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Leon Festinger. A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. Stanford: Stanford Univ. Press,
I 1957.

I am not certain as to just how much use the review of this text will be for you,
r"' i.e., in terms of just what implications it may have for your own ideas. However,
! the ideas that Festinger has espoused in this text have caught hold in the field of
i psychology, social psychology in particular, and there have been many studies on

dissonance over the past several years. I find myself somewhat reluctant to say
this, but much of what Festinger has to say is carefully thought-out "common sense"

j translated into psychological terms. The last chapter in this book (Chapter 11)
presents a reAitulation of Festinger's views and I find that I have marked so much

- of it that I will simply Xerox the entire chapter and attach it to the end of
what I do ktmaato* excerpt from the first ten chapters of the book.

wit An introduction to th« theory of dlssnnancfti "It has frequently been implied, and
sometimes even pointed out, that the individual strives toward consistency within
himself. His opinions and attitudes, for example, tend to exist in clusters that
are internally consistent. Certainly one may find exceptions. A person may think
Negroes are jufct as good as whites but would not want any living in his neighborhood;
or someone may think little children should be qaiet and unobtrusive and yet may be
quite proud when his child aggressively captures the attention of his adult guests.
When such inconsistencies are found to exist, they may be quite dramatic, but they
capture our interest prioflrily because they stand out in sharp contra^ against a
background of consistency. 1^ is still overwhelmingly true that related opinions
or attitudes are consistent with one another. Shook Study after study reports
duch consistency among one person's political attitudes, social attitudes, and many
others. There is the same kind of consistency between what a person knows or be
lieves and what he does. A person who believes a college education is a good thing
will very likely encourage his children to go to college; a child who knows he will
be severely punished for some misdemeanor will not commit it or at least will try
not to be caught doing it....Again what captures out attention are the exceptions
to otherwise consistent behavior. A person may know that smoking is bad for him
and yet continue to smoke..." (1-2).

"Granting that consistency is the usual thing, perhaps overwhelmingly so, what about
these exceptions which come to mind so readily? Only rarely, if ever, are they
accepted psychologically as inconsistencies by the person involved. Usually more or
less successful attempts are made to rationalize them....But persons are not always
successful in explaining away or in rationalizing inconsistencies to themselves. For
one reason or another, attempts to achieve consistency may fail. The inconsistency
then simply continues to exist. Under such circumstances—that is, in the presence
of an inconsistency--there is psychological discomfort. The basic hypotheses, the
ramifications and implications of which will be explored in the remainder of this
book, can now be stated. First I will replace the word 'inconsistency* with a term
which has less of a logical connotation, namely, dissonance. I will likewise replace
the word •consistency* with a more neutral term, namely, consonance." (2-3).

"The basic hypothes£s...are as follows: 1. The existence of dissonance, being psy
chologically uncomfortable, will motivate the person to try to reduce the dissonance
and achieve consonance. 2. When the dissonance is present, in addition to trying to
reduce it, the person will actively avoid situations and information which would
likely increase the dissonance" (3).

"...I am proposing that dissonance, that is, the existence of nonfitting relations
among cognitions, is a motivating factor in its own right. By the term cognition,
here and in the remainder of the book, I mean any knowledge, opinion, or belief
about the environment, about oneself, or about one'as behavior. Cognitive dissonance
can be seen as an antecedent conidition which leads to activity oriented toward
dissonance reduction just as hunger leads to activity oriented toward hunger reduction.
It is a very different motivation from what psychologists are used to dealing with,
but, as we shall see, nonetheless powerful" 1(3).

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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"Why..and how does dissonance ever arise? How does it happen that persons sometimes
find themselves doing things that do not fit with what they know, or having opinions
that do not fit with other opinions they hold? An answer to this may be found in dis
cussing two of the more common situations in which dissonance may occur. 1^ New
evenSS may happen or new information may become known to a person, creating at least
a momentary dissonance with existing knowledge, opinion, or cognition concerning
behavior. Sinoe a person does not have complete «wfc«i and perfect control over the

j. information that reaches him and other events that can happen in his eovironment, such
i dissonances may easily arise....2. Even in the absence of new, unforseen events ar
i- information, the existence of dissonance is undoubtedly an everyday condition.

Very few things are all black or all white; very few siTuations are clear-cut enough
^s' so that opinions or behaviors are not to some extent a mixture of contradictions.

Thus, a midwestern farmer who is a Republican may be opposed to his party's position
on farm price supports...Where an opinion must be formed or a decision taken, some
dissoaance is almost unavoidably created between the cognition of the action taken
and those opinions or knewledges which tend to point to a different action. There
is, then, a fairly wide x var$£ty of situations in which dissonance is nearly unavoid
able. But it remains, for us to examine the circumstances under which dissonance,
once arisen, persists. That is, under what conditions is dissonance not simply a
momentary affair? If the hypotheses stated above are correct, then as soon as dis
sonance occurs there will be pressures to try to reduce it" (4-5),

"...there are some areas of cognition where the existence of major dissonance is
customary. This may occur when two or snore established beliefs or values, all
relevant to the area of cognition in question, are inconsistent. That is, no opinion
can be held, and no behavior engaged in, that will not be dissonant with at least one
of these established belief^s" (6-7).

"The important point to inrawfairr remember is that there is pressure to produce con-
_^ sonant relations among cognitions and to avoid and reduce dissonance. MaV other writers

ha*e recognized this....The task which we are attempting in this book is to formulate
the theory of dissonance in a precise yet generally applicable form, to draw out
its implications to a variety of contexts, and to present date relevant to the theory"
(9).

"The terms "dissonance' and 'consonance' refer to relations which exist between
pairs of 'elements.'...These elements refer to what has been called cognition,
that is, the things a person knows about himself, about his behavior, and about his
surroundings. These elements, then, are 'knowledges,' if I may coin the plural form
of the word. Some of these elements represent knowledge about oneself: what one
does, what one feels, what one wants or desires, what one is, and the like. Other
elements of knowledge concern the world in which one lives: what is where, what leads
to what, what things are satisfying or painful or inconsequential or important, etc.
It is clear that the term 'knowledge' has been used to include things to which the word
does not ordinarily refer—for example, opinions. A person does not hold an opinion
unless he thinks it is correct, and so, psychologically, it is not different from a
'knowledge.' The same is true of beliefas, values or attitudes, which function as

__y 'knowledges* for our purposesKX(fl*lff?Y for all the definitions here, these are
all 'elements of cognition,' and relations of consonanoe and dissonance can hold
between pairs of these elements" (9-10).

"Another important question concerning these elements is, how are they formed and
what determines their content? At this point we want to «xk emphasize the single
most important determinant of the content of these elements, namely, reality. These
elements of cognition are responsive to reality. By and large they mirror, or map,
reality, This reality may be physical or social or psychological, but in any case
the cognition more or less maps it....In other words, elements of cognition correspond
for the most part with what the person actually does or feels or with what actually
exists in the environment," Inxiha (10-11).

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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"But let us here object and say that persons frequently have cognitive elements which
deviate markedly from reality, at least as we see it. Consequently, the major point
to be made is that the reality which impinges on a person will exert pressures in the
direction of bringing the appropriate cognitive elements into correspondence with that
reality. This does not mean that the existing cognitive elements will always cor-
respond. Indeed, one of the important consequences of the theory of dissonance is
that it will help us understand some circumstances where the cognitive elements do
net correspond with reality. But it does mean that if the cognitive elements do not
correspond with a certain reality which impinges, certain pressures must exist. We
should therefore be able to observe some manifestations of these pressures. This
hypothesized relation between the cognitive elements and reality is important in
enabling measurement fcf dissonance, and we will refer to it again in considering
data. It is now possible to proceed to a discussion of the relations whihh may exist
between pairs of elements. There are three such relations, namely, irrelevance,
dissonance, and consonance." (11).

Irrelevant relations: "Two elements may simply have nothing to do with one another.
That is, under such circumstances where one cognitive element implies nothing at
all concerning some other element, these two elements are irrelevant to one another.
For example, let us imagine a person who knows that it sometimes takes as long as
two weeks for a letter to go from New York to Paris by regular boat mail and who
also knows that a dry, hot July is good for the corn crop in Iowa. These two ele
ments of cognition have nothing to do with one another; they exist in an irrelevant
relation to each other. There is not, of course, much to say about such irrelevant
relations except to point to their existence, Of primary concern will be those pairs
of elements between which relations of consonance or dissonance can exist. In many
instances, however, it becomes quite a problem to decide a priori whether or not
two elements are irrelevant. It is often impossible to deciae this without reference
to other cognitions of the person involved. Sometimes situations will exist where,
because of the behavior of the person involved, previously irrelevant elements
become relevant ton one another. This could even be the case in the example of
irrelevant cognitive elements which we gave above. If a person living in Paris
was speculating on the corn crop in the United States, he would want information
concerning weather predictions for Iowa but would not depend upon boat mail for getting
his information" (11-12).

/^"Let us consider two elements x^hich exist in a. person's cognition and which are rele
vant to one another. The definition of dissonance will disregard the existence
of all the other cognitive elements that are relevant to either or both of the two
under consideration and simply deal with these two alone. These two elements are
in a dissonant relation if, considering these two alone, the obverse of one element
would follow from the other. To state it a bit more formally, x and y_ are dissonant
is not-x follows from y_. Thus, for example, if a person knew there were only friends
in his vicinity and also felt afraid, there would be^dissonant relation between
these two cognitive elements" (13).

"...the relation between the two elements is dissonant if, disregarding the others,
the one does not, or would not be expected to, follow from the other...If, considering
a pair of elements, either one does follow from the other, then the relation between
them is consonant. If neither the existing element nor its obverse follows from the
other element of the pair, then the relation between them is irrelevant. The concep
tual definitions of dissonance and consonance present jWMWwfe some serious measure
ment difficulties. If the theory of dissonance is to have relevance for empirical
data, one must be able to identify dissonances and consonances unequivocally. But
it is clearly hopeless to attempt to obtain a complete listing of cognitive elements,
and even were such a listing avilable, in some cases it would be difficult t or
impossible to say, a priori, which of the three relationships holds. In many cases,
however, the a priori determination of dissonance is clear and easy. (Remember also
that two cognitive elements may be dissonant for a person living in one culture and!

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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not for a person living in another, or for a person with one set of experiences
and not for a person with another'.! (15).

