Experiment

The Temporal Sequence of Post-Decision Precesses

Elaine Walsler

This experiment was performed in order to obtain evidence bear-
ing directly on the hypothesis that immediately following a deci-
sion there is a temporary period in which the person experiences
regret, ‘The clearest and most direct way in which this hypothesis
can be examined is to have subjects make a decision and then 1o
remeasure the attractiveness of the alternatives at varying intervals
of time following the decision. If the regret phenomenon occurs,
one should find that in a period soon after the decision the chosen
alternative becomes less attractive and the rejected alternative
more attractive than they had been before the decision. Alter this,
of course, if the theory is correct, ome would obtain the usual evi-
dence of dissonance reduction.

The consideration of such a design, however, brings us face ta
[ace with a difficult problem. There have been many studies con-
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cerned with postdecision dissonance reduction, nll of which have
remeasured the attractiveness of the alternatives very soon alter
the decision. They have a1l yiclded evidence that dissonance re-
duction ocours. Clearly, il we are to maintain the hypothesis about
the regret period in the face of the evidence from these experi-
ments, we are forced Lo contend thae, at least in those experiments,
the regret period was very fleeting indeed. The question of design
then becomes: ow can we cunstruct a decision situation in which
the regret phase in the post-decision process is relatively fong-
lasting?

1{ omie examines the characteristic situation used in previous ex-
periments, some elues coneerning the answer to this question may
be obtained. Typically, these experiments have presented subjects
with 1 choice hetween (wo alternatives, both of which were posi-
tive in nature anid possessed no negative attributes at all. I a per-
son is oltered o cholce herween two ph()nngr;t])h records as a gift,
for exaunple, even il one of them Is not very well Liked, there is
nothing negative about having it At a minimum, il the person
daes not like the gift he gets, he can throw it away and he is no
worse ofl than belore. In addition, of course, the decision is not a
very important one [or the person. It has few conscquences of any
fasting, pature for him. It scems reasonable to conjecture that in
this kind of sitaation dissonance reduction proceeds very rapidly
and regret is very momentary,

The attempt was made, consequently, to find a situation in
which subjects could be ollered a decision between alternatives
that had both positive and negative aspects, that would be reason-
ably important (o the subject, and in which the decision would
hive lasting comsequences. Furthermore, ane would want to be
able to employ this decision situation in a well-controlicd context.
It would be necessary to measure the attractiveness of the alterna-
tives belore the decision and, assigning subjects to conditions at
ranclom, remensure the attractiveness at dilferent lengths of time
after the decision. One would also want to control the activity of
the subject and his interactions with others during the entire
period hetween initial measurement and final measurement,

Fortmately, we were able to obtain the cooperation of the Sixth
Armny District Reception Center at Fort Ord, Celifornia. Arrange-
ments were made 1o use as subjects in the experiment men who
were drafted into the Army. They were cach to be given a choice
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of whidh of two occupational specialties they wanted to be assigned
10 for their two yeurs in the service. Certainly, such a decision,
alecting two yeuars of their Hves, is rensonably important; the de-
scriptions of the occupational specialties could be written so as to
emphasize both positive and negative aspects of cach alternative;
and dissonance reduction in this situation should not be a particu-
larly easy aliair. In short, this scemed a reasonable situation for
testing the validity of the hypothesis about post-decision regret.
The details of, and the reasons for, the experimental procedure are
given below.

Procedure

"T'wo hundred and seventy-seven draftees who reported for pracess-
ing at the Fort Ord Reception Center were used as subjects, Each
subject was run in the experiment within a day or two of his
arrival at the Reception Center—before he had gone far enough
in his initial processing to have any information about his prob-
able job assignment in the Army. Men who had enlisted, or whao
for any other reason had something to say about their job assign-
ment, were excluded from the sample. Men were made available
for the experiment on weekends and on days when there were so
many arrivals at the Reception Center that not all of them could
be processed. In this way, the study did not interfere with the
normal processing activity at the Reception Center, nor did it
prolong the time any man spent there.

