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4.0 INTRODUCTION

In the last unit we examined the relationship between attitudes and behaviour.
We saw that not only do attitudes determine behaviour, but in some circumstances,
our behaviour too determines our attitudes. Let us now look at some theories
that explain why and how our behaviour affects our attitudes. In this unit, we
will examine four such theories: self presentation theory, cognitive dissonance
theory, self-perception theory, self affirmation theory. When you have finished
reading this unit, you should have some understanding of why we modify or
form our attitudes (some at least) in order to maintain consistency with our actions.

4.1 OBJECTIVES

After reading this unit, you will be able to:

• Know the theory of self presentation. In terms of impression management ,
how to use verbal and non verbal cues and the types of self presentation
instrumental and expressive;

• Describe the theory of cognitive dissonance, the process and how it creates
an imbalance etc.;

• Explain how cognitive dissonance effects attitude change;

• Describe how self-presentation theory explains attitude formation; and

• Know how self affirmations enable people to maintain the integrity of the
self.
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Some time back I was invited by a school to deliver a talk on promoting
environmental consciousness on World Environment Day. I wore a green cotton
sari, carried a folder of recycled paper and travelled in metro (instead of my car)
to the school. A part of why I did so was because I am fairly environment friendly,
but another important reason was that I wanted others to see my actions consistent
with my words.

The process mentioned above is self presentation (also called impression
management). It may be defined as the organisation of the presenting person’s
cues so as to elicit desired responses in others (Goffman, 1959). These cues may
be verbal, nonverbal (posture, gesture, eye gaze, etc.), stylistic (use of clothing,
arrangement of hair, household or even decorative items with which one surrounds
oneself, and even type of people with which one surrounds oneself). Goffman
uses the metaphor of the actor in a theater to explain this. An actor performs on
a stage with a back drop; the props direct his action; he is being watched by an
audience; but at the same time he is an audience for his viewers’ play. Any
individual, as a social actor, has the ability to choose his stage, props, and costume
he would put on in front of a specific audience. The actor’s main goal is to adjust
to the different settings offered to him and to create impressions that reflect well
upon him.

There are two main motives of self-presentation (Schlenker, 1980): (i)
Instrumental and (ii) Expressive. Let us see what these are.

i) Instrumental: We want to influence others and gain rewards. For instance,
we like to dress up very well and would like to be commented favourably
about it. Some will read up the latest in the field in which he or she is
involved so that they would talk about it and impress others as to how
knowledgeable he or she is. They hope to be complemented for their
knowledge. In a negative sense, we do try to impress others by flattering
them or threatening them so as to make them complement us amd allow us
to be part of their group. In certain other cases the person shows his
vulnerability and supplication by agreeing to do whatever the others ask so
that they allow the person to be retained on their company. Thus there are
many ways in which we try to impress others in order to gain some positive
strokes or rewards from others about whom we care and whose company
we want to continually keep.

ii) Expressive: We construct an image of ourselves to claim personal identity,
and present ourselves in a manner that is consistent with that image. For
example, image building by politicians who try to express what they are
and what all they can achieve and how they would achieve and how caring
they are about people’s concerns and greeting people on all festivals to show
that they care etc. Here the main motive is expressive motive. Through
expressing themselves they also act accordingly by putting up posters and
hoardings about how they greet people on festivals and also organise groups
and talk in groups about their plans and actions. There are others who use
certain status symbols such as “khadi kurta pajama” a sort of dress that
Indian politicians wear showing how they all are similar to the common
man, and convey the impression that they belong to this group and that
others should recognise them as belonging to that group.
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These types ofusing status symbols and behaving in a certain manner in line
with the image building, in course of time build in them the needed attitudes that
go in line with the expressive motive. It is in this sense one can understand how
one’s actions affect attitudes. To look inconsistent would be to look foolish. To
avoid being treated differently, we express attitudes that matches our actions,
even if it means displaying a little hypocrisy. Impression management theory
states that individuals must establish and maintain impressions that are congruent
with the perceptions they wasn’t to convey to others. The others’ percepitons of
you then become the reality from which they form ideas and the basis for intended
behaviours.

