






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































RUNNING HEAD: PREVENTING AGGRESSION AFTER REJECTION

When does social rejection lead to aggression?

The influences of situations, narcissism, emotion, and replenishing connections

Jean M. Twenge

San Diego State University

Chapter to be included in the book based on the Sydney Symposium of Social Psychology, March 2004. Title: The Social Outcast: Ostracism, social exclusion, rejection, and bullying, Edited by Kipling D. Williams, Joseph P. Forgas, and William von Hippel.

When does social rejection cause aggression?

The influences of situations, narcissism, emotion, and replenishing connections

Justin, a seventh-grader, goes to school one day to find that his best friend Mike will no longer talk to him. He learns that Mike has decided to become friends with a more popular group of boys, and that talking to Justin will make Mike less ìcoolî in the eyes of the popular crowd. So Justin has lost a friend. How will Justin react to this social rejection? 

Both research and real-world incidents suggest that Justin is likely to react with aggression. A careful study of the school shooting incidents during the late 1990s found that almost all of the perpetrators experienced repeated social rejection (Leary, Kowalski, Smith, & Phillips, 2003). Many other incidents of physical and verbal aggression also result from social rejection. The Surgeon Generalís Report on Youth Violence (2001) found that social rejection (conceptualized as ìweak social tiesî) was the most significant risk factor for adolescent violence, stronger than gang membership, poverty, or drug use. Adults who are socially isolated display similar behavior; single men are more likely to commit crimes than married men, even when age is controlled (Sampson & Laub, 1990). 

Recently, several lab studies have demonstrated a causal link between social rejection and aggression that goes beyond the correlational data noted above. Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, and Stucke (2001) randomly assigned participants to experience rejection or acceptance. Rejected participants blasted a higher level of unpleasant white noise, even against an innocent target unconnected to the rejection (see also Tice, this volume). Buckley, Winkel, and Leary (in press) randomly assigned participants to be rejected or accepted by an unseen peer; rejected participants assigned the peer more unpleasant tapes to hear and expressed more hostility (see also Leary, this volume). Warburton, Williams, and Cairns (2003) covaried ostracism (vs. inclusion) and level of control in an unpleasant situation. Ostracized participants who had no control were highly aggressive toward a peer who did not like spicy foods, assigning them to eat four times as much hot sauce as those in the other conditions assigned (see also Williams, this volume). In a quasi-experimental study, Kirkpatrick, Waugh, Valencia, and Webster (2002) found that participants with low social self-esteem (who felt excluded in real life) also allocated more hot sauce to a spice-hating peer. 

However, it seems unlikely that social rejection leads to aggression under all circumstances. Going back to the example of Justin above, whether he reacts with aggression will depend on situational factors, his personality, his opportunities for other friendships, and his emotional resources (among many possible factors). Rejection cannot invariably lead to aggression: Ostracism and rejection are so common in daily life (Williams, 2001) that we would be aggressing against each other constantly if we always responded aggressively. Many children and adults experience rejection, yet only some of them become aggressive or violent. In other words, there must be moderators of the effect, and/or mediating variables that can prevent aggression after rejection. The Warburton et al. (2003) study, for example, showed that ostracized participants who had control over an unpleasant situation were not any more aggressive than included participants. My co-authors and I found that rejected participants were not aggressive toward a friendly partner who had issued praise (Twenge et al., 2001, Experiment 3); in contrast, rejected participants were highly aggressive toward someone who had insulted them (Experiments 1 and 2). Perhaps there are some situations and personalities that do not promote aggression after social rejection, and others that do.

