 the single best book ever written about the ficld

of social psychology” —Daniel Gilbert

lwelllh Ldilion

The Social Animal

Elliol Aronson EEE (e
with loshua Aronson | g -1_-;&_ b L ]

o3 [ iy ]
P o

T Al AR R,
Fea LR




", . the single best book ever written about the ficld

of social psychology™ —Daniel Gilbert

IFwelllth Ldilion

The Social Animal

Elliol Aronson s (5

with loshua Aronson 'E_
:{i A Moy
el 1YE Jehe

A fas: ES

o)
E A
.!h%-_ll‘,?ﬂ q:t

Ta

1
I

P B






















QceanofPDF.com


https://oceanofpdf.com/

The Social Animal

QceanofPDF.com


https://oceanofpdf.com/

Books by Elliot Aronson

Handbook of Social Psychology (with G. Lindzey), 2nd ed.,
1968-1969

Theories of Cognitive Consistency (with R. Abelson et al.),
1968

Voices of Modern Psychology, 1969

The Social Animal, 1972, 1976, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1992,
1995, 1999, 2003, 2008, 2011, 2018

Readings About The Social Animal, 2019, 1972, 1976,
1980, 1984, 1988, 1992, 1995, 1999, 2003, 2008, 2011

Social Psychology (with R. Helmreich), 1973

Research Methods in Social Psychology (with M. Carlsmith
& Ellsworth), 1976

The Jigsaw Classroom, 1978

Burnout: From Tedium to Personal Growth (with A. Pines &
D. Kafry), 1981

Energy Use: The Human Dimension (with P. C. Stern), 1984

The Handbook of Social Psychology (with G. Lindzey), 3rd
ed., 1985

Career Burnout (with A. Pines), 1988

Methods of Research in Social Psychology (with Ellsworth,
M. Carlsmith, & Gonzales), 1990

Age of Propaganda (with A. R. Pratkanis), 1992, 2000

Social Psychology: Volumes 1, 2, & 3 (with A. R. Pratkanis),
1992

Social Psychology: The Heart and the Mind (with T. Wilson
& R. Akert), 1994



Nobody Left to Hate: Teaching Compassion After
Columbine, 2000

Social Psychology: An Introduction (with T. Wilson, R.
Akert, & S. Sommers), 2002, 2005, 2007, 2010, 2013,
2016

The Adventures of Ruthie and a Little Boy Named Grandpa
(with Ruth Aronson), 2006

Mistakes Were Made (But Not By Me) (with Carol Tavris),
2007, Rev. ed., 2015

Not By Chance Alone: My Life as a Social Psychologist,
2010

Books by Joshua Aronson

Improving Academic Achievement, 2002

The Scientist and The Humanist (with M. H. Gonzales and
C. Tavris) 2010

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

Twelfth Edition

The Social Animal

Elliot Aronson

University of California, Santa Cruz

with Joshua Aronson

New York University

24 | worth publishers

Macmillan Learning
New York

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

Vice President, Social Sciences and High School: Charles Linsmeier
Director of Content and Assessment, Social Sciences: Shani Fisher
Executive Program Manager: Christine Cardone

Assistant Editor: Melissa Rostek

Executive Marketing Manager: Katherine Nurre

Marketing Assistant: Chelsea Simens

Director of Media Editorial, Social Sciences: Noel Hohnstine
Assistant Media Editor: Nik Toner

Director, Content Management Enhancement: Tracey Kuehn
Managing Editor: Lisa Kinne

Senior Content Project Manager: Vivien Weiss

Project Manager: Priyanka Sharma, Lumina Datamatics, Inc.
Media Producer: Eve Conte

Senior Workflow Supervisor: Susan Wein

Senior Workflow Project Manager: Lisa McDowell

Photo Editor: Sheena Goldstein

Director of Design, Content Management: Diana Blume

Cover and Text Design: Victoria Tomaselli

Composition: Lumina Datamatics, Inc.

Cover Drawing: Tom Durfee

Library of Congress Control Number: 2017962739
ISBN-13: 978-1-4641-7871-9 (EPUB)

© 2018, 2012, 2008, 2004 Worth Publishers
All rights reserved.

Worth Publishers

One New York Plaza

Suite 4500

New York, NY 10004-1562
www.macmillanlearning.com

OceanofPDF.com



http://www.macmillanlearning.com/
https://oceanofpdf.com/

To Vera, of course

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

Contents

The Story of This Book

Acknowledgments

1 What Is Social Psychology?

2 Social Cognition

3 Self-Justification

4 Conformity

5 Mass Communication, Propaganda, and Persuasion
6 Human Aggression

7 Prejudice

8 Liking, Loving, and Connecting

9 Social Psychology as a Science

Glossary
Notes
Name Index

Subject Index

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

The Story of This Book

= The Saul 5oeinberg Founclation S frtists Rights Society (AFS), Rew York

Saul Steinberg, Untitled drawing, ink on paper.
Originally published in The New Yorker, May 29, 1965.

In 1970, when I was a relatively young professor at the
University of Texas, I received an offer I couldn’t refuse. I
was invited to spend the year in a beautiful location, while



being awarded my full academic salary and doing
absolutely nothing—not a bad deal!

The location was a rustic hilltop on the edge of the
Stanford University campus, a short drive from San
Francisco, my favorite city in the world. The institution on
the gorgeous hill is a think tank called the Center for
Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences. In addition to a
year’s salary, the good folks at the Center for Advanced
Study provided me with an office, all the secretarial help I
might need, access to a very good library, free lunch, and
the opportunity to schmooze with a couple of dozen
distinguished scholars, if I chose to or not—in case I
preferred to hang out in the theater district of San
Francisco or go skiing in the High Sierras. There were no
strings attached.

So there I was, with a whole year in which to do
anything my heart desired, and what did I do? I chose to
barricade myself in my office on the hill and write this
book. How come? If there’s a single reason, it’s that, a few
months earlier, I heard myself tell 600 students in my
introductory social psychology class that social psychology
is a young science—and, in retrospect, that semi-apology
made me feel like a coward.

Let me explain: We social psychologists are fond of
saying that social psychology is a young science—and,
relative to most scientific disciplines (e.g., biology,
astronomy), that is an accurate statement. Of course,
astute observers have been making interesting
pronouncements and proposing exciting hypotheses about
social phenomena at least since the time of Aristotle, but
these pronouncements and hypotheses were not seriously
tested until well into the twentieth century. The first
systematic social psychological experiment was conducted
by Norman Triplett in 1898 (he measured the effect of
competition on performance), but it was not until the



middle of the twentieth century that experimental social
psychology really took off, primarily under the inspiration
of Kurt Lewin and his talented students.

In a deeper sense, however, for me to have stated that
social psychology is a young science was something of a
cop-out—a way of pleading with my students not to expect
too much from us. Specifically, it was my way of dodging
the responsibility for, and avoiding the risks inherent in,
applying our findings to the problems of the world we live
in. In this sense, stating that social psychology is a young
science was akin to confessing that we might not be ready
to say anything important, useful, or relevant to the lives of
my students.

But after reflecting on that statement for a while, I came
to realize that it was not only cowardly, but it was also
misleading; in fact, I didn’t really believe that social
psychology was irrelevant to our lives. I didn’t believe it in
1970, and I certainly don’t believe it now. So, when I was
handed that wonderful opportunity to take time off, I was
determined to set the record straight. The purpose of this
book was and still is to spell out the relevance that social
psychological research might have for helping us
understand and perhaps begin to solve some of the most
important problems besetting contemporary society.

Most of the data discussed in this volume are based on
experiments; most of the illustrations and examples,
however, are derived from current social problems—
including prejudice, propaganda, war, alienation,
aggression, unrest, and political upheaval. This duality
reflects two of my own biases—biases that I cherish. The
first is that the experimental method is the best way to
understand a complex phenomenon. It is a truism of
science that the only way to really know the world is to
reconstruct it. That is, to truly understand what causes
what, we must do more than simply observe; rather, we



must be responsible for producing the first “what” so that
we can be sure that it really caused the second “what.” My
second bias is that the only way to be certain that the
causal relations uncovered in experiments are valid is to
bring them out of the laboratory and into the real world.
Thus, as a scientist, I like to work in a laboratory; as a
citizen, however, I like to have windows through which I
can look out upon the world. Windows, of course, work in
both directions; we often derive hypotheses from everyday
life. We can best test these hypotheses under the sterile
conditions of the laboratory. At the same time, in order to
keep our ideas from becoming sterile, we must take our
laboratory findings back out through the window to see if
they hold up in the real world.

So, that is how I spent the year doing anything I wanted
to do: I wrote this book. From the outset, it has been a
personal book, in the sense that it contains a lot of my own
ideas about what is most important in our field. This
decision made it imperative for me to write in the first
person singular, describing, in an intimate way, what I have
discovered and what I believe to be the state of our
science. (Unlike any textbook at the time, in The Social
Animal the little word “1” appears over and over again.)
Much to my delight, it soon became apparent that students
enjoyed reading it. They particularly liked the personal
touch, as well as its application to their lives. The Social
Animal became one of the most popular and enduring texts
in the field. As a consequence, my work was not finished—
not by a long shot. In order to keep up with research in the
field and dramatic changes in the world, I found it
necessary to revise and update the book about every four
years.

When I first set pen to paper (literally!) in 1970, I was a
promising young man, some 38 years old. As I tell you this
story, in the summer of 2017, I have magically evolved into



a grizzled old geezer (you can do the math). I now must
admit that I am too old to revise the book by myself.
Fortunately, I found the perfect co-author for this, the
twelfth edition. His name is Joshua Aronson, a brilliant,
experienced social psychologist who has done impressive
research both in the laboratory and in the helter-skelter of
the real world. He also happens to be my son. Needless to
say, Joshua has his own ideas about social psychology—and
that is how it should be. His contributions are many and
varied. They have added a special luster to this edition; as
has the work of my long-time collaborator Carol Tavris, who
served as developmental editor for this edition and, with
her usual delicate touch, seamlessly melded my work and
Joshua’s. She also not-so-delicately pressed and prodded us
to make our deadlines.

And so, what is different in this edition? Joshua and I
have reexamined every chapter afresh, removing some of
the research and theories that were “hot” years ago but
have not stood the test of time and replication; we have
reorganized and streamlined every chapter to keep the
narrative clear as we integrated new material. Recent
studies that inform our understanding of contemporary
events have replaced dated ones—for example, how
decision-making has been influenced for better and worse
by the internet, how the rise of information bubbles and
self-confirming media sources shape our nation’s polarized
beliefs and behavior, the emotional downside of the
constant social comparisons generated on Facebook, and
the rise of terrorist groups such as ISIS. However, I feel
strongly that bringing a book “up to date” does not mean
removing the iconic stories of our government’s mistakes in
Vietnam and Iraq, and of the tragedies at Jonestown,
Columbine, and Heaven’s Gate. The dates of these events
are old, but the social-psychological lessons to be learned
from them are not dated. I want students to understand



that what happened then applies just as powerfully to what
is happening now.

Elliot Aronson
October 2017

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

Acknowledgments

This book is now in its twelfth edition. In the first edition, I
was moved to acknowledge my indebtedness to my friend
and mentor, Leon Festinger. It goes without saying that I
still feel gratitude and affection for that good and great
man. If anything, these feelings have intensified over the
years. I loved being his student—and I guess I will never
stop being his student. In 1989, Leon died, marking the end
of an important era in social psychology. He is sorely
missed, not only by those of us who knew and loved him,
but also by anyone who has been influenced by his research
and theories; this would include just about anyone who has
ever been a student of social psychology.

As this book and I have grown older, I have become
increasingly aware of my indebtedness to my own students.
Every four years, as I begin revising the book, I am struck
by the realization that these are not simply my own ideas—
rather, they are ideas I have developed in collaboration
with my students. Over the past five decades, I have been
blessed with a great many outstanding students, from my
very first research assistants in 1960 (Merrill Carlsmith,
Tony Greenwald, and John M. Darley) to my students at the
University of California, Santa Cruz. They have all taught
me a great deal, and it is a pleasure to acknowledge my
debt to all of them. I have also enjoyed talking with and
stealing ideas from some remarkably gifted colleagues.
Two of them in particular, Anthony Pratkanis and Carol
Tavris, have contributed a great deal to the continued



improvement and updating of this book. It is a pleasure to
acknowledge their generosity.

For this edition, I would particularly like to thank
Christine Cardone, our Executive Editor, for her warmth,
enthusiastic and unflagging commitment to the book, her
patience, and efficiency. I would also like to thank Brad
Bushman, Donal Carlston, Eli Finkel, Jack Dovidio, and
Matthew McGlone, who generously reviewed chapters and
made wise suggestions about how to improve them.

Joshua is indebted to Carol Tavris for expert editing and
constant inspiration, and to Stacey, Eliana, and Leo
Aronson for their love, support, and patience. We are also
grateful to Jeff and Spencer Tweedy. The following students
and research assistants made valuable contributions and
have our sincere thanks: Joshua Adler, Paige Alenick,
Rotem Blatt, Christina Crosby, Rayna Epstein, Madison
Katz, Jessica Mar, Kaya Mendelsohn, Scott Mengebier,
Ashley Panookin, Ella Quinlan, Angela Spears, Zachary
Williams, and Kathy Yu.

Additionally, we would like to extend thanks to William
Dragon for his work on the instructor resources and the
professors who reviewed the eleventh edition and provided
feedback for this revision: Kristin J. Anderson (University of
Houston—Downtown), Fred Bryant (Loyola University—
Chicago), Brad J. Bushman (The Ohio State University &
VU University—Amsterdam), Donal E. Carlston (Purdue
University), John E. Dovidio (Yale University) William
Dragon (Cornell College), Eli Finkel (Northwestern
University), Judy Ho (Pepperdine University), Alison E.
Kelly (University of North Dakota), Matthew McGlone
(University of Texas at Austin), Anjali Mishra (Northern
Arizona University), Brandy Moore (Texas A&M University
—Texarkana), Marcus D. Patterson (University of
Massachusetts at Boston), and Michael J. Tagler (Ball State
University).



QceanofPDF.com


https://oceanofpdf.com/

The Social Animal

Man is by nature a social animal; an individual who is
unsocial naturally and not accidentally is either beneath
our notice or more than human. Society is something in
nature that precedes the individual. Anyone who either
cannot lead the common life or is so self-sufficient as not to
need to, and therefore does not partake of society, is either
a beast or a god.

Aristotle
Politics, c. 328
BC
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1 What Is Social Psychology?
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Saul Steinberg, Untitled drawing, ink on paper.
Originally published in The New Yorker, November 1, 1958.



As far as I know, Aristotle was the first serious thinker to
call our species “the social animal.” Of course he was right,
but what does that mean? A host of other creatures are
“social,” from ants and bees to monkeys and apes. What is
unique about the human social animal? And what is unique
about the field of social psychology, which studies our
puzzling, creative, and infuriating species?

I have been a social psychologist all of my professional
life — and before I entered this field or even knew what it
was, I was an amateur social psychologist, eager to
understand the mysteries of human behavior. As a Jewish
boy growing up in the 1940s in the blue-collar town of
Revere, Massachusetts, I wondered why some Catholic kids
taunted me with anti-Semitic slogans and occasionally
roughed me up. My son Joshua, who struggled in
elementary school in the 1960s, wondered why some kids
thrive in the classroom and others are suffocated by its
competitiveness and regimentation. These early
experiences, which caused both of us great pain, are also
what drew us to the exciting field you are going to study in
this book: a field that offers a scientific understanding of
human social life and, more important, ways to improve it.

There are many definitions of social psychology, but
before I get to the one I prefer, let me offer some concrete
examples of the human social animal in action:

A college student named Sam and four of his
acquaintances are watching a senatorial candidate
make a speech on television. Sam is favorably
impressed; he likes the female candidate better than
the opposing male candidate because he thinks she is
sincere. After the speech, one of the other students
asserts that she was turned off by the female candidate
and considered her to be a hypocrite. All of the others
are quick to agree with this student. Sam feels puzzled
and a trifle distressed. Finally, he mumbles to his



acquaintances, “I guess she didn’t come across as
sincere as I would have hoped.”

A 10-year-old girl avidly consumes two bowls of
Wheaties each morning because Michael Phelps, the
Olympic swimming champion, is pictured on the box,
implying that he owes his athletic prowess, in part, to
eating that brand of cereal.

A shopkeeper who has lived his entire life in a small
town in Montana has never had any contact with real,
live Muslims, but he “knows” they are un-American,
disloyal, and likely to be terrorists.

Charlie, a high-school senior, has recently moved to a
new city. He used to be popular, but not anymore.
Although the kids at school are civil, they have not been
particularly friendly. He feels lonely, insecure, and
unattractive. One day during lunch period, he finds
himself at a table with two female classmates. One is
warm, intelligent, and vivacious; he has been
daydreaming about her for weeks, longing for an
opportunity to talk to her. The other young woman is
not nearly as appealing. Charlie ignores the vivacious
woman of his dreams and begins an earnest
conversation with her companion.

On December 4, 2016, Edgar Welch, a 28-year-old man
from North Carolina, went into Comet Ping Pong, a
wildly successful pizza restaurant in Washington, D.C.,
and fired three shots with a rifle. No one was injured.
Welch told police that he had read online that the
restaurant was harboring child sex slaves and that he
wanted to see for himself if they were there. He
surrendered after he found no evidence for his belief,
which had been generated by a conspiracy theory that
went viral during the presidential election season. A



white supremacist Twitter account had claimed that the
New York City Police had discovered a pedophilia ring
linked to members of the Democratic Party, and that
somehow Comet Ping Pong was at the center of it. The
story was widely circulated by fake news websites.
Welch later said that he regretted what he did but that
he continued to believe the conspiracy theory.

Kaya was asked in second grade to name her favorite
subject. “Math,” she wrote on the questionnaire. One
year later, her third-grade class was assigned a similar
exercise. This time the questionnaire asked, “What is
your least favorite subject?” She wrote, “Math.” In one
year, Kaya had gone from a confident, excited student of
mathematics to someone who dreaded it.

On April 20, 1999, the corridors of a sparkling suburban
high school in Littleton, Colorado, reverberated with
the sound of gunshots. Two Columbine High School
students armed with assault weapons and explosives
went on a rampage, killing a teacher and several of
their fellow students. They then turned their guns on
themselves. After the smoke had cleared, fifteen people
were dead (including the shooters) and twenty-three
were hospitalized, many with severe wounds. In the
nearly twenty years since the Columbine High School
massacre, hundreds of American adolescent boys have
committed equally horrifying mass shootings at schools.
What was once unthinkable has become commonplace.

Steve, a college senior, is a cautious, even conservative,
driver; he could be the star of a safe-driving video —
when he is alone in the car. However, whenever two or
three of his buddies are with him, Steve’s behavior gets
riskier: When he sees the light turn yellow a half block
away, he often hits the accelerator, hoping he can get
through the intersection before the cross traffic moves.



In 1939, Oskar Schindler, a greedy German
businessman, joined the Nazi party and set out to profit
from the destruction of Jews during the barbaric reign
of Hitler’s Third Reich. After exploiting the labor of
Jewish inmates at Auschwitz for several years,
Schindler had a change of heart and began to use his
factory as a way to save more than one thousand Jews
from death. In doing so, he risked his life and spent all
of his wealth to save others, a story told in the book and
Oscar-winning movie, Schindler’s List. Emerging from
the theater after watching this movie, my son Joshua
was approached by a panhandler asking for spare
change. Contrary to his habit of ignoring people looking
for handouts, Joshua, still a financially strapped
student, reached into his pocket, pulled out all the bills,
and without counting or examining them, gave them to
the panhandler.

Douglas McCain grew up in Minnesota, played
basketball in high school, and wanted to be a rapper.
Friends remember him as a “goofball,” a “really nice
guy,” and a “good person.” So they were shocked when,
at age thirty-three, McCain joined ISIS, the militant
terrorist group, and died in the Middle East, waging
war against his own country. Thousands of other
apparently ordinary young men and women from
Western countries have also left their homes to fight
and die in Syria and Iraq as Islamic jihadists.

In the 1940s, when I was in elementary school, I had a
close African American friend named George Woods. At
the time, George referred to himself as a “colored boy”
and confided to me that he, like many black children at
the time, felt inferior to his white friends.! He had many
reasons for this feeling, starting with the direct
experiences of prejudice that the dominant white



community inflicted on him. But George’s feelings of
inferiority also came from indirect sources, such as the
portrayal of African American adults in radio and
television as naive children — lazy, illiterate, but rather
cute. If films had black male actors at all, they were
portrayed only as a stereotypical “colored man,” usually
a chauffeur or menial worker, who was often made the
butt of ugly jokes. Imagine what George felt while
watching these racist films in the company of his white
friends. He never told me how he felt, though.

Things change. George Wood’s grandchildren, growing
up in the twenty-first century, live in a different world than
he did. He would never have envisioned that one day black
actors would be cast in serious roles and win Academy
Awards; that segregation and discrimination would be
illegal; or that black people would be able to enter all
professions, including the presidency of the United States.
Yet we should not be complacent in the belief that changes
move in a linear, humanistic direction. George Wood’s
grandchildren may not face the same degree and flavor of
bigotry endured by their grandfather, but racial prejudice
continues. Most African Americans know the experience of
“shopping while black,” which means being followed by
salespeople who question their credit, suspect they will
steal something, or even deny them service. Young black
males in particular continue to be victims of “driving while
black” — being stopped for trivial reasons or even for no
reason — and “walking while black,” as when sixteen-year-
old Trayvon Martin was stalked and killed by a
neighborhood watch captain named George Zimmerman.2
When Zimmerman noticed a tall black teenager wearing a
hoodie, he saw a possibly armed-and-dangerous criminal,
not what Trayvon actually was: a normal high school
student walking home from a convenience store with an
iced tea and a bag of Skittles.
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Defining Social Psychology

The examples all illustrate social psychological situations.
As diverse as they seem to be, they contain a common
factor: social influence.

The opinion of Sam’s friends on the merits of the
senatorial candidate influenced Sam’s judgment (or at least
his public statement regarding that judgment). The
Olympic champion’s influence on our Wheaties-eating
youngster was intentionally designed to get her to convince
her parents to buy Wheaties. The Montana shopkeeper was
not born with an unflattering stereotype of Muslim people
in his head; somebody, somehow, put it there. Steve’s
riskier driving was certainly influenced by the presence of
his friends, but how? Kaya’s transformation from math
lover to math hater is not uncommon, particularly for girls
in America, where math has been traditionally seen as both
an endowed talent and a “boy thing.” Charlie’s ignoring the
woman of his dreams has something to do with how he was
feeling about himself and his assumption about which
woman was less likely to reject him. Rejection is among the
most painful experiences for human beings, and it can
cause all kinds of self-defeating and destructive behaviors,
from overeating to violence — as it did in the school
shooting at Columbine. The presence and example of other
people, in the flesh or in movies like Schindler’s List, can
inspire positive emotions and generosity, as when it led my
normally frugal son to give all of his precious cash to a
panhandler.

