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It was bypothesized that in selecting a dissonance-reduction technique people
will zearch for a soluticn which is a stable one. Given a cholce among modes
of dissonance reduction, the individual will searchk both for & mode which is
not challenged by present events and information, and for a mode which is
unlikely to come under reality attack in the futurc. To test this hypothesis,
nursery-school children made a decision between 2 ioys, One could reduce
postdecision dissonance by increasing the attractiveness of the chosen alterna-
tive, or decreasing the attractiveness of the rejected alternative, or both. In the
experiment, some children expected to hear, in subsequent wks., objective in-
jermation about whichever toy they chose; others expected to hear objective
information about the rejected toy. It was expecied that children would reduce
their postdecision dissonance by distorting thefr liking for whichever alterna-
tive (the chosen toy or the rejected toy) could not be coniradicted by future
objective information, rather than by distorting both alternatives, This hy-

pothesis was strongly confirmed.

Most dissonance researchers devote a good
deal of preexperimental thought to the identifi-
cation of all possible ways in which subjects in
their experimental situztions might attempt to
reduce dissonance, and they exercise considerable
ingenuity in blocking all modes of dissonance
reduction save cne. The one mode of dissonance
reduction left open for subjects to use ordinarily
constitutes the dependent wvariable. Dissonance
researchers have found that they obtain optimal
insurance of capturing evidence of dissonance
reduction by constructing and timing their mea-
suring instrument to be mazimally sensitive to
ore mode of dissonance reduction, rather than
by attempting to devise an “omnibus” instru-
ment to reflect use of any one, or any combina-
tion, of all the dissonance-reducing fechuicues
possible in the situation.

Aronson (in press) has pointed out that while
this modus operandi of dissonance experimenta-
tion has produced carefully controlled laboratery
studies, it has also produced resuits that may be,
in one sense, misleading, From evidence that a
number of dissonance studies have shown that
people in specific dissonance-arowsing situations
reduced their dissonance in a particular fashion,
it has sometimes been inferred that people in

1 This study was supporled in part by a grant
from the National Science Foundation (GS 1036).
The authors would like to thank Bill Walster, Uni-
versity of Rochesler, for his statistical analysis of
the data,

more naturalistic, real-life situations will also
reduce their dissonance in the same way. Aronson
notes that the fact that there exist experiments
in which subjects used a particular technique to
reduce dissonance indicates only that the experi-
menters who conducted the studies decided, for
one reason or another, to leave that particular
mode of dissonance reduction open to their sub-
jects. Given a free choice among a variety of
dissonance-reducing  techniques, which more
naturalistic situations often afford, the arousal of
dissonance may produce effects quite different
irom these obtained in the laboratory,

Only a few isolated investigators have deait
with the problems of predicting which modes of
dissonance reduction will be preferred under spe-
cific conditions. .

Rosenberg and Abelson (1960) conducted an
experiment which is one of the few addressed
dircctly to the problem. Within the framework of
their own halance theory, they envisioned a hier-
archy of preference for cognitive solutions to
imbalance. Specifically, they felt that solutions
Lo a particular cognitive dilemma could be or-
dered according to the amount of work (ie,
changing the affective signs of relationships
among previously established cognitions) re-
quired to adept a particular solution. Their ex-
periment confirmed the prediction that the solu-
tion requiring the least amount of cognitive labor
would be most preferred and the solution recuir-
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ing the most amount of work would be least
preferred.

Other theorists (Cartwright & Harary, 1956;
Festinger, 1957, p. 27; Zajonc, 1960, pp. 2935—
295y would also agree that isolated cogaitions
{having few ties with other cognitions) are more
likely to be changed than are central cognitions.
Essentially, they argue that if Cognition A is
isolated, changing it so that A will be consistent
with B can indeed produce balance. However, if
Cognition A is linked in a consistent way to many
other cognitions the individual possesses (C, D,
E, F, etc.}, altering Cognition A in an aitempt
to reduce imbalance is likely to cause more im-
balance than it eliminates,

A frequently mentioned criticism of Festing-
er’s dissonance theory has been that its frame-
work contains very few specifications for pre-
dicting the priorities given to different methods
of dissonance reduction (eg., Weick, 1965).
However, an examination of the theory reveals
that zlthough it has stimulated Lttle research in
this area, it is not entirely mute on the matter.
Festinger (1937) points out several factors which
are important in determinjing how resistant to
change varjous cogritive elements will be: (2)
the responsiveness of a cognition to reality, (b}
the extent te which a cognition is isolated or
central, For Festinger, “The first and foremost
source of resistance to change for any cognitive
element is the responsiveness of such elements
to reality [n. 2477 He further states that the
pressure to hold jdeas in accord with reslity is
usually strong, and sometimes overwhelming.

