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Chapter Frue

The Post-Decision Process

We have now come to the point where we can examine the post-
decision process in somewhat more detail. From our theory, and
from much ol the experimental evidence that we have presented,
one is clearly led to the conclusion that the act of decision makes
a crucial difference. The act of decision initiates a qualitative
change in the cognitive process.

It seems important, then, to consider the immediate post-deci-
sjon situation, Since we know that the process changes, it is of
interest 1o know the exact nature of the transition from one to
another process. Are the effects of the decision immediate? Is the
transition sudden or gradual?

To help us start thinking about the matter, let us go back to
our conclusions about the interaction between pre- and post-deci-
sion processes. On the basis of the experimental cvidence presented
in Chapters 2 and 3, we asserted that the greater the extent to
which existing information is considered and thought through
before dissonance exists, the more rapidly and eltectively does
dissonance reduction procced after dissonance has been created.
How might the transition {rom pre- to post-decision processes pro-
ceed in order to produce this kind of resuli?

If the pre-decision period is, indeed, spent mainly in impartially
evaluating both the positive and the negative aspects of each
alternative, then the more the person has done this, the mere he
knows ahout each alternative at the moment of making his dect-
sion. Furthermore, as we know [rom the previous chapters, after
the usual type of decision is made the cognitive process ol disso-
nance reduction begins. But, undoubtedly, it takes time and cog-
nitive work in order to change one's evaluations effectively so as
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to reduce dissonance. If the cognitive work has already been done,
the process of dissonance reduction may proceed quickly. If the
various aspects of the alternatives were not very well thought
through in the pre-decision period, this process of examination
must take place in the post-decision period in order to facilitate
the reduction of dissonance,

The foregoing account implies that in order to reduce disso-
nance in the post-decision period, the person is mainly preoccu-
pied with attending to the dissonance that exists. Hence we are led
to propose the following characteristic of the transition from pre-
decision to post-decision process. As soon as the decision is made,
all the negative aspects of the chosen alternative and all the posi-
tive aspects of the rejected alternative become salient for the per-
son. In other words, immediately after the decision the person
focuses his attention on the dissonance that exists and, of course,
attempts to reduce it, This notion of immediate post-decision
salience of dissonance has already been suggested by Brehm and
Cohen (1g62), who also present the results of an experiment to
support the idea,

In that experiment each subject was asked to check, on a list, the
personality characteristics that he possessed. I1e was also asked to
check the same list about a close friend of his. Each subject was
then shown an artificially prepared list supposedly checked about
him by his close friend. On this artilicially prepared list a certain
number of items were checked by his friend exactly as he had
checked them about himself. A certain number were checked dif-
ferently, however. In other words, on a certain number of itcms
he was evaluated differently by his friend {rom the way he saw
himself. These items presumnably introduced dissonance. Brehm
and Cohen report that immediately after the subject had scen the
artificially prepared check list, therc was a preponderance of recall
of the dissonance-producing items. After a period of a few days,
however, consonant items were primarily resmembered.

While such data lend some support to the idea of immediate
post-decision salience of dissonance, the support is rather weak.
For one thing, the dafa do not pertain to a post-decision situation,
But this is perhaps a minor point. More important is the fact that
the data are amenable to other, simpler interpretations. One could
explain the immediate-memory result very readily in terms of con-
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trasting items being easily noticed rather than in terms of salience
of dissonance. One would, obviously, like to have better cor-
roboralion.

Let us consider some of the consequences to be expected if there
does, indeed, exist such immedinte post-decision salience of disso-
nance. Phenomenally, such salience of dissonance might be ex-
perienced as a {eeling of regret, something that most of us have
felr, probably, at one time or another. A person, for example, may
shop around for an automobile to buy, investigate several kinds,
and finally decide on which to purchase. As soon as the purchase
is accomplished and final, he may very well be assailed by a sudden
feeling of “Oh, my, what have 1 donet”