Social psychology also tackles some of the most
disturbing questions that plague society, from racism and
other forms of prejudice to the success of terrorist groups
like ISIS in recruiting young people, many who have no



spiritual or family connection to Islam. What forces
persuade them to leave their homes and families and
become suicide bombers? The answers involve age,
personality dynamics, social identity, persuasion tactics,
and other powerful factors you will learn about as this book
unfolds. You will see that ISIS takes advantage of many of
the same influence strategies used by great coaches to
create winning sports teams and by successful elementary-
school principals to lift the achievement of their students.
Understanding people’s social motivations can be used for
good, for evil, for winning reality TV competitions — for
anything in which social influence matters, which is pretty
much everything.

Our definition of social psychology, therefore, is the
scientific study of the influence of the real, imagined, or
implied presence of others upon our thoughts, emotions,
beliefs, and behavior — and of how we influence others.

social psychology:

the scientific study of the ways in which people’s
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are influenced by the
real or implied presence of other people

How are we influenced? Why do we accept influence or,
put another way, what’s in it for us? What are the social
motives that make us susceptible to what others think, say,
and do? What factors increase or decrease the
effectiveness of social influence? Which ones increase or
decrease the permanence of the effects of social influence?
Can the same principles be applied equally to our opinion
of a senatorial candidate as to the school subjects that
young children prefer? How does one person come to like
another? Is it through these same processes that we choose
Wheaties over granola? How does a person develop



prejudices against an ethnic, religious, or racial group? Is
prejudice akin to liking but in reverse, or does it involve an
entirely different set of psychological processes?

Many people are interested in questions like these.
Because we all spend a good deal of our time interacting
with other people — being influenced by them; influencing
them; being delighted, amused, saddened, disgusted,
frustrated, and angered by them — it is in our nature to
develop hypotheses about why people do what they do. In
that sense, everyone is an amateur social psychologist.
Although most amateurs test these hypotheses to their own
satisfaction as they interact with others, these casual
“tests” lack the rigor and impartiality of careful scientific
investigation.

To be sure, sometimes the results of scientific research
correspond with what most people already believe to be
true. This is not remarkable; conventional wisdom is
usually derived from shrewd observations that have stood
the test of time. But sometimes that conventional wisdom
leads us astray. Indeed, when you are reading the results of
the research discussed in this volume, you may occasionally
find yourself thinking, “That’s obvious — why did they
spend time and money to ‘discover’ that one? My
grandmother could have told me that.” Maybe she could
have, but it’s also likely that you are acting on the
hindsight bias, which refers to our tendency to
overestimate our powers of prediction once we know the
outcome of a given event. This is precisely why it is so easy
to be a Monday morning quarterback and why we say
“Hindsight is twenty-twenty.” Numerous studies have
demonstrated this bias, from predicting the outcomes of
elections (“I always knew he’d win, even if the polls didn’t
say s0”) to predicting how a given social psychology
experiment will turn out (“Oh, please, it was obvious the
participants would obey those cruel instructions”). In fact,



social psychological findings seem far more obvious to
college students who’ve been told what happened in a
study than to students asked to predict what will happen.2
Everything is clearer in hindsight.

hindsight bias:

our tendency (usually erroneous) to overestimate our
powers of prediction once we know the outcome of a
given event

Social psychologists conduct research because many of
the things we think we know to be true turn out to be false,
or more nuanced than we originally thought, when
subjected to investigation. For example, it seems
reasonable that people who are threatened with
punishment for doing something forbidden, illegal, self-
defeating, or fattening might eventually stop, and the more
severe the punishment, the more likely they will be to
comply. After all, they would now associate the activity with
fear or pain. But when tested empirically, this assumption
turns out to be dead wrong. It is those who are threatened
with mild punishment who develop a dislike for the
forbidden activity; people who are severely threatened, if
anything, are even more drawn to the forbidden activity.
Likewise, most of us, from our own experience, would
guess that, if we overheard someone saying nice things
about us (behind our backs), we would tend to like that
person — all other things being equal. This turns out to be
true. But what is equally true is that we tend to like that
person even more if some of the remarks we overhear are
anything but nice. We will explain more about these
phenomena in later chapters.

In the goal of understanding the social animal,
professional social psychologists have an advantage over



most amateur social psychologists. Although, like the
amateurs, we usually begin with an observation, we do not
stop there. We do not need to wait for things to happen so
that we can observe how people respond; we can make
things happen. We can conduct an experiment in which we
subject scores of people to particular events (for example, a
severe threat or a mild threat; overhearing nice things or
overhearing a combination of nice and nasty things).
Moreover, we can do this in situations in which everything
can be held constant, except the particular factors being
investigated. We can then draw conclusions based on data
that are more precise and numerous than those available to
the amateur, who must depend on observing events that
occur randomly and under circumstances in which many
things are happening at once.

Nearly all the data presented in this book are based
upon experimental evidence. That’s why we want you to
understand what constitutes an experiment in social
psychology, along with the advantages, disadvantages,
ethical problems, excitements, headaches, and heartaches
that are associated with the adventure of research. The
final chapter in this book, “Social Psychology as a Science,”
will give you that understanding. You can read it first, or
last, or at any point on your journey through the book —
whenever your interest in how social psychologists do their
work is piqued.
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People Who Do Crazy Things Are Not

Necessarily Crazy

Social psychologists examine the way people make sense of
and behave in social situations. Occasionally, these
situations create pressures that can cause people to behave
in ways that you could classify as abnormal, even crazy.
When I say “people,” I mean very large numbers of people.
To my mind, these labels are often just name-calling; they
do little to increase our understanding of human behavior.
It is much more useful to try to understand the nature of
the situation, the often complex processes operating to
produce the behavior we observe. This brings me to
Aronson’s first law:

People who do crazy things are not necessarily crazy.

Let us take, as an illustration, the man who went into
Comet Ping Pong with a rifle, intending, as he said, to “self-
investigate” the presence of kidnapped children. Was he
crazy? If he really wanted the truth, why not accept the
investigations of the police departments, FBI, and other
reliable sources that had thoroughly debunked the
allegations? If he were crazy, so were the thousands of
others who bought into the conspiracy belief, many of
whom sent Comet Ping Pong and other restaurants they
thought were part of “the ring” vicious threats, harassing
owners and customers. The owner of Comet Ping Pong told
the New York Times that “From this insane, fabricated
conspiracy theory, we’ve come under constant assault. I've
done nothing for days but try to clean this up and protect
my staff and friends from being terrorized.” What draws
people to believe “insane” conspiracy theories — and why
do they cling to that belief despite solid evidence to the



contrary? Later in this book, we will examine the processes
that produce these attitudes and the tendency to stick by
them no matter what. We’ll also see how we might
counteract them.

One central discovery of social psychology is that people
are prone to explain unpleasant behavior by assigning
personality traits to the perpetrator, such as “psychotic,”
“sadistic,” or “evil.” Most people — particularly those of us
from Western cultures — do this spontaneously, without
intention or conscious awareness, as a way of organizing
and categorizing information and satisfying a need to feel
in control of events. This dispositional view of human
actions refers to the assumptions that people who do crazy
things have a personality disposition to be crazy, people
who do stupid things must be stupid, only evil people do
evil things, people who do nice things are nice, and so on.
It’s appealing to think this way because it helps us mentally
separate those bad people who do bad things from the rest
of us “nice people.” This belief may comfort us when we
think about unpleasant behavior, because, as nice people,
we would never do such a thing.

Yet that assumption is often a mistake, an
oversimplification, and we pay a price for it, as you will see
in Chapter 2. Dispositionalism can make us smug about our
own invulnerability to pressures that could induce us to
behave stupidly, crazily, or cruelly. It moves the focus off of
improving situations and onto a narrow approach to fixing
people: Is a manager worried about employees who steal?
Let’s give everyone a personality test to try to diagnose
who will steal in the future, and never mind whether our
employees are stealing because they feel overworked,
resentful, and underpaid. Are we worried about students
who might become violent? Let’s give everyone a
personality test and try to predict which of the unhappy or
bullied kids we identify might erupt one day, and let’s not



ask questions about the world in which those kids struggle
every day.

Of course, I am not saying that psychosis doesn’t exist.
Some personality traits and mental illnesses do affect
people’s behavior. Nor am I saying that all people are the
same and respond exactly as crazily to the same social
pressures. What I am saying is that some situations can
cause a surprisingly large proportion of us “normal” adults
to behave in unexpected, unappetizing, and sometimes
abnormal ways. It is of paramount importance to
understand what is going on in those situations that can
produce unpleasant or destructive behavior.

An illustration may be useful. What kind of person
murders their own child? Crazy? Desperate? Evil? Surely
there must be something psychologically wrong with the
brain or character of such a person. In 1977, the Reverend
Jim Jones, a charismatic leader of the People’s Temple in
San Francisco, convinced his followers to uproot their lives
and move to Guyana in South America to establish a
humanistic paradise — a utopian community where people
of different racial backgrounds could live in harmony.
When, in 1978, the existence of the group was threatened
by a congressional investigation, Jones decided to end the
crisis by asking the group to perform a “revolutionary act”:
killing their children and then themselves. Vats of poison
were prepared, and amid only scattered shouts of protest
or acts of resistance, mothers and fathers administered the
fatal mixture to their infants and children, drank it
themselves, and laid down to die.

When one person Kkills their own child, it’s reasonable to
ask if they are mentally ill. When 613 parents murder their
children in one place, we are forced to look beyond mental
conditions and personality traits and consider the nature of
the situation that caused them to do this. Of course, we
could call them crazy and feel complacent that we would



never do what they did. However, before these people
moved to Guyana, none of their neighbors, friends, or
relatives would have thought of them as anything other
than ordinary, sensible people who belonged to a
supportive, tightly knit church community. The “Jonestown
massacre,” as it became known, is a reminder of the often
powerful yet frequently hidden role of social influence in
determining what human beings think, feel, and do.

Helping us appreciate this more complex situational
view of human behavior — the many ways social context
influences what we do — is the central contribution of
social psychology, one whose value I hope will become
apparent in the pages that follow.
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2 Social Cognition
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Saul Steinberg, Untitled drawing, ink on paper.



Originally published in The New Yorker, August 29, 1953.

During the Middle Ages it was not uncommon for European
pedestrians to be hit with human waste as they walked
down the street. City dwellers at the time would
occasionally empty their chamber pots — containers full of
urine and excrement — by hurling the contents out the
window into the street below. The sewage would sit there,
breeding pestilence and disease, until street cleaners
hauled it away, often for use as fertilizer. To the modern
mind, this system seems gross and senseless, especially
when you learn that earlier civilizations, like the Greeks,
Romans, and the Mayans, had developed far better systems
— with indoor plumbing and even flushable toilets.

Why trade indoor plumbing for a chamber pot? People at
the time were convinced of many things that were simply
not true: that nudity was sinful, that an unclothed body left
one vulnerable to attack by evil spirits, and that evil spirits
made people sick.l Daily bathing, made famous by the
Romans in their beautiful public baths, was discouraged
and replaced by washing the hands and face and other
publicly viewable parts of the body. These superstitions had
two notable effects. First, nearly everything and everyone
smelled awful. As one writer described it, “The peasant
stank as did the priest, the apprentice as did his master’s
wife; the whole of the aristocracy stank, even the king
himself stank, stank like a rank lion and the queen like an
old goat, summer and winter.”2 Second, indoor baths
eventually fell into disrepair and citizens lost the skills
needed to maintain plumbing. So the primitive sewer
systems and chamber pots were, for a time, the best
solution to a self-inflicted problem. It would take several
hundred years for the “spirit” theory of disease to yield to
science, which identified microbes as the invisible culprits
that make people sick.



My point here is not to explore the inner workings of the
medieval mind, nor to describe modern advances in health
and hygiene. Instead, I tell you this story to raise a larger
question: to what extent do we moderns behave like the
users of chamber pots centuries ago? Every generation can
look back at the foolishness of its forebears and find plenty
of reasons to feel smug. In the Victorian era, the same
doctors who would have chuckled at the thought of people
being afraid of bathing and ghosts nevertheless believed
the nonsense of their own time. Medical journals warned
that women (but not men) who read novels were at risk of
becoming sick, infertile, and even insane!2

We human beings like to see ourselves as rational
animals. (We smugly call ourselves homo sapiens, after all:
Humans the Wise.) But we are capable of holding on to
many unwise beliefs — and we suffer for it. Millions of
people still refuse to believe the overwhelming scientific
evidence that human beings are causing global warming
and massive climate change. “It’s a hoax perpetrated by
the Chinese,” some say, or “Sure, the earth is warming, but
not because of anything people do.” As a result, glaciers
have continued to melt, sea levels have continued to rise,
storms have become more frequent, insect-borne diseases
are proliferating, and thousands of people die each year
from these changes. In the United States, thousands of
people still deny the overwhelming scientific evidence that
vaccines for children do not cause autism, and many
parents have refused to vaccinate their young children. As
a result, fatality rates from measles and whooping cough
have risen among unvaccinated populations; once thought
to be eradicated, these deadly diseases are making a
comeback.

A major area within social psychology is social

cognition, the study of how people come to believe what
they do; how they explain, remember, predict, make



decisions, and evaluate themselves and others; and why
these processes so frequently produce errors. Although
humans can rightfully claim to be the most adaptive,
intelligent, and successful species on the planet, we are
nonetheless maddeningly prone to misunderstandings,
conflict, error, and the kinds of biases that gave us the
chamber pot long ago and the denial of climate science and
vaccines today.

social cognition:

the study of how people think about the social world and
make decisions about socially relevant events

This chapter will tell the story of our “social brains,”
which, over eons of evolution, have created a great paradox
and dilemma of human life. Evolution endowed us with
brains that became well adapted to life in small hunter-
gatherer groups, providing us with efficient cognitive
shortcuts, biases that made life easier and safer, and
dispositions to cooperate and care for one another. Yet as
we survey today’s complex, interconnected, multicultural
planet, we can see how those very mechanisms often
backfire, leading us to make bad decisions, stay stuck in
our biases, and fight with one another out of prejudice and
hatred.

If you think that we use our powers of reason to
determine the truth, you are in for frustration when you see
how immune to facts people become when they disagree
with you. Much of the time, we use reason, facts, and
critical analysis not to form our opinions but to confirm
what we already see, feel, or believe. As the novelist Anais
Nin put it, “We don’t see things as they are; we see them as
we are.”% To a great extent, how we make sense of the
world depends on a combination of our intuitions, our



personalities and ways of perceiving the world, and a set of
fundamental social motives.

Cognitive and social limitations are built into the ways
our minds work, but if we learn to recognize them, we can
avoid being enslaved by them. We can begin to think a little
better, make smarter decisions, and organize our lives
more intelligently. I hope this chapter will help you think
about yourself and your fellow humans with a bit more
humility and compassion — qualities that will bring us
closer to being true homo sapiens.
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Evolution and the Biased Brain

For centuries, philosophers have held that human cognition
is completely rational: All individuals attempt to do their
best to be right, to hold correct beliefs, and to maximize
their pleasure while minimizing their pain.

One of the primary proponents of this view was Jeremy
Bentham (1748-1832), who wrote that people decide the
moral status of their behavior or choices — what’s good or
bad, right or wrong — by creating a happiness calculation.2
Let’s say I am in the market for a car. In determining the
make and model to buy, I would add up the pleasures each
brand would bring (sporty design, comfortable interior,
powerful engine) and subtract the pain (the monthly
payments that will strain my budget, the high cost of
frequent fill-ups). I would then select the car that brings me
the most pleasure with the least amount of pain. For
Bentham, it was the role of governments and economic
systems to ensure “the greatest happiness for the greatest
number.” Others agreed; Bentham’s notion became one of
the foundational ideas of modern capitalism.

Do ordinary people think this way? Sometimes, sure.
Many of us adopt Benjamin Franklin’s advice about how to
make wise decisions — by writing down their pros and
cons. However, that method requires that the person has
accurate, useful information and the mental resources to
think rationally. But these conditions do not often exist in
everyday life. Why? For two reasons.

First, no one gets a “God’s-eye” view of the world — a
perspective that is all-knowing and free from bias. Take
that car purchase. I don’t know all the facts about the car’s
pros and cons to begin with, and I have heard some bad
stories about car dealers and their tactics. Further, my view



of the car is limited; what I know about it comes primarily
from advertisers, who are motivated to exaggerate its
positive features, and from what I learned on the internet. I
have little experience with the actual car — a 10-minute
test drive as opposed to long-term driving in hazardous
weather conditions. If something as common as a car
purchase can be fraught with missing and misleading
information, imagine the difficulty people have when it
comes to making more monumental decisions, such as
whether or not to get married (or break up!) or what kind
of work to choose.

Second, even when data are both available and reliable,
I simply do not have the time to conduct a full-scale
analysis of every problem I encounter. Suppose I go ahead
and spend 10 hours doing research and weighing
alternatives for that car. But in the meantime I have a
dozen other decisions to make: What am I doing for lunch?
How should I revise my lecture notes? Which job candidate
is best to hire? Does my daughter really need those
expensive braces on her teeth? I can’t possibly spend hours
and hours listing the pros and cons of every decision I have
to make in a day, and neither can you.

That’s why most of us are cognitive misers: We seek
ways to conserve cognitive (mental) energy and simplify
complexity. We take shortcuts and use rules of thumb. We
ignore some information to reduce our cognitive load; we
overuse other information to keep from having to search
for more; or we just go with our initial intuitions and accept
a less-than-perfect alternative because it is good enough.®
The strategies of the cognitive miser may be efficient, and
sometimes our intuitions can lead to good decisions. But if
unchecked, these strategies invite serious errors.

cognitive misers:



the idea that people look for ways to conserve cognitive
energy; they do that by attempting to adopt strategies
that simplify complex problems

How Thinking About Thinking Has Evolved Although
psychologists have made enormous progress in the past
few decades, nobody yet fully understands how or why
brains produce conscious experience, or how the brain
gives rise to a sense of self. When describing things we
don’t fully understand, we turn to metaphors; we compare
things we don’t understand to things we do understand.
Metaphors can be helpful, but if embraced uncritically, they
can also be misleading.

Whenever people have attempted to explain how the
mind works, they’'ve used metaphors derived from the
technology of their day. Plato famously described the
human psyche as a charioteer steering a chariot pulled by
two horses, one horse representing reason, the other
desire. In the 1800s, the brain was compared to a telegraph
and in the 1900s to a telephone switchboard. With the
advent of computers, psychologists began to describe the
functions of the mind as being comparable to a Mac or PC.
Just like a computer, the human brain is said to store and
retrieve memories; departures from rational thinking are
often described as “bugs” in an operating system, or the
result of our “limited processing capacity,” or a reduction in
“cognitive bandwidth” due to stress.Z

The computer supplies a handy vocabulary for
describing certain brain functions and limitations, yet our
brains don’t really store memories or process information
in the same way that computers do. Moreover, because
computers do not worry about the future, fear death or
rejection, experience joy, sorrow, jealousy, or any other



emotion, the mind-as-computer metaphor is ultimately an
incomplete and unsatisfying account of mental life.

One long-standing metaphor turns out to have been
particularly misleading: John Locke’s portrait (in the 1600s)
of the mind as a tabula rasa or blank slate. This metaphor
portrays our minds, personalities, and traits as shaped
entirely by learning and experience, the way one would
draw upon a blank sheet of paper. It lasted for centuries,
being enthusiastically embraced in the 1900s by
psychoanalytic and behaviorist traditions in psychology. If
you are shy, in this view, it is because of experiences with
your parents, and the rewards and punishments you
received, made you shy. John Watson, the founder of
behaviorism, went so far as to claim that with sufficient
control over the environment and the right combination of
rewards and punishments, he could shape a randomly
selected healthy baby into virtually anything: a doctor,
lawyer, beggar, or thief.2 Although Watson did manage to
train a baby to become frightened by the sight of a bunny,
thankfully he never attempted the longer experiment of
turning them into beggars or thieves.

This extreme, you-can-become-anything view of human
malleability lingers in today’s society, but it has faded
among psychologists in light of the scientific evidence on
genetic predispositions. Identical twins who are separated
at birth and raised in different families nonetheless reveal a
striking similarity in mannerisms, behavior, habits,
attitudes — even political views; and siblings who grow up
in the same family do not become more alike in
personality.2 Babies enter the world with a mind that has
had a great deal of preprogramming, with a temperament,
a readiness for learning language and culture, and even
innate expectations of how the physical and social world
works. Paul Bloom and his associatesi? have found that
babies as young as three months of age who watch a brief



puppet show will later reach out for the puppet whose
behavior was helpful rather than hostile. This fascinating
research suggests that we come preprogrammed with
moral intuitions and the ability to make moral distinctions
long before our first playdate.

Metaphorically, then, our minds are more like sketches
than blank pages. Experience doesn’t create us from
scratch; it elaborates on what’s already there, revises it,
and colors it in with personal, cultural, and social
influences. Nature and nurture interact to make us who we
are. Let’s look now at what nature has given us.

The Hunter-Gatherer Mind and Human Universals
According to evolutionary psychology, the brain is an organ
that has been shaped and programmed by evolution,
adapted to challenges that faced our biological hunter-
gatherer ancestors in their foraging way of life for
hundreds of thousands of years.1l Evolution rewarded
traits and tendencies — including intelligence, physical
strength, sex drive, and risk taking — that allowed our
ancestors to survive long enough to pass on their genes to
their children. Most social psychologists now embrace this
perspective, which has shed enormous light on the way we
understand the human mind.

Consider the fascinating discovery that the
anthropologist Robin Dunbarl2 made while he was delving
into the grooming habits of primates: he found a strong
relationship between the size of an animal’s group and the
size of the animal’s neocortex. The neocortex is the part of
the mammalian brain that evolved last and houses many of
its advanced functions. In humans it makes up over three-
fourths of the brain’s volume, and within its many folds lie
the regions responsible for higher-order processes, such as
self-awareness, conscious thought, problem solving, self-
control, and language. The especially large size and



complexity of the neocortex, and the abilities it gave early
humans, enabled us to form larger cooperative groups than
other mammals and transmit our knowledge through
culture.

