. We know there
may be occasions in which the help provided to the roommate and/or the
contribution to the charity may have complicated mixed motives, but by
and large, such actions are considered positive. Similarly, there are conse-
quences that most people would agree are negative or undesired. For exam-
ple, running into someone on the street and knocking him down would be
generally aversive. So, too, is lying to someone, especially when the person
believes and is influenced by your lie. Granted, there may be some odd
times when those outcomes are positive, but, typically, most people would
agree that they are negative.

When a standard of judgment is based on a perception of what most
people in a culture perceive to be foolish, immoral, or otherwise negative,
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then we can say people are using a normative standard of judgment. Note
that the culture may or may not be as broad as a society but may also be as
small as a person’s family, neighborhood, or community. The main thrust of
the definition is that the standards are based on a shared understanding of
good and bad, wanted or unwanted, foolish or clever (cf. Higgins, 1989).

The other broad category of standards of judgment are those that are
based on the unique characteristics of the individual. We will call these per-
sonal self-standards because they refer solely to the judgments people make
when they consider only their own values, judgments, or desires. Personal
standards may or may not be similar to normative standards. Consider a
casual runner who runs a mile in 4.5 minutes. By the standards of most
casual runners, this is an extraordinary achievement. We may be surprised
to learn that our runner is depressed. His own personal expectation was that
he would run the mile in closer to 4 minutes. His high expectation of him-
self caused him to judge the outcome of his efforts negatively, despite its
being quite an achievement to most people who try to run.

Let’s return to the person who has successfully lied to a fellow student in
a cognitive dissonance experiment such that the student is now supposedly
looking forward to an exciting time. Most participants would judge their
disingenuous behavior as something negative and aversive, but some might
not. They may put a substantial weight on their acting ability and find it
quite affirming that they were able to convince their audience (i.e., the
waiting subject) of the veracity of their act. Thinking of themselves as thes-
pians, they may be proud that they met their own expectations. Another
person might believe that, in general, he is a deceitful person with few
moral scruples. It does not surprise him that he agreed to tell the student
the experimental task was interesting and he has duped a fellow student.
Believing he is usually callow and typically expecting to make such choices,
he is not disappointed. He has compared his behavior to a personal standard
of judgment – perhaps a strange and depressing standard – but the result of
the comparison is not negative at all.

Another person in the same study may believe that she is the most hon-
orable person among her peers. She may believe that she is the kind of per-
son who would never foreseeably act to dupe a fellow student. But she has.
She agreed to help the experimenter and now has successfully duped a
fellow student. Compared to her personal standard of super-integrity, her
behavior has not just brought about an unwanted event, it has led to the
supernova of all aversive outcomes and she judges herself very poorly
indeed.

Figure 5.5 shows the arousal of dissonance schematically. It makes more
explicit and detailed the ‘assessment of consequences’ that formed part of
the New Look model. In the SSM, we suggest that people assess their behav-
ior along two possible pathways. Pathway 1 of Figure 5.5 is an assessment
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against a personal standard of judgment. Issues of self-concept and self-
esteem matter. When making a judgment based on reference to a personal
standard, the issue is very much one of where a person thinks he or she
stands on a particular dimension. ‘I am always honest’ or ‘I am never hon-
est’ determine how a person will judge a particular episode of dishonesty. In
a more global fashion, a person’s personal standard may be based on a global
consideration of his self-esteem. He thinks, ‘I am a person who usually does
the right thing; I have many good attributes; I am usually moral and wise.’
That person will have high expectations for his behavior and will be disap-
pointed by anything that falls short.

If people use personal standards to judge their behavioral outcomes, and
if those outcomes are judged to be unwanted, then they will experience dis-
sonance arousal. Just as the various self-theories (Thibodeau and Aronson,
1992; Steele, 1988) would predict, the magnitude of that arousal will be
affected by what people think of themselves – i.e., by their self-esteem. We
refer to dissonance that occurs by comparing behavioral outcomes to per-
sonal standards, idiographic dissonance.

If people use normative standards to judge the outcomes of their behav-
ior, then individual differences in self-esteem are not involved at all. When
judgments are based on normative standards, dissonance occurs because the
consequence of behavior falls into a category that people realize is consen-
sually negative. For instance, it is bad, and people know it is bad, to dupe a
fellow student. It is bad, and people know it is bad to convince a Dean to
adopt a policy that you think is unwise. It is foolish, and people know it is
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foolish, to suffer needless embarrassment to join a dull and boring discussion
group. These are judgments that can be made quickly and confidently by
referring solely to the consensus (or norms) in the culture. Such judgments
lead to nomothetic dissonance and self-esteem plays no role.

Determining the standard to use

It remains to ask what determines whether people will use personal or nor-
mative standards of judgment when they assess the acceptability or aver-
siveness of the behavioral outcomes. The answer is determined by the
accessibility of the standard. By accessibility, we mean the ease with which
a particular cognition (in this case, a standard of judgment) can be called
into consciousness. The more accessible something is, the more quickly it
comes to mind.

Standards can become accessible in two major ways. One is that they are
made accessible by some cue in the environment. For example, if I show you
a photograph of various writing implements and then ask you to quickly fill
in the missing letter in the sequence p _ n, you will be more likely to use e
than i or a. Even though pin, pen, and pan are all common words, the pho-
tograph would make you think more quickly and fluently of pens rather
than pins or pans. Similarly, in a dissonance situation, anything that makes
you think of culture, groups, society, or other people will make normative
standards more accessible and more likely to be used as your standard of
judgment against which to compare your behavioral outcomes. On the
other hand, anything that reminds you of your unique characteristics should
make your personal standards more accessible. Seeing yourself in a mirror
or writing your name should make it more likely that you will use personal
standards when assessing your behavioral outcomes – and those are the sit-
uations in which your self-esteem is likely to affect the magnitude of your
dissonance.

The other broad category that makes one standard more likely than
another is chronic. People vary in how likely they are to use particular stan-
dards in the absence of any pushing or prodding from events in their envi-
ronment. For reasons unique to their own developmental histories, some
people are more likely to think of themselves and their unique histories,
while others are more likely to carry with them the views and norms of
their society and culture. At the extremes of this dimension, we all know
people who cannot refrain from talking about anything or anyone except
themselves and view all occurrences as though they were only happening to
them. At the other extreme are people who never think of themselves and
only think that the world exists in terms of general rules and norms. These
people have chronically accessible standards. The former will almost always
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use personal standards and, when they experience dissonance, it will almost
always be idiographic. The latter will almost always use normative standards
and, when they experience dissonance, it will almost always be of the nomo-
thetic variety and their self-concept plays no role.

Reducing dissonance with the

Self-Standards Model

When dissonance is aroused, the fun begins in figuring out the best way to
reduce it. As in the prior models, we see the experience of dissonance as an
unpleasant tension that must be reduced. As in the New Look model, when
people make the attribution that their arousal is due to their having pro-
duced aversive consequences, they are driven to reduce it. But by consider-
ing how people integrate their unique, personal expectations and ideas they
have about themselves, we not only see additional routes to creating the dis-
sonance arousal, but also additional avenues that can assist or hinder its
reduction. Figure 5.6 presents a schematic of the possibilities.

Once dissonance is aroused, either nomethetically or idiographically, the
reduction again depends on accessible cognitions. Consider Path 1 in Figure
5.6. This is the path that is typically followed in most of the classic experi-
ments we have discussed in this book. After dissonance was aroused, people
went straight to the task of reducing the dissonance. Most typically, their
dissonance motivation was reduced by justifying their behavior. They
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changed attitudes, justified their choices, and rationalized their expenditure
of effort to render the consequences of their behavior non-aversive. Paths 2
and 3 are more special cases and incorporate what we have learned from the
theories of self-consistency and self-affirmation. While in the throes of dis-
sonance, suppose a person’s self-concept is made accessible by having her
think about her positive self-attributes. She can remind herself that she is a
good person, honest, moral, and generous to a fault. How will that affect
dissonance? Recall that self-consistency theory considers positive self-
attributes to be a set of high expectations that exacerbates dissonance. If
you think of how you are usually an honest and moral person, then, for
example, having duped a fellow student is particularly outrageous and leads
to even more dissonance. For self-affirmation theory, these positive attrib-
utes are a resource that a person can focus on to restore self-system
integrity, thereby reducing dissonance.

Our position is that it all depends on the standard of judgment being
used. If the standard of judgment was normative, then the attributes that
you now marshal in support of yourself play no role. They do nothing to
relieve a cognitive dissonance that was not based on personal standards in
the first place. On the other hand, if the dissonance was based on personal
standards, then thinking about your own personal characteristics will mat-
ter. But how will it matter? Recall the studies I presented earlier in this
chapter by J. Aronson et al. (1995) and Blanton et al. (1997), in which
people wrote counterattitudinal essays that implied they were not compas-
sionate. Based on the results of that research, the SSM predicts the effect
of marshaling positive self-attributes is completely determined by whether
the attributes are relevant or irrelevant to the unwanted consequence you
produced. Recall that in those studies, people who had had their disso-
nance aroused by writing uncompassionate essays did not want to think
about evidence that they were indeed compassionate people. They did not
want to see that they had a high degree of the particular positive attribute
that had been compromised by their essays. Not only did they not want to
see the evidence, but when they were forced to do so, it increased rather
than decreased their dissonance. For that reason, we proposed that positive
self-attributes that are made accessible and that are relevant to the aversive
outcome of behavior increase dissonance as self-consistency theory
predicts.

The positive personal qualities that decrease dissonance are those that are
accessible and irrelevant to the aspect of self that was compromised by the
attitude-inconsistent behavior.The predictions of self-affirmation theory are
most likely to occur when people think about good qualities that are not
relevant to their behavior. The participants who wrote counterattitudinal
essays in the study by Blanton et al. (1997) felt better, experienced less
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tension, and found less of a need to change their attitudes, if they were told
how creative they were. Since their high creativity was not related to their
uncompassionate essay, it worked along the third path to dissonance reduc-
tion, as expressed in Figure 5.6.

A key question: Is there a default?

Thus far, in the SSM, we have talked about the paths to dissonance arousal
and dissonance reduction as a function of which standards of judgment are
made accessible. The accessibility of normative standards brings about dis-
sonance independent of the self-concept whereas dissonance is affected by
self-concept considerations if personal standards are accessible. When
people seek to reduce their dissonance, self-esteem becomes important if
personal standards have been made accessible. The standard that is used as
the measuring stick is a matter of situational or chronic accessibility.

Can we determine which path will be followed if there is no situational
cue that makes the normative or the personal standard particularly accessi-
ble and if a person is near the middle of the normal continuum of chronic
accessibility? What standard do people typically use?

The SSM (Stone and Cooper, 2001) did not specifically deal with this
question. I think, though, that people usually measure their behavioral out-
comes by the measuring stick of the normative standard. I think that when
people commit behavioral acts, they typically judge their behavior against
shared community values. We will see some tentative support for this
proposition in research that will be described presently.

Research on the Self-Standards Model I: priming personal

and normative standards of judgment

Let us now look at a few studies that support the major propositions of the
Self-Standards Model of dissonance. The first study systematically varied
the standards that were accessible to people prior to their writing a coun-
terattitudinal essay (Weaver and Cooper, 2002). It was our first attempt to
show that when personal standards were easy to bring to mind, the self-
esteem of the essay writer could play a role in the arousal of dissonance.
However, if normative standards were accessed instead, then self-esteem
would not make any difference for the arousal of dissonance.

Participants had their self-esteem measured earlier in the semester by use
of a scale developed by Rosenberg (1965). When they arrived at our study,
we told them we had two projects for them to complete. The first was a
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‘cognitive task’ in which the participants were to try to unscramble a set of
words and to make a sentence from all but one of the words provided.
Unbeknownst to the participants, the real purpose of the scrambled words
task was to prime the standards that we hoped the subjects would use later
on after they completed a counterattitudinal essay task. For half of the par-
ticipants, the words were relevant to norms, consensus, and society. A sam-
ple trial for subjects in this condition would ask them to use the words
follow, should, people, cat, standards, and ethical. From these words, a partic-
ipant could make the sentence, ‘people should follow ethical standards.’ The
other half of the participants saw trials like the following: things, many,
unique, chair, make, and me, from which they could make the sentence,
‘many things make me unique.’ In this way, participants had their personal
standards primed and were more likely to use a personal standard to evalu-
ate their behavior. But this gets us ahead of our story.

After completing the scrambled word task, the participants were taken to
another room where they were asked or told to write an essay for a Dean’s
committee on our (now familiar) issue of opposing additional funding for
handicapped services. The essay was counterattitudinal, had the conse-
quence of potentially convincing the Dean to effect an unwanted policy,
and also called into question the integrity and morality of the participant for
agreeing. We predicted that if normative standards were accessible and
likely to be used as the standard for assessing the behavior, the consequence
of the essay would lead to dissonance arousal and attitude change.
According to the SSM, and contrary to the predictions of any of the self-
theories, self-esteem was not expected to make a difference for these par-
ticipants. Once the meaning of behavior is inferred by comparison with
normative standards, aspects of self neither diminish nor enhance the disso-
nance. On the other hand, when personal standards are accessible and more
likely to be used as the standard of judgment, then self-esteem will moder-
ate dissonance.

Figure 5.7 shows the results of the study. A low-choice control condition
shows people’s general attitudes toward the reduction of funding for hand-
icapped services. As predicted, in the condition in which normative stan-
dards were primed, there was no significant difference between the
attitudes of high and low self-esteem participants. Relative to the low-
choice control group, the typical prediction of dissonance theory was con-
firmed: people changed their attitudes toward handicapped funding. The
level of self-esteem made no difference. However, when personal standards
were primed, then self-esteem did make a difference. As predicted, partici-
pants who had high self-esteem were apparently able to use their self-
esteem as a resource to protect themselves against the experience of
dissonance.
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It is also interesting to look at the bars at the left side of Figure 5.7. In this
condition, participants wrote their counterattitudinal essay without priming
any standard. Participants changed their attitude regardless of their level of
self-esteem. This is why I suggest that the normative standard is the default
comparison. Without making personal standards particularly accessible
through a situational intervention (e.g., by priming), people compare the
outcome of their behavior against a normative standard and the self does
not moderate cognitive dissonance.

These findings are compatible with data reported by Stone (1999). Using
the methodology of the free-choice paradigm, Stone asked high and low
self-esteem students to make a choice between two music albums. Half of
the students were primed to make their personal standards accessible and
half were primed to make their normative standards accessible. Stone found
that participants in the normative prime condition confirmed the disso-
nance theory prediction and spread apart the decision alternatives, regard-
less of their level of self-esteem. Self-esteem only moderated the level of
dissonance if personal standards were specifically made accessible by the
priming procedure. Then and only then did dissonance differ as a function
of their level of self-esteem.
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Figure 5.7 Attitudes r egarding handicapped facilities as a function of primed
standards, level of self-esteem, and choice
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Research on Self Standards II: The relevance

of self-attributes

In the SSM, we predicted that after dissonance is aroused, its reduction can
be moderated by aspects of a person’s self-esteem – if and only if a person’s
self-concept were made accessible through an intervention such as priming.
Both idiographic and normative dissonance, once aroused, can be affected
by a person’s level of self-esteem provided it is made accessible. Moreover,
the direction of the effect will be diametrically different depending on
whether the self-attributes that a person brings to mind are relevant or irrel-
evant to the aspect of self that was compromised by the behavior.

Stone and Cooper (2003) had students at the University of Arizona write a
counterattitudinal essay on the handicapped funding issue under conditions of
low or high choice. Presumably, the high-choice subjects experienced disso-
nance from writing their essay. Some of the high-choice participants were then
given a scrambled word priming task to solve which made them think about
their particular personal attributes. For one group of participants, positive attrib-
utes that were highly relevant to the essay they had written were made accessi-
ble. Like the subjects in the Blanton et al. (1997) and J. Aronson et al. (1995)
research, these subjects were primed to think of attributes such as compassion,
thoughtfulness, and kindness. Another group was primed to think about other
important attributes – but ones that were not relevant to their uncompassion-
ate essays. Self-concepts such as creativity, intelligence, and imagination were
primed. In a third group, neutral words primed some unimportant aspects of
personality: ‘I try to be quiet’ is an example of a neutral concept.

The predictions of the study were that, when self-attributes were primed
that were relevant to the behavior the participants had committed, then the
self-concept would function as an expectancy: the higher the self-esteem,
the greater would be the dissonance and the more attitude change that
would occur. Priming a person’s compassion and kindness would make the
participants who had higher expectations about their compassion (i.e., those
with high self-esteem) experience more dissonance as a function of their
counterattitudinal essay. By contrast, when the attributes were irrelevant –
when the participant simply thought about his or her intelligence and creativ-
ity, then the moderation would operate in the other direction. People with
higher self-esteem could use their self-esteem as a resource to buttress
themselves (or, possibly, to distract themselves) from the experience of
dissonance. Figure 5.8 shows that this is exactly what happened.

Once again, it is interesting to look at the left-hand bars of Figure 5.8.
When neutral, unimportant attributes like ‘quietness’ were primed, self-
esteem did not moderate cognitive dissonance at all. This is another illustra-
tion of how, in the absence of making important self-attributes accessible,
individual differences in self-esteem play no role in dissonance.
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Conclusions about the role of self

The Self-Standards Model of dissonance (Stone and Cooper, 2001) allows
us to continue the metamorphosis of dissonance theory. It expands on the
New Look model (Cooper and Fazio, 1984) which suggested a radically
different motivational basis for dissonance from the one Festinger had
introduced in 1957. We continue to believe that dissonance is created by
believing that you have created an aversive event. However, we now have a
better understanding of how and when the important concept of the self
plays a role in dissonance. The seminal contributions on the role of self con-
tributed by Steele (1988) and by Aronson (1968; 1992) have led us to see
that the self is a potential standard of judgment that we use to assess
whether a behavioral consequence is aversive or not. Some people are pre-
disposed to rely on personal standards as their measuring stick and some are
predisposed to rely on normative standards. Most often, the standard that
people use is determined by what is primed by the social situation that pro-
voked the dissonance.

