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Introduction

Animals who are ostracized inevitably face an early death. They are ostracized by their pack for being mentally or physically ill, or for any other behavioral displays that might threaten the survival of the group (Gruter & Masters, 1986). Once ostracized, they lack the resources to capture and secure their own food, no longer enjoy the protection of their group, and are prevented from forming bonds that provide social sustenance (Lancaster, 1986). They lag behind, become decimated, and eventually die through malnutrition or from attack. Detecting ostracism – being ignored and excluded – must be an invaluably adaptive response if it can guide the animal to alter its behaviors so that it will be re-embraced by its collective.

Although some humans ostracized by all groups have survived as hermits (Buccholz, 1995; Halpern, 1993), the infrequency of such occurrences suggests that for humans also, ostracism threatens survival. And if not a threat to the individual, it is certainly a threat to the continuance of their genetic line. Thus, it would be adaptive for humans to possess an early detection system in response to any signs that they are being ignored and excluded. When ostracism is detected, it is likely to be painful in order to motivate and activate a set of responses that will remove the pain. It would be maladaptive if humans showed wide variability in their detection of ostracism. To not perceive being ignored and excluded would be similar to not perceiving the pain of fire. Enduring it without responding would only ensure its devastating effects. Once it has been detected, then it is likely that individual differences and variations within and across cultures will determine what sort of responses are used to cope with the pain.

This analysis forms the basis for the studies reviewed in this chapter. We will first present a model of ostracism that integrates a variety of social motivational theories in psychology as they pertain to reactions to ostracism. We suggest that ostracism is unique in threatening four fundamental social motivations. Threats to these social motives are, for each motive, painful physically, emotionally, and socially. Individuals are then likely to remove the pain by actions or thoughts that will reduce the pain. Behavioral and/or cognitive responses are likely to re-establish optimal levels of one or more of these social motives. Highly adaptive responses should reduce the likelihood of continued ostracism. Responses that provide only an immediate salve to ostracism may relieve the pain temporarily, but may perpetuate further ostracism. Continued exposure to ostracism will eventually deplete the resources necessary to respond successfully, and may lead to an existence of loneliness (see Cacioppo, this volume) and despair. 

A Model of Ostracism

 We are guided by a model of ostracism proposed first in 1997 (Williams, 1997), and revised subsequently (Williams & Zadro, 2001; Williams, 2001). Our model attempts to provide an overarching framework within which to appreciate and conceptualize the complex varieties of ostracism, provide testable hypotheses, and direct research. This model continues to evolve, and at the end of this chapter, we will offer suggestions for further revisions. Most of the model focuses on the perspective of the person or persons being ostracized—the targets. We will describe the model, as depicted in Figure 1, in a sequence that reflects first the core of the theory, then the periphery (Maddi, 1979). The core is presumed to be the effects that all individuals feel when being ostracized. The periphery distinguishes between types of ostracism and types of people that may moderate its affects. 

Core—Threats and Reactions

As shown in the bottom two boxes in Figure 1, we postulate that there are four needs or social motives that are threatened when individuals are ostracized, and in reaction to these threats, targets of ostracism pass through three stages of responding and coping. None of these needs or social motives are new inventions of the model; all enjoy considerable empirical support for their existence and importance in sustaining and motivating human behavior. The novel aspect of the model is that usually the literatures and interest in these four needs are separate and mutually exclusive. In some cases, there are attempts to engulf or subsume one or more needs into another, but from our observation, these proclamations are more provocative than testable. Our position is that all four needs are unique and important, but probably hold fuzzy boundaries.

