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e-Deep in the Big Muddy: A Study of Escalating Commitment
to a Chosen Course of Action

BARRY M. Staw

Northwestern University

It is commonly expected that individuals will reverse decisions or change
behaviors which result in negative consequences. Yet, within investment decision
contexts, negative consequences may actually cause decision makers to increase
‘the commitment of resources and undergo the risk of further negative conse-
“*quences. The research presented here examined this process of escalating
commitment through the simulation of a business investment decision. Specifi-
cally. 240 business school students participated in a role-playing exercise in which
personal responsibility and decision consequences were the manipulated independ-
_ ent variables. Results showed that persons committed the greatest amount of
resources to a previously chosen course of action when they were personally
responsible for negative consequences.

‘Intuitively, one would expect individuals to reverse decisions or to
kchange behaviors which result in negative consequences. Yet, there seem
fto be many important instances in which persons do not respond as
expected to the reward/cost contingencies of their environments. Specifi-
cally, when a person’s behavior leads to negative consequences we may
find that the individual will, instead of changing his behavior, cognitively
distort the negative consequences to more positively valenced outcomes
see, ¢.8., Abelson et al. 1968; Aronson, 1966; Staw, 1976; Weick, 1966).
The phenomenon underlying this biasing of behavioral outcomes is often
E:said to be a self-justification process in which individuals seek to
rationalize their previous behavior or psychologically defend themselves
against adverse consequences (Aronson, 1968, 1972; Festinger, 1957).

No doubt, the largest and most systematic source of data on the
ustification of behavior following adverse consequences is provided by
Eithe literature of forced compliance. Typically, in forced compliance
k- studies an individual is induced to perform an unpleasant or dissatisfying
act such as lying to fellow subject about the nature of a task (e.g.,

‘Requests for reprints should be sent to Barry M. Staw, Department of Organization
F: Behavior, Nathaniel Leverone Hall, Northwestern University, Evanston, IL. 60201.
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Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959; Collins & Hoyt, 1972; Calder, Ross &
Insko, 1973), writing an essay against one’s own position (e.g., Cohen,
1962; Linder, Cooper, & Jones, 1967; Sherman, 1970). eating a disliked
food (Brehm, 1959), or performing a dull task (eg., Freedman, 1963;
Weick, 1964; Pallak, Sogin, & Van Zante, 1974). Negative consequences
result from carrying out each of these counterattitudinal acts when no
external rewards are present to compensate for the dissatisfying nature of
the experimental task (Collins & Hoyt, 1972). However, since it is
difficult for the subject in forced compliance experiments to undo the
consequences of his acts, it is predicted that the individual will bias his
attitude on the experimental task (or change his opinion on an attitudinal
issue) so as to cognitively reduce any negative outcomes resulting from his
behavior. In short, the individual is predicted to justify his previous
behavior or defend himself from negative consequences through the
perceptual biasing of behavioral outcomes.

Recent empirical research has shown that there are two basic
preconditions for the biasing of outcomes within forced compliance
situations. First, the individual must have committed himself to behavioral
consequences which are irrevocable or at least not easily changed (Brehm
& Cohen, 1962). If it is readily possible to reverse one’s own behavior,
then this course of action may often be taken to reduce negative
consequences rather than any biasing of behavioral outcomes (Staw,
1974). Secondly, the individual must feel personally responsible for the
negative consequences of his behavior (Carlsmith & Freedman, 1968;
Copper, 1971). That is, a person must perceive at least a moderate degree
of choice in his behavior (Linder, Cooper, & Jones, 1967), and the
possibility of negative consequences should have been anticipated at an
carlier decision point (Brehm & Jones, 1970; Cooper, 1972).