The Army personnel were asked to select men to assign to the
study who had had at Jeast some high school education but who
had not completed college. It was felt that the job selections to be
offered would be most appropriate for men with intermediate edu-
cation. Frequently, however, information on educational level
was not available to the Army persounel at the time they assigned
men to the study and so this selection on cducational criteria was
not rigorous. In our total sample, six subjects had had no high
school education at all and fifteen had completed college.

Early in the course of running the experiment it was realized
that most of the alien draftees and many of the Spanish-speaking
men had difficulty understanding the instructions and had trouble
in making the ratings required of them. Consequently, we re-

“quested the Army personnel to exclude such subjects in the tuture.
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Nincteen Spunish-speaking and {our alien draltees whe had al-
ready been rn in the experiment were discarded from the sample.

Five subjects ata time were run through the experiment. A uni-
formed driver met the five men at the Reception Center and drove
them to the experimental building, about ten minutes away.
During the drive he told them that they had been randomly se-
lected for aspecial job placement program that the Army was con-
ducting and that they would receive a definite job assignment
some lime during the day. The driver also commented that al-
though the jobs the special placement program had to offer were,
perhaps, not as good as those they might have in civilian life, they
were better than those the men could hope to get under the regular
job placement program. These comments were intended to make
the men believe that, whatever job they were assigned that day, it
was definite and as good as or better than anything else they
could get,

As soonr as the driver arrived at the experimental building, he
assembled the men and introduced them to the two experimenters
standing in the docrway.

Experimenter 1 then explained to the men:

As he las probably told you, we're working for the Army on a special
experimental program of job placement. You were more or less randomly
selected from men in your educationud category, Today, I'm going to in-
terview each one of you, I can only see one of you at a time, so while
you're waiting for your interview, Miss Turner (Experimenter 2} will be
gotting some other necessary information from you. She’ll ask you to fill
out some guestionnaires concerning the kind of jobs you've held, the
things you like and dislike in @ job, and so forth,

O.K. [Pointing to the closest man] I'll be seeing you first. Miss Turner
wili tell the rest ol you what to do.

The fust subject was then led into the large roomt where Experi-
menter 1 conducted all the interviewing. Experimenter 2 took
cach of the othier {four men to separate small cubicles in the exper-
imental building, When all four men had been seated, Experi-
menter 2 distributed Questionnaire 1 which asked the men about
their previous job and educational experience.

At the sime time, in the main experimental room, Experimenter
1 asked the fivst subject to be scated. On the table in front of the
subject’s chair was a large chart ttled "Ilow Much Would You
Like to Work at Fhis Job in the Army [or the Next Two Years?”
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Underneath the title was a g1-point seale. The highest point on
the scale (Point 1} was labeled “Would like cxtremely much,”
Point g1 was labeled “Would dislike extremely much.”

Experimenter 1 then explained to the subject:
Today we're interested in getting a fairly precise idea of how attractive
a number of jobs that the Ariny is especially interested in seem to you,
So, T'll tell you a little bit more about 10 different jobs. Pd like you to
think about these jobs and decide how much you'd like 1o work at each
one during your next two years in the Army. Do take into account all
those personal things and preferences that make you want one job more
than another. ¥ou will be assigned to one of these jobs, and I'll be able
to tell you which one you got hefore you leave today.

To help you to give us & precey cleay idea of how you feel about cach
of these jobs, we've made up this scale.

The scale on the chart was then explained to the subject; some
civilian job titles, printed on arrow-shaped cards, were placed at
various points on the scale by the experimenter (o demoustrate
further how the scale was to be used. At this point, the subject was
encouraged to ask questions.

Experimenter 1 then picked up a packet ol 10 arrow-shaped
cards, cach having an Army job title and job description printed
on it. She told the subject:

Now whichever of these jobs you're assigned to, you will have to go to
school for from six to eight weeks to learn how to do that job in the Army
manner.

