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Abstract
With the United States Supreme Court’s Janus Decision, public-sector employees who were covered by a union contract but had not 
joined the union were free to choose whether to pay fair-share agency fees or not. Based on Brehm and Cohen’s (1962) postulate 
attached to cognitive dissonance theory—that dissonance arousal is contingent on free choice—we examined a downstream effect 
of the Decision on after Janus fee-paying employees, in which, ostensibly, fee-paying avoids dissonant cognitions between choosing 
not to pay and benefiting from collective bargaining. We predicted that these dissonant-avoidant employees—or, alternatively, these 
consonant-striving employees—would also strive to align cognitions when questioned about their stance on right-to-work laws 
and their willingness to act publicly in accordance with their stance. Using survey data from matched subsamples of no-choice 
paying employees before Janus and free-choice paying employees after Janus, we found that only after Janus employees showed 
consistency between their stance and their willingness to act publicly, a consistency that suggests a downstream effort to maintain 
consonance. In conjunction with the postulate and our results, we suggest that when free choice is present, dissonance avoidance 
not only predicts the nonobvious immediate effect of the Decision but also the downstream effect.
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Introduction

Consider a sample of 2018 headlines representative of those 
published in popular press periodicals (e.g., The New York 
Times, The Washington Post) on the day of the United States 
Supreme Court’s Janus Decision—a Decision that struck down 
a State law that required public-sector employees who were 
covered by a union contract but had not joined the union to pay 
fair-share agency fees for the cost of collective bargaining: “With 
Janus, the Court Deals Unions a Crushing Blow. Now What?”, 
“The Supreme Court May Have Just Killed Public Unions”, 
“With Janus, the Supreme Court Guts the Modern Labor 
Movement”, and “Preparing for the Worse: Unions Brace for 

Loss of Members and Fees in Wake of Supreme Court Ruling”. 
Consider also a sample of 2019 headlines representative of those 
published in the same periodicals six months to a year after the 
Decision: “Public-Sector Unions Stay Strong, 1 Year After 
Ruling in Illinois Case Banned Mandatory Fees”, “Workers 
Chose to Stick with Their Unions Despite Janus Ruling”, 
“Reports of the Labor Movement’s Death Greatly Exaggerated”, 
and “Janus Barely Dents Public-Sector Union Membership”.1

Implied by these and other 2018 and 2019 headlines is a 
difference between the expected effect of the Janus Decision and 
the actual effect of the Decision. Expected by court observers 
was that public-sector dues-paying members and fee-paying 
employees would become nonpaying “free-riders”—employees 
who benefit from a union contract but bear no cost for collective 
bargaining—the result of which would diminish financial 
resources to maintain memberships and to conduct effective 
bargaining (Scheiber, 2018, “Supreme Court Defeat for Unions 
Upends a Liberal Money Base”).2 As indicated, neither took 
place in the year after the Decision or the next, nor in subsequent 
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years (DiSalvo, 2022, “By the numbers: Public Unions’ Money 
and Members Since Janus v. AFSCME”; Giles, 2019, “A Blow 
But Not Fatal: 9 months after Janus, AFSCME Reports 94% 
Retention”; Heflin, 2020, “Death Knell Decision by Supreme 
Court Has Yet to Kill Unions”).

Based on cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957; 
Festinger et al., 1956), which is often used to predict nonobvi-
ous attitudinal and behavioral outcomes, the actual effect of the 
Janus Decision was unsurprising. In fact, the effect (hereafter 
referred to as the immediate effect) is consistent with the the-
ory. In this field study, concomitant with the immediate effect, 
we suggest a downstream effect. To show the downstream 
effect, we drew survey data from public-sector fee-paying 
employees before and after the Decision and examined their 
stance on right-to-work laws and their willingness to act pub-
licly in accordance with their stance. Before reporting on our 
study’s methods and results, we provide background informa-
tion to contextualize the Decision and to introduce embedded 
contextual terms to better understand the effect.