Most researchers and theorists in the area of ostracism, social exclusion, and rejection acknowledge that these related aversive interpersonal behaviors threaten a fundamental need to belong (in this volume, see chapters by Baumeister, Gardner, Leary, Pickett, Tice, Sommer, and Twenge).  The need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) has been shown to be of such importance that without it, people suffer mental and physical illness, and are rendered incapacitated. It was originally hypothesized that people need to feel a sense of belonging no more than a few important others, but we believe that a threat to belonging, even to strangers, evokes a strong immediate warning. One might argue that any sort of aversive interaction threatens belonging, but we think (and will show support later in this chapter) ostracism threatens belonging more clearly and more strongly than other unpleasant social responses. Consider a comparison between being given the silent treatment (a form of ostracism) and being the target of a heated and a heated argument. Both are clearly aversive, but within the argument, there is an interaction—one is still connected to the other(s). The connection is strained, but it exists. The same cannot be said for being the target of the silent treatment. There is an implicit, and perhaps explicit divorce between the source(s) and the target. There is no back-and-forth, no playing field on which to relate to the others. For all intents and purposes, it is as though the target no longer exists. There is no belonging.

Another need that enjoys some attention by other researchers is the threat to self-esteem, especially social self-esteem—how we perceive others to perceive our goodness and worth (see Leary’s sociometer theory; e. g., Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995). In one sense, from Leary’s perspective, self-esteem is nothing more than a gauge for belonging and acceptance, thus self-esteem is a proxy for and belonging. While we agree with this idea to a degree, we also think there is more to the threat of ostracism to self-esteem than simply as a means for estimating inclusionary status. Once again, let’s compare argument to the silent treatment. In an argument, it is usually relatively clear what the target has done or said about which is disapproved. This offense in question is usually the subject matter of the argument: the husband came home late without calling; the co-worker did not contribute sufficiently to the group task. Thus, although damaging to one’s self-esteem, there is a sense of containment that makes coping with the problem relatively manageable. Even if one feels badly about a misdeed, other positive self-concepts can be brought forth to affirm the self (Steele, 1988). Ostracism, however, often (but not always) occurs without much in the way of an explanation. The target is usually left to surmise (a) that they are being ostracized, and (b) the reason for it. Without being given the specific reason, targets must generate plausible reasons for its occurrence. This list might be comprised of one or two obvious infractions, or might extend to three, four, or more possibilities. Actively generating a list of wrong-doings that would warrant ostracism surely threatens self-esteem more than being able to focus on one offense. In this sense, we think that self-esteem is threatened more by ostracism than by other forms of rejection.

A third need or social motive that has received considerable attention in social and clinical psychology is the need perceive control over one’s (social) environment (Seligman, 1975, 1998.) Compared to belonging and self-esteem, however, relatively few social exclusion researchers have acknowledged the threat to control that comes with being ostracized (but see Twenge, this volume). To illustrate how control is affected by ostracism, let us again compare being the target of an argument with being a target of the silent treatment. In an argument, the target can influence its intensity and course. One can choose calming or inflammatory words, which can either douse the flames with water or gasoline. Likewise, the content can be redirected by bringing up different topics, different perspectives, and different points. Thus, in an argument, the target still has control over the course of the interaction. Such is not the case when being subjected to the silent treatment; nothing one does or says evokes a reaction from the source. Reminiscent of the Uncle Remus fable, the target might just as well communicate with a lump of tar. There is no control when one is being ostracized. 

Finally, we think that ostracism has the unique capacity to threaten one’s sense of meaningful existence, and even serves as a mortality salience cue. Relying on the extensive research and theory by the terror management perspective (Greenberg, Pyzczynski, & Solomon, 1986), a prime motive for humans is to buffer the terror they feel in contemplating their mortality and insignificance. Even fleeting and unconscious exposures to various cues that remind people of their mortality have been shown to activate responses that shore up their worldviews, from which they derive worth and meaning. Why should ostracism be considered a mortality salience cue? In many tribes around the world, social ostracism is the most extreme form of punishment (Gruter & Masters, 1986; Case & Williams, in press). The translation for this punishment often refers to death…as in “social death.”  William James (1897) referred to the terror of being ignored and excluded as being “cut dead.” Indeed, we think that being ostracized is a glimpse into what life would be like if the target was non existent. To complete the comparison to argument, ostracism provides a very palpable metaphor for death, while argument does not.

