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Abstract

The study aims at identifying and conceptualising latent needs as cognitive elements arousing pre-decisional action-based dissonance states affecting consumer behaviour. This paper presents the pilot study findings establishing pre-decisional cognitive dissonance states within the upcoming generation Z cohort guiding their healthcare decision-making choice. The methodology entailed semi-structured interviews of 15 questions followed by thematic data analysis. Findings indicate pre-decisional dissonance states exist in Zers and that as a cohort they are adept in recognizing and understanding the arousal, times and feelings associated with pre-decisional dissonance as a phenomenon within themselves in a procedural manner in relation to their healthcare consumer decision-making. The novelty of this study lies, in the fact that it is the first study to establish pre-decisional dissonance states as a phenomenon existing within a cohort. Furthermore, it is the first study to demonstrate how perception of cognitive dissonance orients healthcare consumption and decision-making in a cognitive heuristic cohort – Generation Z. The contributions of this study are manifold both theoretically and managerially, highlighted further on in the paper.
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Introduction 

The research objectives of this study are as follows: -

1) To establish pre-decisional dissonance states by identifying latent needs among generation Z in healthcare in the problem recognition stage of consumer decision-making.

2) To deduce how cognitive dissonance is recognized by generation Z as a cohort.

Recent investigations show that Generation Z, is set to capsize almost every sector (Mendoza, 2019; Morriss, 2019). It can be seen that the materialistic characteristics of previous generations ushered in a want-based marketing framework (Bronwyn, 2017; Picchi, 2015). However, growing minimalistic attitudes of the new generation Z (Desjardins, 2018; Pankowski, 2019), warrant a more need-based approach to marketing. In view of this, the study will focus on latent needs as a prime focus considering its importance in arousing dissonance in an individual. Consumer needs are categorised in two main ways: explicit needs and latent needs. Explicit needs are those which are easy to communicate to the service provider or seller and are known to the consumer (Ahola, 2006). According to Ahola, “Latent needs are defined as needs that a consumer is not aware of and needs that the consumer cannot communicate to the supplier with relative ease” (Ahola, 2006, p. 1). All human beings have latent needs (Gardner, 2004). Being innately drawn inwards to make meaning of their feelings (Spotify, 2019), generation Z is more likely to act on their latent needs owing to the dissonance perceived overtly.

Cognitive dissonance so far has never been seen to be used in a pre-decisional study (Costanzo, 2013; Hasan and Nasreen, 2014; Nasir et al., 2020). However, earlier research by Oshikawa (1970) suggests that the understanding of mental factors which contribute to purchase behaviours is more important to businesses than the explanation of how consumers feel after a decision. In principle, Salzberger and Koller (2007) suggest that cognitive dissonance proved to be applicable in the pre-decision phase. However, we have seen little implementation in terms of research. The reasons for such a scenario can be many. Costanzo (2013) illustrates that dissonance being ephemeral can occur at any stage in a consumer’s decision-making journey. However, what needs to be understood is that cognitive abilities change from generation to generation (Fischer, 1980). Moreover, extant literature indicates cognitive dissonance has a strong evolutionary foundation (Egan et al., 2007; Kaaronen, 2018).

This study undertakes to posit the action-based model of cognitive dissonance into a pre-decisional scenario in today’s digital native consumer whilst incorporating the understanding and intent of Leon Festinger’s (1957) aspect of ‘cognitive elements’ as drivers for arousing cognitive dissonance. The action-based model is in line with theories in different arenas of psychology in recommending that perceptions and cognitions can induce activity propensity (Dijksterhuis and Bargh, 2001; Smith and Semin, 2004). Thus, if cognitive dissonance based on the action-based model of dissonance and environment engagement, can persuade action (Mills and Harmon-Jones, 1999), then it should act as an antecedent to consumer decision-making in a highly cognizant sector as healthcare. Thereby, enabling identification of pre-decision cognitive dissonance states among studied cohort, generation Z.

