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In two expc.rimenls. we tested the hypothesis derived from cognitive dissonance
lheor)" (Festinger, 1957) that dissonance reduction attenuates dissonance-related
nf'.gauvc affect. Using a belief disconfirmation paradigm, we found that participants
given an oPportunity to reduce dissonance through transcendence (Study 1) or
through maintenance of their threatened beliefs (Study 2) experienced less negative
affect than did participants not given an opportunity to reduce dissonance. These
results contribute to two relatively neglected areas of research on dissonance .theory'

lhc role of affec( n lhe dlssonaﬂcc ocCe! em
pr ss and alt ative modes of dle()llﬂ]lCC

‘Though hc? s{ay me, yet will I trust in him.” Thus proclaimed Job (13:15) in the
;_mdst of grieving the loss of his family, health, and possessions by the presumed
1at of the Hebrew God. Job's reaffirmation of faith in God in the face of a barrage
of personal tragedies viewed as acts of God seems irational, even masochistigc
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According to cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), however, Job’s pro-
fession may have soothed, rather than intensified, his suffering by reducing the
discomfort arising from the apparent conflict between his religious belief and his
personal experience. This postulation is predicated on three key assumptions of
cognitive dissonance theory as outlined by Festinger: (a) Dissonance, defined as
occurring when two elements of information (cognitions) are psychologically or
logically inconsistent with each other, produces negative affect; (b) the negative
affect arising from dissonance evokes motivation to engage in strategies intended
to reduce dissonance, that is, restore cognitive consistency; and (c) dissonance
reduction attenuates negative affect evoked by cognitive dissonance.

Research spanning four decades has yielded substantial support for the first two
assumptions: Cognitive dissonance indeed appears to cause an arousing and nega-
tive affective state, as evidenced by research using self-report measures (e.g., Elliot
& Devine, 1994; Zanna & Cooper, 1974), the misattribution paradigm (e.g., Losch
& Cacioppo, 1990; Zanna & Cooper, 1974), and psychophysiological measures
(e.g., Gerard, 1967; Harmon-Jones, Brehm, Greenberg, Simon, & Nelson, 1996).
Moreover, the negative affect evoked by dissonance motivates dissonance reduc-
tion, as evidenced by research using the misattribution paradigm (e.g., Losch &
Cacioppo, 1990; Zanna & Cooper, 1974), and paradigms in which independent
manipulation of the arousal and valence of affective states influenced levels of
dissonance reduction (e.g., Rhodewalt & Comer, 1979, Worchel & Arnold, 1974;
for reviews, see Fazio & Cooper, 1983; Harmon-Jones, 1996; Kiesler & Pallak,
1976). Convincing evidence relevant to the third assumption—that dissonance
reduction attenuates the psychological discomfort associated with the experience
of dissonance—is so wanting, however, that Elliot and Devine (1994) described it
as “uncharted territory” (p. 384).

In response, Elliot and Devine themselves offered two experiments that provided
perhaps the only extant evidence for negative affect reduction as a consequence of
dissonance reduction. In each, undergraduates who had freely chosen (i.e., “high
choice”) to write a counterattitudinal essay in favor of a tuition increase, and who
reported substantial discomfort (an average of uncomfortable, uneasy, and both-
ered) associated therewith, subsequently reported decreased discomfort following
changing their attitudes toward a more pro tuition stance; proattitudinal essay
participants did not evidence a similar pattern. Moreover, in the counterattitudinal
condition, the correlation between attitude change and subsequent discomfort was
ncgative in both studies, suggesting that the more participants changed their
attitudes, the less discomfort they experienced.

The observed correlations were weak, however, attaining statistical significance
only when combined. Also potentially problematic was the failure to include, for
comparison purposes, a “low-choice” condition in which discomfort was measured
following completion of the counterattitudinal essay. Thus, Elliot and Devine's

(1994) results, although certainly suggestive, are not inviolable. Given the impor-
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tance of the mgative affect-reduction assumption for dissonance theory, replication
of the effect within a different dissonance paradigm seems warranted.

BELIEF DISCONFIRMATION: THE FORGOTTEN
DISSONANCE PARADIGM

Onc‘pandngn that seems suited to this task is that of belief disconfirmation. Based on
Festinger, Riecken, and Schachter's (1956) field observations of increased religious
fuvumwngmr:mhusoflnapmslymcmﬁgiwsgmupfdlowingn;ndiand
cataclysm that ful_e.d to transpire (see also Hardyck & Braden, 1962), this paradigm
assumes that cognitive dissonance can occur when a cherished belief is disconfirmed
leading to the use of dissonance-reducing strategies such as belief intensification. Thie
pradtgml_nsbemmtﬂ:lyuﬂuulﬂiud in dissonance research relative to the
so-called “induced compliance” and “free choice” paradigms.'

