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Rejection and Entitativity: A Synergistic Model of Mass Violence
But my silent fears have gripped me . . . Must I always be alone?

The Police, Every Little Thing She Does is Magic, 1981
This edited volume peers into a distressing dimension of human experience and explores the cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and explicitly social dynamics of exclusion. Humans as gregarious beings have a fundamental need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Involuntary termination of relationships, severing of social networks, and banishment from social circles is detrimental to multiple domains of self-functioning, such as self-esteem, mood, perceived control, and a meaningful existence (Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995; Leary, Haupt, Strausser, & Chokel, 1998; Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 2000; Williams et al., 2002). Registering in the same neural regions as does physical injury, social rejection quite literally is painful (Eisenberger, Lieberman, & Williams, 2003; Eisenberger & Lieberman, this volume). Our contribution to this volume explores an antisocial consequence of rejection. In particular, we propose a behavioral model that implicates social rejection in a synergistic process of mass violence – i.e., aggression that harms multiple persons.

The School Shootings: A Process Implied in a Dichotomy 

That aggression is associated with exclusionary status is a frequently documented and longstanding finding in the peer-relations literature (e.g., Dodge, Coie, & Brakke, 1982; Lesser, 1959; Moore, 1967; Smith, 1950; Wasik, 1987; for a review see Coie, Dodge, and Kupersmidt, 1990). Indeed, a meta-analytic synthesis indicates that socially rejected children are more aggressive than are their socially accepted peers (Newcomb, Bukowski, & Pattee, 1993). However, the correlational methodology of the externally valid peer-relations literature does not indicate conclusively whether peers are rejected because of their aggressive tendencies (e.g., Dodge, 1983) or rejection stimulates violence and begets aggression (e.g., DeRosier, Kupersmidt, & Patterson, 1994).  

More recent controlled experiments that manipulated social rejection indicate that rejection does indeed spawn aggression (Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, & Stucke, 2001; Twenge & Campbell, 2003). Those experiments included multiple manipulations of rejection and multiple measures of aggression. Some experiments, for example, manipulated expectations for chronic rejection (e.g., “you’re the type of person who has rewarding relationships throughout life” vs. “…will end up alone later in life”) and measured non-physical aggression (e.g., issuing a damaging job evaluation; Twenge et al., 2001, Experiments 1-3). Other experiments manipulated acute rejection (e.g., “no one chose you…” vs. “everyone chose you as someone they wanted to work with”) and measured physical aggression (e.g., exposing a fellow participant to aversive noise; Twenge et al., Experiments 4 and 5; Twenge & Campbell, 2003). In each instance, rejected persons subsequently behaved more aggressively than did accepted persons. Furthermore, the database of controlled experiments that identify rejection as an antecedent of aggression is arguably more expansive if the insults, shocks, and frustrations received by participants in the early aggression experiments are construed as acts of rejection (e.g., Buss, 1961; Mallick & McCandless, 1966). 

Our interest in social rejection was aroused by the wave of school shootings in North America and Europe, of which there have been in excess of 30 beginning in the mid 1990’s. Consistent with the empirical literature, case studies indicated that in 13 of the 15 studied incidents the perpetrators previously experienced chronic or acute social rejection (Leary, Kowalski, Smith, & Phillips, 2003). However, it is not the consistency with the empirical literature that captured our attention. Despite the common element of rejection, the school shootings were not of the same form. In some shootings, the perpetrator attacked a single individual. On February 29, 2000, for example, a first grader in Michigan shot and killed a classmate who teased him the previous day. In other shootings, the perpetrator attacked multiple persons. Perhaps the most publicized example is the April 20, 1999 shootings at Columbine High School in which Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold killed 12 students and a teacher. Similarly, on March 24, 1998, Andrew Golden and Mitchell Johnson hid in the woods near their Arkansas middle school and shot classmates exiting the building, killing 5 students and wounding eleven. Furthermore, these multiple-victim incidents did not invariantly involve multiple perpetrators. On May 21, 1998, for example, Kipland Kinkel shot at 400 students in the cafeteria of his Oregon high school, killing two students and wounding twenty-two. Likewise, Robert Steinhäuser returned with 500 rounds of ammunition on April 26, 2002 to the high school from which he had been expelled in Germany and killed 13 teachers, 2 students, and a police officer. 