Further, Clark’s (2016) inference that cognition exists especially to direct conduct, and that the “negative affective state of dissonance is stimulated by not only by psychological conflict but rather, especially, when discernments with action implications are at discord with one another, making it hard to act” further warrants the existence of the research problem in question. Therefore, the research questions in line with the objectives of this study are as below.
Research Questions

1) What are the latent needs (cognitive heuristic elements) arousing cognitive dissonance among generation Z?

2) How does Generation Z perceive and evaluate cognitive dissonance discerned?

Conceptual Background
The action-based model of cognitive dissonance (Harmon-Jones, 1999) is the main conceptual frame of reference for this study integrated with the understanding of the premise of ‘cognitive elements’ proposed by Festinger (1957).  Tying the concepts together: (i) Festinger’s (1957) initial understanding of cognitive elements as drivers arousing dissonance and dissonance becoming a motivator for behaviour; (ii) the notion that cognitive elements arousing dissonance, already stem from a goal-oriented place (Chacko and McElroy, 1983; Flavell, 1999) due to brain and mind developments among generations (Piaget, 1936). Can we then say that applying this notion of action-based model of dissonance, with the understanding of cognitive elements of Festinger (1957) and their dissonance arousing capability, the internal cues a.ka. “beliefs, inner knowledge” (Festinger, 1957, p. 10) are bound to perform the role of ‘guides and drivers’ of consumer decision-making from the moment they are felt i.e., in the need/problem recognition stage of consumer decision-making process in a highly cognitive and reflexive cohort?

In order to logically bring an understanding, research studies on brain mapping and neural networks indicate that the ‘anterior cingulate cortex’ plays a vital role in monitoring the ‘moment-to-moment’ representations of activity inclination for potential processing clashes, so that other ‘neurocognitive mechanisms’ may focus on overriding the unwanted tendency and to promote an effective goal-directed response by the brain (Botvinick et al., 2001; Carter and Van Veen, 2007; Harmon-Jones and Amodio, 2009; Harmon-Jones et al., 2008). Literature suggests that such brain functions affect cognition and emotions equally, thereby also indulging in bypassing cues to focus on the action to be completed which in neuroscientific terms is referred to as ‘affect regulation’ (Stevens et al., 2011; University of Nevada, 2017). According to Stevens et al. (2011) “The anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) lies in a unique position in the brain, with connections to both the “emotional” limbic system and the “cognitive” prefrontal cortex. Thus, the ACC likely has an important role in integration of neuronal circuitry for affect regulation” (p. 121).

Various studies indicate, participants with stronger ‘anterior cingulate cortex’ action perceive dissonance reactions and are bound to participate in controlled conduct (slower, progressively cautious reactions) (Amodio et al., 2008; Harmon-Jones and Amodio, 2009). Resulting literature from these studies gave a foundation for the understanding of the ‘anterior cingulate cortex’, and its conflict monitoring capacity (Amodio et al., 2008; Stevens et al., 2011; University of Nevada, 2017), as the brain’s neural procedure underlining cognitive dissonance. Now, if we take the above understanding and insert into the pre-decisional research context of the study, then once a driver is felt (latent need in our case) it would be followed by dissonance and a goal-oriented follow up action (undertaken by the individual). Upon the feeling of a latent need (cognitive element/driver), the ‘affect regulation’ mode of the brain would take over which would impact the flow and follow up on further content which can be processed by individuals which is referred to as ‘selective exposure’ and ‘information avoidance’ (Kastenmuller et al., 2008; Tsang, 2019).

This further heightens the understanding and foundation of the study to be appropriate. Farah and Fellows (2005) demonstrate that being a connector neural network, “functional neuroimaging studies in humans suggest that dorsal anterior cingulate cortex (dACC) plays an important role in cognitive control. This brain area is reliably activated when tasks require the ongoing adjustment of the allocation of attention” (Farah and Fellows, 2005, p. 788). Thus, the understanding produced as part of dissonance studies of the ACC as an underlying dissonance mediating brain mechanism via the action-based model, is neurologically possible in humans.