Now Ull read the job description that's printed on each arrow along
with you. Then take your time and decide how much you like cach job,
and then put the arrow at the right spot. H you should change your mind
as we go along, and feel that some job should be rated higher or lower,
naturally, it's all right to change that job's position. However, it's prob-
ably a good idea to reread the description of the job you're thinking of
changing, because sometimes the reason you think you've made a mis-
take is that you've forgotten some of the things that are involved in the
job.

Take as much time as vou want, We're anxious to get a really accurate
idea both of how much you like each job relative to the others, and how
much you like cach job absolutely; that is, exactly at which of the points
on the scale you think it bclongs.

Experimenter 1 then read the 10 job tities and descriptions to
the subject, pausing alter cach deseription so the subject could
place a titled arrow at the appropriate point on the scale.
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These job desariptions wure written so that cach job appeared
1o hive a few really desirable and a few really undesivable featores.
11 was hoped that this obvious mixture ol good and bad celements
in cach job would incresse the amount ol dissonance subjects ex-
perienecd and make dissonance reduction more difficul L.

When the subjeet hae finished placing all 10 job arrows, the ex-

perimenter suggested:
Now vt you've scen all the jobs, ivs prebably a good idea to reread
the jobs deseriptions and make sure you get everything just where you
Want it Semetines we just can't give you the jobs you like most, and so
we'd like 1o kinow how you feed about cvery one of the jobs,

When this subject had finished his final ratings of the jobs, Ex-
perimenter 1 took him to a separate cubicle and then returned (o
the farge experimental roomn to record where on the g1-point scale
he had rued cach of the 1o jobs. This injtial interview usually
took 12 Lo 15 minuates,

Lxperimenter 1 then called in the second subject from his cu-
bicle to the large experimental room and {ollowed a procedure
identical to that followed for the first subject. At the same time,
Lxperimenter 2 asked Subject 1 to fill out Questionnaire 1, which
the other subjects had completed cartier, and asked Subjects 3
through x5 o (il out QQuestionnaire 2.

Approsimately every 15 minutes another subject was inter-
viewed by Experimenter 1 and the remaining subjects were given
the next in aserics of four questionnaires to lill out. The purpose
of these questionnaires was primarily to keep the subject occupied
while Experimenter 1 was interviewing the other men. Also, the
questionuaires, taken from material contained in the subtests of
the Strong Vocational Interest Inventory, helped make the later
job selection scem more plausible.

Subjects filled ont guestionnaires and were interviewed accord-
ing to the lollewing sequence:

Tiwe
Schedule Subjectt Subjectz  Subjecty  Subject4  Subjectp

tstrs e Tneniew Ques. 1 Ques. Ques.a Ques. 1
vid g mn Guesoa Intervicw Ques. 2 Ques. 2 Ques.
gud g i, Ques. g (Jues. 2 Iuteiview  Ques. g (Qucs. 3
JE g min. Quesog ues. g Ques. § Interview  (ues. g

nthorgmin Ques, g {ues. (ues. § Chies. Interview
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The purpose of the initial intervicw was to obtain a measure of
how cach subject evaluated each job before he was faced with a
decision. The next step was Lo select two jobs and to offer the
subject a choice between them. Ideally, it would have been desir-
able to offer each subject a choice between jobs that he had rated
near the middle of the scale, with the initial ratings separated by
a constant amount and identical for all subjects. To approach this
as closely as possible without discarding too many subjects, Experi-
menter 2 examined the initial ratings of each subject and selected
the two jobs he should be offered according to the following
criteria:

1. The job the subject liked best was never used as one of the
alternatives for choice. Simitarly, none of the three least attractive
jobs was used. When possible, the next to the most attractive job
was also avoided.

2. No job rated above 6 on the attractivencss scale (“Would like
very much”) or below 18 (between “Would like and dislike equal-
ly” and “Would dislike fairly much”) was ever offcred as one of
the two choice alternatives.

