University of Nevada, Reno

Dissonance and Memory:
Are Chosen Behaviors Remembered as Less Free if the Outcome is Negative?

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy in Social Psychology

by
Peter O. Rerick
Dr. Deborah Davis/Dissertation Advisor
May, 2021

•

THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
We recommend that the dissertation
prepared under our supervision by
PETER O. RERICK
entitled
Dissonance and Memory: Are Chosen Behaviors Remembered as
Less Free if the Outcome is Negative?

be accepted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
Deborah Davis, Ph.D.
Advisor
Mariah Evans, Ph.D.
Committee Member
Yueran Yang, Ph.D.
Committee Member
Anthony Papa, Ph.D.
Committee Member
Markus Kemmelmeier, Ph.D.
Graduate School Representative
David W. Zeh, Ph.D., Dean
Graduate School
May, 2021

i
Abstract
Cognitive dissonance theory posits that people will change their attitudes, beliefs, and
evaluations to maintain consistency between their behaviors and self-concept. One
underexplored method of reducing cognitive dissonance created through self-concept
violations is the distortion of memory. Many aspects of memory accuracy are important,
but memory for coercive behavior stands out as having considerable legal importance. Two
studies test the hypothesis that, when people choose a social interaction partner who turns
out to behave badly, they will experience dissonance resulting from the inconsistency
between their belief in their ability to accurately judge others and their apparently failure
in choosing a partner who behaves badly. Consequently, dissonance might be reduced by
recalling having had less freedom in choosing a bad than a good partner. In both studies,
participants played a version of the ultimatum game with the task of splitting up 10 raffle
tickets that entered them into a drawing for a $100 Amazon gift card. Participants were
either assigned to or induced to choose a partner that they believed was another person, but
who was actually a Qualtrics program. That “partner” played the decider role, and either
offered the participant a fair (positive consequence) or strongly unfair split (negative
consequence) of the hypothetical raffle tickets. Results did not support predictions, in that
the valence of the outcome did not affect memory for degree of choice of a partner in either
study. However, in Study 2 the exploratory dependent measures indicated that participants
might have shifted blame for the poor outcome of their choice to their imaginary partner
rather than the experimenter as initially hypothesized. Reasons for the lack of hypothesized
results and possible resolutions to these problems are discussed.
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Chapter 1: Overview
Humans engage in many kinds of social interactions in which memory for who
did and said what is very important. Memory for the proceedings of a sexual interaction
stands out as having high importance due to the importance of the details of consentrelated communications for investigations of rape, sexual assault, and Title IX claims.
Memory for these interactions becomes of the utmost importance when both parties agree
that some sexual activity occurred but disagree on whether the activity was consensual or
coercive, a common dispute in cases of alleged acquaintance rape (Villalobos et al.,
2016). Frequently, the two sexually involved parties are the only witnesses to the event
and are unable to provide evidence for their case beyond what they can report from
memory.
One of the chief memory concerns for both parties in cases of disputed consent is
whether they can accurately remember being coerced (or coercive) to engage in sexual
activity. Many commonly cited factors stand to impair memory for unfamiliar sexual
situations in general, such as alcohol and intense emotion (Loewenstein, 1996), but one
mostly unexplored avenue of memory distortion for coercion is the reduction of cognitive
dissonance.
An accusation of sexual misconduct creates several motivations in both parties:
both are likely concerned with defending their interpretation of what happened, why they
behaved in the manner they did, and the social and legal consequences for those interpretations (Davis & Loftus, 2015). Memory can also be distorted by motivation (Sedikides,
2000), or by the need for self-justification or for self-esteem maintenance (Tavris &
Aronson, 2007). Feelings of shame, the sexual act being one of infidelity, or taking place
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with a somehow undesirable partner all pose a potential threat to one’s self-concept
(Davis & Loftus, 2015). Dissonance reduction could result in distorted memory for the
level of coercion present: if someone attributes somehow undesirable sexual contact to
coercion rather than choice, there is no contradiction between self-concept and actions.
Although the inspiration for this hypothesis is situations in which one party claims
sexual coercion occurred when the other party claims consent occurred, for obvious
ethical reasons it is not possible to experimentally study sexual coercion directly. Instead,
the current research investigates the connections between dissonance and the recollection
of coercion for making a social choice that ends in a desirable versus undesirable social
interaction.
Dissonance Theory
Cognitive dissonance manifests as a psychological discomfort people experience
when they find themselves in a contradiction, such as when their attitudes, beliefs, or
actions are not all in agreement (Festinger, 1957). Dissonance effects are most
pronounced when dissonance threatens the self-concept: that is, when the person behaves
in a way that seems inconsistent with their view of themselves as competent, moral, wise,
or otherwise good (e.g., Aronson, 2007). According to the theory, when people
experience discomfort due to dissonance, they will work to try to reduce it by aligning
their beliefs, attitudes, and actions to reduce the inconsistency. Further research has
indicated that cognitive dissonance can produce memory distortion for past attitudes
(Bem & McConnell, 1970; Rodriguez & Strange, 2014), favorability of decisions
(Rodriguez & Strange, 2015), and statements made by a liked or disliked other (Berthold
& Blank, 2016) that would otherwise pose inconsistencies.
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Dissonance and Memory Distortion
Although considerable research has shown that people remember the past as
consistent with the present (e.g., Goethals & Reckman, 1973), and selectively recall and
forget information advantageously (e.g., Ross et al., 1983), memory distortion
specifically attributable to dissonance is understudied. As Rodriguez and Strange (2015)
explain, the relationship between dissonance and memory distortion has sometimes been
assumed to have been demonstrated several times, but methodological limitations often
preclude us from ruling out alternative explanations.
For example, Goethals and Reckman (1973) studied distortions in memory for
past attitudes using a pretest post-test method. The researchers pretested 74 participants’
favorability towards 30 social and political statements, one of which was bussing
(“bussing should be used to achieve racial balance in our nation’s schools”). Using this
pretest, the researchers created discussion groups (2-4 participants per group) of
participants that either all agreed with the bussing statement (Experimental Pro
condition), or all disagreed with the statement (Experimental Anti condition). They also
created a control condition session where opinions were evenly mixed between those who
agreed and disagreed with the bussing statement
The experimenter in each session explained they wanted to hear arguments for
and against a random issue, which was always the bussing statement, unbeknownst to
participants. The experimenter called on what they said was the first name on their list,
but was actually always a confederate who had prepared persuasive arguments and
counterarguments for and against the bussing statement with the help of the
experimenters. The confederate expressed whatever opinion was opposite of the rest of
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the group’s opinion, which the confederate knew in advance.1 The conversation and
debate in each session lasted between six and twenty minutes. After each conversation
and debate period, the experimenter passed out a questionnaire which contained two
segments. The first segment asked participants to write the statement they were
discussing and to report their agreement with the statement. The researchers would use
this measure to assess whether attitudes changed due to the group discussion. The second
segment asked participants to re-answer eight of the original attitude statement questions,
including the bussing statement. The experimenter requested that participants attempt to
answer each question the same way they did the first time they saw these questions
during the pretest, and framed this second questionnaire as a test of how closely
participants thought about each question the first time they answered it.
Results indicated that participants in both the Experimental-Pro and
Experimental-Anti conditions reported their attitudes as less in favor of their original
position. That is, those in originally favor of the bussing statement reported being less in
favor of it, and those opposed to the bussing statement reported being less opposed to it.
Additionally, analysis of the second segment of the final questionnaire indicated those in
the Experimental-Pro condition remembered their initial attitudes towards the bussing
statement as significantly more negative than they truly were. Similarly, those in the
Experimental-Anti condition remembered their initial attitudes as significantly more
positive towards the bussing statement than they truly were. Control participants did not
distort their memories of their attitudes towards the bussing statement.

1

The researchers do not specify if a confederate was present in the control condition
session or what argument the confederate presented in that session.
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Generally, participant’s memories did shift toward misremembering their past
attitudes as consistent with their present attitudes. However, the researchers use of a
persuasion technique presented an alternative explanations of the results. Using the
minority influence technique (having the confederate be the only person pro or antibussing and expressing a strongly supported minority viewpoint) could have shifted
participants’ attitudes through means other than a perceived self-inconsistency, such as a
persuasive opposing argument. If participants’ memory change is not specifically
attributable to self-inconsistency, then dissonance is only a possible explanation for the
results, not the only explanation.
Scheier and Carver (1980) have also been cited as an example of dissonance
induced memory distortion. The authors used the widely employed “induced compliance”
technique whereby participants are either assigned to a particular action by the
experimenter or presented with a request from the experimenter that is framed as a free
choice, but told the requested action would be a favor to the experimenter or the research
team. For example, “We already have many essays against a tuition increase, so it would
be more helpful to us if you wrote an essay in favor of a tuition increase, but the choice is
up to you” (Cooper et al., 1978; Leippe & Eisenstadt, 1994).
The authors found that participants who chose to write a counter-attitudinal essay
remembered their arguments as less opposed to student control over university
curriculum than those who were forced to write the essay. However, the researchers did
not ensure that there were no actual differences in the content of the essays. Without
evaluating the actual content of the essays, the researchers cannot ensure the difference in
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reported opposition to student control was due to memory distortion and not legitimate
differences in essay content.
The first persuasive demonstration of dissonance induced memory distortion
came from Bem and McConnel (1970). The researchers asked participants to attend two
experimental sessions that were one week apart. At the first session, students filled out an
attitude measure about relevant campus issues, one of which was the amount of control
students should have over the courses offered at the university. At the second session,
participants were informed the university was gathering more data on the issue and
needed arguments for and against giving students some control over the courses offered.
Half the participants were assigned to write the counter-attitudinal arguments and half
“chose” to do so using induced compliance techniques (i.e., We have many arguments for
student control already, so we would appreciate an argument against student control).
Participants were then asked to recall the attitudes they had expressed in the first session
of the experiment, and subsequently reported their final attitudes on the issue. Regardless
of whether they had been assigned to the pro or con arguments condition, participants in
both conditions recalled attitudes that were much more similar to their final attitudes than
their initial attitudes, even though their attitudes had changed. However, this difference
was larger in the choice condition compared to the no-choice condition, indicating that
the act of choosing to write a counter-attitudinal essay created dissonance. Lastly, most
participants (37 out of 51) who exhibited attitude change reported perceiving no change
in their attitudes at all, indicating they simply did not remember their initial attitudes
being different from their final ones. Since then, researchers have conducted only a few
studies on memory distortion using a dissonance paradigm.
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Rodriguez and Strange (2014) used another common paradigm in dissonance
research known as the “free choice” method. Participants in such studies are asked to first
rate, and then choose between products. The difficulty of the choice is manipulated, such
that the products are very close in attractiveness (difficult choice) or very different (easy
choice) based on participants original ratings. After a delay, participants are asked to
rerate the chosen and non-chosen alternatives. Dissonance theory suggests that the
attractive features of the nonchosen alternative, and the unattractive features of the
chosen alternative, will be inconsistent (dissonant) with the choice, thereby motivating
the person to reduce dissonance by derogating the non-chosen alternative and enhancing
their attitudes toward the chosen alternative. Thus, the ratings of the chosen and
nonchosen alternatives are expected to become more discrepant to reduce dissonance.
This will occur more strongly in the difficult choice condition, as there are more
attractive features of non-chosen alternatives.
Accordingly, Rodriguez & Strange (2014) asked participants to rate cell phones
on various quality dimensions. Following these ratings, participants either had to make an
easy choice (choosing between an undesirable cell phone and desirable one) or a difficult
choice (choosing between two desirable cell phones) and rated the difficulty of their
decision. After some filler tasks, participants were asked to recall how they rated their
decision difficulty and their cell phone options at the time they made the original rating.
Results indicated the difficulty manipulation was successful. More importantly, when
participants made a difficult choice, there was a significant discrepancy in participants
recall of their original ratings and their true original ratings, but no significant
discrepancy when participants made an easy choice. Participants remembered their