When rejection may lead to aggression

Moderators and preventative mediators seem especially likely given the theory behind belongingness and ostracism. Baumeister and Leary (1995) argue that humans are motivated to belong to social groups. People who find themselves socially rejected should quickly take steps to correct this situation, seeking ways to rejoin the group and re-establish relationships. Several empirical studies have found that rejected and ostracized individuals responded by acting more prosocially (Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 2000; Williams & Sommer, 1997) and being more receptive to social clues (Gardner, Pickett, & Brewer, 2000; see also Gardner, this volume, and Pickett, this volume). This makes sense: if people are inherently motivated to belong, rejection should cause them to seek belongingness elsewhere. Yet, as noted above, a growing number of laboratory studies find that social rejection leads to aggression against others ñ an action that is likely to drive others away rather than bring them closer.

How can these two sets of results be reconciled? In our previous work (Twenge et al., 2001), we theorized that social rejection eliminated the usual strictures against aggressive behavior, because people were acting impulsively and no longer saw the need to act in socially acceptable ways. These experiments examined aggression against anonymous people who were presented as lone actors (e.g., ìsomeone making up an experiment.î) In the context of a reaction time game on the computer, participants were able to blast unpleasant white noise at targets who were unseen and whom they did not expect to interact with in person. The targets of aggression in these experiments were not potential friends: they were unfriendly, unavailable for future interaction, or both. The motivation to belong may still be present, but may only manifest itself when an interaction partner could provide some degree of social acceptance. 

Personality variables may also moderate the effect. Bushman and Baumeister (1998) found that narcissism predicted aggressive reactions after receiving an insult from another participant. Self-esteem did not predict aggression after narcissism was controlled. Narcissists may be more aggressive because they admit to lower levels of empathy toward others (Watson, Grisham, Trotter, & Biderman, 1984), Although narcissists do not value relationships highly (Campbell, Rudich & Sedikides, 2002), they may react to social rejection with aggression because people are not giving them the respect they believe they deserve. Thus narcissists should be more angry and aggressive after a social rejection.

Preventative mediators may also play a role. Socially rejected people might not be aggressive if they get a chance to improve their mood. Although we have not found mood effects in our studies (even on implicit mood measures: Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2003), many other researchers have found that rejection leads to negative moods (e.g., Buckley et al., in press; Snapp & Leary, 2001; Williams et al., 2001; see also Leary, this volume). The motivational theory of belongingness also suggests that rejected people will seek out opportunities to fulfill their need to belong. If excluded participants are given the chance to replenish their belongingness needs, they may seize this opportunity and subsequently might not be aggressive. Thus improving mood or replenishing connectedness might reduce aggression after rejection.

Given the tremendous amount of aggression and violence that results from social rejection (e.g., Office of the Surgeon General, 2001), it seems very important to determine the situations that elicit aggression after rejection and identify the circumstances that can prevent such incidents. Will socially rejected people always (or usually) act aggressively? Which situations lower the risk of aggression after rejection, and which do not? Do some personality traits predict who will respond to rejection with aggression? Can aggression after rejection be prevented by improving mood or providing opportunities for social interaction? In this chapter, I will review research that has addressed moderators and mediators of the rejection-aggression link, including situational and target effects, narcissism as a moderator, and replenishing connectedness.

Situational and target effects

The danger of aggression exists across many different situations. The studies reviewed above demonstrate that social rejection often leads to aggression. But when is aggression most likely to occur? In the first series of studies, we examined the situations that lead to aggression after social rejection (Twenge & Cacho, 2003). In the first experiment, participants met a group of their peers and talked with them for 15 minutes. They then nominated the two people they wanted to work with next. We randomly assigned participants to hear that either everyone chose them or no one chose them. They were then told they would play a game on the computer in which they set the intensity and duration of white noise that their game partner would hear. The higher levels of noise are very unpleasant, so this is a common measure of behavioral aggression (Bartholow & Anderson, 2002; Bushman & Baumeister, 1998). Participants were told that their game partner was someone making up an experiment, and thus not one of the people they met in the group. Half of the participants heard that they would meet their game partner later and would work with them on another task; the other half heard that they would not meet their game partner. This created a 2 (rejected vs. accepted) X 2 (anticipated interaction vs. none) design. We predicted that rejected participants who expected to interact with their game partners would not be aggressive, as they would perceive their partners as potential sources of acceptance.