Research on neurophenomenological aspects suggests that whilst ‘anterior cingulate cortex’ works as described above, the ‘prefrontal cortex’ works to reduce dissonance as well (Kerns et al., 2004). According to Purves et al. (1997) “The anterior cingulate cortex, has two regions: the dorsal and the ventral. The ventral part is involved in emotional tasks, like evaluating emotional relevance and salience, and is directly connected to the Amygdala, Nucleus Accumbens, Insular cortex and Hypothalamus (all of them “emotional circuits”). The dorsal part, on the other hand, is quite involved in cognitive tasks particularly complex or conflicting problems that require widespread system coordination. The dorsal part of the ACC is connected to the Prefrontal and Parietal cortices both “association cortices” and helps with all manner of conflict resolution and coordination, both motor and sensorial” (Purves et al., 1997, p. 520). This is the reason due to its neural circuitry connection that ACC can produce affect regulation and associate with information from the PFC to act to complete a cognitive task by the process of ‘affect regulation’ (Stevens et al., 2011).

Generation Z 

Generation Z are known to be comprised of individuals born from 1995 to late 2010 (most commonly agreed) (Kamenidou et al., 2019; Priporas, 2020). They are well-informed consumers (Antevenio, 2019; WGU, 2019). Zers have been seen to exercise higher levels of caution prior to any purchase (Wearesocial, 2020; Wood, 2020) which is also known as “concerned attention” (Gear et al., 2017) having been witness to several social and economic disruptions. They are active healthcare consumers who require participation as a pre-requisite (Walters, 2019). A breed of educated customers of healthcare who know more about themselves, needs more and can support themselves better (Robbins, 2019; Sinhasane, 2019). They are highly focused on making meaning of their inner cues, feelings and experiences (Spotify, 2019; Wearesocial, 2020) and also have a very active ACC’s affect regulation mechanism owing to heuristic reliance due to their habits (Dye et al., 2008; Bayindir and Kavanagh, 2019) and technologically advanced living conditions and know-how (Priporas, 2020; Small et al., 2009). In line with this, Antevenio (2019) noted that such a digitized era presents generation Z consumers the feasibility to start their consumer experience before the purchase. It also allows this cohort of consumers to investigate the attainable satisfaction of their needs by products or services, wherever they are geographically, on any gadget they use (Antevenio, 2019). The trend among new age consumers a.k.a. ‘hypercognitive race of individuals’ (Francis and Hoefel, 2018) is to combine their own online searches with influence of marketed information and product or service descriptions. Post these afore-mentioned steps, a final decision is arrived at (Ozdemir, 2020). However, the searches are initiated by the consumer, i.e., an internal stimulus which instigates the second step of consumer decision-making which is information search within the consumer. This is where the conceptualisation of the study can be seen to take shape within generation Z.
Methodology 

Deriving from literature (Creswell, 2013; Saunders and Thornhill, 2019) a qualitative approach was undertaken for this study. Abductive strategy was implemented as it provides ample space to make changes whilst having a clear rigor of steps to arrive at theoretical development as intended in the study (Ghauri et al., 2020). Further, since critical realist paradigm was the stance for the study (Blaikie and Priest, 2017).

Participant Selection Process

Table 1: inclusion and exclusion criteria for the study

	Criteria
	Inclusion
	Exclusion

	Ethnicity
	Indian
	Foreign

	Residence
	Living in India for past 3 years or more
	Living outside India for last 3 years

	Consumers of
	Various modes of Healthcare
	Sole allopathy consumers

	Age Bracket
	18-25 years of age (start and end years included)
	Higher or below the age bracket

	Educational Level
	Minimum of high school graduation, first year university entrants
	Below high school graduation, since, India is diverse, without this filtration it will be difficult to ascertain/distinguish between personal beliefs of an individual and beliefs owing to parental influence as those in rural areas/semi-urban areas have a higher parental influence if they have left school before graduation due to familial necessities. 


