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and Why Does It Matter?

Bertram Gawronski and Skylar M. Brannon

n spring 2015, the first author of this chapter attended a small group confer-

ence where he had the opportunity to chat with one of the most distinguished
senior researchers in the area of cognitive dissonance. Puzzled by the increas-
ingly narrow focus of dissonance research since the publication of Festinger’s
(1957) seminal book, the said author asked this eminent scholar about his
views on exposure to belief-conflicting information as a source of dissonance.
Causing even more puzziement, the scholar replied that such mental conflicts
do not involve any dissonance. He further stated that dissonance is exclusively
caused by discrepancies between attitudes and behavior and occurs only for
behaviors with aversive consequences for which the actor takes personal
responsibility (Cooper & Fazio, 1984). After a short back-and-forth, the two
researchers ended the conversation by agreeing to disagree. Yet, one of them
was left with an unpleasant feeling caused by the conflict between his belief
that dissonance is a much broader phenomenon and the views of the eminent
scholar he had just been exposed to.

One potential interpretation of the two conflicting views is that they reflect
different empirical assumptions that could be tested in a carefully designed
study. For example, one could design an experiment in which participants are
presented with information that conflicts with their personal beliefs and mea-
sure whether exposure to this information elicits unpleasant feelings. Yet,
another potential interpretation is that the two conflicting views are rooted in
different definitions of theoretical concepts. In the latter case, it would be very
difficult (if not impossible) to resolve the disagreement on the basis of empirical
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data (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2015). For example, even if participants
experienced unpleasant feelings in response to information that conflicts with
their beliefs, a skeptic might argue that these feelings are distinct from disso-
nance, because dissonance is (by definition) limited to discrepancies between
attitudes and behavior.!

Expanding on the second interpretation, the current chapter aims to make a
theoretical case for broader conceptualizations of cognitive consistency and
dissonance that go beyond the relation between attitudes and behavior. In line
with earlier concerns (e.g., Gawronski, 2012a; Greenwald & Ronis, 1978;
Proulx, Inzlicht, & Harmon-Jones, 2012), we argue that the increasingly
narrow focus on attitude-behavior discrepancies has led researchers to neglect
the potential of Festinger’s (1957) original theory in providing valuable insights
into a much broader set of psychological phenomena (see Gawronski & Strack,
2012). Our main arguments are that (a) cognitive consistency plays a much
more fundamental role for information processing than is commonly assumed
in the dissonance literature and (b) embracing the ubiquitous role of cognitive
consistency provides valuable insights into a wide range of phenomena that are
rarely discussed in terms of Festinger’s theory. In support of these arguments,
we highlight various lines of consistency research beyond attitude-behavior
discrepancies and suggest theoretical clarifications aimed at uniting these phe-
nomena under the umbrella of dissonance theory.

WHAT IS COGNITIVE CONSISTENCY?

Although Festinger (1957) preferred the term dissonance over inconsistency (treating
the two terms as interchangeable synonyms), we deem it important to distinguish
between (in)consistency as a property of the relation between cognitive elements
and dissonance as the aversive feeling that is assumed to arise from inconsistent
cognitive elements, According to Festinger’s (1957} original definition, two cogni-
tive elements are inconsistent if one element follows from the opposite of the
other. More formally, this definition can be restated as: “x and y are [inconsistent]
if not-x follows from y” (p. 13), with x and y subsuming “any knowledge, opinion,
or belief about the environment, about oneself, or about one’s behavior” (p. 3).

What Are the Elements of Cognitive Consistency?

An important, yet frequently overlooked, aspect of Festinger’s (1957) spec-
ification of x and y is that it refers to cognitive elements with propositional
content (Gawronski & Strack, 2004). Conceptually, propositional thoughts

! As we explain in this chapter, even this example could be interpreted in terms of
dissonance, such that scientists may experience aversive feelings when they are
exposed to evidence that contradicts their theoretical views. From this perspective,
the resolution of inconsistency via reinterpretation of theoretical concepts could
be regarded as a strategy to reduce dissonance {cf. Quine & Ullian, 1978).
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involve mentally represented statements about states of affairs that are
regarded as true or false by the individual. This specification is important,
because it distinguishes cognitive consistency from other types of relations
between cognitive elements.

First, a conceptualization in terms of propositional thoughts distinguishes cog-
nitive consistency from purely semantic relations between mental concepts
(Gawronski, 2012a). To fllustrate this argument, consider the antonyms agreeable
and disagreeable. Although the two concepts have semantically opposite mean-
ings, simultaneous activation of the two concepts would lead to cognitive incon-
sistency only if they are part of two propositional thoughts that relate them to the
same object (e.g., Hillary is agreeable and Hillary is disagreeable). Yet, simultaneous
activation of the two concepts would not lead to cognitive inconsistency if they
are part of two propositional thoughts that refer to different objects (e.g., Hillary
is agreeable and Donald is disagreeable). Moreover, even if the two antonyms are
part of propositional thoughts that refer to the same object, there would be no
cognitive inconsistency if one of the involved propositions is regarded as true
(e.g., It is true that Hillary is agreeable) and the other one as false (e.g., It is false that
Hillary is disagreeable).

From this perspective, the elements of cognitive (in)consistency can be
understood as propositional beliefs about states of affairs that (a) describe a
particular relation between concepts (e.g., Peter is extraverted; Smoking causes
cancer; Jennifer likes dogs) and (b) the assignment of a positive or negative truth
value to the described relation (i.e., the subjective belief that the proposition is
true or false). Propositional beliefs can be either géneral if they refer to catego-
ries of objects (e.g., Canadians are friendly) or specific if they refer to individual
objects (e.g., Uli is unfriendly). Thus, different from Festinger's (1957) concern
with the relation between two cognitive €lements, inconsistency is most often
the result of more than two propositional beliefs (e.g., Canadians are friendly; Uli
is unfriendly; Uli is Canadian).

Second, a conceptualization in terms of propositional beliefs helps to distin-
guish cognitive (in)consistency from processing (dis)fluency (see Winkielman,
Huber, Kavanagh, & Schwarz, 2012). Althongh the two constructs may seem
rather similar, they are conceptually distinct in that cognitive (in)consistency refers
to the content of mentally represented information (what?), whereas (dis)fluency
refers to the ease of processing information (#ow?). For example, exposure to a
news article reporting that a particular political candidate is leading in the polls
may be inconsistent with the belief that a different candidate will win the
election, and this inconsistency is driven by the contents of one’s belief and
the new information. Irrespective of the inconsistency in terms of contents,
the new information may be more or less difficult to process as a result of
content-unrelated features, such as the font in which the article is printed
{c.g., Song & Schwarz, 2008) or the perceptual contrast between the text
and the background (e.g., Reber, Winkielman, & Schwarz, 1998), Never-
theless, cognitive {in)consistency may sometimes influence processing flu-
ency, in that new information that conflicts with one’s beliefs may be more



94 Gawronski and Brannon

difficult to process compared to new information that is consistent with one’s
beliefs (see Sherman, Lee, Bessenoff, & Frost, 1998). Conversely, high levels
of processing fluency may contribute to cognitive inconsistency when fluent
processing of belief-conflicting information increases the perceived validity
of that information (see Reber & Schwarz, 1999).