As you might expect there are several factors affecting impression management,
including individual differences in self-monitoring (the process through which
people regulate their own behaviour in order to be perceived by others in a
favourable manner) and self verification (the act of conforming the audience to
the person’s self-concept).

Clearly then, the explanation of self presentation does not explain all instances
where attitudes follow behaviour. This is particularly true for those who express
their changed attitudes even without knowing how they have behaved; and those
who internalize their self-presentations as genuine attitude changes. Let us
consider other competing explanations that address this.

4.3 COGNITIVE DISSONANCE

One of the most influential approaches in social psychology having far reaching
implications is that human beings have a tendency to seek consistency in one’s
cognitions (attitudes, beliefs, self-perceptions). First introduced by Heider (1946),
this principle of cognitive consistency implies that our attitudes change because
we are motivated to maintain consistency among our cognitions.

This seemingly simple cognitive distance theory was proposed by Festinger
(1957). According to Festinger, we feel tension (‘dissonance’) when we become
aware of two simultaneous inconsistent cognitions. In order to reduce this
unpleasant arousal, we often adjust our thinking.

The classical example of cognitive dissonance can be found in the Aesop fable
The Fox and the Grapes, in which a fox sees some high-hanging grapes and
wishes to eat them. After several failed attempts at reaching the grapes, he decides
that the grapes are probably not worth eating anyway (that they are not yet ripe
or that they are too sour).

Dissonance theory addresses the discrepancies between behaviour and attitudes.
We are aware of both. Hence, if we sense some hypocrisy, we feel pressure for
change. In a classic experiment done by Festinger and Carlsmith (1959), students
were asked to spend an hour on boring and tedious tasks (e.g. turning wooden
knobs again and again). The tasks were designed to generate a strong, negative
attitude. After the subjects had finished, the experimenters asked some of them
to do a ‘simple favour’. They were asked to talk to the next subject (actually the
experimenter’s assistant) and lie that the tasks were interesting and that he will
enjoy it. Some participants were paid $20 (a huge amount back in 1959) for this,
another group was paid $1, and a control group was not asked to perform the
favour. In the end, the subjects were asked to actually rate the boring tasks.
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Attitudes and Behaviour What do you think the results were? Answer the sentence given below as true/
false:

The group that was paid $20 for lying thought that the tasks were more interesting
than those paid $1. (True or False)

If you thought the above was true, you are wrong! Contrary to operant conditioning
principles that big rewards produce big effects, those in the $1 group rated the
task more positively than those in the $20 and control groups. This was explained
by Festinger and Carlsmith as evidence for cognitive dissonance: ‘I told someone
that the task was interesting’, and ‘I actually found it boring.’ When paid only
$1, students were forced to internalize the attitude they were induced to express,
because it is unpleasant to say something that you don’t feel. Those in the $20
condition, however, had an obvious external justification for their behaviour (‘I
lied because I was paid$20 to lie’), and thus experienced less dissonance. People
paid only small amounts of money have less justification for their inconsistency,
tend to experience more dissonance, and hence change their attitudes more. This
is referred to as the less-leads-to-more effect.

In 1969, Aronson reformulated the basic theory by linking it to one’s self concept.
According to this interpretation, cognitive dissonance does not arise because
people experience dissonance between contradictory cognitions. Instead, it occurs
when people see their actions as conflicting with their normally positive view of
themselves. Thus, in the original Festinger and Carlsmith study, the dissonance
was between the cognition, ‘I am an honest person’ and the cognition, ‘I lied to
someone about finding the task interesting’.

One real life example of cognitive dissonance is smoking. It is widely accepted
that cigarettes can cause lung cancer, yet virtually everyone wants to live a long
and healthy life. The desire to live a long life is dissonant with the activity of
doing something that will most likely shorten one’s life. Smokers therefore should
experience tension produced by these contradictory ideas. Such tension can be
reduced by quitting smoking, denying the evidence of lung cancer (‘only very
heavy smokers get lung cancer’; ‘my chances of dying in a road accident are
higher than that of dying from lung cancer’ etc.), or justifying one’s smoking (‘It
helps me control my weight’). Because it is often easier to make excuses than it
is to change behaviour, dissonance theory leads to the conclusion that humans
rationalize rather than be rational.