Source: the current authors
Data Analysis

This study employed thematic analysis as it “is a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 6).

Table 2. extracted themes in the data analysis. 

	Themes Extracted
	Corresponding Literature

	Scepticism
	Tendency

	Risk-aversion
	Tendency

	Self-confidence and Self-reliant
	Tendency

	Uneasiness
	Pre-decisional Cognitive Dissonance

	Feeling incomplete
	Pre-decisional Cognitive Dissonance

	Impreciseness
	Pre-decisional Cognitive Dissonance

	Internal Conflicts
	Pre-decisional Cognitive Dissonance

	Life Goal
	Latent Need

	Passion
	Latent Need

	Maintaining the Pace of Life
	Latent Need

	Should be as before and more
	Latent Need


Source: the current authors
Results and Discussion
Overall, pre-decisional cognitive dissonance is perceived and recognised as “uneasiness”, “feeling incomplete”, “internal conflicts” and “impreciseness” of alignment of need and choice/probable treatment by Zers. Furthermore, the cognitive heuristic elements arousing dissonance guiding healthcare consumer decision-making are “life goal”, “passion”, “maintaining the pace of life” and “should be as before and more”.
Generation Z’s Pre-Decisional Cognitive Dissonance Perception and Evaluation
From the data, to answer RQ2 of this study, Taking the example of RP2, 
“I had lost all self-esteem and was depressed. Then one day, I thought what my goal is, what do I want to do…once my self-esteem came back, I took matters into my hands and started my search, with my goal in mind. I felt a lot of internal conflicts until I found, the right one that fit my need, then, there was confidence and calmness” – RP2: 25 years, Knee and Foot injury Ayurveda and Siddha Medicine Consumer.
This quote provides three major insights in relation to the study and in relation to generation Z and the concept of cognitive dissonance. One, generation Z is highly cognitively understanding – to perceive the self-esteem aspect. Second, as indicated by literature, that increased self-esteem was necessary to enable perceiving cognitive dissonance in a pre-decisional context (Carpenter, 2019) – i.e., the internal conflicts which guided RP2 to not rest until she felt calm, certain and in consonance whilst fixing a healthcare choice. This insight provides first-hand account of how generation Z perceive/recognize pre-decisional cognitive dissonance’s existence (Mills and Harmon-Jones, 1999) within them. Third, it shows how latent need (goal) plays the role of a cognitive heuristic element aptly (Festinger, 1957) and enforces an action-based pre-decisional cognitive dissonance (Mills and Harmon-Jones, 1999) within generation Z.

Latent needs fall under the umbrella of cognitive heuristic elements due to their arena of existence being one of self-reflexive awareness (Khachouf et al., 2015). As indicated by Scholz and Vyugina (2019) since generation Z is highly self-actualised based on Maslow’s hierarchy, their identified latent needs do not change. Life goals don’t operate the same way they did for generation X or Y – wherein the cohort settled for the next best option. Furthermore, in this sense, the “goal” transforms into the “need” and initiates a drive to act. In essence, it proves to be a motivational cycle in the minds of generation Z. According to Shreshta, “Motivational cycle is a transition of states within an organism that propels the organism toward the satisfaction of a particular need” (Shreshta, 2017). In this cycle, the motivational state is comprised of “need”, “drive”, “incentive” and “goal”. Now, when faced with a health complication that is felt to be a threat to their aspirations, a goal transforms into a necessity – a need. Because the individual feels low, depressed, and uncertain about their plans. Taking the example of RP2, 

“once I went there and when after the two check-ups the allopathic doctor said take these medicines, but you can’t be fully cured, they would like ask me to use these orthotic kinds of slippers etc. And I was like, this is gone. I was like, no, not happening. I’m not an old 80-year-old. I can’t and won’t give up because that's my passion – sports and dance.” – RP2: Knee and Foot Injury Ayurveda and Siddha Medicine Consumer.