What Determines the Relation Between Cognitive Elements?

Although Festinger’s (1957) original definition puts a strong emphasis on logical
relations between cognitive elements (i.e., x and y are inconsistent if not-x
follows from y), he explicitly acknowledged the role of cultural mores, opinions,
and personal experiences as important determinants of perceived (in)consistency.
In this secnse, cognitive (in)consistency can be said to describe psycho-logical
(rather than strictly logical) relations between cognitive elements. Although
psycho-logic and formatl logic have considerable overlap, they are not equivalent.
First, perceptions of (in)consistency have been shown to deviate from the laws of
formal logic in a systematic fashion. Second, psycho-logical (in)consistency sub-
sumes a broader range of relations between cognitive elements that go beyond
the laws of formal logic.

Consistent with the notion of systematic deviations from the laws of formal
logic, research by Johnson-Laird, Girotto, and Legrenzi (2004) showed that
(a) people sometimes perceive consistency when there is logical inconsistency,
and (b) people sometimes perceive inconsistency when there is logical consis-
tency (for a review, see Johnson-Laird et al., 2004). According to Johnson-Laird
et al., people assess the (in)consistency of a given set of propositions by creat-
ing a mental model in which all assumptions are true. To the extent that they
can create such a mental model, the set of propositions is judged as being
consistent. To the extent that they cannot find a mental model in which all
assumptions are true, the set of propositions is judged as being inconsistent.
Although this strategy leads to logically accurate judgments of consistency
in most cases, it can lead to (a) systematic illusions of consistency in cases
of logical inconsistency and (b) systematic illusions of inconsistency in cases
of logical consistency.

An illustrative example of psycho-logical relations that go beyond the laws of
formal logic is Heider’s (1958) hypothesis that people strive for patterns of inter-
personal relations that constitute balanced triads. According to Heider, a triad of
interpersonal relations is balanced when it has either no or an even number of
disliking relations, but it is imbalanced when it has an odd number of disliking
relations. Consistent with Heider’s hypothesis, several studies found that people
tend to like individuals who are liked by people they like, but they tend to dis-
like individuals who are disliked by people they like. Conversely, people tend to
dislike individuals who are liked by people they dislike, but they tend to like
individuals who are disliked by people they dislike (e.g., Aronson & Cope, 1968;
Gawronski, Walther, & Blank, 2005). In theoretical terms, these patterns can be
interpreted as reflections of people’s desire to achieve psycho-logical consistency
between three cognitive elements: (a) their personal attitude toward another
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Person A, (b) their knowledge of Person A’s attitude toward another Person B,
and (c) their personal attitude toward Person B. Formal logic does not have
any implications for the (in)consistency between these three elements. Their
perceived (in)consistency is determined by psycho-logic, not formal logic.

WHY IS COGNITIVE CONSISTENCY IMPORTANT?

Festinger (1957) described the desire for cognitive consistency as a psycho-
logical need that is as basic as hunger and thirst. Although some researchers
argued that cognitive consistency might be better described as a means to an
end rather than an end in itself (e.g., Kruglanski & Shteynberg, 2012}, an
important question is why cognitive consistency is so important (either as a
means to an end or an ends in itself). According to Gawronski (2012a), an
important aspect of cognitive inconsistency is that it serves as a cue for potential
errors in one’s system of beliefs (see Quine & Ullian, 1978). Although consis-
tency is insufficient to establish accuracy, inconsistency is an unambiguous cue
for errors that require belief updating. For example, if a person believes that
(a) Good friends always support each other when they need help, (b) Jill and Janet are
good friends, and (c) Jill did not support Janet when Janet needed help, the inconsis-
tency between the three propositional beliefs requires a reassessment of their
validity, which may lead to the revision of either one of them. It may lead to a
revision of the belief that good Iriends always support each other by allowing
for exceptions (e.g., Good friends may sometimes fail to support each other when they
have their own problems); it may lead to a revision of the belief that Jill is actually
a good friend of Janet (e.g., Jill always claimed that she is a geod friend of Janet, but
that's not true); or it may lead to a revision of the belief that Jill did not support
Janet when Janet needed help (e.g., Jill offered to help Janet, but Janet did not want
Jill'’s help).

From a pragmatic view, the identification of errors in one’s system of beliefs
is important, because erroneous beliefs can undermine context-appropriate
behavior by suggesting inadequate courses of action (Quine & Ullian, 1978).
Moreover, cognitive inconsistency itself can sometimes undermine context-
appropriate behavior, because inconsistent beliefs may suggest mutually exclu-
sive courses of action (Harmon-Jones, Amodio, & Harmon-Jones, 2009). In both
cases, the aversive feeling that is assumed to be elicited by inconsistent beliefs
serves as a signal that the current system of beliefs has to be revised for the sake
of context-appropriate action. From this perspective, the need for cognitive con-
sistency can be said to arise from its function as a means to an end rather than
an end in itself (see Kruglanski & Shteynberg, 2012), in that (a) cognitive incon-
sistency signals a potential error in one’s system of beliefs (epistemic function;
see Gawronski, 2012a), and (b) errors in one’s system of beliefs undermine
context-appropriate action (pragmatic function; see Harmon-Jones et al., 2009).

