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Cognitive Dissonance in Social Media and Face-to-Face Interactions in
Relation to the Legacy of War
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Acknowledgment of ingroup responsibility and outgroup suffering is needed for post-
conflict societies to move on. Scholars have argued that this attitude shift happens
through cognitive dissonance, an unpleasant experience of inconsistency between
views and behavior. Existing research on cognitive dissonance has focused on
psychological triggers. By doing so, it has overlooked social triggers. This study argues
that the experience of cognitive dissonance depends on a combination of the features
of communicative environments that encourage dialogic exchange and actors deemed
legitimate to speak about human rights violations. Evidence draws on discourse
analysis of interactions on Facebook, Twitter, and in face-to-face focus groups. This
study finds that cognitive dissonance occurs in engaged interactions, through lengthy
negotiations of meanings that is most prevalent in face-to-face interactions among
ordinary people, somewhat present on Facebook, and least observable in interactions
with human rights activists on Twitter.

Keywords: cognitive dissonance, social media, face-to-face interactions, denial,
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Acknowledgment of ingroup responsibility and outgroup suffering are deemed key to reconciliation
following a conflict and to prevention of future atrocities (Cehaji¢ & Brown, 2010). Public acknowledgments
are a measure of restorative transitional justice, devised to deal with the consequences of gross human
right violations and other injustices in the aftermath of conflict (David, 2017). Social media platforms have
been increasingly used by human rights activists to this end. An example of public acknowledgment of the
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crimes committed by members of one’s own ethnicity was the initiative #sedamhiljada. It was launched on
Twitter in April 2015 by a former Belgrade’s journalist, Dusan Masi¢, to pay tribute to the victims of
Srebrenica genocide where more than 8,000 Bosnian men and boys were killed by the Bosnian Serb army
in July 1995 during the Bosnian War. Inspired by a performance in which 147 students of the University of
Zagreb in Croatia laid down for 147 seconds in solidarity with the 147 Kenyan victims of the terror attack
at Garissa University College, Masi¢ (2015) tweeted: “imagine about 7000 of us to lay in front of the National
Assembly in Serbia in July to mark 20 years of Srebrenica?” Seven-thousand signified the approximate
number of Bosnian victims. His tweet went viral, leading to a campaign hash-tagged 7,000 (#sedamhiljada
or #7000). A Facebook page dedicated to the initiative was created.

This initiative is a particularly relevant subject of analysis because it spontaneously emerged in one
tweet that was endorsed by many shortly afterward, aiming to mobilize the public in Serbia to pay tribute
to the victims of the Srebrenica genocide. The planned performance was eventually banned by the Serbian
government after right-wing groups announced disruptions (Vijesti, 2015). Activists and some citizens still
gathered in the main square in Belgrade to light candles for the deceased. Most post-conflict societies tend
to deny war crimes committed by members of their own ethnicity (Gordy, 2013; Hermann, 2004; Milanovi¢,
2016).

When denialism is widespread and “mainstreamed” (Milanovi¢, 2016, p. 33), the question is
how deeply entrenched attitudes and dominant discourses of war crimes can be changed. One way to
address this puzzle is to look at which factors may trigger cognitive dissonance (i.e., under what
conditions people may feel discomfort with holding conflicting views of denial and acknowledgment of
ingroup responsibility and outgroup suffering). As Festinger (1957) has argued, people experience
inconsistency as unpleasant and will thus strive to reduce dissonance by changing their views or
behavior, finding new information that would reinforce existing views or dismissing facts as incorrect (p.
378). In this study, I consider two factors that, in combination, may trigger cognitive dissonance:
communicative environments where interactions take place, and actors who interact at a bottom-up
level. I do this by comparing interactions that take place on social media to interactions in face-to-face
encounters in relation to the #sedamhiljada initiative, and interactions between human rights activists
and nonactivists, and between only nonactivists.

Existing literature on post-conflict societies shows that cognitive dissonance can both promote the
acknowledgment of wrongdoing (Gibson, 2004; Mazzei, 2011) and hinder this acknowledgment while
hardening hostility to outgroups when people want to conform to the majority views or feel that such
acknowledgment could jeopardize their self-esteem (Charnysh & Finkel, 2017; Homola, Pereira, & Tavits,
2020; Lieberman, 2006; Oberschall, 2010; Sander, 2018). However, there remains a limited understanding
of social factors that induce cognitive dissonance. Most contemporary campaigns, like #sedamhiljada, take
place in both online and offline environments (Castells, 2009; Costanza-Chock, 2014), while Facebook and
Twitter are considered the most significant social networking sites for social and political activism (Tufekci,
2017). Each of these environments may shape dynamics of interactions in distinct ways (boyd, 2010;
Papacharissi, 2012), having different consequences on the experience of cognitive dissonance about the
legacy of war. Literature that considers the role of digital media in transitional justice is still scarce, often
focusing specifically on online activism and digital practices (Fridman, 2018; Fridman & Risti¢, 2020; Hasi¢
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& Karabegovi¢, 2020; Reilly, 2021), lacking a comparative dimension between different on- and offline
spaces as well as between different types of actors that include nonactivists. The study addresses the central
question of transitional justice that of “the actors best positioned to tackle the war legacy meaningfully and
effectively” (Kostovicova, 2010, p. 288) and the need to explore actors who participate at the bottom-up
level and their ability to change attitudes (Hermann, 2004; Kostovicova, 2010).