Background and terms

The Janus Decision (Janus v. American Federation of State, 
County, and Municipal Employees, 2018) is particularly note-
worthy because it broke with decades of precedent. In 1977 
the United States Supreme Court ruled in the Abood Decision 
(Abood Et Al. v. Detroit Board of Education Et Al., 1977) that 
unions could collect fair-share agency fees from public-sector 
employees who were covered by a union contract but had not 
joined the union. Based on the ruling, these agency fees could 
be used to pay for the cost of collective bargaining and asso-
ciated activities (e.g., time spent on bargaining preparation), 
but could not be used for political activities (e.g., legislative 
pursuits). But, as argued on behalf of the appellant in the Janus 
Decision, agency fees violated a constitutional right—that when 
public-sector unions bargain over salaries and pensions, they 
are engaged in a form of political speech designed to influence 
government policy, and that by requiring employees to help pay 
for this form of speech, even when they agreed with a union’s 
stance, was a violation of their free speech (a First Amendment 
violation). Writing for the majority opinion, Justice Samuel 
Alito agreed and argued that union efforts to resist govern-
ment budget cuts or to be involved in issues like merit pay for 
employees constituted examples of activities that were intrin-
sically political, adding that the Abood Decision was poorly 
conceived and inconsistent with the free speech amendment.3

The significance of the Janus Decision is made vivid 
against a background of prior legislative decisions and 
court rulings, beginning with the signing of the sweeping 
1935 National Labor Relations Act—known as the Wagner 
Act—guaranteeing employees the right to join a union (and 
to strike), in which unions could negotiate a closed shop 
security agreement with employers. Such an agreement—
often referred to as a union contract—requires employees 
to join as paying members before employment (i.e., join 
as dues-paying members). The agreement gives unions 
an unrestricted right to represent all employees (through 
collective bargaining) and to require all employees to share 
equally in the cost of collective bargaining. A variant of 
the closed shop agreement is a union shop agreement—
an agreement which requires employees to join as paying 
members after a probationary period of employment. This 
kind of agreement adds a restriction to the right of unions 
to collect dues. Although, by law, collective bargaining 
must apply to all (nonmanagerial) employees within a unit, 
probationary employees are exempt from paying dues.

Further restrictions on unions are seen in the 1947 Labor-
Management Relations Act—known as the Taft-Hartley 
Act—a so-called right-to-work law that allows employees 
to opt out of paying dues, a law already on the books in 
11 States either through legislative action or constitutional 
amendment. The Act empowered States to restrict security 
agreements to an agency shop, wherein employees before 
or after employment could forgo paying dues in favor of 
paying fair-share agency fees (i.e., become fee-paying 
employees). Emboldened by the Act, 17 States passed 
similar laws under the banner of a right-to-work State. 
Subsequent State constitutional amendments restricted 
unions further by outlawing the agency shop in favor of 
an open shop. Under this security agreement, collective 
bargaining is permitted, but employees before or after 
employment are not required to pay fair-share agency fees.

With the Janus Decision as the culminating restriction 
placed on public-sector unions—the “crushing blow” 
dealt to unions by the Decision—public-sector security 
agreements are presently right-to-work agreements. Left 
standing is the open shop. For public-sector unions, the 
exclusivity of an open shop is a game-changer. Consider 
an agency shop in any one of the 22 non-right-to-
work States before and after the Decision. Before the 
Decision, unions could count on fair-share agency fees 
to help defray the cost of collective bargaining. After 
the Decision, they could not. Consider also the game-
changing experience of fee-paying employees in any one 
of these States before and after the Decision—a change 
from paying a mandatory agency fee to a choice between 
paying or not paying a fee.