3. Within the above restrictions, two jobs were sclected to offer
the subject that were rated approximately five units apart on the
g1-point scale. If there were no two jobs rated five units apart that
satisfied the other criteria, jobs rated six units apart were used. if
this too were not possible, jobs rated four units apart, seven units
apart, or three units apart were used,

1If none of these conditions could be met, the subject was not
used in the experiment. Altogether, ten subjects were discarded
because no pair of jobs could be offered them under the above set
of restrictions,

After Experimenter 2 had made the selection of which jobs
should be ofiered to cach subject, Experimenter 1 called the first
subject back into the experimental room.

She stated:

Well, by now we can give you some definite information about your
Army assignment for the next two years. We've examined all the prefer-
ences you expressed to me, the scores on the tests you took for Miss Tur-
ner, and considered your background information and job experience.,

You understand that in the Army, job assignment is in large part deter-
mined by what jobs the Army has to fill at any given time. In this experti-
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mental joby placoment program, we are trying to work out a really good
compromise botween what you can do, what you want to do, and what
jobs we have o fill The very best we can do {or you, considering your
test scores and the Army's needs, is to ofler you a choice between these
two Jorbs.

Experimenter 1 then handed the subject the arrows (containing
job titles and joly deseriptions) for the two jobs between which he
was o decide and reread the deseriptions to him,

Experimenter 1 then concluded: “As soon as you decide which
ol the two jobs you want, tell me. I can definitely assign you to
whichever one you choose for your time in the Army.”

il the subject asked why he had not been offered the job he
ranked hrst in the iaitial interview, Experimenter 1 told him that
the main determinant could have been his test scores, the Army's
current neceds, or the qualifications of the other drafiees. For spe-
cific informution he was told that he would have to sec Miss
Turner. It was stressed, however, that these were the only jobs
available to him.

Subjects were randomly assigned to one of four experimental
conditions, the only diflerence between the conditions being the
interval of time allowed to elapse between the decision and the
remeasurement of the attractiveness of the jobs. One-fourth of the
subjects rerated the jobs immediately after the decision. The others
rerated the jobs after an interval of four minutes, 15 minutes, or
go mirntes,

If the subject was assigned to the “Immediate Condition,” the
experimenter continued:

O.K. There are 2 couple of other things I'd like you to do. The next
thing I'd like you to do will in no way affect your Army assignment, but
1t will help us in developing and improving our job placement program.

By now you've hud quite & bit of time to think about these jobs
[Bointing to the 1o jobs), and jobs in general, and youw've probably
thought of a lot of things thut make a job good or bad that just dida’t
occur to you before. What we'd like you to do is to rerate all these jobs
now thiat you've had a reasonable length of time to think about them,

The subject was then handed a 1o-page questionnaire, each page
exactly like the chart on which he had rated the jobs during his
first interview.

Experimenter 1 continued:
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The scale they've provided is just like the one you used carlier, only
there's a separate rating page for each job. If you'd write the job number
up at the top of each page, we'd know which one you are talking about.
'Then just draw an arrow at that place which most accurately represents
how vou feel about each job, right at this moment.

If the subject had been assigned to the four-minute, 15-minute,
or go-minute condition, then, after saying “O.K. There are a cou-
ple of other things I'd like you to do,” Experimenter 1 added, “but
there’s some work I have to do first. I you'd just wait ‘right here’
(four-minute condition), or ‘across the hall in your room' (1%~
minute and go-minute conditions), I'll get back to you just as soon
as I can. Sometimes it takes quite a while. Don’t worry, 1 haven't
forgotten you.” The experimenter then left the subject alone with
nothing to do for the appropriate number of minutes.

When Experimenter 1 returned (after four minutes, 15 minutes,
or go minutes), she {ollowed the same procedure described for the
immediate condition.

Results

If the phenomenon of post-dccision regret is a real one, and if evi-
dence of it exists in this experiment, it should be reflected in a
drawing together of the two alternatives soon after the decision
is made. ‘That is, sometime in the immediate post-decision period
the chosen alternative should decrease in attractiveness and the
rejectcd alternative increase in attractiveness. This, of course,
should be followed by the usual spreading apart of the altcrnatives
that is the normal evidence of dissonance reduction.