I applied a 2 by 3 factorial design to study the combination between the two factors, and
discourse analysis to studying textual data of interactions collected through face-to-face focus groups
and a search of key words on Facebook and Twitter such as #sedamhiljada, #7000, and Srebrenica. I
find that cognitive dissonance is a result of a nonlinear process in which people negotiate their
understanding of the war legacy. Cognitive dissonance emerges during engaged interactions wherein
people move back and forth between acknowledgment and denial rather than when people are exposed
to new information. This process is facilitated by type of environment and type of actors, showing that
face-to-face interactions among nonactivists lead most often to the experience of cognitive dissonance,
while interactions with activists on Twitter lead the least. I explain these differences by drawing on
literature that argues that social media are self-centered and that critiques the NGO-ization of civil
society and its inability to appeal to most of the population. In what follows, I first discuss key debates
and arguments on cognitive dissonance and how they have been applied in post-conflict contexts to
studying attitudes on war crimes. I then elaborate on theoretical underpinnings of the two factors—
communicative environments and actors. I finally present the research design and analyze the findings.
The conclusion outlines the theoretical contributions of this study to the field of media and
communications, transitional justice, and the scholarship on cognitive dissonance.

The Assumptions of Cognitive Dissonance

Festinger (1957) has developed the concept of cognitive dissonance to argue that most people
experience inconsistency between views and behavior as being unpleasant and will tend to reduce the
discrepancy by changing the least strongly held opinion or by adding new information to reinforce existing
beliefs, or by dismissing the information altogether (p. 378). People also tend to avoid dissonance by
avoiding attitude-incongruent information (Brannon, Tagler, & Eagly, 2007). Subsequent theories of
cognitive dissonance, such as the new look model (Cooper & Fazio, 1984) or choice paradigm (Linder,
Cooper, & Jones, 1967), have challenged the premise of inconsistency, arguing that it is either an insufficient
or unnecessary condition of dissonance arousal. The new look model posits that foreseeable aversive
consequences can lead to dissonance arousal, whereas the choice paradigm suggests that dissonance arises
only when people are free to choose; otherwise, they can justify their inconsistency and it will not lead to
dissonance. Not all oppositional beliefs and behaviors would lead to dissonance arousal, as Cooper (2012)
contends; what matters is that people believe their behavior and beliefs are inconsistent. In other words,
dissonance is a matter of perception.

Applied to post-conflict contexts, these strategies of reducing or avoiding cognitive dissonance can
be identified in denials of ingroup responsibility for war crimes committed by an ingroup by saying “we did
not know” or “we did not have choice.” Arendt (1963) distinguishes between guilt and political responsibility
to claim that while only a perpetrator can be found guilty, the whole nation carries political responsibility to
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prevent injustices or to take actions to remember. Hence, denying responsibility to remember can be
deemed as avoidance of cognitive dissonance. Some scholars who employ the concept of cognitive
dissonance in the context of (post-) conflict societies contend that it leads to denial because people conform
with the majority norm (Homola et al., 2020), or they may feel the acknowledgment will undermine their
self-esteem especially when their ethnic or national identity is salient (Charnysh & Finkel, 2017; Oberschall,
2010). Other scholars argue that it can lead to the acknowledgment of wrongdoings (Gibson, 2004; Mazzei,
2011). However, this literature has remained largely speculative, either because this concept has not been
empirically investigated, or because of limitations with methodology. As Homola, Pereira, and Tavits (2020)
explain, “a direct test of it [cognitive dissonance] would require a careful microlevel analysis of individuals
who witnessed this period” (p. 583).

Denial broadly means a nonrecognition of injustice or wrongdoing. Denial can be made in good
faith—when a person did not personally do anything wrong or did not know of others’ misconduct, but
it may also signify knowledge avoidance (Benoit & Hanczor, 1994; Cohen, 2001; Hearit & Robertson,
2010). Denial is used both as a conscious strategy of reputation management and image restoration
(Benoit & Hanczor, 1994; Hearit & Robertson, 2010), and as a semiconscious strategy for coping with
the unease and discomfort that undesirable information may provoke (Cohen, 2001). Denial not only
involves deliberate lying, but people are not always entirely aware of their evading strategies (Cohen,
2001, p. 5). Denial is reliant on shared cultural vocabularies that aim to make sense of events in a more
favorable light or to deceive oneself into not knowing (Cohen, 2001, p. 5). Denial does not only or
necessarily refer to a rejection of wrongdoing or facts, as reputation management scholars point out
(e.g., Benoit & Hanczor, 1994, p. 419; Hearit & Robertson, 2010, p. 548), but can also include many
subtle attempts to downplay and mystify the meanings, scale, or intent of events (Cohen, 2001, p. 6),
which is what Benoit and Hanczor (1994) call evasion of responsibility. A common strategy of denial is
also a claim of victimhood—it is used to justify atrocities, presenting them as revenge or self-defense.
It serves to make denial more socially acceptable, especially when moral norms and/or laws are strong
(van Dijk, 1992). By drawing on Festinger’s (1957) concept of cognitive dissonance, I treat expressed
discomfort among these research participants when faced with conflictual facts or information in support
of ingroup responsibility for war crimes that leads the recognition that is inconsistent with previously
expressed views as evidence of dissonance confirmation, while expressions of the discourses of denial
and victimhood are treated as dissonance avoidance.

