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Introduction

In the movie “Cast Away” (Rapke & Zemeckis, 2000), hapless FedEx worker Chuck Noland overcame the combined threat of physical and social starvation after being stranded alone on a remote island.  Chuck devised ingenious strategies that allowed him to survive both types of challenges for four years.  In addition to spearing fish, catching rainwater, and finding shelter to provide for his physical needs, Chuck found that conversations with a snapshot of his girlfriend Kelly and the companionship of a volleyball he named Wilson proved useful in staving off the despair of social isolation.  

Although few of us will ever be marooned on a deserted island, we nevertheless all share the need for daily social sustenance and face challenges to belonging.  Rejection, ostracism or temporary separation from loved ones can all threaten our subjective sense of social connection.  Like Chuck, we appear adept in using indirect strategies to gain and sustain a sense of belonging even when direct social connection is difficult, risky, or impossible.  The current chapter speculates on the forms such social fallbacks take and presents suggestive evidence of their use and effectiveness in meeting the mundane social hardships of daily life.  We propose that using tangible social symbols, affirmation of the social self, and even attachment to social surrogates like Wilson the volleyball all have a place within the broad portfolio of coping strategies that serve successful belonging regulation.    

Belonging regulation

In Maslow’s (1954) classic hierarchy of needs, the need to belong, to feel accepted by and connected to others, maintained a privileged position – it’s importance exceeded only by survival needs such as food, shelter, and safety.  However, despite robust and repeated confirmation of the importance of belonging needs (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995;  Bowlby, 1969;  Maslow, 1954; Schacter, 1959), it wasn’t until the last decade or so that social psychologists began to explicitly pursue the mechanisms of belonging regulation, defined here as the processes that afford adaptive monitoring and responding to changes in inclusionary status.  We have begun to develop and explore such a model (see Pickett & Gardner, this volume), attempting to integrate our own and others’ work in an attempt to understand when and how challenges to belonging are met.  A greater understanding of these processes seems needed, given the breadth and magnitude of negative consequences suffered as a result of unmet belonging needs.

 In addition to the hurt feelings (Baumeister & Tice, 1990; Eisenberger, Liberman & Williams, 2003; Leary, 1990) and lowered sense of self-worth (Leary, Tambor, Terdal & Downs, 1995; Leary, 1999) that may result from exclusion or rejection, more insidious and unexpected effects have been documented both in and outside the lab.  Rejected individuals in laboratory experiments behave less intelligently (Baumeister, Twenge, & Nuss, 2002), more aggressively (Twenge, this volume; Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, & Stucks, 2001), and more impulsively (Baumeister & DeWall, this volume), resulting in a wide variety of self-defeating behavior (Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2003).  
Outside of the lab environment, a high level of rejection sensitivity serves as a vulnerability factor for a host of psychological difficulties, including depression (Ayduk, Downey & Kim, 2001; Downey, Feldman & Ayduk, 2000), hostility violence (Ayduk, Downey, Testa, Yen & Shoda, 1999), and general social stress (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Downey & Romero-Canyas, this volume).  In addition, loneliness and social isolation have been consistently associated with poor sleep quality, cardiovascular disease, immune system problems, increases in blood pressure, and other somatic maladies (Cacioppo et al., 2002;  DeLongis, Folkman, & Lazarus,1988; Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 1984; Lynch, 1979; Stroud, Tanofsky-Kraff, Wilfley, & Salovey, 2000). Indeed, the negative impact of isolation on health rivals more widely acknowledged killers such as smoking and diabetes (House, Landis, & Umberson, 1988).  

The profusion of negative effects suffered as a result of unmet belonging needs compels a deeper understanding of belonging regulation.  The strategies deployed to regulate these needs have been a focus of multiple recent lines of research (many reflected in chapters in this volume, e.g., Cacioppo & Hawkley; Pickett & Gardner; Sommer & Rubin; Twenge; Williams & Zadro).  Pickett and Gardner (this volume) outlines a potential model of the stages of belonging regulation and focuses in depth upon the assessment and monitoring stages.  The current chapter will briefly review the model and then continue from the point at which the last chapter concluded: the discussion of both direct and indirect social strategies that may be deployed in the service of belonging needs.