Although the SSM delineates the occasions that dissonance is affected by
the self-concept and outlines the processes by which that occurs, research
has nonetheless found that the playing field is not even. It seems to be tilted
in the direction of reliance on the normative standard. It is more typical for
dissonance to occur nomothetically. That is, people are inclined to measure
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the outcome of their behavior against commonly and consensually agreed
benchmarks for what constitutes unwanted behavior. In the wake of decid-
ing that their behavior was indeed an unwanted event that contradicted the
culturally shared norms, dissonance occurs and is reduced by changing atti-
tudes to render the consequence non-aversive. Self-esteem affects disso-
nance, and is an important part of the process, but mainly in those special
circumstances in which thoughts about self have become particularly acces-
sible and salient.
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In this chapter, we will begin an excursion through some newer issues in
dissonance research. They are not as fully woven into the fabric of disso-
nance development and controversy as the issues presented in the prior
chapters. These issues hold considerable potential for the further develop-
ment of theory and research in dissonance. The first of these is a phenome-
non known as vicarious cognitive dissonance (Cooper and Hogg, 2007;
Norton, Monin, Cooper and Hogg, 2003).

Can people experience cognitive dissonance by observing other people act
inconsistently with their own attitudes? If so, it raises the possibility that
cognitive dissonance affects us in our daily lives more than we have previ-
ously believed. We already know that dissonance is pervasive, because it
affects us every time we make a choice and every time we engage in effort
to achieve a goal. Imagine, though, if dissonance also occurred when other
people made choices or when others acted in a way that brought about an
aversive event. If this happened, it would multiply the occasions in which
we experienced, and needed to reduce, dissonance.

Current research tells us that it does happen, at least under certain con-
ditions. This chapter will present the evidence for the existence of a state
called vicarious cognitive dissonance, defined as experiencing dissonance
through the actions of another person. We will review the evidence and
examine the conditions that facilitate and limit its occurrence. In Chapter 7
we will revisit vicarious dissonance to understand how dissonance is expe-
rienced in other cultures. Then, in Chapter 8, we will make use of the phe-
nomenon of vicarious dissonance to accomplish behavioral change that can
have a positive bearing on people’s health.

Cognitive dissonance and the social group

Vicarious cognitive dissonance is based on common group membership
between you and a particular target person. For the purpose of explaining

VICARIOUS COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
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how and when vicarious dissonance occurs, allow me to make you a
member of the British Labour Party. Imagine that you are attending a gath-
ering of civic leaders at a London hotel. The Labour MP goes to the plat-
form to answer questions from the audience. He is asked about his view on
the privatization of industry and you cannot believe you heard his answer
correctly. You believe you heard him say he was in favor of it, a position
with which you, he, and the Labour Party disagree. You understand that he
was drawn into the position by relentless questioning from Conservative
members of the audience. Nonetheless, he not only took the Conservative
position, but he even agreed that he would write a letter to that effect for
publication in the newspaper. As a left-leaning member of the Labour Party,
you know your MP has always been for more social control and government
ownership. So are you. But you just heard him disagree with a position that
was the essence of his and your membership in the Labour Party. How does
it make you feel?

You fidget in your chair. You experience a number of emotions. You imag-
ine how uncomfortable the MP must feel at the moment, having been
nudged into a position with which you know he disagrees. You may also be
angry that he took the bait and ended up advocating the position of the
other party. However, you feel close to your MP and realize he is a good
party member, just as you are. Now you feel tense, uneasy, and uncomfort-
able, too. In this scenario, you would be experiencing vicarious cognitive
dissonance.

Everything we have written thus far about cognitive dissonance would
lead us to predict that your Labour parliamentarian friend will experience
dissonance arousal. He was responsible for his behaviour, could foresee the
aversive consequence it would have, and nonetheless answered the question
in a Conservative and counterattitudinal manner. The MP would experience
arousal and would be quite likely to change his attitude about privatization,
or find some other cognition to change, in order to reduce his discomfort.
The new question is, what about you, the observer? How will you feel and
what will you do when witnessing the MP’s dilemma?

We will present a view of this dilemma that suggests that the observer,
too, will experience an unpleasant tension state and the observer, just like
the actor, will be motivated to change his or her attitude. Witnessing the
counterattitudinal behavior can lead to attitude change to reduce vicarious
cognitive dissonance.

Social identity creates common bonds

Observers are more likely to share in the emotions of people to whom they
feel close. A family member might feel the pain or joy or embarrassment of
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another family member. A team member might experience the frustration
of his teammate’s missing a goal in the soccer match or the exhilaration of
a late inning home run in the baseball game. Relationships in which people
feel closely identified with one another help to activate the empathic trans-
mission of emotions.

One powerful reason that causes people to feel close to one another is
common membership in important social groups. When we share group
membership with someone, we take on part of that person’s identity and
they take part of ours. We are connected by common membership and com-
mon fate. It is not just that we get to wear the same team hats or carry sim-
ilar membership cards. Our membership in social groups affects our very
identity as human beings and puts us in unison with others who share that
identity.

The theory of social identity and social categorization

One of the fundamental features of human social experience is the
categorization of people into groups. There are groups we are in and groups
we are not in. Ours is the in-group while the other is the out-group.
Decades of research in social identity and social categorization show that we
identify with our in-groups and, amongst other behaviors, favor in-group
members to the detriment of out-group members. This occurs whether the
groups are formal or informal, and whether they are long lasting or short-
lived. Sports teams can provide an illustration of what I mean by formal and
informal groups. Consider the New York Football Giants, a team playing in
the National Football League. Players on the New York Giants Football
team are official. They have contracts and uniforms (especially contracts!).
They are easy to identify when they don their uniforms and know that they
are formally members of the team. Others of us are football fans. We have
no formal membership, no card, no uniform. Yet, as an ardent fan of the
New York Giants, I know I am a group member and, on any given Sunday
in the Fall, I feel very close to my compatriots in New York and elsewhere
who suffer or glow with me as the game unfolds.

According to social identity theory (Tajfel, 1982), people gain much of
their personal identity from their group membership. Our evaluation of our-
selves comes partly from our unique personal experiences and partly from the
experiences in the groups to which we belong. And just as most of us are
motivated to think of ourselves as good and competent individuals, we are
also motivated to see our groups in a favorable light as well. The group can be
formal or informal, and it can have a long or a short duration. Whenever
people are classified into groups and their group is made salient, they will be
motivated to favor their in-group to the detriment of an out-group.
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Tajfel and his colleagues conducted several studies that showed that
people’s in-group favoritism occurred even when the group was informally
created on the most minimal pretence that the experimenters could devise.
In one of their classic experiments, participants were shown a massive array
of dots on a sheet of paper. They were instructed to estimate the number of
dots. They were then told that people could usually be relied on to overes-
timate or underestimate the number of stimuli they perceive (such as dots
on a page). Some were told that they had overestimated the dots; others
were told they had underestimated.

Tajfel and his colleagues found that people who were told that they were
overestimators preferred others who were overestimators; underestimators
preferred other underestimators. In other words, people liked their in-group
members better than they liked out-group members. When given an oppor-
tunity to divide resources between overestimators and underestimators,
people gave more of the resources to members of their in-group. The basis
for dividing people into in-groups and out-groups had been completely
bogus trivial; nonetheless, their alleged tendency to overestimate or under-
estimate dots led to in-group favoritism and out-group derogation.

Another aspect of social identity is that people tend to see their group as
more similar to a prototypical member of the group than they really are.
People’s individuality becomes blurred and members are seen to have more
of the qualities of the group prototype. This causes group members to see
themselves as fused with other members of the group. Their preferences,
values, attitudes, and emotions are perceived to be more similar to each
other. And so, each individual member of the group feels identified with the
other members; their separate identities, attitudes, and values become less
individualized as their experiences meld.

We all have multiple identities. This is not to suggest we are schizo-
phrenic, but rather to say that sometimes we think of ourselves as unique
individuals and, at other times, we think of ourselves as members of a group.
In addition, we are all members of many overlapping groups. Our tendency
to think in terms of social categories and to feel at one with the members
of our group depends on at least two factors. The first is whether a particu-
lar group is salient in our thinking at a particular time; the second is the
degree to which we feel attached to, or identify with, a particular group. It
is particularly when a group with which we identify becomes salient in our
thinking that we fuse with the members of the group and use the group as
a source of our own identity.

For example, although I may be a New York Giants football fan, I do not
normally think of that group in my daily life. On several Sundays in the Fall,
however, I become extremely aware of my group identity. I would think of
the other fans who are also watching the Giants. Even though I do not know
any of them, I would have a tendency to think that they are very much like
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me and I am very much like them. I will feel their pain if we lose; I will feel
their joy when we win. The degree of salience of the group and the degree
to which I identify as a group member are key factors in social identity.

Social identity meets cognitive dissonance

When I observe someone acting to produce an aversive outcome, I may very
well feel his tension and discomfort. This will happen to me if

1 he and I share a social identity caused by our belonging to the same social group;
2 if the group is salient to me at the moment; and
3 if I am attracted to the group.

I may feel his pain, experience his discomfort, and be motivated by his
tension. Just like that group member, I may be motivated to change my atti-
tudes and cognitions. The experience of the dissonance is vicarious, because
it was not my behavior that produced an unwanted outcome. Indeed, I
haven’t ‘behaved’ at all. However, my witnessing a fellow group member
engaging in the behavior causes me to experience a vicarious emotion and
will result in a change of cognition to deal with the tension. This is what is
known as vicarious cognitive dissonance. That is why, if you were a member
of the British Labour Party in the scenario I presented earlier in the chapter,
you would experience dissonance vicariously and would be motivated to
change cognitions in order to reduce it.

Diane Mackie and Eliot Smith (1998) make a similar point from the per-
spective of what they call intergroup emotions theory. They say, ‘when
membership in a group is salient, events that happen to fellow group mem-
bers, even if not directly to the self, can trigger emotional reactions’ (p. xx).

In-groups, out-groups, and vicarious dissonance

Let’s examine some data from a research paradigm crafted to study vicarious
dissonance in the controlled environment of the laboratory (Norton et al.
2003). We created a story that would permit Princeton University students to
witness a student from their own group, or from another group, making a deci-
sion to write an essay that could lead to adverse consequences at Princeton.

We created an intriguingly complicated cover story designed to allow
students to overhear a group member advocate a position with which the
group member disagreed. All Princeton University freshmen and sopho-
mores are assigned at random to one of five residential colleges. Each
student lives and eats in one of the colleges and each college has its own
social and academic activities. We used the existence of the several colleges
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to manipulate whether participants in our study believed they were
witnessing an interaction with a student from his or her own college (in-
group member) or from a different college (out-group member).

Participants arrived for a study in ‘linguistic subcultures’ in groups of two,
although they were taken to separate rooms, each equipped with two-way
mirrors. We told them that the purpose of the study was to investigate the
way that group cultures create slight, but measurable, differences in speak-
ing patterns. For example, we know that someone living in Arkansas devel-
ops a different pattern of English speech than someone living in New York.
The experimenter continued by explaining that the purpose of the current
study was to see if these speech patterns occur in microcosms – i.e., small
groups within a larger context. We told the students that, in this study, we
wanted to see if the speech patterns of students in one residential college at
Princeton University differed from the speech patterns at another college,
and whether we can measure them. We explained that one of the two
students, selected at random, was going to write and then deliver a speech
on a given topic and the other student was going to listen carefully and then
respond to several questions about the speaker’s pattern of speech.

In this way, students had a credible, although completely fabricated, story
that allowed them to overhear a speaker’s decision to write a speech on a
controversial topic. Each participant was told that, by the luck of a random
draw, he or she was assigned to rate the speech, while the student in the
other room was assigned to give the speech. The procedure allowed us to
make the student’s residential college group salient and manipulate system-
atically whether the speaker’s residential college group was the same (in-
group) or different (out-group) from the participant’s. The participant was
asked which residential college he or she lived in, and then was told that the
other participant was from the same or a different college. The lights were
briefly turned on so that the participants could see that there genuinely was
another student in the room behind the two-way mirror, but at a sufficiently
low illumination that the student’s identity could not be discerned.

The experimenter left the room, ostensibly to instruct the other partici-
pant about the speech he or she was to make. During the intervening
period, participants filled out various measures, including measures of how
much they liked and felt identified with their residential college. In a few
minutes, the experimenter returned with a tape recording of the completed
speech. On the tape, the participant heard the experimenter explain the
‘linguistic subculture’ story to the other student. The experimenter also
explained that he was fortunate to be able to combine two studies into one.
The Dean’s office had asked for a study trying to assess student opinion
about the possibility of raising tuition fees by a more than typical amount.
Similar to the cover story developed by Linder et al. (1967), the
experimenter asked the student to write a strong and forceful speech
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advocating a spike in tuition fees. He explained that this would be the
speech that the other subject (i.e., the real participant) would rate for its
linguistic features and that it would then be sent on to the Dean’s office.

At the conclusion of the speech, the experimenter asked the participant
to fill out a few measures about his own feelings and reactions prior to rat-
ing the communication itself. The measure contained questions about the
participant’s feelings and his or her attitudes toward the question of
whether tuition fees should be increased.

Our prediction for this study was that people who heard an in-group
member express counterattitudinal opinions would feel dissonance vicari-
ously and would change their attitudes in the direction of the communica-
tion. We did not expect this to occur if the speaker was an out-group
member. Moreover, we expected the effect to be moderated by the level of
a student’s identification. The more the student felt close to, and identified
with, his or her group, the greater should be the vicarious dissonance and
the more attitudes should change.

Figure 6.1 shows the results of this study. The difference in the slope of
the regression lines tells us that when the speaker was a member of the in-
group, stronger identification with the group led to more attitude change.
For out-group members, the effect was reversed. As predicted, people who
were strongly identified with their residential college changed their attitude
in the direction of the speech when the speaker was an in-group member
but not when he or she was a member of a different college. We concluded
from this study that people are likely to change their attitude from some-
one else’s counterattitudinal behavior, but only when the behavior is from
an in-group member and only when the individual feels strongly identified
with the in-group. Apparently, social identity matters.

Does it quack like the proverbial duck?

In order to label what we found in our first study as dissonance, the data should
have the properties usually associated with dissonance. There is a saying that,
‘If it looks like a duck, and quacks like a duck, then it’s a duck.’ Is the vicarious
dissonance effect really dissonance? If so, it should parallel the conditions that
we know are essentially important for the arousal of personal dissonance. For
example, if we make an attitude-discrepant statement but were forced to do it,
the absence of responsibility would eliminate dissonance. If we make a speech
that has no foreseeable unwanted consequences, then we would not experi-
ence dissonance. Does vicarious dissonance work in the same way? That is, if
we witness a group member make a counterattitudinal speech but the mem-
ber was required to make it and/or was certain that no adverse consequence
would occur, then is our vicarious dissonance eliminated?

VICARIOUS COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
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I will describe another study that examined these questions (Norton
et al., 2003, study 3). We assessed the hypothesis that vicarious dissonance
occurs when a person witnesses a fellow group member act in a way that
can lead to potentially aversive consequences and observes that the behav-
ior was committed as an apparent act of free choice. Of course, as in the first
experiment, we predicted that this would only occur if the group member
who witnesses the behavior is highly attracted to the group.

Another facet of this research was to close some alternative explanations of
the first vicarious dissonance study. It is certainly possible that the speech that
the fellow group member allegedly made that led to the data of Figure 6.1
actually had persuasive value. And it is also possible that participants who
thought the speech was made by a member of their own residential college and
who liked their residential college paid more attention, and were more
persuaded. Indeed, Mackie, Worth and Asuncicn (1990) have shown that
people attend more carefully to the arguments of in-group members than
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out-group members when reading or listening to a persuasive message.
Therefore, a few changes were made in the procedure of the experiment to be
more certain that the vicarious experience of dissonance was responsible for
the results.

Once again, participants came to the laboratory, allegedly with another
student from their university. This time, the study was conducted in
Australia and the in-group was the University of Queensland. Students’
level of identification and liking for the University were measured. As in the
original study, the students believed they were participating in a ‘linguistic
subculture’ study assessing differences in speaking patterns between
students at the University of Queensland compared to students from other
universities in the state of Queensland. The participant always believed that
the other student was a fellow student at the University of Queensland.

As before, the participant was always selected as the student who would hear
the speech and the ‘other student’ was the one who would make the speech.All
‘conversations’ occurred via written communication on computer screens. The
real participant believed that he or she was witnessing the written correspon-
dence between the ‘other University of Queensland student’ and the experi-
menter. The experimenter explained that the topic of the talk was the
imposition of upfront fees at the university. This was a very unpopular idea
among students. It had been the policy of the Australian government to collect
tuition fees for students at public universities after the completion of the degree.
The new proposal called for fees to be paid upfront, prior to the education. It
violated decades of tradition of public expenditures for higher education and
was anathema to most students. It made for a very suitable issue for our study.
The participant heard the experimenter tell the ‘other student’ that he was to
write a strong and forceful essay advocating the collection of upfront fees at the
University of Queensland.The ‘other subject’ always made it clear that he or she
was strongly against the collection of such fees; the experimenter always made
it clear that the direction of the remarks was to be in favor of the upfront fees.