The magnitude of dissonance: "All dissonant relations, of course, are not of equal
magnitude. It is necessary to distinguish degreees of dissonance and to specify
what determines how strong a given dissonant relation is....One obvious determinant
of the magnitude of dissonance lies in the characteristics of the elements between
which the relation of dissonance holds. If two elements are dissonant with one
another, the magnitude of the dissonance will be a function of the importance of the
elements....It is probably safe to assume that it is rare for no disonance toe at
all to exist within any cluster of cognitive elements. For almost any action a
person might take, for almost any feeling he might have, there will most likely be
at least one oognitive element dissonant with this 'behavioral* element....In short,
there are generally so many other cognitive elements relevant to any given element
that some dissonance is the usual state of affairs" (16-17). "Assuming momentarily,
for the sake of definition, that all the elements relevant to the one in question
are equally important, the total amount of dissonance between this element and the
remainder of the personTs cognition will depend on the proportion of relevant ele
ments that are dissonant with the one in question. Thus, if the overwhelming majority
of relevant elements are consonant with, say, a behavioral element, then the dissonance
with this behavioral element is slight. If in relation to the number of elements
consonant with the behavioral element the number of dissonant elements is large,
the total dissonance will be of appreciable magnitude. Of course, the magnitude of
the total dissonance will also depend oi\ the importance or value of those relevant
elements which exist in consonant or dissonant relations with the one being considered"
(16-17). Summary of points ;>iade in this section: "If two cognitive elements afee
relevant, the relation between them is either dissonant or consonant. 2. The magni
tude of the dissonance (or consonance) increases as the importance or value of the
elements increases. 3. The total amount of dissonance that exists between two clusters
of cognitive elements is a function of the weighted proportion of all relevant rela
tions between the two clusters that are dissonant. The term 'weighted proportion'
is used because each relevant relation would be weighted according to the importance
k of the elements involved in that relation" (18).

KThe reduction of dissonance: "The presence of dissonance gives rise to pressures to
reduce or eliminate the dissonance. The strength of the pressures to reduce the
dissonance is a function of the magnitude of the dissonance. In other words, dis
sonance acts in the same way as a state of drive or need x or tension. The presence
of dissonance leads to action to reduce it just as, for example, the presence of
hunser leads to action to reduce the hunger. Also, similar to the action of a drive,
the greater the dissonance, the greater will be the intensity of the action U6 reduce
the dissonance and the greater the avoidance of situations that would increase the
dissonance....In general, if dissonance exists between two elements, this dissonance
can be eliminated by changing one of those elements. The important thing is how
these changes may be brought about" (18).

Changing a behavioral cognitive element: "When the dissonance under consideration
is between an element corresponding to some knowledge concerning environment (environ
mental element) and a behavioral element, the dissonance can, of course, be eliminated
by changing the behavioral cognitive element in such a way that it is consonant with
the environmental element. The simplest and easiest way in which this may be
accomplished is to change the action or feeling which the behavioral element repre
sents. .. .There are many persons who do stop smoking if and when they discover it is
bad for their health. It may not always be possible, however, to eliminate dissonance
of even to reduce it materially by changing one's action or feeling. The difficulty
of changing the behavior may be too great, or the change, while eliminating some
dissonances, may create a whole host of new ones" (19).

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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Changing an environmental cognitive elemttnrj "Just as it is possible to change a
behavioral cognitive element by changing the behavior which this element mirrors,
it is sometimes possible to change an environmental cognitive element by changing the
situation to which that element corresponds. This, of course, is much more difficult
than changing one'as behavior, for one must have a sufficient degree of control
over one'as environment—a relatively rare occurrence. Changing the environment
itself in order to reduce dissonance is more feasible when the social environment

is in question than when the physical environment is involved" (59-20).

Adding new cognitive elements:"It is clear that in order to eliminate a dissonance
completely, some cognitive element must be changed. It is also clear that this is
not always possible. But even if it is impossible to eliminate a dissonance,az
adrikwgmunixaagHUdani it is possible to reduce the total magnitude of the dissonance
by adding new cognitive elements. Thus, for example, if dissonance existed between
some cognitive elements concerning the effects of smoking and cognition concerning
the behavior of continuing to smoke, the total dissonance could be reduced by adding
new cognitive elements that are consonant with tfee fact of smoking. In the presence
of such dissonance, then, a person might be expected to actively seek new information
that would reduce the total dissonance and, at the same time, to avoid new informa
tion that might increase the existing dissonance. Thus, to pursue the example, the
person might seek out and avidly read any material critical of the research which
purported to show that smoking was bad for one'as health. At the same time he would
avoid reading material that praised this research" (21-22).

"...it is worth while to emphasize again that the presence of pressures to reduce
dissonance, or even activity directed toward such reduction, does not guarantee that
the dissonance will be reduced. A person may not be able to find the social support
needed to change a gpbCHHx cognitive element, or he may not be able to find new
elements which reduce the total dissonance. In fact, it is quite conceivable
that in the process of trying to reduce dissonance, it might even be increased. This
will depend upon what the person encounters while attempting to reduce the dissonance.
The important point to be made so far is that in the presence of a dissonance, one
will be able to observe the attempts to reduce it. If attempts to reduce dissonance
fail, one should be able to observe symptoms of psychological disomfort, provided the
dissonance is appreciable enough so that the disocomfort is clearly and overtly
manifested" (29^24).

Resistance to reduction of dissonance: "If dissonance is to be reduced or eliminated
by changing one or more cognitive elements, it is necessary to consider how resistant
these cognitive elements are tc cl.zr^o. "h jtl.'T .vr r.ot ar.-j of them change, and if so,
which ones, will certainly be determined in part by the magnitude of resistance to
change which they possess, It is, of course, clear that if the various cognitive
elements involved had no resistance to change whatsoever, there would never be any
lasting dissonances. Momentary dissonance might occur, but if the cognitive elements
involved had no resistance to change, the dissonance would immediately be eliminated....
The first and foremost source of resistance to change for any cognitive element is the
responsiveness of such elements to reality. If one sees.that the grass is green, it
is very difficult mdc to think it is not so. If a person/walking down the street,
it is difficult for his cognition tec not to contain an element corresponding to this.
Given this strong and sometimes overwhelming responsiveness to reality, the problem
of changing a behavioral cognitive element becomes the problem of changing the behavior
which is being mapped by the element. Consequently, the resistance to change of the
cognitive element is identical with the resistance to change of the behavior reflected
by that element, assuming that the person maintains contact with reality. Certainly
much behavior has little or no resistance to change....What...are the circumstances
that make it difficult for the person to change his actions? 1. The change may be
painful or involve loss....2. The present behavior may be otherwise satisfying....
3. llaking the change may simply not be possible. It would be a mistake to imagine that
a person could consummate any change in his behavior if he wanted to badly enough.
It may not be possible to change for a variety of reasons. Some behavior, especially
emotional reactions, may not be under the voluntary control of the person" (24-26).

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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Resistance to change of environmental cognitive elements: "Here again, as with fcaa
! behavioral cognitive elements, the major source of resistance to change lies in the
* responsiveness of these elements to reality. The result of this, as far as behavioral
•) elements go, is to tie the resistance to change of the cognitive element to the resis-
; tance to change of the reality, namely, the behavior itself. The situation is some*

what different with regard to environmental elements. When there is a clear and
unequivocal reality corresponding to some cognitive element, the possibilities of
change are almost nil. If one desired, for example, to change one's cognition about
the location of some building which one saw every day, this would indeed be difficult

^ to accomplish. In many instances, however, the reality corresponding to the cogni
tive element.is by no means so clear and unambiguous. When the reality is basically

'r^ a social one, that is, when it is established by agreement with other people, the
resistance to change would be determined by the difficulty of finding persons to
support the new oognition. There is another source of resistance to change of both
behavioral and environmental cognitive elements.... This source of resistance to
change lies in the fact that an element is in relationship with a number of other
elements. To the extent that the element is consonant with a large number of other
elements and to the extent that changing it would replace these consonances by disso
nances, the elementwill be resistant to change....In considering any dissonance and
the resistance to change of the elements involved, the important factor in the attempt
to eliminate the dissonance by changing an element is the total amount of resistance
to change; the source of the resistance is immaterial" (26-28).

Limits of the magnitude of dissonance: "The maximum dissonance that can possibly
exist between any two elements is equal to the total resistance to change of the less
resistant element. The magnitude of dissonance cannot exceed this amount because.
at this point of maximum possible dissonance, the less resistant element would change.
thus eliminating the dissonance. This does not mean that the magnitude of dissonance
will frequently even approach this maximum possible value" (28).

Avoidance of dissonance: "The avoidance of an increase in dissonance comes about,
of course, as a result of the existence of dissonance. This avoidance is especially
important where, in the process of attempting to reduce dissonance, support is sought
for a new cognitive element to replace an existing one or where new cognitive
elements are to be added...,the seeking of supprt and the seeking of new information
maty must be done in a highly selective manner... .The operation of a fear of dissonance
may also leadi to a reluctance to commit oneself behaviorally. There iff a large
class of actions that, once taken, .ire rH.-Ticult to chin^e. Hence, it is possible
for dissonances to arise and to mount in intensity. A fear of dissonance would lead
to a reluctance to take action—a reluctance to commit oneself. Where decision and
action cannot be indefinitely delayed, the taking of action may be accompanied by
a cognitive negation of the action. Thus, for example, a person who buys a new car
and is very afraid of dissonance may, immediately following the purchase, announce
his conviction that he did the wrong thing. Such strong fear of dissonance is probably
relatively rare, but fc± it does occur. Personality differences with respect to fear
of dissonance and the effectiveness with which one is able to reduce dissonance are

undoubtedly important in determing whether or not such avoidance of dissonance is
_y likely to happen. The operational problem would be to independently identify situa

tions and persons where this kind of a priori self-protective behavior occurs" (30-31).

Summary: "The cone of the theory of dissonance which we have stated is rather simple.
It holds that: 1. There may exist dissonant or 'nonfitting' relations among cognitive
elements, 2. The existence of dissonance gives rise to pressures to reduce the dis
sonance. 3. Manifestations of the operation of these pressures include behavior
changes, changes of cognition, and circumspect exposure to new information and new
opinions. Although the core of the theory is simple, it has rather wide implications
and applications to a variety of situations which on the surface look very different"
(3D.

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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Chap. 2 The Consequences of Decisions: Theory
"Although psychologists have paid a great deal of attention to the decision-making
process, there has only been occasional recognition of the problems that ensue
when a decision has been made. One of the major consequences of having made a decision
is the existence of dissonance" (32).

