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cognitive dissonance and
consumer behaviour
| o " jagdish n. sheth

- Difficulties and adjustments, inevitable when market esnditions change from
sillers” market to buyers’ marker, are belng experienced by more fodostries in India,
The current recession has alio given ateste o other industties still opersting under
sellers’ market canditions, Alang with the transition, there ¢omes gredter importange
and appreciation of marketing 2nd macketing principles related to conmmer behavioyr.

Conspmer bebavicur is a faszinating ares of reseacch. Tt includes understanding
of the psychology of the buyer—hiz matives, perceptisoz pest experiences—zs well as
influences on him from such externzl faceors as his femily and reference groups, social
class, and culture, Fortunetsly, a pood deal of fundemental koowledge aboit consumer
behaviaur exists taday which our industeies can psefully utilize for 4 smoother transiGon.
Much of chis arcumulated knowledge is based oo extensions of bebavioural sciences to
marketing and buring beheviour.

{ne such estension i3 Leon Festinger’s theory of Cognitive dissonance. Have
you ever abserved a child trying to decide which of the two equally attractive toys he
should choose ¢ He s ip a state of conflice.  Observe him mara closely and you will
sze that once ke makes the choice he manifests oo regreta for his choice. Ask him, snd
most probabiy e will tell o that be likes the toy Be selected tmore than the oy he
refecred,  This seems contradictory to the old saping that the grass 73 always
greener on the other side of the fence, Why do we bave the tendency to Lk che brand
we bought mere after the purchase T Answers to these are provided by the cognitive
dissonance theory. )

The theory states that at 2 polnt in dme, there exizt several bits of relevens
cagnirions (knowledge, infarmation) which mey oot be consistent with one another,
These bits of cognitions may he related to ane’s opinions, behaviours, or
to reality. For example, when tomecte offers to sella genmine diamond at ruby's
prices, inconsistency or distanance is created : the price st which ir iz ofered doee not
match—it I not congryent with our expecrations, the lsteer being bated on past
experizgnces o infarmetion,

Similarly, mconsistency or dissonance exicte between the ficts thee the two
brands are equally attrzctive (he can't decide), and that ome brand is chosen—he puts
ooe abpve the other. Dissamance produces ‘piychological discomfert’ which is motiva-
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"Honally similar to physicyl discoméort due to bunger of pain s both jrmpel the iflividual
zo reduce such discomfort. -Peychalogicel discamort can be reduced by making . the bit:
of cognitiony contonant. In choming between owo avtractive brands, consonance ca

“ba echieved if the conmumer Tenrranges copnitions ioc that two braods are not equeaily
atteactiTe.  This inequality is poasible by (=) enhancing the atiractiveness of the chisen

" brand andior (k) reducing the attractiveness of the rejected brand. The consomer oy
persuade himself tp believe that the attractive features of the rejected brand are._n-;_iqt
really a8 attractive as what be had originally thought, and that the unatiraciive features
of the chozen brand are net realls wnartractive, He can alto previde additional
fastification for the chaice by exaggerating the attractive features of the chosen brind
aod the ungttractive features of the rejected brand.

Cogoitive dissonasice theory fascinate most rescarchers and some practitioners
because it provides implications for mackedng which seem contracy to tradition and
intuition. Foi example, the fuoction of advertising is sstumed to be 1o convert a potential
customer into a buyer, and cnce salts is created the jobis over Dissonance thears,
on the ‘other hand, would imply that fynction of advertiziog beging voce the consumer has
baught the product :  advertising will Facilirate his attempty to’ tationalize his choice By
eahancing the attractiveness of the chosen brand, Ford Mator Company, some years ago
followed op this implization, and crested billboards primarily divected to the gew Ford
owoer. Sinilarly,jn measurement of advercising effectivensts, thereadership data collected
by Staxeh and Polity contain thenssumptionehat readers of on advertisement bugthe brapd
more often then noopeaders. In other words reading of advettisements is the cause of
buring behavior. The dissonance theory would predice the apposite ; the busers of 2
brand have @ tendency 1o road advertissments mure often than ronbuyers,:

How c¢in we demonstrate thar the diszpmance theory works t Mumerous
experimental stndies in & vaciery of choie rituations, bath in warkeringand ronmarke ting
conuexts, bave repeatedly demnnstrated that consequences implied in the ther oy do ocour.
Below one such soudy is described in some detad,’ ) .