The experiment was designed in ignorance, of course, of the
time interval at which post-decision regret would be at its maxi-
mum. That is, it was theoretically conceivable that regret would
be seen as soon as the decision was made. It was also theoretically
conceivable that it could take a little time before the regret would
develop to measurable quantities, Tor this reason we included an
immediate condition, a four-minute-delay condition, and a 15-
minute-delay condition. Gonceivably, it could take as loug as 15
minutes, or cven longer, for regret to develop. We simply did not
know ahead of time. The go-minute condition was included to
make sure that we had at least one interval long enough for recov-
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ery Fromoregret to occur and [or the eflects ol dissonance reduoction
to be evident. The interval of go minutes was chosen as the Jongest
time that it scemed at all feasible to keep a person sitting alone in
a small room with nothing to do but wait.

Belfore we look at the data, there is one decision that must be
made about the analysis. Of the 244 subjects from whom usable
data were obtained, 51 (21 per cent), when asked to make a choice,
chose the job that they had originally rated as the less attractive
of the two they were offered. This is, of course, a rather high per-
centage of such inversions, In any experiment of this type a cer-
tain number of inversions will occur because new considerations
of a major character occur to the subject between the time of mak-
ing the rating and the time of making the decision. There are also,
usually, some subjects who make the ratings on a rather abstract
basis, but who, when faced with the decision, suddenly consider
the alternatives in a new light of reality. In addition to this, in
the current experiment there were undoubtedly many subjects
who simply did not understand the rating scale fully, same who
did not listen to or did not adequately comprehend the job de-
scriptions, and some who were simply not interested. It must be
remembered that the subjects comprised a very heterogeneous
population, many of them being run through the experiment on
the very first day that they reported to the Army Reception Center.

Whatever the reasons for the inversions, they represent a diff-
culty for analysis. It represents something of a distortion to dis-
regard them or simply to throw them together for analysis with
data {rom other subjects. Since there are so many subjects who
show inversions, their data will be presented separately. Since
these subjects come about equally from all conditions, this does
not interfere with any comparison among the four conditions and,
by presenting their data separately, we can determine whether
they show the same trends as the other subjects. The data for the
198 subjects who chose the alternative they had rated as more
attractive will be presented first, and then the other data will be
examined for comparison.

Table 5.2 presents the data on ratings of the chosen and rejected
alternatives for the major portion of the sample, namely, those
who chose the job they had originally rated as more desirable. The
first two columns of figures show the pre-decision ratings of the
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TARLE 5.2
Mean Ratings of Ghosen and Rejected Alternatives for

Subjects Who Chose the More Attractive Job

Change from
Pre-Decision to

Prc-Dgcision Post-Trecision

Experimental _ Ratings . Ratings  Changein

Condition Chosen Rejected Chosen  Rejected Discrepancy
Immediate

(N = 48) g.8¢ 15.09 .q0 .00 g1
Four Minutes

(N = 48) 9.9 1§.02  —.37 —.97 T1.34
Fifteen Minutes

(N =48) 10.04 14.98 1.56 5B 2.14
Ninety Minutcs

(N = 49) g.91 14.84 b7 —.36 31

noTE: Ghange scores are indicated as positive if they are in the direction of dis-
sonance reduction and as negative if they are in the opposite direction, Thus,
changes toward greater attractiveness ol the chosen alternative and toward less
attractiveness of the rejected alternative are scored as positive changes.

two alternatives. It is, of course, no surprise that these figures are
so similar from condition to condition, since there were rather
narrow limits within which the two jobs offered could have been
rated and, in addition, subjects were assigned to conditions at
random. The third and fourth columns of figures show the changes
from the pre-decision to the post-decision ratings of each alterna-
tive. The last column shows the tatal amount of dissonance reduc-
tion that occurred.