"How strong the dissonance is [after making a decision) will depend...upon the general
determinants which we have stated in the previous chapter. The task here is to spell
out the specific nature of these determinants as they exist in postdecision situations.
The importance of the decision will affect the magnitude of the dissonance that exists
after the decision has been made. Other things being equal, the more important the
decision, the stronger will be the dissonance....another major determinant of the mag
nitude of post-deoision dissonance is the relative attractiveness of the unchosen
alternative. This, of course, follows directly from outfanalysis of the postdecision
situation and the reasons that dissonance exists at all. The dissonance exists because,
following the decision, the person continues to have in his cognition elements that,
if considered alone, would lead to an action other than the one he has taken or
is engaged in. These elements reflect the desirable characteristics of the unchosen
alternatives and the undesirable characteristics of the chosen alternatives. Con
sequently, the greater the relative attractiveness of the unchosen alternatives a. to
the chosen alternative, the greater will be the proportion of relevant elements
that are dissonant with the cognition corresponding to the action" (37-38).

"It is best, before going on, to also discuss the distinction between conflict and
dissonance, because they are dynamically different in their effects. The person
is in a conflict situation before making the decision. After having made the decision
he is no longer in conflict; he has made his choice; he has, so to speak, resolved
the conflict. He is no longer being pushed in two or more directions simulsctaneously.
He is now committed to the chosen course of action. It is only here that dissonance
exists, and the pressure to reduce this dissonance is not pushing the person in two
directions simultaneously" (39).

Ways in which postdecision dissonance can be reduced. Three main ways. {%) changing
or revoking the decision, (b) changing the attractiveness x of the alternatives- in
volved in the choice, and (c) establishing cognitive overlap among the alternatives
involved in the choice." IKS (4-2-43).

Changing or revoking the decision: "It should be emphasized that this analysis concerns
itself with the state of affairs th->t exists Liimediatsly after the decision has been
made and before further experience accumulates concerning the results and consequences
of the action which has been taken. It must be recognized that at this point the
existing dissonance cannot be overwhelming. Indeed, assuming that the individual
chose the most favorable alternative, the weighted sum of the dissonances (each dis
sonant relation somehow weighed for its importance) would not exceed the weighted
sum of the consonances. Consequently, reversing the decision, assuming that this is
possible for the moment, is not an adequate way of reducing dissonance since it would
simply reverse which cognitive elements were dissonant or consonant with the cognition
about the action....It is probably correct, though, that the dissonance would have
to become nearly overwhelming, that is, more than half of the cognitive elements
would have to be dissonant with the cognition about the action taken, before reversal
of the action would be a feasible meahs of coping with dissonance....It is possible,
however, to reduce or even eliminate the dissonance by revoking the decision psychologi
cally. This would consist of admitting to having made the wrong choice or insisting
that really no chaice had been made for which the person had any responsibility....These
are probably not the usual types of solutions to the existence of dissonance. In es
sence they put the person back in conflict, that is, in the choice-making situation,
although the choice need not, or perhaps cannot, be remade; or else it puts the person
in a situation where he does not accept responsibility for what he does" (43-44).

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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Changing cognition about the alternatives: "This is the most direct and probably
most usual manner of reducing postdecision dissonance. Since the dissonance exists
in hhe first place because there were cognitive elements corresponding to favorable

l^j characteristics of the unchosen alternative and also cognitive elements corresponding
to unfavorable characteristics of the chosen alternative, it can be materially re
duced by eliminating some of these elements or by adding new ones that are consonant
with the knowledge of the action taken. The net effect of this would be to increase
the proportion of relevant cognitive elements that are consonant with the action
taken and hence to lessen the total dissonance that exists. Whether or not a person
is successful in reducing dissonance in this manner will depend in part on his mental
agility and in part on the availability of support of one kind or another for the
changes he wishes to make in his cognition. He may now be able to magnify the impor
tance of the good points associated with the chosen alternative and to think of new
advantages that he hadn't thought of before. He may be able to discover new informa
tion that favors the deiclsion he took or to get others to agree with his action"
(44-45).

Establishing cognitive overlap: "As may be recalled..., the more the cognitive ele-
menTS corresponding to the different alternatives involved in a decision are alike,
the less is the resulting dissonance. Postdecision dissonance can consequently be
reduced by establishing or inventing cognitive overlap. This type of reduction of
dissonance is also stressed by Adams...In discussing a boy who has made a decision
between playing ball and roing to the circus, for example, he states: '...our boy
restructures the situation (and hence the sentiments involved) and experienced an
insight such that the conflicting consummatory values are seen as alternative
instruments or means to a single one....Thus our boy may perceive for the first time
that ball game and circus are both means to recreation in general...' In other words,
one way of establishing cognitive overlap is to take elements corresponding to each of
the alternatives and to put them in a context where they lead to the same end result.
If this is accomplished, some cognitive elements are identical in this larger context,
and dissonance is reduced. It is also possible to establish cognitive overlap in
a more direct fashion....In other words, cognitive overlap may be established by
discovering or creating elements corresponding to the chosen alternative that are
identical with favorable elements that already exist for the corresponding unchosen
alternative. Detailed discussion of the possible reduction of dissonance by lowering
the importance of the whole matter has been emitted, but it must be remembered that
it can and does occur. Our hunch i.? that it is not a major manifestation o^ the
^•rpssure to reduce postdecision ii£ ^o.-'sr.c" (-'-5-^7).

Summary:"Dissonance has been shown to be an inevitable consequence of a decision.
The magnitude of the postdecision dissonance has been hypothesized to depend upon
the following factors: 1. The importance of the decision. 2. The relative attractive
ness of the unchosen alternative to the chosen one. 3. The degree of overlap of cogni
tive elements corresponding to the alternatives. Once dissonance exists following a
decision, the pressure to reduce it will manifest itself in attempts to increase the
relative attractiveness of the chosen alternative, to decrease the relative attractive
ness of the unchosen alternative, to establish cognitive overlap, or possibly to
revoke the decision psychologically." (47).

Chapter 3 is on The Consequences of Decisions: Data. Some studies are presented
which are based on hyptheses derived from what was stated in Chapter 2. The summary
of this chapter follows: "This chapter has reviewed a number of studies which in one
way or another deal with events that occur after a decision has been made. The data
show: 1. Following a decision there is active seeking ovCf of information which pro
duces cognition consonant with the action taken. 2. Following a decision there is an
increase in the confidence in the decision or an increase in the discrepancy in
attractiveness between the alternatives involved in the choice, or both. Each reflects
successful reduction of paxtateKixxcm dissonance. 3. The successful reduction of
postdecision dissonance is further shown in the difficulty of reversing a decision
once it is made and in the implication which changed cognition has for future relevant

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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action. 4. The effects listed above vary directly with the magnitude of dissonance
created by the decision" (83).

Chapter 4. The effects of forced compliance: theory. "There are cicumstances on which
persons will behave in a manner counter to their convictions or will publicly make
statements which they do not really believe. As will be shaaft later, sach a state of
affairs is accompanied by dissonance and by various manifestations of pressure to
reduce the dissonance....it is necessary to discuss the circumstances in which this
type of discrepancy between public behavior and private belief occurs. Only if the
conditions that produce such a situation are clearly understood is it possible to
analyze when and why dissonance occurs.... The present discussion will concern itself
mainly with overt or public compliance without accompanying change of private opinion"
(84-85).

"Public compliance without an accompanying change in private opinion or belief will
occur when the following conditions existac: 1. The compliance is brought about mainly
through the exertion of a threat of punishment for noncompliance, the individual
against whom the threat is directed being sufficiently restrained from leaving the
situation....If the threatened punishment is stronger than whatever resistance he
has to showing compliance, he will overtly change his behavior statements....however,
his private opinion will not be affected....2. The compliance is brought about mainly
through the offer of a special reward for complying....if the reward is sufficiently
attractive to overcome the existing resistance, the individual may comply overtly
in order to obtain the promised reward....if compliance is obtained in this manner
on an overt or public level, the private opinion will remain essentially unchanged
for the moment and hence will be at variance with the public behavior or expression.
The empirical question...arises as to how one can identify and distinguish public
compliance without private change from instances where private opinion is also
altered. Clearly, this must be done by somehow identifying the discrepancy between
overt behavior or statement and private opinion. There are two general ways in which
this may be done. 1. The first is by removing the source o^ influence or pressure.
Assume that a person exhibits a certain changed behavior in the presence of others
who have exerted pressure on him to behave in that manner. One may then attempt to
observe the behavior of this person when he is not in the presence of those people.
If private change has occurred, the behavior should persists under these circumstances.
If the change has been only on the level of public compliance, the behavior should
revert to what it had been previously....2. The second way to identify the discrepancy
between overt behavior and privatr- opinion is by direct measurement of private opinion...,
If the anonymous and public statements differxxJEtaEKHxtsc 0hen private opinion is
guaranteed anonymitj0, there is evidence that public compliance without accompanying
private change of opinion has occurred" (85-87). ".suffice it to say that threat of
punishment or offer of special reward does produce some degree of forced compliance,
and consequently, we can use these a priori conditions to infer the existence of
such compliance" (89).

Dissonance resulting from forced compliance: "From the point of view of the purpose
here, the most obvaious aspect of a situation in which compliance has been forced
by either the offer of reward or the threat of punishment is that once compliance is
exhibited, there is a non-correspondence between the overt behavior and the private
opinion. On the one hand, there are cognitive elements corresponding to the opinion
or belief in question, and on the other hand, there are cognitive elements correspond
ing to the overt behavior or statement. These two sets of elements are clearly dis
sonant with one another." (89).