Dissonance theory has implications for parenting. It suggests that parents should
aim to elicit desired behaviour without threats, thus motivating children to
internalize the appropriate attitudes: ‘I am not watching television because it’s
more interesting to play outside’ as opposed to ‘I am not watching television
because my father will punish me if I do so’.

Another implication of the dissonance theory is after making decisions- post
decision dissonance. Let’s say you bought an expensive pair of sunglasses from
a store. You are feeling very happy because this is what you wanted to buy for a
long time. After buying it, you see a similar pair in another shop, priced at almost
half the price you paid for it. What would you feel now? If you feel upset or
anxious, you are experiencing post decision dissonance, dissonance experienced
after making a decision regarding the possibility of it being wrong. So what do
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you do to reduce this dissonance? You might rationalize and change your
perceptions: find additional reasons or justifications to support your choice and
make your decision seem more attractive (assuming that the shop will not permit
any return or exchange). You might decide that your sunglasses are better— ‘the
two are not really the same’, ‘the second shop might be selling fake sunglasses,
mine are real branded’ etc. This may not be true, but it would make you feel
better. After making important decisions, we usually reduce dissonance by
upgrading the chosen alternative and downgrading the unchosen one.

Some research suggests that dissonance can be used to generate hypocrisy as a
powerful tool for beneficial changes in people’s behaviour. When people fail to
practice what they preach, their act of hypocrisy can induce cognitive dissonance
and the motivation to change their behaviour. This has been demonstrated in
several areas regarding health and safety. For instance, Stone et al. (1997) asked
participants to prepare a videotape regarding the use of condoms to prevent
transmission of HIV. They were then asked to think about reasons as to why they
hadn’t used condoms in the past. When participants were brought face to face
with their own hypocrisy, it was found that they engaged in direct means of
reducing hypocrisy (by purchasing condoms at a lower price). Thus dissonance
induced through hypocrisy can result in change in behaviour- for the better.

One important caveat: cultural factors influence the operation of cognitive
dissonance. Although dissonance occurs all around the world, it is less likely to
influence attitudes in collectivistic cultures like ours as compared to individualistic
cultures like the United States. After all, if your marriage is based on your parent’s
choice, and you are not happy, you can say to yourself ‘I didn’t like him in the
first place. He was my parent’s choice’ as opposed to where your marriage is
based on personal choice. In case of latter, the possibility of making an incorrect
decision is perceived more as a threat to one’s own self: ‘How could I be so
stupid?” as opposed to ‘How could my parents be so stupid?’ Thus, the desire to
engage in cognitively consistent actions may not be uniform across cultures.

Self Assessment Questions

What do you understand by the term cognitive dissonance?
......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

What was the experiment conducted by Festinger and colleagues in regard
to demonstrating cognitive dissonance? What was the result and why?
......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................
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CHANGE

Attitudes as mentioned earlier are indeed difficult to change. But there are many
ways in which attitudes could also be changed. Many studies as for example that
of Veen et al (2009), demonstrated that attitude change also shows in the neural
changes. They found that when the person’s actions conflict with the prior
attitudes, these often change the persons attitudes to be more consistent with
their actions. This phenomenon, known as cognitive dissonance, is considered
to be one of the most influential theories in psychology. Using a Solomon four-
group design, they scanned participants with functional MRI while the subjects
argued that the uncomfortable scanner environment was nevertheless a pleasant
experience. They found that cognitive dissonance engaged the dorsal anterior
cingulate cortex and anterior insula; They also reported that the activation of
these regions tightly predicted participants’ subsequent attitude change. These
effects were not observed in a control group. Their findings elucidate the neural
representation of cognitive dissonance, and support the role of the anterior
cingulate cortex in detecting cognitive conflict and the neural prediction of attitude
change.

According to Festinger’s theory, there are basically two factors that affect the
strength of the dissonance, viz., (i) the number of dissonant beliefs, and (ii) the
importance attached to each belief.

