
what are cognitive dissonance

what are cognitive dissonance describes the profound psychological discomfort experienced when an

individual holds two or more conflicting beliefs, values, or attitudes, or when their actions contradict

their deeply held convictions. This state of mental unease, first theorized by social psychologist Leon

Festinger in 1957, is a fundamental concept in understanding human motivation and decision-making.

Individuals are inherently driven to reduce this internal inconsistency, seeking to restore a sense of

psychological balance and coherence. This comprehensive article will delve into the definition, origins,

psychological impact, and various strategies people employ to alleviate cognitive dissonance, offering

insights into how this powerful phenomenon shapes our thoughts and behaviors across different facets

of life, from personal choices to societal interactions. Understanding what causes cognitive dissonance

and how it's resolved provides a crucial lens through which to view human psychology.
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Understanding the Core Concept of Cognitive Dissonance

Cognitive dissonance is a pervasive psychological phenomenon that profoundly influences human

thought, feeling, and behavior. At its heart, it refers to the mental stress or discomfort experienced by



an individual who simultaneously holds two or more contradictory beliefs, ideas, values, or attitudes, or

who performs an action that is inconsistent with their existing beliefs, ideals, or values. This internal

conflict creates an unpleasant tension that individuals are powerfully motivated to reduce, often leading

to changes in attitudes, beliefs, or even a reinterpretation of their actions.

Defining Cognitive Dissonance

To fully grasp what are cognitive dissonance, it's essential to understand its components. "Cognitions"

refer to any knowledge, opinion, belief, or feeling about oneself or the environment. When these

cognitions clash, creating a state of inconsistency, dissonance arises. For instance, a person who

values environmental sustainability might experience dissonance if they frequently drive a gas-guzzling

car. The cognition "I care about the environment" conflicts with the cognition "I drive a high-emission

vehicle," leading to mental discomfort. The magnitude of this discomfort is directly proportional to the

importance of the conflicting cognitions to the individual.

The Origins: Leon Festinger's Theory

The concept of cognitive dissonance was famously introduced by social psychologist Leon Festinger in

his groundbreaking 1957 book, "A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance." Festinger's theory emerged from

his observations of a doomsday cult, where members who had sacrificed much for their beliefs faced

profound cognitive dissonance when the predicted apocalypse did not occur. Rather than abandoning

their beliefs, many became even more fervent, recruiting new members as a way to justify their past

commitment and reduce the inconsistency. Festinger posited that humans are not purely rational

beings, but rather rationalizing ones, driven by a fundamental need for internal consistency in their

cognitive systems. This foundational work provided a robust framework for understanding how

individuals manage and cope with psychological inconsistencies.



The Psychological Impact of Inconsistent Cognitions

The experience of cognitive dissonance is far more than just a fleeting thought; it is a powerful

psychological state that can significantly alter perception, memory, and behavior. The discomfort it

generates is a strong motivator, driving individuals to seek resolution and restore psychological

equilibrium. This internal pressure to reduce inconsistency can have profound implications for how we

make decisions, justify our actions, and maintain our sense of self.

The Drive for Dissonance Reduction

Humans naturally strive for consistency in their internal world. When dissonance arises, it creates an

aversive state, akin to physical pain or hunger, prompting a strong psychological drive to alleviate it.

The level of discomfort experienced is proportional to the number and importance of the conflicting

cognitions. The stronger the dissonance, the greater the motivation to reduce it. This drive can

manifest in various ways, from subtle shifts in attitude to significant behavioral changes, all aimed at

bringing cognitions back into alignment.

When Does Cognitive Dissonance Arise?

Cognitive dissonance is a common occurrence in everyday life, emerging in several predictable

scenarios:

Decision-Making: After making a difficult choice between two equally attractive alternatives,

individuals often experience "post-decision dissonance." To reduce this, they tend to enhance

the attractiveness of the chosen option and devalue the rejected one.

Effort Justification: When people put a lot of effort, time, or sacrifice into achieving a goal, they

tend to value that goal more highly, even if it turns out to be disappointing. This justifies their

past effort.



Induced Compliance: Dissonance occurs when individuals are subtly persuaded to act in a way

that contradicts their private beliefs. To resolve this, they may change their private beliefs to

align with their public behavior.

New Information: Encountering new information that directly challenges long-held beliefs or

values can trigger significant dissonance, especially if those beliefs are central to one's identity.

