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The significance of cognitive dissonance needs to be understood to rationalize the theory
underlying social change processes. Social change in the context described might be applied
within a personal or family relationship, a work organization, or within society in general. And, the
theory can be rationalized in its application in terms of scale for example in inciting the conditions
for civil revolution and changing political systems of governance, or complex organizational
change within multinational corporations.

Cognitive dissonance is characterized as psychological conflict resulting from incongruous beliefs
and attitudes held simultaneously. This is to say that each individual and group of individuals that
identify with uniqgue and common beliefs experience psychological conflict when incompatible
cognitions are presented that otherwise challenge the existing beliefs. Leon Festinger (1957)
advanced the theory and observed that the relationship in respect of their compatibility and
incompatibility between cognitions was significant.

In many instances there is an irrelevance between one cognition and another and this irrelevance
is of no particular consequence to the extent that the individual does not distinguish an
interconnected relationship between the differing yet irrelevant cognitions. On the other hand,
where a newly introduced cognition challenges the conventional belief associated with a pre-
existing cognition a psychological tension or conflict arises. A first and natural response may be
to dismiss the newly introduced cognition in favour of the pre-existing belief. The beliefs of the
individual create a context within which the individual thinks and relates the significance, and
assigns meaning in response, to activities within the occurring world, and the individual will set
forth to validate the existing belief with each relevant (and irrelevant) cognition. Specifically,
something happens and the individual sets forth to relate it to all that he or she already knows.
For example, an individual may be endeared to particular religious convictions and beliefs, or
beliefs regarding the behaviour of management within a work organization and from the
occurrence of something that is happening he or she assigns meaning to the activity on the basis
of his or her pre-existing beliefs. The individual will set forth to derive a sense of belonging with
other individuals who espouse similar beliefs, both to strengthen the belief and to derive a sense
of security within a cultural similarity. The adage that there is safety in numbers applies.

What happens to individuals when they discover dissonant cognitions? The answer to this
guestion forms the basic postulate of Festingerls theory. A person who has dissonant or
discrepant cognitions is said to be in a state of psychological dissonance, which is experienced
as unpleasant psychological tension. This tension state, though it may not even be fully
distinguished, has us experiencing that something is missing, or something is wrong, and we
need to have it satisfied and to the extent that the tension is experienced the individual wishes to
move toward a state of consonance.

To understand the alternatives open to an individual in a state of dissonance, we must first
understand the factors that affect the magnitude of dissonance arousal.

e First, in its simplest form, dissonance increases as the degree of discrepancy among
cognitions increases.

e Second, dissonance increases as the number of discrepant cognitions increases.

e Third, dissonance is inversely proportional to the number of consonant cognitions held by
an individual.

e Fourth, the relative weights given to the consonant and dissonant cognitions may be
adjusted by their importance in the mind of the individual.
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If dissonance is experienced as an unpleasant drive state, the individual is motivated to reduce it.
Now that the factors that affect the magnitude of this unpleasantness have been identified, it
should be possible to predict what we can do to reduce it, or create it as the case may be:

Changing Cognitions:

If two cognitions are discrepant, we can simply change one to make it consistent with the
other. Or we can dismiss one. Or we can change each cognition in the direction of the other.

Adding Cognitions:

If two cognitions cause a certain magnitude of dissonance, adding one or more consonant
cognitions can reduce that magnitude. We can set forth to add cognitions that serve to
validate the preferred cognition, thereby reducing the weight of the undesired cognition.

Altering Importance:

Since the discrepant and consonant cognitions must be weighed by importance, it may be
advantageous to alter the importance of the various cognitions.

Dissonance between Cognitions ‘A’ & ‘B’

Psychological Conflict
Cognition ‘A’ Cognition ‘B’

Incentive Bridging

Resulting Consonance as ‘A’ is abandoned for ‘B’ or, ‘B’ is
abandoned for ‘A’ or a compromise is rationalized between ‘A’ and ‘B’

Festinger’s Hypothesis 1: Selective Exposure Prevents Dissonance

Festinger claimed that people avoid information that is likely to increase dissonance. We
tend to "stick to our own kind" by hanging out with people that are like us, and we select
things to read and watch on TV that are consistent with what we believe. People that are
like us will keep those things away that make us uncomfortable.
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Festinger's Hypothesis 2: Post-decision Dissonance Creates a Need for Reassurance

Close-call decisions can result in a lot of tension within after the decision has been made,
according to Festinger. Three conditions can heighten the dissonance: (1) how important
the issue is, (2) the longer it takes to make a decision between two equally desired
options, and (3) how hard it is to reverse the decision once it has been made. These
factors make a person suffer wondering if they have made the right choice. After they
make this tough choice, they are motivated to seek support and reassurance for their
decision.

Festinger’s Hypothesis 3: Minimal Justification for Action Induces a Shift in Attitude

Originally, people thought that inner attitude and outward behaviour were the beginning
and end of a cause-and-effect sequence. In other words, what the person thinks about
the behaviour is what they do. But, this hypothesis says the opposite. The minimum
incentive should be offered to make a change in attitude.