The notion that cognitive consistency has basic epistemic and pragmatic
functions is remarkably different from its presumed role in various revisions of
Festinger’s (1957) original theory. Several theorists have argued that phenomena
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of dissonance-related attitude change are driven by mechanisms of ego-defense
rather than cognitive inconsistency per se (e.g., Aronson, 1968; Cooper & Fazio,
1984; Steele & Liu, 1983; Stone & Cooper, 2001). The general idea underlying
this hypothesis is that discrepancies between one’s attitude and one’s behavior
pose a threat to the self, which triggers mental and behavioral reactions aimed at
restoring a positive self-view. However, as noted by Greenwald and Ronis (1978),
the exclusive focus on ego-defense in response to attitude-behavior discrepancies
ignores the fundamental role of cognitive {in)consistency in various phenomena
that do not involve any attitude-behavior discrepancies. For example, a large
bady of research has demonstrated pervasive effects of expectancy-violations
on various stages of information processing, including attention, encoding,
attribution, memory, and judgment (Roese & Sherman, 2007). One of the most
common examples in these studies is the disconfirmation of social stereotypes
via exposure to counterstereotypical exemplars (for a review, see Sherman,
Allen, & Sacchi, 2012). None of these studies involve discrepancies between
attitudes and behavior. Yet, they fit well to our argument that cognitive
inconsistency can arise from conflicts between personal beliefs and exposure
to belief-conflicting information, with downstream effects on various stages
of information processing.

To be sure, self-relevance might be an important moderator of these down-
stream effects, in that self-relevance may determine the subjective signifi-
cance of cognitive inconsistency. According to Festinger (1957), the degree of
dissonance that is aroused by inconsistent cognitions depends on the subjec-
tive importance of the involved elements, which should increase as a function
of their self-relevance. From this perspective, self-relevance may moderate the
level of negative affect that is elicited by cognitive inconsistency. Yet, this
moderating role pertains to the effect of cognitive inconsistency on the
elicitation of aversive feelings, and therefore does not eliminate the funda-
mental role of cognitive (in)consistency as an antecedent of downstream
effects on information processing.

A THREE-STAGE MODEL OF INCONSISTENCY PROCESSES

In our view, a major source of theoretical confusion is the conflation of three
distinct stages in the processing of inconsistency (see Figure 5.1): (a) the iden-
tification of inconsistency, (b) the elicitation of aversive feelings of dissonance,
and (c) the resolution of inconsistency (see Gawronski, Peters, & Strack, 2008).
This conflation is particularly common in research on attitude-behavior dis-
crepancies, where it has led to premature conclusions about the psychological
properties of inconsistency and dissonance.

Inconsistency Identification

The first step in the sequence of inconsistency processes is the identification
of inconsistency. People often hold inconsistent beliefs, but they may not
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FIGURE 5.1. Three-Stage Model of Inconsistency Processes

Inconsistency | Dissonance _ Inconsistency
Identification Elicitation Resolution
Simultaneous Accessibility Subjective Importance Choice of Inconsistency

Subjective Truth Relevance for Self and Action Resolution Strategies

Identification of inconsistency within one's system of beliefs is assurned to elicit aversive feelings
of dissonance, which in turn motivate agents to resolve the inconsistency that gave rise to these
feelings. General variables influencing the three steps are depicted below the respective boxes.
From “Cross-Cultural Differences vs. Universality in Cognitive Dissonance: A Conceptual Reanalysis,”
by B. Gawronski, K. R. Peters, and F. Strack, in R, M, Somrentino & S. Yamaguchi (Eds.), Handbook of
motivation and cognition across cultures (p. 301), 2008, New York, NY: Elsevier, Copyright 2008

by Elsevier, Adapted with permission.

realize their inconsistency when these beliefs are not activated simultaneously
(McGregor, Newby-Clark, & Zanna,’1999; see also Chapter 6, this volume). For
example, many of our attitudes may be inconsistent with our behavior, but we
may not experience any dissonance if we fail to think about one of the two
elements. There will be no inconsistency identified if we fail to think about our
behavior whenever we reflect on our attitudes; and there will be no inconsis-
tency identified if we fail to think about our attitudes whenever we reflect on
our behavior. For inconsistency to arise, both types of thoughts need to be
simultaneously accessible.

Even though simultaneous accessibility is necessary for the identification
of cognitive inconsistency, it is not sufficient. As noted previously, the con-
tents of the relevant cognitions have to be regarded as true or false in order
to acquire the potential of being (in)consistent with each other. For exam-
ple, negative stereotypic associations pertaining to a disadvantaged minority
group may not result in inconsistency with explicitly endorsed egalitarian
goals when accessible stereotypic associations are rejected as inaccurate or
false (Gawronski, Peters, Brochu, & Strack, 2008). Hence, the two major
determinants of inconsistency identification are (a) the simultaneous accessi-
bility of potentially inconsistent cognitions (McGregor et al., 1999) and (b) the
assignment of truth values that makes these cognitions factually inconsis-
tent (Gawronski & Strack, 2004).

The relevance of these arguments for the effects of attitude-behavior dis-
crepancies can be illustrated with the experimental situation in the hypocrisy
paradigm (e.g., Fried & Aronson, 1995; Stone, Aronson, Crain, Winslow, &
Fried, 1994; Stone, Wiegand, Cooper, & Aronson, 1997). In this paradigm, par-
ticipants are first asked to indicate their general opinion about a specific issue in
a pro-attitudinal manner (e.g., advocating the importance of safe sex), and are
then made aware of past failures to behave in line with their attitudes (e.g., past
failures to use condoms). The common finding in this paradigm is that the
inconsistency between personal atiitudes and past behavior influences subse-
quent behavior in a manner consistent with the endorsed attitude (e.g., buying
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condoms). In other words, the inconsistency between participants’ attitudes and
their cognitions about past behavior leads them to change the cognitions about
their behavior, in this case by actually changing their behavior.2 However, for this
behavioral change to occur, it is necessary that (a) the attitude and the cogni-
tions about past behavior are made simultaneously accessible by the experi-
mental procedure, and (b) both of them are explicitly endorsed as valid. If one
of the two conditions is not met, there will be no inconsistency identified in the
first place, and thus no dissonance-related changes in behavior. '

Dissonance Elicitation

If inconsistency in one’s system of beliefs has been identified, this inconsis-
tency may arouse aversive feelings of dissonance and the relative magnitude
of dissonance should depend on the subjective importance of the involved
elements (Pestinger, 1957). As we noted earlier, one important determinant
of subjective importance is the self-relevance of the involved elements.
Another important determinant of subjective importance is the relevance of
the involved cognitions for a current task (Harmon-Jones et al,, 2009). If
inconsistency is identified and the involved elements are either self-relevant
or task-relevant, it should arouse aversive feelings of dissonance, and thereby
set the stage for downsiream effects of cognitive inconsistency. Yet, if incon-
sistency is identified, but the involved elements are neither self-relevant nor
task-relevant, the degree of dissonance that is aroused by the inconsistency
should be relatively low (e.g., Nohlen, van Harreveld, Rotteveel, Barends, &
Larsen, 2016), which should reduce the likelihood of downstream reactions
aimed at resolving the inconsistency.

