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Long-Term Behavioral Effects of Cognitive Dissonance?

JoNaTHAN L. FREEDMAN

Stanford University

Since the publication of A T'heory of Cognitive Dissonance (Festinger,
1957}, a large number of studies have been conducted to test a variety of
deductions from the theory. Although not all of the results have been
positive, in general the published research has supported the basic theory
(see Brehm and Cohen, 1962, for a review).

There 15, however, one quite serious limitation in this research. Virtually
all of the results supporting dissonance theory have involved attitudes of
one sort or another as measured by paper and peneil questionnaires, and
all of the significant effects were found a very short time after the experi-
mental manipulation. The authors of these studies have made the explicit
or implicit assumption that the same results would also hold for appropri-
ate behavioral measures and that with sufficiently powerful manipulations
the effects would endure for some time. Unfortunately, there is little or no
cvidence supporting such an assumption.

Only two published studies have aroused dissonance in an attempt to
produce behavioral changes. Although both of these (Cohen, Greenbaum,
and Mansson, 1963; and Wieck, 1964) report positive results, the experi-
mental situations were quite unusual; and the effects were obtained very
soon after the manipulation. The data on long-term effects are less con-
sistent. Aronson and Carlsmith (1963) report that 45 days after an initial
manipulation there was still some tendency for a dissonance effect to
remain. Opposed to this is the result of a study by Walster (1964). Post-
decisional changes in attitudes were taken at various intervals after a
thoice, and it was found that after ninety minutes attitudes were the same
as before the decision was made.

The issue of whether or not dissonance theory applies to important,
enduring, behavior is particularly important because of the nature of the

‘This study was begun in collaboration with the late Dr. Arthur R. Cohen. The
author is grateful for the stimulation and advice he received from Bob Cohen, and
_.r_'considers himself privileged to have known and worked with him. Thanks are also
- due to Dy, Helen Bee and Mr. Thomas Schweitzer for serving as experimenters, and

- to tl?e Los Altos School system for generously providing space apd time for the
..T—‘M.l"-lllmn‘g of the experimental sessions. The study was supported in part by grant GS-
A% from the National Science Foundation.
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theory. It is clearly a cognitive theory, and 1s stated in terms of thoughts,
opinions, beliefs, ete. A person’s awareness of his own behavior is a cogni-
tive element and fits into the theoretical framework, but the theory does
not, deal directly with the behavior itselfl. It is assumed, of course, that
changes in cognitions will tend to produce corresponding changes in rele-
vant behavior and vice versa; but as Festinger has recently pointed out
(1964}, this remains to be shown. The present study, therefore, was
designed primarily to demonstrate that the arousal and subsequent reduc-
tion of cogoitive dissonance can affect relatively important behavior and
that this effect can endure over a reasonably long period of time.

One of the most ubiquitous and important, problems in behavior modi-
fication is the attempt to shape a child’s behavior so that 1t 15 in accord-
ance with the moral, legal, and social values of society. It is relatively
easy to make the child behave correctly when he is offered a reward or
threatened with punishment, but this is far from enough. For the so-
cialization process to be sucecessful, the child must also behave correctly in
the absence of any such direct pressure, and this 1s considerably more
difficult to accomplish. It has been suggested (Aromson and Carlsmith,
1963; Festinger and Freedman, 1964; Mills, 1958) that the theory of cog-
nitive dissonance provides ome possible framework within which to
consider this problem. '

Aftempls to shape a child’s behavior often occur in a type of forced
compliance situation. The child is told not to do something? and is under
varying amounts of pressure to obey. The parent or authority giving this
restriction may strengthen it with a promise of a reward if the child obeys,
a threat of punishment if he does not obey, or some other justification for
obeying such as that the toy is fragile and may break if not used correctly.
Any of these justifications may vary in magnitude. The rewards may be
large or small, the threats mild or severe, the reasons good or bad, ete.
1f the child obeys the restriction, he is in a potentially dissonant situation
because he wanted to perform the forbidden act but did not. As in other
forced compliance situations, the greater the justification for obeying, the
less dissonance should be aroused (c¢f. Festinger and Carlsmith, 1959;
Freedman, 1963: Rabbie, Brehm, and Cohen, 1959; etc.).

