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titudes are in harmony. Because teaching is about influence as well as instruc-
tion, I've found that the principles of cognitive dissonance theory apply to stu-
dents’ interactions with me and among themselves. I'll illustrate different as-
pects of the theory from events in a class students referred to as “The Island
Course.”

For twenty years I taught a two-week off-campus seminar on the topic of
group dynamics. Limited to eight students, this summer school class was held
on a remote island in northern Lake Michigan. Travel to and from the island
was by a single-engine airplane I piloted.3 All of us lived together in a cabin
that is the only structure on the island. Except when a few of us flew off the is-
land to buy groceries, group members had only each other to talk with.

Although the format of the seminar included regular reading assignments
and four hours of class a day, the island course was primarily a venture in ex-
periential education. We learned about group dynamics by studying our own
interaction. Students were asked to adopt the role of participant-observer.
Whatever happened among us became a legitimate topic for group discussion.

My goals for the course went beyond academic knowledge. I openly em-
braced the humanistic values that Carl Rogers advanced—congruence, em-
pathic understanding, and unconditional positive regard. (See the introduction
to the Relational Development section.) I encouraged students to enact these
values through appropriate self-disclosure, sensitive listening, and positive
feedback that would enhance self-esteem. I also tried to facilitate an honest dis-
cussion of the conflict that inevitably comes up when living in close quarters.

Advocates of experiential learning are often lavish in their claims of life-
changing impact, yet notoriously short on evidence of long-term positive re-
sults. Did the island course achieve my ambitious agenda? In an effort to find
out I surveyed the 150 former students whose collective experience spanned
two decades. The open-ended responses of the 115 alumni who replied not
only provide evidence of lasting impact, they also attest to the power of cogni-
tive dissonance.t I've changed their names, but I'll cite their actual words to
show how the potential discomfort of conflicting thoughts can induce people
to alter their beliefs and actions.

Hypothesis 1: Selective Exposure Prevents Dissonance

Festinger claimed that people avoid information that is likely to increase disso-
nance. Not only do we tend to select reading material and television programs
that are consistent with our existing beliefs, we usually choose to be with peo-
ple who are like us. By taking care to “stick with our own kind,” we can main-
tain the relative comfort of the status quo. Like-minded people buffer us from
ideas that could cause discomfort. In that sense, the process of making friends
is an example of selecting our own propaganda.

Students self-selected themselves for the island seminar; no academic pro-
gram required the class. Each applicant came for a thirty-minute interview
with me before signing up for the course. On one level the meetings gave me a
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chance to make sure I was putting together a diverse group. Their main func-
tion, however, was to give students a chance to consider whether or not they
would be comfortable sharing openly with others and, in turn, receiving feed-
back from the group. I'm not an advocate of forced intimacy, nor did I desire to
create dissonance.

Selective exposure worked well in most cases. The majority of students
signed up because they were primed for personal change, so like Rodney, they
were open to comments from others.

Rodney: The island trip came at a major turning point in my life. I was beginning to
tire of being the class clown. It was difficult to bullshit Em and the other students.
They saw through the mask to an intelligent, introspective guy. I welcomed the op-
portunity to be quiet.

Over half the respondents recorded a major relational stress occurring shortly
before we came together—marriage, falling in love, broken engagement, di-
vorce, date rape, death of a friend. They, like Rodney, welcomed the open at-
mosphere they found on the island, and experienced little or no dissonance.

The process of selective exposure failed to protect everyone from disso-
nance. Kari was one who felt disconnected and lonely, wary of an island-
induced togetherness with people she barely knew.

Kari: 1 don’t put myself in situations where I don’t know the people I'm with. Even
a hand-picked, carefully selected group is more than I would do without being
friends with at least one beforehand.

German psychologist Dieter Frey surveyed all the pertinent research on se-
lective exposure and concluded that the avoidance mechanism doesn’t kick in
if we don’t regard the dissonant information as a threat.5 Warm personal rela-
tionships are probably the best guarantee that we’ll consider discrepant views:

Jake: At first I thought the people on the island were a bunch of dorks. They
viewed me as never serious, insincere, and aloof. I saw myself as very caring and
fun to be around. As the barriers broke down, I realized that they were the caring
ones. They cared enough to be honest. I learned to be more real with my class-
mates and friends. The dork conspiracy showed me that there was no substitute
for honesty in relationships. If you can’t be who you are, who are you?