Self-justification in Investment Decision Contexts

Though forced compliance studies have provided a great deal of data on
the biasing of behavioral outcomes, there remain a large number of
situations in which individuals may be able to go beyond the distortion of
negative consequences to rationalize a behavioral error. For example, one
societally important context in which individuals may take new and
concrete actions to justify their behavior following negative consequences
is that of investment decision making. Investment decision contexts are
considered broadly here as situations in which resources are allocated to

one decisional alternative over others, and in which the level of resources

i An active controversy exists over the theoretical interpretation of the data from
forced compliance studies (see Bem, 1967, 1972; Jones et. al. 1968; Ross & Shulman,

1973). However, the issue of self-justification versus self-perception will be addressed in .

a later section of the paper.
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carév l;)e 1ncreasgd or decreased at the discretion of the decision maker
. ogznn;goe;tli\t': c;mseq(lilences are incurred within an investment context
sible for a decision maker to greatly enl h i '
of resources and undergo the ri iti Y ative outcomes in ordet
4 sk of additional negative out i
to justify prior behavior or d imate rationality Ger
J emonstrate the ultimate rationality of
original course of action. It follow & additional
. s, however, that committing additi
resources to a losing decisional alternati into e
L mative can also turn int i
cyclical process. That is, du justi Cehar o
lic . , due to a need to justify prior behavi
. _ avior,
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maki?\r ne.gattlve C([)‘nsequences. Within the sphere of govemmentz’il policy
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ki _ : g resources to a co
decisional alternative was described by George Ball, the former Ur;s(;lel:'
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1971.)-:
r?ul:l\:ilous.ly,hmany fa.ctors may have influenced governmental decision
al r;ﬁ in the commitment of men and material to the war in Indochina
, the comments of this high level official do underscore the need for

: research on the possibility that important resource investment decisions

may be influenced by the reluctance of indivi i
ence individual i
or a need to justify prior behavior. > 10 admit past mistakes

Assessing Self-justification in Investment Decisions

‘ ‘A;]dempmcal te'st of self-justification in an investment decision context
would seem to involve an assessment of whether or not negative

" consequences S i indivi i
q erve to increase individual’s commitment to a decisional

:::s;na_i;ve. However, an lfnambiguous test of self-justification would
ssitate more than the simple manipulation of consequences and the

: measurement of subsequent commitment. This is because other theoretical
: mechanisms n!ight also account for the same empirical relationshi
y betweeq commitment and consequences. One such mechanism might bg
the dc;snre 'of‘ decision makers to maximize their own: outcomesgsince
sometimes it is precisely when negative consequences have-been in’curred
. ‘that a new and larger commitment to a decisional alternative will off
in the future. A separate but related mechanism which may also al::zg)unt
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for the effect of negative consequences on the commitment of lreso(;lf(':le:
may be af‘“éﬁmbler’s fall;aogyj that Eggggl:gfgﬁhglﬂﬂiﬂlw.@)/iw.Pt,f‘!gg&é}ﬁ
losing decisional alternative since "“things are bound to gel aever -
[mplicit in the notion of a gambler’s fallacy is .the perception ;) (;ngmes
equality of investment alternatives and the nonindependence of outcol
i e Lee, 1971). . .

o ';Elr:zes(:;aration of sc)alf-justiﬁcation from alternative theoretical m_ecl;a-
nisms within an investment decision context may -depend upon manlnpu a-
tions conceptually similar to those used. in previous forced comp 1:1911702?:
studies. As noted in several earlier studles.(e..g., Collins ’& Hoyt., ’ ;
Calder, Ross, & Insko, 1973), the rationahzatlon_ of one’s beh_avno;1 1as
been shown to be significantly affected by the mampulat'l(')n of prior ¢ oncl:;,
and negative consequences. Within an investment decision context,_bsif_t-
justification may similarly depend upon the level of Qersonal responsibility
one has had in determining a particular course of action z}nd the (l)utcomez
resulting from those actions. The ef(pempept des_cnbed bc: c:iw .“i/gn
therefore designed to test self—justiﬁ?atlon within an mvestm(ein ecllﬁ1
context by manipulating these two independent variables an t‘nea; nrgl
their effects upon the commitment of resources to a previous ’y t<‘:“ose
course of action. Through the maximization of gain or a ggmbler s fa a::gé
one might expect negative consequences to caflse an mcalre:ase (lin .
commitment of resources to a decisional al.tematJve. In' addmlon, ue cc;
the simple consistency of actions over time, onfa.mlght asofexpef: !
individuals to increase their commitment to a decisional altgme:i;veﬁon
which they have had some prior choice. However, only Self-_](lllsd ica _gn
would predict an interaction of personal. responsibility an eins;:ter
consequences such that increases in commitment would be even gre
than the additive effects of these two separate factors.