8
original ratings of their rejected choice as worse and their original ratings of their
accepted choice as better, but only when they made a dissonance inducing difficult
choice.
Similarly, using the induced compliance paradigm, Rodriguez and Strange (2015)
had participants write counter-attitudinal essays under conditions of either high or low
choice. Participants completed a pre-screen survey about their attitudes towards a tuition
increase (the topic of the counter-attitudinal essay) and then completed the experimental
procedure (writing the counter-attitudinal essay under conditions of high or low choice).
Then participants answered the same questions from the pre-screening a second time. In
this experiment, the researchers specifically directed participants to answer the questions
exactly the same as they had answered them on the pre-screen instead of asking them
what their initial ratings were. Still, participants who had high choice had a significant
discrepancy in memory, remembering their attitudes towards a tuition increase as more
favorable than what they originally reported.
Lastly, Berthold and Blank (2016) pretested participants on their opinion on the
topic of national pride. Then, participants reported liking ratings (attractiveness,
pleasantness, etc.) for 16 communicators based only on pictures of them from the
shoulders up. Afterwards, participants listened to a series of communicators make
statements that were either pro or anti-national pride. After a filler task, participants were
asked to report liking ratings of the communicators again as well as recognize statements
made by each of the communicators in the video. Participants were able to resolve their
dissonance by either increasing or decreasing liking for communicators that made
statements counter to their own opinions on national pride, depending on their initial
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evaluations. Participants who were pro-national pride decreased liking for communicators
who expressed anti-national pride sentiments, and increased liking for those who
expressed pro-national pride sentiments. The inverse was true for participants who antinational pride. More relevantly, participants were also able to resolve their dissonance by
either failing to recognize counter-attitudinal statements from liked communicators
(something the communicators did say, but the participants forgot), or by incorrectly
recalling counter-attitudinal statements from liked communicators (something the
communicator did not say, but the participant remembered them saying). The researchers
interpreted these specific results as evidence that people can resolve dissonance by
selectively forgetting negative information that contradicts their positive initial evaluation
of someone. Additionally, people can also maintain consistency by inventing negative
memories about someone who they initially evaluated as unfavorable.
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Chapter 2: Motivated Memory
Motivated forgetting or motivated memory has been demonstrated numerous
times in a variety of settings such as free recall of words (Bjork & Woodward, 1973) and
decision supportive source monitoring errors (Mather & Johnson, 2000). One motivated
memory model, the mnemic neglect model (Sedikides & Gregg, 2003) makes particularly
relevant predictions about memory. According to the mnemic neglect model, selfrelevant information is automatically associated with prior self-knowledge (Krueger,
2003; Sedikides, 2003). The mnemic neglect model makes a distinction between two
types of information. The first type is negative information that is inconsistent with the
self-concept. This type of information tends to be perceived as threatening. The second
type is positive information consistent with the self-concept. This type of information is
perceived as self-enhancing.
Additionally, the model assumes that self-relevant feedback that takes the form of
behavioral information undergoes two stages of processing, a shallow first stage and a
more elaborative second stage. When behavioral information is self-threatening (e.g.,
“Am I really a dishonest person?”), it is restricted to the first stage of processing. When
behavior is self-enhancing (e.g., “Am I generous with my time?”), it advances past the
first stage of processing into the more elaborate phases of processing. As a result, selfthreatening feedback is recalled more poorly than self-enhancing feedback, because selfenhancing feedback can be compared to relevant episodic self-knowledge in the deeper
second stage of processing. The model also distinguishes between peripheral and central
self-relevant information. Central information is considered very important to the selfconcept, while peripheral information is relevant to the self, but considered less important
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than central information. As a result, central information is processed in the more
elaborate second stage while peripheral information is processed in the shallower first
stage.
Tests of the mnemic neglect model include comparisons between self-relevant
and nonself-relevant information. Sedikides and Green (2000) asked participants to
imagine that someone who knows them well provided a list of 32 behaviors they were
likely to perform. In another experimental condition, participants were given the same
story, but the behaviors were about another person. In both conditions, some behaviors
were negative, and some were positive. After all 32 behaviors had been presented,
participants were asked without warning to recall each behavior of each target. The
researchers found that participants had more trouble recalling negative behaviors, but
only when they were self-relevant. Another test in a more realistic setting used a similar
procedure, but participants were told the behavioral feedback they had received about
either themselves or “Chris” had come from a computer model that considered a
personality inventory they (or Chris) had completed earlier (Sedikides & Green, 2000).
The results manifested in the same pattern: participants had more difficulty in
remembering negative behaviors about themselves compared to positive behaviors about
themselves or negative and positive behaviors about “Chris.”
The mnemic neglect model makes predictions about memory that closely
resemble predictions based on dissonance theory. The model predicts people should
distort their memory to maintain a consistent and positive self-image. However, the
mnemic neglect model does not predict memory difficulty with information that is
positive but simultaneously inconsistent. To disentangle the roles of information
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expectancy and information valence, Sedikides and Green (2004) conducted two
experiments using methodology similar to Sedikides and Green (2000). The first
experiment required participants to recall positive and negative behaviors from four
possible referents: Themselves, a friend, Chris, and super Chris (Chris described
glowingly with a short vignette that created very positive behavior expectancies, as
evidenced by a pretest). Despite having very positive expectancies for super Chris,
participants still displayed the highest level of mnemic neglect for themselves.
A second experiment attempted to identify whether information inconsistency or
information negativity was the source of mnemic neglect. In a pretest of 490 people,
participants answered questions about their own trustworthiness and kindness with
endpoints of 1 (occasionally untrustworthy or occasionally unkind) and 15 (never
untrustworthy or never unkind). Participants also responded to questions regarding how
important it was for them to be trustworthy or kind, and how negative it was to be
untrustworthy or unkind. The researchers selected 50 participants who rated themselves
below the midpoint of either the initial trustworthiness or kindness questions and
designated them as self-negative. They also selected 53 participants who were above the
midpoint on the trustworthiness or kindness questions and designated them as selfpositive. Self-positive participants rated being trustworthy and being kind as more
important than self-negative participants. Self-positive participants also rated being
untrustworthy and being unkind as more negative than self-negative participants. Using
similar procedures as the first experiment, the researchers found that both self-negative
and self-positive participants remembered the same number of positive behaviors about
themselves and Chris, but remembered fewer negative behaviors about themselves than
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Chris. The researchers interpreted the results as evidence that memory distorts towards
positivity about the self, regardless of whether participants have positive or negative selfviews.
The mnemic neglect model is notable because it suggests that people might have
difficulty recalling a behavior that resulted in a mistake. However, tests of the model
have included a memory test for only a hypothetical behavior, not for a past behavior that
measurably occurred. The mnemic neglect model makes predictions about memory that
are similar to what dissonance theory would predict regarding self-enhancement. The key
prediction that people’s positive expectancies for themselves will distort memory for
negative feedback is consistent between the two theoretical models. However, the selfprotection formulation of dissonance theory, addressed in the following chapter, makes
slightly different predictions.