What captured our thoughts was the dichotomy of victims: Why did some alleged instances of rejection spawn aggression against a single individual, while other instances spawned aggression against multiple persons? One plausible explanation is that each of the multiple victims in the instances of mass violence personally contributed to the rejection experience of the perpetrator. However, we were engaged by the possibility of a more flexible and generalizable explanation suggested by the groups literature. Social perception, at times, operates at the group-level (Brewer, Weber, & Carini, 1995) and individuals are perceived as undifferentiated and depersonalized group members rather than distinct and unique individuals (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). When rejected by a member of a salient group, the rejected person may associate the group with rejection and, subsequently retaliate against the group. An attack against a group likely yields multiple victims because groups typically consist of multiple members. In other words, social rejection and perceived groupness might function synergistically to affect mass violence such that mass violence becomes likely when social rejection emanates from a perceived social group.

Entitativity: On the Perception of Groupness
In 1958 Donald Campbell coined the term “entitativity” (i.e., “the degree of having the nature of an entity”, p. 17) to convey that aggregates of individuals vary in the extent to which they are perceived as a cohesive whole. Campbell offered the Gestalt principles of proximity, similarity, common fate, and pregnance (pattern) as potential sources of perceived entitativity. 

Consistent with Campbell’s ideas, research indicates that perceived entitativity is a multiply determined phenomena that is influenced by features of the aggregate, such as similarity, interdependence, interaction, shared goals, and shared outcomes among aggregate members (e.g., Dasgupta, Banaji, & Abelson, 1999; Gaertner & Schopler, 1998; Gaertner, Iuzzini, Witt, & Oriña, 2003; Kim, Song, & Lee, 1997; Knowles & Basset, 1976; Lickel et al., 2000; Lickel, Hamilton, & Sherman, 2001; McGarty, Haslam, Hutchinson, & Grace, 1995). Perceived entitativity is influenced additionally by characteristics of the perceiver (Brewer & Harasty, 1996), such as need for assimilation (Pickett & Brewer, 2001) and certainty orientation (Sorrentino, Hodson, & Huber, 2001).

Perceived entitativity dramatically shapes social judgment and behavior (e.g., Hamilton & Sherman, 1996; Hamilton, Sherman, & Lickel, 1998; Wilder, 1980). Entitativity facilitates stereotyping of group members (Crawford, Sherman, & Hamilton, 2002; Yzerbyt, Rogier, & Fiske, 1998; Yzerbyt, Corneille, & Estrada, 2001) and promotes preferential attitudes and behaviors toward the ingroup (Castano, Yzerbyt, Paladino, & Sacchi, 2002; Gaertner & Schopler, 1998; Gaertner et al., 2003). Furthermore, perceived entitativity implicitly affects judgment without higher-level information processing (Pickett, 2001). Yzerbyt et al. (2001) suggest that to the degree an aggregate of persons is perceived as a social entity, “its members are expected to behave in a more consistent manner, they are thought to be more similar to one another, [and] they are categorized in a more undifferentiated way at the group level...” (p. 1092). Indeed, the construct of entitativity is implicitly implied, if not explicitly incorporated, in various theories of social conflict (e.g., Allport, 1954; S. L. Gaertner et al., 1993; Insko & Schopler, 1998; Brewer & Miller, 1984; Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961; Stephan & Stephan, 2000; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

In the remainder of the chapter, we review two studies that provide data consistent with the synergistic effect of rejection and perceived groupness on mass violence. The first study is a laboratory experiment that addresses the internal validity of the hypothesized effect (Gaertner & Iuzzini, 2003). The second study is a questionnaire project conducted in a high school that addresses the external validity of the hypothesized effect (Gaertner, Wahler,  & Iuzzini, 2003).