Half of the participants heard the fellow student given freedom to decline
to write the speech. The other half heard the experimenter make it clear
that there was no choice. Half of the students witnessed the experimenter
assure the fellow student that the speech would only be used for its linguis-
tic features, and would then be destroyed (no consequences); the other half
discovered that the speech was going to be sent to the Dean who needed
them to craft his own policy statement about the upfront fees issue
(a potentially negative consequence).

We expected that vicarious dissonance would be experienced by students
who liked their in-group – i.e., liked being at, and felt attached to the
University of Queensland. We predicted that they would be the ones
most likely to experience vicarious dissonance and most likely to change
their attitudes in the wake of witnessing another UQ student act in a
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counterattitudinal fashion. However, this prediction is qualified by confin-
ing it to those conditions in which, as the Self-Standard and New Look
models of dissonance predict, the speech writer was responsible for the
potential aversive consequences of his behaviour.

Figure 6.2 shows the mean attitude toward upfront tuition fees for all of
the conditions in the study (Norton et al., 2003, study 3).At the left of Figure
6.2, attitudes are depicted for students who did not feel attached to their in-
group. In the absence of the attachment, none of the conditions caused atti-
tudes to change in the direction of the speech. However, on the right side of
Figure 6.2 are the attitudes of students who did feel attached and identified
to the university. You can see that the condition that differs from all other
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conditions in the study is the condition in which participants observed a
fellow group member agree to make the counterattitudinal statement
(1) freely and (2) with knowledge that it would be sent to the Dean. That is
precisely the condition in which an individual would be expected to experi-
ence personal dissonance. Apparently, then, vicarious dissonance ‘quacks like
the duck’ of personal dissonance. As long as people are highly identified with
their group, they changed their attitudes when the group member acted freely
and with knowledge of foreseeable aversive consequences.

The experience of vicarious dissonance

We know that personal dissonance is experienced as tension and has mea-
surable physiological indicants of stress (Croyle and Cooper, 1983; Losch
and Cacioppo, 1990). People report feeling tense, bothered, and uncomfort-
able (Elliot and Devine, 1994). What do they report when observing some-
one else behave inconsistently?

We asked our student participants about their emotional state after they
saw their fellow student agree to write the essay, and we asked it in a num-
ber of ways. We asked them how tense, bothered, and uncomfortable they
were at that moment. They reported no particular degree of tension or dis-
comfort.The experimental conditions did not differ from each other nor did
discomfort correlate with attitudes in any of the conditions. However, when
we questioned them about their vicarious affect by asking how they thought
they would feel if they were in the speechwriter’s position, the participants
responded in a very interesting way.

The results of the vicarious affect measure are presented in Figure 6.3.
You can see that the vicarious affect results parallel the attitude results in
Figure 6.2. Participants said that if they were in the speechwriter’s position,
they would experience a high degree of discomfort in the condition in
which they felt highly attached to their group, and their fellow group mem-
ber wrote freely with the possibility of producing aversive consequences.

We also examined the functional question of what is accomplished by
attitude change in vicarious dissonance. A fascinating component of the
study by Elliot and Devine (1989) that was reported in Chapter 3 was that
the investigators systematically varied the order in which they assessed the
dependent variables of affect and attitudes in a personal dissonance experi-
ment. Sometimes they collected the attitude data first; sometimes the affect
reports were collected first. They found that when attitudes were assessed
first, the reports of discomfort and tension dropped. It seems that, by
changing attitudes, there was no residual psychological discomfort. As
Festinger (1957) would have predicted (but did not test) a half-century ago,
changing attitudes has the effect of lowering the experience of discomfort.
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In the Norton et al. (2003) study, we found that changing attitudes
reduces vicarious discomfort in very much the same way. When attitudes
were assessed before vicarious affect, there was no residual vicarious discom-
fort. The reports of vicarious discomfort shown in Figure 6.3 are exclusively
for students whose vicarious discomfort was assessed first. When attitudes
were assessed first, thus giving people the opportunity to change their atti-
tudes as their way to reduce dissonance, vicarious discomfort disappeared.
The vicarious discomfort of students in the high-dissonance condition (i.e.,
the highly identified students whose fellow student agreed to make a coun-
terattitudinal statement with high choice and high consequences) was no
greater than in any other condition of the experiment. This strongly suggests
that changing attitudes to reduce vicarious dissonance is at the service of
reducing vicarious discomfort. And it is apparently successful.

Vicarious dissonance and the prototype

In social identity theory, which we believe is at the root of the experience
of vicarious dissonance, group members feel a unity with prototypical mem-
bers of their group. The Sunday football fan who cheers for the New York
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Giants is more likely to feel identified with a prototypical member – the
person who represents the group norm in attitudes and behavior. As one of
those fans, I’m not likely to feel as fused with the group member who only
watches one game per year as the fan who, like me, watches almost every
game. Similarly, I am unlikely to feel highly identified with the few fans on
the rabid, lunatic fringe who paint their bodies blue and red and attend
football games shirtless in January. My intersubjectivity – that is, my loosen-
ing of personal identity in favour of the group and my fusing with my
fellow group members – is more likely to occur in the presence of the pro-
totypical member (Hogg, 2001).

If vicarious dissonance occurs because of social identity and intersubjec-
tivity, then it should occur more in the presence of a prototypical group
member and less for a member who is on the fringe of the group. It should
also occur more if the individual who is witnessing the attitude-discrepant
behavior believes that he or she is a prototypical member of the group.

We conducted another study at the University of Queensland, using a
procedure similar to the studies I described above (Hogg and Cooper,
2006). Students heard a fellow Queensland student agree to make a state-
ment about upfront fees under conditions of high- or low-decision freedom.
In this study, the consequences were always set high – that is, the written
speeches were to be sent to the Dean. What we varied was the presumed
prototypicality of the speaker and the participant. At the beginning of the
experimental session, before the linguistic subculture cover story was
explained, all of the participants filled out an extensive battery of questions.
The battery included the now-familiar questionnaire that assessed how
much the students liked and felt identified with their group. The battery
also included scales that inquired about their attitudes, behaviors, and
values. We never actually looked at the answers to these questions; its
purpose was to make credible what was about to happen.

The linguistic subculture cover story was explained and the participant
understood that he was going to be rating the speech given by a fellow
University of Queensland student. Prior to learning anything about the
topic of the speech or the choice and consequence conditions, the experi-
menter informed the participant and his partner that the results of the
values, attitudes, and behavior questionnaire had been analyzed and the data
were now entered into the larger data file that comprised all of the students
at the University of Queensland who had taken the test. The experimenter
continued that she knew that most people wanted to know their results. She
told them that she was prepared to give them an analysis of where their pro-
files were in the context of all of the other UQ students.

The experimenter showed them a scatterplot graph. She explained that
each dot represented a student’s score. Anyone with a dot near the center
of the array was a very typical UQ student. In order to emphasize this point,
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the student was shown a computer screen with a red circle drawn tightly in
the center (see Figure 6.4a). People with scores within the center could con-
sider themselves typical; people with scores around the fringe (see Figure
6.4b) could consider themselves as not very typical of their group. Each par-
ticipant was then shown his or her score and the score of the alleged other
student (the speechwriter).What was systematically varied was whether the
speechwriter and the partner were placed in the center of the circle and
were therefore prototypical or placed at the fringe of the circle and there-
fore non-prototypical. The procedure of the study then continued in a sim-
ilar fashion to the other vicarious dissonance studies. The group member
agreed to make a counterattitudinal speech favoring upfront fees under con-
ditions of high-choice and high-potential aversive consequences. The major
dependent variable was the participants’ attitudes about upfront fees.
Under what conditions did they change their attitudes?

The results, shown in Figure 6.5, again show that compared to a low-
choice control condition, subjects changed their attitudes toward upfront
fees, but especially when they believed that they, and the fellow group
member, were both prototypical members of the group. In that circum-
stance, the subject – having been shown that he is a prototypical group
member – seemed to identify more closely with his prototypical partner and
experienced vicarious dissonance.

We also found that the degree of identification with the group moderated
the results, as it had in the previous study. For all but one condition, the atti-
tudinal effect of vicarious dissonance was greater for people who felt iden-
tified with the university group than by those who did not.

The one interesting exception to that finding was for students who found
that they and the speaker were at the periphery of the student group and
who did not feel attached to their group on the individual difference mea-
sure of group attachment. These subjects also experienced dissonance when
the speaker agreed to write the counterattitudinal essay. In a way, this group
of participants helps make the case for a social identity explanation of vic-
arious dissonance. It is as though the combination of disaffection established
the conditions for a small and cohesive dyad. The individual participant did
not care for his group; indeed, the values/behavior feedback seemed to con-
firm that the participant was at the periphery. He or she also learns that the
partner is at the periphery. The participant probably assumed that the
speaker, like the participant, was disaffected by his university. After all,
the subject’s score at the periphery was consistent with his or her feeling
about the university. The subject then reasons that the very same disaffection
is true of the partner. It’s a perfect little group.As a result, the participant feels
close to his new group member, with the group being ‘those people who
do not like the university.’ Vicarious dissonance then became greater as the
participant’s identity fused with the partner, and attitude change ensued.
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What vicarious dissonance is and is not

Vicarious dissonance is an intriguing phenomenon, yet the reasons that
underlie it are not as transparent as in personal dissonance. Research in this
area is in its infancy, and only a little is known about its causes, its limits, and
its mediators. I have been describing vicarious dissonance as a group-based
phenomenon that has its roots in the social identity among group members.
Research supports this idea, but questions arise. Is there anything else that
could lead to vicarious dissonance? One possibility is that friendship or
other form of close relationship can produce the same effect. If a friend of
mine behaves in an attitude-discrepant way with all of the ingredients that
usually lead to dissonance, will I experience dissonance vicariously? Or sup-
pose it is a relative or a romantic partner? One could argue that any dyad is
a group, so that two friends are in a friendship dyad, two lovers are in a
romantic dyad, and so forth. However, there seems to be a difference worth
exploring between membership in a group such as football fans, university
students, and residential colleges compared to a friendship between two
individuals who share no common memberships.

Another way of thinking about the causes of vicarious dissonance is that it
is the expression of people’s ability to show empathy for another. Empathy is
an individual’s ability to feel and intuit the experiences of another (Davis,
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1994). It is not based on social factors such as group membership.We all have
the ability to do it; some of us more and some of us less. Various scales have
been developed to assess individual differences in empathy. In some of our
studies (Monin, Norton, Cooper and Hogg, 2004), we administered Davis’s
measure of empathy (Davis, 1983) and found that it did not correlate at all
with the attitude measures of our vicarious dissonance studies. In a word,
empathy did not predict the amount of vicarious dissonance.

An intriguing challenge for vicarious dissonance is the prospect of specifying
the motivational basis for attitude change following an episode of vicarious dis-
sonance. We know that after observing counterattitudinal behavior under the
right circumstances, people report vicarious negative affect and they also
change their attitudes. The more vicarious affect they acknowledge, the more
they change their attitude. We also know from the studies by Norton et al.
(2003) that once people change their attitudes following vicarious dissonance,
they cease to report vicarious discomfort. Attitude change, I have noted previ-
ously, seems to be at the service of reducing the negative affect.

However, the reasons for the link in vicarious dissonance are not entirely
transparent. In the New Look model of personal dissonance, it seemed reason-
able that personal dissonance should be reduced when attitude change renders
a consequence non-aversive. It’s done, finished; there is no longer an aversive
event to cause troubling and disquieting discomfort. However, in vicarious dis-
sonance, the negative affect is something participants acknowledge only by
indicating how they would feel if they were in the speaker’s shoes. The partic-
ipants have not acknowledged their own sense of arousal and discomfort.
Moreover, one can ask what changing one’s own attitude accomplishes if it was
your group member arguing against his or her own position.

A possible resolution to these issues is that people feel they know what
the group member is going to do after engaging in the counterattitudinal
speech writing. Participants may reason that the group member will proba-
bly change his or her own attitudes and therefore the participants will
switch, too, in order to conform to what the group member is likely to do.
We looked for evidence for this approach in a study by Monin, Norton,
Cooper, and Hogg (2004). Princeton University students experienced
vicarious affect after watching a fellow student make an attitude-discrepant
speech advocating the unpopular position that parents of university
students should have unlimited access to students’ health records. As in the
previous research, we found evidence to support the arousal of vicarious
affect and we found attitude change in the predicted conditions. However,
in this study, we also asked what the participants thought the speaker’s atti-
tude was both before and after he wrote his essay supporting unlimited
access. The results showed that the participants remembered correctly that
the speaker was against the position prior to writing his speech. In fact, the
more the subject believed the speaker was hostile to the position in the
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essay, the more vicarious attitude change the participants showed. And,
when asked whether the speaker changed his or her attitude after having
written the speech, the participants said, no. There was no systematic
change reported by our participants in their belief about the speechmaker’s
new attitude. Apparently, conformity to the speaker’s new position does not
underlie the vicarious dissonance effect.

The other way to understand the motivational basis for attitude change
in vicarious dissonance is to assume that the attitude change alleviates a
tension-arousing dilemma for the witness rather than the witness trying to be
sympathetic to the plight of the actor.

As background for this possibility, let me describe some of my own televi-
sion habits. Some years ago, at the beginning of the Iraq War, I was watching
a forum on television in which student leaders at various universities were dis-
cussing President Bush’s decision to send troops to topple Saddam Hussein’s
government. When the student leader at my university spoke, she supported
the sending of troops. I thought that position was discrepant from the atti-
tudes of most students on campus and it made me uncomfortable to watch.
How much easier it would have been if I had agreed with her. It struck me
that changing my attitude based on the student’s behavior would have created
some greater degree of comfort for me. The situation is not entirely parallel,
but the lesson from the example is that the shared social identity put pressure
on me to find a way to alleviate my own predicament.

In vicarious dissonance, as in the television example, it is the group mem-
ber who caused a potentially aversive event to occur. Because of your rela-
tionship with the actor, you feel as though you did it. You know, of course,
that you are not really the person who brought about the event and, if
asked, you know the difference. Still, it feels as though you were partially
responsible for it, as you and the actor are fused together by a common
social identity. You then take whatever steps you can take to make the
action not as bad as it seems. You engage in changes of your least resistant
cognitions to make the consequence non-aversive. It is non-aversive (for
you) if the actor’s arguments are actually more in line with your own
private position. Consequently, you change your attitude in the direction of
the actor’s counterattitudinal remarks.

Vicarious dissonance broadens the scope of cognitive dissonance in our
lives.We know it is rare that we advocate positions we do not believe, yet that
is the experimental paradigm in which most dissonance phenomena have
been studied. By dint of sheer numbers, it is less rare that people in our vari-
ous social groups occasionally act in ways that are attitude discrepant and may
lead to unwanted consequences. Similarly, when we expend effort or suffer
embarrassment to achieve a goal, we are motivated to reduce dissonance, but
that motivation will occur so much more frequently when we experience dis-
sonance from the behavior of the members of our social groups.
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The group of faculty gathered around me was impressive. It was the day of
my final oral exam for the PhD in Psychology. In a building still ingloriously
called ‘Building 9’ at Duke University, I braced for questions about my doc-
toral thesis. I anxiously thought about my statistics. Did I really understand
the analysis of variance? What did Festinger say in his final chapter of A
Theory of Cognitive Dissonance?

Jack Brehm asked me the first question. He stared at me for a few
seconds and asked, ‘Do you think that sanitation men experience cognitive
dissonance?’ Nothing in my studying and cramming had prepared me for
this question. Nor did I know what he meant. I was certain that Jack did not
have an abiding interest in the sanitation department, yet I did not think his
question was in jest. It has taken social psychology a long time to catch up
with the conundrum that underscored his question. Social psychology con-
siders itself to be the study of how most people react to social situations but
it bases its conclusions on the responses of mostly young, predominantly
white, middle-class students at colleges and universities. How, then, can we
be certain of our ability to generalize our findings to that phantom collec-
tive called ‘most people’?

Here is the experimental philosophy that everyone working with samples
of participants knows. We conduct our research on a sample of participants
typically drawn from the population of students at our universities, we look
for differences based on our experimental manipulations, and then conduct
our statistical analyses to see if the pattern of data we found in our samples
is applicable to the population from which the sample is drawn. Technically,
this permits us to generalize to the university population who were poten-
tially available to participate in the study. We know that the metaphorical
ice becomes thinner as we extend our conclusions to populations that we
did not test. However, to restrict our conclusions in this way would seem
highly self-defeating and unnecessary. If I collect data at my home institu-
tion from students at Princeton University, can I generalize my findings to
students at neighboring Rutgers University? Can I generalize to students
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anywhere in New Jersey or the northeast? How about citizens of any age in
New Jersey? Generally, we ignore these questions and assume that our find-
ings have generality across artificial boundaries such as geographic region,
socioeconomic status, and age.

Sometimes we are wrong. Gender, for example, was ignored for decades
in social psychology research. We now know that gender frequently makes
a difference. Boys and girls, men and women, often respond differently to
social situations such that a conclusion based on one gender cannot auto-
matically be generalized to the other. As an illustration, research on the
impact of aggression in the media was based almost exclusively on the
responses of boys to violent film episodes. Subsequent research showed that
the responses of girls were not identical to those of boys. Researchers are
much more careful in the current era to test for gender similarities and dif-
ferences before reaching a general conclusion about how ‘most people’
respond to a social situation.