14
Chapter 3: Self-Protection
The self-protection view of dissonance theory stems from Aronson’s (1968) selfconsistency formulation of dissonance theory and assumes that the motivation to protect
self-consistency is one of our strongest psychological motives. Thoughts about the self
are the most difficult and resistant to change, so people will almost always change their
attitudes, behavior, or beliefs to align with their self-concept, whether it is positive or
negative. This is where the predictions of self-protection view of dissonance theory differ
from those of mnemic neglect model, which predicts people will self-enhance regardless
of whether they have a positive or negative self-view.
Aronson and Carlsmith (1962) were among the first to explore self-protection as a
motive stronger than pure self-enhancement in dissonance production and reduction. In
their study, the researchers attempted to first establish a high or low initial self-concept,
then examine reactions to behavior inconsistent with that self-concept. They first had
women complete a supposed measure of social sensitivity that involved viewing sets of
three pictures of people and predicting which of them would develop schizophrenia later
in life. Participants were told the measure was highly valid and reliable. During the first
four sets, participants received feedback that either indicated they were performing well
and thus socially sensitive, or that they were performing poorly and were not socially
sensitive. After receiving this feedback, participants performed the final trial and then
received feedback that was either consistent with the initial feedback they had gotten, or
inconsistent. Finally, all participants repeated the final trial a second time.
The researchers reasoned that participants would be motivated to protect the selfconcept established in the initial four trials. If their score on the final round had been
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inconsistent with that initial self-concept, participants were expected to alter their
answers to produce a score more in line with the initial self-concept, even if it were
negative. Results confirmed this expectation. Participants who received low performance
feedback initially but high performance feedback on the final trial changed more of their
answers on their repeat of the final trial in an attempt to bring their final trial feedback in
line with their initial trial feedback. That is, participants who were told their answers
were mostly correct changed their correct answers to incorrect answers when they had
initially been given low performance feedback more often than those initially given high
performance feedback. The researchers interpreted the results of the initial low
performance feedback group as an indication that protecting one’s self-concept, rather
than enhancing it, is a powerful motive aroused by dissonance.
As Stone and Focella (2011) explain, these findings were initially met with
several failures to replicate (Dipboye, 1977; Jones, 1973; Shrauger, 1975), and the
appropriate skepticism. However, Stone (1994, described in Stone, 2009) conducted a
meta-analysis on 25 attempted replications of Aronson and Carlsmith (1962) and argued
that deviations from key elements of the procedure used in the original research were
likely responsible for the null findings of 14 of 25 studies, with 9 of the studies
reaffirming Aronson and Carlsmith’s (1962) original predictions. Stone and Focella
(2011) argue that people are highly motivated to protect a self-view, even a negative one,
when these self-views are highly certain or important. The authors point out one of the
key characteristics that Aronson and Carlsmith’s (1962) study shared with all nine
successful replication attempts was that participants were told the novel psychological
test they were taking was highly valid and reliable. These novel psychological traits (e.g.,
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social sensitivity) might not have been important to participants given they were just
introduced minutes before the test. However, participants did believe the tests were
highly reliable and valid, so the self-view was highly certain. This certainty helps to shift
focus away from self-enhancement motives and on to self-protection motives (See also
North & Swann 2009; Swann, 1990).
Though some self-views can be negative and prompt mechanisms to protect them,
for most people there are also many positive self-views that likewise motivate protective
mechanisms. Aronson and colleagues suggested that viewing oneself as behaving both
competently and morally is a highly important and common self-view which can arouse
self-protective motivations (Thibodeau & Aronson, 1992), so people should be
particularly motivated to protect these self-views. When people perceive a discrepancy
between these personal standards and a questionable choice (Stone, 2011; Stone &
Cooper, 2001), self-protection motives are likely to be aroused.
Although not conducted from a dissonance perspective, research on moral
forgetting strongly suggests that the self-views of competence and morality can motivate
memory distortion. One way that researchers study the contradiction of competent and
moral self-views and immoral behavior or thinking is through the lens of moral
disengagement. Because people desire to be seen as moral by themselves and others,
deviating from moral norms results in negative feelings and discomfort (e.g., Klass,
1978), a prediction shared by dissonance theory (see Aronson, 1992 for a review on how
most inconsistency based theories make the same predictions as dissonance theory). One
way to reduce these negative feelings is moral disengagement, through which people can
reconstrue their morally questionable behavior as ethically acceptable (Bandura, 1990).
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In four studies, Shu and colleagues (2011) demonstrated that merely considering a
hypothetical act of one’s own dishonesty can increase moral disengagement and motivate
forgetting of moral rules, but the same does not happen when considering a hypothetical
act of dishonesty from another person. In the first two studies, participants were given a
hypothetical testing scenario and asked to imagine that they or another person either
cheated or did not cheat. Moral disengagement was measured via a composite of six
moral disengagement items (e.g., “Cheating is appropriate behavior because no one gets
hurt”, “ Rules should be flexible enough to be adapted to different situations”) which
were pretested and validated in previous research. In both studies, participants exhibited
moral disengagement only when they imagined themselves cheating, but not when they
imagined another person cheating, another person not cheating, or themselves not
cheating.
In a third study, Shu and colleagues (2011) manipulated the opportunity to cheat
(present versus absent) by tying a financial reward to self-reported performance on a
problem-solving task. In this study, the researchers did not record whether participants
took this opportunity to cheat when presented with it. Instead, they used the mean
difference between self-reported performance scores on the problem-solving task
between those with no chance to cheat and those who did have a chance to cheat as proxy
for cheating. The researchers also manipulated awareness of honesty standards by either
presenting or not presenting participants with an academic honor code (e.g., “An instance
of dishonesty hurts the entire community”) before the opportunity (or lack of) to cheat in
the problem-solving task. Afterwards, participants who were presented with the honor
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code were asked a few questions about the honor code they saw (e.g., “Who is hurt by an
instance of academic dishonesty?”).
Results indicated that participants who were given the opportunity to cheat did
report greater performance on the problem solving task than those who were not given
the opportunity to cheat, suggesting cheating behavior did occur. Participants who were
merely given the opportunity to engage in dishonest behavior by over-reporting their
success on the problem-solving task also morally disengaged more (measured in the same
way as the first two studies) and were more likely to forget the contents of the honor code
than those who were given no opportunity to cheat. A final study using similar
methodology distinguished between those who actually took the opportunity to cheat and
those who did not cheat at the individual level indicated that actually cheating further
reduced memory for moral rules compared to merely having the opportunity to cheat, but
not doing so.
Shu and Gino (2012) reported four more studies using similar procedures as Shu
et al. (2011). Experiment 1 replicated the moral forgetting after cheating findings, but
also indicated that cheaters and noncheaters were equally likely to remember irrelevant
non-moral information, suggesting forgetting is focused on protecting oneself.
Experiments 2 and 3 demonstrated that among cheaters, forgetting occurs only after
cheating, but not before, and that even financial incentive to recall moral rules does not
enhance memory for them. Finally, Experiment 4 indicated forgetting appears to be a
result of decreased access to memories of moral rules after cheating. These convenient
mechanisms of forgetting are likely responsible for people’s positive moral self-views,
even in the face of the contrary evidence people accumulate throughout their lives
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(Kouchaki, & Gino, 2016; Stanley & De Brigard, 2019). Perhaps the most important take
away from the moral forgetting research is that people will forget information
conveniently and in situations with real world consequences.
Consistency Motivated Memory Distortion
Several models of memory have incorporated a motivation component for selfconsistency (Conway, 2005; Hirt, 1990; Ross, 1989) or desired self-view (Sanitioso et al.,
1990). These models imply that people could distort, or completely invent prior events
and attitudes to create consistency with the current self. Several studies have shown that
distortion occurs in the direction of consistency with current self in memory for emotion
(Levine, 1997), past attitudes (Goethals & Reckman, 1973), past behavior (Ross et al.,
1981), the quality of an assigned option (Benney & Henkel, 2006), and evaluations of
others, others’ behavior, and relationships with those others (McFarland & Ross, 1987).
Memory distortion for responsibility
The closest correlate to memory for coercion within any previously published
research is work on the denial of responsibility. Gosling and colleagues (2006)
demonstrated that denial of responsibility for a dissonance-inducing action functions as a
medium of dissonance reduction independent of trivialization (trivializing a dissonant
action to reduce the implication of self-inconsistency). In Study 1, participants were
randomly assigned to a condition in a 2 (choice vs. no choice) X 2 (order: attitude
measures first vs. responsibility measures first) between-subjects design. The
experimenter gave participants instructions explaining that the researchers already had a
lot of essays against requiring an application procedure to attend the university, so

20
participants needed to write an essay in support of requiring an application procedure.2
Participants in the choice conditions were told they were free to accept or refuse these
circumstances. While participants wrote their essays, the experimenter passed out a
booklet to each of them that contained attitude and responsibility dependent measures.
The attitude measure asked participants their level of agreement with requiring an
application procedure to attend the university. The three responsibility measures asked
participants how responsible they felt for what they had done, what they had written, and
having participated in the experiment. The researchers used a composite measure of the
responsibility questions to define responsibility.
In the attitude first condition, the attitude measure was presented first and the
inverse was true in the responsibility first conditions. Participants who had a choice in
writing their counter-attitudinal essay reported feeling less responsible than participants
who were in the no choice conditions, but only when the responsibility measures were
presented first. When the attitude measure was presented first, there was no difference
between the choice and no conditions on the responsibility measures. These results
indicated that people can deny responsibility for a counter-attitudinal behavior to reduce
the dissonance associated with the behavior. However, if people are given the opportunity
to change their attitudes in advance of denying responsibility, this alternative method of
dissonance reduction eliminates the need to deny responsibility.
Study 2 attempted to replicate these findings using trivialization (rather than