Consider a situation in which a child is told not to play with a very
attraciive, desirable toy, and is threatencd with either mild or severe
punishment for disobeying. If he obeys, all those factors which made hint
want to play with the toy are dissonant with the knowledge that he did
not play with it. Flowever, these factors are to some extent balanced by

*The same arguments would hold for situations in which the child is told to do
something, but for purposes of this paper the discussion will refer only to the case n

which the authority attempts to prevent certain behavior.
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those factors which justified not playing with it. With a severe threat, the
child has a very good justification for not playing since if he played, he
would have been punished severely. Since there is little or nothing dis-
sonant about refraining from playing even with a desirable toy in order
to avoid severe punishment, little or no dissonance should be aroused
under a severe threat condition. With a mild threat, on the other hand, the
child does not have as good a reason for refraining, If the threat is mild
enough relative to the desirability of the toy, a considerable amount of
dissonance should be aroused. Regardless of the absolute level of threat,
more dissonance should be aroused by obeying under mild than under
severe threat.

Any dissonance that 18 aroused may be reduced either by decreasing
the desire to play with the toy or by increasing the justification for not
playing with it. The most direct and obvious way of accomplishing the
former 1s to devalue the forbidden toy or increase the value of other,
nonforbidden toys or activities. Aronson and Carlsmith (1963) and
Turner and Wright (1964) have recently demonstraied in a situation
similar to the one described above that a forbidden toy is devalued more
under mild than under severe threat. The justification for not trans-
gressing may be increased by magnifying the perceived dangerousness of
the act, by enhancing the value of the prohibiting agent, by accepting the
adult’s evaluation of the act as wrong, or by a variety of similar changes
in the perception of the situation.

The important point for our purpose is that any of these modes of
dissonance reduction would tend to make the child less likely to play
with the toy in the future. A lessening in the value of the toy, an increase
in the value of the authority, an acceptance of the moral value that play-
ing with that toy was wrong will all decrease the child’s tendency to play
with the toy. All these modes of dissonance reduction should be reflected
In one specific type of behavior—to the extent that these modes of reduc-
tion oceur the child should have less inelination to play with the toy, and
he should be less likely to play with it even if the original threat were no
longer salient or had been removed entirely.

It should be recalled that less dissonance should be aroused by obeying
under severe than under mild threat, and correspondingly, less dissonance

reduction should oceur in the severe threat condition. Thus, if children
-, Tefrain from playing with the toy under either severe or mild threat and

3 are then given another opportunity to play with the toy with the threats
fmoved, more of the children in the mild threat than in the severe condi-
41011 should refrain from playing in this second session.

_Oﬂe final point should be made. The arousal of dissonance in this situ-
E't'mn'depends upon the lack of justification for obeying the restriction. If
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the child never considers transgressing because he perceives the pressure
against this to be too great, no dissonance should be aroused. In other
words, the child must face and resist temptation in order for dissonance
to be produced. If, for example, the parent made the threat, even a mild
threav, but never gave the child a chance to transgress, little or no dis-
gonance would be aroused.
P The analysis in terms of cognitive dissonance may now be summarized.
I A child is told not to play with a toy and is threatened with scvere or
! " mild punishment, if he transgresses. If he 1s put into a situation in which
ol he is tempted to play with it and he does not, greater dissonance will be
aroused under mild than under severc threat. If there is then another
s opportunity to play with the toy and the threats arc rcmoved, those
: ;m"” children who resisted temptation under mild threat will be less likely to
o play with the toy than those who resisted under severe threat. This differ-
ence between mild and severe threat will not occur if the child was not
exposed to tempiation in the first place. The present experiment was
done to test this prediction with the additional specification that the effect
could be demonstrated 3 or more wecks after the initial dissonance
mantpulation,
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Design