An important aspect of our distinction between inconsistency identification
and dissonance elicitation is that strategies to reduce aversive feelings of disso-
nance may target either (a) the aversive feelings themselves or (b} the inconsis-
tency underlying these feelings (see Harmon-Jones et al., 2009). In fact, some
strategies may effectively reduce the aversive feelings arising from inconsistency
without resolving the underlying inconsistency. For example, trivialization of
inconsistency, one of the strategies proposed by Festinger (1957), may help
to reduce the aversive feeling arising from inconsistency, but it does little
to resolve underlying inconsistency (Simon, Greenberg, & Brehm, 1995).
Similarly, self-affirmation may be an effective strategy to reduce aversive
feelings arising from inconsistency (Steele & Liu, 1983), but it seems ineffec-
tive in resolving the inconsistency that gave rise to these feelings. Although
cffects of self-affirmation on dissonance-related attitude change are typically
interpreted as evidence for the role of ego-defense mechanisms (Steele &
Liu, 1983), they do not question Festinger's (1957) original ideas about the

2 An alternative means of changing cognitions about behavior that does not imply
actual changes in behavior would be a reinterpretation of the meaning of past
behavior to make it consistent with one’s attitude. To our knowledge, this possibility
has not yet been investigated empirically.
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fundamental nature of cognitive (in)consistency when self-affirmation is
interpreted as a strategy to cope with the negative feelings arising from incon-
sistency. To the extent that aversive feelings of dissonance can be reduced
without resolving the underlying inconsistency, any downstream reactions
aimed at restoring consistency may become unnecessary {rom an emotion-
regulation point of view. )

Another important aspect of the distinction between inconsistency identifica-
tion and dissonance elicitation is that people may be aware of the aversive feel-
ings arising from cognitive inconsistency, but they may not be aware that these
feelings were caused by cognitive inconsistency. Whereas the former refers to
people’s awareness of their affective state, the latter refers to people’s awareness
of the cause of their affective state (see Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2012). Lack
of knowledge about the cause of one’s affective state opens the door for causal
misattribution, such that people may attribute aversive feelings of dissonance to
salient factors other than cognitive inconsistency. The most well-known demon-
stration of this phenomenon is Zanna and Cooper’s (1974) “dissonance and the
pill” study, in which participants were led to believe that their aversive feelings
were caused by a (placebo) pill. As result, downstream reactions aimed at restor-
ing consistency became unnecessary, thereby eliminating the effect of counter-
attitudinal behavior on attitude change.

Inconsistency Resolution

Harmon-Jones et al. (2009) used the term proximal motivation to describe the
desire to reduce the aversive feelings arising from cognitive inconsistency and
the term distal motivation to describe the desire to resolve the inconsistency that
gave rise to these feelings (see also Jonas et al., 2014). As we noted in the pre-
ceding section, distal motivation to restore consistency may often be low when
people are able to reduce the aversive feeling arising from inconsistency in a
direct manner (e.g., trivialization, self-affirmation). Yet, even if they aim to
resolve the inconsistency underlying their aversive feelings of dissonance,
they can rely on a broad range of potential strategies. According to Festinger
(1957), inconsistency can be resolved either by adding a new cognitive ele-
ment or by changing one of the inconsistent elements. In terms of the current
Iramework, the former strategy can be described as the search for a new prop-
osition that resolves the inconsistency, whereas the latter strategy involves a
change of the (subjective) truth value of one of the inconsistent propositions
(Gawronski & Strack, 2004). Applied to the case of attitude-behavior discrep-
ancies, an example of “addition” is the search for consonant information {(e.g.,
search for a situational factor that explains the counterattitudinal behavior);
examples involving “change” are attitude change and behavior change.?

*In a strict sense, inconsistency is resolved by changing the cognition about one’s
behavior. Although actual behavior change is an effective strategy to change cogni-
tions about one’s behavior, the latter may be changed without actual changes in
behavior {e.g., reinterpretation of one’s behavior).
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The fact that inconsistency can always be resolved in multiple ways has
important implications for the interpretation of moderator effects on dissonance-
related attitude change. A widespread assumption in dissonance research is
that the degree of attitude change in dissonance paradigms can be interpreted
as a direct indicator of the degree of dissonance. For example, in Festinger and
Carlsmith’s (1959) induced compliance paradigm, the observed degree of atti-
tude change is typically interpreted as an indicator of the degree of dissonance
that is aroused by counterattitudinal behavior. Similarly, in Brehm's (1956)
free-choice paradigm, the observed size of the spreading-of-alternatives effect is
typically interpreted as an indicator of the degree of postdecisional dissonance.
Thus, to the extent that a given factor influences either one of these effects, it is
often inferred that this factor influenced the degree of dissonance that was
aroused by participants’ behavior.

A clear distinction between dissonance elicitation and inconsistency resolu-
tion suggests that any such interpretations may be premature. After all, it is
possible that the observed difference in attitude change reflects a change in the
strategy to restore consistency, and such changes may occur without any differ-
ences in the degree of dissonance that motivated the resolution of inconsis-
tency. Similarly, observed differences in attitude change across conditions may
be driven by differences in the employed strategies to reduce dissonance, such
that participants in one condition may adopt a strategy to reduce their aversive
feelings without resolving the underlying inconsistency (i.e., proximal motiva-
tion) whereas participants in another condition may aim to reduce their aver-
sive feelings by restoring consistency (i.e., distal motivation). In either of these
cases, it would be ill-founded to treat the observed differences in attitude
change as direct indicators of differences in the degree of dissonance aroused by
inconsistent cognitions.

In our view, this inferential problem has been the driving force behind
the increasingly narrow focus of dissonance research. A puzzling finding in
the early days of Festinger’s (1957) theory was that attitude change in disso-
nance paradigms depends on numerous factors that have not been anticipated
on the basis of the theory. For éxample, some studies found attitude change as
a result of counterattitudinal behavior only when the counterattitudinal behav-
ior had aversive consequences (for a review, see Cooper & Fazio, 1984; but
see also Harmon-Jones, Brehm, Greenberg, Simon, & Nelson, 1996). Instead of
interpreting these factors as determinants of different strategies to cope with
the aversive feelings arising from inconsistency, many researchers treated the
obtained effects as direct reflections of the aversive feelings themselves. These
interpretations led to major revisions of Festinger's (1957) original theory (e.g.,
Aronson, 1968; Cooper & Fazio, 1984; Steele & Liu, 1983; Stone & Cooper,
2001). Yet, as we noted earlier in this chapter, most of these revisions are
unable to capture the wide range of phenomena used by Festinger (1957) to
illustrate the explanatory power of his theory (Greenwald & Ronis, 1978).
Examples of these phenomena include responses to new information that
conilicts with one’s personal beliefs and various other instances in which peo-
ple hold conflicting propositional beliefs.
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IMPLICATIONS

Our conceptual reanalysis of cognitive consistency has a number of interest-
ing implications that go far beyond the dominant focus on attitude-behavior
discrepancies. The shared assumptions underlying these implications is that
(a) people have a desire to maintain consistency among their propositional
beliefs, (b} inconsistency between propositional beliefs arouses aversive feel-
ings of dissonance, and (c) aversive feelings of dissonance trigger mental and
behavioral reactions aimed at reducing these feelings (e.g., by resolving the
inconsistency that gave rise to these feelings).