Assessment and monitoring

Given the importance of social sustenance among primary human needs, we have consistently seen the processes essential to physiological regulation systems as appropriate blueprints for belonging regulation (e.g., Gardner, Pickett & Brewer, 2000; Gardner, 2001; Pickett, Gardner & Knowles, in press).  Within the system regulating hunger, for example, there are mechanisms that allow for the assessment of current needs (e.g., blood sugar levels and food needs), some type of signal when the needs are unmet (e.g., the state of feeling hungry), and mechanisms that then monitor the environment and guide information processing in a goal directed fashion (e.g., the increased notice of restaurant signs on the highway when one is hungry).  We believe similar stages characterize belonging regulation.  As can be seen in Figure 1, the sociometer (e.g., Leary et al, 1995; Leary, 1999) provides a cornerstone of the model by providing the means through which the assessment and signaling of belonging needs can occur.   In the model, the workings of the sociometer supply the first inputs into the belonging regulation system. Through the continuous monitoring and adjustment of internal proxies for subjective inclusion (e.g. affect and self-esteem), the sociometer provides the mechanism for the initial assessment stage in the belonging regulation process.   

When subjective inclusion is low, the activation of what we have termed the Social Monitoring System (SMS) takes place. The SMS monitors the external environment, heightening attention to social aspects of the environment whenever a threat to belonging is perceived. The primary purpose of the SMS is to attune individuals to information that will help them navigate the social environment more successfully.  

In support of the existence and functionality of the SMS,  we have found that rejected individuals and/or those with a chronically high “need to belong” (Leary, Kelly & Schreindorfer, 2001) seem particularly attentive to aspects of the social environment that could assist them in understanding the social networks or intentions of others.  For example, after a laboratory rejection experience, individuals exhibit preferential recall for information concerning the social relations and group memberships of others (Gardner et al, 2000).  Moreover, individuals chronically high in the need to belong show enhanced accuracy at interpreting subtle social cues such as facial expressions and vocal tones when compared to their low need to belong counterparts, as well as a heightened level of interpersonal sensitivity after a rejection experience (Pickett et al, in press).  

Importantly, the advantages of engaging the SMS seem constrained to social information processing. No differences between those with high and low belonging needs were found for information unrelated to social bonds, nor were differences found for nonsocial problem solving, suggesting the effects did not result from arousal, heightened motivation to perform, or greater eagerness to please the experimenter.  Finally, these effects remained (and sometimes were strengthened) when negative mood was covaried out of the analyses, lending still greater support to Baumeister and colleagues’ notion that many rejection effects are not mere consequences of the affective responses to exclusion (Baumeister & DeWall, this volume; Twenge et al, 2003).  
The SMS guides attention to all forms of social information, cues to inclusion as well as exclusion.  Although the tuning of the SMS can potentially go awry in cases such as rejection sensitivity (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Downey, this volume) and chronic loneliness (Cacioppo & Hawkley, this volume), we believe that the SMS is a generally adaptive system.  Through engaging information gathering processes that might ease social interactions in the future, the SMS helps to initiate positive and direct reconnection with others (for greater detail, see Pickett & Gardner, this volume). 

The pursuit of satisfying social interactions

The most efficient and thus preferred response to low levels of belonging will presumably be social acceptance and reconnection.  Thus, to the extent that social opportunities are available, behavioral strategies that promote reconnection should be efficiently deployed.  In fact, several recent avenues of research now point to belonging-related shifts in both automatic and controlled affiliative behaviors (see Lakin & Chartrand, this volume; Williams & Sommer, 1997; Williams & Zadro, this volume).  

One growing body of evidence points to the success of behavioral mimicry as an affiliation strategy.  Mimicry has been shown to increase whenever affiliation goals are activated (e.g., Lakin & Chartrand, 2003) and enhances interpersonal rapport (e.g., Chartrand & Bargh, 1999; Lakin, Jefferis, Cheng, & Chartrand, 2003).  Given that affiliation goals and heightened belonging needs presumably occur in parallel, mimicry would be an adaptive response to rejection.  Indeed, recent evidence showed that individuals who had previously experienced a laboratory rejection mimicked interaction partners, particularly when there was a relatively good chance for repairing bonds (e.g. when they were ingroup members, Lakin, Chartrand & Arkin, 2004).  The absence of awareness or conscious intention on the part of the mimicker implies that these adaptive affiliative processes are marshaled automatically in the presence of a reconnection opportunity.   