Hence one can eliminate dissonance by the following methods:

1) reduce the importance of the dissonant beliefs

2) add more consonant beliefs that outweigh the dissonant beliefs.

3) change the dissonant beliefs so that they are no longer inconsistent.

As mentioned earlier, Dissonance occurs when an individual has to make a choice
between two incompatible beliefs or actions. The dissonance created is very
high when the two alternatives are equally attractive. This is akin to approach –
approach conflict which creates considerable tension. Attitude change is more
likely in the direction of less incentive as this results in lower dissonance. These
explanations could be very effectively used in attitude formation and change.

In regard to changing of attitude towards a certain community people, the
integrated housing scheme provides a good example of application of cognitive
dissonance. When people start living together, and have to interact with each
other for various reasons, they get to know each other and many ideas and beliefs
about the other person belonging to a certain community start changing
considerably as experience shows that these people are not as the individual
thought them to be. In course of time with the changes in beliefs and ideas getting
stronger the individual is able to get over the negative attitude and change to a
more positive attitude. This is one way of changing attitude. Here dissonance is
created by facts and figures and the individual reduces the dissonance by changing
his attitude.

To cite another example, consider someone who buys an expensive car but
discovers that it is not comfortable on long drives. Dissonance exists between
their beliefs that they have bought a good car and that a good car should be
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comfortable. Dissonance could be eliminated by deciding that it does not matter
since the car is mainly used for short trips (reducing the importance of the
dissonant belief) or focusing on the cars strengths such as safety, appearance,
handling (thereby adding more consonant beliefs). The dissonance could also be
eliminated by getting rid of the car, but this behaviour is a lot harder to achieve
than changing beliefs.

Thus the two most important principles of cognitive dissonance can be stated as
that (i) dissonance occurs when a person has to choose between contradictory
attitudes and behaviour. (ii) Another principle is that the dissonance can be
removed by changing the importance of conflicting beliefs and acquiring new
beliefs that change the balance or remove the conflicting attitude or remove the
conflicting behaviour.

4.5 SELF PERCEPTION

According to Wikipedia , Self-perception theory (SPT) is an account of attitude
change developed by psychologist Daryl Bem. It asserts that people develop
their attitudes by observing their behaviour and concluding what attitudes must
have caused them. The theory is counterintuitive in nature, as the conventional
wisdom is that attitudes come prior to behaviours. According to this theory,
attitudes come about without accessing the internal cognition and moods. The
persons logically reasons out and explain their overt behaviours rationally in the
same way they attempt to explain others’ behaviours. Bem was an early critic of
cognitive dissonance theory. He proposed self perception theory as an alternative
explanation of the results of Festinger and Carlsmith’s (1959) study.  In other
words, people form and develop attitudes by observing their own behaviour,
much as they use other people’s behaviour to infer what their underlying attitudes
are. 

Applying this principle to the Festinger and Carlsmith study, Bem argued that
the participants must be inferring their attitudes from their behaviour, without
necessarily experiencing any dissonance. Thus, when asked ‘Did you find the
task interesting?’ they decided that they must have found it interesting because
that is what they told someone. To test this hypothesis, Bem (1967) presented
participants a description of the original study (You would recall that a subject
performed a boring task and then was paid either $1 or $20 to tell another that it
was fun and interesting). He then asked the participants to guess the person’s
attitude towards the task. The participants did guess that subjects in $1 condition
would hold more of task being boring than those in the $20 condition. Their
reasons: the subject who was paid $20 to say the task was interesting really was
lyingn because he clearly did it for the money. However, the subject who was
paid $1 must have been honest, because such a small amount doesn’t justify
lying!

Thus, Bem’s theory and Festinger’s theory make identical predictions, but offer
different explanations. Dissonance theory predicts the presence of unpleasant
tension or arousal, while self perception theory suggests that no negative drive
state is involved in attitude formation— attitudes are inferred from behaviour
rather than the other way around. While dissonance theory addresses attitude
change, self perception theory explains attitude formation. Dissonance theory
explains what happens when we act contrary to clearly defined attitudes: we feel
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where attitudes are not well formed, self-perception theory explains attitude
formation. As we act and then reflect, we develop attitudes in line with our
actions. A comparison between the two theories may be seen in Table 4.1 given
below.

