
cognitive dissonance ap psychology
cognitive dissonance ap psychology is a fundamental concept studied within the field
of psychology, particularly emphasized in AP Psychology courses. It refers to the mental
discomfort experienced when an individual holds two or more contradictory beliefs, values,
or attitudes simultaneously. This psychological theory, first introduced by Leon Festinger in
the 1950s, has profound implications for understanding human motivation, decision-
making, and behavior change. In the context of AP Psychology, cognitive dissonance
provides essential insights into how people strive for internal consistency and the strategies
they use to reduce psychological tension. This article explores the definition, underlying
mechanisms, and real-world applications of cognitive dissonance, along with its significance
in social psychology and experimental research. The goal is to provide a comprehensive
understanding that aligns with the AP Psychology curriculum and aids in exam preparation.
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Definition and Origins of Cognitive Dissonance
Cognitive dissonance is defined as the psychological discomfort or tension that arises from
holding two or more conflicting cognitions, such as beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors. This
concept was first proposed by social psychologist Leon Festinger in 1957, marking a pivotal
shift in understanding human motivation and behavior. Festinger's theory posits that
individuals are driven to reduce this discomfort by altering cognitions or behaviors to
restore harmony. The origins of cognitive dissonance theory lie in Festinger's landmark
study on a doomsday cult, where he observed that members changed their beliefs to
reduce dissonance after a predicted apocalypse failed to occur. This foundational work
established cognitive dissonance as a key psychological principle with applications across
various domains, including social influence, decision-making, and self-perception.

Theoretical Framework and Mechanisms
The cognitive dissonance theory is grounded in the idea that people have an inherent
desire for internal consistency among their thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors. When
inconsistency occurs, it creates psychological tension, motivating individuals to employ
specific strategies to reduce dissonance. These mechanisms can include changing one or
more conflicting cognitions, acquiring new information that outweighs the dissonant beliefs,



or minimizing the importance of the conflict.

Sources of Cognitive Dissonance
Cognitive dissonance can arise from various sources, such as:

Decision-making conflicts, where a person must choose between equally appealing
options.

Contradictory behavior that clashes with personal beliefs or values.

Exposure to information that challenges existing attitudes.

Methods of Reducing Dissonance
Individuals may reduce cognitive dissonance through several methods, including:

Changing beliefs: Modifying one or more attitudes to align with behavior.

Changing behavior: Adjusting actions to be congruent with existing beliefs.

Rationalization: Justifying or explaining away contradictory information.

Selective exposure: Avoiding information that increases dissonance.

Examples and Applications in Psychology
Cognitive dissonance manifests in everyday situations and is extensively studied in social
psychology for its role in behavior and attitude changes. The concept explains phenomena
such as buyer's remorse, where consumers experience discomfort after making a purchase,
or the justification of effort, where individuals rationalize the time and energy invested in an
activity.

Real-Life Examples
Common examples illustrating cognitive dissonance include:

A smoker who knows smoking is harmful but continues the habit may downplay the
risks to reduce dissonance.

A student who values academic success but procrastinates might change their
attitude toward the importance of grades.



An individual who supports environmental conservation but frequently wastes
resources might justify their behavior based on convenience.

Applications in Therapy and Behavior Change
Cognitive dissonance principles are applied in therapeutic settings to encourage positive
behavior change. For instance, cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) techniques often target
dissonant beliefs and behaviors to help clients achieve psychological consistency and
improve mental health outcomes.

Role of Cognitive Dissonance in Attitude Change
Attitude change is a central focus of cognitive dissonance theory. When individuals
experience dissonance, they are motivated to alter their attitudes to reduce discomfort.
This process explains how persuasion and social influence can result in lasting changes in
beliefs and behaviors.

Post-Decision Dissonance
After making a decision, people often experience dissonance due to doubts about whether
they made the right choice. To alleviate this tension, they may enhance the attractiveness
of the chosen option while devaluing the rejected alternatives, a phenomenon known as
post-decision dissonance.

Effort Justification
When individuals put considerable effort into a task or goal, they are likely to experience
dissonance if the outcome is not as rewarding as expected. To resolve this, they often
increase the perceived value of the outcome, a process called effort justification, which
helps maintain positive self-perception.

Experiments and Research Studies
Numerous experiments have validated and expanded on Festinger's original cognitive
dissonance theory. These studies illustrate the mechanisms of dissonance reduction and
provide empirical evidence for its effects on human cognition and behavior.

Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) Study
This classic experiment involved participants performing a boring task and then being paid
either $1 or $20 to lie about the task's enjoyment. Those paid $1 experienced greater



cognitive dissonance and subsequently changed their attitudes to believe the task was
more enjoyable, demonstrating attitude change as a result of dissonance reduction.

Aronson and Mills (1959) Study
In a study on effort justification, participants underwent either a severe or mild initiation to
join a group. Those who underwent the severe initiation rated the group more favorably,
illustrating how individuals justify their efforts to reduce cognitive dissonance.