Rasenberg and Abelson (1960, p. 159} would
agree that reality is often a strong deterrent to
many cognitive changes which, if adopted, could
produce balance. They view the general sequence
of operations in balance reduction as “a search
for balance appropriate material, followed by a
reality test of such material. (Does it make
senser Is it appropriate and realistic in con-
text?).” Only if the solution passes & reality test
do they feel there finally will he an adoption and
application of the material,

The following experiment will test the authors’
notion that in selecting a technique of dissemance
reduction, people are particularly sensitive to the
extent to which each possible solution will be a
stable one. We expect that, given a cheice among
modes of dissonance reduction, the individual
will search not omly for that mode which is not
challenged by present events and information, but
also for that mode which is least likely to be
under reaiity attack in the future. A person can
anticipate his rationalizations being attacked in
two ways: (e) One might fear that in the future
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he might receive objective evidence concerning
that alternative. When compared to his distor-
tions such evidence, because it is strongly tied to
reality, would probably generate more dissonance
and further cognitive reorganization to bring his
cognitions in line with reality miight be required.
(b) In addition to a desire to aveid future disso-
nance and the work of additional reerganization,
it seems probable that there is also a desire to
avoid embarrassment and ridicule often attend-
ant upon the discovery by others that one has
indulged in distortion, For example, suppose a
man buys a house. Theoretically, there are sev-
eral avenues available by which he can reduce his
postdecision dissonance. He can convince himself
that the house is cheaper, is more centrally lo-
cated, or is more comfortable than any other
house available, However, depending on his ex-
pectations about the future, an individual is
more ot less likely to use any one of these al-
ternatives. If the man has a brother-in-law who
delights in mocking his blunders and if his
brother-in-law has recently been pricing houses
hirself, our home buyer is going to look for o
dissonance-reducing mode which will allow him
both to aveid his brother-in-law’s ridicule and to
avoid future reorganization of his cognitions.
Under these conditions the home buyer is not
likely to try to convince himself and others that
the house is financially and situationally a bar-
gain. The brother-in-law may be able to point out
cheaper or more centrally located houses. How-
ever, the comfort of a house is ordinarily defined
by the person who owns it. It iz quite Hkely
that in these circumstances, the dissomance re-
duction will focus on the comfort aspects of the
house rather than on any other. This is the “safe”
mode of dissonance reduction.

In brief then, we expect the perceived stabii-
iy of a particular cognitive solution to he an
important determinant of whether or not that
solution is adopted. People will not adopt solu-
tions when they expect that subsequent objective
evidence may contradict these solutions.

MEeTHGD
Ouerview

To test the hypothesis, voung ckildren rated the
attractiveness of a number of toys and then chose
which of fwo toys they wished te have for their
own, After they had chesen a toy, half of the sub-
jects were told that they would periodically, over a
long neriod of time, receive information ahout how
objectively desirable the chosen toy was; the re-
mainder of the subjects were told they would re-
ceive information ahout the objective desirability of
the rejected toy. Finally, all subjects were asked to
indicate how much they liked the toy they had
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chosen and how much they liked the toy they had
rejected. We predicted that if the subject expected
fo receive informaticn about the chosen toy, he
would not reduce his decision-aroused dissonance by
Increasing the attractiveness of the chosen ioy, since
the forthcoming objective information coukd very
well conflict with his value distortion. Instead, we
predicted that sublects In this condition would
veduce cissonance by deregating the reiecied al-
ternative. Similarly, we predicted that if the sub-
ject expecied (o receive objective informaiicn about
the rejected teoy, he would reduce his dissonance by
overvaluing the toy he had chosen. ruther than by
derogating the rejectad toy.

Subjects

Twenty-cight boys enrolled in the University of
Minnesota nursery school participated in this ex-
perimeni. Their ages ranged from 3 vears, & months
to 3 wvears, 11 months.

