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Unmasking the Mind’s Tug of War: 
Cognitive Dissonance and Resilience
The interplay between cognitive dissonance and resilience is a fascinating aspect of 
human psychology, says Jason Liam

In today’s fast-paced world, mental and 
emotional wellbeing has taken centre 
stage as we face stress and challenges. 
Developing resilience and equanimity 
becomes essential, and one psychological 
phenomenon that significantly impacts 
our ability to navigate life’s adversities is 
cognitive dissonance. In this article, we 
will explore the intricacies of cognitive 
dissonance through the example of Erika 
and its profound effects on building 
resilience and fostering a sense of 
equanimity.

Erika believes in leading a healthy lifestyle 
but frequently indulges in unhealthy 
eating habits. This internal conflict, 
cognitive dissonance, arises when her 
health-conscious beliefs clash with her 
actions of indulging in unhealthy eating. 
It occurs when we encounter information 
that challenges our thoughts or when our 
actions deviate from deeply held values. 
This psychological discord can lead to 
heightened stress levels, undermining our 
ability to cope effectively with setbacks.

Cognitive dissonance is like a tug-of-war 
within the mind, where opposing thoughts 
and behaviours vie for dominance. Due 
to Erika’s health-conscious beliefs, she 
experiences this mental friction each time 
she reaches for a decadent chocolate 
cake. The clash between her commitment 
to a healthy lifestyle and the allure 
of momentary indulgence creates an 
uncomfortable tension.

As cognitive dissonance intensifies, the 
psychological distress it generates can 
have tangible effects on Erika’s overall 
wellbeing. Stress, anxiety, and a sense 
of internal conflict become familiar 
companions, threatening to exhaust her 
emotional resilience and challenge her 
ability to navigate life’s inevitable setbacks 
and challenges.

Research in psychology has shown the 
significance of cognitive dissonance in 
shaping human behaviour. For instance, a 
classic study demonstrated how cognitive 

dissonance influences perception and 
attitudes. Participants who received a small 
monetary incentive for completing a tedious 
task rated the task as more enjoyable than 
those who received a more considerable 
incentive. The participants who received 
the minor incentive experienced cognitive 
dissonance, justifying their effort by 
convincing themselves that the task must 
have been enjoyable.

Similarly, in Erika’s case, her internal 
contradiction arises from the inconsistency 
between her health-conscious beliefs and 
her indulgence in unhealthy eating. The 
more she engages in actions that contradict 
her beliefs, the stronger the dissonance 
becomes, leading to heightened stress 
levels and diminishing her ability to cope 
with life’s challenges.

This mental incongruence significantly 
impacts our ability to cope effectively with 
setbacks and challenges. By understanding 
the psychological implications of cognitive 
dissonance, we grasp the importance of 
aligning our beliefs and actions to foster 
resilience and wellbeing. Acknowledging 
and addressing the inner turmoil in our lives 
can help us find ways to cultivate a sense of 
equanimity and inner harmony.

The Nexus Between 
Cognitive Dissonance 
and Resilience

The interplay between cognitive 
dissonance and resilience is a fascinating 
aspect of human psychology. Resilience, 
often described as the ability to adapt 
and bounce back from adversity, is crucial 
in maintaining mental and emotional 
wellbeing. It enables individuals to navigate 
life’s challenges more effectively and 
maintain a sense of equilibrium even in 
turbulent times. However, inner conflict 
arises when we encounter cognitive 
dissonance, leading to heightened stress 
and emotional distress.

Research in psychology has shown that 
cognitive dissonance can significantly 
impact our emotional wellbeing and 
resilience. One study explored the effects 
of cognitive dissonance on stress and 
found that individuals who experienced 
it reported higher pressure and anxiety 
levels than those who did not encounter 
such conflicts. The study highlighted the 
potential toll that internal conflict can take 
on our mental and emotional fortitude, 
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making it crucial to address and resolve 
such disputes for overall wellbeing.

To better understand cognitive dissonance, 
let’s return to the example of Erika. Her 
internal conflict between health-conscious 
beliefs and indulging in unhealthy eating 
creates stress and emotional strain. This 
heightened emotional state can erode her 
resilience, making it more challenging for 
her to bounce back from other adversities 
she may face in her life.

However, understanding cognitive 
dissonance can catalyse growth and 
resilience-building. Once Erika recognises 
the existence of this inner conflict, she 
can take proactive steps to address it 
constructively. For instance, she may find 
healthier alternatives to her favourite 
treats or explore mindful eating practices. 
By aligning her behaviours with her values, 
Erika can alleviate cognitive dissonance 
and strengthen her resilience.

The Neuroscience of the 
Mind’s Tug-of-War

The human brain plays a crucial role in 
processing cognitive dissonance, and 
understanding the neuroscience behind it 
provides valuable insights into its impact on 
our mental and emotional wellbeing.

The amygdala, often called the brain’s 
emotional centre, is at the core of the 
brain’s response to cognitive dissonance. 
The amygdala is a small, almond-shaped 
structure located deep within the brain’s 
temporal lobe. It plays a critical role in 
processing emotions, especially those 
related to fear, anxiety, and stress. When we 
encounter situations that create cognitive 
dissonance, the amygdala becomes 
activated, sending signals throughout the 
brain to alert us to potential threats or 
conflicts.

