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INTRODUCTION


Many businesses cater their products, services, and advertising to the needs and wants of consumers. However, by skillfully applying the concept of cognitive dissonance (first used in social psychology), businesses can create demand for their products or services. Though the details of the theory are complex (and critical for successful implementation), once mastered, the concept opens the door to nearly limitless marketing opportunities. In this paper, I will present a brief background and some general principles of the theory. I will then suggest considerations for how it might be applied to marketing for use in strategic planning, in order to more consciously diversify and expand market share.

USING COGNITIVE DISSONANCE TO INCREASE MARKET SHARE


In a free market, competitive pressures keep prices down to an equilibrium level. Yet certain companies have certain products that rise up into near-monopoly positions. This allows the company to charge higher prices. But why should consumers pay more when a basic, low-price product will likely fulfill the purpose for which the product was designed? After all, it could be argued that those with wealth have created or maintained it through intelligent financial management. Why should some consumers desire all the "bells and whistles?" There is a certain qualitative satisfaction in saying that this discrepancy is due to variations in consumer tastes and preferences, but this explanation does not give much predictive power. Though tastes and preferences may never be fully understood or fully predictable, applying the classical concept of "cognitive dissonance" from social psychology (Aronson, 1999; Festinger 1957) may help to illuminate some deeper reasons for this phenomenon.


The theory of cognitive dissonance was first formulated by Leon Festinger (1957). In the 1950s, the field of psychology was dominated by the idea of behaviorism, which basically taught that all behavior is motivated by rewards and punishment. However, Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) performed an experiment that the behaviorists could not explain.


Festinger and Carlsmith randomly divided their subjects into two groups. Both were given the same repetitive, boring task to do. However, the members of one group were paid $1 each and the members of the other group were paid $20 for their participation. They were then asked to tell the next subject coming in that the task had been very interesting. The original subjects were later asked to rate how interesting the task actually was.


Behaviorists would have predicted that those who were paid more money (i.e. received more reinforcement) would rate the task as more interesting than those who were only paid one dollar. However, the opposite is what actually occurred. 


The researchers explained that those who were paid $20 could rationalize to themselves that they had a good reason to lie to the incoming subjects (they were paid to do so). However, those who were only paid $1 had a hard time rationalizing away the reason that they were lying to other people. Psychic tension, or "cognitive dissonance" was created in their minds between two conflicting thoughts: (1) I am a good person who does not lie, and (2) I lied to someone. In order to reduce this tension, the subjects actually came to believe that the task really had been more interesting than it was.


This "psychic tension" is often described as a drive that a person seeks to reduce, in the same way that one seeks to reduce the drive for hunger by eating something. Cognitive dissonance is reduced by changing one or both of the conflicting thoughts to be consistent with the person's actions and self-concept. If the tension is too little, no action will result. If it is too great, the person may indulge in denial of the presented message.


Another classical experiment in cognitive dissonance demonstrates an important concept (Miller, Brickman, & Bolen, 1975). One group of schoolchildren was told that they "should" do better in math, and another group was told that they "are" good in math. The latter group subsequently performed better in math. This suggests that rather than telling a consumer that they should buy a product, it might do better to build them up as the kind of high-class, sophisticated consumer that demands only the best.


In order to effectively utilize cognitive dissonance, marketing professionals must create a two-pronged advertising campaign: (1) brand identity and (2) an image to stir the consumer into action.


Without brand identity (clearly differentiating one’s product from the competition), the cognitive dissonance created in the consumer may drive him or her to purchase expensive products from competitors. The product must not only be perceived as superior in some way, but must be unique and different in some clearly identifiable way from all of the products of the competitors.


Fostering an image to create just the right amount of cognitive dissonance is both subtle and tricky, to say the least. The targeted consumer must be able to identity with the image portrayed. In general, the business wants to create a sense in the consumer of (1) people who have good taste, are sophisticated, intelligent, etc. own X brand product, and (2) I do not own X brand product. For many consumers, the dissonance created may be dissipated by dissociating him or herself with a thought such as "Those people are just snobs, I don't need those products," or "That company is obviously just trying to trick me into buying their product." But if the ad is thoughtfully and subtly done, the consumer will feel some tension, and will seek to reduce the tension by purchasing the product. This will require segmenting and targeting the market appropriately, depending upon the product being sold.

CONCLUSION


Effective utilization of cognitive dissonance in a marketing campaign can be an important factor in fostering brand loyalty. Used in the right amount (the major trick), the consumer will feel driven to purchase a particular product. The theory of cognitive dissonance is, of course, much more subtle and complex than could be presented here. The important thing for businesses to realize, however, is that this concept can be a powerful tool for creative marketing professionals to diversify and/or expand market share.
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