The results supported the prediction. When participants did not expect to interact with their game partners, rejected participants were more aggressive than accepted participants (replicating previous research). However, rejected participants who expected to interact with their game partners were not aggressive; in fact, they were significantly less aggressive than accepted participants who anticipated interaction. Thus expecting to interact with a target can prevent aggression after social rejection.

In the second experiment (based on Janet C. Cachoís masters thesis), we manipulated acceptance and rejection and varied the identity of the target (the recipient of the aggression in the noise-blasting game). Some participants heard that the target was from another group of students who had been talking in a room ìdown the hall,î and were given no other information. Others heard that the target had been rejected by the other group (no one had chosen the target). A third group heard that the target had been accepted by the other group (everyone had chosen the target). Participants then played the noise-blasting game with the target. We expected several different factors to affect aggressive behavior across these situations. In previous experiments (e.g., Buckley et al., in press; Twenge et al., 2001) the target has been described as “someone making up an experiment,” a lone actor unconnected with any other group. Rejected participants might behave less aggressively toward someone who belonged to another group. Having been rejected by their own group, rejected people might see this person as a representative from another group they might be more accepted in. The results supported this prediction, as rejected and accepted participants were equally nonaggressive toward a neutral member of another group.

Other participants heard that the target had been accepted or rejected by another group. A number of factors might influence behavior in this situation. The attraction paradigm (Byrne, 1997) posits that people will like those who are similar to them. In other words, people display an ingroup bias (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Even small indicators of similarity, such as sharing a birthday or a social security number digit, elicit greater cooperation and favoritism (Miller, Downs, & Prentice, 1998; Tajfel & Billig, 1974; Wilder, 1981). Externally assigned conditions have the same effect; groups formed by flipping a coin still exhibited ingroup bias (Billig & Tajfel, 1973). The affiliation paradigm and ingroup bias suggest that accepted people should be least aggressive toward other accepted people (most similar to themselves) and most aggressive toward rejected people (least similar to themselves). Similarly, rejected people should be least aggressive toward rejected people (most similar to themselves) and most aggressive toward accepted people (least similar to themselves). 

The results were consistent with the similarity hypothesis in three out of the four conditions involving a rejected or accepted target. Accepted participants were most aggressive toward rejected targets, less toward neutral targets, and still less toward accepted targets. In addition, rejected participants were most aggressive toward accepted targets. However, there was one notable exception to the similarity hypothesis: Rejected participants were also highly aggressive toward rejected targets. These results can be explained by downward comparison (e.g., Wills, 1981) and social identity threat (e.g., Branscombe et al., 1999). Rejected participants paired with a rejected target may have felt unfairly categorized into a ìrejected groupî and may have responded with aggression in an attempt to disidentify themselves from the low status group. Rejected participants had no desire to belong to the ingroup of rejected people and did not see the rejected target as someone they wanted to affiliate with. They responded to the threat inherent in rejection by denigrating another rejected person, thus distancing themselves from the ingroup of rejected people. In addition, rejected participants may have resented being paired with another rejected person and chose to lash out in aggression.

Taken together, these studies show the situational moderators of the rejection-aggression link. Some situations prevent aggression after rejection: expecting to interact with the target, and hearing that the target belongs to another group. Other situations, however, lead to high levels of aggression: expecting the target to remain anonymous, interacting with a dissimilar target, and interacting with a rejected target. 

These results can be applied to real-world social situations, particularly to childrenís playgroups. Rejected children will be least likely to be aggressive toward children they will interact with again. They should also be less aggressive toward a child from another social group. However, rejected children should not be grouped with other rejected children or with popular children; both pairings are likely to lead to increased aggression.