Cognitive dissonance has been traditionally studied in experiments, but I argue that a qualitative
approach that analyses interactions between people enables us to study micro-workings of the process in
which people may experience discomfort with holding inconsistent views. As Mazzei (2011) argues, cognitive
dissonance may not simply occur when people are faced with new information; it may rather happen “when
the public engages in negotiation and contestation over meanings” (p. 439). This is because new ideas are
processed within a series of existing beliefs that are mutually reinforcing and sustaining (Converse, 2006).
In line with this, Koudenburg, Greijdanus, and Scheepers (2019) find in their experimental study on the
attitudes of Dutch people to immigrants that social norms and discourses about outgroups at a societal and
individual level are negotiated and created in small group interactions characterized by direct
communication. Every communicative environment can be viewed as a distinct small group interaction
where social nhorms are negotiated, validated, and challenged. This invites us to consider characteristics of
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communicative environments as one of the two factors that may trigger dissonance confirmation in relation
to war-time atrocities and war legacy.

Communicative Environments

Every environment has specific affordances that enable some interactions and constrain others
(boyd, 2010; Papacharissi, 2012). I argue that a key attribute or affordance of environments for
understanding their role in promoting dissonance confirmation and dissonance avoidance is to what
extent they harbor an orientation to the self and to the other. I draw on Castells’ (2009) concept of
“mass self-communication” (p. xx) to contend that most social networking sites foster self-
communication (Barassi, 2015; Marwick & boyd, 2010; van Dijck, 2013), rather than a dialogue (i.e.,
more an orientation to the self than to the other). Castells (2009) coins this concept to refer to
interactive horizontal communication characterized by the multimodal exchange of messages from many
to many, both synchronous and asynchronous on a global level, that has arisen with the spread of the
Internet, wireless communication, and the proliferation of digital media (p. 55). It is “self-
communication” because “it is self-generated in terms of content, self-directed in emission, and self-
selected in reception” (Castells, 2009, pp. 89-90).

The focal point of my analysis is the argument that social media are primarily “self-directed”
and that this is their main obstacle in encouraging dissonance confirmation. A survey of the Pew Internet
and American Life Project (2006, as cited in Castells, 2009) finds that 52% of bloggers mostly post for
themselves, while only 32% do so for their audiences, leading Castells (2009) to conclude that, it is
largely “closer to ‘electronic autism’ than to actual communication” (p. 66). Scholars who praise social
media’s ability to bring about “discourse shifts” by disseminating alternative views and raising awareness
of social issues (Castells, 2009, 2015; Costanza-Chock, 2014; Jackson, & Foucault, 2020; Mundt, Ross,
& Burnett, 2018; Papacharissi, 2014; Tufekci, 2017) somewhat overlook that there may be a preexisting
critical mass that is attuned to the cause and struggles of a group, such as the U.S. President Barack
Obama siding with the Black Lives Matter movement. In post-conflict societies where most of the public
and traditional media fail to recognize injustices and war crimes, a greater awareness is a prerequisite,
but a critical mass is rather created through dialogic communication.

While social media have a conversational character (Costanza-Chock, 2014), they
fundamentally lack a dialogical character (Ellis & Maoz, 2007; Kent & Taylor, 2021). Dialogue is not
simply talk. Dialogue is an engaged interaction characterized by involved exchange of arguments, which
shows commitment to conversation, wherein one takes counterarguments into account with an intent to
contribute to the negotiation of meanings or revelation of facts (cf. Kent & Taylor, 2021). Dialogue is
essentially an orientation to other, as Kent and Taylor (2021) point out (p. 4) and, I would add, is
defined by an intent. Key attributes include commitment to conversation, understanding of the other as
a collaborator and not an adversary, seeking opinions of others in the conversation, trust, and
authenticity. It is enacted through an acknowledgment of others’ views as valid, perspective taking,
politeness, and truthfulness (Kent & Taylor, 2021). Following this, I empirically investigate whether and
to what extent Facebook, Twitter, and face-to-face interactions have outlined dialogical attributes and
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what this means for their role in encouraging dissonance confirmation and dissonance avoidance,
dependent on who interacts.