2

The researchers pretested the idea of requiring an application procedure to get accepted
into the university and found it was both a very unfavorable and a very important issue to
their student sample.
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attitude change) as an alternative dissonance reduction method to denial of responsibility.
Study 2 repeated the procedure from Study 1, but substituted the one item measuring
attitude change for four items to measure trivialization (e.g., “What importance do you
give to the fact of defending a position that you do not agree with?”) The questions used
scale points ranging from 1 (no importance) to 11 (much importance). The researchers
used a composite measure of all four items and considered lower scores to indicate
greater trivialization. Study 2 utilized the same responsibility measures as Study 1.
Again, when participants chose to write the counter-attitudinal essay, they reported less
responsibility than those who were assigned to do so. However, this time the difference
appeared in both the responsibility first conditions and the trivialization first conditions,
though it was larger in the responsibility first conditions. Additionally, participants in the
choice condition reported greater trivialization in the choice conditions compared to the
no choice conditions, but when the trivialization measures were presented before the
responsibility measures. These results closely resemble those of Study 1, and establish
denial of responsibility as a mechanism of dissonance reduction separate from
trivialization of a dissonant act.
In Study 3, the researchers employed the same procedure as the first two studies,
but this time using a measurement of psychological discomfort (measured by positive
affect, negative affect, and self-directed negative affect) in place of attitude or
trivialization measures. Participants reported more psychological discomfort when they
answered the discomfort questions before the responsibility questions compared to the
reverse presentation order, but only in the choice conditions. The researchers concluded
that participants used denial of responsibility to reduce psychological discomfort created
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by choosing a dissonant action, but only when it is the first available mechanism to
resolve dissonance.
Although these three studies establish the idea that people will use available
cognitive means to reduce their responsibility for a counter-attitudinal action, this
research did not attempt to demonstrate memory distortion in the recollection of
responsibility. The only test of responsibility related memory distortion using a
dissonance paradigm comes from Rodriguez and Strange (2015). Participants in this
study were either assigned (low-choice) or induced to choose (high-choice) to write a
counter-attitudinal essay in support of a tuition increase. Participants received these
instructions verbally from the experimenter at beginning of the study. Before writing
their essays, participants signed a statement reaffirming the instructions they received
from the experimenter. Afterwards, participants answered three questions related to their
feelings of personal responsibility for writing their essay. Participants then responded to a
memory questionnaire, which included two forced choice items regarding what
instructions (choice or no choice) they received. One item asked about the content of
what the experimenter said to them verbally, and the other item asked about the content
of the statement they signed. For both questions, participants could only respond that the
experimenter/statement said they were randomly assigned to write the essay or that they
voluntarily wrote the essay.
Results indicated that participants in the high-choice condition were more likely
to incorrectly recall verbally receiving responsibility absolving instructions for writing
their essay than participants in the low-choice condition were to incorrectly recall
verbally receiving high choice instructions. That is, participants who were induced to
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choose to write their essay were much more likely to misremember the experimenter
assigning them to write their essay than participants who were assigned to write their
essay were to misremember the experimenter giving them a choice. However,
participants in this study did not differentially recall the item asking about the content of
the statement they signed at the beginning of the study. The authors note that, if anything,
participants should have misremembered the more self-implicating action of signing an
instruction sheet, but instead misremembered the experimenter’s instructions to them. In
sum, the support for dissonance driven memory distortion for personal responsibility is
somewhat weak. However, participants’ misremembering of the experimenter’s behavior
rather than their own strengthens the argument to examine memory for coercion, as it
indicates participants’ memory failures can target someone other than themselves.
Distinction between coercion and responsibility. The distinction between
distorting memory for personal responsibility and distorting memory for the coerciveness
of another person is important. By simply misremembering personal responsibility,
someone does not shift the blame for a dissonance inducing action to another source, but
simply away from themselves. By falsely remembering someone being coercive, one
explicitly designates fault to another target.
Self-protection’s connection to rape and sexual assault. Although research on
rape and sexual assault has not focused on dissonance theory specifically, some research
does allude to the potential that people might remember a very serious event differently
because of these same self-protective motivations. First, there is a sizeable discrepancy
between what women self-label as rape and the legal definition of rape (e.g., Schwartz &
Leggett, 1999). One study indicated that just over half of female rape victims did not
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acknowledge their experience as rape (Wilson & Miller, 2016), opting to label it more
mundanely as something like “bad sex.” This discrepancy in what women report as rape
and what researchers and the law define as rape might partly depend on motivational and
perceptual factors. Some research suggests that women’s labeling of their nonconsensual
sexual experiences as rape or not rape depends partly on whether the event matched their
rape script, but also partially on their motivation to avoid self-blame or trauma (Peterson
& Muehlenhard, 2004, 2011). Peterson and Muehlenhard (2011) specifically identify
avoidance of seeing the perpetrator as a rapist, escaping self-blame, and maintaining
feelings of control as motivations for women to remember their experiences as something
other than rape. These motivations align with other research indicating that acknowledged rape victims tend to blame themselves most, followed by the situation they were
in, and assign the least blame to the perpetrator (Donde, 2017). Although none of this
research explicitly connects to memory processes, it does begin to demonstrate that
victims of rape or sexual assault might experience, remember, and even attribute blame
differentially depending on individual differences in attitudes or motivations.
Memory Distortion or a Change in Judgment?
Some might suggest dissonance is not actually influencing what someone
remembers, but rather the judgment people make about the memory in question. One
pertinent example, although not related to memory, comes from Balcetis and Dunning
(2007), who had participants make perceptual judgments about the distance of a field
they would have to run across wearing embarrassing clothing and the slope of a hill
which they would have to propel themselves up using a skateboard. In the first study, the
researchers informed participants they would have to walk across a field on campus
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wearing embarrassing clothing (low-choice) or that it would be helpful if they walked
across the field in embarrassing clothing, but that they could also perform another task
(high-choice). Researchers asked participants to estimate (in feet) the length of the field
they would be walking across. The researchers assumed that longer estimates of field
length implied that the participants considered the experience more aversive than if they
had estimated the field as shorter. As expected, high-choice participants perceived the
field as a shorter length than low-choice participants.
In the second study, participants either had to (or were induced to choose to)
propel themselves up a hill using their arms while kneeling on a skateboard as a test of
strength. Before performing the strength test, participants estimated the slope of the hill
in two ways, which were counterbalanced. One measurement required participants to
draw a diagonal line emanating from one end of a horizontal line on a piece of paper the
experimenter provided them with. For the second measurement, participants moved the
arm of a protractor to reflect the angle they believe best represented the slope of the hill.
Using a composite measure of both slope estimates, the researchers found that highchoice participants estimated the hill as less steep (and therefore less aversive) than lowchoice participants.
These studies indicate that dissonance can cause people to perceive or judge the
same object differently depending on their motivation to resolve dissonance from making
an aversive choice. If dissonance can cause people to change how they judge something,
then it seems reasonable that dissonance might also change how people remember an
event, rather than what they remember. For the purposes of the current research, how
people remember an event refers to an evaluative judgment about an event, while what
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people remember refers to a more objective, measurable target. For example, after
greeting a stranger on the street, remembering the objective truth of what word the
stranger said to you (e.g., hello vs. hi) is different than remembering your perception of
how they uttered their greeting (rudely vs. politely). So far, the limited research on
dissonance-induced memory distortion suggests that dissonance is disrupting what people
remember, and has not specifically tested whether dissonance might disrupt how they
remember it.
Rodriguez and Strange (2014) asked participants to recall numeric quality ratings
they had given to cell phones following an easy or difficult choice between phones.
When participants made a difficult choice, there was a significant discrepancy in participants recall of their original ratings and their true ratings, but no significant discrepancy
when participants made an easy choice. Similarly, after writing counter-attitudinal essays
under conditions of either high or low choice, Rodriguez and Strange (2015) asked
participants to answer questions identically to the way they answered them in a
prescreening that came before the essay manipulation. Participants were unable to
correctly replicate their prescreen attitudes in the high-choice condition. Bem and
McConnell (1970) used an almost identical manipulation and procedure and also found
that participants were unable to correctly recall their initial attitudes. In all three of these
studies, participants were not making judgments about their original experiences, but
were asked to recall them. In each case, they were unable to recall what their experiences
were, even when explicitly prompted to do so. While these three studies demonstrated
participants were unable to recall a specific number, Berthold and Blank (2016)
demonstrated people can fail to recognize counter-attitudinal statements and incorrectly
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recall counter-attitudinal statements from liked communicators. Again, participants were
not rendering judgments about an event they remembered, but were simply failing to
correctly remember if another person made a specific statement. Although limited, these
studies do support the idea that dissonance can disrupt what is remembered, and not just
the way an event is remembered. However, no study has directly tested whether
dissonance could distort how someone remembers something rather than what they
remember.
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Chapter 4: Knowledge of the Consequences of Choice
One important detail of attributing distortion of memory for coercion to
dissonance reduction is perceiver’s knowledge of the consequences of their choice at the
time they make their choice. In almost every known dissonance study using an induced
compliance paradigm, researchers used this type of procedure to cause participants to
freely, but knowingly, engage in a counter-attitudinal behavior. In real life situations,
people might not know they are engaging in self-concept violating behavior at the time
that they engage in the behavior due to intense emotion, alcohol consumption, or simply
being unable to foresee the consequences of their actions. However, participants in
typical dissonance studies (e.g., Baumeister & Tice, 1984; Voisin et al., 2013) cannot
write a counter-attitudinal essay that they are unaware is counter-attitudinal at the time
they are writing it.
Early dissonance research attempted to address the question of whether or not
surprise consequences are a relevant factor in the production and resolution of
dissonance. Both Brehm (1959) and Brehm and Cohen (1959) demonstrated that when
people make a dissonant commitment that later produces additional negative
consequences that are unknown to them at the time of their commitment, they experience
even greater dissonance (these are sometimes referred to as fait accompli studies).
However, more precise tests of this assertion that followed these early examinations
failed to support these original findings (e.g., Cooper & Brehm, 1968; Linder et al., 1968;
Watts, 1965). These studies found that surprise consequences did not affect the
magnitude of dissonance produced from a dissonance inducing action.
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In these fait accompli studies, researchers used a dissonance inducing situation
(e.g., a free choice paradigm), and then in the surprise consequence conditions, stack
additional positive or negative consequences on top of an already dissonance inducing
situation. For example, Brehm and Jones (1970) utilized a free choice paradigm by
asking participants to rate the desirability of 15 records, and then asked them to choose
one record to keep between two records they had rated very similarly. To study the
effects of fait accompli consequences, the researchers manipulated awareness of
consequences (forewarned vs. surprised) and the valence of the consequences (positive
versus negative. For the forewarned participants, the researcher explained that the choice
between the two records participants made was related to whether or not they received
two free movie tickets in addition to their record. If they chose one of the records, they
would get the movie tickets (positive consequences), but if they chose the other, they
would get nothing in addition to the record (negative consequences). The experimenter
did not tell the participant which record was tied to the movie tickets and which was not.
For the surprised participants, the researchers gave the same information the forewarned
participants received, but only after participants made their choice of record. After
making their choice, participants in all conditions rerated the desirability of both records.
The researchers also included a control condition that only included participants rating
records, choosing between two desired records, and then rerating records.
The researchers found that the magnitude of dissonance was affected by the
additional consequences, but only in the forewarned conditions. When participants were
surprised by the positive or negative consequences of their choice, they did not exhibit
additional dissonance. That is, the surprise participants did not exhibit significantly
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different dissonance than the control participants, but the forewarned participants showed
greater dissonance effects than both groups. The results of this and other fait accompli
studies indicate that surprise consequences do not produce additional dissonance to that
already produced by some other dissonance inducing action. However, these studies have
not addressed whether surprise consequences on their own can create dissonance from a
choice. In these studies, all participants engage in some dissonance inducing action, such
as making a difficult choice (Brehm & Jones, 1970) or choosing to engage in a boring,
tedious activity (Cooper & Brehm, 1971). With or without a surprise consequence, these
actions induce dissonance. However, the question of whether surprise negative
consequences from a choice that would otherwise not induce dissonance remains
unanswered.
Additionally, researchers have studied the role of feelings of responsibility, which
is a close correlate of the surprise consequences studies. As early as 1962, Brehm and
Cohen argued that people would not experience dissonance if they did not feel personally
responsible for engaging in dissonant behavior. Both Wicklund and Brehm (1976) as well
as Cooper and Fazio (1984) argue that, without the knowledge of foreseeable aversive
consequences for either the self or others, dissonance will not be aroused. Others have
argued that feeling personally responsible for dissonance-arousing conditions might
increase dissonance, but is not a necessary component of creating dissonance (e.g.,
Beauvois & Joule, 1996; Harmon-Jones et al., 1996, Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999).
Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones (2007) discuss whether aversive consequences
are necessary at all to arouse dissonance, regardless of the time these consequences are
known and experienced. They start by discussing Festinger and Carlsmith’s (1959)
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classic experiment. In this study, the experimenter asked participants to lie to a
confederate by telling him a very boring task was enjoyable, and offered either 1 dollar or
20 dollars for complying. Results indicated that when participants received a 20 dollar
offer, they evaluated the task as less enjoyable than those who received only a 1 dollar
offer. The researchers concluded that participants believed 20 dollar reward was a
sufficient reason to lie to another person, but that a 1 dollar reward was not, so
participants evaluated the boring task as more enjoyable to bring their attitudes in line
with their dishonest behavior.
Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones (2007) suggest that an experiment replicating
and extending Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) performed by Cooper and Worchel (1970)
is often cited as early evidence that dissonance arousal requires aversive consequences.
This study used the same manipulation as Festinger and Carlsmith (1959), but added a
condition in which the confederate expressed disbelief towards the participant’s claim
that the task was enjoyable. The researchers assumed that participants who believed they
mislead the confederate would find the experience aversive. If the confederate did not
believe the participant, then the participant’s lie did not cause any harm, and participants
would not find the experience aversive. So, if aversive consequences are necessary to
produce dissonance effects, the effects should only be present in the conditions where the
confederate believed the participants lie. The results followed the expected pattern.
Participants who received 1 dollar to lie evaluated the task as more enjoyable than
participants who received 20 dollars only when the confederate indicated he believed the
participant’s lie. Cooper and Worchel (1970) interpreted these results as meaning simply
engaging in a counter-attitudinal action would not produce dissonance, and that some
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type of aversive consequence is necessary. However, Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones
(2007) argue that significant evidence exists to suggest that producing aversive
consequences is not necessary to produce dissonance.
First, selective exposure paradigms demonstrate people are more willing to
examine materials that confirm their own beliefs than materials that dispute their beliefs
(Brock & Balloun, 1967; Frey 1986). Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones (2007) argue that
exposure to counter-attitudinal material does not produce any aversive consequences
besides dissonance itself, yet these studies still observe dissonance effects. Second, the
existence of dissonance in hypocrisy paradigms (Aronson et al., 1991; Stone et al., 1994)
also indicates dissonance is produced without clear aversive consequences. For example,
Aronson and colleagues (1991) asked participants to give a speech encouraging condom
use after reminding them of their previous failures to use condoms. Participants exhibited
dissonance effects on dependent measures asking them about their future intent to use
condoms, despite having engaged in what was ostensibly a morally admirable and
agreeable behavior.
Additionally, Harmon-Jones and colleagues (1996) and Harmon-Jones (2000)
conducted studies in which participants engaged in counter-attitudinal behaviors, but
were assured of anonymity and were able to personally discard the evidence of their
behaviors. These studies still found evidence of dissonance arousal, so the authors
concluded that aversive consequences are not necessary to induce dissonance. The logic
was that if no others witnessed a behavior, no aversive consequences were produced.
However, this conclusion is possibly a mistake. Presumably, hypocrisy and lying
are aversive consequences, regardless of whether or not others witness the behavior. Most
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people are well aware that dishonesty and hypocrisy are undesirable actions, and
engaging in these behaviors is aversive, regardless of if others are aware of them. For
example, Shu and Gino (2012) and Gino et al. (2011) both observed moral
disengagement and moral forgetting in their studies where participants enacted cheating
behavior. However, none of the participants were aware that the experimenter knew they
were cheating. Still, the researchers observed effects based on the inconsistency between
cheating behavior and a moral self-view, and concluded that cheating itself was aversive.
Therefore, the findings of studies like Aronson and colleagues (1991) and Harmon-Jones
(2000) should not rule out aversive consequences as being responsible for inducing
dissonance. Consider Harmon-Jones (2000) which provides one of the most mundane and
inconsequential inconsistency manipulations. Participants who liked chocolate ate a piece
of chocolate and were either assigned or induced to choose to write a statement saying
they disliked the chocolate they ate. Still, participants who chose to write the statement
changed their attitudes to dislike the chocolate, while those assigned to write the
statement did not. Yet, studies like this one still cannot rule out the possibly that engaging
in a hypocritical, counter-attitudinal, or otherwise immoral behavior is an aversive
consequence in itself. Constraining the definition of aversive consequence to something
that either other people witness or something that creates a tangible problem ignores the
basic need for cognitive consistency that dissonance theory has espoused since its
inception (Festinger, 1957).
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Chapter 5: Overview and Methodology
The current research aimed to examine dissonance effects on memory regarding a
social choice. When people make a choice that ends with negative consequences, one of
the ways in which they might resolve their dissonance is through remembering being
coerced into that choice, or choosing it less freely. However, when the same choice turns
out positively, people might be willing to remember the decision as more freely made.
Even when people do not make a choice, they still might be more likely to take credit for
a positive outcome than a negative outcome (see Bradley, 1978 for a review on selfserving bias in attributions).
Participants will either be assigned to or “choose” a social partner through
induced compliance procedures and have the consequences of their choice manipulated
as positive or negative in two studies. Study 1 used Zoom, an online videoconferencing
software the university provides to students and faculty at no cost, to provide real time
interaction while making a social choice. Study 2 used an online paradigm through
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) which people participated in at their convenience.
Design
Both studies use the same 2 (Partner: assigned or chosen) x 2 (Consequences:
positive or negative) design. Both studies manipulate the partner variable by either
assigning participants a partner or by inducing participants to choose a partner they
would play the ultimatum game with. The ultimatum game is an economic game played
between two people that involves splitting a resource, most frequently a sum of money
(see Güth et al., 1982 for the original formulation). In the present experiments, the
resource to be split was 10 raffle tickets, each of which entered a participant into a
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drawing for a $100 Amazon gift card. One person plays the role of the proposer, while
the other plays the role of the decider. The proposer may offer the decider any portion of
the 10 raffle tickets and keep the remainder. The decider has the power to either accept
the deal offered by the proposer, in which case both parties claim the portion of the
reward the proposer offered, or decline the proposer’s deal, in which case neither party
receives any portion of the reward. In both studies, participants always play the role of
the decider, so consequences were manipulated as either a fair (5 tickets) or very unfair (2
tickets) offer from the proposer.
Power Analysis
All power analyses were conducted in G*power (Erdfelder et al., 1996).
Assuming a medium effect size of f = .20 (Cohen, 1988), a sample size of 277
participants would yield adequate power of 1−β = .80 with α = .05 to detect an effect in a
2 x 2 design. This power analysis pertains to both studies due to their shared design.
Hypotheses
The current research involves a total of six hypotheses. All six hypotheses are
tested in both studies.
Hypothesis 1
There will be a main effect of consequences condition, such that participants will
report having less choice in their partner selection (dependent measure 1) in the negativeconsequences conditions compared to the positive-consequences conditions.
Hypothesis 2
There will be a main effect of consequences condition, such that participants will
perceive the experimenter as having less influence over their decision (dependent
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measure 2) when the consequences are positive compared to negative.
Hypothesis 3
There will be a main effect of partner condition, such that participants will report
having less choice in their partner selection (dependent measure 1) in the partner
assignment conditions compared to the partner chosen conditions.
Hypothesis 4
There will be a main effect of partner condition, such that participants will
perceive the experimenter as having less influence over their decision (dependent
measure 2) in the partner chosen conditions compared to the partner assignment
conditions.
Hypothesis 5
There will be a two-way interaction between partner condition and consequences
condition, such that participants will report significantly more choice (dependent measure
1) in the partner chosen conditions compared to the partner assignment conditions, and
this difference will be greater in the positive consequences condition compared to the
negative consequences condition.
Hypothesis 6
There will be a two-way interaction between partner condition and consequences
condition, such that the difference in perceived experimenter influence (dependent
measure 2) between the partner chosen and partner assignment conditions will be
significantly greater in the positive consequences condition compared to the negative
consequences condition.
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Chapter 6: Study 1 Method
The design of Study 1 was a 2 (Partner: assigned or chosen) x 2 (Consequences:
positive or negative) between-subjects experimental design. The experimenter
administered the partner manipulation verbally, which was specific to Study 1.
Participants
Participants were students recruited from a large western university through the
months of June 2020 – March 2021 using the Psychology SONA system and the Social
Psychology SONA system. The SONA study description informed participants the study
concerned financial and social decision making in the internet era to provide initial
exposure to the cover story. The remainder of the description contained information
regarding when participants would receive a Zoom link to the study and the time (15
minutes) the study was expected to take. Lastly, the description instructed participants to
enter the Zoom meeting with their cameras and microphones off to further reinforce the
cover story. The initial sample contained 1883 participants. However, 11 participants
realized their interaction partner was a computer, and 17 participants did not comply with
the experimenter request or instruction to choose Charlie. After removing these
participants from the sample, the final sample contained 160 participants and was 49.38%
white and mostly female (65%) with a mean age of 19.95 years (SD = 2.43).