Others have noted this type of phenomenon. Lewin (1938}, for
example, says: . . frequently after the decision is made, the goal
not chosen scems ta be the more atiractive one . . . .7 (Pp. 206-
7.3 The existence of such post-ecision regret was also noied by
Fostinger (1g57) in his statement of the theory of cognitive disso-
nance. 1 this statement, however, Festinger probably misinter-
prets the phenomenon. He discusses it as perhaps a defensive re-
dction o avoild dissonance, e states: “Avoiding post-decision dis-
sonance can also be accomplished to some extent by psychologi-
calty vevoking the decision as soon as it is made. Thus, for ex-
ample, i immediately after having made a decision, irrevocable
though it may be in actuality, the person is convineed that it was
alsolutely the wrong thing to do, he is again preparing himself
jor the hmpact of possible dissonance and avoiding this impact.”
(P. 270

1t seems much more likely that such post-decision regret is sim-
ply the manilestation of the fact that the dissonance has suddenly
become salient, After ail, if alter the choice is made the person's
attention beeomes spontaneously directed mainly toward the bad
aspects of the chosen alternative and the good aspects of the re-
j(ac;[cd alternative, it would seem reasonable for him to feel regret
and 1o think that perhaps he did the wrong thing.

How can we test this interpretation adequately? After all, if
such post-decision regret is due to sudden salience of dissonance,
it rust be a rather momentary affair in most experimental decision
situations. There is certainly enough experimental evidence that
very shortly alter the decision one may observe an increase in
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relative preference for the chosen alternative. Thus, at least for the
kinds of decisions we can deal with in the labovatory, it would
scem that any manifestations of post-decision regret would be
observable only momentarily. The very process of rerating the
alternatives after the decision may, in many cases, provide enough
time for dissonance reduction to overcome the regret.

One possible test procedure suggests itself, however. If, during
the pericd when dissonance is salient, a2 person were given the
opportunity to reconsider, he shiould show some inclination to
reverse his decision. Thus, if we could produce a situation in
which immediately after having made a decision the person is
asked to make the decision, we should obtain an excessive amount
of decision reversal. The preceding sentence may sound like gib-
berish, but it is possible to approximate such a condition plausibly.
Festinger and Walster report such an experiment below.

Experiment

Post-Decision Regret and Decision Reversal

Leon Festinger and Elaine Walster

The purpose of this experiment was to ascertain whether or not
there is 2 tendency to reverse one’s decision immediately after
making it. If there is such a tendency, this would provide some
evidence for the hypothesis concerning the immediate post-deci-
sion salience of dissonance.

There is, of course, some difficulty in creating a laboratory situ-
ation in which it is plausible to ask a person to make a decision
twice, especially if one wants the second decision to occur with
minirium time delay after the first. The idea for how to set up
such an experimental situation was suggested to us by an experi-
ment by Brehm, Cohen, and Sears (1g60). In this experiment there
was an attempt to obtain both pre-decision and post-decision
ratings of the alternatives involved in u choice. This was done in
the following way. The subject was asked to rank each of a number
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ol ohjects, Te was then wold (it e would have a choice between
the objects he had ranked thivd and fourtl as o free gife, The ex-
perimenter asked the subject not to nke his decision yet, but first
1o rank ail the abjects agam. Aler e had (inished the reranking,
the subject was asked 1o make his cholce.

A rather stiking, and somewhat baflling, methodological prob-
lemn arose in this experiment. Of a total of 49 subjects, 20 chose the
object that they bad originally ranked fourth, Inshort, 40 per cent
ol the subjects chose the alternative that they had considered the
less attiactive, While i1t 15 possible that this could have cccurred
simply becuuse of very low reliabitity of the initial ranking, this
does not seem plausible, Forty per cent seenis like a very high
hgure.