Notably, even accepted participants showed above-average aggression toward rejected targets. This demonstrates another unfortunate outcome of rejection: not only are rejected people more likely to perpetrate aggression, but they are also more likely to be victims of aggression. This is consistent with correlational research, which shows that rejected children are victimized more often (e.g., Crick & Grotpeter, 1996; Hanish & Guerra, 2000). As rejected children are more likely to be both the instigator and the victims of aggression, their play partners need to be chosen carefully.

Narcissism as a moderator


In the months before the Columbine shootings, perpetrators Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold made a series of videotapes of themselves. On first reading the Time magazine article about the tapes (December 20, 1999), I was struck by the similarity between their statements and several of the items on the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (Raskin & Terry, 1988), the most common measure of narcissism. For example, Eric Harris said, “I could convince them that I’m going to climb Mount Everest, or I have a twin brother growing out of my back. I can make you believe anything,” which bears a close resemblance to NPI item #35, “I can make anyone believe anything I want them to.” After picking up a gun and making a shooting noise, Harris then said, “Isn’t it fun to get the respect that we’re going to deserve?” strikingly similar to “I insist upon getting the respect that is due me.” In addition, both Harris and Klebold talked about the rejection they had repeatedly experienced at the hands of their peers. Thus the combination of rejection by peers and a narcissistic, grandiose view of the self seemed to be two motivating factors behind the shootings at Columbine, and possibly other acts of violence.

Keith Campbell and I addressed this possibility in a series of four studies (Twenge & Campbell, 2003). Participants in the first study completed the NPI, the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) and the revised Janis-Field Feelings of Inadequacy Scale (JFFIS; Fleming & Courtney, 1984; Janis & Field, 1959). Participants then wrote about a time when they were socially rejected and described the mood they experienced after the rejection by responding to a long list of mood words. Narcissists reported more anger after rejection and fewer internalized negative emotions such as sadness, guilt, and anxiety. Self-esteem was not correlated with anger when narcissism was controlled.

In the second study, participants completed the NPI and then experienced rejection or acceptance by the group (using the method described in the previous series of studies). As predicted, narcissists reported feeling more angry after experiencing rejection. However, narcissism was not correlated with anger when participants had been socially accepted. Thus narcissists are not angrier across all situations, but they are angry after rejection.

We then examined behavioral aggression using the noise-blast game described in the previous studies. Participants experienced rejection by a group of peers and then (they thought) played the noise-blast game with a group member. Narcissism was significantly correlated with aggressive behavior, whereas self-esteem was not. Thus narcissists blast a higher level of noise against someone who rejected them.

In the last study, participants experienced either social rejection or acceptance by the group. This time, however, they were told that they would play the game with a new person —  someone who was making up the experiment — and thus not a member of the group that accepted or rejected them. Narcissists were significantly more aggressive even toward this innocent third party. They were not more aggressive after being socially accepted. Once again, self-esteem was not correlated with aggressive behavior after rejection, but narcissism was. 

These studies show that narcissists respond to a social rejection with anger and aggression. This is similar Bushman and Baumeister’s (1998) studies on aggression after an insult, with one exception: in contrast to our findings in the last study, they did not find that narcissists were more aggressive toward an innocent third party. Apparently, social rejection facilitates indirect aggression from narcissists, at least against individuals who might be viewed as members of the rejecting group, even if this group is as broad as “students from the same university.”

These findings are particularly compelling given narcissistsí reported lack of concern for interpersonal relatedness (e.g., Campbell, 1999; Campbell, Rudich, & Sedikides, 2002). Narcissistsí apparent independence, however, may veil a deep need for social acceptance ó or perhaps for social dominance. This need may only be evident in the aftermath of social rejection. Rejected narcissists are not serene or unperturbed by relational dissolution. Rather, they become angry and violent toward rejecters and third parties alike.

Indeed, this may be a reasonable, albeit partial, depiction of the events at Columbine. Although we can only speculate, it may be that two individuals with inflated self-opinions became angry in the face of perceived social rejection. Certainly, there were other variables that influenced this attack (e.g., accessibility of firearms). Narcissism and perceived social rejection, however, appear to be at least two of the central causes.

