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Understanding the relationship between attitudes and behaviors is fundamental in psychology and
social sciences. When these two elements are aligned, individuals tend to experience greater internal
consistency and psychological comfort. However, when attitudes and behaviors are inconsistent, it
often leads to various reactions, including change in attitudes, behaviors, or even social group
affiliations. In this article, we explore the implications of attitude-behavior inconsistency, why
individuals tend to change in response, and the psychological mechanisms that drive these changes.

The Concept of Attitudes and Behaviors

Defining Attitudes
Attitudes refer to a person's evaluative feelings or beliefs about a particular object, person, event, or
idea. They are generally enduring, but can be shaped by experiences, social influences, and
information processing. Attitudes influence how individuals perceive the world and how they respond
to various stimuli.

Defining Behaviors
Behaviors are observable actions or responses that individuals exhibit. They are influenced by
multiple factors, including attitudes, social norms, environmental cues, and personal motivations.
While attitudes tend to be internal and evaluative, behaviors are outward expressions influenced by
internal and external factors.

The Inconsistency Between Attitudes and Behaviors

What Causes Attitude-Behavior Inconsistency?
Several factors can lead to a mismatch between what individuals believe or feel (attitudes) and what
they do (behaviors). Some key causes include:

Situational Constraints: External circumstances may prevent individuals from acting
according to their attitudes.



Social Pressures: Peer influence, cultural norms, or authority figures may compel behaviors
that conflict with personal beliefs.

Lack of Motivation or Resources: Limited time, energy, or skills can inhibit behavior change
despite favorable attitudes.

Cognitive Dissonance: The discomfort experienced when attitudes and behaviors conflict
motivates individuals to reduce the inconsistency, often by changing attitudes or justifying
behaviors.

Complexity of Situations: Real-world scenarios often involve competing influences, making
alignment challenging.

The Psychological Impact of Inconsistent Attitudes and
Behaviors

When attitudes and behaviors do not align, individuals often experience cognitive dissonance—a
psychological discomfort that drives behavioral or attitudinal adjustments. This state of dissonance
motivates change to restore internal harmony.

The Role of Cognitive Dissonance
Proposed by Leon Festinger in 1957, cognitive dissonance theory explains how individuals are
motivated to reduce inconsistency. They may:

Change their attitudes to match behaviors

Alter their behaviors to align with attitudes

Justify or rationalize the inconsistency

The choice depends on factors like the importance of the attitude, the perceived controllability of the
behavior, and social consequences.

Likely Outcomes When Attitudes and Behaviors Are
Inconsistent

Based on psychological research and behavioral theories, individuals tend to respond in specific ways
when faced with attitude-behavior inconsistency. The most common response is change, which can
manifest in various forms.



Change in Attitudes
Individuals may modify their beliefs or feelings to reduce dissonance. This process is often more
psychologically comfortable than changing behaviors. For example, a person who smokes but
believes smoking is harmful might downplay health risks to justify their habit.

Change in Behaviors
Alternatively, individuals may alter their actions to better reflect their existing attitudes. For instance,
someone who values environmental conservation may start recycling more consistently if they
recognize their prior neglect.

Group or Social Change
In some cases, inconsistent attitudes and behaviors lead to social or group-level change. When many
individuals experience dissonance, collective shifts can occur, influencing social norms and cultural
values.

Why Do Individuals Likely Change When Facing
Inconsistency?

Several psychological mechanisms and social factors drive individuals to change their attitudes or
behaviors when inconsistency arises.

Reducing Psychological Tension
The primary motive is the discomfort caused by dissonance. To alleviate this, individuals are
motivated to achieve consistency, which often involves changing attitudes or behaviors.

Social Influence and Norms
Society and peer groups exert pressure to conform to certain behaviors or beliefs. When individuals
recognize their inconsistency with social norms, they may change to gain social approval or avoid
criticism.