The magnitude of dissonance resulting from, forced compliance: "...the magnitude o^ the
reward^or punishment, that is, the attractivess and desirability of the offered reward
of the unpleasantness and undesirability of the threatened punishment, is an important
determinant of the magnitude of dissonance which exists once compliance is exhibited.
Too great a reward or punishopnt will result oraixxi <>n only little dissonance. Consider,

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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for example, a situation where a man came up to you and said he would give you a
million dollars if you publicly stated that you like reading comic books. Let us
assume, for the sake of the example, that you believe him and that you do not like

^/ reading comic books. Very likely you would publicly announce your preference for
comic books, pocket the million dollars, and be quite content. There is some slight
dissonance to be sure. You said you liked comic books and you really do not. But
there are some very important elements that are consonant with having uttered this
public statement, namely, the knowledge of the money now in your pocket. Relative
to this, the dissonance is negligible. Essentially the same situation would ensue
if a person threatened to shoot you unless you publicly declared you liked comic

j books. As the promised reward, or threatened punishment, becomes smaller in importance,
the dissonance resulting from compliance increases. The maximum possible dissonance
would be created if the rewaad, or punishment, was just barely enough to elicit the
desired overt behavior or expression. But also of interest to us here is the situation
that results if the reward offered, or the punishment threatened, is too small and,
hence, the compliant behavior is not elicited. Under such circumstances the individual
continues to show overt behavior which is in line with his private beliefs, but,
nevertheless, dissonance will be present. The elements corresponding to his opinions
and beliefs will be consaant with the cognitive elements corresponding to his overt
behavior, but the latter will be dissonant with the knowledge of the reward he had
not obtained or the punishment he will suffer. Here, of course, the dissonance will
be greatest if the reward or punishment just barely fails to elicit the compliant
behavior. From this point on, the weaker the reward or punishment, the less will
be the dissonance. One should also state for the sake of completeness that the more
important the opinions or behavior involved, the greater will be the magnitude of
dissonance accompanying forced compliance" (91-92),

Manifestations of pressure to reduce 'forced compliance' dissonance: "Recalling
• the basic hypothesis that the presence of dissonance gives rise to XHStKflEHXfcfcxx
pressure to reduce that dissonance, we may now examine the ways in which the disson
ance that follows upon forced compliance may be reduced. Apart from changing the
importance of the beliefs and behaviors involved, there are two ways in which the
dissonance may be reduced, namely, by decreasing the number of soAxanasikxxHXadExax
dissonant relations or by increasing the number of consonant relations....When the
magnitude of the threatened punishment or promised reward has been sufficient to
elicit the compliant overt behavior, dissonance is present only as long as the person
involved continues to maintain his initial private opinions or beliefs. If following
the forced compliance he can succeed in chan^in'; his private opinion also, the dis
sonance may disappear entirely....uince a situation where reward or punishment is
offered to obtain forced compliance may frequently be accompanied by other types of
influence, argument, and persuasion, this type of resolution of the dissonance should
not be an uncommon one. The act of forced compliance should now predispose the per
son to be more amenable to exertcions of influence which will change his private
opinion and hence eliminate the dissonance which exists. Thus one would expect that
sometimes forced compliance would be followed by change of private opinion. One would
expect that since the pressure to reduce dissonance depends upon the magnitude of
the dissonance that exists, a change of private opinion would follow public compliance

~y more frequently when the punishment or reward is relatively weak than when it is too
strong. Thus, if one wanted to obtain private change in addition to mere public
compliance, the best way to do this would be to offer just enough reward or punishment
to elicit the overt compliance. If the reward or threat were too strong, only little
dissonance would be created and one would not expect private change to follow as
often. When the threat of punishment or offer of reward isit not strong enough to
1 elicit the overt compliant behavior, opinion change in the opposite direction would
serve to reduce the dissonance somewhat: if th? person changed his private opinion
so that he was now even more certain of his initial stand on the matter and sax* even
more arguments in favor of it, the number of consonant relations would increase and
hence the total dissonance would decrease. Thus, it would seem that with respect to
obtaining change of private opinion, the offer of reward or punishment which is not

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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; sufficient to elicit the overt behavior may be worse than nothing in that it serves
to impel the person to increase his original conviction. The other cognitive elements

^ which may be changed to reduce the dissonance are, of course, those corresponding
to the reward or to the punishment. If forced compliance has been elicited, the
number of consonant relations may be increased by magnifying the importance of the
reward obtained or of the punishment avoided" (94-96).

Summary: "Some data have been presented to document the assertion that public com
pliance without accompanying change in private opinion occurs when a reward is offered
for compliance or when some punishment is threatened for failure to comply. Dis
sonance inevitably follows such a situation. If public (i.e., forced) compliance is
elicited, then the private opinions are dissonant with the cognitive elements corres
ponding to the overt behavior. If the promised reward or threatened punishment fails
to elicit the public compliance, then the knowledge concerning the reward or punish
ment is dissonant with the cognitive elements corresponding to the overt behavior.
The dissonance thus established, the magnitude of which will be a function of the
importance of the opinions involved and of the magnitude of the punishment or reward,
may be reduced in either of two ways: 1. Subsequent change of private opinion to
make it consonant with the overt behavior. 2. Magnification of the reward or punishment
to increase the consonance with the overt compliant behavior" (96-97).

Ch. 5. The effects of forced compliance: data. Dome studies are presented based on
hypotheses derived from Ch. 4. "These studies lend support to the idea that attitude or
opinion change is facilitated if a person finds himself in a situation where, by
showing compliant behavior, he is engaged in actions which are dissonant with his
private opinions. The changes in private opinion which ensue are the end result
of a process of attempting to reduce or eliminate this dissonance" (112).
Summary: "Data from five studies have been presented, all of which are relevant to
the theoretical analysis presented in Chapter Four, namely, that dissonance follows
from situations which elicit forced compliance and that this dissonance may be reduced
by change of private opinion. The data show that: 1. Following public compliance there
is frequently a change of private opinion over and above what the variables in the
situation, not including dissonance, would account for. 2. Taking the magnitude of
such opinion change as reflecting the magnitude of the pressure to reduce dissonance,
the data fit the hypothesized relations with importance of the issue and with amount
of reward used to elicit the compliant behavior" (122).

Ch. 6. Voluntary and involuntary exposure to information: theory. "The discussion
in this chapter will center about the reasons that, and the conditions under which, per
sons will actively seek out information. The concern here will be primarily with
spelling out the implications which the theory of dissonance has for this type of
behavior. There are, however, many other antecedent conditions, apart from the exis
tence of dissonance which will produce active seeking out of new information"
(123). "Active curiosity and the sheer pleasure of acquiring information for its own
sake cannot be ignored in any discussion of voluntary seeking out of new information.
This chapter, however, will not discuss these factors further beyond acknowledging
their existence and their importance" (124).

The possibility of relevant future action: "It is perhaps stating the obvious to say
that persons will seek out information which is relevant to action they must take....If
there ii£ no behavior or action in which a person engages or possibly may engage that
is relevant to a particular area of information, there will be no motivation from
this source to acquire cognition concerning this particular area of information" (124).
"If the area of information is relevant to some impending or possible future behavior
for the person, one would then expect to observe considerable motivation to acquire
cognitive elements in this area as well as active seeking out of such information. One
would further expect that for such a person, this sec-king out of information would be
rather impartial. He would not select one kind of information to listen to and

-/

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.

 

 Pr
o

pr
ie

ty
 o

f 
th

e 
Er

ic
h 

Fr
o

m
m

 D
o

cu
m

en
t 

C
en

te
r.

 F
o

r 
pe

rs
o

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 C
ita

tio
n 

o
r 

pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

o
f 

m
at

er
ia

l p
ro

hi
bi

te
d 

w
ith

o
ut

 e
xp

re
ss

 w
ri

tt
en

 p
er

m
iss

io
n 

o
f 

th
e 

co
py

ri
gh

t 
ho

ld
er

. 
 Ei

ge
nt

um
 d

es
 E

ri
ch

 F
ro

m
m

 D
o

ku
m

en
ta

tio
ns

ze
nt

ru
m

s.
 N

ut
zu

ng
 n

ur
 f

ür
 p

er
sö

nl
ic

he
 Z

w
ec

ke
. 

V
er

ö
ff

en
tli

ch
un

ge
n 

– 
au

ch
 v

o
n 

T
ei

le
n 

– 
be

dü
rf

en
 d

er
 s

ch
ri

ft
lic

he
n 

Er
la

ub
ni

s 
de

s 
R

ec
ht

ei
nh

ab
er

s.
 

 



-12-

avoid other kinds. Rather, he would be motivated toward acquiring cognition about
all aspects and all alternatives" (125).

"In general, one may say that the preaction or predecision situation will be charac-
r* terized by extended and nonselective seeking or relevant information. Of course,

it is rather rare that there is a pure preaction situation. Most instances will
involve mixtures....There is one further point to be made about informa
tion seeking on a preaction situation....Along with the nonselectivaty of what in
formation he exposes himself to, there will be a lack of resistance to accepting
and cognizing any relevant information which comes his way. Thus, prior to the taking
of action, many cognitive elements will have been established which may later be

„J dissonant with the cognition corresponding to the action which does ensue" (126).

The presence of dissonance: "The presence or the absence of dissonance in some particu
lar content area will have important effects on the degree of information seeking and
on the selectivity of such information seeking....1. Relative absaace of dissonance.
If little or no dissonance exists, there would be no motivation (considering this
source of motivation alone) to seek out new and additional information. Of course,
there would also be little or no motivation to avoid any particular source of infor
mation....2. The presence of moderate amounts of dissonance. The existence of appre
ciable dissonance and the consequent pressure to reduce it will lead to the seeking
out of information which will introduce consonances and to the avoidance of informa
tion which will increase the already existing dissonance....3. The presence of extremely
large amounts of dissonance. Let us recall that there is a limit to the magnitude
of dissonance which can exist in a system. If two cognitive elements exist in a
dissonant relationship, the maximum magnitude this dissonance can have is equal
a to the resistance to change of the less resistant element of the pair. Similarly,
if dissonance exists between one cluster of elements and another cluster, this dis
sonance cannot exceed in magnitude the resistance to change of the least resistant

_y parts of the clusters. If the dissonance becomes greater than the resistance to change,
then the least resistant elements of cognition will be changed, thus reducing the
dissonanoe. What may one say concerning the seeking out of new information on the
part of a person whose dissonance is near to the limit that can exist? Under such
circumstances a person may actively seek out,and expose himself to, dissonance-
increasing information. If he can increase the dissonance to the point where it
is greater than the resistance to change of one or another cluster of cognitions,
he will then change the cognitive elements involved, thus markedly reducing or per
haps even wholly eliminating the dissonance which now is so great" (126-129).