The theoretical iden about post<ecision regret suggested an-
other explination. The subjects in this experiment knew, when
they pettormed the second ranking, which two objects they would
he asked to choose between, The process of making the second
ranking under these clrcumstanecs virtually lorced thern to make
A choice. Since they must rank one of the two objects higher than
he other, and sinee they knosw they must choose hetween these
two abjects, this ranking is close expressing a decision. Immedi-
ately alter having expressed this “decision” they were asked to
chioose hetween the two objects. s pussible that salicnce of dissu-
nance loliowing the decision expressed by the ranking procedure
conll account for the very high rate of decision reversals when
they were asked Lo state their choice formally,

Fhe present experiment, designed to test the hypothesis con-
cerning pust-decision regret, was modeled along these same lines,
Subjects would he asked to rank a number of objects before being
doked 16 muke o choice, During the process ol ranking, subjects in
one condition would know, whereas subjects in the other condi-
tion would not know, which two objects they would be asked to
choose hetween, 1f our hiypothesis s correct, the former group
would, alter Ure ranking, experience regret and would show a high
proportion of decision reversals, that is, ultimate choice of the
alternative originally rated as less attractive. The latter group, of
course, not knowing anything about the choice alternatives while
they made the ranking, would not be making a decision and,
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hence, could not experience post-decision salience of dissonance
alter the ranking. Flence, this group should not show as many
decision reversals.

Procedure

Sixty-cight female students at Stanford University were used as
subjects in the cxperiment. Forty-nine of these came from the
course in introductory psychology, the other 1g from ather courses.
All subjects knew beforehand that they were to participate in some
market research concerning hair styles.

Each subject was scheduled individually for the experiment.
When the subjects arrived at the appointed time and place, they
were led into a room through a door marked “"Market Research—
Duart-Clairol, Inc.” The room contained several large posters ad-
vertising permanentis and tints. Various hair style magazines were
conspicuously displayed on a table.

Each girl was handed 12 photographs of different hair styles and
told to examine them until she was familiar with all of them. After
about two minutes and while the subject stitl had the photographs
before her, she was asked to rate the attractiveness of cach one.
Specifically, the subject was told: “Considering your face and fig-
ure—and whatever else you would tuke into consideration--rate
how you would feel about having your own hair done in each of
these hair styles.” The ratings were done on a 13-point rating scale
on which 1 was described as “I would like to have my hair done
in this style extremely much,” 9 as “I don’t know if I would like
to have my hair done in this style or not,” and 13 as “1 would dis-
like having my hair done in this style extremely much.”

When the subject had completed this initial rating of the 12
hair styles, she was given another task thar consisted of choosing
attractive trade names for various hair colors. The purpose of this
second task was merely to fill some time with scemingly appro-
priate things. While the subject was thus engaged, the experi-
menter examined the ratings she had just completed in order to
select two hair styles that the subject would luter be asked to
choose between. In order to have the choice be as similar as pos-
sible, psychologically, to all sul:jects, to avoid the use of alterna-
tives that were actually disliked, and to prescribe a strict procedure
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for the experimeriter, the Tollowing oriteria were used in the se-
lection of the two hadr stylos:

1 Bothstyles hud o he appropriate tor the subject’s hair length.

2. The twostyles had (o be rated exactly one unit apart on the
13-point rating scale.

8. Nostyle rated Tower than 7, the neutral point, was to be used,
nor was the style rated as the most desirable 1o be used.

4. Soneng the paivs ol hans siyles that met these qualifications,
that pair was chosen which was rited maore attractive, Thus, if
possible, those hair styles rated sceomd and irird best were chosen.

Tewas not adways possible (o sasly all these conditions com-
pletely. Under such chrenmseanees, requirement 2 was sacrificed.
Thus, seven sulyjects Tid aftornatives separated by two units, and
five subjeats had alternatives separuted by half a unit. These ex-
ceptions were divided as cqually as possibic between the two con-
ditions,

After the experimenter had mace the selection of the two hair
styles that were o he wsed Tater for the choice and alter the subject
had completed the second task, she was asked (o rank the 12 hair
styles which she had previously rated, Rank 1 would indicate
“Would most ke to have my lair done in this style,” while rank
12 woutld Indicate “Would [eist ke 1o have my hair done in this
style.” At this point the procedure oy the tva experimental con-
ditions diverged.