In addition to these relatively effortless processes of attention to and mimicry of the social cues and behaviors of others, other research has documented equally adaptive effortful behavioral compensation strategies that also appear to be directed at regaining social inclusion.  In the model of ostracism developed by Williams (1997, 2001) one relatively immediate response to ostracism was proposed to be behaviors enacted in order to directly repair broken social bonds.  For example, Williams and Sommer (1997) found that women who were left out of a ball toss game worked harder on a subsequent group task, perhaps as a hopeful attempt at ingratiation.  Similarly, Williams, Cheung and Choi (2000) revealed a heightened tendency for those excluded from cyberball (an internet ball-tossing game) to conform to the opinions of others.  Finally, recent work by Oewerkerk and colleagues (this volume) may suggest that enhanced cooperation in a social dilemma may also serve as a potential affiliative strategy evoked when inclusionary status is threatened.

All of the above strategies, whether demonstrating automatic and low level perceptual biases or more complex and strategic ingratiating behaviors, clearly require the opportunity for potential acceptance by another human being.  As such, they may be viewed as direct social strategies however subtle their manifestations may be. Yet, because belonging needs are sometimes triggered in the absence of such direct social opportunities, direct strategies cannot represent the sole channels for belonging satiation. 

How do you pursue belonging when marooned on a deserted island?

We opened this chapter with the example of Chuck the unfortunate castaway on an uninhabited island far from home.  Obviously, even if the assessment and monitoring stages of the belonging regulatory system were working perfectly, in a case like Chuck’s (and in the milder situational isolation common in daily life), the seeking and smoothing of future social interactions would be woefully insufficient in addressing his belonging needs.  Fortunately, other avenues for belonging regulation may exist.  In the lower right hand side of Figure 1, we introduce other strategies that may provide temporary substitutes for direct interaction.  We refer to these sets of more indirect social strategies as “social snacking” and “social shielding.” 

Social snacking

When hungry, we want a meal.  However, when we don’t have the proper time or resources to create a meal, we’re often willing to settle for a snack.  Similarly, we propose that there may be “social snacks” that provide temporary stopgaps for social hunger when a “social meal” (e.g., interaction with an accepting other) is unavailable.    Given that we have yet to run into anything approximating a social “vending machine” through which belonging is handily distributed, these snacks need to be self-supplied.  What might serve as a social snack?  We have proposed that any reminder of a social bond  - be it a photo, an old love letter, a wedding ring, or other tangible reminder of being connected and accepted can serve the function of a social snack, and that these symbolic reminders can (at least temporarily) fulfill belonging needs (Gardner, 2001).  Anyone who has ever tucked a child into bed with the t-shirt of an absent parent will acknowledge the comforting power of physical reminders of loved ones.  Even in adulthood, studies have provided evidence that socially symbolic objects (e.g., a souvenir bought on a honeymoon, a child’s scribbled valentine to a parent) can provide a powerful sense of connection for individuals ranging in age from young newlyweds (Arriaga, Goodfriend & Lohman, in press) to the elderly (Sherman, 1991).   

Through multiple studies, we have generated and tested the types of tangible reminders or symbolic social behaviors that could serve as common social “snacks” (Gardner, Jefferis, & Knowles, 2004).  Undergraduates report rereading emails, daydreaming of loved ones, and looking at photos of friends, family, and romantic partners in times when they don’t have time for real social contact, or times when they are feeling lonely.  Moreover, these types of symbolic social behaviors are preferred to similar and equally enjoyable non-social behaviors (e.g., surfing the Web, daydreaming of fun activities, and looking through magazines) in times of social need.  When we polled students about the likelihood of engaging in these behaviors on any given day, the social and non-social were roughly equivalent in frequency.  However, the symbolic social behaviors were significantly and positively correlated with the need to belong, and in a subsequent study, were more likely after students were asked to imagine studying alone all day.   Finally, in a study in which rejection was experimentally manipulated, participants who were not included in a group task because other members did not like them endorsed more of the symbolically social items on a social snacking scale than participants who were not included because their creativity levels were too low.
A picture’s  social worth. . .

Of all of the potential social snacking behaviors, looking at photos of loved ones was the one most frequently reported (indeed, it was endorsed as a potential strategy by almost 100% of every sample we asked). Recall that throughout Chuck’s ordeal, a photo of his girlfriend sustained him, and he stated after returning home (and finding her married) “I'm so sad that I don't have Kelly. But I'm so grateful that she was with me on that island.”  We do keep loved ones with us through photographs.  National surveys have shown that over 85% of adults have photographs or mementos of loved ones on their desks at work or in their wallets, and that these reminders can enhance worker well-being, feelings of social support, and overall productivity (Gifford, 1997; Harris, 1991; Wells, 2000).  Photographs serve as potent reminders of social bonds.  


