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COGNITIVE DISSONANCE (Dissonance Theory): Definition, History, and

Mechanisms

Cognitive dissonance stands as one of the most significant and extensively studied concepts within

the field of social psychology. It describes the powerful psychological tension that arises when an

individual simultaneously holds two or more conflicting beliefs, attitudes, or behavioral intentions.

Far from being a mere academic curiosity, this theory provides a profound explanation for why

human behavior often appears irrational or resistant to logical evidence. Developed by Leon

Festinger in 1957, Dissonance Theory posits that the human mind is driven by a fundamental need

for internal consistency; when this consistency is threatened by conflicting cognitions, the resulting

discomfort acts as a strong motivational state, compelling the individual to restore harmony. This

entry will explore the origins, core mechanisms, classic experimental validation, and broad

applications of this enduring psychological framework.

The core premise of Cognitive Dissonance Theory suggests that individuals are not passive

receivers of information but are active constructors of their reality, constantly striving to maintain a

cohesive and rational self-image. When a person acts contrary to their deeply held beliefs--for

instance, a highly ethical person engaging in a small act of cheating--the ensuing conflict creates a

state of psychological distress that is highly aversive. This state, dissonance, is often described as

feeling like guilt, anxiety, or unease, and the primary goal of the individual shifts immediately to

reducing this unpleasant feeling, often through means that bypass objective reality or rational

assessment.

The scope of cognitive dissonance is vast, impacting decision-making, persuasion, social

interaction, and personal motivation. Understanding dissonance is critical because it explains why

people often change their attitudes to match their behaviors, rather than the intuitive expectation

that behavior should follow attitude. This counter-intuitive finding--that attitude change is often a

consequence, not a cause, of behavior--is what cemented Festinger's theory as a foundational

element of modern psychological inquiry. The persistence of beliefs, even when contradicted by

overwhelming evidence, is frequently best explained through the lens of dissonance reduction.

Core Tenets and Definition of Cognitive Dissonance

Formally defined, cognitive dissonance is the aversive motivational state triggered by the

perception of inconsistency between two relevant cognitions. A cognition is broadly defined here,

encompassing any knowledge, belief, attitude, or awareness concerning oneself, one's behavior,

or the environment. Festinger outlined three possible relationships that can exist between any two

cognitions: consonance, irrelevance, and dissonance. Consonance exists when two cognitions

logically follow from one another (e.g., I believe exercise is healthy, and I exercise regularly).

Irrelevance occurs when the cognitions have no meaningful connection. Dissonance, however,
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occurs when one cognition implies the negation of the other (e.g., I know smoking is lethal, and I

smoke three packs a day).

The theory emphasizes that the presence of dissonance is not merely intellectual disagreement; it

is a psychological drive, akin to hunger or thirst, that demands resolution. The magnitude, or

strength, of the dissonance experienced is not uniform and depends crucially on two factors. First,

the ratio of dissonant to consonant cognitions: the more dissonant elements relative to consonant

elements, the greater the magnitude. Second, and more importantly, the importance of the

cognitions involved. If the conflicting beliefs relate to trivial matters, the resulting dissonance will be

minor and easily dismissed. If the conflict relates to central values, self-concept, or critical life

decisions, the dissonance will be powerful and require significant psychological effort to resolve.

It is crucial to differentiate dissonance from simple regret or disappointment. Dissonance is specific

to the internal inconsistency of one's knowledge structure. For dissonance to occur, the individual

must typically feel a degree of personal responsibility or agency for the conflicting action. If an

individual is forced to perform a counter-attitudinal behavior under extreme duress, the external

justification for the behavior is high, and dissonance experienced tends to be low. Conversely, if

the action is freely chosen despite conflicting beliefs, the lack of external justification maximizes the

internal psychological conflict, thereby maximizing dissonance and the pressure for internal attitude

change.

Historical Context: Leon Festinger and the 1957 Theory

The introduction of Dissonance Theory by Leon Festinger in his landmark 1957 book, A Theory of

Cognitive Dissonance, marked a watershed moment in the history of social psychology. Festinger,

influenced by earlier consistency theories but finding them insufficient, sought a dynamic

explanation for motivated attitude change. His theory challenged the prevailing behaviorist view

that focused solely on external reinforcement, instead proposing an active internal mechanism

driving attitude and belief modification. Festinger suggested that humans are motivated not only by

external rewards but also by the internal need for logical and psychological coherence.

A key observational study that helped shape Festinger's theory involved the famous Chicago cult

known as "The Seekers," documented in the book When Prophecy Fails (Festinger, Riecken, &

Schachter, 1956). This small, isolated group believed, based on messages received through

automatic writing, that a catastrophic flood would destroy the world on a specific date, and only

they would be rescued by an alien spacecraft. Festinger and his colleagues infiltrated the group to

observe their reaction when the predicted event failed to materialize. This failure created massive

dissonance: the cognition "The world did not end" clashed violently with the cognition "I gave up

my job and possessions based on this belief."

