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Festinger L (1957) A Theory Of Cognitive
Dissonance Stanford University

Festinger L (1957) A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance Stanford University is a seminal work in social
psychology that introduced one of the most influential and widely studied theories explaining human
motivation and behavior. Leonard Festinger's groundbreaking research elucidated the psychological
discomfort individuals experience when they hold conflicting cognitions or when their behavior contradicts
their beliefs. This discomfort, termed "cognitive dissonance," motivates individuals to seek consistency among
their thoughts, feelings, and actions, often leading to remarkable changes in attitudes and perceptions.
Published in 1957, the book remains a cornerstone in understanding how humans strive for internal harmony,
and it has had profound implications across various domains such as psychology, marketing, education, and
beyond.

Background and Context of the Theory

Historical and Academic Context

- Prior to Festinger's work, psychological theories primarily focused on behaviorism and the stimulus-response
model, emphasizing external reinforcement. - Festinger's approach was cognitive, emphasizing internal
mental states and processes. - The 1950s marked a burgeoning interest in understanding the internal
processes that drive human behavior, setting the stage for cognitive dissonance theory.



Festinger’s Motivations

- Festinger aimed to explore how individuals maintain consistency among their attitudes, beliefs, and
behaviors. - He was intrigued by the ways people rationalize or justify behaviors that conflict with their self-
concept or beliefs. - To test his hypotheses, Festinger and his colleagues conducted a famous field experiment
involving a doomsday cult.

Core Concepts of Cognitive Dissonance Theory

Definition of Cognitive Dissonance

- Cognitive dissonance occurs when an individual experiences mental discomfort due to holding two or more
conflicting cognitions. - These cognitions can include beliefs, attitudes, or values, as well as behaviors. - The
dissonance creates an uncomfortable psychological state that individuals are motivated to reduce.

Sources of Dissonance

- Contradictory beliefs and behaviors: For example, knowing smoking is harmful but continuing to smoke. -
New information conflicting with existing beliefs: For instance, accepting evidence that contradicts a
previously held conviction. - Decisions that involve trade-offs: Post-decision dissonance arises after choosing
between equally attractive options.

Psychological Need for Consistency

- Humans have an innate desire to maintain internal consistency. - When dissonance occurs, individuals are
motivated to reduce it to restore psychological equilibrium.
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Mechanisms for Reducing Dissonance

Changing Beliefs or Attitudes

- Adjusting existing beliefs to align with behavior. - Example: Downplaying the risks of smoking after quitting.

Changing Behaviors

- Altering behaviors to fit existing beliefs. - Example: Quitting smoking to eliminate dissonance.

Adding Consonant Cognitions

- Introducing new beliefs that justify the behavior. - Example: Believing that smoking relieves stress, which is
beneficial.

Trivialization of Dissonant Aspects

- Minimizing the importance of conflicting information or behaviors. - Example: Considering health risks as
negligible.

Selective Exposure and Attention

- Avoiding information that challenges existing beliefs. - Example: Ignoring anti-smoking campaigns.



The Classic Experiment: The Doomsday Cult

Overview of the Study

- Festinger and colleagues infiltrated a cult believing in an impending apocalypse. - They observed how cult
members rationalized the failed prophecy. - The experiment provided real-world evidence of dissonance
reduction.

Findings and Significance

- Cult members experienced dissonance after the prophecy failed. - To reduce dissonance, they reinterpreted
the event, believing their faith had delayed the catastrophe. - This demonstrated how individuals rationalize
conflicting beliefs to maintain self-concept and group cohesion.

Implications of Cognitive Dissonance Theory

Understanding Human Motivation

- The theory explains why individuals often justify actions that are irrational or harmful. - It highlights the
importance of internal consistency in decision-making.

Applications Across Domains

- Marketing and Consumer Behavior: Post-purchase rationalization. - Education: Resistance to changing
beliefs despite evidence. - Health Psychology: Justification of unhealthy behaviors. - Social and Political
Attitudes: Defense of prejudiced beliefs.
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Impact on Psychological Interventions

- Strategies that acknowledge dissonance can be effective in attitude change. - Cognitive-behavioral
approaches often utilize dissonance principles.

Critiques and Developments

Limitations of the Original Theory

- Overemphasis on rationalization processes. - Difficulties in measuring dissonance directly. - Variations in
individual susceptibility to dissonance reduction.