Rejection x Entitativity: An Experiment


We used a 2 x 2 between-subjects factorial to independently manipulate the perceived entitativity of a 3-person aggregate and whether a member of the aggregate socially rejected the participant. We assessed aggression with a modified noise-blast task (e.g., Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Twenge et al., 2001; for a discussion and test of the validity of laboratory aggression-paradigms see Anderson & Bushman, 1997; Bushman & Anderson, 1998). We structured the task such that participants had to select a level of noise that would be sent simultaneously to all members of the aggregate. Consequently, participants could retaliate against the rejecter with a loud blast of noise, but only at the expense of blasting the other members of the aggregate. If rejection and entitativity synergistically affect mass violence, participants will be most willing to harm the aggregate when a member of the aggregate rejects them and the aggregate appears to be an entity-like group. That is, rejection and entitativity should interact to produce a 1-versus-3 pattern in which participants who are rejected by a member of the entity-like group blast the aggregate with louder noise than do participants in the other three conditions.

Undergraduates at Texas A&M University participated in an experiment disguised as a study of “noise tolerance.”  Each session consisted of one participant, one experimenter, and three confederates playing the role of other participants. We matched the sex of the experimenter and confederates to that of the participant. Confederates in the high-entitativity condition ostensibly shared membership on a recreational volleyball team and wore t-shirts displaying a volleyball and in large letters, “Bryan-College-Station Volleyball: Team United.” Confederates in the low entitativity condition dressed in their regular “day-to-day” clothes, barring any university or group emblems, and appeared to be three unaffiliated individuals. 

The participant and confederates sat at desks arranged in a semi-circle facing a large machine (Narco Bio-Systems, 4-channel Physiograph) with blinking lights, rotating dials, and headphones extending to each desk. To facilitate the noise task, the experimenter apologetically announced that there was one participant too many and suggested that the problem be resolved by randomly selecting a person to leave. In the non-rejection condition, the participant and confederates drew from a deck of cards with the understanding that the recipient of the “X” card would leave. We rigged the cards to ensure that the participant received the “X.” In the social-rejection condition, as the experimenter prepared to distribute the cards, one of the confederates glared, pointed at the participant, and scornfully suggested, “S/he should be the one who leaves!” The experimenter acted a little frazzled by the comment and, in all conditions, escorted the participant to another room.

The experimenter quietly explained that s/he fabricated the story about having too many participants because the study requires two experimenters and the other experimenter had not arrived. S/he explained further that she decided to enlist the help of a participant rather than cancel the session. Seating the participant in front of a computer, the experimenter explained that s/he typically monitors the participants’ reactions while his/her partner controls the noise level. The experimenter explained that the computer would prompt the participant to enter a noise level between 0 dB, “the lowest level of sound a human can detect,” to 110 dB, “the highest level of sound to which we can expose participants.” S/he added that the noise becomes increasingly uncomfortable as the decibels increase. 

After the experimenter exited the room, the computer reiterated the instructions and prompted the participant to enter a decibel level to be sent to the participants (i.e., confederates) down the hall. Subsequent questions provided checks of the entitativity and rejection manipulations. Participants rated on 7-point semantic-differential scales the extent to which they perceived the other “participants” as (a) “1 = not at all a group” to “7 = very much a group”, (b) “1 = a collection of unconnected persons” to “7 = highly connected group members”, and (c) “1 = unrelated individuals” to “7 = highly related group members.” Participants rated on 7-point scales (1 = not at all; 7 = very much) the extent to which four adjectives (abandoned, rejected, unwanted, and unwelcome) described how they felt when they were selected to leave the study.

We entered the entitativity index (( = .90), rejection index (( = .85), and noise level into separate 2(entitativity) x 2(rejection) x 2(sex) ANOVAs. A main effect of entitativity on the entitativity-index and a main effect of rejection on the rejection-index confirmed the respective manipulations. Participants perceived the aggregate to be more entity-like when confederates wore the common “Team United” shirt (M = 5.15) than when they wore their day-to-day clothes (M = 2.77). Likewise, participants who were rejected by a confederate reported stronger feelings of rejection (M = 3.17) than did participants who were randomly selected to leave (M = 2.89). 