Involuntary and forced contact with information: "Let us consider what the reaction
of a person would be if he is forced to read or listen to information or a persuasive
communication which, in the ordinary course of events, would produce elements of
cognition dissonant with existing cognition. Once these dissonances are introduced
one would, of course, expect the same attempts to reduce dissonance which have already
been likmiaa discussed in previous chapters. One might also expect, however, that
at the initial moment of impact of the new dissonant cognition, effective processes
could be initiated which would prevent the dissonant elements from ever being firmly

, established cognitively. One might expect to observe such things as attempts to
escape or avoid further exposure, erroneous interpretation or perception of the ma
terial, or any other technique or maneuver which will help to abolish the newly
introduced dissonance and to prevent the further introduction of dissonance" (134).

Summary: "The endeavor o£ in this chapter has been to examine two major questions:
1. How does the presence of dissonance and its magnitude affect the seeking out of
the avoidance of new information? 2. How doa persons react when involuntarily
confronted with information or propaganda which they would normally have avoided?
From the previously stated general theory of dissonance and pressures to reduce
dissonance, a. together with the fact that dissonance roay be reduced by adding consonant
cognitive elements, the implications concerning voluntary exposure to new information
may be easily drawn. Dissonance-reducing cognition is sought; dissonant-increasing

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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cognitions is avoided. If a person is involuntarily exposed to information that
will increase dissonance, then in addition to the usual procedures whereby he may
reduce this dissonance, there are also set up quick defensive processes which pre-

J vent the new cognition from ever becoming firmly established" (136-137)*
i

Ch. 7« Voluntary and involuntary exposure to information: data. Here we again
have studies, this time based on hypotheses derived from the views put forth in
Ch. 6. Summary: "This chapter has dealt with data concerning one aspect of the

' process of dissonance reduction, namely, obtaining new cognition which will be consonant
with existing cognition and avoiding new cognition which will be flisjbnant with existing

^j cognition. It has been shown that much of the data concerning selectivity in exposure
to propaganda, information, and mass media can be interpreted along the lines of
attempted dissonance reduction. Unfortunately, most such data are causally equivocal
and cannot be regarded as providing strong corroboration for the theory of disso
nance. The data concerning reactions of people when, involuntarily exposed to new
information are, fortunately, more adequate. When dissonance exists, personsawill
be able to evade the impact of dissonance-increasing information, even when forcibly
exposed to it, by various means such as misperception, denying its validity, and the
like. If persons do not expect a source of information to produce dissonant cogni
tion and, hence, are not alert to avoid the dissonance, the informatiom will have
more impact" (176).

Ch. 8. The role of social support: theory. "The social group is at once a major source
of cognitive dissonance for the individual and a major vehicle for eliminating and
reducing the dissonance which may exist in him. On the one hand, information and
opinions which are communicated to him by others may introduce new elements which
are dissonant with already existing cognition. On the other hand, one of the most
effective ways of eliminating dissonance is to discard one set of cognitive elements

^ in favor of another, something which can sometimes only be accomplished if one can
find others who agree with the cognitions one wishes to retain and maintain. Pro
cesses of social communication and social influence are, hence, inextricably inter
woven with processes of creation and reduction of dissonance" (177).

The reduction of dissonance stemming from social dis|areement: "According to the theory,
when there is dissonance there will be corresponding pressures to reduce the disso
nance, the magnitude of these pressures depending upon the magnitude of the disso
nance. Here again, the ways in which dissonance reduction may be accomplished are
similar to those that have already been discussed in other contexts, Three methods
for reducing dissonance stemming from social disagreement readily suggest themselves"
(181) "1. The dissonance may be reduced, or perhaps even eliminated completely, by
changing one's own opinion so that it corresponds more closely with one's knowledge
of what others believe. Changing one's own opinion will effectively reduce dissonance
only, of course, if there are not many persons who already agree with one's original
opinion (who would then be disagreeing after the opinion change)....2. Another way
of reducing the dissonance would be to influence those persons who disagree to change
their opinions so that it more closely corresponds to one's own....3. Another way of
reducing dissonance between one's own opinion and the knowledge that someone else
holds a different opinion is to make the other person, in some manner, not comparable
to oneself. Such an allegation can take a number of forms. One can attribute dif
ferent characteristics, experiences, or motives to the other person or one can even
reject him and derogate him" (182).

"Since in the presence of dissonance there is pressure to reduce dissonance (and to
avoid further increase of dissonance) and since disagreement and agreement from others
can increase or reduce existing dissonance, there are some things one can say about
the circumstances under which attempted influence will or will not be successful. In
general, influence exerted on a person to change his opinion so that dissonance is
reduced will be more successful in changing that opinion than influence which would
produce an increase of dissonance. In short, if a person already has an appreciable

~J

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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number of oognitive elements which are dissonant with an opinion that he holds, it
will be easier to influence him to change his opinion in a xxz direction which will
make it consonant with those other cognitive elements than to change his opinion
in the other direction. Consider a person who smokes heavily and believes that
smoking is rather harmful to his health. It will be easier for other people to
persuade him that smoking is not at all harmful and that the data which purport to
show that it is harmful are inadequate, than it will be to persuade him that smoking
is not only £ 'rather harmful' but is positively lethal. From the foregoing dis
cussion we see that in the presence of dissonance, a person frequently will attempt
to obtain social support for the opinions he wishes to maintain. If social support
is obtained, the dissonance will be materially reduced and perhaps even eliminated.
If, however, such agreement from others is not forthcoming, then the dissonance
may persist or even be increased. When such social support is sought in an attflmpt to
reduce dissonance, the suvcess of the attempt is equivalent to the success of a social
influence process" (190-191).

Chapters 9 and 10 present data relevant to the role which social communication and
influence processes have in creating and reducing dissonance.

Ch. 9. The role of social support: data on influence process. "Clearly, if it is
correct to say that holding one opinion is dissonant with the knowledge that someone
else, generally like oneself, holds a contrary opinion, then much of the data on
influence in face-to-face groups and effect of mass media can be interpreted in line
with the theory. The fact that people tend to associate with others who agree with
them, the fact that people read newspapers which already support their existing views,
etc., can all be seen as instances of dissonance reduction or as avoiding increase
of dissonance. But such instances are not very compelling with respect to the theory
of dissonance" (203).

In the data from the studies he presents, Festinger finds "...some interesting implica
tions here foa the problem of the impact of the mass media on the opinions and attitudes
of persons. The direct impact on a person of a persuasive communication via the mass
media is probably seldom strong enough to cause a complete about-face on an opinion
which he holds. More often the direct impact is to create some doubts in the mind
of the person. To the extent that this person talks about the matter to selected
others following his exposure to the mass media, it is quite likely that his doubts
will be erased. The mass media may be expected to be most effective under circumstances
where there is something to prevent the ready reduction of the dissonance which is
created by the exposure to these mkdia. Thus, for example, one would expect the
mass media to be more effective with respect to content about which people do not
talk readily than with respect to content which is frequently the subject of discussion.
Similarly, one would expect the mass media to be more effective with persons who are
relatively isolated socially than with those who have many social contacts" (231*232).

Ch. 10. The role of social support: data on mass phenomena. "Mass penomena are
frequently so striking and dramatic in quality that one tends to think of them as
exclusively so. There is also a tendency to seek explanations of these striking
phenomena which match them in dramatic quality; that is, one looks for something
unusual to explain the unusual result. It may be, however, that there is nothing
more unusual about these phenomena than the relative rarity of the specific combina
tion of ordinary circumstances that brings about their occurrence....the concern
here is with finding and analyzing instances where, for one set of reasons or another,
a number of people who are in contact with one another all suffer from the same cogni
tive dissonance. Under such circumstances, the striking and dramatic aspectCs of
mass phenomena exist not because something exceptional or unique is brought into the
situation, but only because social support is particularly easy to find in the
pursuit of dissonance reduction. Theoretically, it should make little difference
whether the dissonance is truly widespread, resulting in a mass phenomenon involving
very large numbers of people, or wahether the dissonance a is shared by a relA^lvely

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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^

small number of people—provided that in the latter case, social support is still
easy to come by" (233-234). "If a person has a strong reaction of fear which per
sists, the cognition corresponding to this reaction would be dissonant with the

J cognition that 'there is nothing to be afraid of.' If such a dissonance exists for
; a person, the pressure to reduce the dissonance will frequently be manifested

by an attempt to acquire some cognitive elements which are consonant with the fear
reaction. This would, of course, be especially true if the fear reaction could not
be turned off at will" (235). "There are natural events which, if they occur,
produce fear reactions in people—for example, various types of disasters. There
are also some kinds of events which produce similar fear reactions even though they

j are not accompanied by visible disaster—for example, earthquakes. Even people who
live in earthquake areas like California and are quite sophisticated about such things
are frightened by the tremors of an earthquake. But most often, following an earth
quake there is no visible damage or destruction which would produce cognition which
is consonant with this fear reaction. It is, of course, pure speculation, but one
may imagine that the mass media, by publicizing the instances of damage which do
occur, and by comparing the magnitude of the given earthquake to the worst earth
quakes of the past, thus reminding people of the danger involved, may be performing
an important function of reducing dissonance" (236).

Maintaining invalid beliefas: "It is quite difficult for people who are ordinarily
responsive to reality to maintain beliefs which are clearly invalid. By the term
'invalid' I do not mean here a belief which is possibly wrong, but rather one which
has been, and continues to be, directly and unequivocally disconfirmed by good evidence
such as actual events which impinge on the persons who hold the belief....But there
are circumstances in which this does not happen—that is, even in the face ± of clearly
disconfirming evidence, the belief is not discarded....one would expect this to happen
under the following circumstances: the belief is difficult to change, and there are

j a sufficient number of persons with the identical dissonance so that social support
is easily obtainable" (243-244).