Dunbar discovered that our brain size appears to set a
limit of about 150 people with whom we can have stable,
meaningful relationships; human communities function
optimally when they do not exceed this number by much.
Group life confers tremendous advantages, like food
sharing and protection, but it also imposes cognitive
challenges, like learning and remembering important
information about members of a group — who is apt to
steal your food or your mate. It takes a big brain to house
all the information about other group members and the
variety of ways they act. That’s why, when tribes of hunter-
gatherers grew larger than 150 members or so, group life
became more difficult and stressful, and the tribes tended
to splinter into smaller ones.

Has modern life changed this reality? It would be
reasonable to assume that with media and technology we
could easily enlarge our social circle far beyond this
natural limit, now that we can reach thousands of others
with a post or a tweet. Still, here’s the question: How many
of your online friends or followers do you actually have
meaningful interactions with at any given point in time? It
turns out that few people have two-way communications
with more than 150 people. That limit holds true even in
the era of Facebook and Twitter, despite the fact that we do
appear to derive some self-esteem from having hundreds or
even thousands of friends or followers.13

A useful implication of knowing the 150-person limit is
that human organizations function better when they don’t
get too large — when they can operate like communities
rather than bureaucracies. Small schools have lower rates
of violence and absences, better relationships, and higher-



quality learning than larger, impersonal schools do.14 Being
mindful of the nature and limitations of our evolved hunter-
gatherer minds provides ways of optimizing our lives and
institutions.

The long process of evolution has produced other human
universals — traits, behavioral tendencies, motivations, and
emotional systems that all humans manifest regardless of
their culture. In all societies (and among our closest
nonhuman relatives, the chimpanzees) certain facial
expressions indicate the basic emotions of fear, happiness,
anger, sadness, disgust, and surprise. People prefer close
kin over distant kin and prefer distant kin to strangers.
People live in family units, where the males are older than
their female mates. On average, males are more physically
aggressive than females, and most activities are divided by
gender, with women doing more childcare. All societies
have some form of religion, lists of taboo words, and norms
of conduct. In all societies, people make toys for children,
tell stories and myths, make music, engage in malicious
gossip, and practice age-related rites of passage. The
existence of such universals points to the centrality of
group life for the survival of our species. These adaptations
exist everywhere because they facilitated living in groups
— and living in groups was critical to our survival.

The impact of the evolutionary view of the human mind
cannot be overstated. Only in the last twenty or so years
have social scientists fully accepted the argument that
many of our illogical, maladaptive tendencies and
motivations — as well as generous, compassionate, and
touching ones — are rooted in their survival value from the
era when we lived in small groups of hunter-gatherers. But
the same fictions, errors, and departures from rationality
that served us well as hunter-gatherers can get us into
trouble in today’s complex, multicultural world. The rules



of the game have changed, but our evolutionary
predispositions have not.12

Because we have always needed other human beings to
survive, we evolved to be extremely social and group
oriented — good team players like bees, but also good
competitors like chimpanzees. We are wired to connect,
cooperate, conform, and harmonize with members of our
group, but also to compete to gain resources and status
within our group. We are wired for prejudice and
aggression, to be wary of and hostile toward outsiders and
those whom we perceive as threats. Our brains developed
rapid mental processes to alert us to danger, to decide
quickly who was friend or foe, and to ready us to fight with
or flee from perceived enemies. These tendencies helped
keep us alive when we fought with stones and clubs, but
over the millennia the human tendency to see the world in
tribal, us-and-them terms has laid the foundation for
conflict, political division, hatred, and war.16

The Brain’s Built-In Biases As you see, many of our
mental quirks and glitches are not just foolish or random
mistakes, nor are they flaws in the design of our brains.
The human brain was designed to work efficiently, but
some quirks and biases emerged along the way. A
characteristic one is the bias blind spot, the belief that we
are more objective and less biased than most other people.
We are biased to think we aren’t biased! This blind spot
arises from the fact that many of our beliefs operate
implicitly, hidden beneath conscious awareness. When we
see our own behavior, we know the context and can make
excuses for it; we know what we feel, after all. But when
we see others’ behavior, we miss the full context. That’s
why it is easy to see hypocrisy in others but not in
ourselves. The same politician who is busy condemning
another politician for having an affair might be having one



of his own right there in his office. Our bias blind spot
allows us to explain away our own hypocritical actions
easily (“He’s an immoral bastard, but I'm entitled to have

this affair because I'm under a lot of stress”).lZ

bias blind spot:

the belief that we are more objective and less biased
than most other people

Worse yet, we are subject to naive realism, the
propensity to believe that our subjective interpretation of
reality is reality. We see things as they really are; those
other folks are biased. This belief makes it easier to think
that anybody who doesn’t share our perspective is
misguided, ignorant, selfish — or evil. History
demonstrates, all too often and tragically, how much easier
it is for people to commit acts of hatred and cruelty if they
are certain that they are absolutely right and others are
wrong.18

Of all the mind’s biases, the confirmation bias is
central to how we see the world and process information:
We notice, remember, and accept information that confirms
what we already believe, and tend to ignore, forget, and
reject information that disconfirms what we believe. In an
experiment by Mark Snyder and William Swann,!2 female
college students were told that the person they were about
to meet was either an extrovert (outgoing, warm, and
friendly) or an introvert (reserved, cool, and aloof). They
then were asked to prepare a set of questions that they
would like to ask this person to get to know him or her.
What types of questions did they ask? Students who
thought they would meet an extrovert were more likely to
ask questions that confirmed their expectation, such as
“What do you do to liven up a party?” and “In what



situations are you most talkative?” Those who expected to
meet an introvert were likely to ask questions like “In what
situations do you wish you could be more outgoing?” and
“What things do you dislike about loud parties?” Notice
that whatever the respondent answers, the questioners’
hypothesis about the person is likely to be confirmed. That
is, a person who isn’t especially introverted or extroverted
will appear to be extroverted when they answer the first set
of questions and introverted when they answer the second
set.

confirmation bias:

a tendency to seek confirmation of initial impressions or
beliefs

The confirmation bias helps explain why people cling
tenaciously to debunked beliefs. They look for any scrap of
evidence to support their wish to be right, so they do not
have to “change their minds.” In our evolutionary past, this
bias would have been adaptive, leading our forebears to
have an “if it works, stay with it” strategy. But in the
modern world, sometimes that strategy can lead us into
dark alleys and dead ends.

The Egocentric Bias Human beings are a social species,
but we are also egocentric: We tend to place ourselves in
the center of our own universes. That’s why people
remember new information better when they can apply it to
themselves than if they think it only affects other people.22
If they are working in groups, they tend to focus on and
recall their own performance better than the performance
of their teammates. And when people play an active role in
generating information, they recall that information better
than when they receive it passively.



You can see the egocentric bias in yourself if you have
ever felt absolutely sure that the entire world has seen that
pimple on your face or is gossiping about the bad hair day
you're having. Many teenagers dread going to school if
they suddenly have a flaw that they are sure “everyone will
notice.” Social psychologists have found, however, that
such worries are usually greatly exaggerated. People feel
as though the social spotlight shines more brightly on them
than it actually does, a bias Thomas Gilovich and his
associates named the spotlight effect.2l In one
experiment, college students were asked to wear an
attention-arousing T-shirt — one with a large picture of
Barry Manilow on it — and then enter a room full of other
students. Later, the participants imagined that about half of
their peers had seen and reacted negatively to their shirt,
but in reality only about 20 percent had even noticed it.

We may feel we’re in the spotlight when imagining how
others see us, but we also feel that we notice and observe
others more than they notice and observe us — a form of
egocentrism that’s called the cloak of invisibility illusion.
For example, students in an experiment who sat in a
waiting room with a stranger later erroneously estimated
having paid a lot more attention to the stranger than they
believed the stranger paid to them. Participants
consistently reported this sense of invisibility — unless they
were wearing a T-shirt provided by the experimenter, this
time one emblazoned with a large picture of Pablo Escobar.
The moral of the story is that it is very difficult to move
beyond our own perception of reality when we’re
estimating how others see things.

The egocentric bias can lead us to uncritically accept
flattery and falsehoods. The great showman P.T. Barnum is
credited with saying, “There’s a sucker born every minute,”
and his name now applies to a common psychological
phenomenon. The Barnum Effect refers to the fact that



when people are given vague, all-purpose descriptions of
themselves that could apply to almost anyone, they usually
say “Incredible! That’s me exactly!” This effect helps
explain why so many people mistakenly believe in the
accuracy of astrology, fortune telling, and even some pop-
psych personality tests.22 Suppose I were to examine your
astrological chart and tell you, “You are quite reserved in
unfamiliar social situations. You view life with a mixture of
optimism and pessimism. You have an open mind but can
take a firm stand when the situation calls for it.” Would you
think me a particularly talented reader of the stars and
your own personality? A moment’s reflection will tell you
that this description fits almost everyone. But because of
our tendency to think egocentrically, most of us will feel it
is a perfect description of us.

Why Bad Is Stronger Than Good A curious feature of the
evolved human mind is that it is oriented toward negativity:
We tend to focus more on potential threats than blessings,
a tendency often called the negativity bias. We are
quicker to find angry faces in a crowd than smiling ones.
Negative interactions at the office are far more influential
than positive ones, and employees are likely to remember
their boss’s negative statements and behaviors more than
their positive ones. Negative feedback has a more powerful
emotional impact than positive feedback. Bad news is
shared more readily and frequently than good news.23

People who win money in a lottery will enjoy a spike in
happiness but eventually return to their pre-lottery
happiness “set-point.”24 The same thing happens after
losing money, failing a test, or other negative events: We
adapt to the new circumstances and our feelings return to
baseline. But consistent with evolutionary theory,
interviews with lottery winners and accident victims show
that, on average, it takes longer to return to baseline after



bad experiences than after good ones. Roy Baumeister and
his colleagues found that negative events typically have
more power than positive ones. It is evolutionarily adaptive,
they concluded, for bad to be stronger than good, because
animals with a heightened alertness to danger, pain,
failure, or other negative experiences would have been
more likely to survive threats and consequently would have
better odds of passing along their genes.22

This evolved negativity bias is yet another reason that
we aren’t always the rational animals economists have
supposed. For example, from an economic point of view, it
makes sense for me to mourn the loss of $50 just as much
as I would celebrate a gain of $50. After all, it’s the same
amount of money. Yet experiments repeatedly show that the
distress that participants feel when they lose money tends
to be greater than the joy they feel gaining the same
amount of money.2% When given a choice, people are more
likely to try to avoid loss than to try to achieve gains, a
phenomenon known as loss aversion.

loss aversion:

a phenomenon where, when given a choice, people are
more likely to try to avoid loss than to try to achieve
gains

By framing choices to emphasize losses, researchers and
policy-makers can influence people’s behavior and decision-
making.2?Z In a field experiment I did with two of my
students, Mark Costanzo and Marti Gonzales,28 we used
loss aversion to get people to invest in insulation for their
homes. In one condition, after examining each home,
energy experts gave each homeowner a detailed
description of how much money they could be saving each
year on heating bills by insulating. In the other condition,



auditors provided the same information but informed the
homeowners of how much money they were losing every
day — that doing nothing was akin to throwing money out
the window. Homeowners in the “loss” condition were
twice as likely to invest the money to insulate their homes
as those in the “save” condition.

Understanding the negativity bias shows us a way out of
it. Although some of us won the temperamental lottery and
are endowed with a happy disposition, the rest of us need
to actively seek out the positive in life, exposing ourselves
to beauty, small pleasures, and goodness in others,
precisely because it is not our automatic tendency to do
s0.22 We can learn to focus on the things we are grateful for
and do kind things for others, habits that offset the
negativity bias by generating satisfaction.32

The Mind’s Two Thinking Systems The human mind is
divided according to two forms of processing: automatic
and controlled. Automatic processing refers to the
unconscious (implicit) and involuntary operations that
guide most of our behavior: well-learned associations or
routines that our mental systems perform effortlessly,
without awareness. This is the kind of thinking that animal
brains have been doing for half a billion years — fast,
efficient responses to sensory input. We can perform many
automatic operations at once, which is why experienced
drivers can drive without consciously paying attention to all
the countless adjustments and decisions they are making
(checking the rearview mirror, being alert for other drivers
who are texting, etc.). When we read simple bits of text on
a page, detect anger in a friend’s voice, complete the
phrase “salt and ,” or categorize a person by their
race, gender, or age, we are engaged in automatic
processing.



Controlled processing, by contrast, is the conscious
(explicit) effort we make in dealing with novel problems,
such as learning to drive, solving complex math problems,
trying to remember the name of a movie, or answering a
question like “Why do you love your boyfriend?” This kind
of thinking is evolutionarily more recent, and it is tied to
the development of language. It is slower and sequential —
we process one thought after another rather than several in
parallel. In his influential book Thinking, Fast and Slow, the
Nobel prize-winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman3l
describes these two systems and spells out the implications
of their operation for a wide range of psychological
phenomena.

Most decisions involve a two-step process. Our
automatic system first produces a quick-and-dirty
assessment of reality — an intuition, a feeling, an
unthinking preference. Then, if we are motivated and if we
have access to valid information, we use more controlled or
deliberate thinking to modify the initial impressions. We do
this all the time — for example, when deciding whether an
idea is as useful as we intuitively assumed, whether a
situation is safe or dangerous, or whether our neighbor is
being thoughtless or intentionally malicious.

Because controlled processing demands more time,
focus, effort, and energy than automatic thinking, it is
prone to fatigue and distraction, and therefore we are
attracted to shortcuts. When this happens, our first
impressions and impulses may go uncorrected. Moreover,
unlike automatic processing, controlled processing cannot
do two things at once. This is why so many studies have
shown that, despite what you egocentrically believe about
your own abilities, it is impossible to multitask effectively.32
(When you are trying to text and drive, one of those actions
is going to fail.) Human beings are usually pretty proud of
our controlled-processing skills, but Jonathan Haidt33



estimates that our conscious reasoning — “the stream of
words and images of which we are fully aware” —
represents only about 1 percent of our thinking. The other
99 percent occurs outside of awareness, but that’s the
percentage, he argues, that actually governs most of our
behavior.

By understanding how evolution has shaped our
cognitive processes, we can approach social problems with
greater understanding. We turn now to some social
characteristics of our minds that are of special relevance.
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Evolution and the Social Brain

I've always been fascinated by how fascinating other
people are. We all are, actually. No one needs to be bribed
into indulging in gossip, even gossip about people they will
never meet. In fact, we pay to do it: the magazine with the
largest readership and the most advertising revenue in
America is People, a publication that shares the details of
lives of celebrities — strangers we may feel we know, but
with whom we have no relationship. People pay for People
even when they can indulge their gossip quotient on the
internet 250 times a day.

Another marker of how our brains are wired to be social
is how readily we interpret things in human terms. People
frequently see faces in unlikely places: on the surface of the
moon, on potato chips, on a slice of toast, or famously, on a
cinnamon bun, which showed the alleged face of Mother
Teresa. We connect random stimuli into meaningful
patterns, and much of the time those patterns involve

people, most likely because people are on our minds.34

In a classic demonstration of this tendency, Fritz Heider
and Marianne Simmel32 showed college students a brief
animated film in which a few geometric shapes move
around the screen, in and around a large rectangle, in
randomly determined ways. The students were simply
instructed to watch the movie and “write down what
happened.” One of the thirty-four movie watchers
described the film literally: “A large solid triangle is shown
entering a rectangle. It enters and comes out of this
rectangle, and each time the corner and one-half of one of
the sides of the rectangle form an opening.” That guy was
on his own. Nearly everyone else read more into it, telling a
story about people, like this one:



A man has planned to meet a girl, and the girl comes
along with another man. The first man tells the second
to go; the second tells the first, and he shakes his head.
Then the two men have a fight, and the girl starts to go
into the room to get out of the way and hesitates and
finally goes in. She apparently does not want to be with
the first man. The first man follows her into the room
after having left the second in a rather weakened
condition leaning on the wall outside the room. The girl
gets worried and races from one corner to the other in
the far part of the room.

This was in response to seeing a film about rectangles
and triangles! Our minds are rarely satisfied with reporting
the world as it appears. When asked what happened, we
make up stories readily and automatically. We go beyond
the information given to attribute human intentions,
motives, and personalities — even to geometric figures,
inanimate objects, and increasingly in today’s world,
robots. We treat R2-D2, Siri, and Alexa as if they were
human.

For another window on your social brain, think about
this: Where does your mind go when it goes wandering?
Where is it wandering to? What do you think about when
you are “off task”? The default mode network is a set of
interacting brain regions that are active when not directed
to a task or focused on the outside world. This network is
also active when we’re explicitly thinking about people.
That is why, when our minds wander, they typically wander
to social matters: plans we’re making with friends,
memories of loved ones, conflicts with a partner, sexual
fantasies about all kinds of people, or problems caused by
other people. We see human stories in everything because
people are never far from our thoughts.38



A lesson here is that if you want to sell a product, get
children interested in mathematics or history, or motivate
your best friend to get help for that drinking problem, tell
them a story about a person — or get them to tell one. In an
experiment led by David Hamilton,3Z two groups of college
students read statements about everyday human behaviors,
but each group received a different set of instructions. One
group was instructed to remember the information because
they would be tested later for recall; the other group was
told to form an overall impression of what the person who
was doing these things was like. This second group was not
warned about the recall rest. What happened? The
impression-formation group remembered more facts than
those who were trying to memorize facts for the recall test.
Thinking in “people terms” improves memory because
when a task is framed around people, the default mode
network gets involved, which in turn helps store the
memories.

Why Social Pain Hurts So Much “My heart is broken.”
“My feelings are hurt.” Despite the obvious differences
between a broken heart and a broken leg, the fact that
human beings talk like this suggests that social pain — the
sting of rejection, humiliation, or insult — hurts like
physical pain. Think of a time when you were rejected or
publicly shamed. It’s likely you felt this physically, a
twisting feeling in your gut, perhaps, or hotly flushed
cheeks.

It may be hard to believe this when you are suffering
after a breakup, but the ability to feel social pain had
survival value for early humans.38 Our large brains require
big heads to house them, which means that human babies
must be born relatively immature, while their heads can fit
through the birth canal. They are unable to feed or fend for
themselves while their brains and bodies develop outside



the womb. Therefore they must stay close to caregivers for
food and protection, and this kind of connection to others
remains critical throughout life to ensure safety and access
to resources. Emotional pain served the purpose of making
sure people cared when social connections were broken or
at risk; individuals untouched by separation or rejection
wouldn’t have lasted long.

Naomi Eisenberger and Matthew Lieberman32 scanned
the brains of college students with functional magnetic
resonance imaging (fMRI) — a procedure that identifies
active brain regions by tracking blood flow — while each
student played a game of three-way cyberball catch with
two other players. At one point the two other players would
exclude the scanned person from the game, no longer
tossing her the ball. The fMRI revealed a pattern of
activation in the excluded student’s brain parallel to that
seen when people endure pinpricks, electric shock, or other
experimentally induced physical pain.

This result suggests that the mental system involved
with human connectedness attached itself to the system
already involved with signaling physical pain. It explains
why insults, shunning, and name-calling are no less serious
than physical injury. Children who are rejected or teased in
school can suffer severe and enduring effects; in fact, many
adults remember experiences of rejection in childhood
much more vividly than physical punishment.22

The Us-Them Thinking of Tribal Minds Evolution has
shaped our minds to be tribal, exquisitely tuned to
categorizing other individuals as part of us or part of them.
As soon as we see an unfamiliar person, we instantly put
them in a box: Are you dangerous? Do you have hostile
intent? Are you attractive? Are you competent? Are you
cold and rejecting or warm and inviting?4l Ultimately, we
ask: Are you one of us or one of them?



It doesn’t take much to engage us-them thinking. My
son Josh loves to tell the story that many years ago, when
he and his three siblings were kids, they often competed
with one another for my wife’s and my attention or for the
last piece of pizza, or argued about whose turn it was to
empty the dishwasher; but mostly it was just four kids
pursuing their own interests and agendas. Yet outside the
house, on a family vacation or in some unfamiliar place,
they were transformed into part of a team, a family united
by an us-against-the-world feeling. An old Bedouin proverb
says, “Me against my brother, my brother and I against my
cousin, and all of us against the stranger.” This proverb
perfectly captures how our tribal minds divide the world
into gradations of us and them.

In a classic line of research, Henri Tajfel?2 explored the
effects of dividing objects and people into groups. A Polish
Jew who fought for the French army against the Nazis and
ended up in a German prisoner-of-war camp, Tajfel
developed a keen interest in social identity; later, when he
became a social psychologist, he developed social identity
theory, which described how our most important
memberships in religious, political, regional, national, or
occupational groups (e.g., Baptist, Muslim, Jewish? Texan
or Hoosier? Firefighter or nurse?) feed a sense of belonging
and self-worth and shape our thinking about people in and
beyond our group.

Tajfel’s research revealed that once we divide people
into groups, our minds automatically lead us to exaggerate
the differences between us and them, rather than notice
similarities. Whereas we tend to see people in our group —
the ingroup — as a collection of unique individuals, we
tend to see those in the outgroup as more alike — “they’re
all the same,” people often say, or “they all look alike to
me.” In fact, “they” often do look alike. That is a common
perceptual glitch: white people who evaluate a photo array



of faces will have more trouble distinguishing them from
one another if the faces are Asian or black than if they are
white. Asians have precisely the same trouble
distinguishing between the faces of blacks or whites. You
can imagine how this bias might impair accurate
eyewitness identification: White eyewitnesses are
significantly more likely to mistakenly confuse one black

person for another.43

ingroup:
our group, the one with which we identify and feel we
belong

outgroup:
a group with which we do not identify; the members of
which we tend to see as being all the same

We are also far more charitable in judging members of
our own group than when judging “them.” We not only see
people in our group as being more varied; we see our
group as being better and more deserving. This ingroup
bias confers feelings of pride and esteem: We distort our
perceptions of the world so that our group looks better
than others, and we feel better because we are part of it.

Favoring our own group may seem perfectly reasonable
given that we often choose to be in the group based on real
differences in tastes, values, beliefs, and political ideology.
Yet human beings are so naturally inclined to divide the
world into us and them that ingroup bias emerges even
when group membership is based on differences that are
trivial, even meaningless. Tajfel* randomly divided
complete strangers into groups labeled “Group X” or
“Group W.” These strangers never interacted during the
study, and their actions were completely anonymous, yet



they behaved as if those who shared their meaningless
label (X or W) were their good friends or close kin. In study
after study, on the basis of group assignment alone,
participants prefer those who share their label; they rate
them as having a more pleasant personality and more likely
to produce better work than people assigned a different
label. They even allocate more money and rewards to those
in their “group.”