Reactions to Threats to The Four Fundamental Needs. Research and theory on the sequence of reactions to threats to any of these four needs tends to follow the same path. The immediate reaction is one of pain and hurt. Then, individuals attempt to reduce the pain by fortifying the level of the need. Thus, if belonging is threatened, there is an attempt to increase a sense of belonging, which can be done cognitively (by reminding oneself about close ties one has with others, or by selective attending to social information) or behaviorally (by conforming to groups, working harder in groups, or even mimicking others—see Lakin & Chartrand, this volume). Similar reactions occur for temporary loss of self-esteem, control, and meaningful existence. If, however, the individual is continually exposed to threats to these needs, then the individual’s capacity to cope becomes depleted, and acceptance and resignation take over. Probably the best evidence for this part of the sequence has been shown in the work on loss of control. Early responses are guided by reactance (Wortman & Brehm, 1975) as a means to regain control, but after a while once the energy and means to react are depleted, then learned helplessness sets in (Seligman, 1975; 1998). We propose that targets of continuous ostracism face a similar fate. After coping responses are depleted, an overall despair envelops them; they feel alienated, depressed, helpless, and worthless. 

Periphery—Taxonomy of Dimensions. 

As shown in the upper right box in Figure 1, there are several dimensions that capture the variety of types of ostracism. These include the modality, perceived motive, quantity, and clarity. 

Modality. Individuals or groups can be physically ostracized by being exiled or otherwise removed from the physical presence of others. This includes the typical method employed in corporal punishment of children at home and in the schools—time out, assuming time out means the child is removed from the others and relocated in a private room. Physical ostracism also occurs in the case of banishment, exile, and solitary confinement. Social ostracism occurs when targets are ignored and excluded yet they remain in the presence of the others. At its extreme use, it is as though the target is invisible. Social ostracism is used commonly within relational disputes, otherwise known as the silent treatment. It also occurs informally in the classroom, playground, workplace, military institutions, and church. Cyber ostracism is the term we use to refer to instances of ostracism in which interaction is routinely expected outside face-to-face encounters. As the name suggests, this includes e-mails, chat rooms, text messaging, and interactive computer games, but it can also refer to phone calls and mail.

Motives. We have labeled five motives that can be applied to instances of ostracism, and these ascribed motives can match or mismatch the intended motives of the source(s) of ostracism. These motives have been grouped into two broad categories, intentional and unintentional (Sommer, Williams, Ciarocco, & Baumeister, 2001), but even this designation is a bit misleading. Those motives typically viewed as unintentional include the momentary and fleeting feeling or thought that one is being ignored, but upon closer examination, it becomes immediately clear that it was not ostracism. Thus, when someone does not answer back, but then you notice they are listening to music on their headsets, then upon immediate reflection it is clear that the act was not ostracism. Role prescribed ostracism refers to behaviors that appear to be ignoring and excluding, but that are permitted and typical within or across cultures. Standing in an elevator and not being acknowledged by the others, refilling water glasses in a restaurant and not being acknowledged by those being served, and remaining unacknowledged on a bus or train are examples of role prescribed ostracism. These two designations were originally included because it was thought that they would be easily dismissed and coped with, or would not require any coping, and thus would not have painful affects. To steal the thunder a bit, we will present data that suggests that this assumption may have been incorrect. The so-called intentional acts of ostracism refer to being ostracized as a form of punishment. One perceives defensive ostracism as pre-emptive punishment or as self-protective. If one’s best friend chooses along with all the other co-workers to ostracize you after you have blown the whistle on the organization, one might attribute the motive to self-protection: if they continued talking with you, they might be ostracized, too (Faulkner, 1998). Punitive ostracism is a straightforward attribution that ostracism is being employed to punish. A collection of individuals might perceive that the larger group is punitively ostracizing them because they wear different clothing, or enjoy different activities than the majority. One final motive is difficult to pigeonhole into being unintentional or intentional, as it seems to occupy a fuzzy space between the two. Oblivious ostracism refers to non role-prescribed instances in which an individual feels that they are of such low worth or importance to others that they are simply not noticed. They feel they do not matter and do not count. In this sense, they feel truly invisible and cannot even enjoy the thought that they matter enough to be punished. 

Quantity. People can be barely ostracized, with subtle changes in language (leaving out personal pronouns of “I” and “you”), can be ostracized within a given domain (are acknowledged and spoken to about all matters except those related to a specific topic), or can be ostracized fully and completely, to the point they feel that they do not exist from the perspective of the other sources. 

