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Dissonance

Festinger’s (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance is, by
far, the most prominent of several social-psychological
theories based on the premise that people are motivated to
seek consistency among their beliefs, attitudes, and actions
(Abelson et al. 1968). It asserts that people find inconsis-
tency, or “dissonance,” among their cognitions to be emo-
tionally aversive and seek to eliminate or reduce any
inconsistency.

According to Festinger, cognitive dissonance is a tension
state that arises whenever an individual simultaneously
holds two or more cognitions that are mutually inconsistent
with one another. In this model, any two cognitions, consid-
ered by themselves, stand in one of three relations to one
another—dissonant (contradictory or inconsistent), conso-
nant (consistent), or irrelevant. The total amount of disso-
nance for a given person in any particular situation is
defined as the ratio of dissonant relations to total relevant
relations, with each relation weighted for its importance to
that person:

When cognitive dissonance arises, the individual is moti-
vated to reduce the amount of dissonance. This can be done
in many ways—by decreasing the number and/or the impor-
tance of dissonant relations, or by increasing the number
and/or the importance of consonant relations. Precisely how
dissonance is reduced in any particular situation depends on
the resistance to change of the various cognitions involved.
The resistance-to-change of any cognition in a particular
context depends, in turn, on the extent to which a change
would produce new dissonant relations, the degree to which
the cognition is firmly anchored in reality, and the difficulty
of changing those aspects of reality.

Consider a prototypic case: a cigarette smoker, circa
1960, encountering the first medical reports linking smok-
ing to lung cancer, emphysema, and heart disease. His two
cognitions, “I smoke,” and, “Smoking causes serious dis-
eases,” are dissonant because both cognitions are of sub-
stantial importance to him and are inconsistent. To reduce
this dissonance, he could quit smoking or, if this proved too
difficult, could cut back on cigarettes or switch to a brand
with lower tar and nicotine. Similarly, he could question the
significance of “merely statistical” evidence regarding
smoking and disease processes, downplay the relevance or
importance of such evidence to his personal situation, avoid
subsequent medical reports on the topic, and/or exaggerate
the pleasures and positive consequences of smoking (e.g.,
how it helps him relax or control his weight).

Festinger (1957) used dissonance theory to account for a
wide array of psychological phenomena, ranging from the

transmission of rumors following disasters to the rational-
ization of everyday decisions, the consequences of counter-
attitudinal advocacy, selectivity in information search and
interpretation, and responses to the disconfirmation of cen-
tral beliefs. Of the many new research directions produced
by the theory, three paradigms proved most influential.

The first major paradigm involved the attitudinal conse-
quences of making a decision (Brehm 1956). Any choice
among mutually exclusive options is postulated to produce
dissonance, because any nonoverlapping bad features of the
chosen alternative(s) or good features of the rejected alter-
native(s) are dissonant with the choice itself. To reduce this
postdecisional dissonance, the individual is likely to exag-
gerate the advantages of the option(s) selected and to dispar-
age the advantages of the option(s) rejected. Through this
postdecisional reevaluation and “spreading apart” of the
alternatives, individuals come to rationalize their decisions.
Such effects appear most strongly when the decision is both
difficult and irrevocable, and have proved to be highly repli-
cable across a variety of decision contexts (Festinger 1964;
Wicklund and Brehm 1976).

A second popular paradigm concerned the selectivity of
information-seeking following a decision (Ehrlich et al.
1957). If the decision is difficult to undo (and not all of the
attendant dissonance has already been reduced through
reevaluation of the alternatives), the individual is moti-
vated both to avoid subsequent information that seems
likely to be dissonant with that decision and to seek out
subsequent information that seems likely to support that
decision. Empirical evidence concerning this aspect of the
theory, however, has been much more mixed; and the pre-
cise conditions under which such selective exposure
effects occur remain unclear (Freedman and Sears 1965;
Frey 1986).