3 Although the Court had expressed misgivings about the Abood 
Decision in prior rulings (e.g., Minnesota State Board for Commu-
nity Colleges v. Knight; 82–898, 1984; https:// casel aw. findl aw. com/ 
us- supre me- court/ 465/ 271. html), it had not done so in a way that pre-
dicted a First Amendment ruling that struck down mandatory agency 
fees (see Kramer, 2019 for hindsight reactions to the Janus Decision).

https://caselaw.findlaw.com/us-supreme-court/465/271.html
https://caselaw.findlaw.com/us-supreme-court/465/271.html
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Theory and effects

According to cognitive dissonance theory, individuals strive 
to maintain consistency in their attitudes, behavioral inten-
tions, and behaviors (i.e., to maintain a state of consonance) 
by avoiding dissonant cognitions and by aligning cognitions 
under conditions of dissonance arousal (for applied studies, 
see Brett et al., 1995; Doran et al., 1991; Mellor & Decker, 
2020; Mills, 1958; Moore et al., 2014). As postulated by 
Brehm and Cohen (1962), implicit (and often overlooked) 
in dissonance predictions is the role of free choice in dis-
sonance arousal (see Brehm, 1956 for the first empirical 
demonstration). Put simply, for dissonance arousal to be a 
source of motivation, free choice must be present. With free 
choice, individuals are expected to react to internal pressure 
to reduce dissonant cognitions and align cognitions to main-
tain a state of consonance. Without free choice, individuals 
are not expected to react to internal pressure to reduce disso-
nant cognitions; that is, internal pressure is offset by external 
no-choice demands.

How is the immediate effect of the Janus Decision 
consistent with cognitive dissonance theory? Assumed 
is that not paying a fair-share agency fee for collective 
bargaining and benefiting from collective bargaining 
represent dissonant cognitions. Whereas, paying fair-share 
agency fees in non-right-to-work States before the Decision 
is a fait accompli (choice is absent), paying agency fees after 
the Decision in these States is not (choice is present). As 
such, fee-paying after the Decision is a predictable outcome 
of dissonance avoidance. That is, under conditions of 
free choice and dissonance arousal, fee-paying represents 
dissonance avoidance—a striving for consonance.

Consistent with theory and shown in applied studies are 
downstream effects concomitant with avoidance of dissonant 
cognitions (for example studies, see Moore, 2008, 2014; 
Pozner et al., 2019; Wakeman et al., 2019). Put simply, to 

the extent that dissonance avoidance represents a striving 
for consonance, striving to maintain consonance follows. 
To show a downstream effect concomitant with the imme-
diate effect of the Janus Decision, we asked fee-paying 
employees before and after the Decision about their stance 
on right-to-work laws and their willingness to act publicly 
in accordance with their stance. Faced with this question, 
fee-paying employees after the Decision should show con-
sistency between their stance and their willingness to act 
publicly. However, the same cannot be said for fee-paying 
employees before the Decision. Given absent free choice, 
striving for consonance and maintaining consonance should 
also be absent.4

Prediction model

To test the downstream effect, we constructed a prediction 
model and drew survey data from public-sector fee-paying 
employees in non-right-to-work States before and after the 
Janus Decision. By positioning their stance on right-to-work 
laws as a predictor and their willingness to act publicly in 
accordance with their stance as an outcome, the effect is 
shown if the Decision moderates the predictor-outcome rela-
tionship, such that the relationship is shown by fee-paying 
employees after the Decision but not by fee-paying employ-
ees before the Decision (see Fig. 1).

Here is the prediction hypothesis:

Janus Decision
[Before vs. After]

Willingness to Act 
Publicly

Stance on
Right-to-Work Laws

Fig. 1  Prediction model

4 A literature search for psychological studies that cited the Janus 
Decision uncovered one study. Based on a person-center analysis con-
ducted before the Decision, McKay et  al. (2020) provided evidence 
that type of “member participator” predicted “freerider intentions” 
(intent not to pay dues), with “participators in all forms of union 
activities” showing the least intent to free-ride.
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Hypothesis: In reference to public-sector fee-paying 
employees in non-right-to-work States, the relationship 
between their stance on right-to-work laws and their will-
ingness to act publicly in accordance with their stance is 
conditional on the Janus Decision, such that the relation-
ship is shown by fee-paying employees after the Decision 
but not by fee-paying employees before the Decision.

