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cognitive dissonance theory ap psychology is a fundamental concept within the field of
social psychology, especially emphasized in AP Psychology courses. This theory explores
the mental discomfort individuals experience when holding two or more contradictory
beliefs, values, or attitudes simultaneously. Understanding cognitive dissonance is
essential for comprehending how humans strive for internal consistency and the
psychological mechanisms they use to reduce dissonance. This article delves into the
origins, key principles, and applications of cognitive dissonance theory in AP Psychology.
Additionally, it discusses relevant experiments, real-world examples, and the theory’s
significance in behavior change and decision-making processes. By examining these
aspects, students and enthusiasts of AP Psychology can gain a thorough understanding of
cognitive dissonance theory and its relevance in everyday life and psychological research.
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Definition and Origins of Cognitive Dissonance
Theory
Cognitive dissonance theory was first proposed by psychologist Leon Festinger in 1957.
The theory posits that individuals experience psychological discomfort, or dissonance,
when they hold conflicting cognitions—such as beliefs, attitudes, or behaviors. This
discomfort motivates people to reduce inconsistency and achieve consonance, leading to
changes in their attitudes or behaviors. The theory marked a significant advancement in
understanding human motivation and decision-making within the field of social psychology
and remains a cornerstone topic in AP Psychology curricula.

Historical Background
Leon Festinger developed cognitive dissonance theory as a response to behaviorist
perspectives that primarily focused on observable behavior without considering internal
mental states. Festinger’s approach emphasized that humans are not always rational
actors but are motivated to maintain internal consistency. The theory was groundbreaking



because it introduced the idea that mental discomfort could drive attitude change, thereby
influencing behavior indirectly.

Definition of Key Terms
Understanding cognitive dissonance theory requires familiarity with several key terms:

Cognition: Any knowledge, belief, attitude, or perception a person holds.

Dissonance: Psychological discomfort resulting from conflicting cognitions.

Consonance: Harmony or agreement between cognitions.

Dissonance Reduction: Strategies used to alleviate discomfort and restore mental
balance.

Key Principles of Cognitive Dissonance
The foundation of cognitive dissonance theory rests on several core principles that explain
how dissonance arises and how individuals respond to it. These principles clarify the
mechanisms behind attitude change and behavioral justification.

Magnitude of Dissonance
The level of discomfort experienced depends on the importance and number of conflicting
cognitions. The greater the inconsistency or the more central the beliefs involved, the
stronger the cognitive dissonance. This magnitude influences the urgency and methods
used for dissonance reduction.

Dissonance Reduction Strategies
Individuals employ various strategies to reduce cognitive dissonance, including:

Changing beliefs: Altering one or more conflicting cognitions to achieve harmony.

Changing behavior: Modifying actions to align with existing beliefs.

Adding new cognitions: Introducing justifications or rationalizations to reduce
perceived conflict.

Trivializing: Downplaying the importance of the conflicting cognition.



Role of Commitment and Choice
The theory also highlights that the more committed an individual is to a decision or belief,
the more dissonance they may experience if confronted with contradictory information.
Similarly, when people freely choose to engage in behavior that conflicts with their beliefs,
dissonance tends to be higher, leading to stronger attitude adjustments.

Classic Experiments Demonstrating Cognitive
Dissonance
Several landmark studies have empirically validated cognitive dissonance theory and are
frequently discussed in AP Psychology courses for their illustrative power. These
experiments demonstrate how dissonance influences attitudes and behaviors in controlled
settings.

Festinger and Carlsmith’s 1959 Study
This seminal experiment involved participants performing a boring task and then being
paid either $1 or $20 to tell another participant that the task was enjoyable. Those paid
only $1 experienced greater cognitive dissonance because the small reward was
insufficient justification for lying, leading them to change their attitudes and genuinely
find the task more enjoyable. Conversely, those paid $20 had an external justification and
experienced less dissonance.

Brehm’s Free Choice Paradigm
In this study, participants rated household items and then chose between two similarly
rated options. After making a choice, participants tended to increase their preference for
the chosen item and decrease it for the rejected item, a phenomenon known as “post-
decision dissonance reduction.” This experiment supported the idea that individuals seek
to justify their decisions to reduce cognitive conflict.