CNo-Priov-Decsion” Condition, In this condition the subjects
procvecded to rank the 12 pictures aecording to the instructions,
Alter the ranking was completed, the experimenter said; "Now
that you've nished the ranking, I am give yoir some inlormation.”
The subject was then tobd that when Doare-Clairvol asked o inter-
view psychology students, the Deparunent of Psychology was not
very ernthuosinstic about it They Telt that students swould learn very
Hude by parderpating in such an “applied” stady, Henee the De-
partzient feit that the company should somehow recompense the
students for their time. The company agreed o offer each partici-
pant e Tree Tnent and fuie set at a nearby salon, However, the
subject was told, since the company was inwerested in seeing the
relation between preferences and hatr characierisues, she could
not ave her fedese i ustany sivie, Shie could have her hair done
in "whichever of these two sedes™ she prelerred,
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At this point the experimenter handed to the subject the photo-
graphs of the two hair styles that had previously been selected, The
subject was asked to indicate which one she wanted, When the sub-
ject made her choice, the experimenter wrote it down on a “free
coupon” that was given to the subject to present at the salomn.

“Privor-Decision” Condition. The only difference between the
procedure for this condition and the one already described was the
order of events. All instructions were otherwise identical. Just as
the subject took the 12 photographs and was about to begin to
rank them, the experimenter said, “Oh, 1 might as well tell you
now,” and then proceeded to give her “information” identical to
that in the other condition. At the conclusion of the information
statement, the experimenter put paper clips on the two photo-
graphs which the subject was to choose between, so that they were
clearly identifiable to the subject, and said, “Don’t tell me which
one you want now. We'll talk about it later. Right now, just finish
the ranking.” The experimenter then looked away to discourage
conversation.

As soon as the ranking was completed, the experimenter asked
the subject to choose the one she wanted for her free hairdo and
wrote the information on the free coupon as in the other con-
dition.

Thus, in the prior-decision condition the subject knew. that she
was going to choose between two particular hair styles during the
time that she was doing the ranking. In this condition, then, the
rank order of those two hair styles is an expression of a decision hy
the subject, Int the no-prior-decision condition, on the other hand,
the subject did not even know she was to make a choice while
doing the ranking. Thus, for this condition, the first time the sub.
ject made a decision was when she was asked to indicate her choice
at the completion of the ranking.

In both conditions, after the subject had indicated her choice
and had been given her free coupon, she was asked to evaluate the
12 hair styles once more on rating scales identical to those used for
the initial rating. The excuse used for this second rating was that
the “company thought it was possible that the girls’ preferences
might be influenced by the academic setting we're in.” The experi-
menter then asked the girl to think about dorm friends and activi-
ties for a few seconds to “get into a dorm-like mood” and then to
do the ratings.



Experiment. Post-decision regret and decision reversal 105

After the completion of these [nal ratings, the experiment was
over. "The purpose ol the CX[CHIMEnt was fully explained to cach
girk.

Results

Our main interest in the data Is to compare the initial ratings
made by the subject with the hair style she finaily chose. The
reader will recall the theoretical expectations concerning this,
Subjects in the prior-decision condition, at the time they are asked
ta state their choice, should be experiencing salience of po:;t‘dcci-
sion dissonance, sinee, in essence, they have just expressed their
decision in the ranking. Consequently, one would expect that
there would be @ higher incidence of decision reversal in this con-
dition than in the no-prier-decision coudition. A decision reversal
would be an instance in which the subject, when asked finally
which style shie wanwed, chose the hair style that she had initially
rted as less atractive. In short, post-decision regret, if it existed,
shouldd lead 1o tendencies toward decision reversal.

The dita ave guite elear on this matter. In the no-prior-decision
condition, out of a total ol gii subjeets, ten (28 per cent) chose the
{ess ottractive alternative. In the ]n'im‘-(lccisiun condition, cut of a
total ol g2 subjects, 2o {62 per cent) chose this less attractive alter-
mative. The difference is highly sipnilicane. Chi-square is equal to
8.0, significant beyond the 1 per cent levell In short, the prior-
decision condition does indeed show a high incldence of decision
reversal. We may take this as evidence that post-decision yegret is,
indecd, w general oceurrence.