Actors

In post-conflict societies, formal mechanisms of transitional justice are often ineffective because of
state unwillingness or insufficient action to deal with war crimes and human rights violations. As a result,
civil society, defined as nonstate and noncommercial actors who voluntary engage in collective public action
and debate (Kaldor, 2003), has been deemed a chief promoter of the transitional justice process (Kaldor,
Kostovicova, & Said, 2006). Therefore, this study explores the role of actors at a bottom-up level in
furthering transitional justice process—civil society, often understood as human rights activists, and so-
called ordinary people. The NGO-ization of civil society that results from Western donors’ priorities, is
believed to have led to civil society’s estrangement from ordinary people, thereby failing to promote
reconciliation and lacking legitimacy in transitional justice (Kostovicova, 2017). People in post-conflict
societies are understood to be suspicious of civil society actors’ motives because of their external funding
(Richmond & Franks, 2009), and their agenda of addressing war-related injustices through truth-seeking is
seen as ineffective because it does not resonate with most people (Obradovi¢-Wochnik, 2013), thereby
aggravating nationalist discourses of self-victimization and denial (Ostoji¢, 2013).

It is only when people take ownership of the process as active agents rather than targets of
transitional justice (Mac Ginty, 2014) that they are more willing to cooperate and contribute to the
transitional justice process, rendering it more legitimate and democratic (Belloni, 2001). Consequently,
some scholars argue that ordinary people (i.e., nonactivists and people uninvolved in human rights NGOs)
can be active and effective agents of transitional justice. People often intuitively employ sophisticated
mechanisms of maintaining peaceful relationships with other ethnic groups in (post-)conflict contexts (Mac
Ginty, 2014, p. 554). Dialogic interactions, wherein people shared their experiences and narratives, have
proved to have transformative effects in this context by ameliorating perceptions of other groups (Maoz,
2000). Following these insights, this study distinguishes between two types of actors at the bottom-up
level—human rights activists and ordinary people (nonactivists)—to explore the conjoined effects of who
speaks and in which environments on dissonance confirmation and dissonance avoidance (i.e., how people
respond to activists as opposed to nonactivists in the three environments).

Research Design and Methodology

Factorial Design

This study employs a 3 x 2 factorial design to examine the main effects of two independent
variables (factors)—environment (factor 1) and actors (factor 2)—and the relationship between them
(Elman, 2005, p. 296; also see Applegate, Wright, Cullen, & Wooldredge, 1993; Pattnaik & Mishra, 2014).
This means that effects of interactions on Twitter, Facebook, and face-to-face will vary depending on
whether this interaction is conducted only among nonactivists or between nonactivists and activists. In Table
1, each cell represents identified values of relationship between dependent variables (Elman, 2005, pp. 296-
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298). Data for face-to-face interactions was collected in focus groups and discourse analysis was applied to
interpreting online and focus group interactions.

Focus Groups

Focus groups (FGs) are best suited to study interactions in relation to a specific event that happened
in the past wherein social norms are negotiated (see Agar & MacDonald, 1995; Cyr, 2016). Six
semistructured FGs were conducted in Belgrade, Serbia, in September 2020, with a total of 39 participants
(equal number of men and women), recruited through the snowball technique (i.e., on the basis of various
networks; Goodman, 1961). There were nine human rights activists and 30 nonactivists. Human rights
activists refer to individuals and organizations that participated in the organization of the #sedamhiljda
initiative between April and August 2015. There were three mixed groups of human rights activists and
nonactivists to test the factor of actor (i.e., to understand how people respond when activists speak), and
three groups with only nonactivists to understand how people respond when nonactivists speak. Participants
were aged between 21 and 81 and were from diverse backgrounds in terms of their education, professions,
and places of birth. Following the discussed theoretical framework of this study, key organizational criterion
of focus groups was whether an individual was a human rights activist or not. Other variables, such as their
age, gender, or occupation, were taken into account when analyzing the data, but it was not possible to
have focus groups homogenized based on these other variables because that would lead to having too many
factors to analyze, and it would not be possible draw any meaningful conclusions about the triggers of
cognitive dissonance (see Applegate et al., 1993; Elman, 2005; Pattnaik & Mishra, 2014). The same
questions and their sequence were applied to all focus groups to have comparable data. These interactions
were recorded and transcribed.

Discourse Analysis

Discourse analysis was applied to interpreting textual data of focus groups, and of interactions on
Twitter and Facebook. Interactions on Twitter and Facebook were sampled by using keywords #sedamhiljada,
#7000, and Srebrenica for the period between April and August 2015. All posts were collected, which amounted
to more than 600. Public opinion reports show that attitudes in Serbia toward the war crimes in Srebrenica have
not changed significantly in the period between 2015 and 2020 (Ipsos Public Affairs, 2011, p. 85; Mihajlovi¢ &
Lazarevi¢, 2017, p. 41), which makes focus groups and social media data comparable.

Discourse analysis is the study of language use that seeks to deconstruct the ideological
underpinnings of linguistic and nonlinguistic social practices (van Dijk, 1993). It studies discourse (i.e., all
forms of talks, texts and silences too; Gill, 1996, p. 145). It searches for patterns in the data but also for
what is not said (Gill, 1996, p. 145). Discourse analysis understands language as constructive of reality,
rather than reflecting an underlying reality, because discourses “do things” (Gill, 1996, pp. 141, 145). It is
important to consider social, cultural, and political contexts of those texts or talks as these contexts endow
them with meanings (Gill, 1996).