Preventative mediators: Emotion and replenishing belongingness

The first two articles presented here examined the moderators of the rejection-aggression link, showing that some situations and some personalities are more likely to demonstrate the effect. However, people do not have much control over the situation accompanying the rejection, and it is very difficult to change oneís personality. So how can aggression be prevented? How can people actively try to reduce aggression after rejection? 

In a series of four experiments, we examined emotion and replenishing connections as possible conduits to lowering aggression after rejection (Twenge, Zhang, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2003). In previous studies, the opportunity to aggress followed almost immediately after the social rejection. We wondered if an intervening, positive task might mitigate aggression. Specifically, we hypothesized that rejected participants would seize the opportunity to replenish their need to belong. This follows from the motivational theory of belongingness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Gardner, Pickett, & Brewer, 2000), which predicts that rejected people will seek out ways to fulfill their social needs. We also wondered if a mood boost might have the same effect: perhaps if rejected people had a positive affective experience, they might no longer be aggressive.

In the first experiment, we used the same manipulation of acceptance or rejection described previously: participants met a group of their peers and then heard that either everyone or no one chose them. In addition, half of the participants had the positive experience of receiving a bag of candy and a verbal thanks from the experimenter. The other half received only a written receipt for their course credit. This created a 2 (acceptance vs. rejection) X 2 (positive vs. neutral interaction) design. Participants then played the noise-blasting game against a new person. When participants received only the written receipt, the results followed the usual pattern: rejected participants were significantly more aggressive than accepted participants were. However, rejected participants who received candy and thanks were not aggressive. Thus a positive interaction with the experimenter eliminated the aggression that usually follows after social rejection.

This result could be interpreted in two ways: either the social nature of the interaction helped eliminate aggression, or receiving the candy and thanks improved mood, which then eliminated the aggression. However, there were no significant differences in mood on the PANAS measure, and mood did not mediate the effect. 

The second experiment used a mood induction method that was not social: watching videos designed to have neutral, positive, or negative mood valence. Participants first experienced a social exclusion manipulation (also see Baumeister, this volume). Some participants heard, ostensibly on the basis of a personality test, that they were likely to be alone later in life (future alone condition); others heard that they would be accident prone in the future (a negative outcome unrelated to relationships: future misfortune); and a third group received no future prediction (no feedback). Participants were then exposed to a standard mood induction: watching videotapes designed to induce specific mood states (e.g., Gross & Levenson, 1995; Hemenover, 2003; Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister, 1998). This created a 3 (future alone, future misfortune, no feedback) X 3 (positive, negative, or neutral tape) design. Participants then played the noise-blasting game. The results showed a main effect for exclusion condition (the future alone group was more aggressive), but no effect for the mood induction and no interaction. Thus a mood induction that was not social was not enough to eliminate aggression after rejection.

In the next experiment, we explored whether remembering experiences moderated the effect. Participants experienced rejection or acceptance by a group. They then completed an explicit mood measure and recalled events that happened to them before they were 14 years old. They also rated how positive or negative these spontaneously recalled events were. This allowed a test of participant-initiated belongingness or mood regulation. The two tasks were counterbalanced: half of the participants completed the mood measure first, and the other half completed the recall measure first. This created a 2 (acceptance vs. rejection) X 2 (task order) design. When participants completed the mood measure before the recall task, the results replicated previous research: rejected participants were more aggressive. When they completed the recall task first, however, rejected participants were not aggressive. Rejected participants recalled more positive events, and among those who completed the recall task first, there was a correlation between recalling more positive events and acting less aggressively. However, recalling positive events did not increase self-reported mood. Thus recalling positive memories eliminated aggression after rejection, and the more positive the memories were, the greater the reduction. However, this occurred only if they completed the recall measure first. 