There has never been a single rule that tells researchers how and whether
to restrict the conclusions of their studies. Generally, it seems wise to consider
whether there is any logical reason to suspect that there will be differences in
the populations we tested compared to populations we did not test in the
phenomenon under study.We cannot test for every possible difference and be
finished within a single lifetime. If one of my graduate students finds an inter-
esting result working with Princeton students, I am not likely to ask him or
her to replicate the study in Pennsylvania or Oregon. Neither is the editor of
the journal to which the findings are sent, nor are the readers of the manu-
script if it is published. But is it reasonable to assume that findings based on
Princeton students will occur in similar ways in India, East Asia, or Africa?

That brings my anecdote back to its beginning. The underlying question I
was asked was whether dissonance was a phenomenon experienced by every-
one, everywhere; or was it the response to inconsistency experienced predom-
inantly by relatively young and affluent college students in the United States?
The world of the young researcher seems limitless and it would have been
deflating to think that our research findings would be limited by occupation,
geography, or culture. However, we have learned that major demographic and
social variables such as class, race, and culture do impact the experience of
cognitive dissonance. Far from being a limiting factor, such differences have
allowed us to understand the dissonance process more fully and have also
shed light on our understanding of those social constructs.

Culture and the psychology of cognitive dissonance

Culture is a set of shared, symbolic rules and norms that characterize a
social group (Bodley, 1994). It includes the group’s values, ideals, and rules
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for living and is passed on from generation to generation within the group.
The cultural rules help determine the way in which people in a culture act,
feel, and think. While most human cultures share much in common, differ-
ences also abound. And those differences create subtle distinctions in the
way people in different cultures perceive themselves and others.

Joan Miller (1984) drew a distinction between cultures in which people
are viewed as agentic and responsible for their own outcomes and cultures
that are more holistic, viewing outcomes as a joint function of interrelation-
ships, roles, and social obligations. She observed that in North America and
Western Europe, culture tends to be agentic. People see themselves as con-
trolling their own actions and responsible for their own behavior. When
people in agentic cultures make attributions for behavior, they assume that
the traits and dispositions of the actor are the reasons for the behavior. In
East Asia and India, cultures are more holistic, with people viewing their
behavior as embedded in their relationships with significant other people.

As an example, Miller (1984) asked Hindus living in Mysore, a city in
southern India, and Americans living in Chicago, to make attributions for
people’s behavior in a variety of scenarios she created. In one scenario, Miller
described a vehicle accident in which the driver of the vehicle – an attorney –
dropped off his injured passenger at a hospital without making sure that
proper care was being administered. The attorney continued on to court in
order to meet with a client. Miller found that Hindus, whose culture is holis-
tic and interdependent, were far more likely to see the cause of people’s
actions as residing in their roles and social obligations than did Americans.
For example, a Hindu participant explained the attorney’s action by saying,
‘It was the attorney’s duty to be in court for the client whom he is represent-
ing … and the passenger might not have looked as serious(ly injured) as he
was.’ By contrast, an American participant explained, ‘The driver is obviously
irresponsible … and aggressive in pursuing his career success’ (Miller, 1984:
972). The American, having been socialized in an agentic culture, was more
likely to assume that people’s behaviors were a product of who they were i.e,
the traits that made them unique individuals.

Independence and interdependence

‘I said what I meant, and I meant what I said,
An elephant’s loyal 100 per cent.’ 

Dr Seuss

This noble sentiment was expressed by Horton the elephant in Dr Seuss’s
classical tale of an elephant who went to great lengths and endured all kinds
of hardships in order to stay true to his promise to Mayzie the lazy bird to
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keep watch over her egg. Horton will never allow his behavior to deviate
from what he promised. Is it possible that Horton’s admirable consistency
between his promissory statement and his behavior was a product of the
agentic, individualistic culture of his creator, Dr Seuss? 

In a seminal contribution to our understanding of cross-cultural differ-
ences in social psychological processes, Hazel Markus and Shinobu Kitayama
sharpened the consequences of the two types of cultures on a person’s self-
concept (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). In Western cultures, they argued,
people feel an independence from their social and physical environment. In
Western cultures, people are given credit for acting in accordance with their
own unique beliefs, values, and goals. Our ‘selves’ are characterized by our
internal traits – i.e., our beliefs, attitudes, and dispositions. It is a mark of
maturity and mental health to actualize one’s self (Rogers, 1961) and to act
according to the person you ‘really are.’ Some traits may occur through
genetic predispositions that we often call temperament, while others are
learned through interaction with our parents, peers, and other socializing
agents. In the West, we are certainly concerned about other people in our
lives, but we see our true self as an entity that interacts with others. We do
not think of others as being part of our self-concept. Our traits are our own;
we take responsibility for who we are and what we do. We assess our self-
worth by evaluating the goodness of our dispositions, traits, and values.

By contrast, in interdependent culture, people view themselves not as sepa-
rate entities but rather in relation to others. Similar to Miller’s concept of how
people in holistic cultures view their social world, Markus and Kitayama
(1991) view the interdependent self as intrinsically connected to others.
Individual traits are important aspects of the self, but no more important than
the quality of relationships. The ability to create harmony in relationships and
to act for the good of the people with whom you are connected is as impor-
tant to the interdependent self as any personal belief, attitude, or trait.The self-
concept of people in interdependent cultures is based on a joint function of the
worthiness of their individual dispositions and their ability to maintain pleas-
ant and harmonious relationships with others they are connected to.

Dissonance and interdependent selves:

a conceptual question

In the Western cultures that feature independent selves, it is considered
virtuous (like Horton) to say what we believe, to believe what we say, and
to take responsibility for our actions. In interdependent countries, according
to Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) analysis, saying what one believes and
believing what one says are more complicated. There is considerable self-
defining value in creating harmony in relationships.
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Markus and Kitayama cite research by Iwao (1988) who asked respondents
in the United States and Japan to evaluate the appropriateness of potential
responses to a set of scenarios. In one scenario, a daughter was said to have
brought home a potential fiancé who was of another race. One of the possi-
ble responses that was provided for the parent in the family was: ‘he thought
that he would never allow them to marry but told them he was in favor of
their marriage’ (p. 241). American respondents thought this was a terribly
inappropriate response. In Western culture, we eschew (at least in principle),
not saying what we believe, even if dissimulating does allow the immediate
interpersonal situation to proceed smoothly. Only 2 percent of Americans
chose this scenario as appropriate, whereas 48 percent thought it was the
worst thing the parent could do. By contrast, 44 percent of Japanese respon-
dents thought it was the best response in the situation and only 7 percent
thought it was the worst. Westerners are supposed to act consistently with
their inner thoughts and feelings; in the Far East, the harmonious flow of
interpersonal interaction is an equally important aspect of the self.

If a focus on interpersonal relationships takes precedence over expressing
one’s innermost feelings and beliefs, then Markus and Kitayama (1991)
raised the question of whether the motive for cognitive consistency is as
important for people in interdependent cultures as it is for people in inde-
pendent cultures. As we know from Chapter 1 of the current book, the
original version of cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) was one
among many theories (e.g., Heider, 1946; see also, Abelson et al., 1968) that
assumed that people prefer consistency among their behaviors, attitudes,
and beliefs and are distressed when they are confronted with inconsistency.
Markus and Kitayama (1991) suggested that dissonance reduction may not
be a universal motivation after all, but rather may be a phenomenon
restricted to the agentic, individualistic cultures of Western Europe,
Australia, New Zealand, and North America.

Dissonance and culture: the research trail

Markus and Kitayama (1991) thus boldly raised the question of whether
dissonance is culture-specific. It is as though they had been present at my
doctoral oral several years before and observed me struggling with the ques-
tion about the sanitation workers. The cultural issue is a broader version
of that question. Are there groups of people for whom dissonance is par-
ticularly aversive and others for whom it is not an issue? Earlier in the
chapter, I remarked that not every division among people (e.g., occupation,
geography, age, gender) can be tested and it is not practical to unnecessarily
limit the generalization of research findings to the particular demographic
locale in which a study is conducted. However, Markus and Kitayama set
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the question at a cultural level and presented an interesting theoretical
rationale to consider it seriously. Is dissonance culturally specific? This ques-
tion piqued the interest of many researchers and continues to be a matter
of ongoing debate.

Do the Japanese experience dissonance? No, yes,

and sometimes

Steven Heine and Darrin Lehman (1997) were the first investigators to
examine Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) question empirically. They con-
ducted a study in which they requested participants from independent and
interdependent cultures to make a choice between music CDs. That is, par-
ticipants from the two cultures participated in the free-choice paradigm of
dissonance that has been a robust method for producing cognitive disso-
nance among Western participants since it was introduced decades ago by
Brehm (1956).

The study was run in Vancouver, Canada. Canadian participants were drawn
from the student population at the University of British Columbia. Japanese
participants were recruited by advertisements in Japanese language newspa-
pers requesting participation by Japanese who were in Canada temporarily
on short-term visas. For the Japanese sample, the study was run in Japanese by
a Japanese researcher and, for the Canadian sample, run in English by a
Canadian researcher. They asked Japanese and Canadian students to make a
choice between two desirable music CDs. Participants were first asked to rate
a series of forty music CDs. Later in the study, the experimenter told the par-
ticipants that they could choose one CD to take home with them. Allegedly
because of ‘limited stock,’ the participants were allowed to choose between
two available CDs.The choice for all participants was between his or her fifth
and sixth ranked CD.At the conclusion of the study, the participants reranked
all of the CDs.As in previous research using this paradigm, the measure of dis-
sonance reduction was the spreading apart of the two alternatives: the chosen
alternative should become more attractive and the unchosen alternative
should become less attractive.

Heine and Lehman’s (1997) results suggest a difference in the way Japanese
and Canadian samples responded to the dissonance-invoking dilemma. As
Figure 7.1 demonstrates, Canadian participants significantly spread the attrac-
tiveness of the choice alternatives, confirming the typical prediction of cog-
nitive dissonance theory. Japanese participants did not.

There was another interesting independent variable in Heine and Lehman’s
study. In addition to giving the participants a choice of CD albums to take
home, they also provided an opportunity for the participants to self-affirm.
Recall from Chapter 5 that Claude Steele and his colleagues (e.g., Steele
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and Liu, 1983; Steele, Spencer, and Lynch, 1993) found that giving people
positive information about their very important qualities reduced the need
to spread the choice alternatives. Similarly, providing people with informa-
tion that attacked their confidence in their good qualities enhanced the
need to deal with their dissonance when given a choice between CDs.
Heine and Lehman ran two additional conditions to the one depicted in
Figure 7.1. In one, they used the self-affirming information and in the other
they used information attacking the participants’ personal qualities.
Canadians performed precisely the same way as the participants in Steele
et al.’s studies: positive information about the self reduced the spreading of
alternatives whereas negative information enhanced it. Japanese partici-
pants did not spread apart the choice alternatives, regardless of whether
there was self-enhancing or self-derogating information.
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On the other hand: evidence for the existence of

dissonance in a collectivist culture 

What conclusions can we draw from Heine and Lehman’s (1997) study?
The experiment was not an easy one to design and the issues that the inves-
tigators had to solve were difficult. The results were consistent with Heine
and Lehman’s expectations based on their analyses of cultural differences
between East and West. Nonetheless, it is risky to draw confident conclu-
sions from a null finding. That is, the Japanese participants did not spread
the choice alternatives significantly – certainly not as much as the Canadians.
However, if more participants had been run, would the spreading have
occurred? Was the experimenter who ran the Japanese participants as effec-
tive as the experimenter who ran the Canadian participants? Were the two
groups the same in other respects? All of the participants were run in
Canada. The English-speaking, Canadian sample were college students who
were comfortable with the environment in which the study was run. The
Japanese sample contained some students but were basically visitors to
Canada who had been in the country from between four months to five
years. They were less comfortable in Canada and less comfortable with
experimentation in a college environment. This is not in any way to demean
Heine and Lehman’s study, but results based on nothing happening (i.e., the
small bar in Figure 7.1) are always subject to alternative explanations.

The Japanese social psychologist, Haruki Sakai, was not seeking to exam-
ine the influence of culture when he embarked on a set of studies at
Sapporo University in Hokkaido, Japan, in the 1980s. Rather, he was inves-
tigating important issues in dissonance theory based on the existing litera-
ture at the time – a literature based on North American and European
samples. For example, in one study, Sakai (1981) found that being asked to
make a speech contrary to one’s attitudes produced more attitude change
when it was made publicly than when it was made privately. In another,
Sakai and Andow (1980) supported the idea that personal responsibility for
an attitude-discrepant speech was important for cognitive dissonance
(cf. Cooper, 1971). Perhaps because these studies were published in Japanese
language journals, they escaped the attention of North American and
European investigators. Nonetheless, they show evidence that cognitive dis-
sonance was aroused in Japanese students and, in a manner similar to par-
ticipants from agentic, independent cultures, they resolved their dissonance
by changing their private attitudes toward the topic of their speech.

An interesting difference between Sakai’s findings and those of Heine and
Lehman is that Sakai used a dissonance procedure that is essentially inter-
personal whereas Heine and Lehman used a procedure that is far more
intrapersonal. In Sakai’s studies, participants were explicitly aware that their
essays were going to be shown to a group of their peers. By contrast, in the
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free-choice paradigm that Heine and Lehman used, people were asked to
make personal choices between two music CDs. They did not anticipate
making their choices public to any other students nor was there any antici-
pated interpersonal interaction. Although in North America and Europe
these two research paradigms have been used interchangeably to arouse dis-
sonance, perhaps the cultural differences intrinsic to interdependent, holis-
tic cultures make the two approaches quite different.

The return to the Self-Standards Model

The essential difference between dissonance in independent and interde-
pendent cultures rests on what people in each culture consider an aversive
consequence. Readers will recall that in Chapters 4 and 5, we concluded
that dissonance occurs when people believe their actions have brought
about an unwanted event. We saw that in agentic, Western cultures, people
compare the outcome of their behavior against a standard of judgment.
Sometimes the comparison standard is based on what a person thinks of
him or herself (i.e., one’s self-concept) and sometimes it is based on the nor-
mative standards of society. I suggest that the same underlying process is
true for people in interdependent cultures. What differs between cultures is
the content of the standard. As Markus and Kitayama (1991) pointed out,
in interdependent cultures, there is special emphasis on preserving interper-
sonal harmony. Anything that upsets the harmony is a prime facie instance
of an aversive consequence. In Sakai’s (1981) study, cognitive dissonance
occurred especially when a person was publicly identified as the one who
made a statement that was contrary to the attitudes of his or her group and
delivered the statement to the group members. It is quite possible that the
anticipated disruption in the smooth flow and harmonious interactions in
the group was the source of the aversive consequence and thus, the source
of dissonance arousal. By contrast, there was no interpersonally based, aver-
sive consequence in Heine and Lehman’s study and thus dissonance was
experienced only by Canadian and not by Japanese participants.

The essential point is this: if there is a reliable difference between
Japanese and North American students, it is not because there is a differ-
ence in the underlying structure of cognitive dissonance. Rather, it is
because the events that people in interdependent cultures find aversive are
interpersonal in nature, whereas in independent cultures, aversive events
may be more evenly distributed between interpersonal and intrapersonal
outcomes.

This logic received support in an experiment by Kitayama, Snibbe,
Markus, and Suzuki (2004). They reasoned that the Japanese would expe-
rience cognitive dissonance, even when choosing among music CDs, as long
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as they were thinking about people in their social group when they made
their choices. In one of their experiments, Japanese students at Kyoto
University were asked to rank ten music CDs according to their own pref-
erences. As in many experiments using this design, the students were then
given a choice of two of the CDs to take home, after which they reranked
the CDs. Kitayama et al. (2004) predicted that the students would not show
a spreading apart of the choice alternatives that is the hallmark prediction
of dissonance. And, indeed, that was what they found: no dissonance effect
for the Kyoto students in that condition.

In a second condition, Kitayama et al. asked the students to rank the CDs
as they thought most Kyoto students would rank them. In this condition, hav-
ing students think about the preferences of their fellow university peers was
expected to place the decision in a more social and interdependent context.
Kitayama et al. predicted that when they subsequently chose between the
CDs, Kyoto students would experience dissonance and spread the choice
alternatives. The results, depicted in Figure 7.2, show that this is precisely
what occurred. In the standard condition, without any reference to the
opinions of their peers, Japanese students showed no dissonance effect.
When the preferences of their peers were primed, Japanese students signif-
icantly spread the attractiveness of the CDs, consistent with the predictions
of dissonance theory.

The right side of Figure 7.2 shows the results of the very same study in
which the participants were undergraduates at Stanford University. There
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American students showed a significant spreading of the choice alternatives,
regardless of whether they thought about the other students’ preferences.
For the American students, it was not necessary to think about others’ pref-
erences, nor did thinking about others modify the dissonance they were
experiencing. They spread the alternatives by merely thinking about their
own choices.

The interpersonal nature of cognitive dissonance was made still more
explicit in a set of innovative experiments reported by Hoshino-Browne,
Zanna, Spencer, Zanna, Kitayama, and Lackenbauer (2005). They asked
participants at the University of Waterloo in Ontario, Canada, to participate
in a study in which they would help to evaluate the menu in a new Chinese
restaurant opening near the university.The researchers amplified the impor-
tance of the task by indicating that the university administration was con-
sidering allowing students to use their university cards at the restaurant,
depending on the feedback they received on the menus.