Hypocrisy: When individuals advocate for a certain behavior but fail to practice it themselves,

they experience dissonance, which can motivate them to change their behavior to match their

advocacy.

Strategies for Reducing Cognitive Dissonance

Given the inherent discomfort associated with cognitive dissonance, individuals employ a variety of

strategies, often unconsciously, to reduce or eliminate this psychological tension. These strategies

involve altering existing cognitions or introducing new ones to create a more harmonious internal state.

Understanding these mechanisms is key to comprehending human rationality and irrationality.

Changing One's Behavior

One of the most direct and effective ways to reduce dissonance is to change one's behavior so that it

aligns with one's beliefs or attitudes. For example, if an individual believes in healthy eating but

regularly consumes junk food, they can reduce dissonance by starting to eat healthier meals. While

this is often the ideal solution from a rational perspective, changing ingrained behaviors can be

challenging and requires significant willpower, making it less frequently chosen than other, often

easier, strategies.



Changing One's Beliefs or Attitudes

Another common strategy involves altering one of the conflicting cognitions. This might mean

modifying an existing belief, attitude, or value to make it more consistent with a behavior that has

already occurred or with another belief. Using the environmental example, a person driving a gas-

guzzler might convince themselves that climate change isn't as severe as scientists suggest, thereby

reducing the dissonance between their behavior and their initial concern for the environment.

Adding New Cognitions

Individuals can also reduce dissonance by introducing new information or beliefs that justify the

inconsistency. These new cognitions serve to bridge the gap between the conflicting elements, making

the inconsistency seem less severe or even rational. For instance, the person driving the gas-guzzling

car might tell themselves, "My car is old, and buying a new electric vehicle would have a greater

environmental footprint due to manufacturing processes," or "I donate to environmental charities, so it

balances out." These added cognitions help to rationalize the existing contradictory behavior.

Minimizing the Importance of the Conflicting Cognitions

A simpler way to cope with dissonance is to reduce the perceived importance of the conflicting

cognitions. If the elements involved are deemed less significant, the psychological discomfort

associated with their inconsistency diminishes. For example, the person concerned about the

environment might decide that their individual car choice has a negligible impact on global climate

change, thus downplaying the importance of that specific inconsistent behavior relative to the broader

issue.

Real-World Examples of Cognitive Dissonance

Cognitive dissonance is not merely an academic concept; it manifests in countless ways in daily life,

influencing personal choices, consumer habits, political views, and societal issues. Recognizing these



examples helps illustrate the profound and subtle impact of this psychological phenomenon on human

behavior.

Consumer Behavior and Marketing

In the realm of consumer behavior, cognitive dissonance is particularly evident in "post-purchase

regret." After making a significant purchase, such as a car or a home, buyers often experience

dissonance, especially if there were other appealing options. To alleviate this, they tend to seek out

positive information about their chosen product and downplay the advantages of the alternatives,

affirming their decision. Marketers often leverage this by providing reassuring messages to new

customers, reinforcing their choice and reducing potential dissonance.

Health Decisions

Health-related behaviors frequently showcase cognitive dissonance. A smoker who is fully aware of the

serious health risks (cognition 1) but continues to smoke (cognition 2) experiences significant

dissonance. To reduce this, they might rationalize their behavior by saying, "My grandfather smoked

until he was 90" (adding new cognition), "Everyone dies eventually" (minimizing importance), or "I'll quit

next year" (changing future behavior, but not current belief). Similarly, individuals who know the

benefits of exercise but remain sedentary might find excuses or devalue the importance of fitness.

Political and Social Beliefs

Political ideologies and social stances are ripe grounds for cognitive dissonance. People often

encounter information that contradicts their political party's platform or a deeply held social belief.

Rather than changing their core beliefs, they might dismiss the conflicting information as "fake news,"

attribute it to biased sources, or simply avoid it altogether. This selective exposure to information helps

maintain the consistency of their existing worldview and reduces the discomfort of dissonance.



Environmental Actions

Many individuals express concern for the environment (cognition 1) but engage in practices that harm

it, such as excessive consumption, wasting resources, or not recycling (cognition 2). This inconsistency

leads to dissonance. Strategies to resolve it might include rationalizing "everyone else does it," "my

impact is too small to matter," or blaming large corporations. Awareness of this dissonance can,

however, also be a powerful motivator for positive behavioral change, encouraging individuals to align

their actions with their values.