Why are we so ready to discriminate so much on the
basis of so little? Because it’s in our DNA. For hunter-
gatherers, it paid to be vigilant for differences between
members of their own tribe, who might be competitors, and
for outsiders, who would likely be attackers. Coalition
formation, the grouping of individuals into teams, comes
naturally when there is a shared purpose that also benefits
each member. Cohesion among our own tribe or team was
highly adaptive because we shared resources and enjoyed
the group’s protection against constant external threats.

Unfortunately, we often let our group membership do
our thinking for us. Geoffrey Cohen and his colleagues®2
recruited a large number of self-identified liberals and
conservatives and asked them to evaluate proposals for two
welfare reform programs: one a generous program and the
other a more austere program that provided fewer benefits
to welfare recipients. As expected, liberals preferred the
generous plan and conservatives favored the more
stringent one. Next, a separate group of liberals and
conservatives looked at the same plans, which were labeled
as having been proposed either by Democrats or
Republicans. This time, group membership completely
trumped the content of the proposal: Liberals preferred the
plan they thought came from Democrats and conservatives
preferred the plans they thought came from Republicans —
regardless of the actual content they read. Objective policy
content had no effect whatsoever on the judges. Notably,



this “party over policy” effect was as strong among people
who were knowledgeable about welfare issues as it was
among people who were not. Moreover, participants
insisted they formed their attitude logically, based on the
policy alone, even though it was clear that their
preferences were driven by group affiliation.

Turn on the news and listen to political pundits
defending their party’s candidate or position, and you will
see this phenomenon play out repeatedly. (Many
Republicans in Congress spent years opposing Barack
Obama’s Affordable Care Act, even though it was almost
entirely based on a successful program implemented in
Massachusetts by Mitt Romney — a Republican.) Read
through the comments thread of any politically biased news
story, and you’ll see the same thing: the reflexive
devaluation by us of any ideas coming from them.

Such biases emerge whenever teams or groups have
competing interests, as shown in another classic study of
partisanship among fans in a football game between
Princeton and Dartmouth. The game is remembered as the
roughest and dirtiest in the history of either school.
Sometime after the game, Albert Hastorf of Dartmouth and
Hadley Cantril of Princeton4® visited both schools and
showed films of the game to students. The students were
instructed to be completely objective while watching the
film and to write down each infraction of the rules — how it
started and who was at fault. As with Cohen’s political
partisans, there was a big difference in the way students at
each university viewed this game: each side saw their
fellow students as victims rather than perpetrators of
illegal aggression. Moreover, this was no minor distortion.
Princeton students saw fully twice as many violations on
the part of the Dartmouth players as the Dartmouth
students saw.



Cognitive scientists Steven Sloman and Philip
Fernbach?? argue that we literally think in groups rather
than as rational individuals, especially in today’s complex
world, where we need the expertise of others for almost
everything we do. It may take a tribe to raise a child, but it
also takes a tribe to cure a disease or get to the moon or
design a self-driving car. From an evolutionary perspective,
relying on the knowledge of others has worked well for
human beings — except, of course, when it doesn’t.

Tribal thinking is natural, but is it inevitable? Not
necessarily. Our history is replete with shifting alliances
and attitudes rooted in us-them distinctions. An ally we
think is terrific one year can become an enemy or
competitor next year, or vice versa. As Daniel Rudkin and
Jay Van Bavel point out,28 such shifts provide hope that we
needn’t resign ourselves to a future of tribalism. We can
train ourselves to correct our hardwired automatic
impulses toward treating us as friends and them as threats.
In experiments, if group members are given the time and
motivation to apply reason and deliberation — to think
about whether it was fair to punish a member of an
outgroup — they were less apt to discriminate or act

unfairly.42
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The Central Social Motives

Human beings have many universal physical needs for
survival, but we also have certain basic social motives that
shape our thinking, emotions, and relationships. All human
beings pursue social motives to varying degrees, as
dictated by their culture, their individual personalities, and
the details of the situation. When these motives are
satisfied, we tend to feel good; when they are frustrated or
when circumstances place them in conflict, we feel
stressed, unhappy, and even less than human. Susan Fiske,
a pioneer in social cognition research, has identified a core

group of these motives.22

Belonging Of all the motives that govern social life, the
most important is belonging: our desire for stable,
meaningful connections with others.21 We long to fit in; as
we saw earlier, even a mild dose of exclusion during a game
of cyberball with two unseen strangers sets off alarms in
our brains akin to those of physical pain. College students
who recalled episodes of exclusion, or who were excluded
during a brief game in the laboratory, later rated
themselves as “less human” than students who were not
led to feel excluded.

This root social motive is the reason that long periods of
involuntary isolation are not only unpleasant; they are also
psychologically damaging, generating depression, anxiety,
and self-destructive impulses. The suicide rate is many
times higher among prisoners kept in solitary confinement
than among the total prison population; it’s truly the
cruelest of punishments.22 Craig Haney, who has studied
prisoners who have been kept for years in total isolation,



observed that “they are not sure that they exist and, if they
do, exactly who they are.”23

On a less extreme level, feeling socially disconnected
can cause people to lose the ability to regulate their
emotions and control their attention, behavior, and
impulses. Rejected, isolated students tend to do worse on
tests, eat more junk food, and behave more aggressively
than do students who feel part of a group.22 A threatened
or diminished sense of belonging also changes the way
people process and interpret information, at once making
them more open to interaction with others but also more
cautious of rejection — and thus hypersensitive to other
people’s behavior.22 It’s as if they say to themselves, “I
really want to be accepted by this group, but I'll keep an
eagle eye out for signs they don’t want me.”

The need to belong fosters conformity and smooth
relationships and generates many of our customs. Consider
music. Why has every known culture developed some form
of song, dance, rhythm, or melody? Is it a byproduct of
evolution with no special value? Given music’s universality,
that answer is unlikely. Rather, music exists everywhere
because of its power to organize individuals into a
coordinated group or team in a way that nothing else quite
can, transmitting information about a group’s mood or
intended purpose to many people at once. Think of tribal
war drums or military marches, which bring soldiers into
order and prepare them for battle. Think of how college
fight songs at sporting events pump up and organize
thousands of individual spectators into a unified crowd.
Think of how concertgoers sway in synchrony with the
music, and how all of us can be moved to tears or laughter
or dancing by our favorite songs. Music is essential
because it connects us, emotionally, with others.28



Understanding Others and Predicting Accurately
Human beings have a strong motive to be accurate in how
we read and understand people and situations, accurate
enough to navigate the world safely and in a way that
optimizes our relationships. We want to be able to predict
what will happen and make sense of the things that do
happen. When this sense-making motive is frustrated, the
uncertainty we feel can be unnerving; when a situation is
stable and certain, we can prepare, adapt, and move on.
Uncertainty keeps us in limbo, unable to brace ourselves
for what’s coming. Indeed, we feel better knowing for sure
that something bad is coming than suspecting that
something bad might happen.

In one study,2Z participants played a video game while
connected to a shock generator and a monitor of their
stress levels. They received a mild but painful shock on
their hand each time they turned over a digital rock and
found a digital snake beneath it. As some players
continued, they got better at predicting which rocks had
snakes hiding under them, and thus they could predict
when they would get a shock; they couldn’t avoid the
shock, but they knew when it was coming. But for some
players the odds of finding a snake kept changing, so the
shocks remained unpredictable. Players who were certain
that they were going to find a snake had significantly lower
stress levels than those who were uncertain.

Control Certainty, even unhappy certainty, satisfies a third
strong social motive: the need for control, the feeling that
we have the autonomy and competence to direct our own
actions and make things happen. A sense of control
contributes to our well-being because it gives us feelings of
initiative and competence to get things done. The sensation
that we lack control is unpleasant and, in the long run,
unhealthy. Bruce McEwen28 has found that humans and



other primates who are on the lower rungs of social
hierarchies — who have relatively little control over their
lives, and who can be pushed around by a larger, more
dominant monkey or by a boss — tend to suffer the most
stress-related illness and die significantly earlier than their
higher-status peers.

For many people, a sense of control is so central to well-
being that they act as though they have control when they
don’t. They are more reluctant to part with a lottery ticket
if they have chosen their own numbers, for instance, and
they believe shaking the dice vigorously in a game of craps
will yield higher numbers.

A Need to Matter Human beings have a strong motive to
feel that they are worthy, have social status in their
community, and have positive reputations. They want their
lives to matter — whether it’s to one other person, to their
families, or to the world; Fiske calls this a motive for “self-
enhancement.” Indeed, how much we admire ourselves is
directly related to how we think we are valued by others.22
This motive expresses itself in many ways, from trying to
improve ourselves, to improving our communities, to
becoming active in politics, to displaying wealth and signs
of status, to performing small acts of kindness. Conversely,
when people feel that they don’t matter — when they feel
that society doesn’t care if they live or die, if the jobs that
gave them stability and meaning are gone — the result can
be despair or angry protest. To take one example only, the
Black Lives Matter movement began as a cry by the African
American community to get the white majority to
understand that their lives and safety are as important as

white lives.80

Trust As social animals, we cannot survive without trusting
other people. Although evolution endowed us with the
negativity bias — “the bad is stronger than the good” effect



— we are highly motivated to trust that the world is safe,
benevolent, and fair. We want to feel that others will ensure
our safety, treat us with kindness, and provide us with
resources. Despite the risks of making ourselves vulnerable
by trusting, we generally do expect that others —
particularly those similar to us — will not do us harm. As
with all the social motives, people differ in how much they
trust others and the world, partly because of their
individual temperamental dispositions and partly because
of their early childhood experiences. But we are so inclined
to trust that we feel surprised, angered, and hurt when
other people cheat or deceive us. Trusting others makes
interactions simpler and more pleasant; it frees us from
worry that others are out to get us or that they will gossip
about us if we reveal our genuine selves. The Victorian
novelist George Eliot expressed this well when she wrote,
“What loneliness is lonelier than distrust?”

As we do with the other social motives, we often distort
our view of the world to satisfy our desire for trust and
maintain our underlying faith in a benevolent world. If you,
or someone you know, has been robbed, raped, attacked, or
suffered other trauma, you know how disorienting this
experience is — because, in addition to the shock and pain
of the event, it temporarily wrecks the assumption that the
world is safe, just, and fair. Our trust has been shattered. In
a common but unfortunate attempt to feel better and
assure ourselves that such a thing could never happen to
us, we may resort to blaming the victim, trying to find
reasons that the victim did something to invite such

treatment.tL

A Concluding Word on Social Motives Throughout this
book, you will see how an understanding of these social
motives provides a lens through which to view social
cognition and behavior. We do our best work when we feel



that we belong, when we can predict results, when we are
free to make choices and be in control, when we get to do
work that makes us feel useful, and when we trust our
loved ones and colleagues.52 Therefore, when people
believe things that aren’t true, or do things that seem
crazy, it’s often the case that these core motives have been
warped in some way.

In Chapter 1, I raised the question of why middle-class
teenagers with no particularly deep connection to religious
fundamentalism would leave their homes to join a terrorist
group. Who in their right mind would seek pleasure by
leaving a stable home to join ISIS, quite possibly to become
a suicide bomber? Arie Kruglanski, an expert on terrorism,
has found several commonalities among terrorists, and
three central motives stand out.83 First, they have an
intense desire to belong, to be part of a larger group that
provides them with an identity and purpose. Second, they
have a high need for certainty, order, and structure; the
black-and-white dogma of fundamentalist groups provides
them with clear answers — with the certainty they crave in
an uncertain world. Third, belonging to a terrorist group
resolves their feeling that their lives are trivial and
meaningless; it provides them with significance, an intense
feeling that their lives matter.

I want to emphasize that most human beings find ways
to fulfill these universal needs in ways compatible with
living peaceably in their societies. But for those who feel
marginalized and alienated, the need to belong and to
matter can be more precious than life itself.
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Perceiving and Explaining Our Social
Worlds

Every day of our lives, we seek to explain a great variety of
events: Why are the North Koreans behaving so erratically?
Why did that attractive person across the room ignore me?
How come I did so poorly and you did so well on the recent
essay assignment? Our explanations are often rational and
accurate, but they are also vulnerable to bias and
inaccuracy.

Attributions and Explanations: Why Do People Do
What They Do? In the mid-twentieth century, Fritz Heider
and Harold Kelley argued that people think like “naive
scientists.”%4 They might not test their hypotheses about
behavior as systematically as professional scientists do, but
they try to understand why other people act as they do. In
this goal, they make causal attributions: They want to
know what caused Joe to be mean or Jim to be generous.
Do these guys always behave selfishly or generously, or did
the situation influence their actions?

Let’s say you and a friend are walking across campus
when you see your classmate Margaux kissing Scott. “Why
is she doing that?” your friend asks you. “I thought she
hated him.” According to attribution theory, people make
one of two kinds of causal explanations before they answer:
One explanation has to do with the person’s typical
personality (a dispositional attribution); the other has to
do with the situation the person is in (a situational
attribution). Does Margaux go around kissing almost
everyone at the drop of a hat? If so, you would probably
conclude that she kissed Scott because she is a highly
affectionate person. That is a dispositional attribution: You



are inferring that a person is behaving in a particular way
because of something internal to that person, such as a
personality trait or motive.

attribution theory:

a theory that describes the way in which people explain
the causes of their own and other people’s behavior

But suppose you learn that almost everybody kisses
Scott. Now you might infer that Margaux kissed Scott
because Scott is a kissable guy — a situational attribution
for her behavior. Finally, if Margaux kisses only Scott and
no one else kisses Scott, the distinctiveness of the kissing is
likely due to some special relationship between them; you
will probably conclude that either they are in love or Scott
has done something especially deserving of a kiss.

This kind of attributional analysis can be extremely
useful and can help us with far weightier decisions than
determining why one person kisses another. Teachers must
figure out why students struggle. Juries must decide a
defendant’s innocence or guilt. Nations must decide how to
respond to the provocations of other nations. In all such
cases, the attributions that we make will have powerful
consequences. For that reason, social psychologists have
identified a number of influences on our attributions and
explanations: the fundamental attribution error, self-
fulfilling prophecies, and self-serving biases.

The Fundamental Attribution Error The term
fundamental attribution error refers to a human
tendency to overestimate the importance of personality or
dispositional factors relative to situational or environmental
influences when describing and explaining why people do
what they do.%5 If you try to explain why your classmate



has stopped studying and is coasting through classes, you
will probably reach for a reason in his or her personality:
“She’s gotten lazy” or “He’s not as smart as I thought.” As
a result, though, you may come to believe that your
classmate just is that way consistently, rather than
temporarily suffering from an external problem, such as a
parent’s illness.

fundamental attribution error:

the tendency to overestimate the general importance of
personality or dispositional factors relative to situational
or environmental influences when describing or
explaining the cause of social behavior

One critical aspect of the situation is the social role we
happen to be playing at any given time. A clever
experiment by Lee Ross, Teresa Amabile, and Julia
Steinmetz illustrates how we underestimate the power of
roles in explaining behavior.6® They set up a quiz show
format in which they randomly assigned participants to one
of two roles: (1) a questioner, whose task was to prepare
difficult questions for (2) a contestant, whose task was to
answer them. An observer watched this simulated quiz
show and then estimated the questioner’s and the
contestant’s general knowledge. Try to put yourself in the
role of the observer. What do you see? You most likely will
see one very smart, knowledgeable person and one rather
dimwitted, ignorant person. But notice how these two roles
constrain the behavior of the participants. The questioner
will strive to come up with difficult questions based on
esoteric knowledge: “In what baseball park did Babe Ruth
hit his second-to-last home run?” “What is the capital city
of Lithuania?” and “What is the date of Thomas Jefferson’s
death?”



By simply asking these questions, the questioner looks
smart. The poor contestant is faced with answering them
and is bound to miss plenty of them, making him or her
look a little dumb. And that is exactly what Ross and his
colleagues found. The observers felt that the questioners
were far more knowledgeable than the contestants.
However, since everyone was randomly assigned to their
roles, it is extremely unlikely that all of the questioners
were actually smarter and more knowledgeable than all of
the contestants. And here is the kicker: Even though the
observers knew that the participants had been randomly
assigned to these roles, they nonetheless failed to
acknowledge the impact of these social roles in making
their judgments about the quiz show participants. They fell
smack into the trap of attributing what they saw to
personal dispositions.

The fundamental attribution error has consequences in
our personal, romantic lives, too. If your partner does
something thoughtless, for example, you could make a
dispositional attribution (“My partner is an inconsiderate
slob; we need to break up”) or a situational attribution
(“My partner must be under incredible pressure at work;
we need a vacation”). Guess which attribution leads to
happier relationships?

Attributions also underlie beliefs about social issues and
their solutions. Many Americans regard a person using food
stamps at a supermarket as being unwilling to work: “If she
just tried harder, she could get a job.” Or they might say a
convicted burglar “must be a terrible, heartless human
being.” Both descriptions could be accurate, but they blind
us to the possibility that we are making the fundamental
attribution error. Many factors other than personality traits
can explain why a person is poor or commits a crime,
including lack of job opportunities, illiteracy, an economic
recession, or growing up in a dysfunctional family.



I am not saying that criminals shouldn’t be held
accountable for their actions. And I am definitely not saying
that dispositional factors such as laziness, heartlessness, or
viciousness don’t exist. They do! But focusing on personal
rather than situational factors will result in different
policies for reducing poverty and crime. The attribution
“this criminal is inherently evil” will lead us to support
policies of spending more money on prisons and doling out
longer, crueler prison sentences. Perceiving the causes of
crime as due largely to unemployment, poor role models,
and illiteracy will result in policies like increased spending
for better schools and tax credits to businesses that invest
in poverty-stricken areas.

At the very least, our knowledge of the fundamental
attribution error should alert us to the possibility that our
attributions may not always be correct. By directing us to
consider situational forces, it reminds us that we ourselves
might be caught in situations that cause us to behave badly.
We should take seriously the motto of the English
Protestant reformer John Bradford: “There, but for the
grace of God, go I.”

Attributions for Success and Failure — and the Self-
Fulfilling Prophecy Of all the attributions we make, those
about success and failure are among the most important,
because they affect our sense of control. When children
have trouble in school or fail their tests, the explanations
they tell themselves and others about the reasons will
determine whether they continue to fail — or eventually
succeed.

When we make dispositional attributions for
performance, we locate the cause inside of us, blaming
success or failure on our personalities, abilities, or effort.
When we make situational attributions for the same thing,
we locate the cause in the difficulty of the task or the



conditions under which the task was performed. If you fail
a math test, you can conclude that your failure was caused
by something internal, in you (“I’m bad at math”; “I didn’t
try hard enough”) or external (“The test was unbelievably
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hard or tricky”; “The room was so noisy I couldn’t focus”).

Over time, people develop a habitual pattern of
explaining their successes and failures, and this pattern —
called their explanatory style — affects their sense of
control and emotional well-being.Z People who have a
pessimistic explanatory style are relentlessly gloomy,
because they think that the cause of their troubles
permeates their lives, can’t be changed, and will haunt
them forever (“I'm just awful at everything, and nothing I
do will ever change that”). People who have an optimistic
explanatory style attribute unfortunate events to causes
that are external, situational, and within their control:
“Yeah,” they might say, “I blew that particular math test,
but I can study harder next time and get better. Besides,
that was a really hard test, and I did well on my other
exams.”

You can see how these attributions can lead to full-
fledged narratives that set us up for future success or
which occurs when we act on our initial attribution of our
behavior and then behave in a way to confirm it: “I failed
that test, so I'm stupid. Therefore I won’t study. Therefore,
I will fail. See? I told you I was stupid.” But we could also
create a positive self-fulfilling prophecy: “I failed that test,
so clearly I didn’t work hard enough. Therefore, I will study
harder and make sure I understand the material.
Therefore, I will do better. See? I told you I could.”

self-fulfilling prophecy:



the process that occurs when people (1) have an
expectation about what another person is like, which
then (2) influences how they act toward that person, and
(3) causes that person to behave in a way that confirms
those people’s original expectations

Self-fulfilling prophecies apply to our attributions about
other people, too: We think they are stupid, so we treat
them as if they are stupid, and then they behave in ways to
fulfill our prophecy that they are stupid. In a classic
experiment that illuminated this sad cycle, Robert
Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson®® planted a false stereotype
in the heads of schoolteachers, and the resulting
attributions that the teachers made about their students
influenced how well the children did. In this study, the
experimenters first gave an IQ test to all the children in an
elementary school. After the tests were scored, 20 percent
of the children from each class were chosen at random. The
teachers were informed that the test had indicated that
these students were “bloomers,” on the verge of making
significant intellectual gains over the coming year. This
completely false information gave the teachers a positive
expectation about some of their students. Then the
researchers simply sat back and watched. At the end of the
year, they administered the IQ test again.

Overall, all the children made considerable IQ gains over
the year, yet those labeled as “bloomers” made significantly
larger gains than the children not labeled bloomers.
Apparently, the teachers, believing that the bloomers would
bloom, paid more attention to them, treated them more
respectfully, and made the children feel more confident of
their abilities. In turn, the children fulfilled the teachers’
positive expectations.

This effect was primarily found in first and second
grades, which suggests that children are particularly



susceptible to their teachers’ expectations of them when
they are new to school and their academic self-concepts are
still forming. In later grades, the score differences were
smaller or nonexistent. However, for students belonging to
minority groups, the impact of teacher expectations was
larger and spanned more grades, suggesting that minority
status leaves children especially sensitive to the way their

teachers treat them.82
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The Effects of Context on Social
Judgments

A basic principle of social cognition is that all judgment is
relative; how we perceive and think about a person or an
event depends on its social context. “Social context” is a
pretty big term, though, so here I want to explore some
ways that the outside world gets into our minds and
influences the way we make decisions and explain behavior.

Contrast Effects and Social Comparisons An object can
appear to be better or worse than it is, depending on what
we compare it with. Most salespeople implicitly understand
this, and some act on it. Let me take you house shopping
with a real estate agent. The first stop is a tiny two-
bedroom house sitting on a smallish lot. The house needs a
new coat of paint; the interior is in disarray; the linoleum in
the kitchen is buckling; the living room carpet is worn and
smells bad. When the realtor tells you the asking price, you
are stunned: “Holy cow! They want that much for this
place? Who’d be dumb enough to pay so much for this
shack?” Certainly not you, and probably not anyone else.
Now the agent takes you to an average-looking house. How
do you suppose that viewing that dilapidated house first
might influence your evaluation of the second one? Right
you are. The dilapidated house is a decoy, designed to
influence your perception of the next ones.