Method

Survey procedure

Anonymous survey data were collected from American 
employees in two 3-month periods: 3 months before the 
Janus Decision (beginning in April 2018) and 3 months after 
the Decision (ending in September 2018).5 Survey sites were 
community gatherings and public transportation areas (e.g., 
farmers’ markets, licensed bingo halls, tourist information 
centers, commuter train stations).

With permission obtained at each site, the researchers 
circulated flyers with the following information:

“Can you volunteer to take this survey? You can if you 
are employed in the U.S. and not a union member and 
not a full-time student. The survey is anonymous—no 
names. The survey takes about 10 minutes. The survey 
cannot be mailed. $5 is given for taking the survey. 
Please ask the researcher for a survey.”

Employees who responded to the flyer were given a no-
name informed consent form, a survey, a pencil, and an 
unmarked envelope. The researchers collected sealed enve-
lopes, paid participants, and conducted onsite debriefing.6

Sampling

To ensure sample eligibility, the following items were 
embedded in the survey: “In which State are you currently 
employed?”, “Have you held a position with your current 
employer for 3 months or more?”, “Are you currently a 
union member?”, “Are you currently eligible to be a union 

member?”, “Are you currently covered by a union con-
tract?”, and “Are you currently paying an agency fee to a 
union?”.

To discern public-sector employment, the following 
items were also embedded: “Are you currently employed by 
a Local Government (city, town, county, State)?” and “Are 
you currently employed by the Federal Government?” Also, 
to discern past union membership, the following item was 
embedded: “Have you ever been a union member?”.

Four-hundred and twenty-eight surveys were collected 
with no missing data. Of these, 328 were counted as eligible 
from the following non-right-to-work States: Connecticut, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, Pennsyl-
vania, and Rhode Island as well as the District of Columbia.

Because the eligible surveys represented different 
employees in two 3-month periods, we used demographic 
items to create matched subsamples. The matching variables 
were gender (man [0] or woman [1]), ethnic group (Euro-
pean American [0] or African American, Arabian American, 
Asian American, Latinx American [1]), and employment 
status (part-time [0] or full-time [1]).

Matching resulted in subsamples comprised of 82 
employees in each time period (total N = 164). The subsam-
ples were labeled before Janus fee-paying employees and 
after Janus fee-paying employees.

Note that subsample labels refer to time periods in 
which employees were surveyed, in which data drawn from 
employees in a free-choice condition is exclusive to the after 
Janus fee-paying employees subsample.

Definition

Fee-paying employees were asked to “Consider the follow-
ing definition:

A union security agreement—often referred to as the 
union contract—is a legal contract negotiated and 
signed by a union and an employer. The contract sets 
a period of time and indicates the terms and conditions 
of employment—for example, compensation, work 
rules, and procedures for settling disputes.”

Predictor measure

Stance on right‑to‑work laws Fee-paying employees were 
asked to “think about union security agreements” and then 
asked to read the following:

“Here are four such agreements:
A union and an employer...

5 The data for model variables in this study have not been included 
elsewhere.
6 By intent, the $5 participant fee was provided to offset asking par-
ticipants for their time in exchange for nothing. Against the prospect 
that the fee may have violated their voluntary status (i.e., may have 
been viewed as coercive), true to the wording of the flyer, and under-
lined by informed consent statements, the fee was given for “taking” 
the survey rather than for “completing” the survey. Of note, many 
participants chose to forgo the fee.
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1 . . . have agreed that employees are required 
to join as members of the union before they are 
employed.

2 . . . have agreed that employees are required 
to join as members of the union after they are 
employed.

3  . . . have agreed that employees are not required 
to join as members of the union before or after 
they are employed, but employees are required to 
pay for the cost to be represented by the union.

4  . . . have agreed that employees are not required 
to join as members of the union before or after 
they are employed, and employees are not 
required to pay for the cost to be represented by 
the union.”

Fee-paying employees were asked to “check one blank” after 
the following stem: “I privately support Local, State, and 
Federal laws...” The response options were: “... that allow 
a union and an employer to agree to 1,... that allow a union 
and an employer to agree to 2 but not 1,... that allow a union 
and an employer to agree to 3 but not 4,... that allow a union 
and an employer to agree to 4.”