Research supports the social power of photographs.  Photographs have been used in family therapy, both as a basis for analysis and as reminders for family bonds (Sedgwick, 1979; Kaslow & Friedman, 1980).  Photos have been successfully used by neonatal nurses with mothers for whom touch and other close contact with the infant is extremely limited or unavailable due to illness or prematurity.  In several studies, when a photo of the infant was sent home with the mother, it increased her sense of bonding with the infant (Minton, 1983; Huckabay, 1987, 1999).  Indeed, the ability of a photograph to affirm a social bond is so well-ingrained that recent research has shown that simply being given a photo of the self with a stranger is enough to induce reciprocal feelings of affinity (Burgess, Enzle & Murray, 2000).  


In our own research, we too have found that photos appear to serve as useful reminders of social bonds.  We asked undergraduates to bring in a photograph of an off-campus friend or a liked celebrity to the lab for what they thought would be a study of memory and visualization.  The experimenter went around the room at the beginning of the session and checked to ensure that the participants brought the photos that they were told would be needed for the second half of the experiment, then left the photos on the participants’ desks.  The participants then were randomly assigned to vividly relive and write about a rejection experience or a failure experience.   Blind coding of the reliving essays showed that all essays were extremely (and equivalently) negative, regardless of the type of photo on the desk.  However, whereas participants who relived a failure experience suffered an equal drop in mood regardless of the type of picture on the desk, participants who relived a rejection experience suffered a large drop in mood if a picture of a celebrity had been left on their desk, but almost no change in mood if the picture of a friend had been left on the desk.  Moreover, after writing an essay about the qualities of the person in the photograph that they liked and admired, rejected participants exposed to the photo of their friend continued to improve their mood, whereas those exposed to the photo of the celebrity did not.  Photo type again made no difference in the relived failure condition.  Although no participants reported suspicion that the picture and responses to either essay might be related (perhaps implying that the pictures were not consciously used) the differences in affective responses were clear. 

The use of intangible social representations

Of course, photos are not the only way to remind oneself of social bonds.  Recent work by McGowan (2002) and Twenge, Zhang, Catanese, Dolan-Pascoe and Baumeister (2003) demonstrates that feelings of connection and belonging can be replenished simply by remembering a positive social relationship or interaction, even one in the distant past.  Impressively, the research by Twenge et al (2003) shows that this type of positive social representation was sufficient to reduce the robust tendency rejected participants have towards aggression.  Thus, not all “social snacks” appear to require a tangible reminder.  In recent research, we also have been exploring the more intangible forms of social representations that can be used in times of increased belonging needs.  Specifically, we have been investigating the extent to which social connections represented as part of an individual’s self-construal could provide a “social snack” in an emergency situation.  


Robust cultural, individual and situational differences have been documented in the extent to which self-definitions explicitly include close relationships with others and important group memberships (e.g., Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Cross, Bacon, & Morris, 2000; Gardner, Gabriel & Lee, 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Singelis, 1994).   These interdependent self-construals appear to come with several costs to the self, including a general reduction of self-enhancement and esteem (Gardner, Gabriel & Hochschild, 2003; Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999), a greater focus on avoiding losses (Elliot, Chirkov, Kim, & Sheldon, 2002; Lee, Aaker & Gardner, 1999) and a heightened awareness of the expectations and standards of others (Pennington, Gardner & Bessenoff, 2003).  However, with burdens come benefits, one of which may be an added resource of social representations that can be used to fulfill belonging needs.  When one’s social connections are represented as part of the self, it is possible that these may then be available as an affirmational resource, an intangible but effective “social snack.”



To investigate this possibility, my colleagues and I have compared the responses to rejection suffered by individuals who have this resource highly accessible available with those who do not (Gardner, Knowles & Jefferis, 2004).  In an initial study, we simply allowed individuals to list their self-construal after reliving either a rejection or failure experience.  Participants who listed more relational and collective self-construals fared better on mood measures than those who listed more independent attributes, even though those independent attributes were highly positive (e.g., intelligent, athletic).  Differences as a function of self-construal only emerged after the rejection task; no differences were found after reliving a failure.      