Self-Perception Theory
Proposed by Daryl Bem, this theory suggests that individuals infer their attitudes based on their
behaviors. If they observe their actions conflicting with their beliefs, they may adjust their attitudes
accordingly.



Motivation and Personal Values
The importance of personal values influences the likelihood of change. When core values are
involved, individuals are more motivated to align attitudes and behaviors to maintain integrity.

Implications for Personal Development and Social
Change

Understanding that individuals are likely to change in response to attitude-behavior inconsistency has
practical implications in various fields:

In Behavioral Change Interventions
Programs aiming to promote health, environmental sustainability, or social justice often leverage the
tendency for change. For example, campaigns highlight discrepancies between personal behaviors
and societal ideals to motivate positive change.

In Marketing and Persuasion
Advertisers and policymakers use the knowledge of dissonance to influence attitudes and behaviors,
encouraging consumers or citizens to adopt new habits.

In Education and Organizational Development
Educators and managers foster environments where reflection on attitudes and behaviors leads to
growth and adaptation, promoting cohesive groups and effective policies.

Strategies to Promote Change in Attitudes and
Behaviors

To facilitate positive change, understanding how to effectively address attitude-behavior
inconsistency is crucial. Some strategies include:

Increasing Awareness: Helping individuals recognize the inconsistency between their beliefs1.
and actions.

Providing Support and Resources: Equipping individuals with tools to change behaviors or2.
attitudes.

Creating Social Norms: Establishing groups or communities that endorse desired behaviors.3.

Using Motivational Interviewing: Engaging individuals in conversations that motivate4.



change through reflection and goal-setting.

Conclusion

In summary, when attitudes and behaviors are inconsistent, individuals are likely to change in one of
several ways—by adjusting their attitudes, altering their behaviors, or even shifting their social group
affiliations. This tendency is driven by psychological mechanisms like cognitive dissonance reduction,
social influences, and personal motivations. Recognizing this dynamic is vital for designing effective
interventions in health, marketing, education, and social policy. It underscores the importance of
fostering environments that promote alignment between what people believe and how they act,
ultimately leading to healthier, more consistent, and socially harmonious outcomes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a common consequence when individuals' attitudes
and behaviors are inconsistent?
They are likely to change their attitudes or behaviors to reduce the inconsistency.

According to psychological theories, how do people tend to
resolve inconsistencies between attitudes and behaviors?
They often adjust their attitudes or behaviors to achieve consistency.

Why might individuals change their attitudes if their
behaviors do not align with them?
To reduce cognitive dissonance and restore internal harmony.

What role does cognitive dissonance play in changing
attitudes or behaviors?
It motivates individuals to change either their attitudes or behaviors to eliminate discomfort caused
by inconsistency.

Can external factors influence whether individuals change
their attitudes or behaviors when inconsistent?
Yes, social pressure, environment, and consequences can prompt individuals to modify their attitudes
or behaviors.



Is changing behavior or attitude more common when
individuals notice inconsistency?
Behavior change is often more immediate, but over time, attitudes may also shift to align with
actions.

What is the overall expectation when attitudes and behaviors
are inconsistent?
Individuals will likely change either their attitudes or behaviors to achieve consistency.

Additional Resources
If attitudes and behaviors are inconsistent, individuals will likely change: An In-depth
Exploration of Cognitive Dissonance and Behavioral Adaptation

Understanding human behavior is a complex endeavor that has fascinated psychologists, sociologists,
and behavioral scientists for decades. Among the many factors influencing how individuals act and
think, the relationship between attitudes and behaviors stands out as particularly significant. When
these two elements—what people believe or feel (attitudes) and how they act (behaviors)—are
misaligned, it often triggers psychological discomfort and motivates change. This phenomenon is
rooted in the concept of cognitive dissonance, a theory that explains why inconsistency between
attitudes and actions often leads individuals to modify their beliefs or behaviors to restore harmony.
This article provides a comprehensive, analytical review of what happens when attitudes and
behaviors are inconsistent, emphasizing why individuals are likely to change under such
circumstances, supported by empirical research and theoretical frameworks.