As displayed in Figure 1, the pattern of noise toward the aggregate was consistent with a synergistic effect of rejection and entitativity on mass violence. In particular, the 1-vs-3 contrast was significant such that participants who were rejected by a member of the high-entitativity aggregate exposed the aggregate to louder noise than did participants in the other three conditions (among which the level of noise did not vary significantly). The same pattern is revealed if one were to interpret the significant Rejection x Entitativity interaction. The only significant simple effects involved the high-entitativity-social-rejection condition and indicated that (a) rejected participants exposed the high-entitativity aggregate to louder noise than did non-rejected participants and (b) rejected participants issued louder noise to the high-entitativity than low-entitativity aggregate.

Consistent with the predicted synergistic effect of entitativity and rejection, persons behaved most aggressively against the aggregate when a member of the aggregate rejected them and the aggregate appeared to be an entity-like group. In other words, rejected persons were not invariantly aggressive. Persons rejected by a member of the low entitativity aggregate behaved as non-aggressively toward the aggregate as did non-rejected persons. Rejected persons ostensibly constrained their aggressive inclinations in the low entitativity condition because their behavior could harm non-rejecting confederates who shared no apparent affiliation with the rejecter. On the other hand, participants evidenced less constraint and blasted all three members with significantly louder noise in the high entitativity condition in which the non-rejecting confederates shared an affiliation with the rejecting individual. These data provide evidence consistent with the possibility that social rejection and entitativity function synergistically to produce mass violence. 

Ring-Ring Goes the Bell: Rejection x Entitativity in a Local High School


We conducted a questionnaire study in a local High School to provide an alternate test of the synergistic effect in an externally valid context. In an initial interview session, we identified 10 groups that coexist in the high school: Drama (students involved in drama or art), Druggies (students who use drugs), Gothics (students who dress in black clothes and listen to “weird” music), Jocks, Nerds/Geeks, Normals (“normal” students who don’t belong to any particular clique), Popular Crowd, School Band, Skaters (students who ride skateboards), and Young Life (a religious organization). One hundred and thirty seven high school students (50 males and 87 females) subsequently answered questions about the extent to which they (a) perceive each group to be an entity, (b) experience rejection from each group, and (c) daydream (i.e., imagine or fantasize) about aggressing against each group. The order in which participants reported their experiences with a given group varied as a 10-level Latin-square design, with each group being rated first in one of the 10 orders. We assessed imagined aggression rather than actual aggression because instances of actual aggression are arguably rare and unspecified factors could inhibit the expression of aggression despite the underlying desire to harm (e.g., just as subjective norms influence whether attitudes materialize in behavior; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980).


Measuring entitativity. We assessed the perceived entitativity of each group with the manipulation-check items from our laboratory experiment. Participants rated on 7-point semantic-differential scales the extent to which they perceived the members of each group as (a) “0 = not at all a group” to “6 = very much a group”, (b) “0 = a collection of unconnected persons” to “6 = highly connected group members”, and (c) “0 = unrelated individuals” to “6 = highly related group members.” 

Measuring rejection. We assessed rejection experiences with 10 items. Participants rated on 7-point scales (“0 = never” to “6 = frequently”) the extent to which each group did “the following things to you:” (a) teased you, (b) made you feel rejected, (c) made you feel like an outsider, (d) made fun of you, (e) picked-on you, (f) made you feel like you don’t belong, (g) hurt your feelings, (h) excluded you from their activities, (i) tried to humiliate you, and (j) made you feel unwanted. 

Measuring imagined aggression. We assessed imagined aggression with 12 modified items from the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996). Participants rated on 7-point scales (“0 = never” to “6 = frequently”) the extent to which they  “daydream about doing the following things” to members of each group: (a) insulting or swearing at members of ____, (b) shouting or yelling at members of ____, (c) destroying things that belong to members of ____, (d) throwing things at members of ____ that could hurt, (e) pushing or shoving members of ____, (f) slapping members of ____, (g) punching or hitting members of ____ with things that hurt, (h) choking members of ____, (i) attacking members of ____ with a knife, (j) shooting members of ____ with a gun, (k) slamming members of ____ against a wall, and (l) beating-up members of ____.