Causal clarity. The reason for the ostracism can be explicit, as in a formal declaration of excommunication, as in the case of the issuance of Meidung in the Amish community, in which the member is officially ostracized until they correct their offending behavior. Or, more commonly in informal settings, ostracism can occur without explanation, rendering it frustratingly ambiguous. First, one must ascertain whether they are indeed being ostracized (rather than being, let’s say, paranoid), and then, one must try to figure out the reason.

These dimensions were explicated because of the belief that, depending upon how and why the ostracism occurred, it would differentially affect the target. Although in the future there may be evidence that such differentiation may be meaningful, our research suggests otherwise: the research we will summarize suggests that at least for immediate reactions, ostracism is painful regardless of mode, motive, quantity, or causal clarity. Moderators. 

In the model (depicted in the box at the second level in Figure 1), we anticipated that ostracism would have differential impact on individuals depending upon various situational and dispositional factors. The situational factors all distill down to whether self-protective attributions can be made to deflect the hurt associated with ostracism. Thus, for example, being ostracized by an outgroup ought to be easier to handle (and dismiss) than being ostracized by an ingroup. Individual differences that are conceptually related to the four needs were also assumed to be likely moderators of responses to ostracism. For example, if individuals were particularly low in need for belonging or high in self-esteem, then ostracism should have less impact on them compared to those who are high in need for belonging or low in self-esteem. Again, as we shall see, our research to date does not offer much support for this proposition, at least as it applies to immediate responses to ostracism.

Antecedents. 

Why are people ostracized rather than confronted, ridiculed, or even physically attacked? The box in the upper right hand corner of Figure 1 describes potential antecedents for the use of ostracism. Employing ostracism rather than more confrontational methods has certain advantages; as already discussed, it may be more powerful in that it can simultaneously and perhaps more strongly threaten four fundamental needs. It is also relatively ambiguous compared to the other tactics and therefore its use can more easily be denied. In the workplace, for instance, ostracism is a very common response to whistleblowers (Miceli & Near, 1992), probably because it is difficult to prove as constituting illegal retaliation or abuse. Ostracism is stealth-like; it is something that can occur without the knowledge of onlookers. One could easily maintain the silent treatment of a spouse during a dinner party without others knowing it, but could not actively maintain verbal or physical abuse in front of others. So one antecedent of ostracism is that it is probably the best strategy to use in order to maintain a positive impression to others. Two other general categories of antecedents are source variables and target variables. People possessing certain traits may be more likely to ostracize than confront. In a preliminary study, Zadro (2004) found that two individual differences— low need for affiliation and insecure attachment — were significant predictors of the propensity to be a source of ostracism. We suspect that other traits may also play a role as antecedents of ostracism, for instance, stubbornness and avoidance, and these traits are still under investigation. Some targets are more likely to be ostracized than others. For instance, some may be perpetually ostracized due to negative personal qualities—there are undoubtedly some people who are so socially repugnant (e.g., the morally dubious or disturbingly lecherous) that they provoke ostracism in all they meet. Some people may react so negatively to confrontation that sources are left with ostracism as the last, but best, resort. Others may simply possess personality traits that increase their susceptibility to ostracism. Zadro (2004) found that those who possess a preoccupied attachment style (i.e., “I want to be completely emotionally intimate with others, but I often find other are as reluctant to get as close as I would like”) was a significant predictor of the likelihood of being a target of ostracism. There are others, however, who may be ignored for positive qualities. For instance, in interviews with long-term targets and sources of ostracism, several sources stated that they often ignored targets who were better debaters than themselves in order to gain the upper hand in the conflict (Zadro, Williams, & Richardson, 2003). Moreover, some targets may be perpetually ostracized because they react so strongly to ostracism that others quickly note its power over them.

Reactions to Ostracism Are Quick and Powerful

There are now a substantial number of experiments that indicate the quick and powerful effects of relatively minor episodes of ostracism. In these studies, a variety of methods are used to manipulate ostracism (including role play, chat rooms, text messaging), but they share in common the fact that participants are randomly assigned to be ostracized or included. We will confine our review to the two most popular methods of inducing ostracism. 