Contrary to predictions that the group would disband or admit error, many members experienced a
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dramatic increase in zealotry. They resolved the dissonance not by abandoning their belief, but by

inventing a new consonant cognition: their unwavering faith had successfully saved the world,

causing the aliens to call off the catastrophe. Furthermore, they intensified their proselytizing

efforts, seeking to reduce their dissonance by convincing others and thus gaining external support

for their now-shaky belief system. This powerful real-world illustration demonstrated the human

capacity to reinterpret reality to preserve psychological consistency, proving that dissonance

reduction is a potent, often irrational, motivational force.

Mechanisms of Dissonance Reduction

When dissonance is experienced, individuals automatically engage in various strategies aimed at

reducing the uncomfortable tension and restoring equilibrium. These strategies fall generally into

three broad categories, all designed to increase the ratio of consonant to dissonant cognitions or

decrease the perceived importance of the conflict. The process is entirely self-justifying and is

often executed outside of conscious awareness.

The first and most direct mechanism is changing one or both of the conflicting cognitions. This

is often achieved by modifying behavior or changing an attitude. For example, if a person believes

strongly in environmental protection (Cognition A) but drives a gas-guzzling SUV (Cognition B),

they could reduce dissonance by selling the SUV (changing behavior) or by deciding that

environmental protection is less important than personal convenience (changing attitude).

Changing behavior is often the most effective route, but it is frequently difficult due to habits,

external constraints, or inertia, making attitude change a common recourse, especially when the

conflicting action is already completed and irreversible.

The second powerful mechanism is adding new consonant cognitions. This involves

rationalization or seeking out biased information that supports the chosen action or belief, thereby

bolstering the consonant side of the equation. Using the smoker example, the individual knows

smoking is harmful but might add the cognition: "My grandfather smoked three packs a day and

lived to be 95," or "The evidence linking smoking to cancer is exaggerated by the media." These

added cognitions do not negate the health risk, but they reduce the relative magnitude of the

dissonance by providing justification or counter-evidence, making the behavior feel less irrational

or inconsistent.

The third common mechanism is decreasing the importance of the conflicting cognitions,

often referred to as trivialization. The individual minimizes the significance of the conflict or the

consequences of the dissonant behavior. For instance, the person who cheated on a test might

decide that "grades don't really matter in the grand scheme of life anyway," or the organization that

failed to meet a deadline might conclude that "the project wasn't that important to begin with." By

diminishing the weight of the dissonant elements, the overall tension is effectively reduced, even if

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=5027
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com


COGNITIVE DISSONANCE (Dissonance Theory) 5

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

the conflict itself remains unresolved.

Key Experimental Paradigms

The strength and longevity of Dissonance Theory stem largely from its successful validation

through highly creative and counter-intuitive experimental designs. The two most famous

paradigms are Induced Compliance and Effort Justification, both of which demonstrate how

internal attitude change results from the lack of external justification for a dissonant action.

The classic Induced Compliance paradigm was conducted by Festinger and Carlsmith in 1959,

commonly known as the "$1/$20 experiment." Participants were asked to complete an extremely

boring and tedious task. Afterward, they were asked to lie to the next participant, telling them the

task was interesting and enjoyable. One group was paid a large sum ($20--a significant amount at

the time) for lying, while the other was paid a trivial sum ($1). Later, when asked their true attitude

about the boring task, the results were striking. The $20 group experienced low dissonance; they

had high external justification ("I lied because I got paid well"). The $1 group, however,

experienced high dissonance ("I lied for almost nothing, which conflicts with my self-image as an

honest person"). To resolve this high dissonance, the $1 group convinced themselves that the task

wasn't actually that boring after all, and they genuinely rated the task as more enjoyable than the

$20 group did. Their attitude changed internally to justify the behavior.

Another pivotal paradigm is Effort Justification, famously demonstrated by Aronson and Mills

(1959) in their study on the "severity of initiation." This research addresses the dissonance that

arises when a person exerts great effort or suffers hardship to attain a goal that turns out to be

disappointing or mediocre. Participants volunteered for a discussion group on the psychology of

sex. Some underwent a severe initiation (reading embarrassing material aloud), some a mild

initiation, and some no initiation. All participants then listened to a very dull and uninteresting

recording of the group discussion. Those who underwent the severe initiation rated the discussion

and the group members far more positively than the other groups. They had expended significant

effort (suffering embarrassment), and to justify that effort (Cognition A), they had to conclude that

the outcome--the dull discussion (Cognition B)--was worth it. The attitude changed to justify the

cost.