A glance at the figures in this last colurnn of Table .2 shows
that there is, indeed, a period of pnst-decision regret followed by
appreciable dissonance reduction. In the condition in which the
alternatives were rerated immediately after the decision, there is
a relatively small change of .71 in the direction of dissonance
reduction, a change that is not significantly different from zero
(t = 1.38). Those subjects who rerated the jobs after a four-minute
delay period show the opposite of dissonance reduction, naniely,
regret. In this condition the chosen alternative decreases some-
what in attractiveness while the rcjected alteruative increases in
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attractiveness. The total change of —1.54 is significantly different
[rom zero at the 7 per cent level (t = 1.80) and significantly differ-
ent from the change obtained in the immediate condition at the
2 per cent level (¢ = 2. 26).

It does, then, seem that in this experiment evidence of post-
decision regret cxists and that it takes a little time for this regret
phenomenon to show itself. If one examines the data for those sub-
jects who rerated the jobs after a delay of 15 minutes, one observes,
furthermore, that the period of post-decision regret is, indeed, a
temporary one. After 15 post-decision minutes have elapsed there
is no more evidence of regret but rather clear evidence of the usual
dissonance reduction. By this time the chosen alternative is rated
as more attractive and the rejected alternative as less attractive
than they were initially. The total change of 2.14 is significantly
different from zero (¢ = 2.90) and from the four-minute condition
{(t=3.32). It is clear that we did, indeed, obtain post-decision
regret followed by dissonance reduction. ‘The various experimen-
tal conditions are significantly different from one another in a
clear and unequivocal manner. For example, an analysis of vari-
ance on all four experimental conditions yields an F of 4. gg, which,
for three and 189 degrees of freedom, is significant beyond the
1 per cent level.

The data for the go-minute-delay condition, however, provide
a rather surprising result. Instead of continuing to obtain disso-
nance recuction equal to or greater than that obtained in the 15-
minute-delay condition, one finds that after go minutes have
elapsed there is no evidence of any dissonance reduction at all.
The change of . g1 is not significantly different from zero and, be-
cause of increased variability in this condition, is not clearly dif-
ferent from cither the 15-minute condition (t = 1.6g) or the four-
minute condition (t = 1.5¢2). It is difficult to understand this result,
although there are some good hunches that can be offered. We
will, however, postpone our discussion of the perplexing go-minute
condition temporarily.

Let us first turn our attention to the data obtained from those
subjects who chose the job they had initially rated as the less
attractive of the two they were offered. These data are presented
in Table 5.3. It is clear from a glance at the last column in the
table, which presents the total change in discrepancy between the
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TABLE 5.3

Mean Ratings of Chosen and Rejected Alternaiives for
Subjects Who Chose the Less Attractive Job

Change from

Pre-Decision Pre-Decision to
Experimental _______,BEE]E,.__ P‘_‘ﬁ‘;lm,?lf%‘.ﬂﬂ“ Change in

Condition Chosen  Rejected Chosen  Rejected  Discrepancy
Immediate

(N =12 14.78 1018 4.90 2.0% G.59
Four minutes

(N=13) 14.93  10.62 1.58 3.5 511
Fifteen Minutes

(N =13} 14.46  10.0% g.50 .01 7.12
Ninety Minutes

(N == 13) 15.04  10.50 2.00 2.44 5.49

two alternatives, that the absolute magnitude of these changes is
very large. Undoubtedly, this is simply a reflection of the fact that
for these subjects the initial rating is relatively meaningless. For
these data one must simply ignore the absolute magnitede of the
results and look just at the comparison amoeng conditions. It may
be seen that the results go in exactly the same direction as the previ-
ous resulis we discussed. Trom the immediate condition 1o the
four-minute condition the change in discrepancy decreases, {rom
four minutes to 15 minutes 1t increases, and by go minutes it has
decreased again. The numbers of cases arc rathier smatl, and the
variability for these subjects is quite large. None of these differ-
ences is statistically significant. The only point to be made is that
these subjects show largely the same pattern of results us the others,
even duplicating the perplexing problem of the go-minute condi-
L1or.