Note that the numbered 1 to 4 agreements correspond 
to a closed shop (1), a union shop (2), an agency shop (3), 
and an open shop (4), where 1 is a shop least restrictive 
to a union and 4 is a shop most restrictive to a union, and 
where 1 indicates a stance of less support for right-to-work 
laws and 4 indicates a stance of more support for right-to-
work laws.

As such, response options were coded as marked on a 
continuum of less to more support for right-to-work laws.

The percentage of coded responses were as follows: 1 
(8.5%), 2 (9.8%), 3 (17.1%), and 4 (64.6%).

Moderator measure

Janus Decision The Janus Decision was coded as either 
before the Decision (0) or after the Decision (1).

Outcome measure

Willingness to act publicly in accordance with stance on 
right‑to‑work laws Fee-paying employees were asked to 
think about “your willingness to act publicly in support of 
Local, State, and Federal legislative efforts to secure laws 
that you privately support.”

Items were listed and prefaced with the stem: “In support 
of legislative efforts, I am willing to...” The five items were: 
“... lend my name to a newspaper ad”, “... advocate support 
on my personal website—for example, Facebook”, “... post 

a sign on my property or in my rental space”, “... attend a 
public rally—march too”, and “... sign a petition directed at 
my Local, State, or Federal representative”.

Response options were either “yes” or “no” for each item 
and were coded as 1 or 0, where 1 indicates willingness to 
act publicly.

The percentage of coded yes responses were as follows: 
newspaper ad (29.3%), personal website (18.9%), post a 
sign (9.1%), public rally, march (31.1%), and sign a petition 
(65.9%).

To evaluate the construct validity of a unidimensional 
scale, a principal components analysis was performed 
on the items. The analysis produced one eigenvalue 
greater than 1.00, eigenvalue = 2.573, percent of variance 
explained = 51.461. Item loadings for the component ranged 
from 0.562 to 0.810.

To evaluate the internal consistency of item responses in 
reference to unidimensionality, a Cronbach’s alpha (α) was 
computed. The unstandardized α was 0.740; the standardized 
α was 0.757.

Based on these analyses, item responses were averaged, 
yielding continuous scale values from 0.00 (less) to 1.00 
(more) willingness to act publicly.

Covariates

To better isolate the moderated relationship, the 
demographics (age, gender, ethnic group, employment 
status, past union membership) were positioned as control 
variables (covariates) in the regression analyses. Also, to 
reduce the possibility of collinearity between main effects 
and the interaction term containing the main effects, the 
predictor variable and the covariates were mean-centered in 
the analyses (Aiken & West, 1991).

Results

Sample zero-order correlations (rs), means (Ms), and stand-
ard deviations (SDs) for study variables and selected sub-
sample variables are presented in Table 1.

A note on statistical equivalence

In viewing the result of preliminary and model tests, note 
that consistency was equated with statistical covariation, 
in which embedded in the assumption of covariation is 
nonindependence. That is, given two elements, covariation 
indicates that the variation of element A is consistent with 
(corresponds to) the variation of element B such that AB 
variation can be suggested as nonindependent.
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Preliminary tests

Relationships between model variables were examined for all 
sampled employees. The relationship between the predictor 
variable and the outcome variable was significantly different 
from zero, suggesting that stance on right-to-work laws 
was associated with willingness to act publicly, r = -0.532, 
p < 0.01. The relationship between the predictor variable 
and the moderator variable was significantly different from 
zero, suggesting that stance on right-to-work laws was 
nonindependent of the Janus Decision, r = -0.264, p < 0.01. 
Also, the relationship between the moderator variable and 
the outcome variable was not significantly different from 
zero, r = 0.145, p > 0.05.