---

Understanding Attitudes and Behaviors: Definitions
and Interactions

What Are Attitudes?
Attitudes refer to enduring evaluations—positive, negative, or neutral—toward people, objects, or
ideas. They shape our perceptions and influence our judgments, guiding our reactions in various
contexts. Attitudes are often formed through personal experience, social influences, and cultural
norms, and they tend to be relatively stable over time, although they can change under specific
conditions.

What Are Behaviors?
Behaviors are observable actions or responses exhibited by individuals. They are influenced by a
myriad of factors, including attitudes, external circumstances, social pressures, and physiological



states. While behaviors can be spontaneous, many are deliberate and goal-directed, serving to fulfill
needs or uphold social expectations.

The Dynamic Relationship between Attitudes and Behaviors
Although attitudes and behaviors are interconnected, they are not always perfectly aligned. For
instance, someone may hold a positive attitude toward environmental conservation but still engage in
behaviors that harm the environment, such as littering or excessive energy consumption. This
disconnect can arise from situational constraints, social influences, or internal conflicts, leading to
psychological discomfort.

---

Cognitive Dissonance Theory: The Psychological
Foundation

Origins and Core Principles
Cognitive dissonance theory, pioneered by Leon Festinger in 1957, posits that individuals experience
psychological discomfort when they hold conflicting cognitions—thoughts, beliefs, or attitudes—and/or
when their behaviors contradict their attitudes. This discomfort acts as a motivator for change,
prompting individuals to reconcile the inconsistency.

The Mechanics of Dissonance and Its Resolution
When faced with dissonance, individuals typically employ one or more of the following strategies to
reduce discomfort:

- Changing Behaviors: Altering actions to align with attitudes.
- Changing Attitudes: Modifying beliefs or evaluations to match behaviors.
- Adding Consonant Cognitions: Introducing new justifications or rationalizations to bridge the gap.
- Trivializing the Dissonance: Downplaying the importance of the inconsistency.

The choice among these strategies depends on factors such as the importance of the attitude, the
perceived control over behavior, and individual differences.

---

Implications of Attitude-Behavior Inconsistency



Likelihood of Behavioral Change
When individuals behave in ways that starkly contrast with their attitudes, the resulting dissonance
often compels them to change. This tendency is underpinned by the desire to maintain self-
consistency and reduce psychological discomfort. The more significant or salient the inconsistency,
the stronger the motivation to reconcile it through behavioral change.

Key points:

- Increased Motivation to Change: Dissonance creates a drive for individuals to adjust their behaviors
to match their attitudes, especially when the behavior is voluntary and under personal control.
- Attitudes as Justifications: Sometimes, individuals may change their attitudes to justify their
behaviors, especially if changing the behavior is difficult or socially undesirable.
- Threshold Effect: Small inconsistencies may be ignored or rationalized, but larger discrepancies are
more likely to result in behavioral or attitude adjustments.

Factors Influencing the Direction of Change
While the general trend favors change when attitudes and behaviors are inconsistent, several
moderating factors influence the specific type of change:

- Personal Responsibility: The more responsible an individual perceives themselves to be for their
behavior, the more likely they are to change either their attitude or behavior.
- Perceived Importance: High-stakes attitudes are more resistant to change, but when inconsistency
involves trivial matters, change is more probable.
- External Rewards or Punishments: External incentives can either reinforce dissonance or motivate
behavior change, depending on their nature.
- Social Norms and Peer Influence: Social context can sway whether individuals modify their attitudes
or behaviors to conform.

---

Empirical Evidence Supporting Behavioral Change Due
to Inconsistency

Numerous studies have demonstrated that inconsistency between attitudes and behaviors often
results in change, aligning with the core principles of cognitive dissonance.

