

Do our actions nullify or exacerbate CD?

The letters CD mean many different things to different people. Unless you understand the context of the above question you probably have no idea what I intend.  Am I talking about investments or music? Is CD short for Compact Disk or Certificate of Deposit?  If I told you that my context is as it applies to training would you recognize the meaning of the acronym then?
If I told you that in 1959 2 psychology researchers coined the term, would that tip you off to the expression?  Most of us have never heard of the research conducted by L. Festinger and J. Carlsmith, yet their work has a major impact on the success of any safety program.  Their now famous quote will finally reveal, I hope, the focus of this article; "If you change a person's behavior, his thoughts and feelings will change to minimize dissonance [disagreement or incongruity]."  

Cognitive Dissonance Theory, therefore, is the theory of how and why we lie to ourselves.  The term cognitive is defined as "of or pertaining to the mental processes of perception, memory, judgment and reasoning, as contrasted with emotional and volitional processes." The word dissonance means "disagreement or incongruity."  Two opinions, or beliefs, or items of knowledge are dissonant with each other if they do not fit together.  If we preach safety yet our actions belie those beliefs the observer has cognitive dissidence.  Cognitive Dissonance is the anxiety that results from simultaneously holding contradictory or otherwise incompatible attitudes or beliefs.
Festinger believed an individual deals with conflicting thoughts in one of three ways. The first, change the opinion or belief. Second, seek out new knowledge that will help alleviate the disagreement or dissonance. Third, attempt to forget about the original thought or at least decrease its importance. So how do we apply this intellectual concept to our safety programs? I think the answer lies in how individuals respond to the conflict between incongruent ideas or observations and statements.

If we spend time teaching someone the importance of compliance with safety rules or the importance of wearing the correct PPE all the time; that effort can be inconsequential it the trainee observes and recognizes an inconsistency.  
First they may change their opinion on the value of the material we presented to them.  While we might welcome them seeking out more information.  If they read and article in a magazine or do an internet search and the article or results supports our premise, they may revert to valuing our original presented material. What however happens if they see repeated indications that the rules are flaunted especially by managers and supervisors?  Given enough examples they will conclude that the training was wrong. 

Now, how about that third response option, mentioned by Festinger? Without continuous reinforcement of both the concept and its validity, people will actually work at blocking out the dissonance and may circumvent the very rules or actions designed to keep them safe.  
Let’s go back to my title. Do our actions nullify or exacerbate CD? I propose that, we need to design our safety and training programs to eliminate or nullify dissonance.  Our message has to be clear, reasonable, positively focused, (say what to do not just what not to do) based on the best facts available, delivered with conviction, and the consequences must be delineated, (both undesirable outcomes and disciplinary actions) and most important, in my opinion, modeled by the majority of persons in our operation, especially managers and safety professionals.  Hope you now can recognize CD in your workplace. If you see it; you can fix it!  Failure exacerbates CD. Thanks for reading!
These talks are distributed with the hope that they spark some dialog. Feel free to use them as the basis for a tool box talk with your colleagues, clients, safety committee members or employees. 
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