The Role of Cognitive Dissonance in Personal Growth and

Decision-Making

While often experienced as uncomfortable, cognitive dissonance is not inherently negative. In fact,

understanding and addressing it can be a potent catalyst for personal growth, self-awareness, and

more deliberate decision-making. By recognizing the internal conflicts that arise, individuals can gain

deeper insight into their values, motivations, and the mechanisms by which they rationalize their

choices.

Recognizing and Addressing Dissonance

The first step toward leveraging cognitive dissonance for personal growth is developing the self-

awareness to recognize its presence. When experiencing psychological discomfort related to an

inconsistency between beliefs and actions, or between two conflicting beliefs, it's an opportunity for

introspection. Instead of instinctively reaching for dissonance reduction strategies that might involve

self-deception or rationalization, one can pause and examine the source of the conflict. This mindful

approach allows for a conscious evaluation of one's values and behaviors, fostering a more authentic

self-understanding.



Making Informed Choices

Understanding what are cognitive dissonance can significantly improve decision-making processes.

When faced with difficult choices, recognizing the potential for post-decision dissonance can lead to a

more thorough evaluation of options, rather than simply picking one and then retrospectively justifying

it. By anticipating the internal conflict, individuals can weigh the pros and cons more objectively and

make choices that are more aligned with their long-term goals and deepest values, rather than just

resolving immediate discomfort. This proactive approach leads to decisions that are more resilient to

future challenges and less likely to lead to regret.

Building Coherent Belief Systems

Ultimately, confronting cognitive dissonance offers a path toward building a more coherent and

integrated belief system. By consciously striving for consistency between one's beliefs, values, and

actions, individuals can cultivate a stronger sense of integrity and authenticity. This process involves a

willingness to critically examine one's own assumptions, challenge comfortable rationalizations, and,

when necessary, adjust either one's beliefs or behaviors to achieve a more harmonious internal state.

Engaging with dissonance constructively can lead to greater self-knowledge, ethical consistency, and a

more fulfilling life where one's actions genuinely reflect their core identity.

Q: What is the main idea behind cognitive dissonance?

A: The main idea behind cognitive dissonance is that individuals experience psychological discomfort

when they simultaneously hold two or more conflicting beliefs, values, or attitudes, or when their

behavior contradicts one of these cognitions. This discomfort, or "dissonance," motivates them to take

steps to reduce it, often by changing their beliefs, behaviors, or rationalizing the inconsistency to

restore a sense of internal consistency and balance.



Q: Who first proposed the theory of cognitive dissonance?

A: The theory of cognitive dissonance was first proposed by American social psychologist Leon

Festinger in his seminal 1957 book, "A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance." His work laid the foundation

for understanding how people cope with psychological inconsistencies and the profound impact these

inconsistencies have on human motivation and decision-making.

Q: Can cognitive dissonance be a positive force?

A: Yes, while often experienced as uncomfortable, cognitive dissonance can be a positive force. It

serves as an internal signal that there's an inconsistency between one's beliefs and actions, or

between different beliefs. Recognizing this discomfort can prompt individuals to critically examine their

values and behaviors, leading to self-awareness, personal growth, and a willingness to change

behavior or beliefs to align with a more coherent and authentic self.

Q: What are some common ways people reduce cognitive dissonance?

A: People commonly reduce cognitive dissonance in several ways: 1) Changing their behavior to align

with their beliefs (e.g., a smoker quits). 2) Changing one of their conflicting beliefs or attitudes (e.g.,

convincing oneself that smoking isn't that bad). 3) Adding new cognitions or information to justify the

inconsistency (e.g., "I'll quit later, so it's fine for now"). 4) Minimizing the importance of the conflicting

cognitions (e.g., "My smoking has a negligible impact on my overall health").

Q: How does cognitive dissonance relate to decision-making?

A: Cognitive dissonance plays a significant role in decision-making, particularly in what's known as

"post-decision dissonance." After making a choice between two or more attractive alternatives,

individuals often experience discomfort because they've rejected potentially good options. To reduce

this dissonance, they tend to inflate the positive aspects of the chosen option and diminish the positive

aspects of the rejected options, thus affirming their decision and reducing any lingering regret or doubt.



Q: Is cognitive dissonance an unconscious process?

A: Cognitive dissonance reduction often occurs unconsciously. People may not always be aware that

they are experiencing dissonance or that they are employing strategies to reduce it. These processes

can be automatic, designed to protect one's self-concept and maintain a consistent view of the world.

However, with self-awareness and introspection, individuals can learn to consciously recognize and

address their dissonance more effectively.
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