In the friend condition of the research, the task was made highly interper-
sonal. The experimenter explained that, on the basis of past research, it was
believed that the survey would be most meaningful if the respondents pic-
tured themselves making the decision not for themselves, but for another
person. The experimenter continued, “We would like you to picture a close
friend, someone whose food preferences you feel you know fairly well, and
respond as you make the decision for your friend’ (p. xx).The experimenter
provided the participants with a list of twenty-five menu items. They were
asked to think of their friend and make a list of what they thought their
friend’s ten most preferred entrees would be and to rate how much they
thought their friend would enjoy each of them. Finally, they were told that,
for their helpfulness, they would be able to present their friend with a
coupon for one of the meals on the new menu. They were given a choice
between the menu items they had ranked fifth and sixth. After a few min-
utes’ delay, they were asked to rate the items on the menu once again.

In the self condition, participants were led through a similar procedure,
but the sole focus of the ratings was to be on the their own preferences for
menu items. They were asked to rate the items based on their own prefer-
ences and, when the coupon for a future meal was mentioned, it was a
coupon that the participant could use rather than one that a friend could
use. Otherwise, the menu choices and description of the research was iden-
tical for the friend and self conditions.

Approximately half of the participants were of European descent, all of
whom were born in Canada. The other half were Asian Canadians who
were born in Asian countries such as Hong Kong, the People’s Republic
of China, Vietnam, Taiwan, Japan or Vietnam. Hashino-Browne et al.
(2005) assumed that the European Canadian students would replicate the
typical dissonance effect and spread the attractiveness of the chosen and
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non-chosen menu items when making a decision for which meal coupon to
secure for themselves. However, Hoshino-Browne et al. expected Asian
Canadians would not spread the choice alternatives. For the Asian
Canadians, there was no need to justify their choice since the consequences
of the decision were solely an intrapersonal matter. On the other hand, mak-
ing a decision for a friend is more complex for the Asian Canadians. As
Markus and Kitayama (1991) had suggested, important decisions for people
from interdependent cultures are the ones that involve relationships among
people. In the friend condition for Asian participants, the consequence of
not knowing a friend’s tastes and preferences is far more aversive than not
being sure of one’s own preferences. For European Canadians, raised in an
independent culture, the more aversive consequence is making the wrong
choice for oneself rather than a friend. Hoshino-Browne et al. expected
European Canadians to spread the choice alternatives when making choices
for themselves more than when they made the choices for someone else,
even a close friend.

The results of the spreading apart of the alternatives is shown in
Figure 7.3. Each bar represents the degree of difference between the alter-
natives before and after the choice. On the left, we can see that Europeans
showed significant spreading of alternatives when deciding for themselves.
There was some spreading of the alternatives when deciding for a friend,
but that magnitude was not statistically significant. For Asians, the pattern
was reversed. Asian Canadians showed significant spreading of the attrac-
tiveness of the menu items when deciding for a friend, but none whatsoever
when deciding for themselves.

Another interesting feature of Hoshino-Browne et al.’s (2005) data was
the impact of the degree to which Asian Canadian participants identified
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with their Asian heritage on the degree of dissonance reduction. The Asian
students were asked to indicate how much they identified with their coun-
try of birth. The more strongly they identified with their Asian birthplace,
the more post-decisional dissonance they showed in the friend condition
and the less dissonance they showed in the self condition.

Overall, the results of this research show that dissonance is not a phenom-
enon restricted to a particular culture or region within a culture (see Kitayama,
Ishii, Imada and Takemura, 2006). Rather, it is a general process that people
from East and West experience. However, the more the interpersonal conse-
quences of people’s choices are accessible and focused, the more important
the situation is to people from interdependent cultures. Having others live
with the negative features of a chosen alternative or relinquish the positive
features of a rejected alternative are more aversive than having made such
choices for oneself. For people in independent cultures, the consequences of
decisions for oneself are sufficiently important for them to invoke the disso-
nance process without recourse to how others might feel.

Vicarious dissonance in East and West

In Chapter 6, we examined cognitive dissonance that is experienced on
behalf of someone else. Called vicarious cognitive dissonance (Cooper and
Hogg, 2007; Monin et al., 2004; Norton et al., 2003), this is a state of
arousal that occurs in a member of a social group when a prototypical fel-
low group member acts in a way that produces an aversive consequence.
This vicarious experience is quintessentially social; it is based on the social
bond of group membership and transfers the state of arousal from the per-
son engaged in the act to the group member who is observing it. It would
seem to be another instance in which people from interdependent cultures
should manifest cognitive dissonance.

We can contrast vicarious dissonance to personal dissonance in the induced
compliance situation. In the latter, people are asked to make a statement
that they do not agree with and that statement is typically shown to some-
one with decision-making authority. In independent cultures, the measure-
ment of this act against normative standards suggests that an aversive
consequence may well occur and dissonance is therefore aroused. It is not
clear that such an act would always produce dissonance in an interdepen-
dent culture. However, in vicarious dissonance, the situation is pointedly
social and the interdependent bond among group members is heightened. It
is here that members of an interdependent culture should experience
heightened dissonance.

New data collected in Korea support this conclusion. Chong and
Cooper (2007) asked students at Korea University in Seoul, South Korea, to
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participate in a study on the effect of increased tuition rates at their
university. The study was run by a Korean-speaking researcher in the Korean
language, but was a faithful replication of the study reported by Norton et al.
(2003). Participants were recruited as part of a study on linguistic subcultures.
They believed that they were overhearing another student from either their
university, or Yonsei University, agree to make a speech in favor of increasing
tuition for university students in South Korea. Needless to say, Yonsei
University was selected as the alleged home university of the other student
because the two universities are perceived as rival universities in South Korea.
Korea University participants who believed the other student was from Yonsei
believed that they were witnessing an out-group member deliver the speech;
students who believed the speaker was from Korea University believed they
were overhearing an in-group member. As in the Norton et al. (2003) study,
whose procedure was provided in more detail in the previous chapter, the
speechmaker either was asked, or told, to make a pro-tuition speech which,
in turn, was to be used by the Dean of the university in forming his own
policy about tuition increases. The participants then indicated their own atti-
tude toward the proposal to increase tuition. Recall that Norton et al. found
that the stronger the participants’ identification with the in-group, the
stronger was the effect of vicarious dissonance. Therefore, Korea University
students’ strength of identification with Korea University was also measured.

The results, depicted in Figure 7.4, strongly support the existence of
vicarious dissonance in the interdependent society of South Korea. Korea
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University students changed their attitudes to become more favorable to a
tuition increase when a pro-tuition statement was made by an in-group
member who freely decided to make the speech. Moreover, as predicted,
the stronger the students’ identification with their in-group, the more they
changed their attitudes.

It is interesting that another study run by Chong and Cooper (2007) at
Korea University using a similar personal dissonance paradigm showed no
attitude change at all. Students from Korea University were asked, or were
told, to make a speech favoring tuition increases at all Korean Universities.
In the high choice conditions, all of the students agreed to make the speech.
Yet, attitudes measured following the pro-tuition statement showed no
change on the tuition question. Apparently, choosing to make a speech in
favor of an unwanted policy did not produce dissonance in this study; how-
ever, as shown in Figure 7.4, when the highly interpersonal vicarious disso-
nance procedure was invoked, the Korean students showed the effects of
cognitive dissonance.

Conclusions about the role of culture in

cognitive dissonance

The research on the effect of culture on cognitive dissonance has illumi-
nated a particularly interesting issue that has both broadened and limited
the way we think about cognitive dissonance. What began as a warning that
not all social processes exist in all cultures (Heine and Lehman, 1997) has
evolved into an invitation to examine how various cultures define what is
appropriate interpersonal behavior and what is not. If, as I suggested in
Chapter 5, dissonance is activated by measuring one’s behavior and finding
that it falls short of normative or personal standards, then it is important to
know just what those standards are. This cannot be done in a vacuum. The
norms, rules, and expectations of a culture affect people’s personal standards
(what they expect of themselves) and normative standards (what they
believe others expect of them), although by definition culture probably
affects the latter more than the former.

The fact that dissonance is affected differently in different cultures fur-
ther demonstrates that purely logical inconsistency between cognitive ele-
ments is not sufficient to arouse dissonance. Rather, it is the collision of
freely chosen behavior with normative and personal standards that give rise
to the unpleasant state of dissonance. Behavior that violates normative stan-
dards in one culture may be perfectly consistent with normative standards
in another. Whether behavior and attitudes are logically consistent or not,
dissonance will be aroused only when the behavior violates standards and
those, in turn, exist not in a vacuum but in a social context.
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The effect of race on cognitive dissonance: some new data

Differences abound within cultures as well as across cultures. One of those
differences is race. In the United States in particular, racist attitudes, beliefs,
and behaviors have left a legacy of hostility and discrimination against the
minority Black population from the time Blacks were first imported as
slaves several centuries ago. At the turn of the twentieth century, W.E.B. Du
Bois (1903) wrote eloquently of the dilemma of being Black in America.
Slavery was long gone, but the situation of Blacks in America was nonethe-
less psychologically precarious. Du Bois introduced the term ‘double-
consciousness’ to articulate the underlying contradiction, or psychological
incompatibility, between simultaneously being an American and a Negro.
Unlike Whites, Black Americans are not only confronted with these contra-
dictions in everyday life, but must learn to tolerate them as well. In The
Souls of Black Folks, Du Bois wrote:

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at
one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that
looks on in amused contempt and pity. One never feels his twoness – an American, a
Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one
dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (Du Bois,
1903: 102)

Although Du Bois wrote more than a century ago, double-consciousness
is still relevant to the Black experience in the United States. The histor-
ical inconsistency between the famous phrase in the Declaration of
Independence that ‘All men are created equal’ and the reality of the Black
experience in antebellum America has been replaced by the inconsistency
between the philosophy of equal opportunity and the reality of poverty,
underemployment, and discrimination. In short, to live in twenty-first cen-
tury America as a member of a minority group is to experience the double
consciousness that frequently treats one as equal in philosophy and less than
equal in practice. Would it be surprising, under these circumstances, to find
that racial minorities build a greater tolerance to inconsistency than do
Whites? 

Diana Hill’s (2005) thesis was designed to test this question. Since there
were no previous studies that systematically examined racial differences in
the experience and reduction of cognitive dissonance, Hill took the straight-
forward approach of assigning Black and White students to high- and low-
choice conditions in a typical induced compliance study. The students were
told that the Dean’s office was considering recommending a large increase
in the cost of college tuition for the following year and wanted to assess
what the arguments were on both sides of the issue. In a manner similar to
Cohen’s (1962) and Linder et al.’s (1967) research that we presented in the
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first two chapters, Hill told students that the best way to determine what
the arguments are on both sides of the issue was to have college students
write strong and forceful arguments favoring one side. Half of the students
were asked if they would be willing to write in favor of the tuition increase;
the other half were told to do so.

Attitudes toward the tuition increase were measured immediately
after the writing of the counterattitudinal essays. The results confirmed
Hill’s hypothesis that Whites and Blacks would respond differently to
the inconsistency. Figure 7.5 shows that, in the high choice conditions,
White students became more favorable to an increase in tuition. Relative to
the low-choice conditions, White students who wrote in favor of a tuition
increase became significantly more in favor of that position. Not so for
Blacks. What was surprising about the data in Figure 7.5 is that Black
students expressed greater support for the tuition increase in the low-choice
rather than the high-choice conditions.

Hill reasoned that Black students experienced little dissonance because
their experience in a world of double-consciousness convinces them that
their actions are not likely to have any effect on society’s institution. Here
they were in an institution which, by and large, is comprised of a majority
of White students, run by White administrators, and overseen by a Board of
Trustees that, like its students and administrators, are mostly White. That is,
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it was an institution like most institutions in a predominantly White society.
Hill argued that for the Black participants who have grown used to negoti-
ating a world run by Whites, it was less likely that they thought their
opinion would make an iota of difference to the final policy outcome. It was
less likely that the people running the institution would really care about
what they felt or thought.

As a preliminary test of this notion, Hill replicated her induced compli-
ance experiment again using tuition increase at the university as the attitude
issue. This time, she also included a loaded affect condition. In this condition,
in addition to stressing the high choice that the students had, the experi-
menter also conveyed how much the university and the researcher cared
about the way the students felt and thought about an increase in tuition.
The instructions in this condition were heavily loaded with emphasis on a
concern with students’ voice, thoughts, and feelings.

The impact of the loaded affect instructions was to reverse the findings
with Black students. When the instructions were loaded with words that
conveyed special concern for how they felt while performing the task and
how they felt about tuition increases, Black students changed their attitudes
following the induced compliance task. Like the White students whose atti-
tudes are depicted in Figure 7.5, they changed their attitudes to become
more favorable to tuition increases. Without the loaded affect instructions,
Black students showed very much the same pattern as they had shown in
the first experiment and did not change their attitudes on the tuition issue.

At this writing, it is premature to say that we know precisely what the
differences between Black and White responses are due to in the laboratory.
But the writings of W.E.B. Du Bois tell us that the cultural experiences of
Black and White Americans are not the same. Although there is consider-
able overlap in the cultural worldviews of Black and White students, there
are also differences based on two decades of personal history and centuries
of different cultural histories. Those differences manifest themselves in
people’s tolerance of inconsistency and their belief that their opinions
can make a difference in the policies of society’s institutions. As such, the
perceived consequences of attitude-inconsistent behavior on one’s self-
standards will differ markedly – markedly enough to account for racial
differences in the experience of cognitive dissonance.

Social class and cognitive dissonance:

education makes a difference

European American society puts a premium on people’s ability to take
control of their own fate, to express and actualize their sense of self, and in the
words of the advertisements for the United States Army, ‘to be all that you
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can be.’ It is, as Markus and Kitayama (1991) reasoned, an agentic society. We
have also seen that within the larger culture, there exist smaller yet identifi-
able subcultures whose shared representation of self and society may be
somewhat different. For Black Americans, the long history of relative power-
lessness may have given rise to a self-representation in which the conse-
quences of attitudinal inconsistency are different from those of White
Americans. Alana Snibbe and Hazel Markus recently suggested that differ-
ences in social class may also establish conditions that result in different reac-
tions to situations that research has shown to create cognitive dissonance.

Snibbe and Markus (2005) reasoned that, although European American
culture is generally agentic, such that people take responsibility for who
they are and what they do, there are subcultural differences in what it
means to be agentic. A person’s social class may determine what he or she
expects to be agentic about. For example, previous research supports the
general notion that people in European American societies value being inde-
pendent, but different social classes interpret the word ‘independent’ differ-
ently. For people higher in socioeconomic status (SES), the world is a place
in which people make choices about their lives: where to live, what to do as
a profession, what to purchase with disposable income, what to do with
one’s leisure time. For people from lower socioeconomic situations, there
are fewer choices to be made: there is less disposable income, fewer choices
about mobility, and less leisure time.

Interestingly, research also shows that people low in SES are not any less
happy than people higher in SES and are just as satisfied with their lives
(Davis, 1983; 2004; Rossi, 2001). One reason for the similar sense of satis-
faction may be that people low in SES experience a different sense of what
is important than people who are high in SES. Snibbe and Markus (2005)
argue that for people low in SES, the most important expression of indepen-
dence and agency is maintaining personal integrity and steeling themselves
against a changing and hostile environment, whereas for people high in SES,
it is expressing their uniqueness and influencing their environment. In this
view, having and expressing choices are far more important for people of
higher socioeconomic classes than for people of lower socioeconomic
classes. Expression of choice is not as major a feature of the agentic self for
the lower SES subculture as it is for those people from higher SES.

Snibbe and Markus then argue that people from a high SES subculture
are particularly prone to experiencing cognitive dissonance after having
made a choice, relative to those from low SES groups. High SES people
expect to make the right choices; when they act on the environment, the
quality of their choices is a reflection on their sense of self. Low SES people
are simply less concerned about the consequences of their choices as a
reflection on themselves. If people are asked to choose between two highly
attractive alternatives, the lower SES person may be content with his or her
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selection and move on. According to Snibbe and Markus, it is the higher
SES person who is so in need of being sure that he or she made the perfect
decision, that the attractiveness of the chosen alternative must be psycho-
logically increased and the attractiveness of the rejected choice must be
psychologically demeaned.

Snibbe and Markus (2005) conducted a cognitive dissonance experiment
by recruiting participants from higher and lower SES groups and asking
them to choose a gift between two attractive CDs from a list of ten CDs. In
order to operationalize SES, Snibbe and Markus used the participants’ level
of educational attainment. It should be noted that this is far from a com-
plete assessment of socioeconomic status, but it is a component of SES that
has frequently been used as an indicator of SES (Matthews, Kelsey, Meilahn,
Kuller, and Wing, 1989; Ross and Wu, 1995). Participants were considered
to be in a high SES group if they had attained at least a bachelor’s degree in
a four-year college. The level of educational attainment of the low SES
group was no greater than high school.

The dissonance-provoking task need not be presented in detail for it faith-
fully followed the procedures used by others (e.g., Brehm, 1956; Steele,
Spencer, and Lynch, 1993) in the free-choice paradigm of dissonance.
Participants rated the music CDs, were allowed to choose between their
fifth and sixth ranked CD as a present to take home, and then re-ranked the
ten items. The results, presented in Figure 7.6, show the amount of change
in the ranking by those whose highest educational attainment was high
school (HS group) and those whose highest attainment was at least a
bachelor’s degree (BA group.) The results reveal that for people in the BA
group, the differences predicted by dissonance theory and found many
times in the psychological literature were obtained. The chosen CD became
more attractive; the rejected alternative became less attractive. But note
what happened for people with only a high school education. Consistent
with Snibbe and Markus’s (2005) prediction, they showed no apparent
need to justify their choice by extolling the values of the alternative they
selected. An unpredicted finding occurred for the unchosen alternative,
however. HS participants derogated the unchosen alternative just as much
as the BA participants did, suggesting an attempt to justify their choice by
a somewhat different mechanism than that chosen by the BA participants.