Ball toss paradigm. In the early studies, ostracism was manipulated within the context of a face-to-face triadic ball tossing game. There are studies that employ this method in a face-to-face setting, in which a seemingly unplanned game of ball toss ensues during the waiting period. In this method, there is one participant and two confederates, and the game appears unrelated to the experiment (indeed, unknown to the experimenter). Participants are either included, thrown the ball about one-third of the time, or ostracized, thrown the ball a few times at the beginning, then never again, for about five minutes. In addition, the confederates avoid all eye contact with ostracized participants, while maintaining appropriate eye contact with included participants. Williams and Sommer (1997) used the ball-toss paradigm (in same-sex triads) and observed nonverbal reactions during it. Following the ball tossing, participants (and confederates) worked either coactively or collectively generating as many uses for an object that they could in a given amount of time. While all included participants enjoyed the game and maintained their enthusiasm throughout, ostracized participants ended up slumping down and looking dejected by the time the five-minute period had elapsed. During the five minutes, males tended to manipulate objects, look in their wallets, and engage in other presumably face-saving behaviors before resigning to their slumping positions. Females were more likely to maintain eye contact and smiling, before they too slumped. During the group work task, females who were included loafed when working collectively compared to when they worked coactively, but if they had been ostracized, they socially compensated, working harder collectively than coactively. Regardless of whether they had been included or ostracized, males loafed. For females, the unusual behavior of social compensation (compared to the very typical response of social loafing, see Karau & Williams, 1993, for a review) was interpreted as evidence of an attempt to improve their inclusionary status—being good team players. 

Using a similar paradigm, Williams and Lawson Williams (2003) found that following ostracism by two people who appeared to be friends with each other (as opposed to appearing to be strangers), male participants (in Study 1) exerted more social control over a newcomer, and female participants (in Study 2) reported a stronger desire for control. Both measures of control were low for included participants. At an attributional level, these results appear perplexing; one would think it would be easier to discount ostracism by two people who are friends with each other than by two people who are strangers to each other. But, from a control standpoint, the results are clearly supportive: an individual who finds him or herself in a triad with two people who are friends with each other is already stripped of a certain amount of control. When control is diminished further through ostracism, there is an increased motivation to fortify the lost control.

These two studies showed that a short period of ostracism produced behavioral consequences, and both supported the core predictions of the need-threat model: ostracism increased attempts to fortify threatened needs (of belonging and control). 

These demonstrations led to a new paradigm that served two purposes: the ball toss paradigm was selected initially because it was a relatively clean and context-free method in which ignoring and exclusion could be manipulated. Casual observation of participants during the brief game indicated that it was powerful and aversive. We wondered if we minimized the drama by adding physical and psychological distance to the game, whether exclusion and ignoring would be enough to have negative consequences. Also, the face-to-face ball toss paradigm was costly, requiring trained confederates. Thus, a new paradigm, Cyberball, was developed that would provide a stronger test of mere ignoring and exclusion by adding more distance, and that required no confederates.

