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Gender Differences in Cognitive Dissonance 
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ABSTRACT 
Cognitive dissonance explains how humans strive to attain internal consistency. The theory 
of cognitive dissonance was proposed by Leon Festinger(1956). This particular study is 
aimed at studying the gender differences in cognitive dissonance. The tools used were a 
socio-demographic questionnaire developed by the researcher along with the DISS-R 
questionnaire (Cassel and Chow, 2000). The scores were analyzed with the help of a one-way 
ANOVA to assess for gender differences in the scores obtained on the eight different areas of 
dissonance assessed by the DISS-R. It was found out that females were more dissonant in the 
Internal and Personal areas specifically the Personal Adjustment and Health and Wellness, 
whereas males were more dissonant in the External and Impersonal areas especially in 
Schooling and Learning and Subservience/Dominance divisions.  . 
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Cognitive dissonance is the mental stress or discomfort experienced by an individual who 
holds two or more contradictory beliefs, ideas, or values at the same time, or is confronted by 
new information that conflicts with existing beliefs, ideas, or values. Leon Festinger's theory 
of cognitive dissonance focuses on how humans strive for internal consistency. 
 
Cognitive dissonance is an area which is widely researched in the area of economics and 
marketing as it has a major impact on decision making while making various purchases and 
other major decisions. The principle of cognitive dissonance is widely used in various 
advertisements to make customers change their choice of brand by portraying situations that 
create a conflict with their existing preferences. 
 
In our day-to-day striving, dissonance litters obstacles along the path of personal 
development and these obstacles cause pain and hinder growth. An environment that is 
relatively free from dissonance should foster personal development and enhance growth. 
However, in the field of Psychology, Cognitive Dissonance has not been researched as much 

                                                             
1 Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, Christ University, Bannerghatta Road Campus, Bangalore, 
India 
2 Associate Professor, Department of Applied Psychology, Pondicherry University, Kalapet, Puducherry, India 
*Responding Author 

Received: May 29, 2017; Revision Received: June 13, 2017; Accepted: June 30, 2017 

mailto:rexjose.joseph@christuniversity.in


Gender Differences in Cognitive Dissonance 
 

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) |    74 

as it is in various fields such as commerce or management whereas it ought to be researched 
more in Psychology than in any of these fields. In this study, the aim is to study the gender 
differences in cognitive dissonance and to find out whether dissonance has different 
manifestations in men and women. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
Sample 
A total of 700 students ranging in age from 17 to 24 years were sampled using convenient 
sampling technique. The sample was drawn from 5 different colleges in the Ernakulam 
district of the state of Kerala. Out of the 700 prospective participants identified and 
approached, 632 participants handed over correctly completed questionnaires. The remaining 
questionnaires were found to be either incomplete or were not returned.  
 
Procedure 
A pilot study was conducted in order to identify the colleges from which data could be 
collected. Once the colleges were identified, appropriate permission was taken from the 
authorities to collect data from their students. The participants were informed about the 
nature of the study and they were all asked to sign the informed consent form before 
participating in the study. A copy of the consent form was provided to all the participants 
present in advance and it was assured to them that participation is strictly voluntary and that 
if anyone had difficulties or was not interested they need not participate in the study. The 
questionnaires were filled out in the presence of the researcher and the whole procedure at 
each of the college groups took an average of 45 minutes. 
 
Ethical Considerations 
Participants were treated in accordance to the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) 
and American Psychological Association (APA) ethical guidelines. 
 
Measures 

1. A socio-demographic questionnaire which was developed by the researcher consisting 
of name, age, sex, course and year etc. 

2. DISS-R questionnaire developed by Cassel and Chow in 2000. It seeks to determine 
the presence of dissonance in two general areas of one's life space: (1) Internal and 
Personal, and (2) External and Impersonal. Each area consists of four parts and each 
part is made up of 25 items. The Internal and Personal Areas are i,Familial Content and 
Mode, ii, Emotional Control, iii, Personal Adjustment, and iv, Health and Wellness. The 
External and Impersonal Areas are i, School and Learning, ii, Socialization, iii, 
Perpetuance, and iv, Subservience/Dominance. In total, DISS-R is comprised of 200 
true/false type items with 25 items in each of the eight part scores.  

 
Statistical Analysis 
Descriptive analysis was used in order to assess the relationship between the variables. A 
one-way ANOVA was conducted in order to find out whether there is a significant difference 
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between the scores obtained by males and females on the different areas of dissonance 
assessed by the DISS – R questionnaire. All analyses were performed using IBM SPSS 
version 22. 
 