What are some of the possible reasons for the results from the
go-minute condition? The first inclination, on obtaining a result
that is so surprising from a theoretical point of view, is to suspect
some purely technical methodological inadequacy. In this pur-
ticular experiment there is a natural inclination to suspect that
in the go-minute condition, the very long period of sitting alone
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in a small room with nothing to do may have introduced boredom,
anger, reseniment, or any of a number of other factors that might
have eontributed to the obtained result. This may or may not be
true, but the best judgment we can make is that it is not wue,
Let us lovk closely at some aspects of the "boredom”™ explanation
to sce why this judgment scems reasonable.

It is conceivable that afier go minutes of sitting along in a small
room, these subjects felt angry with the Army. This experience
may have confirmed all their worst expectations, with the result
that they may have felt that everything in the Army is terrible,
including the possibie jobs. If this explanation had any validity
at all, we would expect that the average post-decision rating of the
jobs not involved in the choice would be considerably lower for
subjects in the go-minute-delay condition than for subjects in the
other conditions. This, however, is not the case. The average post-
decision ratings of the jobs not tnvolved in the choice were 15.8g,
1586, 15. 51, and 1551 {or the four conditions—differences which
are certainly indistinguishable from one another.

Another possible aspect of the “boredom’ explanation is that
being bored and having lost interest in the whole proceedings, the
subjects in the go-minute-delay condition stop discriminating
among jobs on the post-decision ratings. That is, out of boredom
or, perhaps, anger, they make their second ratings in a perfunctory
manner, essentially saying that everything is the same. ‘To check
on this possibility we computed the standard deviation of each
subject’s post-lecision ratings of the jobs, If they stopped cooper-
ating and stopped discriminating among jobs, we would expect
this to be reflected in a smaller dispersion of the individual's
ratings. This again is not true. The four conditions are almost
identical,

Nowhere could any evidence be found te support a contention
of methodological inadequacy in the go-minute condition. Con-
sequently, we have come to the conclusion that it is probably a
real eflect. But il it is a real effect, what does it mean? Is dissonance
reduction just a temporary matter? ‘This seems unlikely. Although
there has been little done concerning long-range effects of disso-
nance reduction, what we do know would certainly argue against
the disappearance of all effects within go minutes. Ninety minutes
may be a long time to sit doing nothing in a reom but, after all,



126 The post-decision process

it is a short amount of time in which to expect a rather pervasive
process to be completely nullified.

This still, however, leaves us with no answer to the perplexing
result of the go-minute condition. And we can give no good answer
—not in the sense of an answer that can be supported with data.
We can, however, offer what seems Lo us to be a good hunch. We
think the answer lies in the great difficulty of reducing dissonance
in this experimental situation. Let us look at this more carefully.
In choosing this particular context for doing this experiment, we
were motivated primarily by our intuitive notions concerning the
conditions under which regret would be rather pronounced and
would last for a sufficiently long time so that we could measure it.
Intuitively, it seemed to us that this would happen if the decision
were important, the alternatives possessed a mixture of good and
bad characteristics, and dissonance reduction was very difficult.
The idea was that under such circumstances the post-decision dis-
sonance would be large and, if dissonance reduction were difficult
and took time, that [ocusing on the dissonance in order to reduce
it would produce the regret phase. 1f dissonance reduction were
too easy, the regret phase might be very fleeting.

We were probably very successful in creating a situation in
which dissonance reduction was, indeed, difhicult. At least we
know that we did obtain a period in which post-decision regret
appeared. We probably created a situation in which only a limited
amount of dissonance could be reduced by most subjects. Under
most ordinary “real-dile” eircumstances, the persen would go talk
to others about it, seck new information, and generally try to get
informational and social support {or the process of further redue-
ing dissonance, In our experiment this was impossible. The person
was left entirely on his own resources. There was no new informa-
tion obtainable and there was no one else he could even tulk to
aboutit. It is possible that after some dissonance had been reduced,
the continued focusing on the remaining dissonance without fur-
ther successful dissonance reduction could produce the effect ob-
tained in the go-minute condition.