Cyberball.  An Internet game of ball toss was developed by Williams, Cheung, and Choi (2000) in which participants logged on to a website that purportedly was interested in the effects of mental visualization on subsequent performance. Led to believe they were logged on simultaneously with others and were formed into triads, participants were told that in order to stimulate their mental visualization skills they would first partake in a virtual game of toss. They were told that what mattered in the game was not who caught or threw or whether their were overthrows or drops, but that they engaged their mental visualization skills for the brief time of the game. They were to imagine whom the others were, where they were playing, the weather, and anything else that would bring the experience to life. In fact, participants were randomly assigned to be included or ostracized, and the other participants were computer-generated. Minimal animations were employed showing icons for the others and the participant, and showing the ball (or, in the first study, the flying disk). Pre-measures and post-measures were taken, all from the website. Over 1,400 participants from over 67 countries participated. In Study 1, self-esteem was measured prior to being assigned to one of four levels of ostracism quanity: over-inclusion (being included more than one-third of the time in the triad), inclusion, partial ostracism, and complete ostracism. Post-measures of mood and self-reported need levels were taken, and the overall results indicated that the more that people were ostracized, the more negative the experience was for them. Self-esteem, while predicting overall distress (lower self-esteem individuals reported more negative experiences overall), did not interact with the ostracism manipulations. In Study 2, following either inclusion or ostracism by two others purported to be ingroup members (they reported using the same computer platform, PC or Mac), outgroup members (the others used a different platform), or mixed-group members (one PC and one Mac user), participants were ostensibly assigned to a new group of five other individuals (of unknown group membership), and they were asked to make perceptual judgments. Participants were always the last to make the judgments, and they could see the judgments of the other five prior to making their own answer. On three of the six trials, the others (who were really computer-generated) made unanimous correct judgments, but on the other three trials, they made unanimous incorrect judgments. Ostracized participants were more likely to conform to the incorrect decisions, especially if they had been ostracized by in-group or mixed-group members. This result was interpreted as supporting the hypothesis that ostracized individuals would engage in behaviors aimed at increasing their inclusionary status: conformity to a new group would increase the likelihood that others in the group would accept and like the individual. Interestingly, on measures immediately following the Cyberball game, regardless of who they had played with, ostracized participant reported more negative moods and lower needs. This suggests that factors that ought to moderate the affective reaction to ostracism did not matter, but that subsequent coping responses were sensitive to such factors (i.e., group membership).

Since the initial studies by Williams et al (2000), Cyberball has not been conducted as a true Internet experiment, but has instead been conducted within laboratories with experimental participants (but the cover story and visual appearance suggest Intranet or Internet experiments to the participants).

The results of subsequent experiments using Cyberball indicate that even with more psychological and physical distance between group members, ostracism has quick and powerful negative effects. In many of these experiments, the power of ostracism overwhelmed factors that are believed to moderate the aversive effects of ostracism. For instance, Zadro, Williams, and Richardson (in press) showed that mood and self-reported needs decline for ostracized participants (compared to included participants) even when the participants are told (truthfully) that they are playing against the computer rather than other people, or when they are told that the game is scripted (i.e., the reason for ostracism is causally explicit). 

In another study assessing potential moderators of ostracism, Abraham (2003) asked some participants to think of (implicitly or explicitly) close interpersonal bonds prior to ostracism or inclusion, and once again found strong negative impact on mood and need levels for those participants who were ostracized. Additionally, ostracized participants reported higher incidences of exclusionary themes in their interpretations of a TAT card. However, consistent with the other research, the buffering manipulations had no effect on these measures. 

Recently, Eisenberg, Liebermann, and Williams (2003) found that ostracized participants playing Cyberball within an fMRI chamber also reported lower mood and need levels, even when they were told that their chamber had not yet been linked to the computers of other two players (thus, there was no way for the other two players to include them). Additionally, they found that when participants were ostracized, they showed significant increases in activity in their anterior cingulate cortexes, where people also show significant activity when enduring physical pain (for more elaboration on this research, see Eisenberg & Lieberman, this volume). 

The search for moderators goes on. Can one imagine an instance in which people would not mind ostracism, or perhaps even prefer ostracism? We tested this by having people be ostracized by a hated outgroup, the KKK. Gonsalkorale and Williams (2004) convinced participants that in a study examining diverse groups in Australia, they were grouped according to social/political beliefs with ingroup members (Labor supporters paired with Labor supporters; Liberal supporters paired with Liberal supporters), rival, but respected outgroup members (Liberal with Labor and vice versa), or hated outgroup members (KKK of Australia). Regardless of group membership, even for a despised and disgusting outgroup, mood and self-reported need levels dropped with Cyberball ostracism.