3

Complications due to the Coronavirus pandemic made reaching the required sample size
in this study problematic. The study was initially proposed when research participants
were required by the psychology department to participate in face to face studies.
However, after in-person data collection ceased due to the pandemic, research
participants had no requirement to participate in Zoom format studies instead of
asynchronous online studies. Despite repeated advertisement, financial incentive, and
nine continuous months of data collection, sufficient participant recruitment was
unsuccessful.
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Procedure
The study was conducted over Zoom, which allowed the participant to believe
they were interacting with another person in real time. Each SONA session was assigned
a Zoom link, and participants received an email containing the link at least half an hour
before each timeslot to serve as reminder and to ensure they had access to the correct
link. Before each participant signed on to their timeslot, the experimenter was signed on
using two additional devices besides their computer as two fake participants named
Charlie and Jessica. The experimenter was able to control Charlie and Jessica’s movement in and out of breakout rooms from their alternative devices as well as address them
as real people during the instruction portion to ensure the participant believed both were
real.
When the participant signed into the Zoom meeting, both Charlie and Jessica
were present in the meeting with their cameras and microphones off. Only their names
were displayed to the participant to give the appearance of two genuine participants. The
experimenter then informed the participant that the group is waiting for one other person
who is ostensibly joining. After waiting 1-2 minutes, the experimenter started the study
without the “final participant” present. Next, the experimenter administered the cover
story. Participants were led to believe the study concerned financial decision making and
altruism over the internet, as a significant amount of commerce now takes place online,
especially given the coronavirus situation. The experimenter then emailed the participant
the Qualtrics study link.
The experimenter directed participants to open the link, which opened the survey
to a page that contains an ID slider. The experimenter then provided all three participants
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with IDs. In each session, “Charlie” was assigned an ID of 178 and “Jessica” was
assigned an ID of 366, while the real participant was assigned their true ID. Participant
IDs never overlapped with Charlie or Jessica’s. The ID slider the real participant
interacted with contained the logic which assigned participants to the correct study
condition based on the number they were given by the experimenter. After the participant
entered their ID, the experimenter explained the rules of the ultimatum game, followed
by the breakout room procedure.
The experimenter explained that participants would play the ultimatum game
from breakout rooms. Each breakout room was named for the role its participants would
play in the ultimatum game. The experimenter informed everyone Charlie and Jessica
would enter the proposer room and the real participant would enter the decider room.
After explaining the breakout room procedure, the experimenter opened the
breakout rooms and asked that everyone refrain from advancing through the survey until
each participant had spoken to the experimenter in their respective breakout rooms.
Charlie and Jessica entered the proposer room as the participant entered the decider room.
After participants entered breakout rooms, the experimenter waited approximately 40
seconds before entering the real participant’s breakout room to give the impression they
were talking to Charlie and Jessica in the proposer breakout room. The experimenter then
explained that the study is intended to be run with a total of four participants, two in a
proposer breakout room, and two in a decider breakout room. However, only one
participant (the real participant) came to the decider room, so the participant engaged
with only one of the two others in the proposer. In the partner-assigned condition,
participants were assigned to Charlie after being told that women are usually more
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generous in the game and the experimenter needs more data on male proposers. In the
partner-chosen condition, standard induced compliance techniques induced participants
to choose Charlie as their partner. The experimenter told participants they had enough
data on female proposers and that women are usually more generous in the game, so it
would be more helpful to the experimenter for participants to choose Charlie as their
partner, but that choosing Charlie is not required. See Appendix A for the exact script and
differences in partner assignment procedures between partner conditions. This induced
compliance technique is commonly used in dissonance studies to control participants’
choices while giving them the illusion that they did choose (Cooper et al., 1978; Leippe
& Eisenstadt, 1994). It also provides participants fodder to believe they made a choice
that might disadvantage them by choosing a male proposer. The experimenter also
assured the participant that whoever was not selected as their game partner would
participate in another activity for equivalent research credit. After delivering the partner
selection manipulation, the experimenter returned to the main meeting room and waited
for the participant to finish.
After the experimenter left the breakout room, the survey prompted participants to
write the personalizing statement to both of their potential partners and informed them
they will receive a statement from their partner options. After writing their statement,
participants were presented with statements from both “Charlie” and “Jessica”, and asked
to select their partner. The following screen contained a message that participants are
connecting to their partner, with a countdown timer and message instructing participants
to alert the experimenter if connection took more than twenty seconds. The page was set
to auto-advance after 13 seconds, and contained a timer counting up from zero so
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participants knew how long the connection was taking. The next screen told participants
they have connected, and that Charlie was making his proposal (if they chose Jessica,
Jessica’s name replaced Charlie’s in all cases). This screen also contained a timer that
counted up to 6 seconds, with a message asking participants to wait at least 30 seconds
for an offer. The next screen contained the consequences of choice manipulation. In the
positive consequences condition, Charlie offered 5 tickets, an exactly even split of the
possible 10. In the negative consequences condition, Charlie offered 2 tickets, which
approximates the percentage of the total that most people will find grossly unfair in the
ultimatum game (Güth et al., 2001). Subsequently, participants were asked to respond to
all dependent measures and the returned to the main meeting room to be debriefed.
Materials
Study 1 involved 8 main materials: A personalizing statement, main dependent
measures, exploratory dependent measures, filler items, demographic questions,
suspicion checks, a debriefing script, and a session grid. All materials except for the
ultimatum game were created for Study 1.
Personalizing statement
The personalizing statement was a short paragraph, intended to be 3-5 sentences
long that introduced the participant to their potential partners, Charlie and Jessica. The
descriptions for the personalizing statement were selected on the basis of making Jessica
look like a slightly more desirable partner than Charlie to provide some basis for
participants to desire to pick Jessica, and feel they were “coerced” into picking Charlie
After exchanging conventional social pleasantries, participants might have expected that
the reciprocal relationship should continue. Perhaps more importantly, the personalizing