The relationship between the predictor variable and the 
outcome variable was significantly different from zero for 
after Janus fee-paying employees but not for before Janus 
fee-paying employees, r = -0.698, p < 0.01; r = -0.093, 
p > 0.05, respectively. A test for independent subsample 
correlations following r to z transformations confirmed 
that the predictor-outcome relationship for before and 
after Janus fee-paying employees was significantly 
different from zero, suggesting that the relationship 
between stance on right-to-work laws and willingness to 

act publicly may be moderated in relation to the Janus 
Decision, z(164) = -4.84, p < 0.01.7

Summary of preliminary tests The results of the preliminary 
tests are consistent with the expected predictor-outcome 
relationship: The association between stance on right-to-
work-laws and willingness to act publicly is shown by after 
Janus fee-paying employees but not by before Janus fee-
paying employees.

Model tests

To test the hypothesized moderation depicted in Fig. 1, a 
step-wise hierarchical regression was performed, in which a 
significant interaction between the predictor variable and the 
moderator variable suggests that the relationship between 

Table 1  Zero-Order Correlations (rs), Means, and Standard Deviations

N = 164. Subsample Ns = 82. Diagonal entry is a scale reliability (α). Age: in years; Gender: man = 0, woman = 1; Ethnic group: non-ethnic = 0, 
ethnic = 1; Employment status: part-time = 0, full-time = 1; Past union membership: never been a member = 0, have been a member = 1; Stance 
on right-to-work laws (support for): less = 1, more = 4; Janus decision: before = 0, after = 1; Willingness to act publicly, less = .00, more = 1.00. 
*p < .05. **p < .01

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

All Employees
  1. Age —
  2. Gender     .092 —
  3. Ethnic group    -.006 -.145 —
  4. Employment status    -.205** -.150  .067 —
  5. Past union membership     .227** -.138  .141 -.001 —
  6. Stance on right-to-work laws    -.026  .063 -.154*  .013 -.197* —
  7. Janus decision     .003 — — —  .000  -.264** —
  8. Willingness to act     .037 -.187*  .014 -.241** -.082  -.532** .145 .740
  M 40.353  .500  .232  .793  .146 3.378 .500 .309
  SD 15.237 —  .423  .407  .355   .974 — .295

Before Janus Employees
  8. Willingness to act -.093
  M 40.305 .146 3.634 .266
  SD 15.190 .356 .694 .235

After Janus Employees
  8. Willingness to act -.698**
  M 40.402 .146 3.122 .351
  SD 15.377 .356 1.137 .341

7 To test for subsample mean differences in reference to the predic-
tor variable and the outcome variable, analyses of variance were 
performed, with demographics as covariates. Although after Janus 
fee-paying employees (vs. before Janus fee-paying employees) on 
average indicated a stance of less support for right-to-work laws, F(6, 
157) = 12.460, p < .01, they did not indicate on average more or less 
willingness to act publicly, F(6, 157) = 3.541, p > .05.
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the predictor variable and the outcome variable is condi-
tional on values of the moderator variable.

With the demographics as covariates in the regression, 3 
steps are required. At step 1, willingness to act publicly is 
regressed onto the covariates. Next, at step 2, willingness to 
act publicly is regressed onto stance on right-to-work laws and 
Janus Decision as main effects. At step 3, the final step, will-
ingness to act publicly is regressed onto Stance On Right-To-
Work-Laws X Janus Decision as a two-way interaction effect.

The results of the analysis are presented in Table 2. As 
shown at step 3, above and beyond gender as a covariate 
effect, unstandardized B = -0.129, standardized β = -0.220, 
p < 0.01, employment status as a covariate effect, 
B = -0.176, β = -0.243, p < 0.01, stance on right-to-work 
laws as a main effect, B = -0.130, β = -0.431, p < 0.01, 
Stance On Right-To-Work-Laws X Janus Decision as an 
interactive effect was significantly different from zero, 
B = -0.178, β = -0.283, p < 0.01.

The effect size associated with the two-way interac-
tion is indicated by a change in the squared multiple cor-
relation (∆R2) at the final step. At this step, the interaction 
explained 6% of the variance in willingness to act publicly 
above and beyond the covariate effects and the main effects, 
∆R2 = 0.058; ∆F(1, 155) = 17.511, p < 0.01.