In a second study, individuals chronically high or low in interdependence as measured by Singelis’ (1994) self-construal scale were left out of a cyberball game (Williams, et al. 2001) that was played between two analytical problem solving tests.  Although previous research by Baumeister and colleagues (2002) had shown a reduction in intelligent thought to be one of the negative outcomes of rejection, only individuals low in interdependence showed a significant drop in accuracy after being left out of the cyberball game.  Individuals high in interdependence showed no such reduction, implying that perhaps they had successfully replenished belonging through the activation of stored social connections.  

In a final test of this hypothesis, highly interdependent individuals were brought into the lab, relived a rejection, failure or neutral experience, and then were either blocked or encouraged to activate stored social representations through the priming of either the independent or interdependent self (e.g., Gardner, et al, 1999).   As expected, those who were blocked from activating interdependent self-construals showed a greater reduction in both mood and self-esteem after reliving rejection.  Those who were primed to activate interdependent self-construals, in contrast, did not differ in mood or self-esteem after a rejection reliving task than those who had relived a neutral experience (their walk or drive to school).  Again, the protective value of stored social connections appeared limited to the rejection condition; the two priming conditions did not differ after reliving a failure experience.  In summary, it appears as if social representations stored as part of the self-construal may also be used as “social snacks” to replenish belonging when needed.

The accumulated evidence for social snacking appears consistent and supportive. In times of heightened belonging needs individuals report using symbolic reminders of their social bonds, and appear to benefit from them.  “Social snacks” may take the form of symbolic social behaviors such as rereading emails, tangible social symbols such as photographs or mementos, or intangible social representations such as memories and daydreams, or social representations stored as part of the self.  All appear successful in reaffirming and replenishing a subjective sense of connection, and thus may potentially act as social reserves to be drawn upon when direct social interaction is thwarted or impossible.

Social shielding with surrogates   

The strategy of using photographs or other representational reminders of real social bonds to temporarily assuage belonging needs possess the triple benefit of being intuitively plausible, societally evident, and empirically supported.  Similarly, the notion of defensively activating positive social memories or social connections within the self may also seem relatively plausible in the context of the large body of evidence for self- protective strategies of all kinds. It seems a much more dubious endeavor to propose an attachment to imaginary relationships with unresponsive social figures such as Wilson the volleyball could serve as a shield from belonging distress. Yet it was in his attachment to Wilson that the character of Chuck Noland was rendered so poignantly and desperately human, or at the very least, poignantly primate. 
Perhaps the most dramatic demonstration of the power of belonging needs and the lengths we might go to fulfill them was the classic study of Harlow’s motherless infant monkeys’ (Harlow, 1958).  Some snippets of chicken wire, a few buttons shaped like ears on a wooden ball, and a small scrap of terrycloth provided just enough for an infant monkey to cling to, take comfort in, and connect with.  Although it is true that monkeys “raised” by a terrycloth mother did not fare as well as those with responsive and real monkey mothers, what is often forgotten about these studies is that the terrycloth raised monkeys were significantly (and substantially) better off than monkeys with no attachment figures at all.  Terrycloth raised monkeys gained weight and grew into adulthood at a rate more similar to mothered monkeys than their orphan counterparts.  Like the monkeys raised with real, flesh and blood mothers, those raised with terrycloth mothers would cower in a corner when their surrogate mother was absent, however, they would comfortably explore their environment when their mother was present.  In other words, even a mother made of wire and cloth provided a secure base for these monkeys.  Harlow concluded at the end of these studies that they demonstrated the necessity of feeling loved to a primate’s ability to survive and thrive. My co-authors and I would take a slightly different tack; we believe these studies are perhaps the most dramatic showcase possible of the necessity of loving.   We primates appear built to love, to bond, to feel attached and connected.  And, in the absence of suitable and reciprocal human targets, we too are all undoubtedly capable of clinging to the psychological equivalent of a terrycloth mother.  

How might that manifest?  Well anecdotally, a colleague and good friend of the authors’ once confessed that in her first lonely years as an assistant professor, she became concerned, some would say obsessed, with a pair of houseplants.  She reported thinking of them at work, talking to them at home, and genuinely looking forward to her daily “interactions” with them.  She also reported that when she moved to a more sociable department and made more friends, her plants were cheerfully relegated back to their role as oft-neglected living room decor.  Empirical evidence for a similar phenomenon may be seen in the literature concerning “parasocial attachments” (Auter, 1992; Cole & Leets, 1999; Finn & Gorrr, 2001; Horton & Wohl, 1956).  Parasocial attachments are defined as attachments to television personae, such as news anchors or fictional characters on sitcoms or soap operas.  These attachments are (obviously) non-reciprocal, yet go far beyond mere interest in a show or a character.  Horton and Wohl (1956) defined them as a compensatory strategy providing “the socially and psychologically isolated with a chance to enjoy the elixir of sociability” (p. 222).  Indeed, items on the parasocial attachment scale (Rubin, Perse & Powell, 1985) not only reflect an enhanced interest in TV characters and shows such as “If there were a story about my favorite TV character in a newspaper or magazine, I would read it” but also reflect a sense of connection such as “I like hearing the voice of my favorite TV character in my home” and “My favorite TV character keeps me company when his or her program is on television.”   