Classic Experiments
One of the most famous experiments by Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) involved participants
performing boring tasks and then being asked to persuade others that the tasks were enjoyable.
Those paid a small amount experienced greater dissonance because their behavior (lying) was
inconsistent with their attitudes (disliking the task). To reduce dissonance, these participants often
shifted their attitudes to genuinely believe they enjoyed the task, illustrating attitude change
prompted by behavioral inconsistency.



Modern Research
Contemporary studies extend these findings, showing that individuals who engage in behaviors
inconsistent with their values—such as lying, cheating, or neglecting health—are more likely to
experience dissonance and subsequently adjust their attitudes or behaviors. For example:

- Environmental Behavior Studies: People who fail to recycle or conserve energy despite valuing
environmental protection often report stronger attitudes supporting sustainability after engaging in
dissonance-reducing behaviors.
- Health-Related Behaviors: Smokers who recognize the health risks but continue to smoke often
experience dissonance and may either quit or rationalize their behavior by minimizing health
concerns.

Real-World Applications
Understanding this tendency informs various practical domains:

- Public Health Campaigns: Campaigns leverage dissonance by highlighting discrepancies between
individuals’ values and their behaviors, encouraging behavior change.
- Marketing and Persuasion: Marketers often create dissonance by emphasizing consumers’ values
and their current behaviors to motivate product adoption or lifestyle change.
- Organizational Change: Recognizing employee attitudes and behaviors helps managers design
interventions that promote alignment and reduce dissonance.

---

Limitations and Exceptions

While the tendency for individuals to change when attitudes and behaviors are inconsistent is robust,
it is not universal. Several factors can impede change or lead to alternative responses.

Strong Attitudes and Resistance to Change
When attitudes are deeply held and tied to core identity, individuals may resist changing their beliefs
and instead focus on justifying their behaviors or dismissing dissonant evidence.

External Constraints
Situational factors, such as laws, social norms, or economic constraints, may prevent individuals from
modifying behaviors, leading to attitude change instead or sustained dissonance.

Defensive Mechanisms
People may employ denial, rationalization, or projection to avoid confronting dissonance, thereby
maintaining inconsistent attitudes and behaviors without change.



When Change is Less Likely
In cases where the inconsistency involves complex moral or cultural beliefs, or where change
threatens social standing, individuals may suppress dissonance or persist in dissonant behaviors
without altering their attitudes.

---

The Role of Self-Perception and Social Context

Self-Perception Theory
Proposed by Daryl Bem, self-perception theory suggests that individuals infer their attitudes by
observing their behaviors, especially in situations where their attitudes are ambiguous. This implies
that engaging in behaviors inconsistent with existing attitudes can lead to attitude change over time,
as individuals reinterpret their beliefs based on their actions.

Social Influence and Normative Pressures
External social forces significantly shape how individuals respond to attitude-behavior inconsistency.
For example:

- Peer Pressure: Can prompt individuals to modify behaviors or attitudes to conform.
- Cultural Norms: May either facilitate or hinder change depending on societal values.
- Public Commitments: Making a public statement or promise can increase motivation to align
behaviors with declared attitudes.

---

Concluding Remarks: The Dynamic Nature of Human
Attitudes and Behaviors

The intricate dance between attitudes and behaviors underscores the fluidity of human psychology.
When these elements are inconsistent, individuals are generally motivated to reconcile the
discrepancy, often leading to behavioral change. This phenomenon is driven by the innate desire to
maintain self-consistency and reduce psychological discomfort, as explained by cognitive dissonance
theory. Understanding this relationship has profound implications across domains such as health
promotion, marketing, education, and organizational management.

However, it is crucial to recognize the complexity and variability of human responses. Factors such as
the strength of attitudes, social influences, external constraints, and individual differences can
moderate whether change occurs, how it manifests, and its sustainability. Moreover, in some cases,
individuals employ defensive strategies to avoid change, perpetuating dissonance without resolution.



In essence, the tendency for individuals to change when faced with attitude-behavior inconsistency
highlights the dynamic, adaptable nature of human cognition and behavior. It offers valuable insights
for designing effective interventions aimed at fostering positive change,
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