On most restaurant wine lists, you’ll typically find a wide
price range for each variety of wine. Let’s say there are
four merlots, at $14, $35, $70, and $170 per bottle.
Although the restaurant may not sell much of the $170
wine, its existence makes the other wines look cheaper by
comparison. And because most people don’t want to appear



cheap by ordering the least expensive bottle on the list, the
strategic placement of the outrageously pricey decoy
allows the restaurant to jack up the price of the second-
and third-cheapest bottles, charging you a good deal more

than they are worth.Z2

The principle behind the use of such decoys is the
contrast effect, a change in how good something looks to
you in contrast to a similar item. In contrast to the
overpriced shack, the average-looking house with the
average price is a great find; in contrast to a $170 bottle of
wine, the pricey $70 dollar bottle seems just right. When
any object is contrasted with something similar but not as
good (or as pretty, or as tall, or as inexpensive), it is judged
to be prettier, taller, or a better bargain than would
normally be the case. In Jonathan Swift’s classic novel
Gulliver’s Travels, the hero, a man of normal height, was
regarded as a giant when traveling among the residents of
Lilliput but a dwarf when traveling among the actual giants
of Brobdingnag.

contrast effect:

an object appears to be better or worse than it is,
depending on the quality of the objects with which it is
compared

Contrast effects can be strategically used to great effect.
A used-car dealer may place an old clunker on the lot to
improve the appearance of the autos in its immediate
vicinity. A presidential candidate may select a vice-
presidential running mate of lesser stature to enhance the
positive perception of his or her own presidential qualities.
Often we do not pay much attention to the influence of
context, much less question the validity of the alternatives
presented. This enhances the power of “context makers,”



such as politicians, advertisers, and sales agents: The
context they create influences our perceptions and
judgments, lulling us into decisions that we might not
otherwise make.

Important judgments we make about ourselves can also
be influenced by contrast effects. One of the most potent
sources of information about ourselves is social
comparison, the process by which we evaluate our
abilities, achievements, attitudes, and other attributes by
comparing ourselves to others. Depending on whom we
compare ourselves to, the results can be informative,
comforting, inspiring, or deflating. That’s why many high
school valedictorians experience a dip in self-esteem when
they arrive at an elite college and find themselves
surrounded by other former high school valedictorians. No
longer the smartest kid around, they can feel unintelligent
merely by being average in the new context.Z! Similarly,
when young women look at images of models in the media,
they later rate themselves as less attractive than if shown
images of more average-looking women.”2 And many
people suffer from the “Facebook blues,” the vague
depression that follows from checking on friends and
learning how perfect their lives are — or seem to be with
all those vacations they take, the cute puppies they have,
their perfect families, the parties, etc.Z3

social comparison:

the process by which we evaluate our abilities,
achievements, attitudes, and other attributes by
comparing ourselves to others

Sonja Lyubomirsky once observed that social
comparisons are primarily to blame for feelings of
inadequacy and discontent. No matter how good your



situation, after all, there will always be someone who can
provide an unfavorable contrast — someone with a stronger
body, more athletic skills, more Facebook friends, a bigger
paycheck, or a larger yacht. Social comparisons cannot be
avoided; they arise automatically and effortlessly. When she
compared the social cognitions of happy and unhappy
people, Lyubomirsky found that the happiest people
evaluate themselves not by paying attention to what other
people are doing but by tuning into and consulting their
own internal standards of success.”4 We can also avoid
painful comparisons with others by cultivating what Carol
Dweck calls a growth mindset, the belief in the human
ability to grow and the commitment to self-improvement.
We can, she says, learn to see other people as sources of
inspiration and knowledge rather than as opportunities to
feel inadequate.Z2

Schemas and Priming The human effort to make sense of
the world and explain other people’s actions often runs into
a wall of ambiguity, and faced with ambiguity, people will
come up with different stories about what’s going on. What
influences the stories they tell?

As cognitive misers, we are prone to organize and
retrieve information by way of schemas, mental models of
the world. Schemas can be stereotypes, categories,
expectations, attitudes, and mindsets. While most of us
within a culture have shared schemas, every individual
develops habitual leanings in the way they construe social
information. Our memories, feelings, and beliefs about
ourselves and the world eventually form an integrated
whole. Thus, some of us see the world through rose-colored
glasses (as we saw, they have an optimistic explanatory
style), while others see it in hostile or depressive terms.
These schemas about ourselves lead us to interpret the
world around us in characteristic and consequential ways.



Schemas can be activated through priming, the use of
subtle cues that direct our thinking. A classic study by Tory
Higgins, William Rholes, and Carl Jones illustrates the role
of priming in the formation of impressions about other
people.Z8 In their experiment, college students participated
in two apparently different research projects: one on
perception and one on reading comprehension. The first
experiment served to prime different trait categories; some
of the students were asked to remember a list of positive
traits (adventurous, self-confident, independent, and
persistent), and the others were asked to remember a list
of negative traits (reckless, conceited, aloof, and stubborn).
Five minutes later, as part of what they were led to believe
was an unrelated study of reading comprehension, students
read a paragraph about a fictitious person named Donald
and answered questions about him.

priming:

a procedure based on the notion that ideas that have
been recently encountered or frequently activated are
more likely to come to mind and thus will be used in
interpreting social events

The paragraph was ambiguous. It described Donald
doing things that, depending on your point of view, could
be interpreted as either adventurous or reckless (e.qg.,
skydiving), either self-confident or conceited (he believes in
his abilities), either independent or aloof (he doesn’t rely
on anyone), and either persistent or stubborn (he doesn’t
often change his mind). The students then described
Donald in their own words and rated how much they liked
him. When the students had been primed by reading
negative traits, they characterized Donald in negative



terms and saw him as less likeable than when they had
been primed to think in positive categories.

Most of the time, reality is like the Donald story: open to
interpretation. Priming studies demonstrate that recent
events or cues in the current environment can color our
perceptions in predictable ways. In one study, police
officers and juvenile probation officers read a story about a
teenager whose race was unspecified, but who was alleged
to have committed a crime. Half of the officers had been
unobtrusively primed with words related to black people
(“homeboy,” “Harlem”) and the other half to neutral words.
The first group judged the child to be older, more culpable,
and more likely to get into trouble, and they recommended
harsher punishment for him. Simply activating a racial
schema set these professionals up to be biased in regarding
the teenager as a troublemaker.”Z

Stories covered in the media also “prime” viewers to
regard them as the most serious issues of the day.Z8 By
making certain issues and concepts mentally accessible,
the media set the public’s political and social agendas. As
political scientist Bernard Cohen?? observed, “The mass
media may not be successful much of the time in telling
people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in
telling its readers what to think about.”

The Power of the Primacy Effect Another way that the
social context affects what people think is deceptively
simple but quite effective. “Put your best foot forward”
turns out to be excellent advice; the things we learn first
about a person are especially influential. In an early
experiment, Solomon Asch&? had college students read
descriptive sentences such as the following, and then rate
the person described in each sentence.



a. Steve is intelligent, industrious, impulsive, critical,
stubborn, and envious.

b. Steve is envious, stubborn, critical, impulsive,
industrious, and intelligent.

The two sentences contain exactly the same information
about Steve; however, the first option puts the positive
traits first, whereas the second option puts them last.
Students rated Steve more positively when he was
described with the first sentence. This is called the
primacy effect, referring to the fact that early information
has more influence than later information. When you
describe yourself on social media or on a job or graduate
school application, the words you use first can say as much
about you as which words you use. Naturally, primacy
effects can be misleading; what people learn first about you
in real life may not be the most important things about you.
Yet what comes first in the narrative they hear about you
often determines how they respond to you. Thus, if you
write in a job application that physics was your favorite
subject in college, the employer is likely to come away with
a somewhat different picture of you — scientific, studious,
maybe a little nerdy — if you reveal this fact early in the
essay rather than at the end.

primacy effect:

the effect that occurs when information encountered first
has more impact on our impressions or beliefs than
subsequent information

The primacy effect has been corroborated many times in
different ways. In experiments by Edward Jones and his
colleagues,8l participants observed an individual taking an
intelligence test consisting of 30 items. In each case, the



person answered 15 of the 30 questions correctly. However,
sometimes the person started out “hot” — answering a lot
of questions correctly at the beginning — and then declined
in performance; at other times, the person started out slow,
answering only a few questions correctly at first, and then
answering most of the final items correctly. The students
who started out “hot” were rated as being more intelligent
than those who started out slowly, despite the fact that all
of them answered the same number of questions correctly.

Of course, sometimes we are not simply sitting back,
passively observing the people we are judging; we are
interacting with them and actively influencing them, and
we may have motives that shape our perceptions. Teachers
judge the intelligence of their students, but they are also
teaching and influencing those whom they are judging. An
interesting exception to the primacy effect was discovered
in an experiment by Joshua Aronson and Edward Jones,22 in
which college students coached performers who were
trying to solve a set of anagrams. Half of the coaches were
promised a reward if they could raise their performers’
scores; the other coaches were promised a reward for
improving their performers’ ability to solve anagrams so
that they would do better on anagrams in the future.
During the coaching session, the performers followed a
script. Half did extremely well at the beginning and then
declined; the others started slowly and then improved. The
total score was identical; only the pattern differed. Those
coaches who were motivated to maximize their performer’s
score rated them as more intelligent when their early
performance was good. That’s the primacy effect at work:
They wanted to help their students to do well and, after the
first few trials, concluded that their students were
intelligent — regardless of their later performance. But
those coaches who were motivated to improve their
performers’ ability to solve anagrams rated as more



intelligent those who started poorly but ended up doing
well. In other words, they were more impressed with
increases in performance than with a fast start.

Such findings suggest that if teachers are invested in the
long-term development of their students (rather than
focused on how well they will do on the next test), they
should resist making a snap judgment based on a first
impression. The Aronson and Jones experiment
demonstrates that primacy effects are not inevitable,
particularly if we are motivated to pay careful attention.
But the tendency toward cognitive miserliness means that
first impressions form quickly and endure.
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Navigating Our Social Worlds:

Heuristics and Memories

As I noted at the beginning of this chapter, we often rely on
automatic processing — our intuition — to make sense of
the flood of information that comes our way. To help us do
this efficiently, our minds usually rely on heuristics,
mental operations that provide rules of thumb that guide
problem solving and making judgments.23 Heuristics
require little conscious thought; we go through life,
mindlessly applying them to the issue at hand. Usually, they
are efficient shortcuts, but as with all human cognitive
skills, sometimes they lead us astray.

heuristics:

mental shortcuts that provide general rules of thumb to
guide problem-solving and decision-making

Let’s look at three of the most common heuristics: the
representativeness heuristic, the availability heuristic, and
the affect heuristic.

The Representativeness Heuristic When we focus on
surface similarities to make inferences, we are using the
representativeness heuristic. We know that high-quality
products are often costly; therefore, if something is
expensive, we infer that it’s better than something cheaper.
My friend Oliver will always choose an expensive wine,
assuming that he will like it better than a less costly one.
He is using only one source of information (price) from
among the many others that he might have focused on.




Similarly, when choosing a cereal, we’'re apt to rely on
its packaging to infer how healthy it is. Lucky Charms
comes in a red box adorned with a cartoon leprechaun
sprinkling sugar that looks like twinkling stars over pink
and purple marshmallow bits. But 100 Percent Natural
Granola comes in a box featuring a bowl of light brown
cereal set against a wood-grain background with stalks of
unprocessed grains, and its name says “natural.” Is it
healthier than Lucky Charms? No.24 Consumer Reports
found that young rats, which have nutritional requirements
remarkably similar to those of humans, thrived on a diet of
Lucky Charms, whereas a diet of 100 Percent Natural
Granola actually stunted their growth. The fine print on the
box accurately reported all of its unhealthy contents, but
the packaging itself falsely represented the contents as
being healthy. That’s the representativeness heuristic in
action.

The Availability Heuristic The availability heuristic is
the tendency to predict the likelihood of an event, or judge
how risky it is, based on how easy it is to bring specific
examples to mind. Do more people in the United States die
from shark attacks or from falling airplane parts? Do more
people die from fires or drowning? Who kills more
Americans, terrorists or toddlers? The overwhelming
majority of people answer that deaths from shark attacks
and fires are more common than deaths from falling
airplane parts and drowning. Yet both answers are wrong.
And despite the widespread fear of terrorism in America,
current statistics show that people are far more likely be
fatally shot by a toddler than to die in a terrorist attack.
The wrong answers, however, are more “available” in our
minds, because of the vivid images we have seen or can
imagine of scary sharks, terrorists, and fires. Whatever
comes to mind most readily will intuitively feel more likely
to occur, even if these events are rare. We mistake their



availability in memory for their frequency in the world.
Shark attacks may be rare, but they are terrifying and easy
to visualize.

availability heuristic:

a mental rule of thumb that refers to judgments that are
based on how easy it is for us to bring specific examples
to mind

Priming can increase the images that are available to us.
If you ask people to estimate the number of violent crimes
committed each year in the United States, you will get very
different answers, depending on how much media they
consume and what shows they watch. TV news is often
based on the mantra “If it bleeds, it leads” — the latest
disaster, shooting, or other tragedy will start the show.
Because crime and violence play such a dominant role in
the media, often gruesomely depicted at that, viewers’
cognitive availability of crime increases. That’s why people
who consume crime dramas and television news tend to
vastly overestimate the crime rate. The more they watch,
the more fearful they become.82

The availability heuristic also affects how we see
ourselves and the things we believe. If we can remember
and process information fluently or easily, it seems “truer”
to us than if we have to struggle to assess its veracity. In a
simple demonstration, people who read arguments printed
in a clear, easy-to-read font were more likely to believe
what they read than those who read the same words
printed in a blurry, hard-to-read font.8% Statements that
rhyme or “roll off the tongue” are judged to be truer than
statements that say the same thing but are less felicitous.8Z

And the more familiar we are with a statement or idea,
the more available it is to us. Simply hearing a statement



repeated over and over — even the basest lie — makes it
more familiar to people, increasing their belief that if it is
familiar, it must be true. The availability heuristic is usually
benign and often useful, but it has a dark disadvantage
when it leads us to decide what is true and right not based
on a claim’s logical merit but on its ease of retrieval: an
unintended hazard of the internet is that everything from
conspiracy claims to pseudoscientific medical advice,
endlessly repeated, can flourish unchecked. As William
James said in 1890, “There is nothing so absurd that it
cannot be believed as truth if repeated often enough.” This
observation was implemented by the Nazi propaganda
machine and became known as the Big Lie.

The Affect Heuristic Do I like this person? How do I feel
about that idea? Our feelings are valuable sources of
information so when we tap into our feelings to shape our
evaluations of people or ideas, we are using an affect
heuristic. If you're in a bad mood, you are likely to
evaluate a job candidate more negatively than if you're in a
happy mood. If something makes you aware of your good or
bad mood before you make the judgment, however, your
mood is less likely to influence your appraisal.88

Our enduring feelings about people influence how we
judge their actions. Anthony Pratkanis once asked college
students to identify which of two statements about former
president Ronald Reagan was true:

a. Reagan maintained an A average at Eureka College.

b. Reagan never achieved above a C average at Eureka
College.

Few students actually knew what Reagan’s college
grades were; their answers depended on their feelings
about him. Students who liked Reagan were more likely to
think he was an A student; those who disliked him believed



he was a C student. This phenomenon is sometimes called
the halo effect, a bias in which a favorable or unfavorable
feeling colors specific inferences and future expectations
about a person. We likewise look inward and consult our
feelings to predict how others will act. If we don’t know the
people involved, we usually assume that they will feel as we
feel and do as we do, and that they will agree with us on
any issue.

The affect heuristic can be beneficial — for example, by
allowing us to act quickly in an uncertain or dangerous
situation. But it can also mislead us by preventing us from
accurately assessing risk. One ingenious field study looked
at how people in France responded to the “mad cow” crisis
that occurred years ago. (Mad cow disease affects the brain
and can be contracted by eating meat from contaminated
cows.) Whenever newspaper articles reported the dangers
of “mad cow disease,” beef consumption fell during the
following month. But when news articles, reporting the
same dangers, used the technical names of the disease —
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease and bovine spongiform
encephalopathy — beef consumption stayed the same. The
alarming label caused people to reason emotionally and to
overestimate the danger. And after all, the image of a “mad
cow” — that placid creature running amok! — is highly
“available” cognitively. But during the entire period of the
supposed crisis, only six people in France were diagnosed
with the disease.82

When Do We Use Heuristics? Fortunately, we do not
have to rely on cognitive shortcuts. When buying cereal, we
can carefully read the ingredients on the cereal box or
consult the web; when we vote, we can carefully reason
about an issue and study the record and accomplishments
of a politician; and we can strive to avoid the confirmation
bias by gathering evidence from impartial sources we don’t



normally rely on. By being aware of how these heuristics
can cause us to make wrong choices, we can take steps to
counteract them. Psychologists have identified several
conditions under which we are more likely to rely on
heuristics rather than rational decision making:22

« when we don’t have time to think carefully about an
issue;

« when we are so overloaded with information that it
becomes impossible to process the information fully;

 when the issues at stake are not very important to us;

« when we lack the required knowledge for making a
reasoned decision; and

 when we let our emotions and wishful thinking get in
the way.
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Mental Time Travel: Biases in
Predicting the Future and Recalling
the Past

Sometimes it seems that human beings spend half their
time thinking about the past and the other half imagining
the future. Either way, we make mistakes.

Constructive Prediction Predicting how certain outcomes
will make us feel determines the goals we set and the risks
we are willing to take. Indeed, whenever we seek to get
something (whether it is a sandwich, a job, or a divorce),
we are essentially making a bet that getting it will make us
happy, or at least happier. Yet we often make predictions
about ourselves that are dead wrong.21 We overestimate
the emotional impact of future events and how long our
reactions will last, whether the events are positive or
negative.

In one study, college students were asked how happy or
unhappy they imagined they would feel after being
randomly assigned to live in a dorm they thought was
“desirable” or “undesirable.” The students predicted that
their dorm assignments would have a huge impact on their
overall level of happiness and that being assigned to an
undesirable dorm would essentially wreck their satisfaction
for the whole year. In fact, one year later, everyone had
nearly identical levels of happiness no matter where they
were living. Perhaps the undesirable dorms turned out,
unexpectedly, to have cool people living in them? No. The
students had focused on the wrong factors when
forecasting their future feelings of happiness; they had
placed far more importance on what the dorm looked like
and on its location than on its inhabitants. But, in fact, it’s



people who make a place fun or unpleasant to live in, and
all of the dorms had likable people in them. Because the
students could not foresee this, or how much they would
like their new dormmates, they mispredicted their future

happiness.22

Why do we mispredict? One reason is that we adjust to
both happy and sad events in our lives, but we fail to
recognize our powers of adjustment when we mentally
construct what our futures will look and feel like. Another
reason is that when we imagine the future, we tend to
focus only upon the event in question and fail to consider
all the other things that will undoubtedly occur at the same
time to take the sting out of failure or to dilute our
happiness. So we imagine that marriage, winning the
lottery, or becoming famous will keep us giddy with
happiness for a long time, or that losing a job or being
jilted will devastate us forever, despite the fact that the
pleasure or pain these events bring will fade with time.

Our inability to forecast the future can cause trouble,
especially when we make plans way in advance. “What was
I thinking when I thought it would be a good idea to take
three science classes in the same semester? I'm drowning
in work here!” When viewed from today, the future looks
different from the present, in much the same way that
objects look smaller from a distance. We imagine the future
at an abstract level, and we are more concerned with how
desirable our prediction is than with how feasible it is.
From a distance, you might think it sounds like a great idea
to take three science classes in the same semester and get
a big jump ahead on your major, but you are probably not
thinking of how hard that might be, logistically and
pragmatically. In a study conducted by Nira Liberman and
Yaacov Trope,22 students were more likely to make a
decision about whether or not to attend a concert based on
how much they thought they would enjoy the concert



rather than on how feasible attending the concert would
be. (Could they afford the tickets? How difficult would it be
to get there?) This disregard for feasibility leads to
ineffectual planning. When you make plans, you can save
yourself a lot of grief if you are mindful of the human
tendency to construe the future as rosier than the present.

Reconstructive Memory People love to believe that
memories are accurately embedded or buried somewhere
in the mind and can be recalled through drugs or hypnosis.
Unfortunately, there’s no exact recording of past events in
our memories that we can access with a rewind button nor,
to use that incorrect computer metaphor, are they digitally
encoded. On the contrary, remembering is a
reconstructive process. Our memories are most strongly
influenced not by what actually happened in the past but by
what we are thinking about those events in the present. We
recreate our memories from bits and pieces of actual
events filtered through and modified by our notions of what
might have been, what should have been, or the way we
would like things to have been.

Our memories are undergoing constant revision, and
they are influenced by what other people tell us about the
past event, by photos, and by hearsay. Elizabeth Loftus, a
prominent cognitive psychologist, has conducted a
fascinating program of research on reconstructive
memory,2? investigating how suggestive questioning, with
the most subtle of words, can influence memory and
subsequent eyewitness testimony. In one of her
experiments,22 Loftus showed people a film depicting a
multiple-car accident. After the film, some were asked,
“About how fast were the cars going when they smashed
into each other?” Others were asked the same question,
but the word smashed was replaced by the word hit. Those
who were asked about smashing cars, as opposed to hitting



cars, estimated that the cars were going significantly
faster. Moreover, a week after seeing the film, they were
more likely to state, erroneously, that there was broken
glass at the accident scene. In another study, Loftus
showed students a series of slides depicting an accident
involving an automobile and a pedestrian.2® In a critical
slide, a green car was shown driving past the accident.
Immediately after viewing the slides, half of the students
were asked, “Did the blue car that drove past the accident
have a ski rack on the roof?” The other half were asked this
same question but with the word blue deleted. Those who
were asked about the “blue” car were more likely to claim
incorrectly that they had seen a blue car. A simple word
change in the question had altered their memories.

Autobiographical Memory Memory is not only
reconstructive when it involves quick, snapshot-like events,
such as the details of an automobile accident, but also
when it involves something more enduring, such as our
own history. Major distortions occur over time, and these
revisions of autobiographical memory are not random.
Rather, we construct memories to fit the picture we have of
ourselves. Thanks to the confirmation bias, we are more
likely to recall memories that confirm our belief.