42
statement also served to reinforce the idea that participants were interacting with a real
person. Participants wrote their own personalizing statements to their potential partners
that were between 3 and 5 sentences describing themselves with any qualities they
wanted. See Appendix B for the full personalizing statements from Charlie and Jessica.
Main dependent measures
The main dependent measures were designed around capturing the participants
perception of their own choice and the experimenter’s influence over who their game
partner was. Items included control over outcome (“How much choice did you feel you
had over who your partner was?” No Choice 0 - 7 Complete Choice) and experimenter
influence (“How much influence did the experimenter have over your choice of game
partner?” No Influence 0 - 7 A lot of Influence). See Appendix C for the dependent
measures as they appeared in the survey.
Exploratory dependent measures
Two dependent measures were included for the purpose of ascertaining how
participants felt about their game partner during the study. Items included liking of
partner (“How much did you like your partner” Not at All 0 – 7 Very Much), and fairness
of partner (“How fair was your partner?” Completely Unfair 0 – 7 Completely Fair).
Filler items
Filler items consisted of 10 questions that centered around the cover story
regarding the purpose of the experiment. The filler items were designed to reinforce
participants’ belief in the cover story and to disguise the dependent measures of interest.
Filler question topics included generosity online versus in person, where participants
shop online, financial conservatism, etc. See Appendix D for the filler items.
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Demographic questions
Demographic questions included only basic measurements to assess the
representativeness of the sample, such as gender, age, race, etc. See Appendix E for the
full list and formatting of questions.
Suspicion check
Participants answered four suspicion check questions after responding to all
dependent measures, filler items, and demographic questions. The first question was an
open-ended question which asked participants, “What did you think was the true purpose
of the experiment?” The second question asked participants, “Please tell us about what
you thought and felt about your game partner.” with response options of yes or no. The
third suspicion questions asked participants, “Before arriving to this experiment, had
someone who had also participated previously discussed details about this experiment
with you? Your answer will not affect your credit, but it helps us know what data we
should exclude from our analyses.” With response options of yes or no. Finally, the
fourth suspicion question asked participants “If so, what did you hear?” following up on
the third suspicion question. See Appendix F for the suspicion check questions.
Debriefing script
After participants have completed every measure, the experimenter explained the
nature of the study, that there was no second participant and that the study was intended
to examine the effects of choice consequence on what people remember about a social
interaction. The experimenter also explicitly asked the participants whether they believed
they were interacting with another person during the study and recorded the answer on
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the session grid. The debriefing script emphasized the importance of refraining from
discussing the study with other students. See Appendix G for the full debriefing script.
Session grid
The session grid was a shared google sheet that experimenters used to track and
assign each participant a condition. The first column of the session grid was numbered
101, followed by 201, 301, 401, and then starting the pattern again at 102, 202, 302, 402,
etc. The first number of a participant’s ID (1, 2, 3, or 4) corresponded to which condition
the participant was in. The second two numbers indicate the number of participants in a
given condition (e.g., participant 237 is the 37th participant who was in the partner
assignment, positive consequences condition). Research assistants determined the
condition of any upcoming participant by looking at the next available empty row. Next
were columns for research assistants to fill in their name, the date and time of the session,
whether the participant spoke fluent English, and an area for comments to note if
something went awry during the study, or if the participant indicated they had realized
they were playing the ultimatum game alone during the debriefing.
Results
All analyses were conducted in Rstudio. All dependent measures are analyzed
using a 2 X 2 ANOVA that included an interaction term. See Table 1 for cell sizes, cell
means, and standard deviations for each group for all dependent measures. See Table 2
for correlations between the main dependent variables and the exploratory dependent
variables.
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Participant choice
There was a main effect of partner condition on the participant choice measure,
such that participants who chose their partner reported significantly more choice (M =
5.20) compared to participants who were assigned their partner (M = 1.65, F(1, 156) =
100.39, p < .0001, ηp2 = .39). The effect of consequences was marginally significant,
participants who received positive consequences (M = 3.76) reported marginally more
choice than participants who received negative consequences (M = 3.09, F(1, 156) = .13,
p = .72, ηp2 < .001). The interaction between partner and consequences was also
nonsignificant (F(1, 156) = 0.17, p = .68, ηp2 = .007).
Experimenter influence
There was a main effect of partner condition on the experimenter influence
measure, such that participants who were assigned their partner reported significantly
more experimenter influence (M = 5.40) compared to participants who chose their partner
(M = 4.58, F(1, 156) = 6.29, p = .01, ηp2 = .04). The effect of consequences was null,
participants who received positive consequences (M = 5.04) reported no more
experimenter influence than participants who received negative consequences (M = 4.94,
F(1, 156) = 0.13, p = .72, ηp2 < .001). The interaction between partner and consequences
was also nonsignificant (F(1, 156) = 1.13, p = .29, ηp2 = .007).
Liking of partner
There was a main effect of consequence condition on the liking of partner
measure, such that participants who had positive consequences liked their partner
significantly more (M = 4.75) than participants who were assigned their partner (M =
3.31, F(1, 156) = 27.68, p < .0001, ηp2 = .15). There was also a significant effect of
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partner condition, such that participants who were assigned their partner (M = 4.34) liked
their partner more than those who chose their partners (M = 3.85, F(1, 156) = 5.57, p =
.02, ηp2 = .03). The interaction term was not significant (F(1, 156) = 0.52, p = .47, ηp2 =
.003).
Fairness of partner
There was a main effect of consequence condition on the fairness of partner
measure, such that participants who had positive consequences evaluated their partner as
significantly more fair (M = 5.95) compared to participants who had negative
consequences (M = 2.31, F(1, 156) = 297.45, p < .0001, ηp2 = .56). The effect of partner
was nonsignificant, participants who were assigned their partner (M = 4.21) did not report
their partners were more or less fair than those who chose their partner (M = 4.05 F(1,
156) = .96, p = .33, ηp2 = .03). The interaction term was also nonsignificant (F(1, 156) =
1.89, p = .17, ηp2 = .003).
Discussion
Results indicated that the partner condition manipulation of choice was effective,
reporting more choice (supporting Hypothesis 3) and less experimenter influence
(supporting Hypothesis 4) when they chose their partner compared to when their partner
was assigned to them. However, there was no effect of consequence condition on choice
or experimenter influence, and no interactions, meaning Hypotheses 1, 2, 5, and 6 were
unsupported.
There are several possible explanations as to why the results did not manifest as
expected. First and most glaringly is the issue of statistical power. However, even
considering the trends of the means for the two main dependent variables from Table 1, it
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is remains questionable whether an increased sample size would have yielded the
expected results. Second, the time delay between choosing or being assigned a partner
and responding to the dependent measures might have been insufficient to produce
dissonance. Some research suggests that to observe dissonance effects, several minutes
need to pass between whatever the dissonance inducing event was and the administration
of the dependent measures (Festinger & Walster, 1964; Walster, 1964). Other findings
suggest that dissonance effects can be observed even when dependent measures
immediately follow a dissonance inducing event. However, dissonance effects become
larger as time passes (e.g., Frey et al., 1984). Third, participants might not have had
sufficient reason to blame themselves for their choice. In studies like Gosling and
colleagues (2006), participants had no doubt about whether they were violating their selfconcept by writing a counter-attitudinal essay at the time they were asked to write the
essay. In the present study, participants were given some evidence that they might have
made a poor choice by choosing a male proposer, but there were still two unknowns
about their choice. At the time of their choice, participants might have still believed
Charlie could give them a fair deal. Further, even after participants made their choice and
received their consequences, there was still no guarantee that Jessica would have given
them a better deal than Charlie did. This uncertainty might have made the consequences
of the choice less threatening to participants, because they never got confirmation
assuring them of their mistake. Finally, it is possible that virtual interactions simply limit
the power of the social aspects of the study that were originally intended to take place in
person.
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The exploratory dependent variables produced slightly different results. Participants reported liking their partner more and believing their partner was more fair when
they received positive consequences compared to negative consequences. Participants
also liked their partners marginally less when they chose their partners compared to when
they were assigned their partners. These results provide weak evidence that participants
attributed influence over their choice to the experimenter, but blamed (or credited) their
partner for the outcome of their choice, rather than the experimenter as predicted.
Overall, there was no evidence that cognitive dissonance was produced or resolved in
Study 1.
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Chapter 7: Study 2 Method
Study 2 retained many of the same characteristics as Study 1, including the 2
(Partner: assigned or chosen) x 2 (Consequences: positive or negative) design. However,
Study 2 was conducted using MTurk, so there was no face-to-face interaction with an
experimenter over Zoom. Because of this difference, the procedure of Study 2 differed
from Study 1 in two relevant ways. First, participants received the induced compliance or
partner assignment manipulation through an “automated alert”, which either asked
participants to choose a male proposer if one was available (choice conditions), or
informed them they would be assigned to a male proposer (assignment conditions). These
alerts used the same language as the corresponding partner assignment and choice
conditions as in Study 1. Second, the name Charlie was replaced with Edward. Because
the experimenter was not present with each participant to ensure the participant that
Charlie was male, Study 2 needed to use an unambiguously male name. The remainder of
the materials and procedure were identical to Study 1, and participants received all of the
same instruction and language at the same time as participants did in Study 1, but using
written text instead of oral communication.
Participants
The initial sample was composed of 564 participants from Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk (MTurk). Participants were required to meet three qualifications before they could
enter the study; they had to reside in the United States, they had to have had over 500
previous MTurk HITs approved, and have over 90% HIT approval rate. Of these initial
564 participants, 150 did not select Edward as their partner and had to be removed from
the analyses. Further, an additional 41 people indicated in the suspicion check questions
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they did not believe they had connected to a real person. After removing these
participants, there were no duplicate responses based on examining the IP addresses of
respondents. There were also no participants outside the United States based on the
latitude and longitude of respondents. The final sample contained 373 participants. The
sample was mostly white (71.3%) and male (55.0%). The mean age of the sample was
39.6 years (SD = 11.2).
Timing metrics
To assess participants’ attention throughout the survey, timers were included on
the five instruction pages throughout the survey. The range of mean times (in seconds) on
the five timers was 15.98–23.64, and each median was below each corresponding mean.
However, each median was clearly within one standard deviation of the mean, indicating
minimal influence of extreme scores on the mean. These measurements indicated
participants paid attention to the study. See Table 3 for complete descriptive statistics on
all five timers.
Results
All analyses were conducted in Rstudio. All dependent measures are analyzed
using a 2 X 2 ANOVA that included an interaction term. Pairwise comparisons are
conducted where interactions necessitate them. See Table 4 for cell sizes, cell means, and
standard deviations for each group for all dependent measures. See Table 5 for
correlations between all dependent measures.
Participant choice
There was a main effect of partner condition on participant choice, such that those
who were assigned to their game partner (M = 2.05) reported significantly less choice
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than those who “chose” their partner (M = 4.80, F(1,368) = 99.27, p < .0001, ηp2 = .21).
The effect of consequences was null, participants who had negative consequences (M =
2.72) did not report significantly different choice than participants who had positive
consequences (M = 3.13, F(1,368) = 1.30, p = .25, ηp2 = .004). The interaction was also
nonsignificant (F(1,368) = 1.30, p = .25, ηp2 < .001).
Experimenter influence
There were no main effects or interactions on the experimenter influence measure.
Participants who were assigned their game partner (M = 5.28) reported no different
experimenter influence than participants who chose their game partner (M = 4.94,
F(1,368) = 1.90, p = .16, ηp2 = .005). Additionally, participants who had negative
consequences (M = 5.22) did not report different experimenter influence than those who
had positive consequences (M = 5.12, F(1,368) = .12, p = .73, ηp2 < .001). The interaction
was also nonsignificant (F(1,368) = .001, p = .97, ηp2 < .001).
Liking of partner
There was no effect of partner condition on liking of partner. Participants who
were assigned their partner (M = 3.95) did not report different liking than those who
chose their partner (M = 3.78, F(1,367) = 1.21, p = .27, ηp2 = .001). There was a main
effect of consequence condition on the liking of partner measure. Participants who had
negative consequences (M = 3.05) liked their partner less than participants who had
positive consequences (M = 4.74, F(1,367) = 68.93, p < .0001, ηp2 = .16). However, this
effect was qualified by a marginal interaction (F(1,367) = 3.08, p = .08, ηp2 = .008).
When participants received positive consequences, there were no significant differences
in liking between the partner assignment condition and the partner chosen condition
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(t(183) = 0.57, p = .56, d = .08). However, when participants received negative
consequences, they liked their partners marginally less when they chose them (M = 2.61)
compared to when their partners were assigned (M = 3.24, t(186) = 5.25, p = .07, d =
.21). See Figure 1 for a graphical representation of the marginal interaction.
Fairness of partner
There was no effect of partner condition on fairness of partner. Participants who
were assigned their partner (M = 4.41) did not report different liking than those who
chose their partner (M = 4.37, F(1,367) = .65, p = .42, ηp2 < .001). There was a main
effect of consequence on participants’ ratings their partner’s fairness, participants who
received positive consequences (M = 6.20) evaluated their partner as more fair than
participants who received negative consequences (M = 2.58, F(1,367) = 292.86, p <
.0001, ηp2 = .46). This effect was qualified by a significant interaction (F(1,367) = 4.19, p
= .04 ηp2 = .01). When participants received positive consequences, there were no
significant differences in liking between the partner assignment condition and the partner
chosen condition (t(186) = 1.47, p = .14, d = .21). However, when participants received
negative consequences, they evaluated their partners as less fair when they chose them
(M = 2.14) compared to when their partners were assigned (M = 2.78, t(183) = 1.63, p =
.10, d = .26), though this difference was also nonsignificant. See Figure 2 for a graphical
representation of the interaction.
Discussion
As in Study 1, the main hypotheses of interest were unsupported. Only
Hypothesis 3, which predicted that participants would report less choice in the partner
assignment conditions compared to the partner chosen conditions, was supported.
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Many of the same problems from Study 1 apply to Study 2. The lack of time
between choice and response, the lack of certainty about having made the wrong choice,
and the online nature of the study all might explain the results of Study 2 in the same way
they explain the results of Study 1. However, Study 2 was more than properly powered,
and the means of the main dependent variables still do not uniformly trend as the
unsupported hypotheses predicted they would. Therefore, it seems more likely than some
combination of the other three problems or a yet unidentified problem contributed to the
null results, rather than a simple lack of statistical power.
The exploratory dependent measures indicate at least a possibility that dissonance
was produced and resolved in Study 2. In the positive consequences condition,
participants reported liking their partner slightly more and that their partner was slightly
fairer when participants chose their partner compared to when their partner was assigned.
In the negative consequences condition, participants reported liking their partner slightly
less and that their partner was slightly less fair when participants chose their partner
compared to when their partner was assigned, although none of these differences were
statistically significant. The interactions were significant/marginally significant despite
these null simple effects because the difference between the positive and negative
consequences conditions was greater in the partner chosen conditions than in the partner
assignment conditions. One way to interpret this pattern is that participants placed more
importance on whatever their partner decided when participants chose their partner
compared to when they were assigned their partner. If making a choice is reflective of
oneself, it makes sense that good partners were perceived as better and bad partners
perceived as worse when they were chosen compared to assigned. This pattern fits with
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other dissonance research that demonstrates people undergo greater attitude change after
choosing to engage in a counter-attitudinal behavior compared to being assigned to do so
(e.g., Cotton & Heiser, 1980; Frey & Wicklund, 1978). However, the fairness and liking
variables were exploratory and the results of these variables were not a priori
hypothesized, so very little weight should be assigned to the results of these measures.
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Chapter 8: General Discussion
Broadly, the results of these two studies provide no evidence that cognitive
dissonance can affect memory for coercion. Participants did not recall differential
experimenter influence or personal choice between consequence conditions in either
study. Lack of time delay, insufficient reason to self-blame, and the online nature of both
studies all stand out as possibilities for the consistent null results on the main dependent
measures.
Taken together, these two studies suggest that participants might not have recalled
being coerced by the experimenter because they attributed at least some responsibility for
the outcome to their game partner. In Study 1, participants reported liking their partner
more and that their partner was fairer when they received positive consequences versus
negative consequences. In Study 2, the difference in liking and fairness between the
positive and negative consequences conditions was greater in the partner chosen
conditions than the partner assignment conditions. These results might indicate that
participants did not assign responsibility to the experimenter, but did assign some to their
partner, and possibly themselves because of the difference between the choice and
assignment conditions in Study 2. Participants assigning responsibility to their partner
over themselves supports the results of Gosling and colleagues (2006) where participants
denied responsibility for engaging in a counter-attitudinal action.
The results across both studies elucidate another possibility that might explain the
null results on the main dependent measures. The exploratory dependent measures were
presented just before the main dependent measures in the deceptive Qualtrics survey. It is
possible participants resolved their dissonance at the first opportunity they were given,
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which was the exploratory measures, rather than on the main dependent measures.
Research has consistently shown that people will resolve their dissonance at the first
opportunity given to them, and once their dissonance is resolved, they no longer exhibit
dissonance consistent patterns in their responses (e.g., Gosling et al., 2006; See HarmonJones & Harmon-Jones, 2007 for review). Though the exploratory measures were not
intended to provide an outlet for dissonance resolution, the results indicate they possibly
did.
Both studies examined how people remembered an event, rather than what they
remembered. Previous work on dissonance induced memory distortion has tested what
participants remembered (Bem & McConnell, 1970; Rodriguez & Strange, 2014; 2015)
rather than how they remembered an event. These studies used a pretest-posttest format,
in which participants reported a specific number on an attitudinal scale in a pretest and
were asked to recall it in a posttest. Participants might have made an evaluative judgment
in their first answer about their attitudes towards something (i.e., a tuition increase), but
their second answer was a recall test, not an evaluative judgment. Berthold and Blank
(2016) tested participants’ recognition of statements made by others. In their studies,
participants were asked to remember if they had previously seen or not seen a specific
statement. Again, this was a recognition test, not an evaluative judgment. In contrast, the
current studies tested how people remembered an event, but not what they remembered.
There was no objective level of choice or experimenter influence participants saw and
then could later recall or recognize. Participants experienced an event, and then made an
evaluative judgment based on the way they remembered the event, but were not asked to
remember any specific aspect of the event. The results of these studies weakly suggest