A rare exception is Batson (1975), in which women attending a church youth
program were asked to declare publicly whether or not they believed in the divinity
of Jesus. After completing a measure of Christian orthodoxy, the young women
were then presented with belief-disconfirming information. Orthodoxy was once
again assessed. A’f expected, those who believed in the divinity of Jesus and
accq::led_ll‘:e‘\rcraclly of the disconfirming information intensified their belief in
Jesus’s dwlm(y.‘ whereas those who were not believers or who believed but did not
accept the veracity of the disconfirming information did not. Its quasi-experimental
nature notwithstanding, Batson’s study is thus an important example of the potential
mﬁﬂm of the belief-disconfirmation paradigm in assessing dissonance reduc-

In response to cognitive inconsi  wi i i i
rodnction tagms b as::; e incon stency; with modifications, negative affect

Transcendence: An Alternative Mode of Dissonance
Reduction?

anqm. a_llhoggh _lhe bulk of dissonance rescarch has examined dissonance
reduction primarily via the routes of adding consonant cognitions or increasing the

T)jpc,l of me uuhmdcoqlm paradigm, in which participants are subtly coerced into
W' in heum inconsistent with their attitudes for little external Justification, is the counterat-
titudinal cssay technique used by Elliot and Devine (1994) and described herein. In the free-choice
Mmmsmlmlyutdwm between two allematives 1o which they have
Ppreviously nnped nearly equal value (¢.g., Brehm, 1956). Afier their choice, participants’ attitudes
Mdlheduumummwulw Tom:mmmwmdmngtmm
‘:Udlhrume, participants increase the value of the chosen alicmative and decrease the value of

unchosen one—the so-called “spreading of alternatives” effect.
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importance of consonant cognitions (attitude change; see Simon, Greenberg, &
Brehm, 1995, for a recent notable exception), the belief-disconfirmation paradigm
provides an ideal context for assessing alternative modes of dissonance reduction.
One such mode, according to Abelson (1959), is transcendence, or the reconciling
of dissonant cognitions under a superordinate principle. Indeed, Abelson speculated
that “the theosophical dilemma of God’s presumed permissiveness toward evil is
sometimes resolved by appeal to transcendent concepts” (p. 346), suggesting that
disconfirmation of core religious beliefs, reminiscent of Batson (1975), might be
sufficient to evoke dissonance-reduction attempts via transcendence.

Goals of This Research

Thus, we had two primary goals in conducting this research. First, we wished to
test whether dissonance reduction in the belief disconfirmation paradigm leads to
a reduction of negative affect. Second, we wished to determine whether this
reduction can be accomplished by using transcendence, reconciling dissonant
cognitions by appealing to a superordinate principle.

In the spirit of Abelson’s (1959) speculation, Gordon Allport (1950) noted that
“the suffering of innocent persons is for most people the hardest of all facts to
integrate into a religious sentiment” (p. 81). In the first study, we therefore had
religious participants read a veridical news story highlighting the inconsistency
between belief in a loving, protecting, just, and omnipotent God and knowledge of
the gratuitous suffering humans often experience. They were then cither allowed
to appeal to superordinate principles (transcendence-opportunity condition), or not
allowed to make such appeals (no-transcendence-opportunity condition). Sub-
sequently, all participants completed a self-report measure of negative affect. We
hypothesized that endorsement of higher levels of transcendence would predict
lower levels of dissonance-related negative affect in the transcendence-opportunity
condition, but not in the no-transcendence-opportunity condition (i.e., when tran-
scendence was assessed before, not after, confrontation with the tragic event).

STUDY
Method
Participants
Participants were 38 upper-level psychology undergraduates (25 men, 13 women)

of predominantly Christian background (18 Protestant, 14 Catholic, 6 no affili-
ation). Randomly assigned to one of two experimental conditions, they completed
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materials voluntarily during class time in exchange for extra course credit. Prelimi-
nary analyses indicated no effects due to participant sex or religious affiliation, so
these variables will not be discussed further.

Procedure

Participants first read a consent statement that described the study as an inves-
tigation of individuals’ religious perspectives, informing them that they would be
given a short reading related to religion and asked to complete one or more
questionnaires that would aid in interpreting their reactions to it. In order to assess
the importance assigned to religion by participants, they responded to three ques-
tions: (a) “How interested are you in religion?”; (b) “How important is religion to
you?”; and (c) “How frequently do you participate in religious activities?” The
9-point scale ranged from 1 (not at all) to 9 (extremely).

Transcendence-opportunity condition. In the transcendence-opportunity
condition, participants then read a photocopy of a newspaper article (Rice, 1993)
that vividly recounted the drive-by shooting death of an infant boy in his grand-
mother’s arms as she and the child’s father prayed for protection in response to a
similar incident two nights before. The article concluded with a quote from the
child’s grandfather, a Baptist minister, who said, “We'll just have to depend on the
Lord to get us through this” (p. A15). To focus participants’ attention on the
inconsistency between this tragic outcome (i.e., a child dies during a prayer for
protection) and their own religious beliefs (e.g., “God is a good God who protects
the innocent and answers prayer”), we added (in a different typeface): “Some people
would think that Rev. Williams's [i.e., the grandfather’s] continued belief and trust
in a good God is naive and misguided. What do you think?”

Following the article, participants responded to six questions intended to meas-
ure transcendence, using a 1 (not at all) to 9 (very) response format: (a) “How much
does God intervene in persons’ lives?”; (b) “How likely is it that God would cause
aperson to die in order to protect them?”; (c) “How often do events simply happen,
apart from God causing or permitting them?” (reverse-scored); (d) “How often does
God work in mysterious ways?”; (e) “How often do things happen to persons
because of God’s greater purpose?”; and (f) “How often do things happen to persons
that make it secem like God either doesn’t exist or doesn’t care?” (reverse-scored).
_ Finally, participants indicated their affective reactions to the article by complet-
Ing a one-page “Emotional Reactions Questionnaire” consisting of twelve adjec-
tives ranging from 1 (not at all) to 9 (extremely). Four adjectives—angry, frus-
trated, distressed, and threatened—were intended to measure an intense form of
dissonance-related affect that we labeled Agitation. Three adjectives—uncomfort-






