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about yourself). The two theories are also distinguished when it comes to how peo-
ple cope with arousal. According to Aronson, in order to reduce arousal people must
resolve the inconsistency that gave rise to the dissonance. In Steele’s theory, people
don’t need to resolve the inconsistency in order to reduce dissonance. They can reduce
arousal simply by reminding themselves that they are generally a good person.

Steele conducted an experiment to test this idea (C. M. Steele & Lui, 1983). All of
the participants in the experiment wrote essays supporting a tuition hike at their univer-
sity, a position that was inconsistent with their true attitudes. As in many cognitive dis-
sonance studies, some participants wrote the essay under conditions of low choice and
other participants wrote the essay under conditions of high choice. Typically, we should
find that high-choice participants change their attitudes but that low-choice participants
do not. A third condition was added to this basic procedure, however. In this condition,
participants wrote the essay under conditions of high choice but were then given the
opportunity to restore a positive self-image by reminding themselves that they hold many
fine values in life. Finally, attitudes toward a tuition hike were measured.

The researchers predicted that inconsistency would produce attitude change only
among high-choice participants who were not given an opportunity to affirm a positive
self-image. The data displayed in Figure 6.13 support this prediction. The data show
that participants who willingly wrote an essay supporting a tuition hike changed their
attitudes only if they did not have an opportunity to reestablish a positive self-image
through other means. If they were allowed to first affirm their self-image, they showed
no more attitude change than did participants who wrote the essay under conditions of
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FIGURE 6.13
Attitudes toward a Tuition Hike as a Function of Choice and an Opportunity for 
Self-Affirmation

All of the participants wrote an essay supporting a tuition hike at their university. Only participants
who freely chose to write the essay and were given no opportunity to affirm a positive self-image
subsequently expressed positive attitudes toward a tuition hike. These data suggest that people
can tolerate inconsistency if they are able to remind themselves that they are a good person in
general.

Source: C. M. Steele and Lui (1983).
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