Aronson and Mills’ Effort Justification Experiment
Participants underwent either a severe or mild initiation to join a discussion group. Those
in the severe initiation condition rated the group more positively, illustrating the effort
justification effect—people tend to attribute greater value to outcomes that require
significant effort to reduce dissonance between the effort exerted and the outcome
achieved.

Applications of Cognitive Dissonance Theory
Cognitive dissonance theory has wide-ranging applications across various domains, from



education and marketing to health behavior and social change. Its principles help explain
why people change attitudes and how persuasion techniques can be structured effectively.

Behavior Change and Persuasion
Marketers and advertisers use cognitive dissonance theory to influence consumer
behavior by creating scenarios where purchasing decisions reduce dissonance. Similarly,
health campaigns leverage dissonance to motivate behavior change, such as quitting
smoking or adopting healthier lifestyles by highlighting inconsistencies between behaviors
and self-image.

Decision Making and Justification
Cognitive dissonance plays a crucial role in how individuals justify their choices to
themselves and others, often leading to biased reasoning or post-decisional rationalization.
Understanding this process is valuable in fields like counseling, negotiation, and conflict
resolution.

Social and Political Attitudes
The theory explains how people maintain or alter political beliefs and social attitudes
when faced with contradictory information. Cognitive dissonance can lead to selective
exposure to information and resistance to attitude change, especially on highly charged
issues.

Criticisms and Limitations of the Theory
Despite its widespread acceptance, cognitive dissonance theory has faced criticism and
identified limitations, often discussed in advanced AP Psychology contexts to foster critical
thinking.

Alternative Explanations
Some psychologists argue that other mechanisms, such as self-perception theory, can
explain attitude change without invoking psychological discomfort. Self-perception theory
suggests that individuals infer their attitudes by observing their own behavior rather than
experiencing dissonance.

Measurement Challenges
Quantifying cognitive dissonance and the subjective discomfort it causes is complex,
leading to difficulties in experimental design and interpretation. Critics also point to
variability in dissonance experiences depending on individual differences and cultural



factors.

Cultural Considerations
Research indicates that cognitive dissonance may manifest differently across cultures,
particularly between individualistic and collectivistic societies. This raises questions about
the universality of the theory and calls for culturally sensitive applications.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is cognitive dissonance theory in AP Psychology?
Cognitive dissonance theory, proposed by Leon Festinger, suggests that people experience
psychological discomfort (dissonance) when they hold two or more conflicting cognitions
(ideas, beliefs, values, or emotional reactions). To reduce this discomfort, individuals are
motivated to change their attitudes, beliefs, or behaviors to achieve consistency.

How does cognitive dissonance affect decision making?
When people make decisions, especially difficult ones, they often experience cognitive
dissonance due to conflicting beliefs about the choices. To reduce this discomfort, they
may change their attitudes to justify their decision, often by emphasizing the positives of
the chosen option and downplaying the negatives.

Can you give an example of cognitive dissonance in
everyday life?
An example of cognitive dissonance is when a person who values health smokes cigarettes.
The conflict between knowing smoking is harmful and continuing to smoke causes
dissonance, which the person might reduce by justifying the behavior (e.g., believing
smoking reduces stress) or quitting smoking.

What are common ways people reduce cognitive
dissonance?
People reduce cognitive dissonance by changing their behavior, changing their beliefs or
attitudes, or rationalizing the inconsistency. For example, after making a tough purchase,
they might convince themselves the product is better than alternatives to justify the
expense.

How is cognitive dissonance theory applied in
persuasion?
In persuasion, cognitive dissonance is used to create discomfort that motivates attitude
change. For example, a person might be persuaded to adopt a new belief if they realize



their current attitude conflicts with their behavior or self-image, prompting them to
resolve the dissonance by changing their attitude.