Snibbe and Markus’s (2005) provocative results add to the fascinating
interaction between culture and dissonance. Clearly, their results address
differences in how people with different degrees of education respond to
cognitive dissonance. It is not clear whether the differences between the
two groups in their study were due to levels of income or were connected
specifically and intrinsically to differences in educational attainment.
Indeed, income level and educational attainment were not correlated in
their data. Nonetheless, Snibbe and Markus’s (2005) results point to an
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additional challenge for understanding how subcultural distinctions in soci-
ety affect the expression of cognitive dissonance.

Jack Brehm’s question: a reprise

And so, long ago, I was asked a question to which I had no answer. At that
time, no one had ventured an analysis of cognitive dissonance based on
culture or subculture. No one had suggested that different groups in the
world’s or a country’s population would differ in their reactions to inconsis-
tent behavior.

The answer to Jack Brehm’s question is still a puzzle awaiting its final
solution. Phenotypically, we know that the manifestations of cognitive dis-
sonance take different forms in different cultures. This is just another way
of saying that the data look different when we compare East Asians to
European Canadians, Black Americans to White Americans, or highly edu-
cated compared to less educated participants. To understand whether the
process of cognitive dissonance is different, however, requires a careful
answer to the question ‘What is cognitive dissonance?’ And this is the ques-
tion I have tried to address in this book. If we take the view that cognitive
dissonance is solely a process of resolving inconsistency, the data from the
studies we have looked at in this chapter may convince us that dissonance
is restricted to a particular class, race, and culture. However, if, as I have
argued, we take the view that cognitive dissonance is aroused when people
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compare the consequences of their behavior to a standard and find
the results unsatisfactory, then the pieces of the cultural and subcultural
puzzles come together. Different cultural groupings weigh their desires,
expectations, and shortcomings differently. What is an unacceptable,
unwanted outcome to a Korean might be different from what is unwanted
by a European. A consequence that upsets an upwardly mobile person in
the United States may be different from what upsets a person whose class
or caste determines his or her outcomes in India.

The generic process of cognitive dissonance probably transcends limita-
tions of culture and subcultures. The underlying, generic process that moti-
vates a person to action when the consequences of his or her behavior are
unwanted remains the same. The research on culture and cognitive disso-
nance has come a long way toward appreciating that the specific events that
arouse dissonance for a particular person in a particular place at a particu-
lar time may be different from what arouses dissonance in another. Culture,
race, and class provide important windows into these differences.

Do we all experience dissonance? After several decades, I think the answer
is yes.
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As we have seen throughout this volume, cognitive dissonance theory has
been an active field of study for five decades. The phenomenon, once
thought controversial, has become widely accepted. Old controversies have
ended and new ones have emerged as we continue to understand more
about its limits and its underlying process. Throughout this time period, it
is not surprising that the theory has been used as an analytic tool outside the
laboratory to try to understand some of the causes of major world events
from politics (Brace, 2005) to terror (Master, 2005). It has pervaded the
popular press as well, being used as an analytic tool not only by psycholo-
gists but also by such media outlets as the editorial page of the New York
Times.

One of the fascinating aspects of cognitive dissonance is that it often
helps us make sense out of non-obvious events. Indeed, dissonance burst
onto the scene at the end of the 1950s precisely because of its ability to pre-
dict seemingly non-obvious dependent measures in the laboratory. It is not
surprising then that dissonance is invoked to explain some of the extraordi-
nary events that occur outside of the laboratory. The problem for the scien-
tist is that the explanations are post hoc, contain no data, and have no
control groups. With this admission, I shall nonetheless open the current
chapter by engaging in one of those post hoc explanations.

In the remainder of the chapter, I shall use the lens of cognitive disso-
nance to understand a process that typically lies outside of the realm of
experimental social psychology – i.e., psychotherapy. In that section, I shall
advance the thesis that, to the extent that psychotherapy is effective, it is
precisely because of the arousal and reduction of cognitive dissonance.
Adhering more to the scientific tradition of dissonance theory, I shall offer
some data to support that claim. Finally, the third section of the chapter will
consider how we may deliberately use what we know about cognitive dis-
sonance to change attitudes and behaviors relevant to our health.

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
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Cognitive dissonance and an American presidency

On a cold afternoon in mid-December 1998, the Judiciary Committee of
the United States House of Representatives voted four Articles of
Impeachment against President William Jefferson Clinton. He was accused
of perjurous testimony, obstruction of justice, and the misuse of his office in
attempts to cover up his relationships with Monica Lewinsky and Paula
Jones. The full House of Representatives approved two of the Articles of
Impeachment, turning down the other two. Less than two months later, the
Senate of the United States refused to convict the President of either count.

Could the reduction of cognitive dissonance amongst American voters
have helped to save the Clinton presidency? I think so (Cooper, 1999). Let’s
look at why.

The months preceding the vote by the House of Representatives had not
gone well for Bill Clinton. An investigation into a land development deal
had been broadened considerably to include his involvement with the
Senate intern, Monica Lewinsky, and an Arkansas clerk named Paula Jones.
Embarrassing incidents made headlines on a daily basis throughout 1998.
Perhaps sensing a political knockout of the President, the Republican-
controlled House of Representatives voted overwhelmingly (363 to 63) to
authorize its Judiciary Committee to investigate the possibility of impeach-
ment. The news continued to worsen for the President who had sworn to a
national television audience that he ‘never had sexual relations with that
woman, Monica Lewinsky.’ In July 1998, he apologized to the nation for
lying about his relationship.

Public opinion polling, which took the pulse of the nation on an almost daily
basis, showed an amazing result. Yes, people were angry and/or disappointed
with the President’s behavior. Some were angry about his marital infidelity;
some were angry about abuse of power through sexual contact with a young
intern; some were angry that the contact took place in the White House; some
were forgiving of the sexual contact but angry or disappointed by his not telling
the truth about it. Critics and detractors of the President waited for the cumu-
lative weight of the evidence to turn into widespread disapproval of his presi-
dency, but the predicted decline in his job approval rate never occurred.
Despite people’s disapproval of his actions with Ms Lewinsky, his overall pop-
ularity went steadily skyward. It seemed that with every allegation and revela-
tion, the President’s popularity increased rather than decreased. By late
December 1998, Clinton’s job approval rate stood at one of the highest ever
achieved by a second-term president at that stage of his presidency.

Far be it for an experimental social psychologist to understand how mem-
bers of Congress cast their votes. What is clear after a season of negative pres-
idential news and climbing presidential popularity is that the full House of
Representatives voted for only two of the four articles of impeachment, the
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Senate of the United States proceeded to trial very quickly, and the Articles
of Impeachment, requiring a two-thirds Senate vote to remove the President,
failed to achieve a simple majority vote on either article. Case closed.

The irony of public opinion in 1998–1999 was that people overwhelmingly
thought that the President had engaged in unsavory behavior and agreed that
each new revelation was negative. No one praised the President for his behav-
ior and few found the totality of his explanations acceptable. Nonetheless, the
public separated its opinion of the President’s personal conduct from his role
as President of the United States. They disapproved of the former but
approved of the latter. Although there are no official correlations available for
the public opinion data, it seemed that the more negative the personal allega-
tions, the more positive his presidential approval became.

The psychology of effort justification: a reprise

Based on our laboratory studies of cognitive dissonance, we might have the
feeling that we’ve seen a parallel phenomenon before. Aronson and Mills
(1959) introduced us to the concept of effort justification (see Chapter 1).
The more onerous it becomes to achieve a desired goal state, the more
attractive the goal becomes. In Aronson and Mills’s study, students made the
choice to enter a sexual discussion club and, as they had been told, there
were some onerous steps they had to take prior to gaining entry. Specifically,
the students knew they had to pass a screening test in order to join their col-
leagues in the club. The more onerous, difficult, or noxious the screening
test, the more the students came to believe that the club was fun, the dis-
cussion interesting, and their colleagues articulate and fun. Might the eleva-
tion in Bill Clinton’s popularity following the revelations about Monica
Lewinsky have been based on the same process?

First, a caveat is necessary. Experimental social psychologists are uncomfort-
able with explanations that do not rely on control groups and random assign-
ment to condition. We are uncomfortable retrofitting our explanations to
accommodate historical events. In this chapter, we may take some liberties and
apply a dissonance analysis where the parallel seems striking. Such is the case
with attitudes toward Bill Clinton following the Monica Lewinsky episode.

When more of a bad thing is a good thing

In Chapter 4 I presented a study that I conducted years ago (Cooper, 1971),
which extended some of the principles expressed by Aronson and Mills
(1959). The central notion of my study was that people experience cognitive
dissonance when they choose a course of action that has potentially unwanted
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elements and those unwanted elements then come to pass. It is ipso facto an
aversive consequence of your choice behavior to have caused an unwanted
event to occur. Dissonance occurs to the extent that you chose to engage in
the action and to the extent that the consequences of your action were fore-
seeable. Here is an illustration: suppose you decide to take a hike in the woods
with a friend. You could ask any number of friends, but you choose one par-
ticular person whom you think would be fun to have along.You know she has
a tendency to become fatigued because of allergies. Her allergic reactions do
not occur frequently and you hope they will not occur on this hike. But they
do. Your friend, rather than having the good time you hoped she would have,
is rather miserable and you find yourself spending much of your effort
encouraging her through the rest of the afternoon’s walk.

You would be in a state of cognitive dissonance. Your decision to ask your
friend to join you turned out to have negative consequences for her and
you. You made her uncomfortable and it ruined the pleasure of your trip.
But the decision to take this particular friend was yours. What is more, you
knew about her allergy when you asked her. In terms of dissonance theory,
you made a decision whose consequences were foreseeable. It is not that
you knew they would occur, just that they might occur, and you now expe-
rience dissonance. To alleviate the dissonance and justify the decision, you
conclude that you really enjoyed the trip after all and, despite your friend’s
allergic reaction, you really enjoyed her company.

In my study, I had participants come to the laboratory in groups of six to
play a competitive game. Each participant understood that they would be
playing with a partner chosen at random from the other five participants. The
game was an intellectual task such that speed and accuracy were important.
The outcome of a pair of students would depend on the speed and accuracy
of each member of the team. Successful performance by both players would
earn money for each of them. Poor performance by either member of the pair
would cause both members to lose money. Before breaking into teams, each
participant was told something about the person from the group of six who
had been chosen to be their partner. Each player was given information to
suggest that the partner had a personality trait that, if manifested during the
game, could be trouble – i.e., could cause the partners to lose money during
the game. Some participants had a chance to choose to stay with the partner
or choose another partner; other participants had no choice.

As the game was played, it turned out that all partners did indeed mani-
fest a trait that caused the participant to lose money. For some of the par-
ticipants, it was precisely the trait they had been told about; for the other
participants, it was a trait that was totally different from what they had been
led to expect. Our prediction was that, when asked at the end of the study,
participants who chose to stay with their partner despite their potentially
money-losing trait, would come to value them as a partner and find them
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more attractive and likeable. This is what occurred, as long as the trait was
foreseeable. If it was an unforeseeable trait (i.e., ‘I had no way of knowing
she would be like this!’), then dissonance did not occur.

Recalling the data presented in Figure 4.2, we also found that the more
aversive the consequence, the greater the liking. The more money the par-
ticipant lost because of her partner’s foreseeable trait, the greater was the
liking. The reverse was true for the unforeseeable trait: the more money the
partner caused the participant to lose due to a trait they could not have
foreseen, the less the participant liked the partner.

Granting a few reasonable assumptions, the psychological situation con-
fronting citizens in the United States in 1998 was similar to that confronting
participants in my study. Bill Clinton was elected for a host of reasons. Some
found him intelligent, others found him charming, others found him more
‘in touch’ with ordinary people than the incumbent, George H.W. Bush, or
Clinton’s challenger in the 1996 election, Bob Dole. Very few people voted
for Bill Clinton because of his unassailable morality or marital fidelity. By
1996, Clinton had already been sued by Paula Jones and accused by other
women of sexual improprieties while Governor of Arkansas. It would not be
much of a stretch to say that marital infidelity and sexual wandering were
foreseeable aspects of Clinton’s next four years in office. But in 1996,
Clinton was reelected to the presidency in a landslide.

It would have been difficult to claim that some form of moral lapse was
completely unforeseeable when Clinton was voted back into office in 1996. It
is quite reasonable to conclude that voters who chose to return Clinton to the
White House were in a state of dissonance when they learned of the Monica
Lewinsky affair.And much like the participants in my study who elevated their
liking of their partner, we citizens in 1998 reduced dissonance by increasing
our liking for the man we had chosen. And the more allegations we heard, the
more dissonance we needed to reduce, and the more we liked him.

Reactions to a major political event like the Clinton impeachment are
multiply determined. There were important political considerations includ-
ing worry over the trauma of convicting a sitting president and the political
fallout of such an outcome. However, it seems that public opinion in
Clinton’s favor during the winter of 1998–1999 turned the outcome of the
Congressional process in his favor. It may well have been that dissonance
reduction contributed to the saving of a presidency.

Cognitive dissonance and mental health: what

makes psychotherapy work?

Psychotherapy is a set of procedures designed to change people’s attitudes,
emotions, and behaviors. The goal of psychotherapy can differ from

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE IN TODAY’S WORLD

Cooper-3526-Ch-08.qxd  3/16/2007  2:51 PM  Page 161



approach to approach, with some emphasizing the actualization of the real
self (Rogers, 1961), others emphasizing  the unlocking of hidden and
repressed memories (Freud, 1933) and others focusing on changing behav-
iors (Wolpe, 1967) and cognitions (Beck, 1976; Ellis, 1975). Regardless of
their founding principles or underlying processes, most therapies seek to
change people’s maladaptive reactions to their social world to more adap-
tive responses.

Although the ultimate goal of psychotherapy is similar from therapy to
therapy, the procedures can vary radically. Even for patients with similar
complaints, the process of what they must undergo will differ markedly,
depending on the theoretical orientation of the therapist. In classical psy-
choanalysis, for example, a patient may spend many months learning the
technique of free association, allowing all thoughts, memories, and impulses
to be brought into the therapy room without censorship of any kind. Years
of free associating may then ensue in which the patient, with the aid of the
analyst, is brought to understand the secrets that have been repressed in the
unconscious since childhood. It is a difficult and often emotionally wrench-
ing process. In the end, a patient who is afraid to go out of doors, for exam-
ple, may come to understand the reason for his or her agoraphobia and learn
to cope with leaving the house.

Had the same patient entered the office of a modern cognitive therapist,
he or she would have been guided through a process of relabeling and
relearning the meaning of his or her behavior as well as relearning the mean-
ing of others’ behavior in the social environment. In the office of a behav-
ior therapist, the patient might learn the techniques of reciprocal inhibition
(Wolpe, 1967). This patient would learn muscle relaxation techniques that
would enable his or her behavior toward the out of doors to change. Or, a
patient could choose an implosive technique (Stampfl and Levis, 1967)
where he or she could be brought face to face with a feared object, such as
going out of doors, experience the rush of excessive anxiety, and as a result,
learn to extinguish her or his fear.

Despite the radically different theoretical underpinnings of various psy-
chotherapies and despite seemingly different procedures within the consult-
ing room, each therapy claims a reasonable and roughly similar success rate
for achieving change (Bergin, 1971; Smith and Glass, 1977). Are therapies
really so different? At a surface level, yes; at a deeper level, perhaps not. One
common component of psychotherapies is that they occur in an interper-
sonal arena, with a therapist attempting to influence the attitudes, emotions,
and/or behaviors of the patient. This implies that social psychological prin-
ciples may be at work in an effective psychotherapy. Second, psychothera-
pies entail a person working hard, expending effort, time, and money in
order to achieve a goal. And third, the therapies and therapists are selected
by an act of free choice by the patient. This set of underlying factors –
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choice and effort in a social context – has the familiar combination of
principles that activate cognitive dissonance (Cooper and Axsom, 1982).

Choosing a therapy

When we make choices in our life, cognitive dissonance propels us to spread
the attractiveness of the alternatives (Brehm, 1956). The chosen item seems
more attractive and the rejected alternative seems less attractive than they
did before the choice. In Chapter 1, we discussed Brehm’s study in which
participants chose a gift from among a set of attractive alternatives. If a par-
ticipant chose a toaster, the toaster became more attractive than it had
seemed prior to the choice.

An intriguing extension of this study would have been to see if people not
only became more excited about the toaster but also about the toast. Did
people enjoy going home to put bread in their new toaster, spreading jam
on the toast’s golden brown surface and savoring the taste? Did a person
who decided to purchase a Corvette instead of a BMW not only enjoy the
Corvette more but also driving with speed? If these reasonable extensions
of the consequences of free choice are true, they suggest one of the active
ingredients in psychotherapy: freely choosing the therapy to attend makes
the therapy more attractive and motivates the clients to be successful.

A study by Mendonca and Brehm (1983) addressed this issue. Mendonca
worked with children who were overweight and whose parents wished to
enroll them in a weight control program. This was not a laboratory study
with college students making choices among consumer items. These were
children between 8 and 15 years of age who were severely overweight, aver-
aging about 48 lbs more than normal for their height and age. The therapy,
too, was very real. Known as ‘Take Control,’ it was a comprehensive eight-
week group therapy program run in groups of three to four children.