The activation of the amygdala triggers 
a cascade of neurobiological reactions. 
One significant outcome of this activation 
is the release of stress hormones, with 
cortisol being a prominent player. Cortisol 
is commonly known as the “stress 
hormone” due to its role in the body’s 
stress response. When released into the 
bloodstream, cortisol prepares us for the 
“fight-or-flight” response, heightening 
our senses and increasing our alertness 
to potential dangers. However, in the 
context of cognitive dissonance, this stress 

response can lead to feelings of anxiety and 
overwhelm.

Simultaneously, cognitive dissonance 
engages the prefrontal cortex, a brain 
region responsible for higher-order 
cognitive functions, including decision-
making and problem-solving. The prefrontal 
cortex acts as the brain’s executive control 
centre, regulating and coordinating various 
cognitive processes. In the context of 
cognitive dissonance, the prefrontal cortex 
is actively processing the conflicting beliefs 
and values, attempting to find a resolution 
or reconcile the discordant information.

The prefrontal cortex’s engagement 
presents an intriguing opportunity 
for addressing cognitive dissonance 
effectively. Individuals can navigate internal 
discord with a more constructive approach 
by utilising specific techniques, reducing 
the emotional distress associated with 
conflicting beliefs. By understanding the 
brain’s response to cognitive dissonance, 
we gain a deeper appreciation of its impact 
on our mental and emotional wellbeing.

Resolving cognitive dissonance and 
fostering resilience requires a proactive 
approach that empowers individuals to 
navigate inner conflicts with a growth-
oriented mindset. Here are some powerful 
techniques and strategies that you can 
immediately put into practice to address 
cognitive dissonance and promote 
wellbeing.

Self-Awareness

Self-awareness plays a crucial role in 
building resilience and navigating cognitive 
dissonance. It encompasses the ability to 
recognise and understand emotions within 
ourselves, which empowers us to approach 
situations with greater understanding and 
compassion. Self-awareness allows us to 
explore our inner responses to conflicting 
beliefs, fostering clarity and serenity amid 
internal discord. This heightened self-
awareness enables emotionally intelligent 
individuals to address cognitive dissonance 
constructively, processing conflicting 
beliefs or values with self-compassion.

The practice of mindfulness emerges from 
self-awareness, which involves being fully 
present in the moment and cultivating 
non-judgmental awareness of our thoughts 
and emotions. Mindfulness is a natural 
extension of self-awareness, allowing 
us to untangle conflicting beliefs and 

values by embracing present awareness. 
Integrating mindfulness into our daily lives 
enhances our ability to cope with cognitive 
dissonance, promoting resilience and 
overall wellbeing.

In essence, self-awareness serves as 
the foundation from which mindfulness 
grows. By nurturing our self-awareness, 
we lay the groundwork for embracing the 
here and now through mindfulness. This 
powerful combination equips us with 
the tools to navigate the complexities 
of cognitive dissonance, stay grounded 
in the moment, and process inner 
emotions with self-compassion. Through 
this integrated approach, we empower 
ourselves to build resilience and maintain 
emotional balance as we navigate life’s 
challenges.

Cognitive Reappraisal: 
Reframing Perspectives

Cognitive reappraisal is an effective 
technique that alters our perception of a 
situation to view it more positively. When 
faced with cognitive dissonance due to 
our behaviour not fully aligning with our 
values, we can focus on the progress we’ve 
made rather than fixating on our perceived 
shortcomings. Reframing the situation can 
alleviate inner conflict and foster a sense 
of equilibrium, cultivating a more flexible 
mindset that allows adaptability in facing 
challenges.

Let’s return to the example of Erika. 
She frequently experiences cognitive 
dissonance when she indulges in unhealthy 
snacks despite her strong belief in leading 
a health-conscious lifestyle. Instead of 
succumbing to feelings of guilt and defeat, 
Erika applies cognitive reappraisal to the 
situation. When she reaches for a sugary 
treat, she consciously reminds herself 
of her significant progress in adopting 
healthier eating habits.

At that moment, Erika reframes the 
situation, shifting her focus to the 
nutritious meals she has consistently 
incorporated into her diet. By doing so, 
she empowers herself with a positive 
perspective, feeling more optimistic 
about her ability to make healthier choices 
in the future. This cognitive reappraisal 
not only eases her inner conflict but 
also reinforces her commitment to 
maintaining a balanced and healthful 
lifestyle.

https://executivesupportmagazine.com/the-fixed-mindset-vs-the-growth-mindset/
https://executivesupportmagazine.com/the-fixed-mindset-vs-the-growth-mindset/
https://executivesupportmagazine.com/combating-conflict-five-questions-for-better-self-awareness/
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Cognitive Restructuring: 
Challenging Negative 
Thoughts

Cognitive restructuring is a powerful tool 
that involves identifying and challenging 
negative or distorted thoughts contributing 
to cognitive dissonance. By replacing these 
thoughts with more realistic and constructive 
ones, we can reduce discomfort and align 
ourselves more closely with our values and 
beliefs. This technique is crucial in cognitive-
behavioural therapy (CBT), effectively 
promoting resilience and overall wellbeing. 
Through CBT, individuals gain valuable insights 
into their thought patterns and develop 
strategies to overcome cognitive dissonance.