For example, when people have a narrative of their
childhoods as having been unhappy, any events that violate
that picture (say, that great family vacation at Disney
World) will be more difficult to recall than events that
support it. If they have good relationships with their
parents now, their childhood memories will be sweeter than
they felt at the time (say, they forget how really mad they
were at their parents for not being allowed to go to Disney
World with a childhood friend). Over the years, as people
seek out memories that confirm their current beliefs about
their parents and reject and forget those that “don’t fit,”



their memories become increasingly coherent and less
accurate. In this manner, all of us rewrite our personal
histories. It is not necessarily that we are lying about our
past; it is simply that we misremember in a way that fits
with our schemas.2?

Elizabeth Loftus has carried this line of research a step
further. She has shown that it is possible — indeed,
relatively easy — to plant false memories of childhood
experiences in the minds of young adults merely by having
a close relative talk about these events as fact.28 For
example, if a young man’s older sister said to him,
“Remember the time when you were five years old and you
got lost for several hours at the University City shopping
mall? And you went into a panic — and an old man tried to
help you? When we discovered you, you were holding the
old man’s hand and crying.” Within a few days of hearing
such a story, most people will have incorporated that
planted false memory into their own history, will have
embroidered it with details (“Oh, yeah, the old man who
helped me was wearing a flannel shirt”), and will be
absolutely certain that it happened — when, in fact, it
didn’t.

One of the striking findings in this research is how the
affect heuristic can be immensely misleading when it
comes to memories. People can feel absolutely confident
that planted memories are real, and be absolutely wrong.
In study after study, confidence in a memory turns out to be
a poor guide to its authenticity.22

I find one aspect of autobiographical memory is
especially useful to students. Recall the discussion of the
egocentric bias? There’s a lesson in here for you: One of
the best ways to recall material from this book is to relate it
to your personal experiences — to think how it applies to
you.
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Living with the Cognitive Miser
Within

I don’t want you to come away from reading this chapter
with the impression that human beings are wholly and
hopelessly irrational. The take-home message is that we are
born with the ability to be both irrational and rational, and
that even our biases can be adaptive. Being a cognitive
miser brings us an array of benefits, but these benefits
come with a price tag: a somewhat distorted picture of
yourself and the world. As long as sticking with our initial
way of seeing things and making decisions doesn’t get us
into big trouble, our cognitive miserliness can get us
through the day with maximum efficiency and minimal
effort.

Steve Jobs, the legendary founder of Apple, was said to
have had a “reality distortion field” that enabled him to see
and remember things as he wished, including a faith in his
ability to make “insanely great” products that people would
stand in line for.19% Without his optimism, combined with
creativity and relentless perfectionism, Apple might have
folded before developing the iPhone, which made Apple the
world’s most valuable company. But the same “reality
distortion field” that kept Jobs innovating also led him to
delay medical treatment for his pancreatic cancer, which
was diagnosed at an early, treatable stage. He believed that
he could cure it with a vegan diet. He could not.

For me personally, one of the most fascinating aspects of
the social animal is the need to see ourselves as good,
smart, and sensible people — and to observe how this need
frequently leads us to do things and adopt beliefs that are
neither good nor smart nor sensible. The human tendency



for self-justification is so important and multifaceted that it
deserves a chapter all to itself. I turn to that chapter now.
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3 Self-Justification
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Saul Steinberg, Untitled drawing, ink on paper.
Originally published in The New Yorker, February 16, 1963.



Picture the following scene: A young man named Sam is
being hypnotized. The hypnotist gives Sam a posthypnotic
suggestion, telling him that, when the clock strikes 4:00, he
will (1) go to the closet, get his raincoat and galoshes, and
put them on; (2) grab an umbrella; (3) walk eight blocks to
the supermarket and purchase six bottles of bourbon; and
(4) return home. Sam is told that, as soon as he reenters
his apartment, he will “snap out of it” and be himself again.

When the clock strikes 4:00, Sam immediately heads for
the closet, dons his raincoat and galoshes, grabs his
umbrella, and trudges out the door on his quest for
bourbon. There are a few strange things about this errand:
(1) it is a sunshiny day without a cloud in the sky; (2) there
is a liquor store half a block away that sells bourbon for the
same price as the supermarket eight blocks away; and (3)
Sam doesn’t drink.

Sam arrives home, opens the door, reenters his
apartment, snaps out of his trance, and discovers himself
standing there in his raincoat and galoshes, with his
umbrella in one hand and a huge sack of liquor bottles in
the other. He looks momentarily confused. His friend, the
hypnotist, says, “Hey, Sam, where have you been?”

“Oh, just down to the store,” Sam says.

“What did you buy?”

“Um ... um ... it seems I bought this bourbon.”
“But you don’t drink, do you?”

“No, but ... um ... um ... I'm going to do a lot of
entertaining during the next several weeks, and some of
my friends do.”

“How come you're wearing all that rain gear on such a
sunny day?”



“Well ... actually, the weather is quite changeable this
time of year, and I didn’t want to take any chances.”

“But there isn’t a cloud in the sky.”

“Well, you never can tell.”

“By the way, where did you buy the liquor?”

“Oh, heh, heh. Well, um ... down at the supermarket.”
“How come you went that far?”

“Well, um ... um ... it was such a nice day, I thought it
might be fun to take a long walk.”

People are motivated to justify their own actions, beliefs,
and feelings. When they do something, they will try, if at all
possible, to convince themselves (and others) that it was a
logical, reasonable thing to do. There was a good reason
that Sam did those silly things — he was hypnotized. But
because Sam was unaware of the posthypnotic instructions
and because it was difficult for him to accept the fact that
he was capable of behaving in a nonsensical manner, he
went to great lengths to convince himself (and his friend)
that there was a method to his madness, that his actions
were perfectly sensible. As we saw in Chapter 2, much of
our behavior is governed by factors of which we are
unaware. Then, when pressed to explain our actions, we
attempt to construct a story that makes sense but at the
same time satisfies our desire to look good to ourselves and
to others. That’s the essence of self-justification.

self-justification:

the tendency to justify one’s actions in order to maintain
one’s self-esteem




Let’s say you are in the midst of a natural disaster, such
as an earthquake. All around you, buildings are toppling
and people are getting injured and killed. You’'re scared. Do
you need to seek a reason or justification for your fear?
Certainly not. The evidence is all around you; the injured
people and the devastated buildings are ample
explanations for your fear. But suppose the earthquake
occurred in a neighboring town. You felt the tremors, and
you're hearing stories of the damage that occurred there.
You are frightened, but you are not in the midst of the
devastated area; neither you nor the people around you
have been hurt, and no buildings in your town have been
damaged. Would you need additional reasons to explain
why you are nonetheless scared? Yes. Much like our
hypnotized friend in the raincoat and galoshes, you would
be motivated to make sense of your feelings. Because you
see nothing to be afraid of in the immediate vicinity, you
would be inclined to generate reasons for being scared out
of your wits.

This example is not hypothetical; it actually occurred in
India. In the aftermath of an earthquake, investigators
collected and analyzed the rumors being spread among
those living where the earthquake had hit and those living
nearby. What they discovered was startling: Jamuna
Prasad,! an Indian psychologist, found that people living in
the neighboring villages away from the epicenter — that is,
those who could feel the tremors but were not in imminent
danger — began spreading rumors of impending doom: A
flood was rushing toward them; February 26 would be a
day of deluge and destruction; another severe earthquake
would erupt on the day of the lunar eclipse; a cyclone
would strike within a few days; and other unforeseeable
calamities were on the horizon.

Why in the world would people invent, believe, and
communicate such stories? Were these people masochists?



Were they paranoid? Clearly, spreading rumors about
coming disasters would not encourage people to feel calm
and secure. One explanation is that the people were
terribly frightened, but because they lacked ample
justification for this fear, they invented their own — which
spared them feeling foolish. After all, if a cyclone is on the
way, isn’t it perfectly reasonable that I should be wild-eyed
with fear? This explanation was bolstered by Durganand
Sinha’s study of rumors.2 Sinha investigated the rumors
spread in an Indian village in the wake of a disaster of
similar magnitude. The major difference between the
situation in Prasad’s study and the one in Sinha’s study was
that the people studied by Sinha had directly experienced
the destruction and witnessed the damage. They were
scared, but they had good reasons to be; they had no need
to seek additional justification for their fears. Thus, their
rumors contained no prediction of impending disaster and
no serious exaggeration. Indeed, if anything, the rumors
were comforting, such as one that predicted (falsely) that
the water supply would be restored in a short time.
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The Theory of Cognitive Dissonance

Inspired by these findings, Leon Festinger developed a
powerful theory of human motivation that he called the
theory of cognitive dissonance.2 It is a remarkably simple
theory but, as we shall see, the range of its application is
enormous. Festinger described cognitive dissonance as a
state of tension that occurs when an individual
simultaneously holds two cognitions (ideas, attitudes,
beliefs, opinions) that are psychologically inconsistent. Two
cognitions are dissonant if the opposite of one follows from
the other. Because the experience of cognitive dissonance
is unpleasant, people are motivated to reduce it; this is
analogous to the processes involved in reducing such
drives as hunger or thirst — except that, here, the driving
force arises from cognitive discomfort rather than
physiological need. To hold two ideas that contradict each
other is to flirt with absurdity, and as the existentialist
philosopher Albert Camus observed, humans are creatures
who spend their lives trying to convince themselves that
their existence is not absurd.

cognitive dissonance:
a state of tension that occurs whenever an individual

simultaneously holds two cognitions (ideas, attitudes,
beliefs, opinions) that are psychologically inconsistent

How do we convince ourselves that our lives are not
absurd? That is, how do we reduce cognitive dissonance?
We do this by changing one or both cognitions in such a
way as to render them more compatible (more consonant)



with each other or by adding more cognitions that help
bridge the gap between the original cognitions.

Let me give you an example that is, alas, all too familiar
to many people. Suppose a person loves to smoke
cigarettes and then sees an anti-smoking message. The
smoker experiences dissonance: The cognition “I smoke
cigarettes” is dissonant with the cognition “Cigarette
smoking is a major cause of lung cancer and is unhealthy
for many other reasons.” The smartest and most efficient
way for this person to reduce dissonance is to give up
smoking. The cognition “Cigarette smoking causes cancer”
is consonant with the cognition “I do not smoke.”

But for most people it is not easy to give up smoking.
Imagine Sally, a long-time smoker. What will she do to
reduce dissonance? In all probability, she will try to work
on the other cognition: “Cigarette smoking causes cancer.”
Sally might attempt to make light of evidence linking
cigarette smoking to disease, comforting herself with the
thought that medical science is imperfect. After all, she
might say, aren’t scientists always changing their minds
about what’s good for you? She might seek out intelligent
people who smoke and, by so doing, convince herself that if
Debbie, Nicole, and Larry smoke, it can’t be all that
harmful. Sally might switch to an ultra-light or organic
brand and delude herself that it’s healthier. Finally, she
might add cognitions that are consonant with smoking in
an attempt to make the behavior less absurd in spite of its
danger. She might enhance the value she places on
smoking, deciding that smoking is not only pleasurable but
essential for relaxation: “I may lead a shorter life, but it will
be a more enjoyable one.” Or she might try to make a
virtue out of smoking by developing a romantic, devil-may-
care self-image, flouting danger by smoking.% Sally can
justify her behavior by cognitively minimizing its danger or
by exaggerating its importance in her life. She can find



relief by modifying an existing attitude, by constructing a
new one, or by doing a little of both. All of these efforts
reduce dissonance by downplaying the absurdity of
courting disease.

In 1964, about half of the American population smoked
cigarettes. With the release that year of the Surgeon
General’s report, which alerted the public to the dangers of
smoking, a survey was conducted? to assess people’s
reactions to the new evidence linking smoking with cancer.
Nonsmokers overwhelmingly believed the health report;
only 10 percent doubted smoking caused the disease.
Smokers, however, disparaged the report. Forty percent of
the heavy smokers doubted a link had been proven. They
were also more apt to rationalize their habit: More than
twice as many smokers as nonsmokers agreed that life is
full of hazards and that both smokers and nonsmokers get
sick.

Smokers can also reduce dissonance by minimizing the
extent of their habit. Another study of people who smoked
between one and two packs of cigarettes a day found that
60 percent considered themselves to be “moderate”
smokers; the remaining 40 percent considered themselves
to be heavy smokers.6 How can we explain these different
self-perceptions? People who considered themselves
moderates were more aware of the harmful long-term
effects of smoking than were those who called themselves
heavy smokers. The moderates apparently reduced
dissonance by convincing themselves that smoking one or
two packs a day isn’t really all that much. Moderate and
heavy are, after all, subjective terms.

Now imagine the plight of cigarette smokers who know
they are heavy smokers, know that smoking is harmful, and
so try to stop smoking but fail. What do these people do? To
find out, Rick Gibbons and his colleagues’ studied heavy
smokers who attended a smoking cessation clinic, quit



smoking for a while, but then relapsed. Did they simply
swallow hard and prepare to get sick and die? Not at all.
Instead, they reduced dissonance in a different way: by
convincing themselves that smoking isn’t as bad as they
originally thought. Likewise, a study that tracked the
progress of 135 students who made New Year’s resolutions
supports this observation.8 Individuals who broke their
resolutions — to quit smoking, lose weight, or exercise
more — initially felt bad but, after a short time, succeeded
in downplaying the importance of the resolution.

Smokers, of course, have only their own health to worry
about (and that of secondhand smokers they might live
with). But what if you are one of the top executives of a
major cigarette company and therefore in a situation of
maximum commitment to the sales of cigarettes all over
the world. If it is true that cigarette smoking causes cancer,
then in a sense, you are partially responsible for the illness
and death of millions of people. This realization would
produce a painful degree of dissonance. Your cognition “I
am a decent, kind human being” would be dissonant with
your cognition “I am contributing to the early death of
millions of people.” To reduce this dissonance, you must try
to convince yourself that cigarette smoking is safe — not an
easy task given that you are frequently confronted with
anti-smoking rhetoric and accusations that you are evil. You
must also refute the mountain of scientific evidence
documenting a link between cigarettes and disease.
Moreover, to bolster your disbelief in the evidence, you
might smoke a pack or two a day yourself. If your need is
great enough, you might even succeed in convincing
yourself that cigarettes are good for people. Thus, to see
yourself as wise, good, and right, you take action that is
stupid, wrong, and detrimental to your own health.

This analysis sounds so fantastic that it’s almost beyond
belief — almost. In 1994, Congress conducted hearings on



the dangers of smoking. At these hearings, the top
executives of every major tobacco company admitted they
were smokers and brazenly argued that cigarettes are no
more harmful or addictive than playing video games or
eating Twinkies! In a subsequent hearing in 1997, James ].
Morgan, president and chief executive officer of Philip
Morris, the leading U.S. cigarette manufacturer, said that
cigarettes are not pharmacologically addictive. “Look, I like
gummy bears and I eat gummy bears. And I don’t like it
when I don’t eat gummy bears,” Morgan said. “But I'm
certainly not addicted to them.”2

It is possible that Morgan was lying. But I think what he
said is more complicated than that. My guess is that, over
time, people like Morgan begin to believe their own lies, in
an effort to deceive themselves.10

People’s self-deceptions can even lead directly to their
self-destruction. In 1997, thirty-nine members of Heaven’s
Gate, an obscure religious cult, were found dead at a luxury
estate in Rancho Santa Fe, California, participants in a
mass suicide. Several weeks earlier, a few members of the
cult had walked into a specialty store and purchased an
expensive high-powered telescope so that they might get a
clearer view of the Hale-Bopp comet and the spaceship
they fervently believed was traveling behind it. They were
convinced that when the comet got close to Earth, it would
be time to rid themselves of their “earthly containers”
(their bodies) by killing themselves, so that their essence
could be picked up by the spaceship. A few days after
buying the telescope, they brought it back to the store and
politely asked for a refund. When the manager asked why,
they complained that the telescope was defective: “We
found the comet all right, but we can’t find the spaceship
that’s following it.” Needless to say, there was no
spaceship. But if you are so convinced of the existence of a
spaceship that you're ready to die to ride on it, and yet



your telescope doesn’t reveal it, then obviously there must
be something wrong with the telescope!

The members of Heaven’s Gate may have had a
tragically misguided conviction, but they illuminate a
central scientific contribution of dissonance theory: Not
unlike members of cults, whenever we feel a strong
allegiance to a religion, political party, charismatic leader,
or ideology, we too are capable of coming up with all kinds
of distortions of the evidence when those loyalties are
challenged by facts. Lenny Bruce, a perceptive comedian
and social commentator (who almost certainly never read
about cognitive dissonance theory), had the following
insight into the 1960 presidential election campaign
between Richard Nixon and John F. Kennedy:

I would be with a bunch of Kennedy fans watching the
debate, and their comment would be, “He’s really
slaughtering Nixon.” Then we would all go to another
apartment, and the Nixon fans would say, “How do you
like the shellacking he gave Kennedy?” And then I
realized that each group loved their candidate so that a
guy would have to be this blatant — he would have to
look into the camera and say: “I am a thief, a crook, do
you hear me? I am the worst choice you could ever
make for the presidency!” And even then his following
would say, “Now there’s an honest man for you. It takes
a big guy to admit that. There’s the kind of guy we need

for president.”1l

More than fifty years later, presidential candidate
Donald Trump marveled at the same unconditional loyalty
of his own supporters: “I could stand in the middle of Fifth
Avenue and shoot somebody and wouldn’t lose any voters,

okay? It’s, like, incredible.”12
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Dissonance Reduction and Irrational

Behavior

Cognitive dissonance results from the clash of two
fundamental motives: our striving to be right, which
motivates us to pay close attention to what other people
are doing and to heed the advice of trustworthy
communicators; and our striving to believe we are right
(and wise, and decent, and good). Sometimes our
motivation to be right and our motivation to believe we are
right work in the same direction: We seek information (say,
about the risks of smoking) and pay attention. But the
theory of cognitive dissonance predicts that more often we
seek information and then ignore it if we don’t like what we
learn (and keep smoking). Understanding dissonance
explains why so much of human thinking is not rational, but
rationalizing. No matter how smart they are, people who
are in the midst of reducing dissonance are so involved
with convincing themselves that they are right that they
frequently end up behaving irrationally. By “irrational,” I
mean their maladaptive behavior can prevent them from
learning essential facts or from finding real solutions to
their problems.

In the laboratory, researchers have amply demonstrated
the irrationality of people’s efforts to reduce dissonance.
Suppose you have strong feelings about whether or not the
death penalty deters people from committing murder. I now
give you a series of arguments on both sides of the issue;
some of those arguments are plausible and others are silly.
Which arguments will you remember best? If you are
thinking rationally, you should remember the plausible
arguments best and the implausible arguments least,
regardless of your own position. But what does dissonance



theory predict? A silly argument that supports your own
position arouses some dissonance because it raises doubts
about the wisdom of that position or the intelligence of
people who agree with it. Likewise, a sensible argument on
the other side of the issue also arouses some dissonance
because it raises the possibility that the other side might be
smarter or more accurate than you had thought — or, God
forbid, that they might be right. Because these arguments
arouse dissonance, we try not to think about them.
Dissonance theory predicts that people will remember the
plausible arguments agreeing with their own position and
the implausible arguments agreeing with the opposing
position.13

In one of many studies that demonstrated this
phenomenon, Charles Lord, Lee Ross, and Mark Lepperi4
selected several Stanford University students who opposed
capital punishment and several who favored it. They
showed the students two research articles that discussed
whether the death penalty tends to deter violent crimes.
One study confirmed and the other study disconfirmed the
existing beliefs of the students. If these students were
perfectly rational, they might conclude that the issue is a
complex one, and accordingly, the two groups of students
might move closer to each other in their beliefs about
capital punishment. But dissonance theory predicts that
they would distort the two articles, clasping the confirming
article to their bosoms and hailing it as brilliant
confirmation of their belief, while finding methodological or
conceptual flaws in the disconfirming article and refusing
to be influenced by it. This is precisely what happened.
Indeed, rather than coming closer in their beliefs after
being exposed to this two-sided presentation, the students
disagreed with each other more sharply than they did
beforehand. This process probably accounts for the fact
that, on issues like politics and religion, people who are



deeply committed will almost never come to see things our
way, no matter how powerful and balanced our arguments
are.l2 This study illuminates the state of polarized political
discourse in America today.

The theory of cognitive dissonance explains why a good
deal of people’s behavior is not rational — and why, from
inside, they think it is. If you ask the hypnotized young man
why he wore a raincoat on a sunny day, he’ll come up with
an answer he feels is sensible; if you ask the vice president
of Philip Morris why he smokes, he’ll give you a reason that
makes sense to him — he’ll tell you how good it is for
everyone’s health to have a stress buster. If you ask
participants in the death-penalty experiment why they
remembered one particular set of arguments rather than
others, they will insist that the evidence against their
position is flawed.

It goes without saying that we are all capable of
behaving rationally. But my point is that we are all capable
of behaving irrationally when we need to reduce
dissonance. We will see both sides of human behavior over
and over as we discuss some of the wide ramifications of
our need for self-justification. Let us begin with the
decision-making process, a process that shows humans at
their most rational and their most irrational in quick
succession.
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Dissonance as a Consequence of

Making a Decision

Suppose you are about to make a decision about buying a
new car. This involves a significant amount of money, so it
is, by definition, important. After looking around, you are
torn between getting a sports utility vehicle and an all-
electric model. Each has advantages and disadvantages.
The SUV would be convenient; you can haul things in it and
sleep in it during long trips, and it has plenty of power, but
it gets atrocious mileage and is not easy to park. The
electric car is less roomy, you can’t drive long distances in
it, and you are concerned about its safety, but it is less
expensive to buy and operate, it is more fun to drive, and
you’'ve heard it has a pretty good repair record. My guess is
that before you make the decision, you will seek as much
information as you can. Chances are you will go online and
sample reviews of the various makes and models. Perhaps
you’ll confer with friends who own an SUV or an electric
car. You'll probably visit the dealers to test-drive the
vehicles to see how each one feels. All of this predecision
behavior is perfectly rational.

Now you make a decision: You buy the all-electric car.
What happens next? Your behavior will begin to change; no
longer will you seek objective information about all makes
of cars. Chances are you will spend more time talking with
other owners of your car. You will begin to talk about its
small carbon footprint and how far it goes on a charge. My
guess is that you will not be spending any time thinking
about the fact that you can’t sleep in your new car.
Similarly, your mind will skim lightly over the fact that
driving your new little car can be hazardous in a collision
and that the brakes are not very responsive.