The shift in the mindset of generation Z, where their passion and goal is threatened as above, which makes them feel it’s not happening and not right, proves to be a motivation to constantly drive their action to keep searching for more and look till there is an alignment between their need that is,

“had to stay with my goal, passion and doing everything as before and more so started searching to find the right choice” – RP2: Knee and Foot Injury Ayurveda and Siddha Medicine Consumer.
This from critiqued literature, in a nutshell, is what Festinger described as seeing “cognitive elements as drivers arousing dissonance and dissonance becoming a motivator for behaviour” (Festinger, 1957, p. 10) establishing pre-decisional dissonance states. Additionally, combining this with the understanding of the action-based dissonance model (Mills and Harmon-Jones, 1999) where the individual is in an increased momentum of ‘completing the task at hand’ (Harmon-Jones and Amodio, 2009); considering it from the pre-decisional state in this study, owing to previously derived affect regulation, and the understanding of a cognitive heuristic element (Chacko and McElroy, 1983; Flavell, 1999) stemming from a goal-oriented place, the objective and questions of RO1, RQ1 and RO2, RQ2 are seen to be demonstrated in the pilot study participants’ approach to healthcare decision-making. Therefore, this exemplifies the posited theory of pre-decisional dissonance aroused by cognitive heuristic elements in how Zers understand their cognitive heuristic elements (latent needs), perceive action-oriented pre-decisional dissonance states and further are in a neurological state owing to the ACC’s neural circuitry to act on it from a consumer behaviour perspective.
To highlight the mechanism of perception and evaluation of cognitive heuristic elements (latent needs) and resulting pre-decisional dissonance and guiding consumer decision making, see below table 3.

Table 3: healthcare decision-making process undertaken and the corresponding mental states in RP5.

	Consumer Decision-making Process Elements
	Mental States Corresponding to the Stage of Consumer-Decision Making

	Need Recognition Stage of Consumer Decision-Making
	Awareness of the problem tied to not being able to play football and having to get back to it. That is to say, - “need-driven”. i.e., cognitive element driven

	No immediate action until evaluation of alternatives and information search
	Wait, pause, and see if it gets healed in some time. Research and search everything stemming from scepticism towards doctors. Risk aversive-based, and awareness of need to get back to goal of life.

	Information Search entailing evaluation of alternatives based on the awareness of the problem being backed by need to get to back to the goal
	Processing bodily information and healthcare information in relation to need and fixing on a healthcare consumption choice based on disappearance of dissonance and consonance felt.


Source: the current authors

“I analyse myself even like a specimen. You have your own understanding on what things arise, when does it arise and all that. So, I first know about myself and then I approach, I don't immediately apply anything. I need all information and I process all my feelings throughout the process before choosing anything to make sure, it aligns with my goal. The feelings span from uneasiness and feeling incomplete to final calmness and confidence” – RP5: 22 years, Chronic Back Issue Self-Experimenting via Google Searches Consumer.
Similar mental states and mental processing mechanisms were reported by all participants.
Cognitive Elements (Latent Needs) Arousing Pre-Decisional Cognitive Dissonance in Zers
From the data, to answer RQ1 of this study, as described by Festinger (1957) that cognitive heuristic elements drive action, thus, “life goals”, “passion for life”, “maintaining a fast-paced life” and “doing everything as before and more” transform into latent needs (cognitive heuristic elements that then become drivers arousing action-based cognitive dissonance (Mills and Harmon-Jones, 1999) which is only back in equilibrium once “what they need, what they find are in sync” as per critiqued and derived literature insight. For instance, below are some examples of extracts from the interviews
“I cannot take no for an answer. I don’t like to sit even for a second. So, I disregarded all and held on to hope and passion to do what I used to do – travel, dance, play etc and to do more in life. My goal and passion overpowered all. I wanted to do everything as before and more.” - RP2: 25 years, Knee and Foot injury Ayurveda and Siddha Medicine Consumer.
“I am always on the move, a football player, social worker. So, my goal was the one that made me not settle until I found the best for me. I have to do everything as usual…” - RP5: 22 years, Chronic Back Issue Self-Experimenting via Google Searches Consumer.
During the process, Zers’ goals which became needs, and their feelings of uneasiness, incompleteness, impreciseness and feeling incomplete is seen to have guided each of their healthcare consumption choice. That is, until the uneasiness/internal conflicts (pre-decisional cognitive dissonance) was replaced with calmness (pre-decisional consonance), the Zoomers kept searching and researching to find the right healthcare choice where need and choice aligned. This depicts pre-decisional dissonance states having identified the latent needs. It further demonstrates the deducing by Zers of pre-decisional cognitive dissonance.
Conclusion