One can, ol course, ([ucsli:m why the percentage who choose the
initiadly less attretive alternative is so high in the no-prior-deci-
sion condlition. The figure of 28 per cent decision reversals might
be due simply to the unrclichility of the initial ratings, or it might
be due to some unknown aspect of the procedure that somehow
encouraged this kind ol behavior, I the latter were true, it could
ritise wserious gquestion about our interpretation ol the data, Con-
sequently, the chance expectation vl choosing the inidally less
attractive alternative was computed on the basis of unrelinbility
of the initial rating. This was done in the following way. Changes
front the initial rating o the final postdecision rating were tabu-
lated for all hair styles not involved i the choice that had been
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rated initially between g and # on the rating scale. In other words,
we examined the changes in ratings of hair styles that were ini-
tiaily rated at the sume levels as those used for the choice but which
had themselves not been used for the choice. We could then com-
pute the probability of a reversal occurring hetween any pair of
ratings, that is, between a pair initially rated 2 and g, between a
pair initially rated g and 4, and so on, Weighting each of these
probabilities according to the distribution of such pairs in the
actual choices that were presented to the subject, we calculated
the chance expectancy of choosing the less atiractive alternative.
Both conditions are virtually identical in this regard. For the no-
prior-decision condition one would expect g5 per cent to choose
the initially less attractive alternative simply because of unrelia-
bility of rating. The corresponding figure for the prior.-decision
condition is g7 per cent,

It turns out that the incidence of actually choosing the less at-
tractive alternative in the no-prior-decision condition is fully com-
patibie with the unreliability of the rating. Actually, it is slightly,
and insignificantly, less than chance expectation. The incidence of
decision reversal obtained in the prior-decision condition, on the
other hand, is significantly greater than the chance level (y* =8 .48,
significant at less than the 1 per cent level),

It will have occurred to the reader to ask about the extent to
which the reversals that occurred were already apparent in the
ranking that was done before the subject was expressly asked to
choosc. The data show that for both conditions slightly more than
half of the reversals are already present in the ranking. This, how-
ever, is not a very revealing result. Many subjects, after having
ranked their hair styles, went over them again, changing the rank
positions of some of the styles. Many of the reversals due to post-
decision regret in the prior-decision condition occurred at this
point. Indeed, the fact that the procedure allowed this immediate
response to the salience of dissonance probably contributed to the |
success of the experiment. It is of interest, however, that there was
an almost total absence of “re-reversals.” That is, only three sub-
jects in the entire sample reversed from the initial rating to the
ranking and then reversed again by choosing the one inttially.
rated higher. This may indicate that the regret phenomenon is,
indeed, fleeting and does not produce an unending sequence of
reversal tendencies.
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It is also of interest to inquire into the pattern of post-decision
dissonance reduction shown by the two experimental conditions.
After a1, the period of salience of dissonance must be a refatively
brief one in this situation and, given a little bit of time, dissonance
reduction should show itsell. By the time of the final post-decision
rating of the hair styles one should be able to chserve the usual
post-decision systematic re-evaluation of alternatives,

We might expect to find a diflerence between the two condi-
tions, however. In the prior-dectsion condirion, havi ng made their
decision during the ranking, the subjects have had more time to
recaver from the post-decision regret and, hence, might be ex-
pected to show a Iarger dissonance-reduction eflect by the time of
the final rating. Table 5.1 presents the data for the two conditions
on the initial rating and the final rating of the chosen and rejected
alternatives. The last column in the table presents the usual
measure of dissonance reduction, namely, increase in attractive-
ness of the chosen alternative plus decrease in attractiveness of the
rejected alternative.

There is a problem in examining such data in this experiment
that was primarily designed for a different purpose. This problem
arises because of the different number of reversals in the two con-
ditions. It is quite obvious that those who reverse, that is, who
choose the initially less attractive afrernative, will have apprecia-
bly larger dissonance-reduction measures than those whose choices
are conststent with their initial rating. Consequently, if we simply
locked at the data for each condition as a whole, there would be
an ellect fuvoring the prior-decision condition, since there were
many more reversals in that condition. Table 5.1, consequently,
shows the data separately for those who reversed and those who
did not.