We formed indices of entitativity (( = .92), rejection (( = .97), and aggression (( = .97) for each participant by averaging the relevant items across each group. To test whether imagined aggression varied as a synergistic function of entitativity and rejection, we simultaneously regressed the aggression index on a factorial crossing of rejection, entitativity, and sex. We centered rejection and entitativity prior to forming interaction products to minimize collinearity (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). A model comparison test indicated that the interactions involving sex did not contribute significantly to prediction and none of those interactions were individually significant. Consequently, we retained the model that predicted aggression as a function of sex, rejection, entitativity, and Rejection x Entitativity. The model accounted for 38% of the variability in aggression and, more importantly, aggression significantly varied as a function of the Rejection x Entitativity interaction. 


We decomposed the interaction by estimating the simple slope of entitativity at low and high values of rejection (i.e., 1 SD above and below the mean of rejection) and the simple slope of rejection at low and high values of entitativity (i.e., 1 SD above and below the mean of entitativity; Cohen et al., 2003). Figure 2 depicts the interaction. The association between imagined aggression and perceived entitativity was significantly stronger at high (B = 0.20, p = .001) than low levels of rejection (B = 0.01, p = .989). Likewise, the association between imagined aggression and rejection was significantly stronger at high (B = 0.59, p = .0001) than low levels of entitativity (B = 0.28, p = .0004). In other words, when persons experienced relatively little rejection from a group, their level of fantasized aggression against the group was low and did not vary with the perceived entitativity of the group. However, when persons experienced relatively high rejection from a group, their level of fantasized aggression against the group increased with the perceived entitativity of the group. 


These data are consistent with the hypothesized synergistic effect of entitativity and rejection on mass violence and replicate in a naturalistic context the results of our internally valid laboratory research. A discussion of two caveats is in order. Students experiencing rejection from entity-like groups were more preoccupied with aggressive fantasies. Whether those fantasies translate into behavior likely depends on a host of situational and intra-personal factors.  Our behavioral measure of aggression in the laboratory research (i.e., noise blast), for example, represented a sanctioned form of aggression that was contextually appropriate and carried no repercussions from authority figures or potential for retribution by the victims.  

As a second issue, some readers may have noted a subtle discrepancy between the questionnaire study and the laboratory experiment regarding the effect of rejection on low entitativity groups. While the results of the questionnaire study certainly paralleled those of the laboratory experiment, the effect of rejection on aggression toward low entitativity groups was descriptively stronger in the questionnaire study. In particular, rejection significantly increased aggression against low-entitativity groups in the questionnaire study (though significantly less so than toward high entitativity groups), but had no effect in the laboratory experiment. We suspect that this subtle difference can be attributed to the fact that the questionnaire study employed pre-existing groups, each of which entailed some elevated degree of entitativity. In the laboratory experiment, however, we were able to create a novel low-entitativity aggregate that had a minimal appearance of groupness (i.e., three unaffiliated individuals). Despite this subtle difference, the results from the laboratory experiment and questionnaire project are remarkably consistent and suggest that social rejection and entitativity synergistically affect mass violence.

Plausible Mediating Processes 


The group literature highlights two processes that plausibly mediate the synergistic effect of entitativity and rejection on mass violence: stereotyping and collective responsibility.


 Entitativity facilitates the tendency to incorporate information inferred from an individual group member into the stereotype of the group (Crawford, Sherman, & Hamilton, 2002). That is, dispositional information more readily transfers from the perception of an individual to the perception of the individual’s group when the group is perceived to be highly entity-like. Such a stereotyping process plausibly mediates the synergistic effect of rejection and entitativity on mass violence. When rejected by a member of a salient social group, rejected persons might incorporate the rejection experience into their stereotype of the group and associate (cognitively or affectively) the group with rejection.


Entitativity also facilitates judgments of collective responsibility (Lickel, Schmader, & Hamilton, 2003). Perceivers presume that members of highly entity-like groups either encouraged or failed to prevent the wrongful actions of a fellow group member and judge all group members responsible. Such a process might mediate the synergistic effect of rejection and entitativity. When rejected by a member of a salient group, rejected persons might attribute responsibility for the rejection experience to all group members.


Of course, the stereotyping and collective responsibility accounts need not be mutually exclusive. Associating group members with rejection via a group stereotype might facilitate judgments of collective responsibility and vice versa. We find both accounts relevant and plausible given their documented association with perceptions of entitativity.