57
dissonance might not interfere with how people remember something, but several
methodological limitations prevent this conclusion from having any significant
credibility.
Limitations and Future Directions
Several limitations in both studies provide opportunity for improvement in future
studies. First, there is possible concern regarding the severity of the consequences,
specifically, that the consequences are not important enough for people to feel the need to
blame the experimenter for their “bad” choice. The ultimatum game is most frequently
played with a certain dollar amount (Güth et al., 1982) and in the current studies, the
raffle tickets did not provide guaranteed monetary reward, only the possibility of
monetary reward. Unless the participant wins the raffle drawing, the raffle tickets have no
value, so their value was uncertain at the time participants received their offer. Arguably,
the current studies utilized a more consequential manipulation than other dissonance
studies that find effects using inconsequential manipulations, such as experiments using
free choice paradigms that do not actually reward participants with their choice
(Rodriguez & Strange, 2014), or experiments that provide feedback on imaginary social
qualities (Aronson & Carlsmith, 1962). Still, future studies might better investigate
dissonance induced memory distortion using certain monetary rewards rather than
uncertain.
Second, varying the order of the main dependent measures, exploratory dependent
measures, and filler items would help answer various questions about the cause of the
null results. Placing the filler items before both sets of dependent measures might help
identify whether lack of time between the consequences manipulation and the dependent
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measures was contributing to the null results of both studies. However, this design runs
the small risk of participants resolving their dissonance through some unintended
mechanism in the filler questions. Similarly, placing the main dependent measures before
the exploratory dependent measures would help disentangle whether participants resolved
their dissonance on the exploratory measures or whether they would not have resolved
dissonance on the main measures regardless presentation order.
Third, even if the results of the exploratory dependent measures had manifested
the same way in Study 1 as they did in Study 2, the measures do not directly ask
participants how responsible they hold their partner for the outcome. Though the results
indicate some evidence participants assigned responsibility to their partner, this assertion
can only remain a guess until participants are asked explicitly about responsibility.
Finally, even if the results of the current research had supported the original
hypotheses, significant distance remains between the conclusions that can be drawn from
the current research and concluding that people might incorrectly remember being coerced into some sexual situation when they chose the situation freely. In the current studies,
the experimenter’s action was singular, brief, and very concrete. Actions like these
provide less opportunity for distortion or reinterpretation than the situation that inspired
the study where both parties are engaging in multiple verbal and nonverbal behaviors and
are reacting to one another. Building upon preliminary work on the dissonance-memory
relationship (e.g., Rodriguez & Strange, 2014, 2015), future research should establish the
connection made between dissonance and memory distortion for a social choice before
attempting to demonstrate the relationship in romantic situations. A more sexually related
experiment might place participants in a speed dating situation and have a confederate
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attempt to influence participants’ choice of date partner, with one partner acting very rude
and the other acting kind and friendly.
Conclusion
Inspired by undesired sexual encounters, the two studies tested the hypothesis that
people might resolve cognitive dissonance produced by making an undesirable choice by
distorting their memories for whether they made their choice freely or not. Although the
hypothesis was not supported in either study, the current research represents the first of
many possible tests of the hypothesis, and methodological issues preclude outright
dismissal. Dissonance researchers should continue to investigate the role dissonance
resolution plays in memory distortion and specifically memory for coercion and choice.
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Table 1
Means and standard deviations of each dependent measure for each group

Measurement

Participant Choice
(7 = Complete
Choice)
Experimenter
Influence (7 = a
lot of influence)
Liking of Partner
(7 = Liked a lot)
Fairness of Partner
(7 = Completely
Fair)

