
 
  

Festinger's Law 

Idea In Short

Leaders often assume presenting clear evidence will change minds automatically.
Executives should apply Festinger's theory of cognitive dissonance, recognizing that people
facing contradictory beliefs or actions often resolve the discomfort by rationalizing rather
than changing behavior. This tendency intensifies precisely when people have sacrificed the
most for a belief, not when they have sacrificed the least. The immediate decision is this:
before your next change initiative, anticipate that resistance will often appear as
rationalization rather than open disagreement, and design your communication to address
that dynamic directly.

Leon Festinger, an American social psychologist, introduced the theory of cognitive
dissonance in his 1957 book, "A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance."1 Festinger proposed that
human beings strive for internal psychological consistency in order to function mentally in
the real world, and that a person experiencing internal inconsistency between their beliefs,
attitudes or behaviors becomes genuinely psychologically uncomfortable as a result.

Festinger's theory grew directly out of an unusual research opportunity: his study of a
doomsday cult, documented in his earlier 1956 book "When Prophecy Fails." The cult's
leader, referred to as Mrs. Keech, claimed to receive messages from extraterrestrials
predicting that a catastrophic flood would destroy the world on a specific date, and her most
devoted followers had abandoned jobs, schools and relationships, giving away possessions
in preparation for rescue by a flying saucer. When the predicted date arrived and passed
without any flood occurring, Festinger observed something that directly contradicted a
straightforward, common-sense expectation.

Rather than abandoning their belief once it was clearly disconfirmed by reality, the most
heavily invested cult members became more committed, not less, reinterpreting the failed
prophecy as evidence that their faith had actually saved the world from destruction.2 This
counterintuitive response revealed something Festinger considered fundamental about
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human psychology: when people invest heavily in a belief, disconfirming evidence does not
reliably produce abandonment of that belief, and can instead trigger intensified commitment
as a mechanism for resolving the resulting psychological discomfort.

The Core Mechanism of Dissonance

Festinger's theory rests on a specific psychological claim: holding two or more cognitions,
meaning beliefs, attitudes, values or pieces of information, that contradict one another
produces genuine psychological discomfort, which Festinger termed dissonance. This
discomfort functions similarly to a basic physiological drive, motivating the person
experiencing it to take action that will reduce or eliminate the uncomfortable inconsistency,
much as hunger motivates food-seeking behavior in a more straightforwardly biological
sense.

Festinger identified three primary strategies people use to reduce this discomfort once it
arises. First, a person may downplay or minimize the importance of the dissonant cognition,
essentially deciding that the contradiction matters less than it initially seemed. Second, a
person may work to outweigh the dissonant thought by adding new, consonant cognitions
that support their existing belief or behavior, tilting the overall balance back toward
consistency without actually resolving the original contradiction directly. Third, a person
may change one of the conflicting cognitions itself, altering either the belief or the behavior
so the two once again align with one another.

This third strategy, changing an actual belief or behavior, represents genuine attitude or
behavior change, while the first two strategies function primarily as rationalization that
leaves the underlying contradiction technically intact while reducing the discomfort it
produces. Critically, Festinger's theory does not predict which of these three strategies a
person will choose in any given situation; it predicts only that some strategy will be
employed, since the discomfort itself demands resolution one way or another.

The Classic Experimental Demonstration

Festinger and his collaborator James Carlsmith designed a landmark 1959 experiment that
tested the theory's predictions directly, producing a result that seemed to defy simple
common sense. Participants completed a deliberately boring, tedious task, and were then
asked to tell a waiting participant, who was actually a confederate, that the task had been
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interesting and enjoyable. Some participants received twenty dollars for telling this lie, while
others received only one dollar for the identical deception.

A straightforward, common-sense prediction might expect participants paid more to feel
better about the situation overall, and perhaps enjoy the task more as a result of that larger
payment. Festinger's dissonance theory predicted the opposite result, and the experimental
data confirmed his prediction precisely.3 Participants paid only one dollar later rated the
boring task as considerably more enjoyable than participants paid twenty dollars, since the
smaller payment provided insufficient external justification for the lie they had told, forcing
them to resolve the resulting dissonance internally by actually convincing themselves the
task had been enjoyable after all.

Participants paid twenty dollars, by contrast, had ample external justification already
available, the substantial payment itself, and therefore experienced far less internal pressure
to change their genuine private opinion of the task. This finding illustrated a principle with
significant implications well beyond the original experimental context: insufficient external
reward or justification for a behavior often produces stronger internal attitude change than
generous reward does, since the mind seeks internal consistency specifically when external
explanations for a contradiction feel inadequate.

Applying the Theory to Organizational Change

Festinger's theory carries direct, practical relevance for leaders managing organizational
change, mergers, or any initiative that asks employees to abandon previously held beliefs or
practices. Employees who have invested significant time, effort or public commitment
defending a particular process, strategy or product will often experience genuine
dissonance when presented with evidence that contradicts their prior position, and
predicting how they resolve that dissonance matters considerably for how a change
initiative unfolds in practice.

Leaders should anticipate that employees facing this dissonance may resolve it through
rationalization rather than genuine behavior change, particularly when the evidence for
change arrives suddenly or without adequate preparation. An employee who has spent
years championing a specific vendor relationship or internal process, for example, may
respond to clear evidence that the relationship no longer serves the organization by
downplaying that evidence's importance or reinterpreting it favorably, rather than
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immediately abandoning their prior position, exactly as Festinger's theory would predict.

This dynamic also has direct implications for how leaders should frame requests for
behavior change during any transition. Asking employees to change behavior for minimal,
insufficient external reward or justification, counterintuitively, can produce stronger genuine
internal commitment to the new behavior than offering generous incentives, since
insufficient external justification pushes people toward resolving dissonance by actually
adopting the new belief internally, whereas generous incentives give people an easy
external explanation that leaves their private attitude unchanged.

Practical Implications for Leadership Communication

Leaders introducing significant change should recognize that presenting overwhelming
evidence alone often fails to produce the intended shift, precisely because dissonance
theory predicts that people facing threatening or highly inconsistent evidence may respond
by avoiding it or reinterpreting it rather than accepting it directly. This means communication
strategies built purely around data volume, without attention to how that data interacts with
employees' existing psychological investment, frequently underperform expectations.

Effective change leadership under this theory involves creating conditions where employees
experience gradual, sufficient personal investment in a new direction, rather than depending
entirely on top-down mandate paired with supporting data. Involving employees directly in
developing or piloting a new approach, for instance, creates a form of behavioral
commitment that tends to produce genuine internal belief change more reliably than passive
exposure to persuasive arguments alone, since active participation generates exactly the
kind of insufficiently externally justified behavior that pushes people toward internal attitude
change.

Executives should also recognize dissonance theory's relevance to their own decision-
making, not only to the employees they are trying to influence. Leaders who have
championed a failing strategy publicly face the same psychological pressure toward
rationalization that Festinger observed in his cult study, and awareness of this tendency in
oneself represents a meaningful safeguard against the escalation of commitment that has
derailed many organizational initiatives well past the point where evidence clearly warranted
reversal.
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Summary

Festinger's theory of cognitive dissonance explains why contradictory beliefs produce
psychological discomfort that people resolve through rationalization, added justification, or
genuine change, not predictably in any single direction. Leaders managing change should
anticipate rationalization as a likely response and design communication and involvement
strategies accordingly.

 

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -5-

https://www.sup.org/books/sociology/theory-cognitive-dissonance
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Leon-Festinger/Cognitive-dissonance
https://www.simplypsychology.org/cognitive-dissonance.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