Cognitive Consistency and Belief Updating

By expanding the focus from attitude-behavior relations to relations between
propositional beliefs, our analysis highlights not only the role of inconsistency
processes in the retention and change of personal beliefs; it also explains how
people can hold on to their beliefs when they are confronted with belief-
conflicting information. After infiltrating a doomsday cult, Festinger, Riecken,
and Schachter (1956) argued that human beings are motivated to vehemently
defend their beliefs in the face of even overwhelming disconfirming informa-
tion. Following the observations in their famous When prophecy fails study,
Festinger (1957) proposed different ways in which dissonance can be abated
without updating any beliefs. One such strategy is to simply ignore the new
information. For example, people who are convinced that Trump would make
a good president may willfully ignore any information that would question this
belief (e.g., Economists say that Trump's policy proposals would increase unemployment
rates). Further, to the extent that it is not possible to ignore such information,
they may actively discount it (e.g., The economists who say such things about Trump's
policy proposals are Democrats, and their analysis is biased by their political views) or
generate alternative explanations if it is impossible to discount the available evi-
dence (e.g., The reason why the unemployment rate may increase under Trump's presi-
dency is that his opponents will actively sabotage the economy). Expanding on these
ideas, Proulx et al. (2012) identified various other ways in which people may
respond to inconsisténcy without updating their beliefs, including the percep-
tion of new patterns in the environment or affirmation of unrelated beliefs.
For example, those who believe that Trump would make a good president may
deal with new information that economists say that Trump's policy proposals would
increase unemployment rates by perceiving patterns in the environment that do
not exist or by enhancing their endorsement of unrelated beliefs (e.g., iPhones
are superior to Androids). Neither of these strategies involves a resolution of the
underlying inconsistency, but they are aimed at reducing the aversive feelings
arising from the inconsistency.

Research on subtyping further suggests that people may respond to
belief-conflicting information by treating it as an “exception to the rule” (Weber
& Crocker, 1983). For example, upon meeting a gay man who is masculine,
people who endorse the stereotype that gay men are feminine may protect their
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stereotypic belief by creating a subtype for gay men who are masculine.
Research has identified various moderators of subtyping, which provides valu-
able insights for research on cognitive consistency and belief updating. Exam-
ples of these moderators are the extremity of counterstereotypical exemplars
(i.e., extreme exemplars promote subtyping; see Kunda & Oleson, 1997),
ambiguous information about counterstereotypical exemplars (e.g., ambiguous
information promotes subtyping; see Kunda & Oleson, 1995), and the avail-
ability of cognitive resources (e.g., subtyping requires cognitive resources; see
Moreno & Bodenhausen, 1999; Yzerbyt, Coull, & Rocher, 1999).

Our emphasis on psycho-logic in the identification of inconsistency also pro-
vides valuable insights into how people can maintain their beliefs in response
to disconfirming information. Specifically, people may not update their beliefs
in the face of new information when they do not perceive that information as
inconsistent with their beliefs. Indeed, recent research suggests that people pre-
fer unfalsifiable beliefs over falsifiable ones and add elements of unfalsifiability
to their beliefs in order to protect them (Friesen, Campbell, & Kay, 2015). For
example, parents who are against vaccinating their children may argue that
their choice is based on moral beliefs (unfalsifiable) rather than making appeals
to testable facts (falsifiable). Thus, when presented with information that chal-
lenges their decision (e.g., studies linking vaccinations and autism have been
debunked), they can continue holding their stance against vaccination because
no evidence can falsify a moral belief. Similarly, mental models allow adher-
ence to personal beliefs in response to conflicting information by providing
additional support for one’s beliefs and discounting any information that may
conflict with these beliefs (cf. Johnson-Laird et al., 2004). For example, as long
as one can come up with a mental model supporting the link between vaccina-
tion and autism (e.g., Jenny McCarthy's child has autism as a result of vaccinations),
scientific studies disconfirming the proposed link will not change the belief that
vaccines cause autism. Thus, people may protect their beliefs against contradic-
tory information by (a} avoiding exposure to such information, (b} reducing
negative feelings arising from inconsistency, (c) actively discounting the incon-
sistent information, (d) generating alternative explanations for the contradic-
tory information, (e} deeming it as an exception to the rule, or (f) reinterpreting
the status of one’s beliefs in a manner that makes them unfalsifiable.

An important question for future research concerns the conditions under
which each of these strategies is used to protect one’s beliefs. Neither Festinger's
(1957) original theory nor recently developed frameworks (e.g., Proulx et al.,
2012) are precise enough to stipulate when each strategy is utilized. Similarly,
neither of these theories includes specific assumptions about the conditions
under which people will change their beliefs or try to protect them (see
Gawronski, 2012b). Preliminary insights regarding the latter question can be
gained by research on the moderators of subtyping, but more research is needed
to demonstrate the generality of the identified principles. By adopting a broader
interpretation of cognitive consistency in terms of propositional beliefs, we can
move towards more refined frameworks that are broad in scope, yet precise in
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their assumptions about the conditions under which people respond to
conflicting information in a specific manner.

Contextualized Representation of Expectancy-Violating Information

Because inconsistency between personal beliefs and newly acquired informa-
tion signals the presence of an erroneous component in one’s system of beliefs
(Gawronski, 2012a), a by-product of exposure to belief-incongruent informa-
tion is enhanced attention. This idea has become a central component in devel-
opmental research with preverbal infants, which heavily relies on visual
attention as an indicator of expectancy-violation (for a similar approach in ani-
mal research, see Tinklepaugh, 1928). In terms of the current framework,
expectancy-violation indexed by enhanced attention can be interpreted as an
instance of identified cognitive inconsistency, in which prior beliefs about states
of affairs conflict with new information.