Children were told not to play with a very desirable toy under either high or low
threat for disobeying, and were given a five minute free period during which the toy
was present and available, During this period half of Ss in cach threat condition were
left alome with the foy (experimental groups); half were mot left alone (control
groups). Ratings of the attractiveness of the forbidden loy and four olher toys were
taken before the threat instructions were given and after the free period. Several
weeks later the threats were nullified by a sccond [ and Ss were agnin given the
opportunity to play with the forbidden toy. There were thus four groups: experi-
mental mild and severe threat (EM and 188), and control mild and severe threat
(CM and CS). The mild and severe threats served as high or low justification for
oheying in the first session, and the major prediction was that fewer Ssin the EM
than in the ES condition would play with the toy during the second session. The
control groups were included to assess the direct effcct of the threat instructions.
There was presumably little or no temptation during the first session of the control
condition hceause Ff was present. Since only those Ss who resisied temptation should
foel any dissonance, the predicted superiority of the mild threat instructions should
appear in the experimental conditions but not in the conirol conditions,

SR Procedure

f ' - The S8s were 89 boys in the second to fourth grades in the Carmel and Springef
R schools in Los Altos, California. They were run individually and randomly assigné
i to conditions. Four Ss (two in each of the experimental conditions) violated Lhe
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prohibition by playing with the toy in the first session and were not included in the
analysis, and two more were absent and could not be seen in the second session. The
remaining 83 Ss were divided equally among the four conditions except that the CS
had 20 Ss and the other groups had 21 Ss.

The procedure in the first session was quite similar to that employed by Aronson
and Carlsmith (1963). The § was told that the study concerned children’s preferences
among various toys. He was asked to indicate his liking of each of five toys on a
seale ranging from 0 (“very, very bad toy”) to 100 (“very, very good toy") by point-
ing to s place on the scale. The five toys were a cheap plastic submarine, an ex-
tremely expensive, battery controiled robot, a child’s baseball glove, an unloaded
Dick Tracy toy rifle, and a Tonka tractor. The robot was the toy which was jorbidden

- in order to maximize the temptation to transgress. It was placed on the floor with its
contro]l handle on a table, and the other toys were laid out neatly on the table. The
toys were demonstrated briefly by £ in the order listed above, and were then rated
by § in the same order. The E recorded the ratings on a separate sheet.

At this point the procedure diverged for the various conditions. For the experi-
-mental 8s, £ pretended to remember that he had an errand to do and said that he
had to leave for about 10 minutes. For the control Ss, b said that he had something
to do and would be busy for about 10 minutes working in the room.

In the low threat conditions & continued, “While I'm gone (or busy) you can
play with the toys if you want. You can play with any of them except the robot
(pointing to it). Do not play with the robot. It is wrong to play with the robot.” The
high threat conditions had these same instructions with the addition of the following :
“If you play with the robot I'll be very angry and will have to do something about
it.” Note that Ss are told that it is “wrong” to play with the rohot, and also that the
severe threat condition depends primarily on an ambiguous, vague threat to “do
something about it.” It was felt that this would probably be more threatening and

| would be less susceptible to disbelief than any specific threat.

The E then left the room in the experimental conditions, or worked at some papers
in the room in the control conditions. A concealed electric timer was attached to the
control switch on the robot so that it would indicate whether or not the robot was
turned on, and if so, for how long. At the end of only five minutes, ¥ returned to the
room (or finished his work), told § that we wanted a second rating of the toys, and
said that sometimes ratings change and sometimes they did not change, and that §
should rate them as he felt about, them now. After the second rating, S was thanked,
told not to talk about the study with anyone else, and sent back to his class. This
first session was run by a male E.