Partner Assigned
Partner Chosen
Positive
Negative
Positive
Negative
Consequences Consequences Consequences Consequences
(n = 39)
(n = 41)
(n = 41)
(n = 39)
2.03 (2.50)

1.29 (2.15)

5.41 (1.73)

4.97 (2.48)

5.28 (2.26)

5.51 (2.10)

4.80 (1.83)

4.33 (2.14)

4.85 (1.58)

3.85 (1.61)

4.49 (1.16)

3.17 (1.10)

5.90 (1.62)

2.61 (1.84)

6.00 (1.45)

2.00 (1.62)
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Table 2
Correlations between all dependent measures for Study 1

Participant
Choice
Experimenter
Influence
Liking of
Partner
Fairness of
Partner

Experimenter
Influence

Liking of
Partner

Fairness of
Partner

-0.26*

0.11

0.12

-

0.09

0.07

-

-

0.59**

-

-

-

* Indicates p < .01, ** indicates p < .001
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Table 3
Timing measurements in seconds
Timing Metric
Time spent reading first
instruction page (all
conditions)
Time spent reading
second instruction page
(choice conditions)
Time spent reading
personalizing statements
(choice conditions)
Time spent reading
second instruction page
(assigned conditions)
Time spent reading
personalizing statements
(assigned conditions)

Mean

Median

95% CI

IQR

SD

Range

23.64

16.45

20.2727.02

22.98

33.16

0.17356.89

22.07

19.51

17.9328.554

10.43

18.1

2.34168.07

19.47

16.77

16.4622.44

10.71

12.5

3.0172.47

15.98

12.07

13.55 19.41

10.98

15.82

1.27146.29

20.16

15.13

13.8317.57

13.51

65.77

0.941049.86
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Table 4
Means and standard deviations of each dependent measure for each group

Measurement

Partner Assigned
Partner Chosen
Positive
Negative
Positive
Negative
Consequences Consequences Consequences Consequences
(n = 125)
(n = 129)
(n = 63)
(n = 56)

Participant Choice
(7 = Complete
Choice)

2.21 (2.77)

1.88 (2.56)

4.94 (1.91)

4.64 (2.08)

Experimenter
Influence (7 = a lot
of influence)

5.23 (2.33)

5.32 (2.22)

4.90 (2.02)

4.98 (1.93)

Liking of Partner
(7 = Liked a lot)

4.69 (1.86)

3.24 (2.20)

4.83 (1.47)

2.60 (2.24)

Fairness of Partner
(7 = Completely
Fair)

6.11 (1.42)

2.78 (2.53)

6.39 (1.06)

2.14 (2.36)
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Table 5
Correlations between all dependent measures for Study 2

Experimenter
Influence

Liking
of
Partner

Fairness
of
Partner

-0.05

0.39*

0.28*

-

-0.02

0.02

-

-

0.71*

-

-

-

Participant
Choice
Experimenter
Influence
Liking of
Partner
Fairness of
Partner
* indicates p < .001
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Figure 1
Marginal interaction of partner and consequence conditions on liking of game partner
with 95% confidence intervals
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Figure 2
Interaction of partner and consequence conditions on fairness of game partner with 95%
confidence intervals
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Appendix A
Script/Protocol for Research Assistants
After the participant enters, say hello, ask them to mute their camera and microphone if
they haven’t already, and let them know you are just waiting for the last participant to
show up:
RA: “Hi __, we are just waiting on one other person, but if they are not here in the next
minute or so, we will get started without them.”
After about 1 minute after the supposed start time:
RA: “Ok, the last person isn’t here, so we will get going without them. First, let me tell
you about the study.
We are interested in financial behavior, generosity, and fairness in the internet age. A lot
of deal making used to take place face to face, but many people use money over the
internet now, so we are interested in non face to face financial interactions, especially
given our circumstances with the coronavirus.
Ask if anyone has any questions. Nobody ever does, but we want to give the appearance
of an audience.
RA: “I am going to send all of you a link now… [sends link. This is the draft you got
started already] When you get it, please click the link. The first page will ask you for your
ID, which I will assign you.
Charlie, you are 178, Jessica, you are 366, and __ you are [real ID number] I’ve also
written these in the chat in case you don’t remember.
Please enter the ID and advance the page once to the consent page.
Here you need to wait a few seconds for participants to get the email and enter their ID
on a slider. This is a good time to set up the breakout rooms. Remember to assign Charlie
and Jessica to the “proposer room”, and the real participant to the “decider” room. You
can set up the rooms, but you should not click “Assign” until it is actually time for them
to move.
“The main part of the experiment is the ultimatum game, which is played between two
people, a proposer and a decider. The proposer proposes how to divide 10 tickets with
the decider. Every ticket enters you into a drawing for a $100 amazon gift card. If the
decider rejects this offer, neither gets anything. If the decider accepts, both parties
receive what the proposer offered. So, if the proposer offers the decider 4 tickets and 6
for himself, the decider gets 4 and he gets 6 if the decider says yes, but both get nothing if
the decider says no. Is everyone clear on this? I am now going to invite you to breakout
rooms. The rooms will be named after the role you will play in the ultimatum game.
Please join these rooms, read the consent page, and I will join each of your rooms
shortly. Please DO NOT advance past the consent page until I join you. I will go into the
proposer room first, and then the decider room.
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The first RA can open the breakout rooms now. The second RA should accept the invites
into the breakout room and leave. The second RA is finished at this point.
Remember that IDs starting with 1 and 2 have the participants assigned to Charlie, but
IDs starting with 3 and 4 you’ll need to induce participants to choose Charlie.
After the consent page, the participants will arrive at a page asking them to answer
whether they are proposers or deciders, and to enter a codename. You will want to walk
them through this part.
RA: “After you advance past the consent page, you’ll see two questions. One asking
you what your role in the game, the other is a codename or real name, which is how
other participants will see you. Go ahead and enter that. On the the next page, you will
be asked to write a short introduction about yourself to your partner. After this, you’ll
be presented with partner options.”
This is where you will change what you say depending on the condition:
RA in Choice conditions (3 & 4): “Normally, there would be two people here. However,
the other person did not show up, so in these situations we have you choose your
partner. This actually happens quite a bit, and most people wind up choosing female
partners because they tend to be more generous in this game. However, so many people
have already chosen female proposers that we actually need more male proposers. So
the choice is completely up to you, but we would appreciate it if you chose the male
proposer. Whichever partner you do not choose will participate in a backup task for
equivalent credit.”
RA in Assignment conditions (1 & 2): “Normally, there would be two people here.
However, the other person did not show up, so in these situations we just assign you
your partner. This actually happens quite a bit. Women tend to be more generous in
this game, but we have to assign you to the male proposer because we already have a
lot of data on female proposers. The female proposer will participate in a backup task
for equivalent credit.”
Regardless of the participant’s decision:
RA: “Ok great. Go ahead and get started. I will be waiting in the main room, just join me
there when you’re done.”
After the participant alerts the RA they have finished the survey, the RA will administer
standard debriefing.
Fill in any relevant comments on the session sheet. Then you’re done!
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Appendix B
Personalizing Statement Options
Personalizing Statement from Charlie (Edward in Study 2)
“My name is Charlie. I'm around 5'9" and I have a beard. I also have a dog. I am a
junior at UNR. I basically want to get this over with and get my credit.”
Personalizing Statement from Jessica
“Hi, I’m Jessica. I’m originally from Rochester, NY and I’m 21 years old. I used
to do acting in a theatre group, but I haven’t done that for a while now. I enjoy sports, and
I’m studying political science because I hope to be a lawyer someday. Truthfully, I don’t
really know what to write for the rest of this, but thanks for reading!”
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Appendix C
Main Dependent Measures
1. How much choice did you feel you had over who your partner was?
No Choice
0

Complete Choice
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

2. How much influence did the experimenter have over your choice of game
partner?
No Influence
0

1

A lot of Influence
2

3

4

5

6

7

Exploratory Dependent Measures

3. How much did you like your partner?
Not at All
0

Very Much
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

4. How fair was your partner?
Completely Unfair
0

1

2

Completely Fair
3

4

5

6

7
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Appendix D
Filler items
1. In general, how financially conservative are you?
Not at All Conservative
0

1

2

Very Conservative
3

4

5

6

7

2. How often do you make financial transactions online?
Never
0

Very Frequently
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

3. How often do you donate to charity online?
Never
0

Very Frequently
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

4. In general, are you more financially conservative when shopping online compared
to shopping in person?
Less Conservative
0

1

More Conservative
2

3

4

5

6

7

5. What commerce sites do you usually shop on, if you shop online?
•
•
•
•
•
•

Amazon
Walmart
Target
Ebay
Craig’s list
Other

6. Would you say you frequently buy expensive items ($100+) online?
Never
0

Very Frequently
1

2

3

4

5

6

7
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7. How frequently do you shop online when buying something for another person?
Never
0

Very Frequently
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8. How frequently are you in a situation where you barter (make an offer,
counteroffer, etc.) with another person?
Never
0

Very Frequently
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

9. Would you say you are more likely to be generous during in person interactions or
online interactions?
• In person
• Online
• Equally likely
10. Would you say you are more likely to barter during in person interactions or
online interactions?
• In person
• Online
• Equally likely
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Appendix E
Demographic Questions
1.
•
•
•

What is your gender?
Male
Female
Other (Please Specify)

2.
•
•
•
•

What is your sexual orientation?
Heterosexual
Homosexual
Bisexual
Other (Please Specify)

3. What is your age in years?
The response option for this question is a slider from 18-100 to prevent nonnumeric characters from being entered.
4. What is your race?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Caucasian
African American
Hispanic
Asian
Pacific Islander
Native American
Other (Please Specify)

5.
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is your marital status?
Single
Married
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Other (Please Specify

6. What is your political orientation?
Very Politically Conservative
0

1

2

3

Very Politically Liberal
4

5

6

7

87

7. What is your Religious orientation?
Not at all Religious
0

1

2

Very Religious
3

4

5

6

7
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Appendix F
Suspicion Check Questions
1. What did you think was the purpose of the experiment?
2. Please tell us about what you thought and felt about your game partner?

3. Before arriving to this experiment, had someone who had also participated
previously discussed any details of the experiment with you? Your answer will
not affect your credit, but it helps us know what data we should exclude from our
analyses.
Yes

No

4. If so, what did you hear?
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Appendix G
Debriefing Script
Thank you for participating in our study. Before I continue, I need to know, did you
believe you were interacting with another person while you were playing ultimatum
game?
[continue regardless of participant’s answer]
As you might suspect by now, the study was not intended to examine financial decision
making and altruistic behavior over the internet. You were not interacting with another
person but rather a computer program that responded to your input choices. The true
intention of the study was to test the effects of choice consequence on what people
remember about a social interaction. Regardless of the offer your computer partner made
to you, you will receive 5 raffle tickets as compensation for the study, which is the
amount that everyone who participated has received.
As you might also expect, it is extremely important to the integrity of this research that
you not discuss the details of this experiment with anyone. If people enter the study
already knowing the details of the experiment, the data will be tainted an unusable to us,
and also prevent us from running paid studies again in the future.
Do you have any questions about your participation today?
Thank you again.