METHOD

Subjects o .
Tjhe subjects of this experiment were@\undergr?d'uate. studteg:s
enrolled in the College of Commerce ar‘nd Busmc.ass Admmlst:atlon ad tg
University of Illinois, Urbana—Ch.ampalgn. Subjec!s had vo unl:::ee;is ©
participate in a study on ﬁnapmal problem-solv'mg 21; oneb. neans o
fulfilling a course research requnremen}. Upop_amval, ”e:, sul }J\ieh ere
asked to work on the “A & S Financial Decision C_ase ' in wkic i s
necessary to play the role of a corporate executlye in me:i ng s
decisions about the allocation of research and development fun 5. Lin
As students in a business school, subjects gengrally were exgeltlgnce rilo
working on written cases in which an organizational or financial scena

i ion or se
is presented and some action or Set : _
student. However, in order to maximize the involvement of subjects and

t of actions are called for by the :
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to provide a rationale for the study, the experimenter told each subject
that the purpose of the case was to examine the effectiveness of business
decision-making under various amounts of information. Each subject was
told that the particular case on which he would be working contained only
a limited amount of information, but that the information provided should
still be sufficient for a business school student to make ‘“‘a good financial
decision.”” Subjects were asked to do the best job they could on the cases
and to place their names on each page of the case material.

The A & S Financial Decision Case

The financial decision case used in this study describes a hypothetical
corporation in the year 1967. The case depicts the financial history
(including ten prior years of sales and earnings data) of the ‘““‘Adams &
Smith Company,” and a scenario is presented in which the subject is
asked to play a major role in financial decision-making. As stated in the
case, the profitability of the A & S Company, a large technologically-
oriented firm, has started to decline over several preceding years, and the
directors of the company have agreed that one of the major reasons for
the decline in corporate earnings (and a deterioration in competitive
position) lay in some aspect of the firm’s program of research and
development. The case further states that the company’s directors have
concluded that 10 million dollars of additional R & D funds should be
made -available to its major operating divisions, but, that for the time
being, the extra funding should be invested in only one of the
corporation’s two largest divisions. The subject is then asked to act in the
role of the Financial Vice President in determining which of the two
corporate divisions, Consumer Products or Industrial Products, should
receive the additional R & D funding. A brief description of each
corporate division is included in the case material, and the subject is asked
to make the financial investment decision on the basis of the potential
benefit that R & D funding will have on the future earnings of the
divisions. In addition to circling the chosen division, subjects were also
asked to write a brief paragraph defending their allocation decisions.

- After completing the above section of the case and turning it in to the
experimenter, subjects were administered a second section of the case
which necessitated another financial investment decision. Part II of the
Financial Décision Case presents the subject with the condition of Adams
& Smith Company in 1972, five years after the initial allocation of
research and development funds. As stated in Part II, the R & D
program of Adams & Smith is again up for re-evaluation, and the
management of the company is convinced that there is an even greater
need for expenditure on research and development. In fact, 20 million
dollars has been made available from a capital reserve for R & D funding,



32 BARRY M. STAW

and the subject, as the Financial Vice President, is again asked to decide
upon its proper allocation. This time, however, the subject is allowed to
divide the R & D money in any way he wishes among the two major
corporate divisions. Financial data (e.g., sales and earnings) is provided
for each of the five years since the initial allocation decision and, as
earlier, the investment decision is to be made on the basis of future
contribution to earnings. Subjects made this second investment decision
by specifying the amount of money that should be allocated to either the
Consumer Products or Industrial Products division (out of a total of 20
million) and again wrote a paragraph defending the decision.