Mass prosfefcyting: "Let us turn...to examining data where there a is evidence concerning
the social process which arises when social support is easily obtainable. Again, we
will look for situations where a belief that is very difficult to discard is held,
and wheee cognition dissonant with this belief is introduced by the unequivocal evi
dence of one's own senses. Specifically, if the belief is very difficult to discard,
and if the cognition dissonant with the belief is also very difficult to discard,
obtaining social support will be one of the major means of reducing the magnitude of
the dissonance. Under such circumstances, the introduction of an identical dissonance
into the cognitions of many people will lea<^ to two observable manifestations of the
pressure to reduce the dissonance by obtaining social support. First, there will
be an increase in giving and obtaining support among those suffering the identical
dissonanoe. Second, there will be an increase in the attempts to persuade new people
that the belief isa.after all, valid. In principle, the phenomenon discussed here
is no different from ahat one observes in a person who buys a new car, has some
experiences with it which are not altogether to his liking, and proceeds to try to
convince his friends that the make of car he just purchased is the most wonderful

- thing on the market. The only difference is that where there are a number of
people having the same cognitive dissonance, the phenomenon may be much more spec
tacular even to the point where it id possible to withstand evidence which would
otherwise be overwhelming. This results in an apparent paradox, namely, that after
being exposed to evidence of one's own senses which unequivocally demonstrates a
belief system to be wrong, people proceed to proselyte more vigorously for the
belief system....Typically, those movements which are relevant to our purposes here
have the following characteristics: 1. A belief or set of beliefs is held with
conviction by a number of people. 2. The belief, at least in part, has sufficient
implication for the affairs of the daily world so that the believers take action
in accordance with the belief. 3. The action is sufficiently important, and
sufficiently difficult to undo, that the believers are, in a very real sense,

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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committed to the belief. 4. At least some part of the belief is sufficiently spe
cific and concerned with the real world so that unequivocal disproof or disconfirma
tion is possible. 5. This possible disconfirmation actually occurs, usually in the
form of the nonoccurrence of a predicted event within the time limits set for its
occurrence. 6. The dissonance thas introduced between the belief and the informa
tion concerning the nonoccurrence of the predicted event exists in the cognitions
of all the believers, and hencfc*,social support in attempting to reduce the disso
nance is easily obtainable" (246-248).

Chapter 11, the •••Ji»tB concluding chapter, is titled "Recapitulation and further
suggestions." Since the entire chapter is relevant here in that it summarizes
the aVaaflb theory of cognitive dissonance, I am attaching a xerox copy of the
chapter in its entirety.

Excerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.
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ELEVEN

Recapitulation and Further

Suggestions

The various definitions, assumptions, and hypotheses which
constitute the theory of cognitive dissonance have been
stated in the five theoretical chapters of the book. In an ef
fort to provide a brief summary of the theory, I will restate
some of these definitions, assumptions, and hypotheses in as

sorganized a manner as seems feasible.
The basic background of the theory consists of the notion

that the human organism tries to establish internal harmony,
consistency, or congruity among his opinions, attitudes,
knowledge, and values. That is, there is a drive toward con
sonanceamong cognitions. In order to deal with this notion
in a somewhat more precise manner, I have imagined cog
nition to be decomposable into elements or, at least, clusters
of elements. The following theoretical statements have been
made about the relations among these cognitive elements:

1. Pairs of elements can exist in irrelevant, consonant, or
dissonant relations.

2. Two cognitive elements arc in an irrelevant relation if
they have nothing to do with one another.

3. Two cognitive elements arc in a dissonant relation if,

260

considering these two alone, the obverse of one element fol
lows from the other.

4. Two cognitive elements are in a consonant relation if,
considering these two alone, one element follows from the
other.

Starting from these definitions, a number of situations
have been denoted as implying the existence of cognitive
dissonance.

1. Dissonance almost always exists after a decision has
been made between two or more alternatives. The cognitive
elements corresponding to positive characteristics of the re
jected alternatives, and those corresponding to negative
characteristics of the chosen alternative, are dissonant with
the knowledge of the action that has been taken. Those cog
nitive elements corresponding to positive characteristics of
the chosen alternative and negative characteristics of the re
jected alternative are consonant with the cognitive elements
corresponding to the action which has been taken.

2. Dissonance almost always exists after an attempt has
been made, by offering rewards or threatening punishment,
to elicit overt behavior that is at variance with private opin
ion. If the overt behavior is successfully elicited, the person's
private opinion is dissonant with his knowledge concerning
his behavior; his knowledge of the reward obtained or of
the punishment avoided is consonant with his knowledge
concerning his behavior. If the overt behavior is not success
fully elicited, then his private opinion is consonant with his
knowledge of what he has done, but the knowledge of the
reward not obtained or of the punishment to be suffered is
dissonant with his knowledge of what he has done.

3. Forced or accidental exposure to new information may
create cognitive elements that are dissonant with existing
cognition.

4. The open expression of disagreement in a group leads
\
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to the existence ofcognitive dissonance in themembers. The
knowledge that some other person, generally like oneself,
holds one opinion is dissonant with holding a contrary opin
ion.

5. Identical dissonance in a large number of people may
be created when an event occurs which is so compelling as
to produce a uniform reaction in everyone. For example, an
event may occur which unequivocally invalidates some
widely held belief.

Thus far, dissonance and consonance have been defined
as "all or none" relations—that is, if two elements are rele
vant to one another, the relation between them is either dis
sonant or consonant. Two hypotheses have been advanced
concerning themagnitude of dissonance or consonance.

1. The magnitude of the dissonance or consonance which
exists between two cognitive elements will be a direct func
tion of the importance of these two elements.

2. The total magnitude of dissonance which exists be
tween two clusters of cognitive elements is a function of the
weighted proportion of all the relevant relations between
the two clusters which are dissonant, each dissonant or con
sonant relation being weighted according to the importance
of the elements involved in that relation.

Starting with these hypotheses about the magnitude of
dissonance, a number of operational implications seem clear.

1. The magnitude of postdecision dissonance is an in
creasing function of the general importance of the decision
and of the relative attractiveness of the unchosen alternatives.

2. The magnitude of postdecision dissonance decreases as
the number ofcognitive elements corresponding identically
to characteristics of chosen and unchosen alternatives in
creases.

3. The magnitude of the dissonance resulting from an at-
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tempt to elicit forced compliance is greatest if the promised
reward or threatened punishment is either just sufficient to
elicit the overt behavior or is just barely not sufficient to
elicit it

4. If forced compliance is elicited, the magnitude of the
dissonance decreases as the magnitude of the reward or pun
ishment increases.

5. If forced compliance fails to be'elicited, the magnitude
of the dissonance increases as the magnitude of the reward
or punishment increases.

6. The magnitude of the dissonance introduced by the ex
pression of disagreement by others decreases as the number
of existing cognitive elements consonant with the opinion
increases. These latter elements may correspond either to ob
jective, nonsocial items of information or to the knowledge
that some other people hold the same opinion.

7. The magnitude of the dissonance introduced by dis
agreement from others increases with increase in the impor
tance of the opinion to the person, in the relevance of the
opinion to those voicing disagreement, and in the attractive
ness of those voicing disagreement.

8. The greater the difference between the opinion of the
person and the opinion of the one voicing disagreement,
and, hence, the greater the number of elements which are
dissonant between the cognitive clusters corresponding to
the two opinions, the greater will be the magnitude of dis
sonance.

One now comes to the point of stating the central hypoth
eses of the theory, namely:

1. The presence of dissonance gives rise to pressures to re
duce that dissonance.

2. The strength of the pressure to reduce dissonance is a
function of the magnitude of the existing dissonance.
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These hypotheses lead, naturally, to aconsideration of the
ways in which dissonance may be reduced. There are three
major ways in which this may be done.

i. By changing one or more of the elements involved in
dissonant relations.

2. By adding new cognitive elements that are consonant
with already existing cognition.

3. By decreasing the importance of the elements involved
in the dissonant relations.

Applying these considerations to actual situations leads
to the following:

1. Postdecision dissonance may be reduced by increasing
the attractiveness of the chosen alternative, decreasing the
attractiveness of the unchosen alternatives, or both.

2. Postdecision dissonance may be reduced by perceiving
some characteristics of the chosen and unchosen alternatives
as identical.

3. Postdecision dissonance may be reduced by decreasing
the importance of various aspects of the decision.-

4. If forced compliance has been elicited, the dissonance
may be reduced by changing private opinion to bring it into
line with the overt behavior or by magnifying the amount
of reward or punishment involved.

5. If forced compliance fails to be elicited, dissonance may
be reduced by intensifying the original private opinion or
by minimizing the reward or punishment involved.

6. The presence of dissonance leads to seeking new infor
mation which will provide cognition consonant with exist
ing cognitive elements and to avoiding those sources of new
information which would be likely to increase the existing
dissonance.

7. When some of the cognitive elements involved in adis
sonance are cognitions about one's own behavior, the disso-
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nance can be reduced by changing the behavior, thus di
rectly changing the cognitive elements.

8. Forced or accidental exposure to new information
which tends to increase dissonance will frequently result in
misinterpretation and misperception of the new information
bythe person thus exposed in an effort to avoid a dissonance
increase.

9. Dissonance introduced by disagreement expressed by
other persons may be reduced by changing one's own opin
ion, by influencing the others to change their opinion, and
by rejecting those who disagree.

10. The existence of dissonance will lead to seeking out
others who already agree with a cognition that one wants
to establish or maintain and will also lead to the initiation
of communication and influence processes in an effort to ob
tain more social support. 1

11. Influence exerted on a person will be more effective in
producing opinion change to the extent that the indicated
change of opinion reduces dissonance for that person.

12. In situations where many persons who associate with
one another all suffer from the identical dissonance, disso
nance reduction by obtaining social support is very easy to
accomplish.

To conclude this brief summary of the theory, there arc
a few things to be stated concerning the effectiveness of ef
forts directed toward dissonance reduction.

1. The effectiveness of efforts to reduce dissonance will
depend upon the resistance to change of the cognitive ele
ments involved in the dissonance and on the availability of
information which will provide, or of other persons who
will supply, new cognitive elements which will be consonar.t
with existing cognition.

2. The major sources of resistance to change for a cogr.i-
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I rive element are the responsiveness of such cognitive ele
ments to "reality" and the extent to which an element exists
in consonant relations with many other elements.

3. The maximum dissonance which can exist between
two elements is equal to the resistance to change of the less
resistant of the two elements. If the dissonance exceeds this
magnitude, the less resistant cognitive element will be
changed, thus reducing the dissonance.

This brief summary can hardly hope to give an adequate
picture of the theory, but perhaps it can help the reader to
see more clearly the nature of the theory and where it goes.
I will not attempt to provide any summary of the empirical
evidence which has been presented.

In the course of thinking about the theory, conducting
studies designed to test its implications, and searching the
literature for data, numerous ideas have suggested them
selves which seem promising but about which there is no
evidence. The degree of confirmation of the theory of disso
nance in those areas where data have been obtained seems
sufficient to encourage me to spell out here those implica
tions from, and ideas about, the theory of dissonance for
which no evidence is available. The remainder of this chap
ter consists, then, of an assortment of suggestions which vary
all the way from derivations from the theory to hunches
about variables which affect the processes of dissonance re
duction.