) The second session was arranged to make it appear unrelaied to the first: The
}nterval between the two sessions ranged from 23 to 64 days (Christmas vacation
mterrupted the course of the study) with a mean interval of 39.8 days. There were
D¢ appreciable differences among the groups in either the range of time intervals or

_ Fhe mean interval. This second session was run by a female ¥ who was not described

3 coming from Stanford, whereas the male E who ran the first session was explicitiy
‘ffom Stanford. The same experimental room was used to make the presence of the

. toys Plausible, but the furniture was rearranged somewhat. The toys were in the far

foruer of the room placed in a disorderly manner. The control switch for the robot

- ¥as draped carelessly over a music stand, and the other toys were scattered around.

e he' E, who did not know what group 8 was in, asked him to sit at the table and

_d him that she wanted him to copy some drawings. She then administered five

of the Bender Gestalt (Bender, 1938) which S copied while E timed his re-
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sponses. After the Bender was finished, £ said that she had to score it and might
want to ask 8 some questions about it. She said that while she was doing that, if §
wanted he could play with any of the toys that someone had left in the room
(pointing to the toys). This was delivered rather casually, and she then pretended
to begin scoring the test. If, as happened occasionally, § continued to sit at the table,
E repeated that S could play with the toys, and finally she said that she would prefer
it if § did not watch her. Most 8s played with some of the toys, but as will be dis-
cussed later, a few did not play with any. If S asked specifically if he could play with
the robot, B responded that as far as she was concerned he could play with any of
the toys. As before, the timing apparatus timed if and how long § played with the
robot, and ¥ also recorded from the stopwatch how many seconds the toy was
running. Unfortunately, part-way through the experiment, the robot broke down and
would no longer operate. This, of course, made time scores meaningless since §
would immediately discontinue playing with the robot as soon as it was obvious that
it was not working. Therefore, the major data are simply whether or not 8 pressed
the control switch.

At the end of four minutes, E said she was finished scoring the drawings and that
5 had done quite well. She thanked him and urged him not to talk about the study.
This concluded the experiment.

TABLE 1 v
Number 1N Bacn Conprrion Wao Praven wrtn Rosor IN SgcoND Smssion
Low threat High threat
Group Played Did not play Played . Did not play
Experimental 6 15 14 7
Control 14 7 13 7
RESULTS

Qur original basic assumption was that less dissonance would be
aroused by resisting temptation under high justification than under low
justification, and that this difference would be reflected in subsequent
behavior. In particular, it was predicted that the mild threat experi-
mental condition (EM) would produce more dissonance than the severe
threat experimental (IES) and that fewer Ss in the EM than in the ES
would play with the forbidden toy in the second session. The relevant data
are presented in Table 1, which shows the number of Ss in each group
who played with the robot in the second session. It may be seen that more
than twice as many Ss in the ES condition as in the EM condition played
with the previously forbidden toy. This difference is in the predicted direc-
tion and is significant (X? = 6.11, p < .02). In other words, the use of 2
mild threat in the first session rnore effectively prevented subsequent
transgression than the use of a severe threat.

Since the presence of E during the first session should have been suffi-
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cicnb Justification by itself to prevent the arousal of dissonance, no differ-
ence was expected between the mild and severe threat control conditions.
Regardless of the severity of the threat, Ss should have felt little dis-
sonance; and the two groups should therefore not have differed in amount
of transgression during the second session. The results are consistent with
this- analysis—the amount of transgression in the two control conditions
was virtually identical.

No prediction was made regarding differences between the experimental
severe threat condition and the control groups, because the exact strength
of the threat was undetermined. If the severe threat had by itself been
suffictent to preclude the arousal of any dissonance, the additional justi-
fication provided by E's presence would not have made any difference. If,
however, the severe threat were not this effective, additional justification
could have further reduced the amount of dissonance ; and the control
groups would show greater transgression than the experimental severe
threat group. Since the actual results show no differences between the
control groups and the experimental severe threat group, it appears that
the severe threat provided enough justification for not playing with the
toy so that little or no dissonance was aroused.