Manipulation of Consequences

Decision consequences were experimentally manipulated in this study
through the random assignment of financial information. One half of the
subjects were provided information that the division initially chosen for R
& D funds subsequently performed better than the unchosen division,
while one half were given information showing the reverse. For example,
in the positive consequences condition, subjects received financial data
which showed that the chosen division had returned to profitable levels
while the unchosen division continued to decline. In a parallel manner,
subjects in the negative consequences condition received financial data
which showed a deepening decline in the profitability of the chosen
division but an improvement in the unchosen division. The exact nature of
the financial data provided to subjects is shown in Tables 1 and 2.

Manipulation of Personal Responsibility

One half of the subjects were randomly assigned to the high personal
responsibility condition in which two investment decisions were sequen-
tially made by the subject. This condition conformed to the two-part
financial decision case describe: zbove in which subjects made an initial
decision to allocate R & D funds, discovered its consequences, and then
made a second investment decision. However, one half of the subjects
were also randomly assigned to a low personal responsibility condition in
which the entire financial decision case was presented in one section. In
the low personal responsibility condition, subjects were asked to make the
second allocation decision without having made a prior choice as to which
corporate division was most deserving of R & D funds. Subjects in this
condition received one set of case materials which described the financial
condition of the Adams & Smith Company as of 1972, the time of the
second R & D funding decision. They were told in the case that an earlier
R & D funding decision had been made in 1967 by another financial
officer of the company and that the preceding officer had decided to invest
all the R & D funds in the Consumer (or Industrial) Products division.
The financial results of each corporate division (e.g., sales and earnings
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TABLE 1
CoNSUMER ProDpUCTS CONTRIBUTION TO SALES AND EARNINGS OF ADAMS & SMITH
CoMPANY ¢
Fiscal year Sales ® Earnings °

1957 624 14.42
1958 626 10.27
1959 649 . 8.65
1960 681 8.46
1961 674 4.19
1962 702 ' 5.35
1963 "7 3.92
1964 741 4.66
1965 765 2.48
1966 770 12
1967 769 (.63)

First R & D funding decision as of 1967

Manipulated improvement Manipulated decline

Fiscal year Sales ° Earnings ° Sales ® Eamings ®
1968 818 02 771
. (1.12)
1969 829 (.09 774 (1.96)
1970 827 (.23 762 3.87)
1971 846 T .06 778 (3.83)
1972 (est) 910 1.28 783 4.16)

Second R & D funding decision as of 1972

e Parentheses denote net losses in eamings.
® In millions of dollars.

data) were presented from 1957 to 1972, and, like other subjects, persons

in the lpw rez»;ggo.nsibility condition were asked to make the (second) R &
D funding decision based upon the potential for future earnings. In sum,

‘ ~ the information presented to low personal responsibility subjects was

identic?l to that given to other subjects except for the fact that the case’s
scenario began at a later point in time (1972 rather than 1967) and
nec?ssnated making the second investment decision without having
participated in an earlier choice.