What role does cognitive dissonance play in attitude
change?
Cognitive dissonance plays a key role in attitude change by motivating individuals to
resolve inconsistencies between their beliefs and behaviors. When people experience
dissonance, they often change their attitudes to align with their actions, leading to more
stable and consistent beliefs.

How does cognitive dissonance relate to post-decision
regret?
Post-decision regret is a form of cognitive dissonance that occurs after making a choice.
To reduce this regret, individuals often engage in 'buyer’s remorse' reduction strategies,
like focusing on positive aspects of the chosen option and minimizing the value of rejected
alternatives.

What experiments illustrate cognitive dissonance theory
in AP Psychology?
One classic experiment is Festinger and Carlsmith's 1959 study, where participants
performed a boring task and were paid either $1 or $20 to lie about its enjoyment. Those
paid $1 experienced more cognitive dissonance and thus changed their attitude to believe
the task was enjoyable, demonstrating attitude change due to dissonance.

Additional Resources
1. When Prophecy Fails: A Social and Psychological Study of a Modern Group That
Predicted the Destruction of the World
This classic book by Leon Festinger, Henry Riecken, and Stanley Schachter is the
foundational work on cognitive dissonance theory. It explores the behavior of a doomsday
cult when their prophecy fails to come true, illustrating how individuals reduce dissonance
by rationalizing contradictory evidence. The study is a seminal example of cognitive
dissonance in action and remains influential in social psychology.

2. A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance
Written by Leon Festinger himself, this book lays out the original framework for cognitive
dissonance theory. It explains the psychological discomfort that arises from holding
conflicting beliefs or attitudes and the mechanisms people use to restore consistency. This
text is essential for understanding the theoretical underpinnings of cognitive dissonance.

3. Mistakes Were Made (But Not by Me): Why We Justify Foolish Beliefs, Bad Decisions,
and Hurtful Acts
By Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson, this book provides a contemporary look at cognitive
dissonance and self-justification. It highlights how people maintain their self-esteem by



rationalizing errors and poor choices, often at the expense of truth and logic. The book
uses real-life examples to make the theory accessible and relevant.

4. The Social Animal
Elliot Aronson’s widely used textbook offers a comprehensive overview of social
psychology, including an in-depth discussion of cognitive dissonance. Aronson, a student
of Festinger, expands on the theory and presents recent research findings. The book is
well-suited for students seeking a broad understanding of social behavior and cognition.

5. Cognitive Dissonance: Progress on a Pivotal Theory in Social Psychology
Edited by Eddie Harmon-Jones and Judson Mills, this collection compiles contemporary
research and theoretical advances in cognitive dissonance. It covers new perspectives,
experimental methods, and applications in various fields such as health, politics, and
decision-making. The volume is ideal for readers interested in the latest scientific
developments related to the theory.

6. Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion
Robert Cialdini’s book, while focusing primarily on persuasion, incorporates elements of
cognitive dissonance to explain why people change their attitudes and behaviors. It
discusses how dissonance creates motivation to be consistent, which can be leveraged by
persuasive techniques. This book is popular in both academic and professional settings for
understanding human compliance.

7. The Rationalizing Animal: How Evolution Made Us Smarter Than We Think
By Douglas T. Kenrick and Vladas Griskevicius, this book explores how cognitive
dissonance fits into the broader framework of evolutionary psychology. It argues that the
mind’s tendency to rationalize is an adaptive trait that helps individuals navigate complex
social environments. The authors integrate cognitive dissonance with evolutionary theory
to provide a fresh perspective.

8. Social Psychology
David Myers’ textbook includes comprehensive chapters on cognitive dissonance,
providing clear explanations and examples suitable for AP Psychology students. The book
covers experiments, theoretical models, and practical applications of dissonance in
everyday life. It is a valuable resource for learners who want a structured introduction to
the topic.

9. Thinking, Fast and Slow
Daniel Kahneman’s acclaimed work on human decision-making touches on cognitive
dissonance as part of the broader exploration of cognitive biases and heuristics. The book
explains how our minds process conflicting information and the mental shortcuts that
influence judgment. Though not exclusively about dissonance, it offers important insights
into the cognitive processes that underpin it.
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