Some Notions Concerning Personality Differences

There are, certainly, individual differences among people
in the degree to which, and in the manner that, they react
to the existence of dissonance. For some people dissonance
is an extremely painful and intolerable thing, while there
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are others who seem to be able to tolerate a large amount
of dissonance. This variation in "tolerance for dissonance"
would seem to be measurable in at least a rough way. Per
sons with low tolerance for dissonance should show more
discomfort in the presence of dissonance and should mani
fest greater efforts to reduce dissonance than persons who
have high tolerance. Because of this variation in efforts to
reduce dissonance, it would be plausible to expect that per
sons with low tolerance would actually have considerably
less existing dissonance at any time than comparable per
sons who have a rather high tolerance for dissonance. One
would expect a person with low tolerance for dissonance to
see issues more in terms of "black and white" than would
a person with high tolerance for dissonance who might be
expected to be able to maintain "grays" in his cognition.
Thus, for example, let us imagine a person who is a Demo
crat. If he has a high tolerance for dissonance, it might be
possible for him to continue being a Democrat and yet also
believe that there were certain issues on which the Demo

crats are wrong. In essence, he would be maintaining two
sets of cognitions which are dissonant with one another
since, considering only the fact that he thinks the Demo
crats are wrong on some issues, and ignoring all other rele
vant cognition for the moment, the obverse of "being a
Democrat" would follow.

A person with a low tolerance for dissonance would, per
haps, be unable to maintain such dissonances and would
struggle to eliminate them. Thus, one would expect that if
a person with low tolerance for dissonance were a Demo
crat, he would show tendencies to accept everything the
Democrats stood for. For such a person, then, clusters of rele
vant cognitive elements would be mainly consonant. His
opinions on issues might be characterized as extreme or as
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cast in terms of black and white. It would seem that a meas
ure of "tolerance for dissonance" based upon these consider
ations would bepossible.

At this point many readers will feel like suggesting that
perhaps such a test already exists, having recognized a cer
tain similarity between our discussion immediately above
and some descriptions of "authoritarian personalities" and
some descriptions of people with high "intolerance for am
biguity." My own suspicion would be that existing tests
such as the F scale do measure, to some extent, the de
gree to which people hold extreme opinions, that is, opin
ions where dissonance has been effectively eliminated. Such
tests also measure so many other things, however, that they
would not be very satisfactory for this purpose. Tests which
simply measure "intolerance of ambiguity" may be closer to
the purpose which concerns us here. These are empirical
questions. The validation procedure for any test which is to
be used as a measure of tolerance for dissonance is clear,
however. It should relate to the degree to which subjects
show evidence of pressure to reduce dissonance in an experi
mental situation where dissonance has been introduced un
der controlled conditions.

Once such a measure of tolerance for dissonance is avail
able, there are a number of interesting conjectures which it
would be possible to test empirically. Let us consider per
sons at one extreme end of the range of tolerance for disso
nance, that is, persons for whom dissonance is especially
painful One might expect that in such extreme instances a
person would act so as toavoid theoccurrence ofdissonance.
Having learned, during the course of his existence, how un
pleasant dissonance is, he may very likely avoid those situa
tions which he has learned lead to dissonance. Thus, for
example, he would undoubtedly have experienced the un
pleasantness that exists following a decision since there is
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almost always dissonance. If such a person, for whom dis
sonance is extremely painful, attempts to avoid the occur
rence of dissonance, one would expect to observe that he
tries to avoid making decisions or even becomes incapable
of making decisions. At this extreme, of course, it becomes
possibly a pathological affair. Let us examine further what
one would expect of a person who, through fear of disso
nance and its unpleasantness, actually prefers to stay in con
flict and shows an inability to make decisions.

If such a person is, indeed, reacting in anticipation of dis
sonance which is for him highly unpleasant, then it is clear
that he must have frequently suffered such dissonance in or
der to learn this anticipatory avoidance reaction. One would,
consequently, also expect that he would have developed
some mechanisms for reducing dissonance which, while
perhaps not very effective (or else why the avoidance of dis
sonance), would nevertheless be serviceable in the long run.
The existence of these mechanisms, together with th?
strong pressure to reduce dissonance when it existed, would
make it highly likely that he would have managed to elimi
nate any dissonance which may have existed in long-estab
lished cognitive clusters. One would expect such a person
to have very positive and one-sided opinions about many is
sues and not to be able, very effectively, to see "both sides of
a question." If this is correct, one would then find the al
most paradoxical situation where a person who is very "de
cided" concerning opinions, issues, and values also shows an
inability to make decisions.

One would also expect that such a person would react
very vigorously to the introduction of dissonance into his
cognition. This must follow if, indeed, the inability to make
decisions is a reaction to fear of dissonance. There is at least
one kind of situation where a person cannot avoid disso
nance unless he makes an absolute recluse out of himself.
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That is, occasionally people discuss things, have disagree
ments, and voice their disagreements. Since the knowledge
that someone like oneself holds one opinion is dissonant
with holding a contrary opinion, a person for whom disso
nance is extremely unpleasant would be expected to react
very vigorously to the expression ofdisagreement from oth
ers. He might argue vigorously, be dogmatic, be stubborn,
and the like. This syndrome of inability to make decisions,
ofbeing very "decided" and "one-sided" about issues, and of
reacting vigorously in the face of disagreement from others,
is one which would be consistent with an interpretation
that the person has such low tolerance for dissonance that
he has learned to reactin anticipation of it.

We have been discussing an extreme instance, of course.
There are other, milder ways of reacting in anticipation of
dissonance in order to avoid it There are persons who, in
avoiding postdecision dissonance, make decisions without
making them. This can be done sometimes by assuming a
passive role with respect to the environment so that, at least
in some instances, decisions get made because the ground,
so to speak, has moved under one's feet. Thus the decision
is made but the person is not responsible for it. Avoiding
postdecision dissonance can also be accomplished to some
extent by psychologically revoking the decision as soon as it
is made. Thus, for example, if immediately after having
made a decision, irrevocable though it may be in actuality,
the person is convinced that it was absolutely the wrong
thing to do, he is again preparing himself for the impact of
possible dissonance and avoiding this impact. Such avoid
ance of dissonance should exist only for persons who have
very low tolerance for" dissonance coupled with relatively
inefficient mechanisms for reducing dissonance once it oc
curs.

\ This brings us, of course, to the problem of the variability
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from person to person in the effectiveness of the techniques
they use for reducing dissonance and in the preference for
one technique or mechanism over another. But I have little
to say on this point beyond the acknowledgment that such
differences among people certainly exist. Undoubtedly, some
people typically attempt to reduce dissonance by focusing on
the elements of cognition which are involved in the disso
nant relations and attempting to alter or to discard some of
them. Other people habitually deal with dissonance by fo
cusing mainly on the cognitive elements involved in conso
nant relations and attempting to add new elements which
are also consonant with others. The extent to which selective

forgetting of cognitive elements involved in dissonant rela
tions is an effective means of dissonance reduction has also

been insufficiently explored. Other means of reducing disso
nance, which are theoretically possible but about which we
have little evidence, are, for example, reducing the impor
tance of the whole area of cognitive content in which disso
nance exists, compartmentalizing different cognitive clusters
so that they, in effect, have nothing to do with one another.
I mention these merely to indicate some of the problems
involved and the possible scope of inquiry rather than be
cause I have any ideas about how to deal with these aspects
of personality in relation to dissonance.

Some Effectsof Changes in Status and Role

The problem of drawing implications of a general nature
from the theory of cognitive dissonance is, of course, one of
independently identifying situations or circumstances which
produce dissonance habitually. On a very general level it
seems plausible that if a person is subjected to a sudden
change in his way of life, some cognitive dissonance will re
sult. Many of the actions he will engage in because of his
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/altered circumstances will very likely be dissonant with
/ some of the opinions or values which he acquired previ-
J ously. If specific situations could be identified where this
j would be true, one would be able to predict certain specific
I ideological changes or opinion changes subsequent to the

change in the person's way of life. Such change of opinion
would, of course, be one way to reduce the dissonance be
tween existing opinions and knowledge of the actions now
engaged in. I will discuss some such situations which can be
specifically identified to illustrate the kind of implication to
be drawn from a consideration of dissonance and the pres
sure to reduce it.

It sometimes happens that a person's "role" or "position"
in some organization, or in society, changes. Thus, a gradu
ate student passes his examinations, receives his Ph.D., and
accepts a position teaching in some college. Suddenly his po
sition in life and the things he must do are considerably
changed. He is no longer a student but someone who
teaches others; instead of being the recipient of grades, he
gives grades to others, and the like. Many of the things he
does will introduce dissonance into his cognition. As a stu
dent he may, for example, have held certain derogatory
opinions about teachers who came to class unprepared and
delivered poor lectures. He now may find himself doing
this occasionally. As a student he may have acquired certain
opinions about the grading system and its value. Now, as a
teacher, he may frequently find that he has to give grades
without sufficient basis for making differentiations. And
many other similar instances may arise. Such dissonance
may be reduced by changing his old opinions. While he is
associating with other teachers, it is probably not too diffi
cult for him to acquire a set of opinions which are conso
nant with the things he does. In other words, he accepts the
opinions and the values of the position into which he has
moved.
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Exactly the same kind of analysis may be made for other
kinds of sudden change in the job which a person doss. A
worker in a factory, for example, may be promoted to the
job of foreman. Suddenly he finds himself giving oiders in
stead of receiving them, supervising the work of others in
stead of being supervised, and the like. Again, these new ac
tions will be dissonant, in many instances, with opinions
and values which he acquired as a worker and still holds.
In the pursuit of dissonance reduction, one would expect
thisperson to quite rapidly accept the opinions and values of
other foremen, that is, opinions and values which are con
sonant with the things he now does. It would also not be
surprising to find that such a person starts seeing less of the
workers with whom he used to associate since these other

workers will not support the changes of opinion which will
lead to dissonance reduction. I do not mean to imply that
this is a completely sudden change of opinion that occurs or
that it is an "all or none" process. Indeed, it may take some
time, and some opinions may be very resistant to change so
that some dissonance is never eliminated. But the pressure
to reduce the dissonance does exist, and a large degree of ac
ceptance of values and opinions appropriate to the new po
sition should be evident.