Procedure

After the experimenter wus inlroduced to the en-
tire class of nursery-school children Ly the teacher,
be approached each c¢hild individually and asked if
the child “wanted to plav a game” with him. After
each child azreed, the experimenier took the sub-
ject. 1o a room which had bheen set aside [or the
experiment.

After chalting with the subject for a few minuies
(o establish rapporl, the experimenter showed him
a rating scale. The rating scales used in the study
were cesicnee especlally for use with vounger chil-
dren. Each scale consizted of 5 sowvare: which in-
creased in size, one centimeler at a lime, from 1
square cenlimeter to 5 sguare centimeters. Under-
neath cach square were marked values ranging from
1 to 5. Subjects’ ralings on these scales constituted
our measurement of the dependent variable.

The cxperimenter then instructed each child in
the use of these scales. He placed a toy on the
table in front of the subject and said:

Let’s pretend that we are going io rate how much
vou like this toy. Look at the line of bozes in
ironf of you. We are going to pretend that vou
like this toy the “best, best in the whole world.”
I know this may not be true but we arc just pre-
tending. Do vou see that the boxes in front of you
all have different sizes? If you liked this foy the
“best, best in the whole world” it would mean
vou liked it 2 whole Iot. This big, big box on the
end means you like it a whole lot and that you
think it is the “best, best toy in the whole world.”

The experimenter then asked the subjects to poini to
the box which meant that they thought the toy was
the “best, best in the whole world” When they
pointed to the largest hox, the experimenter said
“very good.”

After instructing subjects in the use of the largest
bozx, the experimenter continued, “Now let’s pretend
yvou think this toy is the ‘worst, worst in the whole

world” That means you only like it a little, Little
Lit. I you only like the toy a little, little Dbit,
where do you think wou would put a mark?” Xf
the subject appeared unsure, the experimenter, ;oint-
ing to the smallest box, said, “That's right, vou iike
it very, very little so we would put a mark in the
smallest, smallest box here on the other end.”

At this point, the cxperimenter again asked the
subject to indicaie which box he would point to if
he liked the toy “best, hest in the whole world.® If
al any time the subject appeared io be unsure of his
choice, the experimenier repeated the whole pro-
cedure until sutisfied that the subject understood.

The experimenter continmued,

Now that you know how to tell me vou like (he
toy the “best, best in the whole world” or the
“worst, worst in the whole world,” I am zoing to
teach you hew to tell me that the toy is a medium
toy. Let’s pretend you think this is a good toy,
not the best nor the worst in the whole world,
which means you like it medium well, If vou like
it mediom, you would point to the medium size
box. Can you show me the medium size box in
this row?

After the subject had pointed out the medium size
box, the experimenter said, “Very good, now you
can tell me when you like something a medium
amount.”

The experimenter then zaid,

You alzo sec that there is a large medium box and
a small medium box. The large box means it is a
zood toy but not the *best, best toy in the whole
world.! Can you shew me the bex which means
you like the toy very much hut don’t think that
it is the “best, best toy in the whole world?”

The child usuvally pointed to the large medium size
box, labeled “4.7 After the child had successfully
pointed out this hox, the experimenter said,

Very good. Now I would like to show vou the
box that means vou think the toy is a bad toy
but not the “worst, worst in the whole world.”™
Do you see the small medium size box? This
means the toy is a bad one, hut not the “worst,
worst toy in the whole world” Can you point to
the box which means you think the toy is bad
hut not the “worst, worst toy in the whole world?”

At this point, if the child pointed to the small
medium size box Jabeled “2,” the cxperimenter re-
sponded, “Very good” If at any time the subjeet
appeared unsure of his choice when questioned, the
experimenter would stop and go through the entire
procedure until the subject understood the meaning
of each hox from the smnallest, through the medium
sized boxes, to the largest.

When the experimenter was completely satisfied
that the subject understood the use of the rating
scale, he said, “Why don’t we go over here and play
with some of the tovs I brought with me?" These
toys were lined up on a shelf directly in front of the
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table where the subject had been working on the
rating scales. The tovs consisted of: two pasoline-
powered racing cars, one white and the other vel-
loww; a2 Slinkey; a Superball; and a house bullt of
interlocking plastic bricks. On the iloor in front of
the shelf was an inflated Bobo doll.