TABLE 2
NuMBER 1v Bacu Conprrion Wrho Praveo wita Rosor 18 SECOND Session, wiTH Ss
Wno Pravenp wirn No Tovs OMITPED FRoM Dara

Mild threat Severe threat

Group Played Did not play Played Did not play
Experimental 6 12 14 4
Control 14 1 13 7

Included in the data presented n Table 1 are some Ss who did not play
with any toys in the second session. It might be argued that these Ss are
Dot resisting the temptation to play with the robot, but rather are not

Interested in playing with the toys. In a sense these Ss should mot be

’mclud_ed among those who do not play with the forbidden toy since they

do not, play with any toy. As may be seen in Table 2, removing these Ss
- Trom the analysis does not change the main effect appreciably. The dif-
ference between EM and ES conditions is still in the predicted direction
d significant, (X? =551, p < .02). There is a slight tendency for the
c_}M‘SS to transgress more than the CS Ss. Although this difference is not
_‘,Eﬂlﬁcant, 1t suggests that the effect in the experimental conditions may
\ave Occurred despite some direct effect of the threat which operated in
he direction opposite to the effect of the dissonance manipulation.
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The other major data are presented in Table 3 which shows the changes
in evaluations of the toys from the beginning to the end of the first,
experimental session. The toys were rated on a scale ranging from 0
(“very, very bad toy”) to 100 (“very, very good toy”). If dissonance
were aroused by not playing with the forbidden toy, one possible way of
reducing il would have been to devalue the forbidden toy or increase the
value of the other toys. This would make the forbidden toy relatively
less attractive and would decrease the templation o play with it. As may
be seen, all of the groups change their yatings significantly in the direction
of dissonance reduction. This change need not, however, have been due
to dissonance reduction. In the first place, the initial ratings of the robot
were so high (all above 90) that an imcrease in its rating was highly
unlikely. In addition, almost all Ss played with some of the toys but not
the robot. The relative increase in the other toys might therefore have
been due to greater familiarity with them, or some other factor associated

with having used them.

TABLE 3

Mean Cuanvces v Rarivags or Tovs

Total change in

direciion of

dissonance

Group Robot Others reduction®
Experimental Mild threat —5. 48 +7.72 13.20
Severe threat —4.28 45.90 10.18
Control Mikd threat -4.00 +5.31 9.31
Severe threat — 4,84 +5.93 10.77

o The sum of the decrease in rating of the robot and the mean increase in rating of the

other toys.
b All changes are significantly different from no change at p

ences between experimental groups approaches significance.

< 05 None of the differ-

A more meaningful way of considering these data is to compare the
various groups in amount of change. Presumably the greater the dis-
sonance that was aroused, the more change in the direction of dissonanct
reduction that should have occurred. Therefore, the mild threat experi-
mental group should show more dissonance reduction than the other
groups. On both individual measures and the overall change measure, the
EM group does show the most, change in the direction of dissonance redut-
tion: but none of these differences are significant, Thus, although ’Fhe
results are consistent with the dissonance analysis, they do not provide
significant support for it.

This lack of significance is in contrast with the resulis of the study by

g
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: Aronson and Carlsmith (1963) in which a forbidden toy was devalued
significantly more under mild threat than under severe threat conditions.
The experimental situations are not, however, exactly comparable. In the
present study the forbidden toy, the robot, was intentionally made much
more attractive than any of the other toys in order to maximize the temp-
tation to play with it. It was so much more desirable than the other toys
(it was rated an average of more than ten points higher than the closest
toy) that devaluing it below the other toys must have been extremely
difficult and unrealistic. 1t seems likely that re-evaluating the toys was
not an efficient or practical mode of dissonance reduction in the present, .
experiment and was not employed o any great extent. =

DISCUSSION

Although the difference in amount of transgression between the high C v

and low threat experimental groups is clearly consistent with the predic- i
tion from dissonance theory, other explanations of this difference are
possible. A more severe threai might have called more attention to the
forbidden toy or made it seem more attractive, and this would tend to
make the severe threat Ss play with the toy more than did the mild threat
8s. Or, E may have been liked more or believed more when he made &
mild threat than when he made a severe threat, and his original com-
mands would have been obeyed more in the former condition. Any of
these explanations sounds plausible, and there are probably a number of
other reasonable possibilities that could explain the difference between
the high and low threat experimental conditions.