By drawing on Cohen (2001) and van Dijk (1992), I have looked at the following rhetorical devices
that constitute the discourse of denial and victimhood as evidence of DA: (1) Literal denial or denial of facts;
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(2) denial of responsibility—claiming the acts were beyond one’s control; (3) denial of injury—minimizing
the scale of injury; (4) redistribution of responsibility—stating everyone committed crimes; (5) “but”
disclaimer, (6) reversal strategy—putting the blame on the victim; (7) denial as condemnation of the
condemners—denouncing the morality of critics; (8) moral blackmail—claims they are silenced; (9) subtle
denial disguised in words like “claim” or “allege”; (10) positive self-presentation; (11) appeal to higher
loyalties; and (12) denial of the need to change (Cohen, 2001). These strategies are complementary to
some image restoration strategies, such as counterattack; differentiation that emphasizes particularity of a
situation; bolstering, which reminds of a favorable image before the accusation; victimage; and minimization
(Hearit & Robertson, 2010).

Research Ethics

This study has undergone research ethics review and has been approved (REC ref. 630b). Focus
group participants were asked for an informed written consent. They were asked for their permission to
analyze their activities on Facebook and Twitter in relation to #sedamhiljada. This permission did not
condition their participation in focus groups. All data has been anonymized and quoted under pseudonyms.

Results and Analysis

Findings show that face-to-face interactions among nonactivists led most often to dissonance
confirmation. There was less evidence of dissonance confirmation in interactions with human rights activists,
especially on Twitter and Facebook. Interactions on Twitter led the most to dissonance avoidance. Table 1
shows the frequency of dissonance confirmation for each of the six combinations of two variables, as “no,
low, some,” and “high.” These measures were not based on a simple count of instances of dissonance
confirmation because most people did not move from denial to acknowledgment in a linear way, but this
involved several backward and forward steps. However, a simple count of such instances showed the process
of negotiation of meanings and willingness to reconsider one’s starting position, or a lack of thereof. The
data shows that it is dialogical communication (Kent & Taylor, 2021) and the moral judgement of the
interlocutor that primarily contribute to dissonance confirmation. Activists were often perceived as “morally
corrupt” (cf. Kostovicova, 2017), but the implications of this were more ambivalent and more complex than
the literature has suggested. This meant that dialogic communication not only depended on a type of
environment but also on a type of actor, which scholars have not considered (Kent & Taylor, 2021), as the
unfolding discussion reveals.

Table 1. The Instances of Dissonance Confirmation by a Combination of Two Factors—
Communicative Environments and Actors.

Environment Actors
Nonactivists in response to Nonactivists in response to
human rights activists nonactivists

Face-to-face Some High

Facebook Low Some

Twitter No Low
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Twitter: Self-Centered Environment

There was no evidence of dissonance confirmation on Twitter in interactions with activists and
only little with nonactivists. Twitter interactions were particularly hostile and aggressive compared with
Facebook and face-to-face interactions. They abounded with derogatory terms addressed to activists
and some nonactivists who endorsed the discourse of responsibility to notice and address war-related
injustices (Arendt, 1963; Young, 1990/2011), labeling them as traitors and foreign mercenaries. The
following conversation in response to a tweet by a member of an NGO in Serbia illustrates this point.

Vladimir: OK, they light candles for the victims of Srebrenica, but have these nice people

lit any candle for the Serbian victims?

Dragan: They did not get funds for that.

Sandra: They left early; it is not paid for overtime.

Comments such as “they did not get the funds” or “it [their activism] is not paid for overtime”
allude to dishonest motives and the hidden agenda of people supporting the initiative. This is a common
strategy of denial called condemnation of the condemners (van Dijk, 1992) and evidence of dissonance
avoidance. By delegitimizing critics, people avoid experiencing cognitive dissonance when exposed to
arguments about war atrocities committed by their ethnic group. This strategy is part of dominant public
discourse in Serbia (Gordy, 2013; Kostovicova, 2010, 2017) and in many post-conflict societies (Hermann,
2004). It can be also defined as a counterattack strategy of image restoration (Benoit & Hanczor, 1994;
Hearit & Robertson, 2010).

Vladimir replies to the original tweet from the NGO member, asking if they lit candles for the
Serbian victims, an example of redistribution of responsibility strategy of denial (Cohen, 2001) and the
discourse of victimhood, both of which are prime examples of DA in interactions on war legacy. While
the Serbs were also victims in the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s, invoking self-victimization in the context
of commemorating victims of other ethnicities is employed to downplay the ingroup wrongdoing. While
this strategy of denial is drawn on in all three types of environments and in response to both types of
actors, what is specific to Twitter interactions is that people do not add substantively to the conversation:
They seldom seek opinions or acknowledge other people’s views as valid. This insight resonates with
studies of online interactions in other (post-)conflict regions (Ellis & Maoz, 2007). Their interactions
serve merely to dismiss the message by denigrating the messenger or to reinforce the message as seen
in Sandra’s comment to Dragan. Twitter thus primarily becomes a stage for voicing one’s viewpoint. As
Kent and Taylor (2021) note, social media architecture favors more speaking than listening—an “open-
minded consideration of comments” (p. 6). Activists on Twitter seldom engaged with comments, if at
all. Nonactivists were more likely to reply and engage with comments on Twitter, proving how
communication dynamics are not only shaped by an environment but also by a type of actor, as the
following example demonstrates.
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Nikola: Every victim is important, regardless of nationality or ethnicity.