Mendonca’s experimental manipulation was to allow some children to
choose their therapy while other children believed the therapy was
assigned. In the choice group, the children were led to believe that there
were three different therapies available to them featuring different leaders
and different activities. They could choose the one that seemed best
to them. In reality, all choices were described in a way that, no matter which
they chose, they were enrolled in Take Control. In the no-choice condition,
the children were told that they would be given the Take Control therapy.
Children who believed they had chosen the therapy were mixed into the
same group sessions as the children who believed they had had no choice.

Figure 8.1 shows the results of Take Control therapy. Following the eight
weeks of the program, children who believed they had chosen their therapy
lost more weight than the no-choice children. As the bars on the right side
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of Figure 8.1 show, the effect was maintained four weeks after the therapy
was concluded.

Mendonca’ and Brehm’s study is suggestive that effort justification may be
a factor in psychotherapy. Weight loss occurred in choice conditions more
than in no-choice conditions, suggesting that dissonance was at work which,
in turn, made the goal of the therapy (losing weight) more attractive. Two
issues with this fascinating study make its conclusions tentative, however. The
first is that there was no control group of children who received no treatment
at all. We do not know if, during an eight-week period, severely overweight
children may show a regression to the mean – i.e., tend to lose some of their
excess weight no matter what they do. Hypothetically, if control children lost
10 lbs during the same period, then the conclusion of the study would be
quite different. A second issue involved an unfortunate and unintended acci-
dent of prior motivation. Despite attempts to randomize the selection of
children into the choice and no-choice groups, it turned out that children’s
reported motivation to lose weight, even before the study began, was higher
among the children in the choice group than in the no-choice group.
Nonetheless, this study is at least suggestive that dissonance processes may
facilitate the effectiveness of psychotherapy.

To touch a snake: effort justification and

the reduction of phobia

All therapies require work. Whether it is coming face to face with your
anxiety in an implosive therapy, acquainting yourself with your repressed
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memories and desires in psychoanalysis, or talking about your most
threatening interpersonal interactions in cognitive therapy, all involve effort.
All involve the expenditure of time, and most involve the expenditure of
money. Effort, as we conceptualized the concept previously in this book, is
anything a person finds noxious and would rather not do. Therefore,
whether a therapy costs you physical effort, emotional effort, time away
from your work, friends and family, or costs you a high proportion of your
income, the therapy involves effort in the psychological meaning of the
term.

The proposal from cognitive dissonance theory is based on the element
common to all therapies – effort. The attractiveness of the therapy, the
motivation to achieve its goals, and the attractiveness of the goals them-
selves will increase as a function of the expenditure of effort. Voluntarily
spending time, money, emotional, or physical effort arouses the uncomfort-
able tension state of dissonance, which can be reduced by enhancing the
value of what the effort is for – the goal state for which a client has come
to psychotherapy.

Imagine a person who is afraid of an object and wants help to overcome
that fear. He attends a therapy that requires effort. Depending on the ther-
apy, he reveals his innermost thoughts, confronts his anxiety, spends his
time, and perhaps his money. Dissonance theory predicts the client will be
motivated to justify these noxious expenditures by becoming more moti-
vated to reach his goal and ultimately find the goal more attractive (i.e., the
object of which he was formerly afraid). This will be true regardless of what
the effort consists of, provided that it was engaged in freely.

I ran two studies designed to assess this notion (Cooper, 1980). In the first
study, I asked for volunteer participants who were afraid of snakes and who
would be willing to engage in an experimental therapy designed to alleviate
the fear. When they arrived at the laboratory, the volunteers were greeted
by a female experimenter who introduced them to Oz, a 6-foot boa con-
strictor curled up sweetly in a glass tank at one end of the room. The exper-
imenter asked the participant to walk to Oz’s side of the room and pet it.
She demonstrated by walking to Oz’s tank, taking the cover off and gently
petting the snake. (Boas are non-poisonous snakes and are typically gentle
and docile. Exceptions to that account can be left to another occasion.
Suffice it to say that no one was ever injured in any way by the snake.) Any
participant who could follow suit and pet the snake was eliminated as not
being snake phobic. This exercise also provided us with an initial pre-
measure: surreptitious marks along the baseboard allowed us to measure the
distance the participants could come to the snake prior to any therapeutic
intervention.

The experimenter then routinely informed half of the participants that
she would take them to an adjoining room where the experimental therapy
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would proceed. ‘What we will do now,’ she explained, ‘is proceed to the
next room where our therapist will run you through the experimental ther-
apy. I should let you know that it might be difficult or effortful for you.’ For
the other half of the participants, assigned to the choice condition, she con-
tinued, ‘If you would rather stop now and not proceed to the therapy, that
is perfectly all right. Would you like to stop now?’ None of the participants
chose to stop.

Therapeutic interventions

Implosion

One of our therapeutic interventions was modeled after Stampfl and Levis’s
(1967) system of implosive therapy. The central idea of implosive therapy
is to have a client face his or her feared object as directly as possible, allow
the client to become flooded with anxiety and, by facing this noxious emo-
tion, extinguish the fear. In a true implosive therapy session, the therapist
uses his or her ingenuity to concoct situations that will flood the patient
with anxiety. London summarized this approach colorfully by explaining
that the ‘therapist creates the most thoroughgoing catalogue of horrors
imaginable, perhaps as rich a collection of lore as was ever composed and
narrated for the singular purpose of evoking nauseous terror from even the
bravest of men’ (London 1967: 102–103).

Okay, in the laboratory with our college students, we stopped short of
creating nauseous terror in the hearts of our students. What we did to emulate
an implosive therapy session was to have the participants examine a list of
events that make typical snake phobics very nervous. One event, for example,
was ‘I am on a camping trip. I am in my sleeping bag. I hear a rustling in the
leaves nearby. Then I feel something slithering up my leg.’ If a student chose
this scene as one that made him particularly anxious, the experimenter and the
participant then acted out the scene in the laboratory.The lights were dimmed,
a sleeping bag was put on the floor, and the scene was enacted. The acting out
of anxiety-producing scenes lasted for 40 minutes.

At the conclusion of the 40 minutes of therapy, the participant was escorted
back to the office of the first experimenter. As before, the experimenter asked
the student to walk to the snake, remove the glass top, and pet Oz. How close
they could come, compared to how close they came before the therapy, served
as our dependent measure. We predicted that the high-choice participants
would come closer to the snake than would low-choice participants.

Our own therapy ‘brew’: physical exercise therapy

There was another set of conditions in the study. If effort justification
underlies the change in psychotherapy, then it should not matter what the

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
166

Cooper-3526-Ch-08.qxd  3/16/2007  2:51 PM  Page 166



167

effort is. It should not even matter if the effort makes much sense or is a
part of any published therapy. In this vein, we concocted our own therapeu-
tic procedure: physical exercise. In this therapy, we had our participants
spend 40 minutes doing purely physical tasks. They ran in place for 10 min-
utes, wound a yo-yo (a rope connected to a stick with a 5-lbs weight
attached to the rope) and jumped rope. These tasks were physically rather
than emotionally exhausting and, like the implosive therapy, lasted for a
total of 40 minutes. (In order to provide some words of explanation for why
they were being asked to engage in physical activity, we explained that
physical exercise was related to autonomic reactivity and that autonomic
sensitivity is related to emotion and fear.) Like the implosive therapy par-
ticipants, they were then escorted to the office of the first experimenter and
asked to approach Oz.

How close could participants come to Oz? Recall that our prediction is
for a main effect for choice. Regardless of the kind of effort – whether it was
emotional and derived from an existing method of psychotherapy actually
used with clients, or a purely physical set of activities with no apparent rela-
tionship to therapy – participants who chose to engage in the effort would
experience dissonance. Participants who had no choice would not experience
dissonance. The reduction of dissonance was predicted to result in greater
ability of the participants to push themselves closer to Oz. Figure 8.2 shows
that this is precisely what happened. On average, the high-choice partici-
pants were able to get more than 10 feet closer in the physical exercise con-
dition and nearly 9 feet closer in the implosive therapy condition than prior
to the therapy. Low-choice participants could only get approximately 1 foot
closer to the snake. A no-therapy control group was also run. These partici-
pants were told that the equipment necessary for conducting the therapy
had not arrived. They waited in a comfortable room for 40 minutes and
then were asked to approach the snake again. The improvement of the con-
trol participants was like the low-choice condition, approaching approxi-
mately 1 foot closer (11.8 inches) to Oz than they had previously.

Becoming assertive

A second experiment extended the same design to a different problem – the
problem of assertiveness. We recruited for participants who felt they had a
problem with being sufficiently assertive. Examples might be feeling embar-
rassed to tell a store clerk that you did not get back enough change or telling
the salesperson in the shoe store that you do not like any of the styles she
is showing you.

As in the snake phobia study, we conducted a factorial experiment in
which we manipulated decision freedom to participate in the experimental
therapy and the type of effort involved in the therapy. As our example of a
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legitimate therapy used frequently for treatment for assertive anxiety, we
used a role-playing procedure called ‘assertiveness training’ (Salter, 1949).
The alternative therapy was our physical effort therapy that we used in the
snake phobia experiment. At the end of the therapy session, we thanked
participants and, as promised, paid them for their participation. Except …
we paid them only half of what we had promised them. The question was,
how assertive would participants be after realizing they had not been paid
the amount they were promised?

Figure 8.3 shows that the results parallel our snake phobia experiment.
Participants’ verbal and non-verbal responses were coded on a five-point
rating scale by observers who did not know what therapy or choice condi-
tion the participants had been in. Higher numbers indicated more assertive
responses. As in the snake phobia study, the results showed a main effect for
choice. Participants, who came to the session because of reluctance to be
assertive, acted in a more assertive fashion if they freely decided to engage
in an effortful situation; whether the therapy was assertiveness training or
simple physical exercise made no difference. The act of freely committing
effort for the goal of becoming more assertive successfully resulted in
greater assertiveness.
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Losing weight to reduce dissonance

The two studies reported by Cooper (1980) show that the expenditure of
effort under choice conditions can lead to therapeutic change. Although the
results are consistent with the classic findings of Aronson and Mills (1959),
they did not address the dissonance prediction that higher degrees of effort
result in greater degrees of change. Aronson and Mills had examined the
attractiveness of the discussion group following low and high effort. There
was no low-effort condition in the Cooper (1980) studies. Axsom and
Cooper (1985) sought to extend the earlier work by showing that the
degree of effort a person expended was related to the degree of change
toward the desired goal. We also sought to extend the reach of the cognitive
dissonance therapy to a different problem that affects people’s lives –
namely, obesity.

Our participants were not students, but rather volunteers from the local
community who responded to newspaper advertisements. The participants
were between 15 and 30 lbs overweight. Of course, we could not use a
physical exercise therapy for this group because the physical effort, per se,
would affect weight loss. Therefore, we invented what some might call a
bizarre form of therapy called ‘cognitive effort therapy.’
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In the high-effort condition, we asked the participants to do a number of
tasks that had been pre-rated to be difficult and taxing. However, none of
the tasks required any physical exercise. One of the cognitive tasks was to
look at pairs of parallel lines presented very quickly and to determine which
of the two lines was slightly off its vertical axis. Another task was repeating
tongue-twisters such as ‘She sells sea shells by the seashore’ with delayed
auditory feedback. That is, they could hear their own voice being played
back to them, via a set of headphones, at a delay of 316 ms. If you try some
of these tasks at home, you will see how intensely difficult they are.

We invented a bogus cover story to relate these bizarre but effortful activ-
ities to the goal of weight loss. We stressed to the participants that the tasks
were designed to arouse their autonomic, psychophysiological systems,
which in turn was expected to help them control their weight. It seemed
important to connect the effortful procedures to the goal, just as Aronson
and Mills (1959) had connected the effort involved in their screening task
with the goal of joining the group.

In a low-effort variation of this procedure, the participants were given the
same cover story about psychophysiological arousal and weight loss. They
were given substantially similar cognitive tasks to perform, but they were
made much easier. The nearly parallel lines were on the screen for a much
longer duration and the delayed auditory feedback for tasks such as the
tongue twisters was set at a much shorter duration such that it did not inter-
fere materially with people’s ability to recite the statements. We also ran a
control condition in which participants who had volunteered for the study
were put on a waiting list and given no tasks to perform.

The weigh-in

After three weeks, high-effort, low-effort and control participants were
brought back for the big weigh-in. The scale showed our results in pounds.
Control subjects gained 0.18 lbs during the three weeks, low-effort subjects
lost 0.82 lbs and high-effort subjects lost 1.76 lbs. These differences were
admittedly small but statistically reliable. Danny Axsom and I were both
happy and disappointed. We were happy that the results followed a disso-
nance prediction: the greater the amount of effort that was involved in our
therapy, the more weight was lost by participants. There was also something
satisfying about seeing the result occur on a genuine, physical scale. On the
other hand, losing less than 2 lbs in the high-effort condition is hardly an
advertisement for the efficacy of our treatment.

On the other hand, only three weeks had transpired between the initial and
final measurement.We decided to locate our participants six-months after the
study had ended.We had not had any contact with the participants during the
six-month interval and the participants had no expectation that we were
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going to call them for a follow-up. Whatever had happened during the cogni-
tive effort session clearly continued during the intervening time period. Figure
8.4 shows that after six months, high-effort participants had lost nearly 7
more pounds, bringing their total weight loss to 8.55 lbs. By contrast, low-
effort participants had lost a statistically negligible amount (0.07 lbs), and
control participants had gained a negligible amount (0.94 lbs).

When we interviewed our participants, we heard a chorus of similar state-
ments from the high-effort participants. They told us that when they left
our laboratory, they were convinced that our parallel-lines, tongue twister,
and other similar tasks simply did not work. However, they had decided that
they now must really do something about their weight. The precise steps
that the participants took differed widely. Some joined a gym, one decided
to keep careful records of food intake, another decided to cut out all sugars
from her diet. What was common to most of the comments, however, was
their increased determination to succeed finally at their goal of reducing
their weight. And that is how we believe the dissonance resulted in weight
loss. By voluntarily expending effort to achieve a goal, cognitive dissonance
was automatically aroused. To reduce it, the participants changed their
evaluation of the goal. Weight loss was desirable before the study; after it,
weight loss was an extremely important goal. It was important enough to
take drastic action to achieve it, whether it was in the form of more exer-
cise or healthier eating habits. Surely, the participants were correct that our
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procedures did not help them (directly) to lose weight. What they did not
see was that it was the effortful procedures for which they had volunteered,
and which were repeated session after laborious session, that had caused
them to raise their determination to achieve their goal of losing weight.

Combining choice and effort: putting the variables together

A study by Axsom (1989) finally put the variables of choice and effort
together in a single study. In the three psychotherapy studies we have dis-
cussed, we have seen evidence for psychotherapeutic change when people
engaged in a highly effortful procedure under conditions of high, rather
than low choice (Cooper, 1980). In the weight loss study (Axsom and
Cooper, 1985), we have seen people become more committed to change
when effort was high rather than low, but the magnitude of choice was
always set high. Each of the studies implied the interaction. The full predic-
tion is that dissonance occurs when, and only when, the magnitude of
choice to engage in the therapy is high and the therapeutic activity contains
high rather than low effort.

Axsom conducted a study in which the participants were snake phobic
and seeking a way to reduce that fear. Like the procedure used in the
Cooper (1980) study, participants had either high or low choice to take part
in what they were told was a potentially effortful and difficult procedure.
Instead of having two different types of therapy that were both highly
effortful, Axsom used a laboratory variation of Wolpe’s (1967) behavioral
therapy and varied the magnitude of effort that the therapy contained.
Axsom’s study was the real 2 x 2 factorial design: Participants were in one
of four conditions consisting of either high and low choice and either a high
or low degree of effort contained in the behavioral therapy.

The outcome measure in the study was the change in participants’ abil-
ity to approach a 5-ft New Jersey garden snake. The results are shown in
Figure 8.5. The results clearly show that only one therapy condition was
successful, namely when people freely chose to engage in a highly effortful
procedure in order to approach the snake. Dissonance was created by tak-
ing personal responsibility for engaging in the highly effortful task, and was
reduced by participants’ pushing themselves to get closer to the snake.

A final question to ask is whether we are certain the results of the ther-
apy studies were due to the arousal of cognitive dissonance. Dissonance cer-
tainly predicted the outcome, but there is another step that can help
confirm that the changes people made in their behavior were at the service
of reducing dissonance. In the conceptual model of dissonance, change is
motivated by arousal. As we saw in Chapter 3, the misattribution research
paradigm helped social psychology determine that dissonance truly was
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based on a state of aversive arousal. When arousal was falsely attributed to
an external stimulus such as a pill, room lighting, or poor ventilation, the
attitudinal consequences of dissonance disappeared.

Axsom (1989) conducted a second study in which he allowed some par-
ticipants in an effortful therapy program to falsely attribute their arousal to
the hot, poorly ventilated, windowless room that they were in. Participants
in this study were Rutgers University students who wanted to participate in
research on an experimental procedure designed to alleviate their fear of
public speaking. They were given either high or low choice to engage in the
therapy process that was either high or low in its degree of effort. The third
variable in the study was whether people were encouraged to think that the
therapeutic room was unduly uncomfortable. This provided the opportu-
nity for misattribution and it was made salient for half of the students. At
the end of the study, the participants were asked to give a public speech.
The word count and fluency of the speech were assessed. Dissonance, and
therefore improvement in speech fluency, was expected for those partici-
pants in the high-choice condition whose therapy was highly effortful, thus
replicating the previous research. However, that effect was expected to dis-
appear when participants could misattribute their arousal to the uncomfort-
able room.
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The results confirmed Axsom’s predictions. Participants gave longer and
more fluent speeches in the high-choice, high-effort condition, but only
when there was no misattribution stimulus present. When the students’
arousal could be attributed to the room rather than to volunteering for a
difficult therapy, there was no improvement in the students’ speech dysflu-
ency. Apparently, the effort justification results in psychotherapy are due to
the arousal property of dissonance.