1f this is the correct explanation, there are certain implications.
If one were to set up a situation in which dissonance reduction
was even more difficult, almost impossible, the effect of focusing
on and unsuccessfully trying to reduce the dissonance might result
in a steady increase in the importance of the dissonance and a
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steady parrowing of the discrepancy between the alternatives. If
in our experimental situation the subjects had been provided with
more leeway, people to talk to, things to read about the Army and
its jobs—anything that would have aided dissonance reduction—
the results of the go-minute condition might have been different.

Summary

An experiment was conducted to test the hypothesis that:

1. Shortly after having made a decision, the subject, because of
the salience of dissonance, will experience a period in which the
chosen alternative scems less attractive and the rejected alternative
more attractive than they were prior to the decision.

2. This “regret” period will be followed by the customary dis-
sonance-reduction process and the spreading apart of the alterna-
tives in terms of attractiveness.

The subjects in the cxperiment had to make a decision that was
rather important and would aflect two years of their lives. Re-
ratings of alternatives were obtained immediately after the deci-
sion for some subjects, four minutes afterward for some, 15 minutes
afterward for others, and go minutes afterward for still others.

The data showed clear evidence of “regret” four minutes after
the decision. Fifteen minutes after the decision, recovery had
occurred and there was clear evidence of dissonance reduction.
Surprising results were obtained from those subjects measured go
minutes after the decision. There was no evidence here of any dis-
sonance reduction,

We may come to the conclusion that at least under some conditions
there is a measurable period of post-decision regret. Indirect evi-
dence of this, in the form of post-decision reversal of choice, was
obtained in the Festinger and Walster experiment, and very direct
evidence was obtained in the Walster experiment. The twa sets
of data, taken together, certainly make the conclusion very plau-
sible.

The ideas behind both of the experiments that were reported in
this chapter may be summarized very briefly. It seems likely that
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immediately after a decision the person focuses his attention on
the dissonance that exists in an attempt to reduce it, The person
examines the dissonant relations, tries to think them through, and
tries to convince himself of things that will increase consonance.
After all, how else can we expect dissonance to be reduced other
than by focusing on, and trying to do something about, the dis-
sonant relations?

It seems likely, furthermore, that one cifect of focusing on the
dissonance that exists would be to make that dissonance loom
larger and seem more important, It is for this reason that we are
led to expect a period in which post-decision regret is obtained.
How severe and how long in duration the regret period is would
be determined by how quickly dissonance can be reduced. If dis-
sonance were easy to reduce and were reduced readily and in large
amounts, the regret period might be insignificant and very fleeting.
If dissonance were difficult to reduce, the regret period might be
strong and of long duration.

At any rate, if and when enough dissonance was reduced to pro-
duce recovery irom the regret period, we cettainly expected to
observe stable dissonance reduction. To have observed, as we did
in the Walster experiment, a period of regret followed by post-
decision dissonance reduction, followed by a diminution in the
amount of measurable dissonance reduction, is unexpected and
requires more consideration,

The major explanation suggested by Walster is simyply thit
if dissonance reduction is almost impossible beyond a certain
amount, and if the subject keeps focusing on the dissonance and
kecps trying, unsuccessfully, to reduce it, this will produce an
increase in importance of the dissonanee that remains. The in-
creased importance of the dissonant relations, in the absence of
further dissonance reduction, may produce the effects obtained
inr the go-minute-delay condition, At first glance this explanation
seems very forced and complicated, perhaps so complicated as 1o
make it unpalatable. [t may, however, be correct. It is quite pos-
sible that precisely those conditions which produce a measurable
regret phenomenon also produce instability of the dissonance re-
duction in a situation where external aids to dissonance reduction
are unavailable. Only future research will tell. It is clearly impor-
tant to have data concerning the long-range effccts of dissonance-
reducing processes.