How does your change of mind come about? Following a
decision — especially a difficult one or one that involves a
significant amount of time or money — people almost
always experience dissonance. They do because their
choice is seldom entirely positive and the rejected
alternatives are seldom entirely negative. In this example,
your cognition that you bought an electric car is dissonant
with your cognition about any deficiencies the car may
have. Similarly, all the positive aspects of the other cars
that you thought about buying are dissonant with your
cognition that you didn’t buy one of them. A good way to
reduce such dissonance is to seek out exclusively positive
information about the car you chose and avoid negative
information about it. Accordingly, I would predict that a
person who had recently bought a car will begin to read
advertisements selectively, reading more ads about his or
her car after the purchase than people who have not
recently bought the same model. Moreover, owners of new
cars will tend to steer clear of ads for other makes of cars.
And that is just what researchers found in a study of ad
readership.1® Today, of course, thanks to social media,
people do not have to work hard to get information that is
consonant not only with what car they just bought but also
what idea they now believe — and avoid any information
that is dissonant.

People do not always need help from Madison Avenue to
gain reassurance; they can do a pretty good job of
reassuring themselves. An experiment by Jack Brehm1Z
demonstrates how they do this. Posing as a marketing
researcher, Brehm showed several women eight different
appliances (a toaster, an electric coffee maker, a sandwich
grill, and the like) and asked that they rate them in terms
of how appealing each appliance was. As a reward, each
woman was told she could have one of the appliances as a
gift, and she was given a choice between two of the



products she had rated as being equally desirable. After
she chose one, it was wrapped up and given to her. Several
minutes later, she was asked to rate the products again.
After receiving the appliance of her choice, each woman
rated its appeal somewhat higher and decreased the rating
of the appliance she had had a chance to own but rejected.

Again, making a decision produces dissonance:
Cognitions about any negative aspects of the preferred
object are dissonant with having chosen it, and cognitions
about the positive aspects of the unchosen object are
dissonant with not having chosen it. To reduce dissonance,
people cognitively spread apart the alternatives. That is,
after making their decision, the women in Brehm'’s study
emphasized the positive attributes of the appliance they
decided to own while deemphasizing its negative
attributes; for the appliance they decided not to own, they
emphasized its negative attributes and deemphasized its
positive attributes.

The tendency to justify our choices is not limited to
consumer decisions. In fact, research has demonstrated
that similar processes can even affect our romantic
relationships and our willingness to imagine becoming
involved with other partners. In a study conducted by
Dennis Johnson and Caryl Rusbult,18 college students were
asked to evaluate the probable success of a new computer
dating service on campus. Participants were shown
pictures of individuals of the opposite sex, who they
believed were applicants to the dating service. They were
then asked to rate the attractiveness of these applicants, as
well as how much they believed they would enjoy a
potential date with him or her — a possibility that was
presented in a realistic manner. The results of this study
were remarkably similar to Brehm’s findings about
appliances: The more heavily committed the students were
to their current romantic partners, the less attractive they



found potential new partners. In a subsequent experiment,
Jeffry Simpson and his colleagues!? also found that those in
committed straight relationships saw opposite-sex persons
as less physically and sexually attractive than did those
who weren’t in committed relationships. In addition, they
showed that this effect holds only for “available others”;
when shown individuals who were somewhat older or who
were of the same sex, people in committed straight
relationships did not lower their attractiveness ratings of
the strangers. In short: no threat, no dissonance; no
dissonance, no diminishing their appeal.

Whether we are talking about appliances or romantic
partners, once you have made a firm commitment, you will
tend to focus on the positive aspects of your choices and
downplay the appeal of the alternatives.

Is Dissonance Reduction Conscious? As we saw in
Chapter 2, most of us aren’t good at predicting how quickly
we will adjust to negative events. Now I can tell you why:
because people are unaware of how successfully they will
reduce dissonance. Given that they have successfully done
so in the past, why aren’t they aware that they will do so in
the future? The answer is that the process of reducing
dissonance is largely unconscious. People don’t sit down
and say, “I guess I will reduce some dissonance now.” For
example, what happens when the person you love dumps
you? Over time, you will come to see the person as less
lovable — perhaps even as an insufferable narcissist — and
come to believe that you deserve better or are better off
alone. This process is effective precisely because it happens
below the level of conscious awareness and without
intention. Unfortunately, this invisibility makes dissonance
both effective and forgettable. Because the process is
unconscious, we do not realize that it will protect us from
pain in the future.




What would have happened at the end of the classic
movie Casablanca if Ingrid Bergman did not rejoin her
Nazi-fighting hero husband but instead remained with her
lover Humphrey Bogart in Morocco? Would she, as Bogart
tells her in a famously heart-wrenching speech, have
regretted it — “maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but
soon, and for the rest of your life”? Or would she forever
regret leaving Bogart behind at the rainy airport? I suspect
that the answer to both questions is no; Bogart was
eloquent but wrong. She might have regretted whichever
choice she made for today or for tomorrow, but soon (and
for the rest of her life) she would have convinced herself
that she had made the best decision.22 This is not to say we
never have regrets. But given the countless decisions we
make in our lives, it is remarkable how seldom we have
them — thanks to our ability to reduce dissonance.

Is Dissonance Universal? How universal is the
experience of cognitive dissonance? Is it something that is
experienced mostly by Americans, or is it part and parcel of
the human condition? It is impossible to answer that
question definitively, because dissonance experiments have
not been done everywhere. But I can say this: Although
most of the research has been done in North America, the
effects have been shown to exist in every part of the world
where research has been done.

And that research has been extensive. Cognitive
dissonance theory has been supported by thousands of
studies, some in related fields such as cognition and
neuroscience — and even primatology. In some respects,
monkeys are like those homemakers faced with choices
between appliances: Offered a choice between two
differently colored boxes of treats, they are likely to stay
with the one they pick, even when another option comes
along. This research suggests that there is an evolutionary



benefit to postdecision dissonance, if it led our forebears to
stick with a tried-and-true option and reject something new
but untested (which, in our species’ past, could be risky or
dangerous).2L

Humans, who contributed the “cognitive” part to
cognitive dissonance, also display cognitive justifications at
a very early age.22 A friend of mine took her three-year-old
to the park and gave her some stickers to play with.
Another child approached them. “Wouldn’t you like to offer
some of your stickers to that other little girl?” my friend
asked. The child thought for a while and said, “That little
girl doesn’t like stickers, Mommy.” Dissonance reduction at
age three! She gets to see herself as a good little girl and
keep all of her stickers.

In support of the argument that the experience of
dissonance is universal, Eddie Harmon-Jones and his
colleagues23 have used fMRI technology to monitor neural
activity in specific areas of the brain while people were
experiencing various kinds of dissonance: rating their
preferences for things they had chosen and those they had
rejected, arguing that the uncomfortable scanner
experience was actually quite pleasant, or being confronted
with unwelcome (dissonant) information. The areas of the
brain that are activated during dissonance include highly
specific areas within the prefrontal cortex, the site
prominently involved in planning and decision-making. And
in a study of people who were trying to process dissonant
or consonant information about their preferred presidential
candidate, Drew Westen and his colleagues24 found that
the reasoning areas of the brain virtually shut down when a
person is confronted with dissonant information and the
emotion circuits of the brain light up happily when
consonance is restored. As Westen put it, people twirl the
“cognitive kaleidoscope” until the pieces fall into the
pattern they want to see, and then the brain repays them



by activating circuits involved in pleasure. It seems that the
feeling of cognitive dissonance can literally make your
brain hurt.

Dissonance operates in almost every part of the world,
but it does not always take the same form, and the content
of the cognitions that produce it may differ across cultures.
For example, in less individualistic societies than ours,
dissonance-reducing behavior might take a more communal
form.22 In such cultures, we would be more likely to feel
dissonance when their behavior shames or disappoints
others than when they need to justify personal misbehavior.
This is just what the Japanese social psychologist Haruki
Sakai2® found in his experiments. In Japan, many people
will vicariously experience dissonance on the part of
someone they know and like — and they will change their
attitudes to conform to those of their dissonance-reducing
friends. Moreover, the Japanese justified their choices when
they felt others were observing them while they were
making their decision, but not when they were making
decisions privately; this pattern was reversed for
Americans.2? The perceived privacy or public visibility of
the choice being made interacts with culture to determine
whether dissonance is aroused and the choice needs to be
justified.
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The Importance of Irrevocability

A key characteristic of the examples we have discussed is
the relative irrevocability of the decision — the person’s
inability to undo it. This needs some explaining. As we saw,
while you are thinking tentatively about buying a car or
making another decision, you don’t need to expend effort
trying to convince yourself of the wisdom of your choice.
But once you decide and you can’t go back, it all changes.

Some direct evidence for the importance of
irrevocability comes from a study of the cognitive gyrations
of gamblers at a race track. The race track is an ideal place
to scrutinize irrevocability, because once you’ve placed
your bet, you can’t go back and tell the nice person behind
the window you’ve changed your mind. Robert Knox and
James Inkster28 simply intercepted people who were on
their way to place $2 bets. They had already decided on
their horses and were about to place their bets when the
investigators asked them how certain they were that their
horses would win. Because they were on their way to the
$2 window, their decisions were not irrevocable. The
investigators collared other bettors just as they were
leaving the $2 window, after having placed their bets, and
asked them how certain they were that their horses would
win. Typically, people who had just placed their bets gave
their horses a much better chance of winning than did
those who were about to place their bets. But, of course,
nothing had changed except the finality of the decision.

Moving from the racetrack to the Harvard campus,
Daniel Gilbert?? tested the irrevocability hypothesis with
students interested in learning photography. He told them
to shoot a roll of film and print two of the photographs,
rating them and choosing one to keep. Some students had



the option to exchange photographs within a five-day
period, while others were told their first choice was final.
Gilbert then contacted them two, four, and nine days later,
to see if their feelings about the photographs had changed.
Those who made their final choice on the first day liked
their choice more than those who had the option of
exchanging photographs. Again, once a decision is
irrevocable, people get busy making themselves feel good
about the choice they made. And thus, they frequently
become more certain that they have made a wise decision
once there is nothing they can do about it.

Although the irrevocability of a decision always
increases dissonance and the motivation to reduce it,
sometimes people feel dissonance even when technically
they could get out of the decision. Years ago, Robert
Cialdini3? demonstrated how this works by temporarily
joining the sales force of an automobile dealer. (Cialdini did
lots of imaginative field studies in social psychology, and
this was one of his most fun.) That’s how he identified a
common and successful ploy called lowballing, or
throwing the customer a lowball. It works like this: A
customer goes to a car dealer prepared to pay $19,300 for
their dream car — a price advertised as an incredible
bargain. The dealer, smiling, says, “I'll go you one better,”
and offers the customer the car for $18,942. Excited by the
bargain, the buyer agrees to the deal and writes out a
check for the down payment, happily anticipating driving
home in that shiny new car. Alas, 10 minutes later, the
dealer returns with a forlorn look on his face; it seems, he
says, that he made a calculation error, and the sales
manager caught it. The price of the car is actually $19,384.
What will the buyer do? The customer can get this car
cheaper elsewhere, so the decision to buy this one is not
irrevocable. And yet far more people in this situation will
go ahead with the deal than if the original asking price had



been $19,384 — even though the reason for purchasing the
car from this dealer (the bargain price) no longer exists.

lowballing:

an unscrupulous strategy in which a customer agrees to
purchase a product at a very low cost, after which the
salesperson claims that price was an error and then
raises the price, betting that the customer will agree to
make the purchase at the inflated price, which he or she
often does

What is going on in this situation? There are at least
three important things to notice. First, while the
customer’s decision to buy is certainly reversible, there is
an implicit commitment created by the act of signing a
check for a down payment. Second, this commitment
triggered the anticipation of a pleasant experience: driving
out with a new car. To have the anticipated event thwarted
(by not going ahead with the deal) would have produced
dissonance and disappointment. Third, although the final
price is higher than the salesman said it would be, it is only
slightly higher than the price somewhere else. Under these
circumstances, the customer says, in effect, “Oh, what the
hell. I'm already here; I've already filled out the forms —
why wait?” Lowballing rarely applies nowadays when
people buy cars, as the internet has made people smarter
and more informed consumers. But it applies in many other
situations when we are not so informed, as in replacing an
expired cell phone contract with a new one that promises a
great bargain.

The Decision to Behave Immorally How can an honest
person become corrupt? Conversely, how can we get a
person to be more honest? One way is through the



dissonance that results from making a difficult decision.
Suppose you are enrolled in a tough biology course. Your
grade will hinge on the final exam you are now taking. The
key question involves some material you know fairly well —
but, because of anxiety, you draw a blank. You are sitting
there in a nervous sweat. You look up, and lo and behold,
you happen to be sitting behind a woman who is the
smartest person in the class (who also happens, fortunately,
to be the person with the most legible handwriting). You
glance down and notice she is just completing her answer
to the crucial question. You know you could easily read her
answer if you chose to. What do you do? Your conscience
tells you it’s wrong to cheat — and yet, if you don’t cheat,
you are certain to get a poor grade. You wrestle with your
conscience. Regardless of whether you decide to cheat or
not, you are doomed to experience dissonance. If you cheat,
your cognition “I am a decent, moral person” is dissonant
with your cognition “I have just committed an immoral act.”
If you decide to resist temptation, your cognition “I want to
get a good grade” is dissonant with your cognition “I could
have acted in a way that would have ensured a good grade,
but I chose not to.”

Suppose that, after a difficult struggle, you decide to
cheat. How do you reduce the dissonance? Before you read
on, think about it for a moment. One way to reduce
dissonance is to minimize the negative aspects of the action
you have chosen and maximize the positive aspects — much
the same way the women did after choosing an appliance in
Jack Brehm’s experiment. In this instance, the most
efficient way to reduce dissonance would be to change your
attitude about cheating. If you cheat, you will adopt a more
lenient attitude. Your reasoning might go something like
this: “Cheating isn’t so bad under some circumstances. As
long as nobody gets hurt, it’s really not very immoral.
Anybody would do it. Therefore, it’s a part of human nature



— so how could it be bad? Since it is only human, those
who get caught cheating should not be severely punished
but should be treated with understanding.”

But suppose that, after a difficult struggle, you decide
not to cheat. How would you reduce dissonance — that is,
make your action consonant with your belief? Once again,
you could change your attitude about the morality of the
act, but in the opposite direction. To justify giving up a
good grade, you must convince yourself that cheating is a
heinous sin, one of the lowest things a person can do, and
that cheaters should be found out and severely punished.

The essential thing to remember here is that two people
acting in these two different ways could have started out
with almost identical attitudes. Their decisions might have
been a hairsbreadth apart: One came within an ace of
resisting but decided to cheat, while the other came within
an ace of cheating but decided to resist. Once they have
made their decisions, however, their attitudes toward
cheating will diverge sharply as a consequence of their
decisions.

These speculations were put to the test by Judson Mills31
in an experiment with sixth-graders. Mills first measured
their attitudes toward cheating. He then had the children
participate in a competitive exam with prizes being offered
to the winners. The situation was arranged so that it was
almost impossible to win without cheating; also, it was easy
for the children to cheat, thinking they would not be
detected. As you might expect, some of the students
cheated and others did not. The next day, the sixth-graders
were again asked to indicate how they felt about cheating.
In general, those children who had cheated became more
lenient toward cheating, and those who resisted the
temptation to cheat adopted a harsher attitude toward
cheating.



To visualize the Mills experiment as it applies to you,
imagine yourself at the top of a pyramid. As you go through
life, you will face many decisions that will require you to
step off that pyramid in one direction or another: what to
major in, whether to go along with friends who are doing
something illegal or unethical or not rock the boat, whether
to stay in a romantic relationship or leave, whether to
believe some conspiracy claim or check it out on
Snopes.com or PolitiFact. The minute you take a step in one
direction or the other, however, you will feel dissonance —
and now you will be motivated to justify what you did to
reduce it. That justification, in turn, makes it harder for you
to change your mind, even when you should. By the time
you are at the bottom of the pyramid, you will be very far
apart from those who faced the same dilemmas but who
made a different decision and stepped off the pyramid in
the opposite direction. And you will have convinced
yourself that your decision was absolutely, positively the
right one, and that those people who slid down on the other
side are idiots or crooks. (And how do you think they feel
about you?)

The pyramid metaphor is also useful in helping us
understand how attitudes and behavior can change through
the process of entrapment, or how people can start off
making a small, impulsive decision and, over time, find
themselves a long way from their original goals and
intentions. The process underlying entrapment has been
explored under controlled experimental conditions.
Suppose you would like to enlist someone’s aid in a massive
undertaking, but you know the job you have in mind for the
person is so difficult and will require so much time and
effort, that the person will surely decline. What should you
do? One possibility is to get the person involved in a much
smaller aspect of the job, one so easy that he or she
wouldn’t dream of turning it down. This action serves to
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commit the individual to “the cause.” Once people are thus
committed, the likelihood of their complying with the larger
request increases.

entrapment:

the process by which people make a small decision,
justify it, and over time find themselves increasingly
committed to a belief or activity

This phenomenon was demonstrated by Jonathan
Freedman and Scott Fraser,22 who attempted to induce
homeowners to put up a huge sign in their front yards,
reading “Drive Carefully.” Because of the ugliness and
obtrusiveness of this sign, most residents refused; only 17
percent complied. A different group of residents, however,
was first “softened up” by an experimenter who got them to
sign a petition favoring safe driving. Because signing a
petition is an easy thing to do, virtually all who were asked
agreed to sign. A few weeks later, a different experimenter
went to each resident with the obtrusive ugly sign reading
“Drive Carefully.” This time, more than 55 percent of these
residents allowed the sign to be put up on their property.
Thus, when individuals commit themselves in a small way,
the likelihood increases that they will commit themselves
further in that direction.

This process of using small favors to encourage people
to accede to larger requests has been dubbed the foot-in-
the-door technique. It is effective because having done
the smaller favor provides justification in advance for
agreeing to do the larger favor. Similar results were
obtained by Patricia Pliner and her associates.33 When they
asked people to make a small donation to the American
Cancer Society, 46 percent agreed. But when, a day earlier,
they had induced a similar group of people to wear a lapel



pin publicizing the fund-raising drive, and then approached
them the next day for a contribution, approximately twice
as many agreed. Entrapment through self-justification can
thus be used for altruistic, socially admirable goals — but
also for devastating, self-defeating ones, as we will see at
the end of this chapter.

foot-in-the-door technique:

the process of using small favors to encourage people to
accede to larger requests
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The Psychology of Insufficient
Justification

Attitude change as a means of reducing dissonance is not
limited to post-decision situations. It can occur in countless
other contexts, including every time a person says
something he or she doesn’t believe or does something
foolish or immoral. Of course, in a complex society, we
occasionally find ourselves saying or doing things we don’t
completely believe. Does this always lead us to change our
minds? No. I will choose a simple example: Joe enters the
office and sees that his law partner, Joyce, has hung a
perfectly atrocious painting on the wall of the office they
share. He is about to tell her how awful he thinks it is when
she says proudly, “How do you like the painting? I did it
myself.”

“Very nice, Joyce,” Joe answers. Theoretically, Joe’s
cognition “I am a truthful person” is dissonant with the
cognition “I said that painting was nice, although it really is
unbelievably ugly.” Whatever dissonance might be aroused
by this inconsistency can easily and quickly be reduced by
Joe’s cognition that it is wrong to hurt other people: “I lied
so as not to hurt Joyce; why should I tell her it’s ugly? It
serves no useful purpose.” This is an effective way of
reducing dissonance because it completely justifies Joe’s
action. In effect, the justification is situation-determined.
We call this external justification.

external justification:

a person’s justification for his or her dissonant behavior
that is situation-determined




But what happens if there is not ample justification in
the situation itself? In such cases we need to create
internal justification, a change in attitude used to justify
behavior. If you do or say something that is difficult to
justify externally, you will attempt to justify it internally by
making your attitudes more consistent with what you did or
said.

internal justification:

the reduction of dissonance by changing something
about oneself (e.g., one’s attitude or behavior) in the
direction of one’s statements

These speculations have been investigated scientifically
in several experiments, notably a classic study by Leon
Festinger and J. Merrill Carlsmith.34 These investigators
asked college students to do a boring and repetitive series
of tasks: packing spools in a tray, dumping them out, and
then refilling the tray over and over, or turning rows and
rows of screws a quarter turn and then going back and
turning them another quarter turn. The students did these
mindless activities for a full hour. The experimenter then
induced them to lie about the task — specifically, by telling
a young woman (who was waiting to participate in the
experiment) that the task she would be performing was
interesting and enjoyable. Some of the students were
offered $20 for telling this lie; others were offered only $1.
After the experiment was over, an interviewer asked the
liars how much they enjoyed the tasks they had done
earlier in the experiment. How do you suppose the students
who had been paid $20 for lying replied? They rated all
that spool packing and screw turning as dull. This is not
surprising — those tasks were dull. But what about the
students who had been paid only $1 for lying? They rated



the task as enjoyable. In other words, people who received
abundant external justification for lying told the lie but
didn’t believe it, whereas those who told the lie in the
absence of external justification moved in the direction of
believing that what they said about the task was true. We
call this result the “saying is believing” paradigm, because
under these circumstances, people will come to believe
their own statements. If you want to get a person to change
an attitude, get them to do or say something counter-
attitudinal and underpay them for it.

Research on this idea has extended beyond relatively
unimportant attitudes like the dullness of a task. Attitude
change has been shown on a variety of more serious issues
in which people argue for a position that is exactly the
opposite of the one they believe in. Arthur R. Cohen32
conducted an experiment with Yale students immediately
after a student riot in which the New Haven police had
overreacted, clubbing and arresting protesters. The
students (who were sure the police had behaved badly)
were asked to write a strong and forceful essay in support
of police. The experimenters paid students anything from a
meager fifty cents to a full $10 for writing the brief essay.
Later they were asked to indicate their true feelings about
the New Haven Police. The results were perfectly linear:
The less they were paid for writing in support of the police,
the more liking for the police they expressed later. Saying
had become believing, but mainly if they hadn’t been well
paid for what they said.

Thus, dissonance theory predicts that we begin to
believe the things we say — but only if we don’t have
enough external justification for saying them. The smaller
the bribe used to get you to give a speech, the more likely
it is that you will feel the need to justify delivering it by
convincing yourself that the things you said were true.



This mechanism is so powerful that it not only helps
explain how attitudes change; it can affect the way we
experience basic physiological drives. Imagine that our
friend Sam is induced to commit himself to a situation in
which he will be deprived of food or water for a long time
or in which he will be given electric shocks. If Sam doesn’t
have a good external reason for doing this, he will
experience dissonance. His cognitions concerning his
hunger pangs, his parched throat, or the pain of electric
shock are each dissonant with his cognition that he
volunteered to go through these experiences and is not
getting much in return. To reduce this dissonance, Sam
convinces himself that the hunger isn’t so intense, or the
thirst isn’t so bad, or the pain isn’t so terrible.