RESULTS 
The objective of this study was to identify the gender differences in the various areas 
assessed by the DISS – R questionnaire (Cassel and Chow, 2000). The participants were a 
total of 632 students out of which 416 were females and 216 were males. The average age of 
the female students was 20.24 and the average age of the male students was 19.35.  
The mean scores obtained by both males and females were calculated and the results are 
shown in the following table 
 
Table 1: Mean Scores obtained by Males and Females on the 8 areas assessed by the DISS-
R questionnaire 
Sex FAM EMO PAD HEA SCH SOC PER SUB 
Male 15.648 45.426 45.815 35.111 44.426 39.519 37.222 36.056 
Female 15.240 48.038 52.327 42.212 38.625 39.750 35.038 30.750 
Mean 15.380 47.146 50.101 39.785 40.608 39.671 35.785 32.563 
 
A one-way ANOVA was conducted to find out whether there is a significant difference in the 
scores obtained by males and females in the different areas assessed by the DISS-R 
questionnaire. The results of the one-way ANOVA are shown in Table 2.  
 
It can be seen that in the Familial content and mode, and Emotional Control scores of the 
Internal and Personal areas and, Socialization, and Perpetuance scores of the External and 
Impersonal areas there is no significant difference seen among males and females. 
 
On the contrary, in the Personal Adjustment and Health and Wellness scores belonging to the 
Internal and Personal areas, it can be seen that females tend to be more dissonant than males. 
 
Meanwhile in the Schooling and Learning, and Subservience/Dominance scores, on the other 
hand, it was found that males are more dissonant than females. 
 
Taking it together on the whole, in the total scores obtained in the Internal and Personal areas, 
females were found to be more dissonant than males, whereas in the total scores obtained in 
the External and Impersonal areas, males were found to be more dissonant than females. But 
such a clubbing together seems to make the differences much less significant. 
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Table 2: Table showing results of one-way ANOVA 
  Df F Sig. 
FAM 1 .121 .728 
EMO 1 3.084 .080 
PAD 1 24.003 .000 
HEA 1 22.761 .000 
IPTOT 1 12.263 .000 
SCH 1 18.526 .000 
SOC 1 .038 .846 
PER 1 2.514 .113 
SUB 1 15.350 .000 
EPTOT 1 9.002 .003 
DISSRTOTAL 1 .109 .742 
 
DISCUSSION 
The dissonances that we face in our day to day lives play a huge role in how we go about 
with our lives and how our decisions are made. Learning more about dissonance and its role 
could help everyone deal with it in a better way. The aim of this study was to identify 
whether there were gender differences to cognitive dissonance.  
 
In the Internal and Personal areas, the scores obtained by males and females on Familial 
content and mode and Emotional Control did not have a significant difference. On the other 
hand, it was found that there is a significant difference between the scores of males and 
females on Personal Adjustment and Health and Wellness areas. It was found that females 
were more dissonant than males in these two areas. A study was conducted by Keyes and 
Coleman in 1983 which suggested that women are more likely than men to experience 
problems in personal adjustment. Another study conducted by Shumaker and Hill in 1991 
suggest that low social support is one of the key factor leading to increased mortality in 
women. It was also seen that in certain vulnerable age groups, high social support also lead to 
increased mortality.  
 
In the External and Impersonal areas, the scores obtained by males and females on 
Socialization and Perpetuance had no significant differences. Whereas, in the areas School 
and Learning, and Subservience/Dominance, it was noted that males tend to be more 
dissonant than females. A meta-analysis conducted by Hyde, Fennema and Lamon in 1990 
does show that women outperform men by a small margin in math education. A study by 
Luxen in 2005 has shown that men tend to be more dominating than women in demanding 
situations.  
 
Even though the sample was drawn from one district of the state of Kerala using convenience 
sampling, its representativeness in the particular age group of student population that can be 
affected more by cognitive dissonance in many issues in their daily lives, make it a study that 
needs further considerations or concerns. Though similar findings have been found in a few 
studies before, they were all conducted to assess specific variables. No literature was found 
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assessing gender differences in all the eight areas assessed by the DISS-R questionnaire in 
one study. Studies of this nature need to be conducted across cultures and age groups so that 
the findings can be validated on a universal level.  
 
CONCLUSION 
The aim of this study was to find out whether there are significant gender differences in 
cognitive dissonance as assessed by the eight different areas in the DISS-R questionnaire 
(Cassel and Chow, 2000). The findings in this study regarding increased dissonance among 
females in the Internal and Personal areas and the increased dissonance among males in the 
External and Impersonal areas can give better insight to social and educational managers. 
Validation studies across cultures and age groups for a universal acceptance and attempts at 
applications are also highly recommended. 
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