Extensions and Related Theories

- Self-perception theory by Daryl Bem, proposing that attitudes are inferred from behavior. - Reactance theory
and other motivation models. - Contemporary research explores dissonance in social identity and group
dynamics.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Festinger’s Work

- Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory revolutionized the understanding of human motivation. - It
underscores the pervasive drive for internal consistency and the ways individuals rationalize conflicting
thoughts and actions. - Its principles continue to inform research, clinical practice, and practical applications
across diverse fields. - Recognizing dissonance can foster greater self-awareness and promote healthier
decision-making and attitude change.
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Festinger L (1957) A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance Stanford University is one of the most influential and
foundational works in social psychology, fundamentally shaping our understanding of human motivation,
attitude change, and decision-making. Published in 1957 by Leon Festinger, this seminal book introduces the
concept of cognitive dissonance—a psychological discomfort experienced when holding conflicting beliefs,
attitudes, or behaviors—and explores how individuals strive for internal consistency. This article offers a
comprehensive breakdown of Festinger's theory, its core principles, experimental evidence, and implications
across various domains.

Introduction: The Genesis of Cognitive Dissonance Theory

Leon Festinger's A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance emerged from his desire to explain how people handle
conflicting cognitions—those mental representations of beliefs, attitudes, or knowledge—and why they often
change their attitudes or behaviors to reduce discomfort. The theory was groundbreaking because it
challenged earlier assumptions that attitude change primarily results from persuasion or external pressures,
instead highlighting internal psychological processes.

In essence, Festinger (1957) proposed that cognitive dissonance is a universal experience, one that individuals
are motivated to resolve to maintain psychological equilibrium. The theory emphasizes that dissonance is
aversive, leading individuals to employ various strategies to diminish it—ranging from changing beliefs to
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justifying actions.

Core Concepts of Festinger's Cognitive Dissonance Theory

What is Cognitive Dissonance?

Cognitive dissonance occurs when a person simultaneously holds two or more contradictory cognitions or
when their behavior conflicts with their beliefs or attitudes. For example, a smoker who knows smoking
causes health problems but continues to smoke experiences dissonance.

The Motivation to Reduce Dissonance

Festinger argued that dissonance creates psychological discomfort, which individuals are motivated to
minimize. The drive to reduce dissonance is stronger than the desire to maintain consistency; thus, people
actively seek ways to restore harmony among their beliefs and behaviors.

Strategies for Dissonance Reduction

People can employ several methods to reduce dissonance:

Changing Attitudes or Beliefs: Altering one of the conflicting cognitions to align with behavior.1.
Adding Consonant Cognitions: Introducing new beliefs that support the behavior or attitude.2.
Trivialization: Downplaying the importance of the conflicting cognitions.3.
Behavior Change: Altering the behavior to match existing attitudes.4.

The Role of Selective Exposure and Justification

Festinger's theory implies that individuals tend to avoid information that increases dissonance (selective
exposure) and seek justification for their actions to maintain self-esteem.

Foundational Experiments and Evidence



Festinger's original experiments provided empirical backing for the theory. The most famous among them was
the Peg Turning Study (1956), which demonstrated how participants who experienced dissonance changed
their attitudes to justify their actions.

The Peg Turning Study

Participants were asked to perform a boring task and then either paid $1 or $20 to tell others it was
enjoyable. Those paid only $1 experienced greater dissonance because they couldn't justify lying with external
rewards and thus altered their attitudes to believe they genuinely enjoyed the task. Conversely, those paid
$20 had sufficient external justification and did not change their attitudes.

Key Findings

Insufficient Justification Leads to Attitude Change: When external justification is minimal, individuals are1.
more likely to change internal attitudes.
Dissonance is More Likely When Behavior is Voluntary: People experience more dissonance if they freely2.
choose to engage in conflicting behaviors.
Dissonance Affects Attitudes and Beliefs: The discomfort can lead to genuine shifts in perceptions and3.
beliefs over time.

The Mechanisms of Dissonance Reduction

Changing Behavior or Cognitions1.

The most direct method is to alter one of the conflicting elements. For instance, quitting smoking after
recognizing its health risks.

Adding New Cognitions1.
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Introducing new beliefs that make the behavior acceptable, e.g., "Smoking relieves stress," to justify
continued smoking.

Trivialization1.

Diminishing the importance of the conflicting cognition, such as downplaying the health risks of smoking.

Denial or Avoidance1.

Refusing to acknowledge the conflict or avoiding information that challenges existing beliefs.