The experimenter explaincd to cach c¢hild that the
racing cars had gascline-powered engines just like
real cars. Fle also cxpiaived that they could achieve
speeds of 40 or 30 miles per hour. The experimenter
demanstrated the use of the Superball, showing how
it could bounce far over his head, and demonstrated
the use of the Shnkeyv by making it “walk” down a
flight of staira constructed of hiocks {or the occa-
sion. He showed subjecis how the house was built
using the interlocking plastic bricks which came in
the set, and allowed the subject to Teok at a book
of plans which came in the set and which lTustrated
many olher projects which could be constructed
with the sct. Arnd, finally. the experimenter showed
the Bobo doll and I the subject i he knew how
to play with it. The children generally indicaied they
knew how o usc Boho doll and responded by
punching the doll several times.

After cach subject plaved with the toys for a few
minutes, the experinwnier requesied thet the sub-
ject apgain st ot ihe table. The exporimenter es-
plained that it rime o rate the itovs on the
seales which he lad just learnmed fo ase.

When the sub) was  seated, the experbmentier
said, “We are geing (o rate two of ihe toys” Two
ratine scales appeared on the prechoice question-
naire phiced I front of the subject. Under the first
rating scale war writlen “Hobo deil” and under the
second scile writlen “Bluck *{The
choice ratirgs were wlwavs presented inoa predeter-
mineri and balanced order) The experimenter ther
asked the suldject in peiot to the box which best
represented how much he liked the Bobo doll, and
then (o point to the lox which Dhest represented
how much he liked the block set.

Affer recording the subject’s responses and after
placing the scales out of sight in a folder, the ex-
perintenter told subjeets,

13

wis v -

We are going to gmive you one ef the twe iloys
which vou have jusi rated. You have your choice
of taking horoe with you either the Bobo dell or
the hrick sct 1o keep. Al you have to do is tell
me which one vou wanl, I will write vour choice
dewn, and the feacher will give it te you when
vou ge home st the end of the day.

After each subject made his choice, the experi-
menter instrucied him as follows:

1 have a friend who is going around to all the
other nursery schools in the city. He is talking to
all the boys who chose the toy [for half
the subjecls the name of the chosen toy was in-
serted here; for the other hall, the rejected toyl].
He is getting all these boys to tell him how much
they like the toy, whether they play with it a
greal deal, whether their brothers and sisters like
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to play with it, the kinds of games they plaved
with it, and generally how good a toy they
thought it really was. What I am =oing to do is
bring in these reports and rewd them 1o vou so
that you can hear what these bovs sald about the
toy. I will be coming hack for the next seven days
to read to vou. What this means is that I am
going to come hack to this school for the next
week, five days, every day, to read all the things
the boyvs have told my friend about the
toy. Everv day for a week, vou will be able to
hear evaluations from all the bhoys who have
taken these toys home, plaved with them, and
who have told us how much thev liked the toy
and the kinds of mames they plaved with it. Can
vou tell me what we are zeing to do for the next
five days?

Generzlly the <ubject was able to tell the experi-
memder exactly what he had fust been told and most
seernedd to understand exactlv what was to take
place, If there were any questions, or if it appeared
that (he =ubject died not undevstand what was going
io take nlace, the experinzenter went back and ex-
rlained the wholr procedurve again until he was
satizhied ikat the cubject urndersiood exactl> what
wis going to hoppen,

The final =tep in the cxperimental procedure was
1o abtain the suhject’s rayings of the
chosin (oy ard the rejecied fov secend, The ox-
perirrenter =ald, “T woukd like vou io shosw me on
this scale, by nainting 1o ore af the boxes, how
much wvou Lle woyvou are roing fo take home
with you, that s, {ne _ {ov.” Affer the subject
had pointed fo the box which hest peprosented how
much he [thed the chosen tov, the espuerimenter eaid,
“Now Iowoul] ke veu e show me how much you
Iike your not chozen oy, that is the ___ _ toy”

The subject was then talid the sression was over and
that he could go bark ouiside and resume play with
the other children. He was cautioned nof to
discusa the experiment in anv way with the other
children until after the experimenter Ieft the school
I3e was 1old io tell the other children, if he was
asked, that the experiment was a surprise and they
would find out what was going to happen when they
came into the room. Children were given the tov
they chose at the cond of the day.