Advocating better health: a role for dissonance

induced change

Physicians constantly urge their patients to exercise, stop smoking, eat health-
ier food, and take measures to protect themselves from excessive exposure to
sun radiation and from the risk of sexually transmitted diseases. Governments
around the world, with cooperation from advertising councils and corporate
sponsors, spend vast amounts of resources to communicate public health mes-
sages. There are numerous psychological models of persuasion that have been
used, with varying degrees of success, to effect change in health-related atti-
tudes and behaviors (Salovey & Rothman, 2003).

The problem of achieving greater compliance with health-related mes-
sages is not an easy one, partly because people already agree with the over-
all proposition in the message. Most people believe that they should stop
smoking or eat healthier foods. Most people agree they should wear sun
block when exposed to the sun and most sexually active people agree that
they should use condoms to reduce the risk of HIV and other sexually
transmitted diseases. Being persuasive about the need to use condoms, for
example, may not actually produce greater condom use. Being persuasive
about using sun block may not lead to more frequent use of the product.
People already agree; it’s getting them to take the next step that presents
the problem.

Recent evidence suggests that cognitive dissonance may be an effective
means of inducing changes in both behavior and attitudes toward greater
compliance with positive health messages. The work suggests that disso-
nance may be one more effective arrow in the quiver of techniques that
health professionals can use to trigger healthier behaviors.

Hypocrisy as an instance of cognitive dissonance

Imagine that you are asked to make a statement urging others to use sun
block every time they go to the beach or have an extended time in the sun.
You have heard about the research linking exposure to ultraviolet radiation
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to carcinoma and melanoma. You know that the former is dangerous and
the latter is frequently lethal. You have no problem making this statement,
making it in public, allowing it to be used to convince others to use sun
block. Do you actually use sun block every time you have extended expo-
sure to the sun? Well, despite your noble attempts, you may have forgotten
on one occasion (or more). The knowledge that you advocated the use of
sun block, knowing that you do not always comply with your own advice,
is hypocritical.

Elliot Aronson, Jeff Stone, and their colleagues (Aronson, 1999;
Dickerson et al., 1992; Fried and Aronson, 1995; Stone et al., 1994) sug-
gested that, under the appropriate conditions, the hypocrisy in the example
above would be experienced as cognitive dissonance. There are two condi-
tions necessary to turn the hypocrisy into dissonance:

1 You must be personally responsible for making the pro-attitudinal statement.
2 Your prior discrepant behavior needs to be brought to your attention – i.e., made

accessible.

Under those conditions, dissonance will ensue. The aversive consequence
comes from the reminder of the prior behavior. Recalling that you did not
use sun block comes up short when measured against either personal or nor-
mative standards. Especially considering your current advocacy in favor of
the ‘always-use-sun block’ position, the reminder of your prior behavior is a
salient, unwanted event.

The most direct way to reduce the dissonance is to change your future
behavior to make it consistent with your attitude. You will become more
likely to purchase and use sun block as a consequence of reducing disso-
nance. In addition, you might express even more extreme attitudes on the
issue, now being more certain than ever that sun block should be used
whenever you go out of doors in the day time.

That is the theory, and the results of several experiments generally sup-
port the predictions. We’ll return to the specific health issue of sun block
later in this chapter. First, let’s look at a study that focused on the preven-
tion of HIV by encouraging the purchase of condoms by sexually active col-
lege students. Stone, Aronson, Crain, Winslow and Fried (1994) recruited
unmarried college students who indicated they had been heterosexually
active within the previous three months. The participants in the hypocrisy
condition were asked to agree to make a videotape that would be shown to
high school students advocating safe sex practices. The participants crafted
their own speech and then delivered it in front of a video camera. In a sec-
ond condition, the participants were asked to think about what they might
say in a persuasive message about safe sex practices, but were not asked to
make a public speech.
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After completing the speech (or thinking about such a speech), some of
the participants were made mindful of times that they did not engage in safe
sex practices. The experimenter explained that it was important to know
more about the circumstances that made condom use difficult. They read a
list of common reasons that people give for failing to use condoms and were
asked to identify circumstances that surrounded their own past failure to
use condoms. The other half of the participants were not made mindful of
past failures to use condoms.

After finishing their participation, the students were thanked. The exper-
imenter remarked that the agency sponsoring the research wanted to make
condoms available for purchase at a large discount. The participants were
given an opportunity to purchase as many condoms as they wished, in total
privacy, before leaving the study. Stone et al. (1994) predicted that the par-
ticipants who were in the throes of cognitive dissonance would be moti-
vated to alleviate their dissonance by behaving more in line with their
attitudes. That is, participants in all conditions approved of using condoms
for safe sex practice, but it was the participants who publicly advocated it
and were made mindful of past occasions in which they did not use them,
who would be motivated to purchase more condoms.

The results of condom purchase are shown in Figure 8.6. As predicted,
more than 80 percent of the participants in the hypocrisy condition pur-
chased condoms before leaving the building, whereas fewer than 50 percent
purchased the condoms in the other conditions. Readers will note, of course,
that the purchase of condoms is not precisely the same as using condoms.
As Stone et al. remarked,

AIDS researchers … cannot measure condom use in the most direct manner; that is, we
cannot crawl into bed with our subjects during their lovemaking … Purchasing condoms
is not identical to using condoms, but it is a crucial step between holding positive atti-
tudes toward condom use and the practice of safer sex. (Stone et al., 117–118)

And, indeed, the hypocrisy created by the public, pro-attitudinal speech
and the reminder of past failures to act in accordance with their attitudes,
motivated purchasing behavior that increased participants’ access to the
condoms.

Arousing dissonance through hypocrisy procedures has proven to be a
robust way to accomplish pro-social behavior change. In a follow-up study,
Stone, Wiegand, Cooper and Aronson (1997) showed that the behavior
change is focused and specific, relating to the specific domain implicated by
the hypocrisy. These investigators replicated the earlier Stone et al. (1994)
study, but gave people an opportunity to make themselves feel better in
other ways, such as by donating money to a homeless shelter. They found
that participants’ behavior was directed specifically to the issue implicated
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in the hypocrisy. In the high-hypocrisy conditions, participants again pur-
chased more condoms as the way to alleviate their dissonance.

Hypocrisy induction has been applicable to a broad array of domains. In
the very first hypocrisy study, Dickerson et al. (1992; see Chapter 4)
aroused hypocrisy and succeeded in getting university women to take
shorter showers during a drought emergency. In a study by Fried and
Aronson (1995), students who were made to feel hypocritical about litter-
ing the environment volunteered to make phone calls for an anti-littering
campaign. Hing, Li, and Zanna (2002) found that, in order to alleviate their
hypocrisy, aversive racists reduced prejudiced responses to Asian students at
a Canadian university, and Fointiat (2004) was able to use the hypocrisy
paradigm in Provence to gain greater compliance with anti-speeding cam-
paigns on the roads in France. Overall, inducing dissonance through
hypocrisy is both interesting theoretically and seems to be an encouraging
way to achieve behavior change in valued, pro-social directions.

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE IN TODAY’S WORLD

Figure 8.6 Percentage of par ticipants who pur chased condoms
Source: Stone, Wiegand, Cooper , and Ar onson (1997)
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From hypocrisy to vicarious hypocrisy

In Chapter 6 we discussed the idea of vicarious cognitive dissonance – i.e.,
experiencing dissonance on behalf of other people in your in-group. We saw
evidence that when a person witnesses a fellow group member act in a
dissonance-arousing manner, the witness experiences an unpleasant affect
vicariously and accordingly changes his or her attitude to reduce the disso-
nance. The same experience of vicarious dissonance occurs when witnessing
a fellow group member acting hypocritically. The experience of vicarious
hypocrisy leads to taking behavioral steps to reduce the dissonance.
Potentially, then, vicarious hypocrisy, can be another method of encourag-
ing people to take action to improve their health.

In an experiment by Fernandez, Stone, Cooper, Cascio, and Hogg (2007),
students at the University of Arizona were asked to listen to a speech made
by another student that encouraged people to use sun block as a preventa-
tive measure for skin cancer. The participants were told that the University
of Arizona was collaborating with rival university, Arizona State, on a pro-
ject to develop effective public service announcements designed to con-
vince high school graduates to use sun block as protection against skin
cancer. Flattering the participants, the experimenter praised the ability of
college students to serve as more persuasive role models than doctors and
public health officials.

The experimenter explained that public service announcements had
already been made by college students during the previous phase of the
study, and the purpose of the current session was to offer an assessment of
the messages. Participants listened to a tape recording of a female student
who made a strong speech advocating the use of sun block every day to pro-
tect against the threat of melanomas. Of course, all participants heard pre-
cisely the same speech but the cover story allowed us to vary whether the
hypocritical speechmaker was allegedly from the person’s in-group
(Arizona) or from the rival out-group (Arizona State). The speech con-
cluded with the statement, ‘No matter how busy you think you are with
school or work, you can and should always wear sunscreen to reduce your
risk of cancer.’

In the target-advocacy condition, the recording ended after the statement
was complete. However, in the target-hypocrisy condition, the strong state-
ment at the end of the speech laid the groundwork for demonstrating the
target’s inability to practice what she had preached. For participants in the
target-hypocrisy condition, the tape continued with the researcher explain-
ing that it would be helpful to know more about why college students fail
to use sunscreen every time they spend time in the sun. He indicated that
researchers in the sunscreen program had made a list of common reasons
people use for not applying sunscreen. The target asked to see the list and
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then responded, ‘Yeah, it’s true for me. I can see some of the major reasons
why I don’t use sunscreen regularly right here on the top. I sometimes for-
get it in my car, or in the house … or I’m in too much of hurry to stop and
put it on before I go out.’ In this way, the target, who has already advocated
the consistent use of sunscreen whenever one goes out of doors, publicly
admits to behavior that contradicts the statement. From our previous
research, we predicted that the participant would experience vicarious dis-
sonance from overhearing another student confess to the hypocrisy – but
only if the fellow student was from the participant’s in-group.The hypocrisy
of students from the rival institution, Arizona State University, should not
lead to vicarious hypocrisy.

At the conclusion of the research session, participants were asked about
their attitudes toward always using sunscreen and the strength of their
intention to use sunscreen in the future. Finally, all participants were given
a coupon that they could redeem for free bottles of sunscreen. All they
needed to do was to send a confirmation of their desire to have the free
sample to the e-mail address listed on the coupon. The e-mail address
belonged to the researchers and we were able to tally the number of people
who actually tried to acquire the sunscreen. (And we did send them their
free bottle of sunscreen!)

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE IN TODAY’S WORLD
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The results of the study were exciting (at least for the women in the
sample; men seemed to want no part of having sunscreen). Female partici-
pants’ attitudes at the end of the study became more ardent that sunscreen
should always be used – provided that the target speaker was from the in-
group and the participant felt highly attracted to that in-group. Behavior was
also affected.As shown in Figure 8.7, in the condition in which the University
of Arizona participant felt highly identified with her university, witnessing the
in-group speaker admit to her hypocrisy resulted in 70 percent of the partic-
ipants emailing their request for their complimentary sunscreen. By contrast,
only 54 percent of the other participants bothered to reclaim their coupons.

An as-yet untested aspect of the vicarious hypocrisy situation is the
possibility that a single instance of advocacy in which an in-group member
reveals past transgressions may translate broadly to all members who are
strongly identified with their group. One advantage of a public service
announcement on television or other media is that a single showing can be
used to reach many citizens. The vicarious hypocrisy program would enable
prototypical group members to advocate what they strongly believe, but by
admitting to prior inconsistent behaviors, may induce vicarious dissonance
in their entire group, leading to more positive behaviors toward cancer pre-
vention, the spread of HIV, and other important health issues.
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AFTER WORD

Toward a Modern Theory of Dissonance:

What Have We Learned?

Fifty years ago, Leon Festinger taught us that we have a drive to rid
ourselves of cognitive inconsistency. In so doing, he introduced the concept
of cognition into social psychology and allowed us to see the occasions in
which the discomfort that arose from cognitive inconsistency led us to
change our view of the world. Sometimes, it made us alter the importance
of our cognitions, sometimes it made us seek new information but, most fre-
quently, it caused us to change our attitudes. Festinger and his colleagues
pushed this elegantly straightforward principle wherever it would go, gen-
erating data to show us some of the subtle consequences of our pursuit of
consistency. And, in no small measure, that elegantly straightforward theory
rose to the level of a super-theory because it frequently led us to realize the
limits of other principles, such as reinforcement, that had too often been left
unquestioned and untested.

In his address to the 95th Annual Convention of the American
Psychological Association in New York City in 1987, Festinger explained
that he had left the field of social psychology in part because he felt so wed-
ded to his statement of dissonance theory that, if he stayed in the field, he
would have ended up defending every word of his original statement. And
he did not think that was a good thing. ‘Let me put it clearly,’ he stated.
‘The only kind of theory that can be proposed and ever will be proposed
that absolutely will remain inviolate for decades … is a theory that is not
testable. If a theory is at all testable, it will not remain unchanged. It has to
change.’

And change is what this book has been about. Dissonance is no longer
Festinger’s inconsistency model, although it owes that model an enormous
debt. The realm of dissonance is no longer restricted to comparing cogni-
tions with one another to examine their logical consistency or inconsistency;
it now includes considerations of responsibility for action, the consequences
of our behavior, and our self-views. Modern theories of social cognition,
motivated reasoning, and the self all play a role in understanding what cog-
nitive dissonance is all about.
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The state of play of cognitive dissonance

There is no single direction of change that has captured the consensus of all
social psychologists. Many distinguished researchers have taken the position
that no change was needed and that dissonance is still a function of incon-
sistent cognitions (e.g., Beauvois and Joule, 1999; Harmon-Jones, Brehm,
Greenberg, Simon, and Nelson, 1996), some think it is a subcategory of self-
affirmation (Steele, 1988; J. Aronson, Cohen, and Nail, 1999) and others
believe it is a theory about self-expectations (Aronson, 1992; 1999).

In my view, the evidence leads to the conclusion that dissonance is a state
of arousal that occurs when a person acts responsibly to bring about an
unwanted consequence. The measuring rod for deciding if a consequence is
undesired can be the internalized standards of one’s society, culture, or
family, or it can be very personal standards that have been generated by
what one thinks of oneself. Either measuring rod is possible, but the playing
field is not even. It tilts toward normative standards unless something in the
environment specifically makes personal standards particularly accessible.

The legacy of cognitive dissonance

Cognitive dissonance has already left many legacies in its wake, and there
will almost certainly be more. Its legacies have been both practical and the-
oretical. At the theoretical level, cognitive dissonance helped us to see the
limits of certain other principles that had been thought to be ubiquitously
universal, such as reinforcement and learning theories. But more important,
cognitive dissonance has informed, and been informed by, a host of other
theories. Kunda’s (1990) motivated cognition theory, Steele’s (1988) self-
affirmation theory, Tesser’s (1990) self-evaluation maintenance theory, and
Higgins’s (1989) self-discrepancy theory are but some of the examples.
Each of those theories was grounded in dissonance theory and each of those
theories has left its imprint in the evolution of dissonance.

In addition, cognitive dissonance research added methodological innova-
tions to social psychology, including an emphasis on high-impact research in
which meaningful and elaborate social situations were made very real to
participants in experimental settings. But, even with its emphasis on the
experimental method, research spawned new ways of examining derivations
made by the theory, including use of connectionist modeling (Schultz and
Lepper, 1996).

On a more practical scale, dissonance has been used as a lens through
which to view child-rearing practices, economic behavior (Quattrone and
Tversky, 2004), political behavior, and psychopathology, as well as the other
issues that were highlighted in Chapter 8. Through the lens of dissonance,
we have also been able to gain more insights into the role of culture on our
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social behavior, and the effects have been reciprocal. The study of culture
has helped us understand what is meant by dissonance.

The future of dissonance

There are avenues left unexplored. Is dissonance learned and, if so, how is it
learned? How widespread is vicarious cognitive dissonance and how close will
it come to fulfilling the promise we discussed in Chapter 6 for using the
approach to change attitudes and behaviors in pro-social directions? Will it
lead to techniques that can be used on a wide-scale basis for encouraging
people to take better care of their physical and mental health? Will individual
and cultural differences reveal fundamental differences in how dissonance is
experienced or will the differences in the expression of dissonance lead to a
greater understanding of individuals and culture?

Finally, what theoretical challenges will cause us to see that at least some
parts of even the most modern versions of dissonance theory, such as the
Self-Standards Model, are simply wrong or need repair?

Festinger explained, ‘All theories are wrong … One asks, “How much of
the empirical realm can it handle and how must it be modified and changed
as it matures.?” ’ Festinger would have been pleased to see his theory
mature, to see it cast off some of the assumptions that were contradicted in
the empirical realm and replaced by more comprehensive views. As it
matured, it began to look less and less like the edifice Festinger had con-
structed and more like a multifaceted structure that took behavior as its
base and considered consequences, responsibility, and the self. I think
Festinger would have smiled appreciatively at the maturation.

And one thing more. Because all theories are wrong, the current one will
undoubtedly be only a way-station to a future evolution.

AFTERWORD
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