The notion that exposure to expectancy-violating information enhances
attention was adopted by Gawronski, Ye, Rydell, and De Houwer (2014) to
investigate the integration of incidental context cues into the mental represen-
tation of newly acquired information. The basic idea underlying this work is
that exposure to expectancy-violating information enhances attention to the
momentary context, which leads to an integration of the context into the
mental representation of the expectancy-violating information. To test this
hypothesis, Gawronski et al. (2014) asked participants to form an impression of
a target individual and presented them with 30 behavioral statements about
the individual one-by-one against different background colors. The initial
20 statements suggested either a positive or a negative trait. The 21st statement
was used as a target statement and described a behavior that was either congru-
ent or incongruent with the valence of the initial 20 statements. The target
statement was followed by nine distracter statements that matched the valence
of the initial 20 statements. After the impression formation task, participants
compieted a surprise recognition test, in which they had to identify the back-
ground color against which the target statement was presented during the impres-
sion formation task. Supporting the idea that expectancy-violation enhances
attention to incidental context cues, participants showed better recognition
memory for the background color of the target statement when it was
incongruent than when it was congruent with the valence of the initial
statements (see also Cacioppo, Crites, Berntson, & Coles, 1993).

An interesting implication of Gawronski et al.’s (2014} findings is that mental
representations of expectancy-violating information often become linked to the
context in which this information was acquired. That is, incddental context cues
are more likely to become integrated into the representation of expectancy-
incongruent information compared to expectancy-congruent information. As a
result, subsequent activation of expectancy-incongruent information depends on
the presence of contextual cues that had been present during the acquisition of
the expectancy-incongruent information. Consistent with these hypotheses, a
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series of studies by Gawronski and Rydell found that expectancy-violating
information about another person influenced spontaneous evaluative responses
only in the context in which this information had been acquired, whereas
spontaneous evaluative responses in any other context continued to reflect the
previously acquired information that gave rise to the initial expectancy (e.g.,
Gawronski, Rydell, Vervliet, & De Houwer, 2010; Rydell & Gawronski, 2009).
In line with the above arguments, Gawronski et al. (2010) hypothesized that
exposure to expectancy-violating information enhances attention to incdental
context cues. Thus, new information that contradicts a first impression tends to
be stored in contextualized representations, which leaves initially formed con-
text-free representations intact. Interestingly, the mental contextualization of
expectancy-violating information also prevents cognitive inconsistency from
the simultaneous activation of conflicting representations (and thus the elicita-
tion of dissonance), because context cues modulate which representation will
be activated in a given sitnation: (a) the previously formed context-free repre-
sentation that gave rise to the initial expectancy or (b) the subsequently formed
contextualized representation of the expectancy-violating information (for
reviews, see Gawronski & Cesario, 2013; Gawronski et al., 2018).

Cognitive Consistency and the Relation Between Implicit
and Expilicit Evaluations

Another interesting implication of our conceptualization of cognitive consis-
tency in terms of propositional beliefs concerns the relation between explicit
and implicit evaluations. Dissociations between explicit and implicit evalua-
tions are commonly framed in terms of conscious versus unconscious attitudes
(e.g., Greenwald & Banaji, 1995) or self-presentational effects on explicit eval-
uations (e.g., Fazio, Jackson, Dunton, & Williams, 1995). Different from these
conceptualizations, Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2006) argued that (a) implicit
evaluations reflect spontaneous affective reactions resulting from activated
associations and (b) explicit evaluations reflect deliberate evaluative judgments
that have passed a propositional assessment of subjective validity. Moreover,
although spontaneous affective reactions often provide the basis for deliberate
evaluative judgments, the two kinds of evaluative responses can differ when
inconsistency leads to a rejection of one’s affective reaction as a valid basis for
an evaluative judgment.

To illustrate the role of consistency in this process, consider a case in which
the activation of negative associations related to the stereotype of African Amer-
icans elicits a negative affective reaction in response to Black people. Accord-
ing to Gawronski, Peters, Brochu, et al. (2008), this affective reaction may be
translated into a corresponding propositional evaluation (e.g., I dislike Black
people), which may be assessed for its validity on the basis of its consistency
with other propositional beliefs that are considered relevant for an evaluative
judgment. In general, propositional evaluations of a given object may be
assessed for their consistency with (a) nonevaluative beliefs about states of




What Is Cognitive Consistency, and Why Does It Matter? 105

affairs and (b) propositional evaluations of other attitude objects (Jones &
Gerard, 1967). In the current example, these two kinds of propositions may
include propositional beliefs about the prevalence of racial discrimination and
propositional evaluations of discriminatory behavior, More specifically, the set of
judgment-relevant elements may include the following three propositions:

1. Idislike Black people.
2. Black people represent a disadvantaged group.
3. Negative evaluations of disadvantaged groups are wrong.

Together, these three propositions are inconsistent with each other in that
they cannot be endorsed at the same time without violating the basic notion of
cognitive consistency (see Figure 5.2, Panel A). Proposition 1 is inconsistent
with the joint implication of Propositions 2 and 3; Proposition 2 is inconsistent
with the joint implication of Propositions 1 and 3; and Proposition 3 is inconsis-
tent with the joint implication of Propositions 1 and 2. To the extent that con-
sistency is achieved through a rejection of either Proposition 2 (see Figure 5.2,
Panel B) or Proposition 3 (see Figure 5.2, Panel C), the negative evaluation of
Proposition 1 may be endorsed in a verbally reported evaluative judgment. In
these cases, implicit and explicit evaluations should show corresponding
responses, such that both reflect the negativity of the affective reaction result-
ing from activated associations. X, however, consistency is achieved through
a rejection of Proposition 1 (see Figure 5.2, Panel D), people may endorse a
neutral or positive evaluation in their verbally reported judgments. Impor-
tantly, merely reversing the subjective truth value of Proposition 1 does not
necessarily deactivate the associations that gave rise to the affective reaction
that served as the basis for this proposition (see Deutsch, Gawronski, & Strack,
2006). As a result, a rejection of Proposition 1 should lead to a dissociation
between implicit and explicit evaluations, such that implicit evaluations should
reflect the negativity of the affective reaction, whereas explicit evaluations
should reflect the neutral or positive evaluation that is inferred in the proposi-
tional validation process. These predictions have been empirically confirmed
for several target groups (e.g., African Americans, people who are overweight)
using various measure of implicit evaluations (for a review, see Gawronski,
Brochu, Sritharan, & Strack, 2012).