Dependent Variable

Thq dependent variable utilized in this study was the individuals’
commitment to a previously chosen investment alternative. This variable
was operationalized by the amount of money subjects allocated on the
sef:ond R & D fundisz decision to the corporate division chosen earlier
(elth;r chosen eariizs by the subject or the other financial officer
mentioned in the case). The amount allocated to the previously chosen
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TABLE 2
InpUSTRIAL PrODUCTS CONTRIBUTION TO SALES AND EARNINGS OF ADAMS & SMITH
COMPANY*

Fiscal year Sales ° Earnings °

1957 670 15.31

1958 663 10.92

1959 689 11.06

1960 711 10.44

1961 724 9.04

1962 735 6.38

1963 748 5.42

1964 756 3.09

1965 784 3.26

1966 788 (.81)

1967 791 (-80)

First R & D funding decision as of 1967
Manipulated improvement Manipulated decline
Fiscal year Sales ® Earnings ° Sales ® Earnings ®

1968 818 .02 771 (1.12)
1969 829 (.09) 774 (1.96)
1970 827 (.23) 762 3.87)
1971 846 .06 778 (3.83)
1972 (est) 910 1.28 783 (4.16)

Second R & D funding decision as of 1972

a parentheses denote net losses in earnings.
® In millions of dollars.

alternative could range between zero and 20 million dollars.

Summary of Treatment Groups

Of the 120 subjects in the high personal responsibility condition, 64
initially chose the Consumer Products Division as the best investment for
R & D funds, while 55 initially chose the Industrial Products Division.
(one subject was unable to make a choice between Consumer and
Industrial Products and therefore had to be excluded from further
analyses). Since subjects self-selected themselves to prior choices and then
financial information was randomly assigned, four cells were created by
initial choice and financial information. However, as shown in Table 3,
these four cells can be collapsed into two primary treatment groups of
positive decision consequences and negative decision consequences.

Of the 120 subjects assigned to the low personal responsibility
condition, thirty were also assigned to each of the four cells described
above. For example, thirty were given cases in which another financial

|
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TABLE 3
SCHEMATIC ANALYSIS OF THE CELLS TO WHICH SUBJECTS WERE ASSIGNED UNDER BoTH
HiGH AND Low RESPONSIBILITY CONDITIONS

HIGH PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY

Financial Information

cti cin
Positive Negative
Consumer consequences consequences
Products
(n =32 (n =32
Initial
choice
Negative Positive
Industrial consequences consequences
Products
n=2N (n =28)
LOW PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY
Financial Information
cti cin
Positive Negative
Consumer consequences consequences
Products
(n =30) (n =30)
Initial :
choice Y
Negative .«/ Negative
-
Industrial consequences <\:‘0 se um
Products neetences
(n =30 (n =30

ofﬁc_er had chosen the Consumer Products Division and it continued to
decline; thirty were given cases in which another financial officer had
chosen ‘the Consumer Products Division and it started to improve; thirty
were given cases in which another financial officer had chos’en the
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Industrial Products Division and it continued to decline; and, thirty
worked on cases in which Industrial Products was chosen and it started to
improve. Again, the four cells can be collapsed into two treaﬁnent.grou;?s
of positive and negative decision consequences comprising 60 subjects in
each. o

The final form of the design of this experiment was a 2 X2 factona}l in
which personal responsibility and decision consequences were the manipu-
pendent variables. As stated earlier, the amoupt of money
invesi s the previously chosen corporate division (prevnogsly chosen
either by the subject or the other financial officer mentioned in the case)
was the dependent measure utilized in the study.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analysis .

A preliminary analysis was conducted to determine 'whether the object
of a subject’s prior choice (Consumer Products-Industrial Products) or the
exact form of financial information (Ct1{ or Cl1}) affected the amount 9f
money allocated to the previously chosen alternative. If there were main
effects of either of these two variables, then it would not t.)e posmple to
collapse the eight cells shown in Table 3 into a 2 X 2 analysis 'of variance.
As can be seen from the data of Table 4, there were no main effects of

TABLE 4
AMOUNT OF MONEY (IN MILLIONS) ALLOCATED To PreviousLy CHOS
By LEVEL OF PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY, OsjecT OF PriOR CHOICE,