The author of this paper was recently introduced to a simple model presented by MacDonald
Associates Consultants during 2005 that inspired an expanded association to the interrelationship
| defined in my 2004 management publication titled “Dream Catcher & Mythmaker” among human
need, human capability and effects on human behaviour. The MacDonald Associate model is
illustrated below:

What | am
Capable of
doing

VWhat | am
Capable
of Doing

What | VWant to

What | YWant Do

to do

Dissonance Model Consonance Model

In each reference (Gorman, or MacDonald Associates Consultants) human capability needs to be
understood as it has been researched and defined by the late Dr. Elliott Jaques, as “CMP + SK “
where “CMP” is the individual's complexity of mental processing plus “SK” as skilled knowledge.
The remaining postulate theory contained within this paper is the author's own and any
compatible resemblance to existing publications, to the extent it may occur, has not been
researched and as a result is coincidental.

From the MacDonald model above what | want to do is defined as what | value “V”, and Jaques

refers to valuing in its relationship with work, and finally what | must do is interpreted in a
relationship with what | believe | am committed to do “C”. Both “V” and “C” in these references are
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inspired by one’s belief system. This is to say what | value doing has some relationship with what
| believe is good for my family, my organization and me. | may not value an occupation in an
organized crime ring because it conflicts with my beliefs and values system. Similarly, | feel
committed to provide for my family. Must | provide for my family? The simple response is no, and
in fact arguably the only thing in life | must do is die. All other commitments are made by choice,
though we might not even distinguish that a choice exists, or we are tied sufficiently to our belief
system that we would not contemplate abandoning family and allowing them to fend for
themselves. For the moment we will accept that we are socialized, either through our own
experience and/ or through the socialization or enculturation imposed upon us, into our value sets
and beliefs. Within the dissonance and consonance model, dissonance occurs where there is
incompatibility between and among what | am capable of doing, that which | must do, and that
which | want to do. Similarly, where there is compatibility among the variables there is a state of
consonance. There is apt to be some congruency among “CMP+SK” and “V” and “C”, and the
interpretation of this congruency will be a dynamic one insofar as the external forces and the
interpretation of their affects applied against one’s belief systems will be dynamic in their
application within the occurring world.

To further the postulation, there would appear to be consistency between the cognitive
dissonance that occurs in this application and its resulting psychological conflict and the tension
that occurs, and which | have previously written about, in an association with the hierarchy of
human need as defined by Abraham Maslow and illustrated below, where dissonance in the
satisfaction of evolving human need stimulates the experience of deficit.

Being Meeds
&

Zelf-Actualization

/ Ezteeem Needs \
/ Belonging Meeds \
/ Safety Meeds \

/ Physiclogical Meeds \
Deficit Meeds

Maslow's Hierarchy of Meeds

The first four basic categories occur in deficit while the need for self-actualization is experienced
as a being need and as an interesting observation is one that Maslow characterized where the
individual largely avoids enculturation into any particular set of beliefs. Certainly we could
reasonably create the relationships in applying human beliefs and value systems in the evolving
hierarchy of human need and how the interrelationships might be applied in satisfying our safety
and belonging needs in particular, but also esteem and physiological need. In this reference, |
must satisfy my needs so as much as | perceive or believe | have commitments that | must satisfy
| also have a growing hierarchy of needs that must be attended to. As a result “C” will be
impacted not only by beliefs but also by the satisfaction of my inherent and growing hierarchy of
needs.

In the application with either model, Maslow or MacDonald, to the extent that dissonance occurs it
will influence my attitudes and behaviours. It would appear obvious that the more consonant the
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arrangement the more positive my attitudes and behaviours are apt to be. With behaviour “B”
occurring as a consequence of dissonance and consonance in the satisfaction of human need
and the interrelationship among human capability and the satisfaction of human need and what |
am capable of doing, what | want to do, and what | must do, we might define the social cognitive
dissonance hypothesis as follows:

B is an emotional expression of consonance or dissonance where:
B ={CMP+SK} + (or-) V+ (or-) C

Inspiring Social Change

In an application with inspiring change within a social setting, or distinguishing the motivation for
change within self, one can set forth with an understanding of the significance of cognitive
dissonance in its relationship with change.

On a personal level | will be motivated to change to the extent that there is dissonance existing in
the satisfaction of human need, or there is dissonance among what | must, want, and am capable
of doing, or to the extent that there is a perceived or real threat being applied externally that is
generating dissonance and placing at risk the consonant interrelationships that | desire. The
inspiration for change might be applied in one of several ways:

1. From a current position of consonance introducing a threat that creates dissonance with the
current consonant position. (The proverbial “Burning Platform”)

2. To re-script the current consonant interpretation to one that is currently dissonant with the
incentive to move toward a new position of consonance.

3. From a current position of dissonance to one that offers consonance.

4, From a current position of consonance in light of sustaining or increasing consonance.
Dissonance nevertheless is defined in the gap, or risk that status quo will create a future gap.