Cognitive Consistency and Changes in Impilicit
and Explicit Evaluations

Related to the notion that cognitive (in)consistency determines the relation
between implicit and explicit evaluations, our conceptualization in terms of
propositional beliefs implies that a reassessment of validity triggered by
dissonance should lead to changes on explicit, but not implicit evaluations
(Gawronski & Strack, 2004). The basic idea underlying this hypothesis is that a
change of the (subjective) truth value of one of the inconsistent propositions
does not necessarily deactivate the mental associations that provided the basis
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FIGURE 5.2. Interplay Between Affective Reactions (Circles) and Propositional
Beliefs {(Squares) in Racial Prejudice Against Black People
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Panel A depicts the case of an inconsistent belief system; Panels B, C, and D depict consistent belief
systems, involving either a reliance on affective reactions for evaluative judgments (Panels B and C)
or a rejection of affective reactions for evaluative judgments (Panel D). From “Understanding the
Relations Between Different Forms of Racial Prejudice: A Cognitive Consistency Perspective,”

by B. Gawronski, K. R, Peters, P. M. Brochu, and F. Strack, 2008, Personality and Social Psychology
Bulfetin, 34, p. 651. Copyright 2008 by SAGE. Adapted with permission.
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for this proposition (see Deutsch et al., 2006). For example, in Festinger and
Carlsmith’s (1959) induced compliance paradigm, counterattitudinal behavior
may give rise to a mental proposition about the participant engaging in that
behavior, which may conflict with the participant’s propositional evaluation of
the relevant target object. To the extent that the behavior was not freely chosen,
this conflict may be resolved by an additional proposition that provides a
situational explanation for the counterattitudinal behavior. Yet, if there is no
situational explanation for the counterattitudinal behavior, the conflict may be
resolved by reversing the (subjective) truth value of the propositional evalua-
tion of the target object, leading to a change in deliberate evaluative judgments
(i.e., change in explicit evaluation). Importantly, because reversing the truth
value of a propositional evaluation does not deactivate its underlying associ-
ations, the spontancous affective reaction resulting from these associations
should remain unaffected (i.e., no change in implicit evaluations). Consistent
with these hypotheses, Gawronski and Strack (2004) found that counterat-
titudinal behavior in the induced compliance paradigm changes explicit, but
notimplicit, evaluations (for similar findings, see Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler,
2000). Moreover, whereas explicit and implicit evaluations were highly cor-
related when inconsistency could be resolved by means of a situational
explanation for the counterattitudinal behavior, explicit and implicit evalua-
tions were uncorrelated when there was no situational explanation for the
counterattitudinal behavior.

Does this mean that implicit evaluations should never change in traditional
dissonance paradigms? The short answer is no, because change in imnplicit eval-
uations in these paradigms can be the result of other mechanisms that do not
involve any dissonance. To illustrate this argument, consider Brehm'’s (1956)
free-choice paradigm in which participants tend to show more favorable eval-
vations of chosen compared to rejected objects. The most common interpreta-
tion of this spreading-of-alternatives effect is that choosing between two equally
valued alternatives elicits postdecisional dissonance. To reduce this aversive
feeling, participants are assumed to selectively search for positive features of
the chosen object and negative features of the rejected object, leading to more
favorable evaluations of the chosen object and less favorable evaluations of the
rejected object (i.e., spreading-of-alternatives effect).

Although there is no doubt that postdecisional dissonance can cause the
spreading-of-alternatives effect, there is at least one alternative mechanism
that can lead to similar outcomes. Importantly, this mechanism (a) does not
involve any dissonance and (b) influences implicit evaluations via the forma-
tion of new associations. In line with the notion of mere-ownership effects,
Gawronski, Bodenhausen, and Becker (2007) argued that the act of choosing
an object creates an association between the chosen object and the self (cf. Ye
& Gawronski, 2016). By virtue of this association, implicit evaluations of the
self transfer to the chosen object, such that implicit evaluations of the chosen
object depend on implicit evaluations of the self. To the extent that people
show positive implicit evaluations of the self (e.g.. Greenwald & Farnham,
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2000; Koole, Dijksterhuis, & van Knippenberg, 2001), this mechanism can lead
to ownership-related changes in implicit evaluations, and these changes may
occur even in the absence of postdecisional dissonance (e.g., when people
receive an object as a gift).* Moreover, mere-ownership effects on implicit eval-
uations may lead to downstream effects on explicit evaluations to the extent
that people rely on their spontaneous affective reactions resulting from activated
associations. Yet, if people reject their spontaneous affective reactions as a basis
for evaluative judgments, mere-ownership effects should be limited to implicit
evaluations without generalizing to explicit evaluations (see Gawronski & LeBel,
2008, Experiment 3).

EMERGING THEMES

In addition to the insights reviewed in the preceding section, our analysis raises
a number of important questions for future research. One such question con-
cerns the determinants of people’s lay perceptions of (in}consistency at the iden-
tification stage (see Figure 5.1). As we noted earlier in this chapter, lay perceptions
of (in)consistency go beyond the laws of formal logic, such that psycho-logical
(in)consistency subsumes a much broader range of relations between cognitive
elements. One example is the relation between warmth and competence in
person perception (see Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2008; Judd, James-Hawkins,
Yzerbyt, & Kashima, 2005). Using participants’ memory for incidental context
cues as an indicator of expectancy-violation during the encoding of novel
information about a target individual (see Gawronski et al., 2014), Brannon,
Sacchi, and Gawronski (2017) found an expectancy-violation effect for infor-
mation that was incongruent with the valence of prior impressions. Interestingly,
this expectancy-violation effect occurred regardless of whether the new
information matched the dimension of the initial impression. That is, when
participants formed an initial impression of the target as being warm (cold),
they showed a surprise reaction when they were presented with new informa-
tion :s'uggesting that the target is incompetent (competent). Conversely, when
participants formed an initial impression of the target as being competent
(incompetent}, they showed a surprise reaction when they were presented
with new information suggesting that the target is cold (warm). Together, these
results suggest that expectancy-violation effects in impression formation are

* Another important implication of these findings is that they prohibit interpretations
of the spreading-of-alternatives effect as a direct indicator of postdecisional disso-
nance. For example, it has been argued that the mere emergence of a spreading-of-
alternatives effect demonstrates postdecisional dissonance in amnesic patients who
do not remember their choice (Lieberman, Ochsner, Gilbert, & Schacter, 2001). From
the perspective of our analysis, such a conclusion seems rather implausible, given that
lack of memory for the choice implies low accessibility of one of the involved cogni-
tions (see Figure 5.1). A more plausible conclusion is that spreading-of-alternatives
effects in amnesic patients result from a mechanism that does not involve any disso-
nance, such as the formation of a new association between the chosen object and
the self (Gawronski et al., 2007).
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driven by the valence of prior expectations and novel information, and these
effects occur regardless of whether prior expectations and novel information
match in terms of their trait dimension.