Vladimir: Do you not think it is unjust that the Croats celebrate the Storm,? or that Oric?
was not punished?

Nikola: It was wrong that Oric was not punished, and the Storm was a bad thing.
Vladimir: So, you agree that there are double standards? That is what I mind, not Muslim
victims.

Nikola: No, what I mean is that not all war offenders have been prosecuted.

Vladimir: Have you paid tribute to the Serbian victims?

Nikola: Members of my family were killed in the war by all three sides [ethnic groups].
Vladimir: My condolences, I am sorry for your loss, but I am also sorry that no one
mentions Serbian victims.

There are some elements of dialogic communication in these exchanges between nonactivists.
Vladimir asks Nikola at least two questions seeking Nikola’s opinion, while Nikola takes Vladimir’s comments
into account when providing an answer. The conversation took several turns until Vladimir expressed regret
by saying, "I am sorry for your loss.” While not all apologies are sincere and can, in fact, serve as a strategy
of image restoration (Hearit & Robertson, 2010), apologies are also understood to be a precondition of
breaking with the past following a war (see Teitel, 2006). Vladimir may not have changed his core views
that the Serbs are victims as manifested in the “but” disclaimer, but he eventually shows recognition of
outgroup suffering. This exchange shows, as Cohen (2001) observes, that acknowledgment, as a signal of
dissonance confirmation, can be partial, and how cognitive dissonance is brought about in the process of
dialogic interactions wherein people negotiate their understanding of the war (p. 113). It finally illustrates
how nonactivists can adopt a proactive role aimed at changing discourses.

Facebook: Semidialogical Environment

There was little evidence of dissonance confirmation when ordinary people interacted with
activists, and more evidence in interactions with nonactivists on Facebook. Offensive remarks addressed
to the organizers and supporters of #sedamhiljada were common, but the two types of actors were
perceived differently. This was seen in a comment to a picture post of people who were lighting candles
for Srebrenica’s victims. One man said, “a few are paid [referring to activists], and the rest [nonactivists]
are just brainwashed marionettes.” Despite the negative meanings of the term “brainwashed
marionettes,” he expressed some sympathies for the nonactivists who supported the initiative. It meant
they were not morally corrupt as activists, but that they were too pliable to understand that they were
duped. Activists were somewhat more engaged in interactions on Facebook compared with Twitter, but
also much less so than nonactivists.

2 Operation Storm was carried out by the Croatian armed forces during the Yugoslav wars in 1995, which
led to the displacement of over 200,000 and the killing of about 400 Serbian civilians (“"Operacija Oluja,”
2018).

3 Naser Oric was a commander of Bosnian Muslims’ armed forces.
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In response to the activists, one woman first questioned the intentions of killing the Muslim
population in Srebrenica by asking, “"Does anyone really think that the Serbs wanted to exterminate
Muslims?” This question may have been asked in good faith, but it often represents a denial of injury strategy
aimed at scaling down the severity of the crime. The activist only briefly commented, “International Court
of Justice said what they had to say [that crimes committed in Srebrenica constituted genocide], so I do not
have anything to add to [dismantle] persistent and desperate denial of facts.” The woman, faced with
discomfort, goes on to add, "Some Serbs committed war crimes and they should be prosecuted for that.
People should light candles to pay tribute [to the victims].” Interactions between nonactivists exhibited
some dialogic attributes.

Andrea: I can see that many people here [on Facebook] have an issue with paying tribute
to other people’s victims, so I have a few questions for you: when and where Serbian
victims were denied in Serbia? Is the WWII memorial in Jasenovac* a reality or illusion?
Do you know that even HDZ's Kolinda® visited Jasenovac memorial and paid tribute to
Serbian victims there?

Vera: There are victims on all sides, and they all should be paid tribute to.

Milica: False and partial information. Celebration of Storm as a national holiday is an
example of this.

Andrea considers denialist arguments while attempting to dismantle misperceptions. She asks, “when
Serbian victims were denied in Serbia” and refers to the Croatian president at the time who visited to Jasenovac.
Rather than dismissing other’s views as invalid, Andrea directly engages with the discourse of victimhood to
challenge it. This shows an orientation to other, a key attribute of dialogic communication and an example of
engaged interaction. It also suggests how dissonance confirmation seldom takes place as an immediate response
to new information. It is often generated in a long process of exchanging opinions and sharing experiences,
which can explain why synchronous face-to-face interactions are better suited to encourage it.