To estimate coefficients and effect sizes associated with 
subsample slopes, subgroup hierarchical regressions were 
performed, in which 2 steps are required. For each subsam-
ple, at step 1, willingness to act publicly is regressed onto 
the covariates. Next, at step 2, willingness to act publicly is 
regressed onto stance on right-to-work laws.

For after Janus fee-paying employees, the relationship 
between stance on right-to-work laws and willingness to act 
publicly was negative and significantly different from zero, 
in which the explained variance in willingness to act publicly 

was 49% above and beyond the covariates, B = -0.221, 
β = -0.738 p < 0.01; ∆R2 = 0.486; ∆F(1, 75) = 136.765, 
p < 0.01. In contrast, for before Janus fee-paying employees, 
the relationship between stance on right-to-work laws and 
willingness to act publicly was not significantly different 
from zero, in which the explained variance in willingness 
to act publicly was 0% above and beyond the covariates, 
B = -0.002, β = -0.004 p > 0.05; ∆R2 = 0.000; ∆F(1, 
75) = 0.002, p > 0.05.8

To illustrate the interaction, the subsample slopes from 
the subgroup regressions are shown in Fig. 2.

Summary of model tests The results of the model tests are 
consistent with the hypothesized moderation. The predictor-
outcome relationship is conditional on the Janus Decision: 
The relationship between stance on right-to-work-laws and 
willingness to act publicly is shown by after Janus fee-pay-
ing employees but not by before Janus fee-paying employees.

Discussion

In line with the Brehm-Cohen postulate (Brehm & Cohen, 
1962)—that dissonance arousal as a source of motivation is 
contingent on free choice—survey data collected from pub-
lic-sector fee-paying employees before and after the Janus 
Decision in non-right-to-work States confirmed a dissonance 
prediction. To wit, as a downstream effect of dissonance 
avoidance vis-à-vis paying fees for collective bargaining 
when they did not have to, after Janus employees showed 
consistency when asked about their stance on right-to-work 

Table 2  Moderated Regression 
Results for Predicting 
Willingness to Act Publicly

N= 164. aUnstandardized coefficient. bStandardized coefficient. *p < .05. **p < .01

Predictor At step Final

Ba βb Ba βb R2/∆R2 F/∆F df

Step 1 .123 4.440** 5, 158
  Age .001 .032 .002 .054
  Gender -.145** -.246 -.129** -.220
  Ethnic group .010 .014 .007 .010
  Employment status -.198** -.272 -.176** -.243
  Past union membership -.105 -.126 -.210** -.252

Step 2 .304 41.299** 2, 156
  Stance on right-to-work laws -.173** -.570 -.130** -.431

    Janus decision -.007 -.011 .015 .026
Step 3 .058 17.511** 1, 155

  Stance on right-to-work laws
  X Janus decision

-.178** -.283

Overall .485 18.241** 8, 155

8 A table of subgroup regression results is available from the author.
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laws and their willingness to act publicly in accordance with 
their stance, suggesting a striving to maintain consonance. 
If before Janus employees—employees who did have to pay 
fees—had shown the same consistency, free choice and dis-
sonance avoidance as the suggested basis of maintaining 
consonance would be untenable.

As seen in the data, the free-choice relationship for 
after Janus employees is inverse—that more support for 
right-to-work laws is associated with less willingness to 
act publicly—or, stated differently, that less support for 
right-to-work laws is associated with more willingness to 
act publicly. Stated in the latter sense, implied is that less 
support for right-to-work laws is associated with more 
support for unions to collect mandatory fees. Because a 
positive relationship could also suggest a downstream effect, 
a legitimate question is why inverse? An answer consistent 
with cognitive dissonance theory is that the inverse 
relationship represents a return to absent dissonance arousal. 
With mandatory fees reinstated, free choice to pay or not to 
pay would be absent, as would be striving for consonance 
and downstream striving to maintain consonance.9