Another interesting implication of Brannon et al.’s (2017) findings is that
they echo the significance of distinguishing between the principles that guide
inconsistency identification and those that guide inconsistency resolution.
Given that negative behavior is often assumed to be more informative about
the presence of a corresponding trait than positive behavior (for a review, see
Skowronski & Carlston, 1989}, new information about negative behavior may
be perceived as more inconsistent with an initial positive impression than the
reverse. Counter to this hypothesis, Brannon et al. (2017) found no evidence
for valence asymmetries in lay perceptions of inconsistency (see also Brannon
& Gawronski, 2018). That is, expectancy-incongruent negative information
showed the same expectancy-violation effect as expectancy-incongruent posi-
tive information. Further, there were no valence asymmetries regardless of
whether the impression dimension involved warmth or competence. These
results suggest that the negativity bias in impression formation is most likely
driven by the differential weighting of positive and negative information during
the resolution of inconsistency. Yet, there seems to be no negativity bias in the
identification of inconsistency (see Figure 5.1).

Another emerging question is whether the affective feelings elicited by cog-
nitive inconsistency are generally aversive, or whether there are conditions
under which inconsistency can elicit positive affect. An interesting example is
the case of negative expectations that are violated by a positive outcome (e.g.,
a student expects a low grade on an exam, and this expectation is violated by
a high grade). From a cognitive consistency view, expectancy-violations of
this kind should elicit negative affect despite the positive outcome. Yet, from
a purely hedonic view, it seems more likely that affective reactions to the
unexpected outcome reflect the positive valence of the outcome. Reconciling
the conflicting evidence on the two hypotheses, Noordewier, Topolinski, and
Van Dijk (2016) argued that the nature of the affective response depends on the
particular stage of information processing. According to their theory, the iden-
tification of inconsistency between expected and actual outcomes elicits a
negative affective reaction regardless of whether the unexpected outcome
is positive or negative. Yet, once the inconsistency is resolved and the belief
system is updated in favor of the actual outcome, the initial negative reaction is
overridden by the positive affect resulting from the valence of the outcome
(e.g., Noordewier & Breugelmans, 2013; Topolinski & Strack, 2015).

IS THE NEED FOR COGNITIVE CONSISTENCY UNIVERSAL?

A final question that needs to be addressed in any chapter on the fundamental
nature of cognitive consistency concerns its universal significance. Festinger
(1957) famously argued that the need for consistency is as basic as hunger and
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thirst. In line with this claim, researchers in developmental and comparative
psychology have claimed that dissonance-related attitude change can be
observed in infants and various animals {e.g., Egan, Santos, & Bloom, 2007;
Lawrence & Pestinger, 1962; Lydall, Gilmour, & Dwyer, 2010). Yet, counter to
the presumed universality, many cross-cultural researchers have argued that
dissonance is a culture-specific phenomenon that is limited to Western, individ-
ualist countries and less likely in Eastern, collectivist countries {e.g., Heine &
Lehman, 1997; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Although we agree with the view
that consistency and dissonance phenomena can be found across age, species,
and cultures, it seems important to carefully scrutinize the evidence that has
been cited in support of the conflicting views.

With regard to claims about cultural differences, we want to reiterate our
concerns about treating the absence of attitude change in traditional disso-
nance paradigms as evidence for a lack of dissonance {or even a lack of a
need for consistency). As we explained earlier in this chapter, any factor
that moderates the emergence of attitude change in these paradigms may do
so by influencing (a) lay perceptions of what is deemed consistent versus
inconsistent, (b) the relative importance of the involved elements, and thus
the degree of dissonance that is elicited by inconsistent propositional beliefs,
{c) the proximal focus on the aversive feelings versus the distal focus on the
inconsistency that gave rise to these feelings, and (d), if the focus is on the
underlying inconsistency, the particular strategy that is used to restore con-
sistency (see Figure 5.1). Because cultural differences may influence any
one of these processes (for a review, see Gawronski et al., 2008), claims that
a lack of attitude change in dissonance paradigms among Fastern partici-
pants indicates the absence of a basic need for cognitive consistency seem
premature.

Similar caveats seem appropriate for claims about dissonance in infants and
various animals. Many studies cited in support of these claims relied on the
free-choice paradigm (Brehm, 1956) to demonstrate the emergence of a
spreading-of-alternatives effect (e.g., BEgan. et al., 2007; but see Lawrence &
Festinger, 1962). However, as we explained earlier in this chapter, the mere
demonstration of a spreading-of-alternatives effect is insufficient to establish
the operation of dissonance processes, because this effect can be due to other
mechanisms (Gawronski et al.,, 2007) and sometimes reflects artifacts of the
experimental design {(Chen & Risen, 2010). These issues make it impossible to
draw inferences about the involvement of inconsistency or dissonance from
the mere observation of a spreading-of-alternatives effect without additional
measures or appropriate control conditions.

Despite these ambiguities, it is important to note that they do not undermine
the ubiquitous effect of cognitive inconsistency on attention (Vachon, Hughes,
& Jones, 2012), which is widely used as an indicator of expectancy-violation
in infants (for a similar approach in animal research, see Tinklepaugh, 1928).
To be sure, animals and infants may have lower working memory capacity
than human adults, which may constrain the complexity of mental models to
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identify inconsistency (see Johnson-Laird et al,, 2004). However, this con-
straint does not imply the absence of a universal need for cognitive consistency.
After all, any organism requires an accurate representation of the world for
context-appropriate action, and inconsistency serves as an important signal of
inaccurate representations.

CONCLUSION

The main goal of the current chapter was to make a theoretical case for broader
interpretations of cognitive consistency and dissonance that go beyond the rela-
tion between attitudes and behavior. A central aspect of our analysis is the con-
ceptualization of cognitive (in)consistency as a relation between propositional
beliefs. In addition to shedding new light on the effects of attitude-behavior
discrepancies, this conceptualization provides novel insights into a wide range of
other phenomena, including belief updating, the formation of contextualized
representations, the relation between implicit and explicit evaluations, and
changes in implicit and explicit evaluations. Our analysis also raises interesting
questions for future research regarding lay perceptions of (in)consistency, the
affective feelings elicited by inconsistency, and the particular processing stages
that are responsible for consistency phenomena. On the basis of these insights,
we deem a broader conceptualization of consistency and dissonance as superior
compared to narrow interpretations in terms of attitude-behavior discrepancies.
We apologize for any dissonance this conclusion may elicit in people who
endorse such narrow interpretations.
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