It is clear from an examination of the data that irrespective of
experimental condition and of whether the choice was consistent
with, or a reversal from, the original rating, there is evidence of
dissonance reduction by the time of the final rating. In all cases
the dissonance-reduction measures are significantly different from
zera at or beyond the g per cent level. Also, of course, the disso-
nance-reduction measures are larger for the “reversal” subjects
than for the “consistent’ ones. This is trivial, however, since sim-
ply having the final ratings consistent in direction with the choice
would produce a large number,
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TABLE 5.1

Comparison of Average Inifial and Final Ratings of the
Chosen and Rejecled Flair Styles

Initial Rating Final Rating

. e TR _ Dissonance
Chosen Rejected Chosen  Rejected Reduction
Consistent Choice
Prior Decision
(N =12) 5.0 4.7 2.6 5.1 +1.4
No Prior Decision
(N = 26) 9.5 4.6 2.9 4.8 +0.8
Reversal Choice
Prior Decision
(N = 20) 5.0 4.0 5.2 4.6 +2.4
Na Prior Decision
(N = 10) 4.0 3.6 9.4 3.8 +1.4

Of greater interest is the comparison between the two experi-
mental conditions. Regardless of the direction of the choice, the
subjects in the prior-decision condition show greater dissonance
reduction than those in the no-prior-decision condition. However,
neither the difference [or the consistent choice subjects nor that
for the reversal choice subjects is significant, although the later
approaches significance with a t of 1.51. No altempt was made to
push the statistical analysis farther considering the huge diflerence
between the two conditions in type ob decision. We are content
simply to accept the results as suggesting that it takes time to
recover [rom the post-decision regret,

While the data certainly support the notion of post-decision
salience of dissonance, we should examine whether or not there
are plausible alternative explanations. At least one other possible
explanation suggests iself, In (he prior-decision condition, the
effect of knowing during the ranking which two they would be
asked to choose between may have been to focus attention on the
two critical hair styles [or a longer time and may have induced
more detailed examination and consideration of these two styles.
Given the fact that the initial ratings are relatively unreliable,
such increased attention and consideration might have produced
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the obtained effect. Perhaps the more the two hair styles were con-
sidered, the more likely it would be for new considerations to
enter, thus increasing the likelihood of choosing the alternative
originally rated as less desirable.

La order to check on the validity of this alternative explanation,
another experimental condition was run which we may call the
" condition. The procedure here was identical
to the procedure for the other two conditions except that the step
of ranking the 12 hair styles was omitted. In its place a procedure
was substituted to focus the subject’s attention on the two styles
that were to be used for the choice. The girl was told that the com-
pany was interested in more detailed descriptions, and more de-
tailed reactions, to a few ol the hair styles. She was handed onc of
the photographs and asked to comment in detail on it. She was

“attention-focusing

then handed another and was similarly encouraged to react to it
in detail. Altogether, four photographs were thus commented on.
At the conclusion of these descriptions, she was given the same
“information” as in the other experimental conditions and was
asked to make a choice between two of the hair styles that she had
reacted o in detail, In short, in this condition the subjects did not
make any prior decisions but had their attention focused on de-
tailed consideration of the alternatives that they were later to
choose between.

Nincteen girls were run in this condition. Four cut of the 19
(21 per cent) chose the alternative that they had originally rated
as less attractive. Clearly, the alternative explanation is not valid.
At Icast in this situation, {ocusing atiention and detailed consid-
eration did not induce a greater number of reversals.

Since the attention-focusing condition was run later than the
other two experimental conditions, we also, at the same time,
assigning subjects at random, ran seven additional girls each in the
no-prior-tecision and the prior-dccision conditions, simply to be
sure that the effect we had obtained was still operating, Although
the number of cases liere is too small for statistical significance to
show itself, the results closely duplicate what had previously been
obtained in thesc conditions. In the no-prior-decision condition,
two out of the seven girls (2g per cent) chose the less attractive hair
style. In the prior-decision condition, four out of the seven (57 per
cent) showed decision reversal.
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Summary

Two experimental conditions were run in order o test a hypoth-
esis concerning post-decision salicnce ol dissonance. Guls were
given a choice of which of two hair styles they wanted for a frce
hair setting. In one condition the subjects had already made a
“decision” by ranking one as more desirable than the other before
they were asked to indicate their choice. In the other condition no
decision had been made before they were asked, [ormally, to make
one. It was reasoned that in the former condition, post-decision
regret would exist when they were asked to make their choice, and
that this would be reflected in @ high incidence of decision re-
versals.