The pilot study demonstrates how latent needs arouse sensed cognitive dissonance, how Zers perceive pre-decisional cognitive dissonance and how that guides healthcare consumer decision-making in a highly cognitive cohort as generation Z. Thus, latent needs perform the role of cognitive heuristic elements arousing pre-decisional cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) as per Mills and Harmon-Jones (1999) action-based model of cognitive dissonance due to higher self-esteem, higher heuristic reliance and neurological advances in the generation Z cohort. Hence, the latent needs extracted from the pilot data, become the pre-decisional cognitive dissonance states. As, due to the understanding of what needs to be attend to i.e., generation Z individuals deploy the action-based model of cognitive dissonance (in a pre-decisional context) triggered by a cognitive element (driver) (Chacko and McElroy, 1983; Festinger, 1957; Flavell, 1999; Harmon-Jones, 1999; Harmon-Jones and Amodio, 2009). Further it is perceived well in Zers, who act to restore equilibrium which is in line with the conceptualization and critiqued literature. In terms of limitations, first, the findings are from the pilot study, thus the main study which is underway will further enhance the evidence from a larger scale perspective. Second, India has alternate and complementary medicine in its healthcare offering. However, the same in terms of healthcare offering cannot be said for all countries. Thus, research considering different healthcare choice offerings of nations and whether there is any effect on pre-decisional states of dissonance, ought to be studied further.
Contributions
Theoretical Contributions - Theoretically, the five major contributions are: first, using qualitative techniques to establish latent need(s) as a cognitive dissonance arousing cognitive heuristic elements. Second, proposing a new typology of pre-decisional dissonance states for generation Z owing to identified latent needs (cognitive elements), which based on the proposition will reflect a consumers’ mental process/mindset at the need recognition stage of consumer decision-making. Third, using cognitive dissonance in a pre-decisional study to address latent needs (cognitive elements as drivers) in consumers. Fourth, extending the new age consumer decision-making process of the digital age in light of identified pre-decisional dissonance states. Fifth, these are findings from a new consumer group, Generation Z.

Managerial Contributions - From a business perspective, the two major contributions are: first, the studied cohort based on consumption and behaviour patterns is said to upend almost every sector (Jenkins, 2019). This study will equip businesses to operate in a Generation Z dominated environment via deeper understanding of the cognitive processes undertaken during consumer decision-making by the generation in context in the digital era. Second, arising out of the study, businesses will be in a position to adequately account for the ‘Flynn Effect’ - a phenomenon which describes that the IQ of successive generations increases every decade. Given cognitive dissonance and IQ being constant components within an individual, findings from this study will apprise businesses about the informed consumer’s mental processes during the need recognition stage of the process of consumer decision-making. This would enable businesses to understand the how-to regarding tailoring generation-compatible marketing content and adopting generation-relevant marketing activities as customer engagement has grown exponentially in complexity with the influx of the new Gen Z (Rosada-Pinto and Loureiro, 2020).
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