EN ALTERNATIVE
AND FINANCIAL

INFORMATION
Financial Information
Personal
responsibility Prior choice (] cin
9.36 12.56
Consumer positive negative
Products consequences consequences
High
’ 13.46 9.00
Industrial negative positive
Products consequences consequences
8.22 9.22
Consumer positive negative
Products consequences consequences
o 9.65 8.48
Industrial negative positive
Products consequences consequences
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TABLE S
ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE OF EFFECTS OF PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY AND DEciSION
CONSEQUENCES UPON ALLOCATION OF RESOURCES TO A PREVIOUsLY CHOSEN
ALTERNATIVE

Source df MS F P
Personal Responsibility (P) 1 282.36 14.40 <.001
Decision Consequences (D) 1 351.57 17.93 <.001
Interaction (P x D) i 109.12 5.56 <.019
Error 235 19.61 —

either the object of prior choice (F < 1,00, df = 1/231, n.s.) or the exact
form of financial information (F < 1.00, df = 1/231, n.s.).

Effects of Personal Responsibility and Decision Consequences

Since there were no main effects of the object of prior choice and
financial information, a 2 X 2 analysis of variance was conducted in which
personal responsibility and decision consequences were the independent
variables. Table 5 shows that there were significant main effects of both
personal responsibility and decision consequences, and a significant
interaction of the two independent variables.? ,

Under high personal responsibility conditions, subjects allocated an
average -of 11.08 million dollars to the corporate divisions they had earlier

- chosen for extra R & D funding. Under low personal responsibility

conditions, subjects allocated an additional 8.89 million dollars to the
corporate divisions previously chosen by another financial officer. Under
positive decision consequences, subjects allocated an average of 8.77
million to the previously chosen alternative, while 11.20 million was
allocated under negative consequences.

"~ Interaction of Personal Responsibility and Decision Consequences

When subjects (personally) made an initial investment decision which
declined, they subsequently allocated an average of 13.07 million dollars to
this same alternative in the second funding decision. As shown in Fig. 1,
the amount invested in the previously chosen alternative was greater in
the high personal responsibility—negative consequences condition than in
any of the other three experimental conditions. Although this result could
have been expected from two significant -main effects of personal
responsibility and consequences, the difference between the high personal

2 Ina2 X 2§ 2 analysis of variance there was a corresponding main effect of personal
responsibility, an interaction of prior choice and financial information (same as main
effect of decision consequences), and a triple interaction of personal responsibiliy, prior
choice, and financial information (same as interaction of responsibility and decision
consequences.
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responsibility-negative consequence cortl-dition.and t}:ie :th;:l rct;;lelfm woarl: o;'
i ignificant interaction. ,

such magnitude as to produce a signiic inte .

close analysis of Fig. 1 shows that the only significant dlff.er;nces ami(l);i]lg.

any of the four experimental conditions were between the hlg res;;onsndi-

ity-negative consequences cell and the other three experimental co

tions. For example, consequences did not have a significant effect under

low personal responsibility conditions (¢t = 1.20, df = 118; n.s.), and

responsibility did not significantly affect results under positive conse-
quences conditions (f = 1.13, df = 118, n.s.).

13.004
12.59)
12.00§
B High Personal
Responsibility Conditions
11.00}§
®
s
38 10.50
L L
8 9
8 ,:, %
~ I
24 & 8§ 10.00f
> 3 4
v o
g 6 9.50
24
> -
o~
o m
b4 g 9.00
; f Low Personal
.§ g Responsibility Conditions
8.50
8.00
7.50
5
] .
Negative
rommencs Consequences

Consequences

Decision Consequences

i i nal *
Fic. 1. Amount of money allocated to previously chosen alternative by perso

responsibility and decision consequences.
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DISCUSSION
Interpretation of Effects