During cognitive dissonance, Erika becomes 
aware of negative thoughts like “I’m weak-
willed for giving in to unhealthy cravings.” 
Recognising the detrimental impact of 
such thoughts on her wellbeing, she 
actively engages in cognitive restructuring 
and challenges these negative beliefs by 
replacing them with more constructive 
ones. For instance, she takes a moment to 
remind herself that occasional indulgence 
is normal and that she is only human, 
prone to occasional slip-ups like everyone 
else. Embracing self-compassion, Erika 
acknowledges that what truly matters 
is her commitment to making healthier 
choices consistently. By challenging her 
negative thoughts and embracing a more 
understanding and forgiving perspective, 
Erika reduces the emotional distress 
associated with cognitive dissonance. This 
cognitive restructuring empowers her to 
navigate such situations more easily and 
resiliently, fostering a positive and growth-
oriented mindset. 

Cultivating Positive 
Belief Systems

Cultivating positive belief systems is 
essential for effectively addressing 

programs to individuals and to teams. Learn more at  
www.MINDtalk.no. Subscribe to Jason’s free 
podcast, “It’s An Inside Job,” here: 
http://www.mindtalk.no/its-an-inside-job.html.

Jason is also part of our Speaker Bureau. If you 
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please visit 
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his company, MINDtalk, he designs and delivers 
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cognitive dissonance and building 
resilience. One such belief system is a 
growth mindset, characterised by the 
belief that abilities and intelligence can be 
developed through dedication and hard 
work. This empowering perspective enables 
individuals like Erika to view cognitive 
dissonance as an opportunity for growth 
and self-discovery.

By embracing a growth mindset, Erika 
approaches cognitive dissonance 
with optimism and determination, 
actively seeking learning and personal 
development opportunities. Positive 
belief systems serve as the bedrock 
for resilience, imbuing us with a sense 
of purpose, direction, and tenacity to 
overcome obstacles.

Erika wholeheartedly embraces a growth 
mindset whenever she encounters 
cognitive dissonance between her 
health-conscious beliefs and occasional 
indulgences. Instead of feeling defeated 
by the internal conflict, she skilfully 
reframes her perspective. Erika sees the 
dissonance as a valuable chance to learn 
more about herself and her relationship 
with food.

With a firm belief in her capacity for growth 
and self-improvement, Erika approaches 
the situation with an open mind. She 
acknowledges that she can cultivate a 
healthier relationship with food through 
dedication and continuous effort and 
create a more balanced lifestyle.

This growth-oriented mindset empowers 
her to approach challenges with 
unwavering optimism and determination. 
By embracing the belief that she can 
develop and evolve, Erika navigates 
cognitive dissonance with grace, using 
it as a catalyst for personal growth and 
resilience. Her positive belief system 
provides a solid foundation, guiding her 
toward a more balanced and resilient way 
of living.

The Role of Social 
Support in Resilience

Connecting with supportive individuals 
or communities provides a safe space 
to discuss conflicting beliefs or values, 
facilitating the process of resolution. 
Moreover, social support offers validation 
and encouragement, reinforcing our sense 
of self-worth and providing a network 
of resources to aid our journey toward 
equanimity and resilience. Research 
consistently shows that social support 
significantly predicts mental and emotional 
wellbeing. Engaging with friends, family, or 
support groups can alleviate the burden 
of cognitive dissonance, as sharing our 
thoughts and emotions with others fosters 
a sense of belonging and reassurance.

By incorporating these empowering 
techniques into our daily lives, we can 
actively work towards resolving cognitive 
dissonance, building resilience, and 
fostering a sense of equanimity and 
wellbeing. Embracing the power of 
cognitive dissonance as an opportunity for 
growth, we embark on a journey of personal 
development and self-empowerment, 
ultimately leading to a more fulfilling and 
resilient life.

As I wrap this up, it’s important to note that 
cognitive dissonance and resilience are 
deeply interconnected, offering valuable 
insights into our psychological wellbeing. 
When cognitive dissonance arises, it 
creates a state of inner turmoil and stress, 
potentially hindering our ability to cope 
effectively with life’s trials. However, when 
we acknowledge and address cognitive 
dissonance, we empower ourselves to 
cultivate resilience and navigate conflicting 
beliefs constructively. By aligning our 
actions with our values and enhancing our 
emotional intelligence, we can foster a 
greater sense of equilibrium and strength, 
ultimately leading to enhanced wellbeing 
and personal growth.

http://www.mindtalk.no/
http://www.mindtalk.no/its-an-inside-job.html
https://executivesupportmagazine.com/speaker-bureau/
http://executivesupportmagazine.com/author/jason-liem/
https://executivesupportmagazine.com/resilience-is-a-skill/