Hypothesis 2: Postdecision Dissonance Creates A Need for Reassurance

According to Festinger, close-call decisions can generate huge amounts of in-
ternal tension after the decision has been made. Three conditions heighten
postdecision dissonance: (1) the more important the issue, (2) the longer an in-
dividual delays in choosing between two equally attractive options, and (3) the
greater the difficulty involved in reversing the decision once it’s been made,
then the more the person will agonize over whether he or she has made the
right choice. Sometimes referred to as “morning-after” doubts, the misgivings
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or second thoughts that plague us after a tough choice motivate us to seek reas-
suring information and social support for our decision.

A classic example of postdecision dissonance is the mental turmoil a per-
son experiences after signing a contract to buy a new car. The cost is high, there
are many attractive models from which to choose, and the down payment com-
mits the customer to go through with the purchase. It's not unusual to find a
customer in the library poring over the pages of the Consumer Reports auto
issue after placing an order. The buyer is seeking information that will quiet
nagging doubts.

Daily living on the island required students to make lots of group deci-
sions. What kind of food did they want to buy with limited funds? When
would they turn off the generator at night? On what basis were they willing to
be graded? By far the hardest decision for most students turned out to be
whether or not to voice the conflict they felt with another person.

Karen: A guy in the course had a habit of hugging people—it bothered me. He
crossed over my personal boundaries for someone I didn’t know very well. I fi-
nally told him in the kindest way I knew, but he didn't take it well. I still remem-
ber how torn up I felt inside. Did I do the right thing?

That night Karen sought support from the other women in the group. Their re-
assurance put her qualms to rest. She now looks back on the experience as pos-
itive, a first step at learning not to be afraid of honesty with others and assert-
ing her rights.

Hypothesis 3: Minimal Justification for Action Induces a Shift in Attitude

Persuasion researchers have long distinguished between public compliance
and private acceptance. But before cognitive dissonance theory came along, it
seemed natural to think of inner attitude and outward behavior as the begin-
ning and end of a cause-and-effect sequence. For example, suppose I want stu-
dents at the island to study more and water-ski less. Conventional wisdom
suggests that I must convince them that the reading assignments are filled
with valuable insights that apply to their lives. Then they’ll study and value
the material.

Attitude — Behavior

Festinger’s minimal justification hypothesis reverses the sequence. The hy-
pothesis suggests that the best way for me to stimulate long-term student inter-
est in group dynamics literature is to get them to read it.

Behavior — Attitude

Festinger attached one important condition, however. Instead of giving stu-
dents massive rewards for studying the material—granting automatic As, dou-
bling the food budget, bestowing lavish praise—I should offer only the mini-
mum incentive required to draw them away from the beach to the books.



210

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

Thus if one wanted to obtain private change in addition to mere public compli-
ance, the best way to do this would be to offer just enough reward or punishment
to elicit overt compliance.®

Festinger’s advice squares with what I observed on the island. In the early
years of the course, test scores made up the bulk of the final grade. Students
dutifully read the assigned material, yet once the test was over, they showed
little interest in the ideas presented. In later years, quizzes counted for only 10
to 20 percent of the total grade, yet students still did the reading. Perhaps a
feeling of group accountability or conformity pressure spurred them on. What-
ever the reason, it was these students who brought an interest in the theoretical
concepts of group dynamics back to campus. From my perspective, minimal
justification brought about the best results.

Joan: I have thought from time to time over the years that of all the course work
I've done through the doctoral level that I've retained more from the Island Course
than any other.

TRACKING DOWN THE CAUSE AND EFFECT OF DISSONANCE

The noncommonsensical nature of Festinger’s minimal justification hypothesis
generated a great deal of hostility in social science circles. Theorists who inter-
preted all behavior as the result of incentives seemed affronted at the notion
that rewards might hurt a cause rather than help it. The controversy stimulated
a mass of studies from advocates and detractors of the surprising prediction. It
all began with the famous $1/%$20 experiment.

Would I Lie to You?

In the late 1950s, Festinger and James Carlsmith recruited Stanford University
men to participate in a psychological study of unknown purpose. As each man
arrived at the lab, he was assigned the boring and repetitive task of sorting a
batch of spools into lots of twelve and turning square pegs a quarter turn to the
right. The procedure was designed to be both monotonous and tiring. At the
end of an hour the experimenter approached the subject and made a request. A
student assistant had supposedly failed to show up, and the researcher needed
someone to fill in by telling a potential female subject in the waiting room how
much fun the experiment was. Dissonance researchers call this “counter-attitu-
dinal advocacy.” We’d call it lying.

Some of the men were promised $1 to express enthusiasm about the task;
others were offered $20. It is comforting to know that six of the men refused to
take part in the deception, but most students tried to recruit the young woman.
The typical conversation was similar for both payment conditions:

sHE: “I heard it was boring.”
HE: “Oh no, it’s really quite interesting.”