Finally, the third, and most influential paradigm exam-
ined the effects of “forced compliance,” in which an indi-
vidual is induced to engage in some counterattitudinal
action with minimal, “psychologically insufficient,” exter-
nal coercion or incentive (e.g., Aronson and Carlsmith
1963; Festinger and Carlsmith 1959). In this case, disso-
nance derives from a conflict between the person’s action
and attitudes. To the extent that an overt action is harder to
change than a personal opinion, attitudes are changed to
conform more closely to behavior. The less the external
pressure used to induce the behavior, the more such subse-
quent justification of one’s actions occurs, because any
external pressures provide added consonant relations. Such
“insufficient justification” effects have been observed, under
free-choice conditions, in a wide variety of situations, par-
ticularly when the person’s counterattitudinal behavior has
aversive consequences for which he/she feels personally
responsible (Cooper and Fazio 1984; Harmon-Jones and
Mills forthcoming; Lepper 1983).

More recent research on cognitive dissonance has empha-
sized three additional issues. Some authors have focused on
the role of physiological arousal (e.g., Cooper and Fazio
1984) and psychological discomfort (e.g., Elliot and Devine
1994) in the production and reduction of cognitive disso-
nance, showing the importance of the motivational factors
that distinguish dissonance theory from self-perception the-

Total Dissonance = (Dissonant Relations) / (Dissonant +
Constant Relations)
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ory (Bem 1967, 1972) and other nonmotivational alternative
explanations. Others have emphasized the importance of the
self-concept in cognitive dissonance, arguing that disso-
nance effects may depend on threats to one’s self-concept
and may be alleviated by procedures that affirm the SELF
(e.g., Steele 1988; Thibodeau and Aronson 1992).

Most recently, computational models of dissonance
reduction have sought to quantify dissonance more precisely
and have simulated many of the subtleties of psychological
findings (e.g., Read and Miller 1994; Shultz and Lepper
1996). These models use artificial NEURAL NETWORKS that
treat dissonance reduction as a gradual process of satisfying
constraints imposed on the relationships among beliefs by a
motive for cognitive consistency. Their success suggests that
dissonance, rather than being exotic and unique, may have
much in common with other psychological phenomena (e.g.,
memory retrieval or analogical reasoning) that can also be
understood in constraint-satisfaction terms.

The general success of dissonance theory—and the par-
ticular power of the “reevaluation of alternatives” and
“insufficient justification” paradigms—seems to derive, in
large part, from the breadth of the theory and from the ways
that apparently “rational” consistency-seeking can, under
certain conditions, produce unexpectedly “irrational”
changes in actions and attitudes.

See also ATTRIBUTION THEORY; DECISION MAKING ;
MOTIVATION ; MOTIVATION  AND CULTURE; SOCIAL COGNI-
TION 

—Mark R. Lepper and Thomas R. Shultz
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Distinctive Features

Every speech sound shares some articulatory and acoustic
properties with other speech sounds. For example, the con-
sonant [n] shares nasality with [m], complete oral closure
with the set [pbmtdkg], and an elevated tongue-tip with the
set [tdsz].

Most contemporary theories of PHONOLOGY posit a uni-
versal set of distinctive features to encode these shared
properties in the representation of the speech sounds them-
selves. The hypothesis is that speech sounds are repre-
sented mentally by their values for binary distinctive
features, and that a single set of about twenty such fea-
tures suffices for all spoken languages. Thus, the distinc-
tive features, rather than the sounds built from them, are
the primitives of phonological description. The sound we
write as [n] is actually a bundle of distinctive feature val-
ues, such as [+nasal], [–continuant] (complete oral clo-
sure), and [+coronal] (elevated tongue-tip).

Three principal arguments can be presented in support of
this hypothesis: 

1. The union of the sound systems of all spoken languages
is a smaller set than the physical capabilities of the
human vocal and auditory systems would lead one to