Table 4.1: Comparison between Cognitive Dissonance and Self Perception
Theories

Cognitive Disssonance Theory Self Perception Theory
Attitudes directly known Attitudes are inferred from behaviour

Unpleasant affect necessary for No unpleasant affect involved in attitude
attitude formation formation

Applicable when attitudes are Applicable when attitudes are weak or
clearly formed vague

Dissonance most likely when Self perception of attitudes most likely
the attitude in question is when the attitude in question is less
important to the self or the important to the self or the attitude
attitude behavior discrepancy behaviour discrepancy is small
is substantial

Whether cognitive dissonance or self-perception is a more useful theory has
raised considerable debate. Based on a number of studies, it seems that both are
correct, but in different situations. Aronson (1969) suggests that the cognitive
dissonance theory explains attitude changes when people’s behaviours are
inconsistent with their original attitudes which are clear and important to them;
while the self-perception theory is used when those original attitudes are relatively
unclear and less important to the self (Refer Table 1). Since a large proportion of
our attitudes are vague, the self-perception theory is significant in interpreting
one’s own attitudes. Finally, it has also been demonstrated that both cognitive
dissonance and self-perception could co-exist (Fazio, Zanna, & Cooper, 1977).

Numerous studies support the self-perception theory, demonstrating that emotions
do follow behaviours. For example, when Laird (1974) asked college students to
enact different facial expressions, gazes and postures (to approximate happiness,
sorrow, anger, etc.), they did feel corresponding emotions. In the end of the
experiment, subjects inferred and reported their affections and attitudes from
their practiced behaviours, despite being previously told to act that way. This is
also consistent with the James-Lange theory of emotion: first we act, and then
the acting creates the feeling. We feel angry because we scowl; we feel sad because
we cry, and so on. Based on findings like these, Duclos et al. (1989) proposed
the facial feedback hypothesis. This view holds that people’s emotions— and
thus their attitudes— can be manipulated by changing their facial expressions,
body posture or other motor responses.

One interesting implication of the self perception theory is the overjustification
effect: rewarding people for what they like doing anyway decreases their internal
motivation for doing that task. According to the self-perception theory, people
pay more attention to the incentive, and less attention to the enjoyment and
satisfaction that they receive from performing the activity. An experiment to
demonstrate this was done by Greene, Sternberg and Lepper (1976). They played
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mathematical games with schoolchildren, which the children seemed to enjoy.
After a while, they started giving rewards for success. When they took away the
rewards, the children quickly gave up playing the games. Do you know why this
happened? Because playing became less about ‘fun’ and more about ‘work’.

Activity to do for the student

Try to recall a time when taking an action changed your attitude. Describe
the experience. Think of a friend towards whom you have a slightly negative
attitude and you would like to feel better about him/her. What action can
you take now that will help you change the attitude? 

4.6 SELF AFFIRMATION   

Another interpretation of dissonance theory with a focus on one’s self image is
Steele’s self affirmation theory. According to Steele (1988), people are motivated
to maintain the integrity of the self. The ultimate goal of the self is to protect an
image of its self-integrity, morality and adequacy. These two premises lead to
two implications:

We experience a self-image threat, after acting in a manner inconsistent with our
sense of honesty or integrity.

When our self concept is threatened, we often compensate by affirming another
aspect of the self. In other words, we can reduce ‘dissonance’ by affirming our
integrity in some other unrelated area of our lives.   

As a result, these ‘self-affirmations’ enable people to deal with threatening events
and information in a more open and even-handed manner, without resorting to
defensive biases. For example, if you show me that I cannot sing, I’ll go and
dance even more, which I know I’m better at.

Besides reducing threats to the individual self, self-affirmations could also reduce
threats to the self at a collective level, i.e. when people confront some threatening
opinions or humiliating comments about the groups they belong to, such as nation
or gender. For example, when someone says ‘Women are lousy drivers as their
spatial ability is inferior to men’, I often cite evidence of women having better
verbal and interpersonal abilities.