A third important finding is Post-Decisional Dissonance, or the "Spreading of Alternatives,"

demonstrated by Brehm (1956). When individuals must choose between two highly attractive

alternatives (e.g., two equally desirable cars), dissonance is created because the choice of one

means rejecting the desirable features of the other. To reduce this dissonance, the decision-maker

psychologically enhances the attractiveness of the chosen option and simultaneously derogates

the attractiveness of the rejected option. This mental maneuver makes the final choice seem more

clearly superior and justifiable after the fact, thereby alleviating the discomfort associated with the
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initial difficult decision.

Applications Across Psychology and Behavior

The widespread applicability of Dissonance Theory ensures its continued relevance across diverse

fields, from clinical and health psychology to marketing and political science. In health

psychology, dissonance helps explain behaviors like continued substance use despite clear

knowledge of health risks. A smoker maintains consistency by minimizing the severity of the threat

("It won't happen to me") or by exaggerating the benefits of the behavior ("Smoking helps me cope

with stress"). Interventions based on dissonance often focus on making the inconsistency

unavoidable and highly salient, thereby forcing the individual to confront the dissonant relationship

directly.

In consumer behavior, dissonance is central to understanding buyer's remorse. When a

consumer makes a major purchase (e.g., a car or home), the decision is dissonant because the

chosen item has flaws and the rejected alternatives had attractive features. Marketers utilize

dissonance reduction techniques by providing ample reinforcement materials (e.g., thank-you

letters, positive reviews, extended warranties) immediately after purchase, helping the consumer

solidify their positive view of the chosen product and minimize regret. This is a direct application of

post-decisional dissonance reduction.

Dissonance is also a powerful tool in social influence and persuasion, particularly through a

technique known as hypocrisy induction. This method involves making people publicly advocate for

a pro-social behavior (e.g., safe sex, water conservation) and then making them mindful of their

past failures to engage in that behavior. The resulting dissonance between their public advocacy

(Cognition A) and their private history of failure (Cognition B) creates a strong drive to reduce the

inconsistency. Studies have shown that this technique often leads to genuine changes in behavior,

as changing their future actions is the only way to resolve the embarrassing conflict between stated

beliefs and actual conduct.

Criticisms, Refinements, and Modern Developments

Despite its robust empirical support, Dissonance Theory has faced significant criticism and has

undergone substantial refinement since its inception. One primary theoretical critique concerns its

tautological nature: dissonance is an internal state that cannot be directly measured, only inferred

from the subsequent attitude change. Critics argued that the theory lacked predictive power

because one could only confirm dissonance after the reduction had occurred. Furthermore, the

definition of "cognition" was sometimes criticized as being too broad, making it difficult to precisely

predict which conflicts would trigger dissonance and which would not.

The most notable alternative explanation came from Daryl Bem's Self-Perception Theory (SPT)

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=5027
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com


COGNITIVE DISSONANCE (Dissonance Theory) 7

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

(1967). SPT proposed that attitude change did not require an internal motivational state like

dissonance. Instead, Bem argued that people simply observe their own behavior and infer their

attitudes from those observations, especially when internal cues are weak or ambiguous. For

example, in the $1/$20 study, Bem suggested the $1 participant thought: "I told the person the task

was fun, and I only got $1, so I must have actually thought the task was fun." While SPT

successfully accounted for results in low-dissonance situations, Dissonance Theory maintains

better explanatory power for high-dissonance scenarios involving core values, significant negative

consequences, and strong initial attitudes.

Modern research has led to important refinements, moving beyond Festinger's original focus on

simple inconsistency to emphasize the role of the self-concept. The New Look Model of

Dissonance (Cooper & Fazio, 1984) refined the theory by arguing that dissonance is only aroused

when a counter-attitudinal behavior is freely chosen and leads to aversive or foreseeable negative

consequences. Furthermore, the role of self-esteem became central. Self-Affirmation Theory

(Steele, 1988) suggested that dissonance arises because the conflicting behavior threatens the

individual's perception of themselves as moral, competent, or rational. If individuals can affirm their

overall self-worth in an unrelated domain, they often do not need to reduce the dissonance created

by the immediate conflict, highlighting that the ultimate goal is maintaining global self-integrity.

Conclusion and Legacy

Cognitive Dissonance Theory remains an intellectual cornerstone of social psychology, providing a

powerful, motivational explanation for attitude change and human irrationality. Its genius lies in its

simplicity and its ability to explain complex, often paradoxical behaviors--why people cling to failed

prophecies, why suffering leads to greater appreciation, and why small rewards can lead to greater

belief change than large ones. The theory successfully shifted psychological inquiry away from

purely external reinforcement models toward internal motivational drives centered on consistency

and self-justification.

The enduring legacy of Festinger's work is evident in the continued application of dissonance

principles across clinical, social, and organizational contexts. From understanding cult behavior

and political polarization to designing effective public health campaigns, the principles of

dissonance reduction provide essential insights into the human need to reconcile conflicting

realities. The theory's robustness has stood the test of time, adapting through refinements that

integrate the role of self-concept and moral reasoning, ensuring its place as a primary framework

for understanding human motivation and decision-making.
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