Applications and Implications of Cognitive Dissonance Theory

Festinger's theory has extensive applications across various fields, including:

A. Decision-Making

Post-Decision Dissonance: After choosing between two similar options, individuals often enhance their1.
preference for the chosen option and devalue the rejected one—a phenomenon known as spreading of
alternatives.
Example: Choosing a college and later emphasizing its advantages to justify the decision.2.

B. Attitude Change and Persuasion

Cognitive dissonance explains why individuals sometimes resist persuasion attempts; they may experience1.
dissonance if new information conflicts with their existing attitudes, leading to rejection of persuasive
messages.

C. Behavioral Change Programs

Interventions that induce dissonance can motivate individuals to modify undesirable behaviors—for1.



example, programs where smokers are encouraged to argue against smoking to promote quitting.

D. Moral and Ethical Judgments

People rationalize unethical actions by modifying their perceptions of morality to reduce dissonance, which1.
can explain phenomena like justification of dishonesty or aggression.

Critical Analysis and Limitations

While Festinger’s A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance has been enormously influential, it is not without
criticisms:

Overgeneralization: Not all behaviors result from dissonance; sometimes attitudes change for other1.
reasons.
Measurement Challenges: Dissonance is an internal state that is difficult to measure directly; much2.
evidence relies on indirect measures.
Cultural Variability: The theory was developed primarily within Western contexts; its applicability across3.
cultures with different values is debated.
Alternative Theories: Some psychologists argue that other models, such as self-perception theory, can4.
explain attitude change without invoking dissonance.

Despite these critiques, the core ideas remain central to understanding human motivation.

Modern Extensions and Related Theories

Festinger's initial formulation has inspired numerous extensions:

Self-Perception Theory (Bem, 1967): Suggests attitude change occurs through observing one's own1.
behavior.
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Dissonance and Self-Justification in Social Contexts: Research examines how social factors influence2.
dissonance effects.
Cognitive Dissonance and Motivation in Health Behaviors: Applications in promoting healthier lifestyles.3.

Practical Takeaways from Festinger's Theory

Recognize that dissonance motivates behavior and attitude adjustments.1.
Understand that people often rationalize their choices to maintain self-esteem.2.
When designing interventions or persuasive messages, consider how dissonance can be leveraged or3.
minimized.
Be aware that internal conflicts can lead to significant psychological discomfort, influencing decision-4.
making processes.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Festinger’s Dissonance Theory

Festinger (1957) revolutionized our understanding of human psychology by revealing that individuals are
deeply motivated to maintain internal consistency among their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. His
comprehensive framework and experimental validation established cognitive dissonance as a central concept
in social psychology, impacting fields ranging from marketing to health promotion.

Understanding the mechanisms of dissonance and the strategies humans employ to resolve it provides
valuable insights into everyday decision-making, attitude formation, and moral reasoning. As ongoing
research continues to refine and expand upon Festinger's original ideas, the core principle remains clear: the
pursuit of psychological harmony is a fundamental driver of human thought and behavior.
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Questions & Answers About festinger l (1957) a theory of cognitive
dissonance stanford university

No Question Answer

1 What is the core premise of
Festinger's 1957 theory of cognitive
dissonance?

Festinger's 1957 theory posits that individuals experience
psychological discomfort when they hold conflicting cognitions
or beliefs, leading them to strive for internal consistency by
changing attitudes, beliefs, or behaviors to reduce dissonance.

2 How did Festinger's study at
Stanford University contribute to the
development of cognitive dissonance
theory?

Festinger's famous 1959 study, involving participants
performing boring tasks and then being asked to lie about their
experience, demonstrated how individuals justified their
behavior to reduce dissonance, providing empirical support for
his theory.

3 What are some real-world
applications of Festinger's cognitive
dissonance theory in psychology?

The theory is applied in areas such as attitude change,
marketing, decision-making, addiction treatment, and
understanding how people rationalize behaviors that conflict
with their self-image or beliefs.

4 Why is Festinger's 1957 'A Theory of
Cognitive Dissonance' considered a
foundational work in social
psychology?

Because it introduced a groundbreaking explanation for how
and why individuals attempt to resolve conflicting cognitions,
influencing numerous subsequent studies and theories related
to attitude change and human motivation.
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5 What criticisms or limitations have
been associated with Festinger's
cognitive dissonance theory since its
publication?

Critics have argued that the theory can be too broad, difficult to
falsify, and that it sometimes overemphasizes internal
rationalization processes, prompting ongoing debates about its
scope and explanatory power.

cognitive dissonance, Festinger, social psychology, attitude change, psychological consistency, Stanford
University, dissonance theory, cognitive psychology, theory of attitude change, Festinger 1957
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