Individual and cultural differences have been reported in self-affirmations. For
e.g. people with high and secure self esteem engage in less self-justification
(Holland et al., 2002). People with high self-esteem are more likely to rely on
self-affirmation than other defensive mechanism such as rationalisation. Culture
also imposes some effect on the process of self-affirmation. In individualistic
cultures, the self is more emphasized, and independence stands out; in collectivist
cultures, kinship and interdependence are emphasized. Collectivists are less likely
to be motivated to protect the self-integrity since self esteem is less emphasized
in their culture.

There are numerous applications of this theory. The technique of self affirmation
can also be used in multiple domains such as:

Personal relationship: When faced with an emotional upheaval in a personal
relationship, the affirmation process can be done by writing down positive
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appreciate in them (Sherman & Cohen, 2006).

Health: Self-affirmation is an effective tool in health interventions. In a group-
based cigarette cessation program for smokers, those who received a self-
affirmation intervention had a lower defensiveness towards graphic cigarette
warning labels than a control group. Moreover, these self-affirmed smokers also
had a stronger intention to quit smoking (Harris et al., 2007).

Research has found that providing people with affirmation opportunities on
alternative sources of self-integrity lead to a less biased evaluation to threatening
information. Self-affirmation thus increases the openness of people to ideas that
are difficult to accept.

4.7 LET US SUM UP   

In this unit, we have discussed four possible reasons of why behaviour affects
attitudes. Self presentation theory suggests that we express attitudes that make
us appear consistent in order to fulfill two motives: instrumental and expressive.
We establish and maintain impressions that are congruent with the perceptions
we want to convey to others. This theory however does not explain genuine
attitude change. The other theories propose that our actions trigger genuine attitude
change, but offer different explanations of why this occurs.  

Cognitive dissonance theory assumes that we justify our actions to ourselves
because we want to reduce the discomfort experienced due to inconsistency
between two or more of our attitudes or between our attitudes and our behaviour.
Dissonance theory contends that attitude change is effected because people are
motivated to reduce this unpleasant tension. Self-perception theory assumes that
we form and develop attitudes by observing our own behaviour, in a similar way
as we use other people’s behaviour to infer what their underlying attitudes are.
This is particularly true when our attitudes are weak and less important to the
self. Self affirmation theory explains how we reduce the impact of a threat to our
self-concept (after acting in a manner inconsistent with our sense of honesty or
integrity) by focusing on and affirming our competence in some other area.  

4.8 UNIT END QUESTIONS   

1) What is meant by cognitive dissonance? How does it help to change attitudes?

2) What are the main tenets of self presentation theory?

3) Differentiate between cognitive dissonance theory and self perception theory.

4) Suppose that you are a non vegetarian and you are required to campaign for
animal rights. Describe this state and explain how you will reduce this
inconsistency.

5) Explain how self affirmations reduce the impact of threat to our self-concept.  

6) Discuss self perception and self affirmation?
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4.9 GLOSSARY   

Cognitive Dissonance : An uncomfortable internal state that results
when people realize that there is inconsistency
between two or more of their attitudes or
between their attitudes and their behaviour.

Hypocrisy : When an individual publicly advocates some
attitudes or behaviour, but acts in a way that is
inconsistent with them.

Individualism/Collectivism : One value dimension on which national
cultures differ (Hofstede, 1980). People are
individualists, when they take care only of
themselves and their families; they are
collectivists when they distinguish between
ingroup and outgroups and expect their
ingroups (relatives, clans, organisations) to
look after them, in exchange for being loyal
to them.

Post decision dissonance : A state of anxiety experienced after making a
decision regarding the possibility of it being
wrong. It is usually reduced by increasing the
importance assigned to the positive features
of the chosen alternative, and increasing the
importance assigned to the negative features
of the nonchosen alternative.

Self monitoring : The process through which people regulate
their own behaviour in order to ‘look good’ so
that they will be perceived by others in a
favorable manner.  
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