choice

wheo

Resurss ano Discussion

We hypothesized that the preferred mode of
dissonance reduction will be the one least likely
to be chalienged by subsequent events and infor-
mation, If this hypothesis is correct, those sub-
jects who were told that thev would receive
objective infermation concerning the chosen al-
ternative sheuld show less change (prechoice . te
postchoice) in their ratings of the chesen tov
than in their ratings of the rejected tov. Con-
versely, subjects who were told that they would
receive objective information concerning the at-
tractiveness of the rejected toy should show less



terial on rejected alternative
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TABLE 1
MeEaN Asornrt 0r DissoNawck REpucep ny CiaNGEs I8 THE CHOSEN AND
REJECTED ALTERNATIVES BY SUBJECTS IN VARIOUS CONDITIONS
Chosen alternative ‘ Rejected alternative
Original Post- | Dissonance Oripginal J‘ Puost- I>ssonanc
raiing d;'ft‘fé';n | rednction 1 rating i d:ﬁ;‘lzn reduction
[ - | |——- ! i
. . - . i . .
s who expect to hear objective ma- 3.360 i 4.07 | +0.71 § 203 ¢ 193 ‘ -+1.00
terial on chosen alternative | i | o o
Ss who expect to hear objective ma- 3.20 +86 | +1.37 i 3.07 i 2806 41121
|
| | |

= The higher the 2nmber, the greater liking the subiject hag indicated for the toy.

change in their ratings of the rejected toy than
in their ratings of the chosen toy. The means of
prechoice and postchoice attractiveness ratings of
both the chosen and rejected toys are presented
in Table 1.

An excmination of the means obfained from
subjects who expected to hear ohjective infor-
mation concerning the chosen alternafive indi-
cates that subjects in this condition did increase
the attroctiveness of the chosen toy significantly
less than did those subjects who expected tn hear
objective information concerning the rejected
toy (F=2821, df =126, »-< .01, Similaly,
subjects who expected Lo hear objective informa-
tion on the attractiveness of the rejected alterna-
tive did derogate the rejected tov less than did
subiects who expected to hear ohjective informa-
tion concerning the chosen toyv (F=6.87, df =
1.26, p << 05).

There is no evideuce to indicate that subjects
in one experimental condition were better able to
reduce their dissonance than subjects in the other
experimental condition. The degree to which sub-
jects reduced their dissonance was assessed by
determining the extent to which the postdecisional
difference between ratings of the chosen and re-
jected alternatives was larger ihan the predeci-
sional difference. Subjects who cxpected to re-
ceive information ahout the chosen alternative
did not reduce their dissonance more than sub-
jects who exzpected to hear about the rejected
alternative (F =0.03, df = 1,26).

It is, therefore, probable that similar proc-
esses were occurring in hoth groups, the only
difference heing the mode of dissonance reduction
used,

It is of course desirable to devise a single test
for our hvpothesis. This was done in the fol-
fowing way. If our hypothesis is true, subjects
who expect to receive information concerning an
alternative should be less likely to distort the
attractiveness of that alternative than when they

do not expect information concerning the alterna-
tive. The mean attractiveness ralings for the
chosen and rejected toys in the two experimental
conditions are illustrated in Figure 1, We expect
that when subjects anticipate future information
(solid lines), the changes for the chosen and
rejected alternaiives would be much smaller than
when subjects do not anticipate additional jn-
formation (see dashed lines), The appropriate
test for our prediction is a three-way interac-
tion (Pre- versus Postmeasures x Chosen versus
Rejected Alternatives X Information versus Mo
Information). 'This interaction is significant as
predicted (F—=13.62, df = 1,206, p < .001),
The data, then, provides strong support jor
our hypothesiz. We may conclude that the per-
ceived stability of a particulayr cognitive solution
to imbalance is an important determinant of
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Fre. 1. Liking for chosen and rejected toy by
subjects expecting to hear Informatienr concerning
chosen tey or concerning rejected tov.
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whether or not that solution i{s adopted. The
expectation of future cbjective information
concerning a mode of dissonance reduction ap-
pears to decrease utilization of that mode,
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