Individual Differences as Potential Moderators

Mass violence as exemplified by the multiple victim school shootings is likely a multiply determined phenomenon that is undoubtedly more complicated than our synergistic model suggests. Indeed, our own research implies the possibility of moderators. 

We replicated the high-entitativity-social-rejection condition of the previously described laboratory experiment with two major changes. Participants interacted with three confederates who shared group membership (i.e., wore “Team United” shirts) a fourth confederate who did not share membership with the others (i.e., wore regular street clothes). One of the group members subsequently rejected the participant (i.e., “S/he should be the one who leaves!”). Rather than selecting a single noise level to be sent to all confederates, participants selected a separate noise level for each confederate. We were interested in whether participants would aggress more strongly (i.e., higher noise level) toward the two non-rejecting group members than toward the non-rejecting non-group member. That is, does perceived groupness expand the rejected person’s scope of aggression toward all group members? 

The study answered our query with a resounding, “sometimes.” Approximately 34% of participants evidenced a generalization of aggression against the group and blasted the non-rejecting group members with louder noise than they blasted the non-group member. However, the majority of participants did not blast the non-rejecting group members with louder noise than they blasted the non-group member (they primarily aggressed against the rejecter). 

An admittedly speculative and post hoc explanation for the disparity among participants implies the moderating effect of individual-difference variables. We suspect that individual-differences interacted with the separate-noise-blast task. Setting a separate noise level for each confederate potentially prompted participants to individuate (i.e., decategorize) the confederates. Such an individuation effect likely diminished the perceived entitativity of the 3-person aggregate (Brewer & Miller, 1984). Participants who evidenced the predicted pattern and aggressed more intensely against non-rejecting group members may have been predisposed to perceive higher levels of entitativity and, consequently, were less affected by the potential individuating effect of the separate noise-blast task. 

What factors predispose individuals to perceive entitativity and potentially amplify the synergistic effect of entitativity and rejection? Individuals with heightened needs for inclusion (Picket & Brewer, 2001; Picket & Gardner, this volume???) and certainty-oriented persons (Hodson & Sorrentino, 2001; Roney & Sorrentino, 1987; Hogg, this volume???) are particularly apt to perceive social groupings as homogenous entities. On a more speculative note, narcissists may be less inclined to differentiate among individuals and more inclined to categorize the social world at a group level due to an exacerbated preoccupation with self (e.g., Campbell, Rudich, & Sedikides, 2002). While our speculations focus on individual differences associated with entitativity, it is plausible that individual-differences that regulate reactions to social rejection also moderate the synergistic effect of rejection and entitativity. Such moderators might include rejection sensitivity (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Downey & Romero, this volume???), narcissism, (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Twenge & Campbell, 2003) and trait-levels of forgiveness (Lawler et al., 2003).

A Concluding Caveat


Motivated by the rash of school shootings involving multiple victims, we attempted to identify a psychological process that underlies such incidents of mass violence. Coupling the research literatures of social rejection and entitativity we hypothesized that rejection and entitativity synergistically precipitate mass violence such that mass violence becomes likely when social rejection emanates from a perceived social group. Data from a laboratory experiment and questionnaire study in a local high school were consistent with the hypothesized synergistic effect. Of course, we recognize that a sanctioned blast of noise in a laboratory and self-reported fantasies of aggression are a far cry from pulling a trigger or detonating a bomb in a schoolyard. Furthermore, our methodology does not enable us to state whether the coupling of rejection and entitativity precipitated any particular school shooting. What is noteworthy about our methodology is that it enables us to state that the hypothesized synergistic effect is plausible (e.g., Mook, 1983) and, to that extent, provides a rudimentary understanding of a process that potentially instigates lethal and destructive behavior.
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Figure 1. Noise Blast (dB) as a Function of Entitativity and Rejection

[image: image1.wmf]37

36

31

49

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

110

No

Yes

Rejection

Low

High 


[image: image3.wmf]0

1

2

3

4

5

6

2.53

3.65

4.76

Entitativity

Aggression

Low

High



Figure 2. Imagined Aggression as a Function of Entitativity x Rejection
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