Face-to-Face Encounters: Dialogical Environments

As Cammearts (2008) observes, social media are more conflictual than consensual. Face-to-face
interactions were not conflictual, but they tended to be confrontational, and the more confrontational they
were, the more they led to dissonance confirmation. Confrontational, unlike conflictual, meant there were
disagreements, and participants were passionately confronted with counterarguments, but the atmosphere
remained convivial. Most participants in focus groups were actively listening to one another, nodding,
supplementing one another’s statements, or simultaneously making the same observations, asking
questions, and referring to what others had said. This demonstrates an orientation to the other and
perceiving the other as a collaborator (Kent & Taylor, 2021), which encouraged dissonance confirmation, as
the following example of an interaction among nonactivists illustrates.

4 A Nazi concentration camp run by the Independent State of Croatia during the Second World War where
hundreds of thousands of Serbian, Jewish, and Roma civilians were killed.
5 Former president of Croatia (2015-2020).
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Stefan: If political leadership does not want to accept it [war crimes in Srebrenica], then
it must come from below [referring to #sedambhiljda initiative].

Petar: How do they not when the president went there [to Srebrenica] to apologise?
Stefan: That is a good practice, but one cannot deny the qualification brought by the ICTY
[that it constituted genocide].

Petar: but the key is apology about what happened to those people.

Dana: but it is very important how the message those mothers [of victims] will perceive it.
Petar: from the perspective of how they will understand it, yes, you will calm them down
when you say it was a genocide.

Dana: exactly!

Petar: but what do they have from that [being termed as] genocide . . .

Slobo: I think it is still important. Even if someone said it was a genocide without an
apology, it would have greater weight than apology.

Petar: Was it not a genocide in Jasenovac, did Croats recognise it?

Stefan: The term was not established at the time . . .

Petar: Do not take me wrong, when I mention Jasenovac, I do not justify if someone does
not recognise genocide in Srebrenica.

Petar initially adopts the strategy of positive self-representation by saying the president of Serbia
went to Srebrenica to apologize. The aim is to state that one has no ascribed negative characteristics of
living in denial (Cohen, 2001), which can be described as identity protective cognition, which refers to
subconscious rejection of factual information that is contrary to dominant beliefs of their group (Kahan,
Braman, Gastil, Slovic, & Mertz, 2007). Petar implicitly avoids characterizing the nature of crimes committed
in Srebrenica as genocide by responding to Stefan’s comment that it is the apology that matters, not the
qualification brought by the ICTY, or to Dana’s comment by saying “what do they have from that [being
termed as] genocide.” Both examples represent denial of injury strategy (Cohen, 2001). Petar then employs
self-victimization discourse by referring to crimes committed in Jasenovac to make a claim that “Serbs were
first victims.” Competitive victimhood, the claim that one’s group has suffered more compared with the
outgroup, is very common in post-conflict societies—it is used to restore ingroup moral identity (Sullivan,
Landau, Branscombe, & Rothchild, 2012, p. 778).

The conversation takes several turns, during which Petar expresses dissonance avoidance as
evident in the discourses of denial and victimhood. Petar first agrees with Dana that it is important to
acknowledge the suffering of the mothers of victims of Srebrenica, which is one instance of dissonance
confirmation, before refusing again to recognize the nature of the event. Eventually, when repeatedly
countered with arguments of other group participants, he expressed again dissonance confirmation, a
reluctant recognition of ingroup responsibility and outgroup suffering, incongruent with previously expressed
views, when he says, "When I mention Jasenovac, I do not justify if someone does not recognize genocide
in Srebrenica.” He also expresses discomfort by saying “do not take me wrong.” This example further
provides insights into how dissonance confirmation is a result of negotiation of meanings and understanding
of an event through a dialogue; it is not a linear process from denial to acknowledgment but involves both
forward and backward steps. While a simple count of instances of dissonance confirmation in this example



International Journal of Communication 16(2022) Cognitive Dissonance in Social Media 5751

shows two such instances, the count without back-and-forth steps shows one instance, as the first instance
was annulled by the subsequent interaction where the participant readopted denialist arguments.

Focus group participants, like social media users, expressed their distrust of NGOs involved in the
transitional justice process in Serbia because of, as they report, untransparent funding and agenda, and
detachment from reality, invoking dominant narratives in Serbia (cf. Gordy, 2013; Kostovicova, 2017).
Nevertheless, in mixed groups where nonactivists were interacting face-to-face with human rights activists,
I found that some activists played an effective role in encouraging dissonance confirmation, suggesting they
enjoyed legitimacy among nonactivists, a point also made by Puljek-Shank (2018). This proves that the
heterogeneity of civil society is overlooked in the existing literature. What leads to this difference can be
explained by their approach to interaction, which is best described as “an engaged interaction.” Engaged
interaction is not only a passive acknowledgment but an active engagement with others’ views with an intent
to seek truth and persuade, as the following example demonstrates.