Contribution and limitations

Our field study contributes to the slender body of dissonance 
predictions in applied settings. Despite the vast number of 
confirmed predictions with undergraduates as participants, 
surprisingly few predictions have been confirmed with 
employees as participants (for exceptions, see Brett et al., 
1995; Mellor & Decker, 2020). But before our results can be 
included in the canon of dissonance predictions, inferential 
limitations associated with our cross-sectional matched-
sample design should be noted and, whenever possible, 
addressed with complementary designs. For example, our 
design did not control for before and after Janus Decision 
time-effects on survey responses. Although before Janus 
employees paid no-choice fees, the actual length of time in 
which they paid fees was not recorded. Also, not recorded 
was whether after Janus employees paid no-choice fees 
before the Decision or not, and if they did, for what length 
of time. Nor did our design track within-person before 
and after Decision responses. Doing so could provide a 
plausible inference of a dissonance-induced change effect 
linked to paying no-choice and free-choice fees. If and 
when time-series data become available in reference to the 
Decision, we suggest a sequential design in which time-
effects and change-effects can be disentangled.10

Fig. 2  Simple slopes: Stance on 
right-to-work laws and willing-
ness to act publicly in relation 
to the Janus Decision
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10 Within State and within union factors also warrant attention, 
including perceptions of who controls the legislature, the possibil-
ity of legislative change, the legislative calendar, the strength of the 
union movement, and the extent to which union officials were caught 
off guard by the Court ruling or, in anticipation of the ruling, sought 
extra support from members and fee-paying employees.

9 For skeptics in reference to our results who might ask why fee-pay-
ing employees would show a stance of more or less support for right-
to-work laws or more or less willingness to act publicly in accordance 
with their stance when the Janus Decision made right-to-work the 
law of the land, the answer lies with what every American employee 
knows. Inasmuch as State legislatures pass laws and courts uphold or 
strike down laws, legislatures can and do revise laws and courts can 
and do reinterpret the basis by which laws should or should not be 
upheld or struck down. That is, laws are mutable, underpinned by a 
changing majority of voters who determine not only legislative mem-
berships but also indirectly court appointed justices.
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How else might our results be interpreted in contradis-
tinction to cognitive dissonance theory? Consider the view 
that free-choice paying employees are on average more 
prounion—that, as indicated in our data, that their stance of 
less support for right-to-work laws indicates more support 
for mandatory dues/fees. As attractive as this view might be, 
apart from random variation, our data do not support that 
these employees are on average more or less willing to act 
publicly in accordance with their stance (see Footnote 7). 
Consider also the view that free-choice paying employees 
tend to be self-integrative, not particularly prounion as 
much as dedicated to the idea of being true to themselves in 
both word and deed, and as such, apt to present themselves 
accordingly. However, this view begs the question: Why 
aren’t no-choice paying employees equally self-integrative? 
Other theory- and research-based alternatives to dissonance 
theory might emphasize individual differences regarding 
fairness sensitivity, distributive justice, felt-obligation, and 
citizenship behavior, as well as propensity to internalize 
economic exchange principles, but the singular question 
remains why would consistency be shown by free-choice 
paying employees and not by no-choice paying employees? 
Framed in this way, it is difficult to exclude an answer that 
omits dissonance avoidance rooted in free choice—that, 
under conditions of free choice, immediate and downstream 
avoidance can be expected.

Conclusion

On an implication note, our results linked to cognitive dis-
sonance theory bode well for the survival of American pub-
lic-sector union memberships. Counting on the appeal of 
economic self-interest, in which dues-paying members and 
fee-paying employees would opt to become free-riders—
reaping the benefits of collective bargaining without paying 
for them—we doubt that petitioners of the Supreme Court 
in relation to the Janus Decision considered the predictable 
effect of free-choice dissonance arousal. To the extent that 
free-choice paying employees are motivated to avoid dis-
sonance and maintain consonance, our results suggest that 
they may be expected to maintain consistency between their 
stance on right-to-work laws and their willingness to act 
publicly in accordance with their stance, a consistency not 
shown by no-choice paying employees.
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