Oue buodred students were chosen for the study. Three produces were included
in the stuwdy each baving 11 1o 12 nutional brends. They were toothpaste, hair shampoo
and cigara. AJl the students wers asked, as a pare of marketing te¢search, to rank order
the brands of toothpaste in terms of their prefetences or likings, Half the students were
then also asked to rank order the brands of hair shappos, again accondiog to theic
preferences. The ather balf were asked to renk order the brandy of cigars. This each
stedent renk grdered a ser of brands in tera sepatate produce clasaes.

The students were then randomly asked to choose between two brands whick
were tanked either 2and 3, 5and &, or 10 and 11, The choice, therefore, war berween

L. A complete description of the sbudy incleding rabicnsle” for choice of prodocts
iod respondentn can be fomnd fn J. I§ Sheth “Cognitive Diseonance, Brand Proforence and
Frodnet Familinrity™ iw Joban Amndt (ed,} Tnsights Fnto Cumsumer Behavior {Allyn and Bacer
1968} Tha study was condusted in the T, B, with T. 8. patiomals. A siwilas vodyin
Indis wan eondueted vory roccntly. - Preliminary roemlts ehaw » pery similer patbern.
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twra brands which were equally atiractive. Three daps sfeer the first invervicow and
choice, each student was giver the brand of his choice in each of the ewo product
clazges; Immediztely after thaf ;e wag shown all the brands in #ach pmdu:l:-:lass'
separately, and was asked to rank order them . in terme of his prefesance or liking mow.
A toral of four srmi ents were removed irom the final avelysis due 1o Imprepe: ﬂllmg of
the questionnaire.
Accerding to cogoitive dissonance theory we shauld e:pect an uprward mowment

in rank posirion of the chusen btrand and 2 downward movement in the rank pogition of
tbvt tejecred brand. 'This would create graster inequality berween the two brands, and,
therefore, cotsonant with the choice, 1f we take the difference in rank position from
before the choice to after the chofce, we should expict mare positive signs for the chosen
brand and more negative signs for the rejected brand in the semple.,

_ The isllowing tablz gives the frequency of stodants who muvcd up (+] the
rank of the chosen brand, of smdents who moved down (=) the tank, and of stm:lents
whe did oot change it The majority of stodents moved uf the rink pusuwnocl the
chegen brand as dictated by the theory. Using the simple sign-tesc, we see this up-
ward mavement was stacistically significant.

Change in Bank Position of the Chus:n Braod

Prodoce + | Mo change P )
?mrhpzsre 48 9 kI L1k

Hair Shompoo | 25 | 4 ! 20 008

Cigars 31 & | o ‘ 0035

What about the change in rank position of the rejected brand ¢ - Another
table belpw shows that the rejected brand was meved down mare often then by chaoce.
This world suppott the theoty. However, the downward movement was neither az
Eystematic oot 22 large ar in the casge of the chosen brand,

Change in Rank Positipn of the Rejected Erand

Product + — | Ho change P R
Toothpaste 16 28 50 o 05
HairShampeo | 4 | 27 | 15 005
Cigrs 13 | 20 1z e

What fs desczibed i= only oo¢ of oumerous demonstrations of hew the dissonznce
theory is tepred, Its importance in comsumer behawioor can be jedged by the fact
thae In less than ten years it bas occepied the position of one of the vital cheories
of huying behevipyr
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