The main effect of decision consequences upon commitment to a
previously chosen alternative could be explained by a maximization of
gain hypothesis. Either through the objective reappraisal of action—
outcome contingencies following negative consequences or through a
“‘gambler’s fallacy” that the probability of gain is increased by prior
failure, individuals could have decided to increase their investment of
resources. However, it is interesting to note that, although a maximization -
of gain hypothesis provides an adequate explanation of the main effect in
analysis of variance terms, its explanatory power is somewhat weakened
when individual cell means are considered. Specifically, while maximiza-
tion can account for the effect of decision consequences under the high
responsibility condition, it is less clear why there was no significant effect
of consequences under the low responsibility condition.3

A related interpretive problem also weakens the consistency of choice
explanation of the main effect of personal responsibility. For example, it
may well be true that, due to consistency in choice decisions, individuals
will allocate more money to an investment alternative that was personally
| chosen at an earlier point in time (e.g., under high responsibility) than one
& chosen previously by someone else (e.g., under low responsibility).
" However, when the individual cells of the analysis of variance are
examined (see Fig. 1), it appears that the main effect of personal
responsibility is not fully explained by consistency. Only under negative
consequences was there a significant difference between the high and low
. responsibility conditions, although there was a nonsignificant trend under
L positive consequences.

. Thus, from the data of this study, it is not unreasonable to conclude
P that the primary effect of responsibility and consequences was that
' individuals invested a substantially greater amount of resources when they
' were personally responsible for negative consequences. The significantly

: greater commitment of resources under this one experimental condition
& clearly accounted for the interaction of personal responsibility and
E decision consequences. However, a close examination of Fig. 1 also
js shows that the substantial difference between the condition of high
- personal responsibility-negative consequences and the other cells could
g also underlie the statistical significance of the two main effects. As a

3t is possible, of course, to postulate (post-hoc) that the valence of future outcomes

as less for subjects under low rather than high responsibility conditions, and, thus, the

4: motive to maximize gain was correspondingly weaker in low rather than high
responsibility conditions.
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result, the data from this study provide even somewhat stronger support
than expected for the hypothesis that individuals who are personnally
responsible for negative consequences will increase the investment of
resources in a previously chosen course of action.

Self-justification versus Self-perception

Frequently, when a self-justification process is experimentally tested, its
outcroppings are difficult to separate from those derived from self-
perception theory (Bem, 1967, 1972). The distinction between self-
justification and self-perception is also important to the interpretation of
the present study and should be considered in some depth.

In essence, the question of self-justification versus self-perception
revolves around dual formulations of the process of rationalization. On the
one hand, self-justification (Aronson, 1968, 1972) or dissonance theory
(Festinger, 1957) posits that individuals possess a potent need to restore
the “‘appearance” of rationality to their own behavior. As a result, the
theory predicts that individuals will cognitively re-evaluate decisional
alternatives after an important choice (€.g., Walster, 1964; Knox &
Inkster, 1968; Vroom, 1966) or actively distort the characteristics of a
behavioral task (e.g., Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959; Weick, 1966) On the
other hand, self-perception theory posits that individuals retrospectively
restore rationality to their behavior by simply inferring the causes of their

own actions within a social context. Self-perception theory predicts that -}

individuals will re-evaluate their behavior so that it conforms to their own
notions of how one might feel or behave if he were acting rationally.
Thus, like self-justification, the retrospective analysis of behavior which
comprises self-perception oy can also account for the re-evaluation of
alternatives following a decisional choice (see Kelley, 1967, 1971) or
changes in the perception of the characteristics of a behavioral task (see
Calder & Staw, 1975; Deci, 1971, 1972; Salancik, 1975; Staw, 1976).