Fundamentally, in creating dissonance either the risk of a negative consequence will be
introduced, or the possibility for a positive outcome will be emphasized. The individual or group
that dissonance is being applied to will desire to avoid negative consequence and will be
motivated to move toward a positive outcome. Both approaches provide an incentive for change,
albeit one stimulates a negative attitude and the other stimulates a positive attitude.

The dynamic properties of physics in a relationship with inspiring change and facilitating
consonance and dissonance are significant. Specifically Newton’s Laws of Motion apply:

Newton’s First Law of Motion:

Every object in a state of uniform motion tends to remain in that state of motion unless an
external force is applied to it.

The desired and uniform state is consonance until an external force is applied to inspire and

impart change, creating dissonance. To the extent that dissonance exists currently and the
proposed state offers consonance static friction forces will be minimal.

Copyright © A. Gorman 2005



Newton’s Second Law of Motion:

The relationship between an object's mass m, its acceleration a, and the applied force F is
F = ma. Acceleration and force are vectors (as indicated by their symbols being displayed
in slant bold font); in this law the direction of the force vector is the same as the direction
of the acceleration vector.

It is imperative to understand the critical mass that is attempting to be moved; specifically the
conviction of the belief and the size of the culture that dissonance is being created among.

Newton’s Third Law of Motion:

For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.

The minimum incentive should be offered to make a change in attitude. Mechanical advantage
applies. Creating growing alignment among critical groups of influence first to build the applied
force is essential.

Incentive Bridging in respect of Cognitive Dissonance

The dissonance between two cognitions requires bridging. Specifically if the individual is
endeared to cognition ‘A’ and we introduce cognition ‘B’ and desire the individual to move from ‘A’
to ‘B’ he or she will want to understand what is in it for him or her to move. The individual will also
want to understand the destination state and consequences associated with the change.

Incentives in their application for bridging dissonance will be offered against the satisfaction, or
risk, to one or more categories of evolving human need. To illustrate the concept the example
below is provided:

A hypothetical problem statement defines that the outputs of employees at work are less than the
desired outputs and there is the existence of two dissonant beliefs promoted by management:

Outputs are
insufficient. Employees
are restricting their
outputs. They do not
wish to produce more
outputs.

More outputs are
required. Something
must be done to inspire
the delivery of
additional outputs by
the employees.

Cognition ‘A’ Cognition ‘B’

Figure 1
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Work is not going
very well. Your
outputs are
insufficient and
there is a real risk
to the business and
your employment
security.

Work is going
great! Life
couldn’t be

better.

Cognition ‘B’

Cognition ‘A’

Figure 2

Work is not going very
well. My outputs are
insufficient and there is
a real risk to the
business and my
employment security.

Work is going great!
Life couldn’t be better.

Cognition ‘B’

Cognition ‘A’

Figure 3
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Being Meeds

Self-Actualization

Esteeem Meeds

Belonging Meeds

Safety Meeds

Physiological Meeds \
Defict Needs

Maslovw's Hierarchy of Needs

-

Figure 4

If we undertake X

and Y and Z we
can create a
secure future.
Would you be
willing to help?

Cognition ‘A’ % % Cognition ‘B’

Figure 5

A range of incentives might be offered to bridge the dissonance and it is significant to note that
the functional relationship and pre-existing level of trust have an impact on the willingness to
accept the discrepant cognition. These incentives would be offered to satisfy one or more of the
individual or group’s needs and might range from monetary incentives to the prospect of
increased safety and security to being more highly involved in the planning, applying discretion
and helping set direction aimed at satisfying one’s needs for belonging and esteem. And, the
dissonance and consonance would be created and satisfied within the systems employed, and or
changed. The creation of dissonance might also be presented in the contextual information
provided from an individual of perceived influence or power to another individual or group.
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With respect to Newton’s third law of motion a series of small changes, or a practice of
continuous improvement, are most easily facilitated as opposed to large dissonant changes. The
minimum incentive should be offered to make a change in attitude.

As a consequence the following principles should be considered and applied when contemplating
the introduction of dissonance in facilitating social change:

1.

Provide context. Share the reasons why the conventional status quo are being
challenged and how the proposed change creates desired conditions for consonance.

Build a critical mass.

Be sensitive to the effects of cognitive dissonance and the psychological tension that
dissonance creates. Reassure frequently.

A continuous succession of frequent and small changes is preferable over discontinuous,
infrequent and massive change.

Be cognizant of the effects of friction...seek and build alignment.

Whenever possible, target incentive bridges at the satisfaction of belonging and esteem
needs, appreciating that within an evolving hierarchy people seek to have these met.
There is nonetheless a presumption that physiological and safety needs have already
been satisfied or these will remain salient with the individual, or group, being unable to
move beyond these most basic needs until satisfied.

Avoid deployment of the burning platform. Work toward the goal of heightened
consonance. Each of us desires consonant ecstasy.

What | Want to
Do
What | Must Do

What | am
Capable of
Doing

Ecstasy
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