It should be noted, however, that the control Ss received exactly the
same threat instructions as the corresponding experimental Ss, and that
all Ss went through exactly the same procedure with one crucial differ-
ence. In the experimental conditions, B left the room and gave S a chance
to play with the forbidden toy without being observed; in the control
conditions, E did not leave the room. Any explanation of the results must
| therefore account for the fact that only when E leaves the room during
“the first session do the threats have differential cffects on subsequent
behavior. The explanations offered above clearly would require differ-
ences in hoth experimental and control conditions and may thus be ruled
out; and most other explanations based on surmises about the differential
~ Beaning, plausibility or direct effect of the threat instructions would
_Probably also be eliminated,

i The results do i, the analysis in terms ol cognitive dissonance, When
| §s are given a mild threat and they resist temptation, more dissonance is
E'-.R?({duced than when they resist temptation because of a severe threat.
hig dissonance may be reduced in a number of ways, all of which would
20d to make S refrain from playing with the toy in the future even in
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the absence of any threat. Since more dissonance is aroused in the low
threat condition, more dissonance reduction oceurs in that condition; and
the low threat Ss should refrain from playing to a greater extent than
should the high threat Ss.

When E remains in the room, there is no temptation to play with the
forbidden toy since S would surely get caught. Therefore, no dissonance
is aroused in either high or low threat control conditions; and the two
should not differ. The lack of difference between control groups is clearly
consistent with the dissonance analysis and would seem to make alterna-
tive explanations somewhat difficult,

The results thus strongly support the predictions based on the theory
of cognitive dissonance.- They provide a clear demonstration that the
theory does apply to behavioral as well as attitudinal changes and that
the arousal and reduction of differential amounts of dissonance can have
a significant effect even after an interval of just under 6 weeks.

Since the data on changes in ratings of the toy indicated that this
was not a major mode of dissonance reduction in the present situation,
it might be interesting to speculate on what the primary mode of reduc-
tion was. One provocative possibility is that at least in part dissonance
was reduced by an acceptance of the idea that it was wrong to play with
the forbidden toy. In other words, the subject may bave provided himself
with moral justification for obeying the restriction. This would tend to
make him less likely to play with the toy in the second session, even
though another E said it was all right to play with it.

As Pestinger and Freedman have pointed out (1964), one implication
of this is that inculcating moral values will be most successful if a mini-
mal amount of justification of any kind is offered for the relevant behav-
tor. If the goal is to make a child accept the values of society, he should
not be given a great many logical reasons supporting the valued behavier,
nor threatened with severe punishment or eternal damnation if he trans-
gresses, nor promised great rewards, eternal or otherwise, for obeying.
Rather, he should be given just enough justification to cause him to obey
in the presence of the justification; and then his acceptance of the value
itself will be maximal. This analysis of the development of moral values
is, of course, highly speculative, and the present study offers no evidence |
directly supporting it. The present result and that reported by Mills

(1958) are, however, consistent with the analysis, and it is hoped that it
will be tested more directly by additional research. }

SUMMARY

The study was conducted to investigate whether or not the arousal of
cognitive dissonance can produce long-term behavioral effects. Childred
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were told not to play with a very desirable toy under high or low threat,
-and were left alone with the toy. Those who did not play with it were
i given a second opportunity to play with the toy several weeks later, with
| the original threat removed. The prediction was that those subjects who
had resisted temptation under mild threat would be less likely to play
with the toy in this second session than would those who had resisted
under severe threat. The results supported this prediction.
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