Tatijana (OP): It must be seen that all parties accept their share of responsibility. If the
responsibility is imposed only on one party, that constantly brings us back to the beginning.
Aleksandar (CS): Regardless of whether I agreed to the identity of a Serb or not, I have
influence only in the society in which I live, where I can act politically. I cannot act in
another society.

Tatijana (OP): I think everyone should have an obligation to be responsible for their part.
It would be great to hear views of activists of both Srebrenica and the Storm.

Aleksandar (CS): I am responsible because these people killed in the name of Serbs; they
did not kill because they [victims] thought differently, but because they were not Serbs.
Tatijana (OP): I do not think that any crime committed against their people should be
justified, but I cannot accept that only this side is guilty, and the other is not.

Alexander (CS): There is no collective guilt but that is why there is collective responsibility,
because I am part of this political community.

Tatijana (OP): Yes, that is right, of course.

Aleksandar (CS): If we want to correct these evils, it is our responsibility. The point is that
some people suffer from violence because I say it is not my responsibility.

Tatijana (OP): That is right. I do not mean that. I am interested in that. The responsibility
to say that it was not good and that I do not want it to happen again, and that I do not
justify it . . .

In this long discussion, Tatjana, a nonactivist, persistently expressed dissonance confirmation
manifested in the distribution of responsibility strategy when she states that all parties, referring to ethnic
groups involved in the conflict, should be responsible, and when she invokes the self-victimhood discourse
by referring to the Storm. She was being countered by Aleksandar, an activist, who assertively engaged in
the conversation by repeatedly referring to political responsibility when saying, "I have influence only in the
society in which I live” or "I am responsible because these people killed in the name of Serbs.” Tijana
eventually expresses dissonance confirmation when she shows discomfort by saying, "I do not mean that,”
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referring to avoiding taking responsibility, followed by, "I am interested in that,” referring to a willingness
of taking responsibility. Those activists who were more successful in triggering DC also tended to have a
lower media profile. Existing literature does not sufficiently consider how systematically negative media
portrayals (Kostovicova, 2010, p. 28) of activists and anyone endorsing the discourse of responsibility may
have undermined trust, having direct implications on the transitional justice process. These insights proved
the importance of who speaks, but also that its effects are dependent on affordances of communicative
environments.

Conclusion

Acknowledgment of ingroup responsibility for war crimes and outgroup suffering has been deemed
key for reconciliation following violent conflicts (Cehaji¢ & Brown, 2010). Yet, denialism of responsibility
tends to be prevalent in post-conflict societies (Hermann, 2004; Milanovi¢, 2016). This study has sought to
understand how people move from denial to acknowledgment. Scholars have argued these attitude shifts
take place through cognitive dissonance—when people experience inconstancy between their views and
behavior. Existing literature on cognitive dissonance in post-conflict contexts has often lacked empirical
evidence (Lieberman, 2006) or has focused on psychological triggers (Homola et al., 2020). It has
overlooked social factors of cognitive dissonance which may lead to acknowledgment.

This study contributes to the theory on cognitive dissonance by showing that the experience of
cognitive dissonance in post-conflict societies, in the study also termed dissonance confirmation, is the result
of the combined effects of two factors—the affordances of communicative environments and the credibility
of actors who speak. Dissonance confirmation was observed in attitude changes from denial toward
acknowledgment and expressions of discomfort when repeatedly faced with conflictual arguments. Attitudes
and behavior are only insights into what people think (Maio, Haddock, & Verplanken, 2019). The study
advances the scholarship of cognitive dissonance, showing how it is seldom experienced when people are
presented with new information (Cooper, 1974) but is rather an outcome of a nonlinear process of back-
and-forth communication in which people move from denial to acknowledgment of war crimes. Through
discourse analysis applied to focus group and social media data, I find that dissonance confirmation is a
result of lengthy dialogic interactions in which meanings and understandings are negotiated. This was most
dominant in face-to-face interactions with nonactivists, to a lesser extent present on Facebook, especially
in interactions between nonactivists and activists, and least observable on Twitter with activists. Qualitative
methods are a useful tool for obtaining deeper insights into the dynamics of engaged interaction that shape
this process, as opposed to experimental research design that does not take account of the process.

This study positions media and communications as constitutive of cognitive dissonance. Positive
outcomes of interactions were contingent on communicative environments that supported dialogic
communication. Self-oriented characteristic of most social networking sites (Barassi, 2015; Castells, 2009;
Marwick & boyd, 2010; van Dijck, 2013) hindered dialogic communication (Kent & Taylor, 2021), having
negative consequences on the transitional justice process. The study has also pointed at the nuances
between different SNSs and has shown that Facebook embeds some dialogic characteristics, what previous
research on dialogic potential of social media has not considered (Kent & Taylor, 2021). It has also pointed
at the importance of accounting for actors who engage in these interactions, showing that a reaction to civil
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society activists is not uniform, as others have suggested (Obradovi¢-Wochnik, 2013). Some activists
engage with citizens in meaningful ways, and citizens take active roles in the transitional justice process.
Hence, to fully understand social and political consequences of social media, it should be considered how
people engage with these media.
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