 A few studies have empirically investigated the potential link between parasocial attachments and gratification of social needs.  Finn and Gorr (2001) examined individual differences in motivations for television viewing and found that shyness was positively correlated with a social compensation motive; but they did not measure parasocial attachment directly. Cole and Leets (1999) investigated the moderation of parasocial attachment by attachment styles and found that anxious-ambivalent individuals showed the highest parasocial attachment scores.  Given the conflicting high desire for social connection coupled with the greater fear of rejection that characterizes those with anxious-ambivalent attachments, these researchers proposed that they might turn to parasocial attachments as a less risky strategy for relationship formation.  


We have recently begun exploring the phenomena of parasocial attachments and their potential use as a social shield.  We first wished simply to investigate whether the strength of these attachments, particularly the sense of connection with the parasocial relationship, would be related to the need to belong.  In repeated surveys of hundreds of college students, we have consistently found that the “interest” and “connection” subscales load on different factors, and that the connection (but not interest) subscale significantly correlates with the need to belong.  Importantly, this is not a result of individuals with a chronically high need to belong watching more television generally, as hours watched per week and NTB were uncorrelated (and indeed, were in a slight negative direction).   


Additionally, when examining the type of character that could serve as targets for parasocial connection, the realism of the attachment target (e.g., human versus animated character) mattered less for individuals higher in the need to belong.  In exploratory analyses, we found that (as might be expected) participants who named a human character as their favorite TV character endorsed more parasocial connection than those who named an animated character.  However, an interaction emerged revealing that whereas individuals both high and low in the need to belong may experience parasocial connection with human television characters, only individuals high in the need to belong can form such relationships with completely unrealistic animated characters.  


Whether parasocial relationships of any kind are capable of successfully shielding from rejection distress is a question for future research.  An intriguing study by Kanazawa (2002) revealed the possibility that parasocial relationships may be subjectively experienced as friends.  Arguing that evolution did not prepare us to distinguish humans on television from genuine social interaction, he hypothesized that people who watch sitcoms and other forms of television in which they are repeatedly exposed to the same characters should perceive themselves as having more friends.  In the General Social Survey, this appeared to be true.  Women who watched more social television reported greater satisfaction with friendship quality, as if they had actually socialized more often.  However, whether this type of parasocial friendship is sufficient to shield a socially isolated or lonely individual, or whether it serves to supplement existing friendships among more socially attuned individuals, remains unknown.  
Conclusions

When social interaction is temporarily unavailable, people appear to turn to indirect social strategies to satisfy belonging needs.  We refer to these behaviors as “social snacking” because they seem to be the temporary stopgaps to be used between opportunities for true social sustenance.  Some may be tangible symbols such as photos, and others may rely on representational reminders of social connections that may even be represented as part of the self-concept.  Finally, some people may even fallback on “imaginary friends,” parasocial relationships that provide the mere illusion of connection.  Like actual snacks, we suspect none are ultimately as satisfying or as healthy as true positive and accepting interaction.  However, all may be helpful in shielding one from the stings of isolation or rejection, at least temporarily.  
For Chuck Noland, the threats to physical survival were ultimately easier to confront than the psychological challenges faced by a life alone.  Although fallback strategies like social snacking and shielding may have protected him from complete social starvation, in the end, they were insufficient to sustain him.  To fully escape his sense of isolation required Chuck to build a raft and risk a long and treacherous voyage home.  For the lonely, rejection sensitive, or isolated individual, the journey back to social connection must sometimes feel as daunting.  Given the numerous and severe consequences of unmet belonging needs, fully understanding the strategies of belonging regulation and the ways in which they go awry seems imperative.  It is hoped that the study of “social snacking” and “social shielding,” the belonging strategies of last resort, may ultimately contribute to this venture.
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