1t 15 possibie that a self-perception analysis can also be usefully applied
to the effects of personal responsibility and decision consequences within
an investment decision context. For example, when individuals personally
select a course of action which results in negative consequences, they may
retrospectively infer that their prior choices were especially meritorous in

that they required some suffering and, as a result, they may subsequently §

choose to invest even greater amounts of resources in the losing
alternative. This cause—effect sequence, however, does not appear as

plausible an explanation of the present data as an individual need or

predisposition to justify behavior. The primary interpretive problem facing
a self-perception analysis is the fact that there is a substantial body of
evidence which shows that individuals attempt to avoid the self-attribution
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of causalit){ when behavior leads to negative consequences or results in
personal faﬂur@ (see Weiner, Frieze, Kukla, Reed, Rest, & Rosenbaum
1971). 'Ijhus, it would seem very unlikely for individuals to attributc;
greater internal causality (and therefore invest more) in a previously
chosen alternative which has led to negative consequences. In contrast, it
woulq seem more likely for individuals to take concrete actions to redu,ce
negative consequences for which they are responsible or at least to
attempt to reduce those negative outcomes which cannot be attributed to
an .exter.nal source. This latter interpretation is consistent with a self-
justification notion that individuals actively seek to maintain or restore the
appearance of rationality to a previously chosen course of action.*

Selj-i«:ziification and the Escalation of Commitment

As' we have seen, when individuals are personally responsible for
negative consequences, they may decide to increase the investment of
resources to a prior course of action. It follows that this same process of
e.scalatlon may also occur in many decision contexts in which additional
time, effort, and resources are committed to an unsatisfactory policy
altemat!ve. Thus, further research should focus on the critical factors
underlying the escalation of resources, both in terms of the amount of
resources committed and the number of times an increase in resources will
be made to a decisional alternative. Specific independent variables worthy
of study. may be the amount of loss already incurred by a decision maker
(see Wexcfk, 1974, for discussion of the *‘Vietnam Dollar’’ phenomenon)
the perceived efficacy of the resources being committed (e.g., the abilit);
of R & D t?xpenditures to increase future profits), the nature of the
dec1§1on making entity (e.g., individual decision maker vs group decision
making body), personal characteristics of the decision maker (e.g., self-
:isttue;rir(l),n 'tolerance for ambiguity), and the evaluative consequences of the

One 'conceptual note which could prove useful in future studies of the -
esc?.llatlon of commitment is the distinction that, within investment
dgcnsnon cS)nt?xts, there may be two separate sources of self-justification
First, an m(‘iwidual may desire to demonstrate rationality to himself 01:
restore consistency between the consequences of his actions and a self-
concept of rational decision making (Aronson, 1968). This may be a rather
ubiquitous phenomena as has been demonstrated by vesearch on cognitive

. ‘4 Otl.xer studies which (indirectly) demonstrate the escalation of commitment using a
foot in th.e door’ teuchnigue (e.g., Freedman & Fraser 1966) can be isierpreted by

euher' an increase in ::¢ perception of internal causality followis: ; creases in
commitment or by an individual need to justify prior behavior. B i
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dissonance and other consistency theories (see Abelsosn. A:‘i:)nsct)l?é
McGuire, Newcomb, Rosenberg, & 'I‘ar.mebz.ium, 1968). Secon y;’e e
individual may attempt to demonstrate rationality to ot.hfars or to prcl)on 0
others that a costly error was really the cpm_ect d.emsmn ;:iver z;\n togbe
term perspective. This second form of self-;ushﬁcaﬂor} wou is(e? n Lo be
most important in organizational contexts.whe.re a dec:slor} make "o gmal
uncertain of his own status within a social hierarchy or in govelt‘)n ental
policy situations in which a decision maker may be anxxofUS al 01; e
political standing among constituents. No doubt,.these t.w‘o. onné (;fman
justification could both be viewed as face-saving actwn.tles ( of the’
1959), with the distinction of an internal versus external one?tatmn ;m e
part of the decision maker. However, while the first form t0 ts y
justification may be based on a general human need to be consis e]nt at:o
correct (Festinger, 1957; White, 1959), the second form m291g4 re ; eture
individual desires for social approval (Crowne.& Marlow, 1964). . ;lh

research should be directed toward the: sp‘euﬁcatmrg of egch ‘?1{1 cz:
forms of self-justification and the determination of their relative influen

within investment decision contexts.
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