The data support this hypothesis concerning post-decision re-
gret, In the prior-decision condition there were significantly more
decision reversals than in the no-prior-decision condition. I order
to make sure that this result was not obtained because of different
amounts of attention paid to the alternatives, another experi-
menta! condition was subsequently run. No prior decision was
made in this additionai condition, but the subjects were induced
to give a lot of attention to the hair styles that were to be involved
in the choice. The incidence of decision reversal was quite low in
this condition. 1t seems plausible to maintain that {ollowing a
decision there is a sudden salience of dissonance that is experi-
enced as regret about the decision.

It is fair to say that, considering the results of the Festinger and
Walster experiment, we have some evidence that there does occur
a period of post-decision regret. But how compelling is this evi-
dence? In general, there are two things that affect the extent to
which certain data compel us toward a specific theoretical interpre-
tation. The first, and the most important, is the availability of
alternative explanations that are equally good or better. It is,
indeed, difficult to think of adequate alternative explanations for
the results of the Festinger and Walster experiment and, to this
extent, the data seem reasonably compelling. There is, however,
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asecond lactor. Although it may be difficult, or even impossib]e,
to construct an adeyuate alternative explanation immediately, one
may have varions degrees of confidence that a better alternative
mnterpretation will soon be invented. I such a beliel is strong, one
asually does not regard the dita as compelling, regardless of the
current dearth of alternative explanations.

Let us examine the Festinger and Walster experiment from this
point of vicw. Although it is rather straightforward and simple
from a methodological point of view, it is a highly complicated
experiment [rom a theoretical point of view. The interprctation
in terms ol post-decision regret rests upon the assumption that
once a person knows that he will be asked to choose between two
alternatives, the action of ranking these two, together with several
others, forces him to make a decision between them. It further
assumes that such a “deciston,” even though it is not a formal one,
andd even though it is clearly revocable, initiates the same post-
decision processes as an actual choice. These assumptions, inherent
in the “regret” interpretation of the experiment, may turn out to
be questionable.

Another preblem exists also, The Festinger and Walster experi-
ment cocs not have a direct measure reflecting post-decision regret.
Instead, the experiment relies on the reasoning that if a sufficiently
large number of people experience a sufficiently large magnitude
of post-decision regret, then we will observe a large enough fre-
quency of actual decision reversal. The measure employed, namely,
the relative frequency of choosing the alternative originally rated
as less attractive, is 2 rather indirect measure. In short, because of
the assumptions involved in interpreting the procedure, and be-
cause of the indircctness of the dependent variable, the results are
not very compelling witl respect to the hypothesis about salience
of dissonance.

Certainly, o more divect test of the hypothesis should be possible.
H there is a temporary period ol regret following a decision be-
cause of immediate post-decision salience of dissonance, one should
be able to observe dlircctly that at some point, soon after the de-
cision, the chosen alternative has become less attractive and the
rejected alternative his become more attractive. One should also
be able to observe that this phase of the post-decision process is
followed by dissonance reduction and the spreading upart of the
attractiveness of the alternatives. 1f one could show this directly
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in an experiment, it would cerrainly lend considerable weight to
the whole idea of post-deeision regret.

There are obvious difficultics connected with doing such an ex-
periment in the laboratory. Probably, in order to demonstrate the
temporal sequence of regrel followed by dissonance reduction, one
requires a situation in which the post-decision dissonance is very
large, the decision very important, and dissonance reduction rather
difficult. In this type of situution it scems reasonable to suppose
that the immediate post-decision salience of dissonance would be
marked encugh to show itself clearly in ratings and, if dissonance
reduction is difficult, the regret would last for a long enough time
to be measurable. It is clearly not easy to construct this kind of
decision situation in the laboratory. The experiment reported
next by Walster represents a compromise between the laboratory
and real life. It is a rather successful attempt to use an important,
real decision in a relatively controlled manner for experimental
purposes.