The last experiment tested the effect of writing about a social relationship. Participants heard either that they would be alone later in life or that they would be accident prone. They then wrote for two minutes on one of three topics: their most recent meal (a control), their favorite celebrity, or their favorite family member. Thus this was a 2 (future alone or future misfortune) X 3 (writing task) design. As expected, those who wrote about a recent meal showed the usual effect: future alone participants were more aggressive. Among those who wrote about a family member or a celebrity, future alone participants were not more aggressive. Writing about a family member may help participants remember that they have social connections, thus eliminating the aggression usually seen after rejection. The result for writing about a celebrity shows that recalling even a tenuous social connection can help; many people feel that they know their favorite celebrity even if they have never met him/her in person. On the other hand, mood did not play a role: participants who wrote about their favorite celebrity reported a significantly more negative mood, but they were no more aggressive.


Taken together, the four experiments suggest that replenishing connections can reduce aggression after social rejection, but improving mood cannot. Rejected participants who watched mood-inducing videotapes that were not social showed no reduction in aggressive behavior. Rejected participants who wrote about their favorite celebrity were not aggressive, yet they reported higher levels of negative mood compared to the other groups. The childhood memories experiment showed that participants who completed the explicit mood measure first were still aggressive, suggesting that participants may have felt mired in a mood after declaring it. However, those who completed the memories task first did not show an improvement in self-reported mood. 

The only explanation that ties all of the results together is that social interaction: real or recalled, experimentally manipulated or spontaneously generated, small or smaller. The last observation is particularly interesting: even small and seemingly insignificant social interactions were enough to reduce aggression. In two experiments, participants recalled social ties and other events; in another, participants experienced a brief (but friendly) interaction with the experimenter. Thus remembering social connections can eliminate aggression after social rejection. 

This is encouraging news for teachers, parents, and others who seek to reduce aggression. After a child experiences rejection, parents can remind children of their other friends and the other people who love them. People who have just experienced a romantic breakup can seek out their friends. This advice is not as obvious as it might sound: many people respond to rejection by spending more time alone. They believe that they need time to ìcenterî themselves, or to think about what might have led to the rejection. As Susan Nolen-Hoeksemaís work shows, however, ruminating over problems is more likely to lead to depression rather than insight (e.g., Nolen-Hoeksema, 1990). 

Conclusions

These studies offer encouraging news: aggression after social rejection is not inevitable. Some situations and personalities promote aggression, whereas others can eliminate it. To return to the example of twelve-year-old Justin from the introduction, we would predict that Justin will be more aggressive toward other children if: he does not expect to interact with the children around him; the children are very popular or unpopular; he has a narcissistic personality; he does not have any other positive social interactions; and he does not actively recall his close social ties. 

Future research should examine other possible moderators and preventative mediators of the effect. Personality variables other than narcissism may also predict levels of aggression after rejection (e.g., rejection sensitivity, loneliness, extraversion, agreeableness). The mood question is also not fully settled. Although these manipulations show that mood inductions do not lead to decreased aggression after rejection, other mood inductions might reduce the effect. In addition, some researchers find large increases in negative mood after rejection (e.g., Buckley et al., in press). This seems to be a particularly important question to address: When does rejection lead to negative mood? Are rejected participants who report neutral moods using mood regulation or defensiveness? Answering these questions might provide additional routes to reducing aggression after rejection. 

These experiments are consistent with the motivational theory of belongingness (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Interacting with an anonymous or low-status person without any reminder of other social relationships provides little opportunity to fulfill belongingness needs, and thus leads to aggression. Interacting with a future task partner or remembering other relationships provides more opportunity for fulfilling belongingness needs, and thus leads to more prosocial behavior. Narcissists, people who do not seek relationships or value empathy, are more aggressive after rejection. Overall, the results show that aggression after social rejection is situational and determined by the motivation to belong: it is most likely to occur when opportunities for affiliation are low, and least likely to occur when opportunities for affiliation are high. 
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