Additional Research Insights

Cognitive dissonance effects are stronger when the conflicting cognition is personally
important.

Individual differences, such as self-esteem, influence the experience and resolution of
dissonance.

Dissonance reduction can lead to both adaptive and maladaptive behaviors depending
on context.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is cognitive dissonance in AP Psychology?
Cognitive dissonance is the psychological discomfort experienced when a person holds two
or more conflicting cognitions (beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors), leading them to change
their attitudes or behaviors to reduce the inconsistency.

Who first developed the theory of cognitive dissonance?
The theory of cognitive dissonance was first developed by social psychologist Leon
Festinger in 1957.

How does cognitive dissonance affect decision making?
Cognitive dissonance affects decision making by causing individuals to rationalize or justify
their choices to reduce the discomfort caused by conflicting beliefs or behaviors, often
leading to a change in attitude to align with their decisions.

Can you give an example of cognitive dissonance?
An example of cognitive dissonance is when a person who values health smokes cigarettes;
the conflict between the behavior (smoking) and belief (smoking is unhealthy) causes



discomfort, leading them to either quit smoking or downplay the health risks.

What are common ways people reduce cognitive
dissonance?
People reduce cognitive dissonance by changing their beliefs or attitudes, acquiring new
information to support their behavior, or minimizing the importance of the conflicting
cognition.

How is cognitive dissonance demonstrated in
experiments in AP Psychology?
In AP Psychology, cognitive dissonance is often demonstrated through experiments like
Festinger and Carlsmith's 1959 study, where participants who were paid less to lie about a
boring task experienced more dissonance and changed their attitudes about the task to
reduce discomfort.

Why is understanding cognitive dissonance important
in psychology?
Understanding cognitive dissonance is important because it explains how and why people
change their attitudes and behaviors, sheds light on human motivation, and helps in fields
like therapy, marketing, and conflict resolution.

Additional Resources
1. When Prophecy Fails: A Social and Psychological Study of a Modern Group That Predicted
the Destruction of the World
This classic work by Leon Festinger and colleagues explores the origins of cognitive
dissonance theory. The book documents the experiences of a doomsday cult whose
prophecy failed, illustrating how members rationalized the disconfirmation. It provides
foundational insights into how people manage conflicting beliefs and behaviors.

2. A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance
Written by Leon Festinger, this seminal book introduces the theory of cognitive dissonance.
Festinger explains how individuals strive for internal consistency and the psychological
discomfort that arises when beliefs or actions conflict. This text is essential for
understanding the basic principles and applications of cognitive dissonance in psychology.

3. Mistakes Were Made (But Not by Me): Why We Justify Foolish Beliefs, Bad Decisions, and
Hurtful Acts
Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson examine how cognitive dissonance leads people to justify
their mistakes and maintain self-esteem. The book uses engaging examples from everyday
life, politics, and history to show how dissonance affects decision-making and belief
maintenance. It provides practical insights into recognizing and overcoming biased
thinking.



4. Inside the Mind of a Consumer: Cognitive Dissonance and Marketing
This book explores the role of cognitive dissonance in consumer behavior and marketing
strategies. It discusses how marketers exploit dissonance to influence purchase decisions
and brand loyalty. The text is valuable for students interested in applied psychology and
business.

5. The Social Animal
Elliot Aronson’s comprehensive text covers various social psychology theories, including an
in-depth discussion of cognitive dissonance. The book blends research findings with real-
world examples to illustrate how cognitive dissonance operates in social contexts. It is
widely used in AP Psychology courses for its accessible writing and thorough content.

6. Changing Minds: The Art and Science of Changing Our Own and Other People's Minds
David McRaney delves into cognitive dissonance as a key mechanism behind why people
resist changing their beliefs. The book offers strategies for reducing dissonance and
fostering openness to new ideas. It combines psychological research with practical advice
for communication and persuasion.

7. Cognitive Dissonance: Progress on a Pivotal Theory in Social Psychology
Edited by Eddie Harmon-Jones and Judson Mills, this scholarly volume compiles
contemporary research on cognitive dissonance. It covers theoretical advancements, neural
correlates, and diverse applications in social psychology. This book is suited for advanced
students and those seeking a deeper academic understanding.

8. Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion
Robert Cialdini’s influential book touches on cognitive dissonance within the broader
context of persuasion techniques. It explains how dissonance can be leveraged to change
attitudes and behaviors in marketing, politics, and social influence. The engaging style
makes complex psychological concepts accessible.

9. The Honest Truth About Dishonesty: How We Lie to Everyone—Especially Ourselves
Dan Ariely investigates how cognitive dissonance contributes to self-deception and
dishonesty. The book reveals the subtle ways people justify unethical behavior to maintain
a positive self-image. It combines experimental research with compelling storytelling to
highlight the psychological mechanisms behind dishonesty.
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