Such self-persuasion is not as surprising or difficult as it
might seem. Although hunger, thirst, and pain all have
physiological bases, they also have a strong psychological
component. That is why suggestion, meditation, hypnosis,
placebo pills, the bedside manner of a skillful physician, or
some combination of these can reduce people’s perceived
pain. Experimental social psychologists have shown that,
under conditions of high dissonance arousal, ordinary
people, with no special skills in hypnosis or meditation, can
accomplish the same things for themselves.

For example, Philip Zimbardo3® subjected his study
participants to intense electric shocks. Half were in a high-
dissonance condition — that is, they were induced to
commit themselves to volunteer for the experience and
were given little external justification. The other half were
in a low-dissonance condition — they had no choice in the
matter, giving them plenty of external justification. People
in the high-dissonance condition reported feeling less pain
than those in the low-dissonance condition. Even their
physiological response to pain (as measured by the
galvanic skin response) was somewhat less intense, and the



pain did not interfere as much with the tasks they were
performing. Thus, not only did they report less pain than
the low-dissonance group, but objectively, they were less
bothered by it.

Similar results have been shown for hunger and thirst.
Jack Brehm37 reported a series of experiments in which
people were deprived of either food or water for long
periods. Like Zimbardo’s participants, some had low
external justification for going through this unpleasant
experience, whereas others had high external justification.
In separate experiments on hunger and thirst, Brehm found
that high-dissonance participants said they were less
hungry (or thirsty) than low-dissonance participants who
were deprived of food (or water) for the same length of
time. Again, this was no mere verbal report. After the
experiment, when all of the participants were allowed to
eat (or drink) freely, those in the high-dissonance condition
consumed less food (or water) than those in the low-
dissonance condition.

What Constitutes External Justification? Monetary gain
or a forced requirement to do something is not the only
form of external justification. People can be persuaded to
say or do things that contradict their beliefs or preferences
if they are enticed by other rewards, such as praise or the
desire to please. Furthermore, most of us would probably
agree to do something that we otherwise wouldn’t do if a
good friend asked us to do it as a favor. To take a far-
fetched example, suppose a friend asked you to eat an
unusual food she or he had recently learned to prepare in
an “exotic foods” cooking class. And just to make things
interesting, let’s say the food in question was a fried
grasshopper. Now, imagine the reverse situation: that
someone you didn’t like asked you to sink your teeth into a
fried grasshopper.



Okay, are you ready? Assuming you went ahead and ate
the grasshopper, under which circumstance do you think
you would enjoy the taste of it more: when asked to eat it
by a good friend or by someone you didn’t like? Common
sense might suggest that the grasshopper would taste
better when recommended by a friend. After all, a friend is
someone you can trust and, hence, would be a more
credible source of information than someone you didn’t
like. But think about it for a moment: Which condition
involves less external justification? Common sense
notwithstanding, the theory of cognitive dissonance would
predict that you would come to like eating grasshoppers
more if you ate one at the request of someone you didn’t
like. Your cognition that eating a grasshopper is repulsive
would be at odds with the fact that you just ate one. But if
it was your friend who made the request, you would have
enough external justification for having eaten it — you
pleased someone you like. But you would not have much
external justification for munching on a grasshopper if you
did it at the request of someone you didn’t like. In this case,
how could you justify your contradictory behavior to
yourself? Simple: Start liking grasshoppers — “Gee, they're
pretty tasty critters after all.” Philip Zimbardo and his
colleagues38 had an army officer instruct a group of
reservists to eat grasshoppers, rating their liking for them
before and after tasting them. Reservists found the
grasshoppers significantly tastier if the officer who asked
them to eat it acted like a jerk rather than behaving in a
friendly and likable manner.

Insufficient Punishment One clear form of external
justification for behaving a certain way is knowing you’ll be
punished if you don’t. We know that if we exceed the speed
limit and get caught, we will pay a fine, and if it happens
too often, we will lose our licenses. So we learn to obey the
speed limit when police are in the vicinity. Schoolchildren



know that if they cheat on an exam and get caught, they
could be humiliated by the teacher and severely punished.
So they learn not to cheat while the teacher is in the room
watching them. But does the threat of punishment teach
people not to speed or cheat? I don’t think so. I think it
teaches them to try to avoid getting caught. The use of
threats of harsh punishment as a means of getting someone
to refrain from doing something he or she enjoys doing
requires constant vigilance. It would be much more
efficient and would require much less restraint if, somehow,
people could enjoy doing the things that contribute to their
own health and welfare and to the health and welfare of
others. If children enjoyed not beating up smaller kids or
not cheating or not stealing from others, then society could
relax its vigilance and punitiveness. It is extremely difficult
to persuade people (especially young children) that it’s not
enjoyable to beat up smaller people. But it is conceivable
that, under certain conditions, they will persuade
themselves that such behavior is not enjoyable.

Picture the scene: You are the parent of a five-year-old
boy who enjoys beating up his three-year-old sister. You've
tried to reason with him, but to no avail. So, to protect the
welfare of your daughter and to make a nicer person out of
your son, you begin to punish him for his aggressiveness.
As a parent, you have at your disposal a number of
punishments that range from extremely mild (a stern look)
to extremely severe (a hard spanking, forcing the child to
stand in the corner for two hours, and depriving him of TV
for a month). The more severe the threat, the more likely
that the boy will mend his ways while you are watching
him. But he will probably hit his sister again as soon as you
turn your back.

Suppose instead you threaten him with a mild

punishment. In either case (under the threat of severe or
mild punishment), the child feels dissonance. He is aware



that he is not beating up his little sister, and he is also
aware that he would really, really like to beat her up. When
he has the urge to hit his sister and doesn’t, he asks
himself, in effect, “How come I'm not beating up my little
sister?” Under a severe threat, he has a ready-made answer
in the form of sufficient external justification: “I'm not
beating her up because, if I do, that giant over there (my
father) is going to spank me, stand me in the corner, and
keep me from watching TV for a month.” The severe threat
has provided the child ample external justification for not
hitting his sister while he’s being watched.

The child in the mild-threat situation feels dissonance,
too. But when he asks himself, “How come I'm not beating
up my little sister?” he doesn’t have a good answer because
the threat is so mild that it does not provide abundant
justification. The child isn’t doing something he wants to do
— and while he does have some justification for not doing
it, he lacks complete justification. In this situation, he
continues to experience dissonance, but he can’t reduce it
by simply blaming his inaction on a severe threat. The child
must find a way to justify the fact that he is not aggressing
against his little sister, and the best way is to try to
convince himself that he really doesn’t like to beat his
sister up, that he didn’t want to do it in the first place, and
that beating up little kids isn’t fun anyway. The less severe
the threat, the less external justification; the less external
justification, the greater the need for internal justification.
Allowing people the opportunity to construct their own
internal justification can help them develop a permanent
set of values.

To test this idea, I designed an experiment at the
Harvard University nursery school in collaboration with
Merrill Carlsmith.32 First, we asked five-year-old children
to rate the desirability of several toys. Then we told each
child not to play with the toy they had rated as particularly



appealing. We threatened half of the children with mild
punishment for transgression: “I would be a little angry.”
We threatened the other half with more severe punishment:
“I would be very angry; I would have to take all of the toys
and go home and never come back again; I would think you
were just a baby.” After that, the kids were left alone to
play with all the toys. All the children resisted the
temptation to play with the forbidden toy.

On returning to the room, the children again rated how
much they liked all the toys. The results were both striking
and exciting. Those children who had been threatened with
mild punishment now found the forbidden toy less
attractive than before. Lacking adequate external
justification for refraining from playing with it, they
succeeded in convincing themselves that they hadn’t
played with it because they didn’t really like it. But the
forbidden toy remained just as appealing to the children
who were threatened with severe punishment. They
continued to rate the forbidden toy as highly desirable;
indeed, some even found it more desirable than they had
before the threat. The children in the severe-threat
condition had good external reasons for not playing with
the toy — “that big man is going to be very angry with me”
— and therefore had no need to find additional reasons;
consequently, they continued to like the toy.

Jonathan Freedman?! extended these findings and
dramatically illustrated the permanence of the
phenomenon. He used as his “crucial toy” an irresistible
battery-powered robot that scurried around, hurling
objects at a child’s enemies. The other toys were sickly by
comparison. Naturally, all of the children preferred the
robot. He then asked them not to play with that toy,
threatening some children with mild punishment and
others with severe punishment. Then he left the school and
never returned. Several weeks later, a young woman came



to the school to administer some paper-and-pencil tests to
the children. The children didn’t know that she was
working for Freedman or that her presence was in any way
related to the toys or the threats that had occurred earlier.
But it just so happened that she was administering her test
in the same room Freedman had used for his experiment —
the room where the same toys were casually scattered
about. After she gave the children her test, she asked them
to hang around while she scored it, suggesting,
offhandedly, that they might want to amuse themselves
with those toys someone had left in the room. The
overwhelming majority of the children who had been mildly
threatened weeks earlier refused to play with the robot;
they played with the other toys instead. But the majority of
the children who had been severely threatened went
straight to the robot. Freedman’s severe threat was not
effective in inhibiting subsequent behavior — but one mild
threat inhibited behavior as much as nine weeks later.

What Is Insufficient Justification? Throughout this
section, I have referred to situations in which there is
insufficient external justification and to those with an
abundance of external justification. These terms require
some clarification. In the Festinger-Carlsmith experiment,
all of the participants did, in fact, agree to tell the lie,
including all of those paid only $1. In a sense, then, $1 was
adequate — that is, sufficient to induce the participants to
tell the lie; but it wasn’t enough to prevent them from
feeling foolish. To reduce their feelings of foolishness, they
had to reduce the dissonance that resulted from telling a lie
for so paltry a sum. This entailed additional bolstering in
the form of convincing themselves that it wasn’t completely
a lie and the task wasn’t quite as dull as it seemed at first;
as a matter of fact, when looked at in a certain way, it was
pretty interesting. In the grasshopper experiment, a friend
was sufficient to persuade people to try eating the insect,



but because they did it for a friend, that wasn’t enough
reason to like it. In the forbidden toy experiment, threats
were sufficient to get the kids to avoid playing with the toy,
but only the mild threat succeeded in making them not
want to.

It would be fruitful to compare these results with Judson
Mills’s data on the effects of cheating among sixth-graders.
Recall that, in Mills’s experiment, the decision about
whether to cheat was almost certainly a difficult one for
most of the children. This is why they experienced
dissonance, regardless of whether they cheated or resisted
temptation. What do you think would happen if the rewards
to be gained by cheating were large? You might predict
that large rewards would make cheating more tempting,
and therefore more children would cheat. But if the gains
for cheating were astronomical, those who cheated would
undergo little attitude change. Much like the college
students who lied in Festinger and Carlsmith’s $20
condition, those children who cheated for a substantial
reward would have less need to reduce dissonance, having
been provided with an abundance of external justification
for their behavior.

In fact, Mills included this refinement in his experiment,
and his results supported the hypothesis: Those who
cheated to obtain a small reward tended to soften their
attitude about cheating more than those who cheated to
obtain a large reward. Moreover, those who refrained from
cheating in spite of the temptation of a large reward — a
choice that would create a lot of dissonance — hardened
their attitude about cheating to a greater extent than those
who refrained in the face of a small reward. This was just
as predicted.

These results might be surprising to you. Some of my
students used to wonder why cognitive dissonance theory
always predicts the opposite of what seems to be common



sense. But when you understand the theory, those
predictions make a lot of sense. By and large, if you want
someone to do something just once (or refrain from doing
it), while you are standing there watching them, then by all
means provide them with the largest incentive (or the most
severe punishment) you can deliver. If you offer that person
a million dollars to say that the North Korean dictator is a
great humanitarian, or if you put a gun to their head and
threaten to pull the trigger six times, chances are that
person will say what you want — but they won’t believe it.
But if you want that person to develop a set of values or
beliefs that they will act on even when you aren’t there,
then offer the person the smallest award that will bring
about the behavior you want. That gets them to do the
work of persuading themselves, which ensures that they
will continue to do those things (or refrain from doing those
things) for years after you have left the room.
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Dissonance, the Self-Concept, and
Self-Esteem

I now want to highlight a major departure from Festinger’s
original theory, one that has been embedded in some of the
examples of dissonance I've already mentioned. In the
experiment by Festinger and Carlsmith, the original
statement of dissonance went like this: The cognition “I
believe the task is dull” is dissonant with the cognition “I
said the task was interesting.” Years later, I went on to
reformulate the theory in a way that focuses more attention
on the way people conceive of themselves.2L I
demonstrated experimentally that dissonance is most
painful, and we are most motivated to reduce it, in
situations in which the self-concept is threatened — when
we have done something that violates our view of
ourselves. True, “I said X” is dissonant with “I don’t believe
X,” but for me, the crucial element is that I have misled
people. The cognition “I have told people something I don’t
believe” is dissonant with my self-concept that “I am a good
person of integrity.”

As this reformulation would predict, people are less
likely to cheat if they have a self-concept of being honest —
not being “a cheater” — and when that self-concept is
invoked. In one experiment, some students read
instructions that highlighted their identity (“Please don’t be
a cheater”), whereas others read instructions that
highlighted the action (“Please don’t cheat”). They were
then given the opportunity to cheat, by claiming money
they weren’t entitled to from the experimenter. The “Please
don’t be a cheater” group was far less likely to cheat,
because that would have created dissonance with their self-
concept of being honest. The second group, which was



asked to simply refrain from the behavior of “cheating,”
claimed more than twice as much unearned money as
people who were asked not to be “cheaters.” This
difference occurred in a face-to-face situation as well as
when it was done privately online .42

Understanding the pain of dissonance when the self-
concept is involved helps us sympathize with individuals
who suffer when two central aspects of their identity
conflict. In one study, for example, researchers wondered
how gay men who strongly identified with their Christian
church dealt with pronouncements from their ministers
that the Bible prohibits homosexuality and that God hates
gay people. One way to resolve dissonance would be to
change their behavior — to try to suppress their sexual
attraction to other men, change their church denomination,
or even give up their religion altogether. But those who
decide to stay in their church can resolve dissonance by
saying that the Bible emphasizes compassion and love, and
by emphasizing the shortcomings of the minister; for
example, they might say, “It’s not my religion that promotes
anti-gay prejudice and this interpretation of the Bible; it’s
the narrow-mindedness of this particular preacher.”43

The Importance of Self-Esteem Who do you think feels
the greatest dissonance after doing something cruel,
foolish, or incompetent: a person with high self-esteem or
low self-esteem? The answer is the people with the highest
self-esteem. They experience the most dissonance when
they behave in ways that are contrary to their high opinion
of themselves, and they will work harder to reduce it than
will those with average levels of self-esteem.44 In contrast,
when people who have low self-esteem commit an
incompetent or unethical action, they do not feel as much
dissonance, because the cognition “I've done an awful
thing” is consonant with their self-concept, which is the



cognition “I'm a loser; I often do awful things.”
Psychopaths are fairly immune from dissonance caused by
behaving badly, because the cognition “I just treated that
person in a cold and heartless way” is consistent with “I'm
really good at manipulating all those stupid people who
can’t see through me.”42 One of the great advantages of my
modification of cognitive dissonance theory is that in taking
into account the self-concept of the psychopath and people
with low self-esteem, it enhances the precision of
predictions made by the theory.

My reformulation of dissonance theory, however, was
primarily based on my assumption that most people want to
preserve their good feelings about themselves. If they do
something cruel or thoughtless or incompetent, their self-
esteem is threatened — because it makes them feel that
they are cruel, thoughtless, or incompetent. In the
thousands of experiments inspired by the theory of
cognitive dissonance, the clearest results were obtained in
those situations in which a person’s self-esteem was
threatened.

I tested this idea in collaboration with David Mettee .46
We predicted that, given the opportunity to cheat during a
card game, individuals with a low opinion of themselves
would be more likely to cheat than individuals who had a
high opinion of themselves. We predicted that, if people
receive a temporary blow to their self-esteem (e.g., if they
are jilted by their lover or flunk an exam) and thus feel low
and worthless, they are more likely to cheat at cards, kick
their dog, or do other ignoble things. As a function of
feeling they are low people, individuals will commit low
acts.

In our experiment, we temporarily modified the self-
esteem of college students by giving them false information
about their personalities. After taking a personality test,
some were given positive feedback and told the test



indicated that they were mature, interesting, deep, and so
forth. Another group received negative feedback and told
the test indicated that they were relatively immature,
uninteresting, rather shallow, and the like.

Immediately afterward, they all played a gambling game
that had no apparent relation to the personality inventory.
They were allowed to bet money and were told they could
keep whatever they won. In the course of the game, they
were given a few opportunities to cheat in a situation
where it seemed impossible to be detected. The situation
was arranged so that if a student decided not to cheat, she
would certainly lose, whereas if she decided to cheat, she
would be certain to win a sizable sum of money. The
students who had previously received information designed
to lower their self-esteem cheated to a far greater extent
than those who had received the high self-esteem
information. The control group — those receiving no
information — fell exactly in between.

These findings suggest that parents and teachers should
be alert to the potentially far-reaching consequences of
their own behavior as it affects the self-esteem of their
children and students. If high self-esteem can serve as a
buffer against dishonest behavior and promote desirable
behavior, then it might seem reasonable to do everything
possible to help individuals learn to respect themselves. In
support of this idea, Geoffrey Cohen and his associates 4Z
found that African American children received significantly
higher grades if, at the beginning of the school year, their
feelings of self-esteem were bolstered by classroom
assignments that made them focus on their personal
strengths and values.

We must be cautious in generalizing from these results.
Strengthening self-esteem is unlikely to produce positive
effects if it is done in an artificial or superficial way, or if
the person’s self-esteem is not grounded in reality.48



Moreover, it’s important to separate healthy self-esteem

from narcissism, having a false sense of grandiosity and

superiority to others. A person with healthy, realistically
grounded self-esteem, when given constructive criticism,
says, “Why, thank you!” This is not so for narcissists.

Roy Baumeister, Brad Bushman, and Keith Campbell42
found that when narcissists are threatened by criticism,
they often aggress against their critics, in an attempt to get
even and restore their threatened self-image. They asked
participants to write an essay and then hand it to a partner
to criticize. After receiving the criticism, the participants
were given the opportunity to express hostility against their
partners by blasting them with an unpleasant noise, at
whatever decibel level they chose. The people who turned
the noise-maker up to the highest levels were those who
had scored high on measures of both self-esteem and
narcissism and whose inflated opinion of themselves had
been threatened. Christina Salmivalli and her colleagues2?
suggest that this syndrome, “high narcissistic self-esteem,”
is not genuine high self-esteem at all; rather, it is paper-
thin and self-aggrandizing and based on feelings of
insecurity. This is the kind of self-esteem you find in
schoolyard bullies, while youngsters with genuinely high
self-esteem are more secure and do not engage in bullying.
Indeed, they try to defend the bully’s victims.

We are now in a position to state a general principle
about dissonance and the self-concept: Dissonance effects
are greatest when:

(1) people feel personally responsible for their actions,

(2) people’s actions conflict with a central aspect of
their self-concept,

(3) people’s actions have serious consequences, and
(4) the action is irrevocable; a person can’t take it back.



Under those four conditions, people will feel the most
dissonance; and the greater their dissonance, the more
their attitudes will change. The fact that dissonance is
aroused whenever the self-concept is challenged has many
interesting ramifications. Let us look at some of them.
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The Justification of Effort

If we suffer to get something, chances are we will like it
better than if it came more easily. And if that something
isn’t attractive, we may have to do some creative work to
justify our efforts.

Suppose you are a college student who decides to join a
fraternity. To be admitted, you must pass an initiation; let
us assume it is a rather severe one that involves effort,
pain, or embarrassment. After successfully completing the
ordeal, you are admitted to the fraternity. When you move
into the fraternity house, you find that your new roommate
has some bad habits: He borrows money and forgets to
repay you, he leaves dirty laundry on your bed, and he uses
your stuff without asking. An objective person would see
him as an inconsiderate slob. But you are not an objective
person; your cognition that you went through hell to get
into the fraternity in order to live with an inconsiderate
slob is dissonant with your view of yourself as a rational,
intelligent person who makes good decisions. To reduce
dissonance, you will try to see your roommate and your
experience in the most favorable light possible. Again,
there are constraints imposed by reality — no matter how
much pain and effort you went through, there is no way an
inconsiderate slob can become Prince Charming — but,
with a little ingenuity, you can convince yourself that he
isn’t so bad. What some people might call sloppy, for
example, you might call laid back. Because he’s so nice and
casual about material things, it’s certainly understandable
that he would borrow and stain your best jacket and forget
about the $50 he owes you.

Prince Charming he isn’t, but he’s certainly tolerable.
Contrast this viewpoint with what your attitude would have



been had you made no investment of effort: Suppose you
had moved into a regular campus dormitory and had been
assigned the same guy with same bad habits. Because you
neither chose this room, nor made any investment to get it,
you would feel dissatisfaction but no dissonance; because
you feel no dissonance, you have no need to see your
roommate in the best possible light. You could quickly write
him off as an inconsiderate slob and try to make
arrangements to move out.

These speculations were tested in a classic experiment
that I did more than five decades ago with my friend Judson
Mills.2L In this study, college women volunteered to join a
group that would be meeting regularly to discuss various
aspects of the psychology of sex. The women were told that
if they wanted to join, they would first have to go through a
screening test designed to ensure that everyone admitted
to the group could discuss sex freely and openly. This
instruction served to set the stage for the initiation
procedure. One-third of the women were assigned to a
severe initiation procedure, which required them to recite
aloud a list of obscene words. One-third of the students
underwent a mild procedure, in which they recited a list of
words that were sexual but not obscene. The final one-third
of the participants were admitted to the group without
undergoing an initiation. Each participant was then allowed
to listen in on a discussion being conducted by the
members of the group she had just joined. Although the
women were led to believe the discussion was a live,
ongoing one, they actually listened to a prerecorded
discussion, designed to be as tedious and as bombastic as
possible. Afterward, each participant was asked to rate the
discussion in terms of how much she liked it, how
interesting it was, how intelligent the participants were,
and so forth.



The results supported our predictions: The women who
made little or no effort to get into the group did not enjoy
the discussion much. They were able to see it for what it
was: a dull and boring waste of time. Those who went
through a severe initiation, however, succeeded in
convincing themselves that the same discussion was
interesting and worthwhile.

Other investigators, using different kinds of unpleasant
initiations, have gotten the same results as we did. For
example, Harold Gerard and Grover Mathewson22
conducted an experiment similar in concept to the Aronson-
Mills study, except that the participants in the severe-
initiation c