There are other types of changes, other than changes in
"job," that produce the same kinds of dissonance between
existing opinions and new actions which a person takes be
cause of the changed situation. Thus, for example, the last
decade in the United States has seen a sharp rise in the liv
ing standard of many people and the growth of a new
"suburbia." If a change over a period of a few years may be
called sudden, then these persons changed many aspects of
their way of life suddenly. But even if it is to be called a
gradual change, the fact remains that the change occurred
and produced behavior and actions which, in many in
stances, were undoubtedly dissonant with existing opinions.

RECAPITULATION AND SUGGESTIONS 27?

yExcerpt of Festinger, L., 1957: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford (Stanford University Press) 1957.

 

 Pr
o

pr
ie

ty
 o

f 
th

e 
Er

ic
h 

Fr
o

m
m

 D
o

cu
m

en
t 

C
en

te
r.

 F
o

r 
pe

rs
o

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 C
ita

tio
n 

o
r 

pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

o
f 

m
at

er
ia

l p
ro

hi
bi

te
d 

w
ith

o
ut

 e
xp

re
ss

 w
ri

tt
en

 p
er

m
iss

io
n 

o
f 

th
e 

co
py

ri
gh

t 
ho

ld
er

. 
 Ei

ge
nt

um
 d

es
 E

ri
ch

 F
ro

m
m

 D
o

ku
m

en
ta

tio
ns

ze
nt

ru
m

s.
 N

ut
zu

ng
 n

ur
 f

ür
 p

er
sö

nl
ic

he
 Z

w
ec

ke
. 

V
er

ö
ff

en
tli

ch
un

ge
n 

– 
au

ch
 v

o
n 

T
ei

le
n 

– 
be

dü
rf

en
 d

er
 s

ch
ri

ft
lic

he
n 

Er
la

ub
ni

s 
de

s 
R

ec
ht

ei
nh

ab
er

s.
 

 



Aperson who had always lived in the middle of a city, and
had acquired certain opinions about how one lives and how
one spends one's time, may now find himself with a small
lawn that requires attention and mowing. A person who
had always paid rent may now find himself paying taxes on
the home he purchased and having reactions to taxes which
are dissonant with his opinions concerning how high taxes
should be. Once more, such dissonance can be reduced
through change of opinion, and we would expect such ide
ological change to occur. It would be reflected to some ex
tent in change of political opinions and to some extent in
change of social opinions and values. In short, one would ex
pect to see the acceptance and adoption of the opinions and
values of the social class into which these people moved.

The fact that changes in role or in status affect people's
opinions and beliefs has, of course, been recognized and
commented on by many writers. Emphasis has been placed
on two factors—namely, that people who occupy a certain
role or position respond to the expectations which others
have of that role or position, and that one is influenced by
the persons one associates with while occupying a given
role. The interpretation I have given in terms of the theory
of cognitive dissonance does not discount the effect of fac
tors such as these, but rather casts them in a new light. The
influence which others in similar positions exert on persons
who move into a new role is undoubtedly important. But if
my interpretation is correct, the person who moves into the
new role is not, so to speak, a victim of this influence, but
rather seeks it out As we saw in Chapter Nine, in discuss
ing the McGuire study, influence that reduces dissonance is
considerably more effective than influence that tends to in
crease dissonance. Without the availability of others who are
willing, and able, to exert influence in the direction which
will reduce the dissonance created by the new situation, the
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ensuing dissonance reduction in the form of opinion change
would not be able to occur so easily.

Such factors as the expectations which others have of the
role and the requirements of the role are, undoubtedly, im
portant in producing the dissonance in the first place. For
example, a worker who accepts a promotion to the job of
foreman in a large factory may intend to behave differently
from all foremen he has known in his past. In other words,
he initially sees himself as behaving in manners consonant
with his current opinions. But the expectations of the work
ers that he finds himself supervising, and their perception
of the role of the foreman, may simply not allow this. He
may find himself, willy nilly, acting like a foreman.

Certainly, such a change in role is complicated in the sense
that many factors areundoubtedly at work affecting the per
son's behavior and opinions. In the new role, he also has ex
periences which he never had before. All I wish to point
out, however, is that the phenomenon of acceptance of the
values associated with a role by a person who moves into that
position can be adequately understood in terms of disso
nance reduction.

The Scope of the Theory of Dissonance

In the various chapters of this book, I have presented
data from a wide range of contexts which are relevant to
the theory of dissonance. The material dealt with has
ranged all the way from the situation in which an individual
finds himself after having made a decision, a purely psy
chological problem, toaconcern with thelevel of proselyting
in certain types of mass movements, a problem which would
probably interest sociologists more than psychologists. And
indeed, the theory of dissonance does seem to have wide
scope. The existence of dissonance is probably so prevalent,
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and various circumstances which can give rise to dissonance
probably occur so frequently, that evidence of dissonance
and manifestations of the pressure to reduce it are likely
to be found in almost any context.

Indeed, there are some obvious ramifications of the theory
of dissonance which I have almost totally ignored. For ex
ample, any time a dissonance exists between one set of
cognitions which correspond to, say, information or opin
ions, and another set of cognitions which correspond to
behavior in which the person is engaging, it is clear that
this dissonance can be reduced by changing the behavior.
Actually, cognitions that represent knowledge of a person's
own actions are, in a sense, the* easiest kinds of cognitive
elements to change since thiscan be accomplished by merely
changing the behavior involved. This may be contrasted
with thegreatdifficulty ofchanging cognitive elements that
correspond to knowledge about the environment that has
impinged on the person directly through his senses. Con
sequently, it is clear that one would expect appropriate
modification of behavior to be a frequent reaction to the
existence of dissonance.

But precisely because the theory has such wide scope,
it is important to attempt to delimit precisely where it is
relevant and where it is not. There are many factors affect
ing people's behavior, attitudes, and opinions about which
the theory of dissonance has nothing to say. For example,
we have said little or nothing about motivation throughout
the course of this book. Dissonance itself can, of course,
be considered as a motivating factor, but there are many
other motives which affect human beings and we have
skirted the question of any relationship between these other

.motivations and the pressure to reduce dissonance. There
are, however, in some circumstances, clear relationships.
There are instances where motives define whether a relation
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between two cognitive elements is dissonant or consonant.
For example, consider the experiment on voluntary seek
ing of information in a gambling situation which was de
scribed in Chapter Seven. There I assumed, plausibly, that
cognition expcrientially acquired by someone who had
been losing fairly steadily was dissonant with the cognition
that he continued to play on the same side he originally
chose. But stating that the relation between these two sets
of cognitions was dissonant depends on the assumption
that the person is motivated to win. If, by some chance,
a subject in this experiment wanted to lose, these two cog
nitive clusters would exist, for him, in a consonant relation
ship.

Other motives which may operate also will enter the 1
picture insofar as they make certain cognitive elements re
sistant to change, thus perhaps hindering the reduction
of dissonance. A consideration of such other motivations
would also undoubtedly be necessary in order to predict
the occurrence of dissonance. But what I want to stress
here is that I have not dealt with problems of motivation,
and that these problems would, by and large, be distinct
from the problems with which the theory ofdissonance does
deal.

Ifone starts using the concept of dissonance loosely, how
ever, this distinction is easily lost sight of. For example,
does cognitive dissonance exist any time a person is in a
frustrating situation, that is, any time progress toward some
objective which he is motivated to achieve is blocked? The
answer to this is No, but it is worth while detailing the
answer since I think it will help clarify the limitations
of the scope of the theory of dissonance. If a person is
driving a car on a lonely road at night, has a flat tire,
and discovers he does not have an automobile jack with
him, we would certainly describe him as being in a frustrat-
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ing situation. But let us consider his cognition to see if any
dissonant relations exist. He knows he has a flat tire, he
knows he has no jack, he knows it is night time on a
lonely road, he knows that he is supposed to be in such
and such a place at such and such a time. But none of
these cognitions are dissonant with one another. None of
them, considered alone, would lead to the obverse of one
of the others.

Such a frustrating situation .could also involve cognitive
dissonance. If the person in the above situation proceeded
to use his wrench to take off all the bolts on the wheel
on which the tire was flat, his cognition about that action
would be dissonant with knowing he cannot change the
tire because he has no jack. He might attempt to reduce
such dissonance by convincing himself that even though
it is late at night on a lonely road, surely another car will
come along and stop to help him. But it is clear that his
reactions to this possible dissonance are quite different from
bis reactions (which he will undoubtedly have) to the frus
tration.

It would be unfortunate indeed if the concept of dis
sonance were used so loosely as to have it encompass every
thing, thus depriving it of meaning entirely. Of course, the

1 possibility of such loose use exists only because of the oc-
| casional vagueness in the definition of dissonance and, es-
I pecially, vagueness in how to denote, a priori, whether
| or not the relation between two cognitive elements is dis-
Isonant or not. The vagueness in the conceptual definition
of dissonance—namely, two elements are dissonant if con
sidering them alone, the obverse of one follows from the
other—lies in the words "follows from" and in the phrase
"considering them alone." One clement may follow from
another because of logic, because of cultural mores, be
cause of things one has experienced and learned, and per-
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haps in other senses too. Thus, the specification of the
phrase "follows from" involves specification of the opera
tions by means of which one can say that for a given
person, element A follows from element B. The specification
of the meaning of the phrase "considering them alone"
also boils down to a specification of the procedures by means
of which one determines whether or not dissonance exists.
Thus, this degree of vagueness is almost inherent in any
theoretical statement which is new in the sense that little
empirical work relevant to the theory has as yet been done.
Thus, for example, I do not believe there is any vagueness
in the a priori determination of dissonance which exists
as a result of having made a decision. This has been clarified
empirically. Additional empirical work in other contexts
will further clarify the procedures for determining the
existence of dissonance.

But perhaps the best way of avoiding loose usage of the
concept of dissonance is to emphasize its clarity rather than
its vagueness. Dissonance is not anything which exists all
by itself. It is a characterization of a relationship between
cognitive elements. Thus, determining whether or not dis
sonance exists should take the form of first specifying the
cognitive elements, or clusters, which are under considera
tion and then examining whether, considering either one
alone, the obverse of the other follows. If it seems plausible to
assert that the relation is dissonant, it is usually also helpful
to specify on what grounds—logical, experiential, cul
tural, or otherwise—the "follows from" holds in that in
stance. It is also clearly necessary to be able to specify what
specific changes in cognition, or what new cognitive ele
ments, would reduce the magnitude of the dissonance thus
determined. If treated asprecisely and specifically as possible,
I believe the theory of cognitive dissonance will prove a use
ful explanatory and predictive device.
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