In all of these Cyberball studies, the effects sizes of the ostracism manipulation are over 1.00 (often above 1.50) indicating strong effects, and subsequent meta-analyses (Case & Williams, 2003) indicate it takes only three people per condition to reach standard levels of significance. This negative reaction to ostracism appears to supercede any factors that would logically be hypothesized to moderate the impact of ostracism.  In these and other studies using related paradigms (e.g., chat rooms, text messaging), personality factors have not interacted with reactions to ostracism. These include collectivism/individualism (Smith & Williams, 2003), self-esteem (Williams et al., 2000), narcissism (Warburton, 2002), and extroversion (Nadasi, 1995). Situational factors that ought to diminish ostracism’s impact are also rendered unimportant. Immediate negative reactions occur regardless of who is doing the ostracism (Gonsalkorale & Williams, 2004; Smith & Williams, 2003; Williams, et al., 2000; Williams, Govan, Croker, Cruickshank, Tynan, & Lam, 2001), when it is not known that the other two are interacting with each other (Smith & Williams, 2003) when the participant is being ostracized, and whether the ostracism is the result of being an under or over performer relative to the other group members (Kosasih, 2002). The results suggest that even a brief and seemingly innocuous exposure to ostracism is sufficient to be painful and activate warning signals. We take this as evidence for an adaptive response to ostracism: ostracism signals a threat to survival so much so that it takes very little to engage individuals’ ostracism detection system.

When might situational or individual difference factors matter?

Although immediate reactions to ostracism appear to be strong, negative, and invariant, we believe that subsequent coping responses will be sensitive to situational and individual difference factors. There is some evidence supporting this hypothesis. First, as reported earlier (Williams & Sommer, 1997), participants’ contributions to a group effort following ostracism – presumably a means to improve inclusionary status – were different for males and females. Females socially compensated while males did not. Second, Williams et al. (2000) found a trend towards less conformity – another means to improve inclusionary status – when individuals were ostracized by outgroup members. Warburton, Williams, and Cairns (2004) found that ostracized participants who were stripped of further control over the onset of exposure to aversive noise blasts were five times more aggressive than ostracized participants who were given control over the onset of the noise blasts. Borland, Richardson, and Zadro (2003) found that immediately following Cyberball, normals and social phobics responded similarly and negatively to ostracism. When their moods and self-reported needs were assessed 45-min later, normals bounced back to inclusion levels, whereas social phobics were still reported lower (but slightly improved) levels on these measures.

Further support for the presence of coping mechanisms comes from qualitative research that examines real-world instances of ostracism. In a series of interviews with targets of long-term ostracism, Zadro, Williams, and Richardson (2003) found that targets use several behavioral strategies (singly or in tandem) to cope with ostracism, specifically: seeking clarity, forgiveness-seeking, discussion, ingratiation, abuse, defensive ostracism, mediation, acceptance, and resignation. However, the success of each strategy tends to differ according to the ostracism situation, and ultimately, the willingness of the source to be coaxed into speech.  

The results of all these studies suggest that in the time between immediate responses and coping responses, dispositional and situational factors can moderate the ostracism experience. Presumably, with time, ostracized individuals can call upon attributional information that can help deflect the negative experience of ostracism. Individuals who are especially sensitive to rejection (e.g., social phobics) are less able to use their cognitive and affective resources to cope than those who are not socially phobic. Becoming aggressive rather than displaying behaviors that increase acceptance and liking may also depend upon individual differences or situational factors (see also Baumeister; Gaertner; and Twenge, this volume). Thus, we think that immediate responses to ostracism are universally painful, but that coping with ostracism will depend on dispositional and situational factors. These coping responses may be oriented to increase levels of belonging and self-esteem, in which we predict the responses will be relatively pro-social, or they may be oriented to increase control or recognition (aka meaningful existence), in which case anti-social responses may be as or more likely (see Warburton & Williams, in press, for a thorough discussion of responses to competing need threats).

But what happens when coping mechanisms go awry? Our ability to detect forms of exclusion may be conceived of as an Ostracism Sensitivity Threshold (OST; see Zadro, 2004). The OST represents an innate, adaptive mechanism by which people recognize when they are being excluded or ignored. As previously stated, the ability to detect ostracism is essential for survival. Early detection of imminent rejection may allow us to act to maintain our group membership. However, those who have been repeatedly exposed to ostracism throughout their lives show a lowered OST (Zadro, Williams, & Richardson, 2003). That is, they become hypersensitive to all forms of potential ostracism, often seeing the potential for rejection in situations that are actually benign. Repeated or excessive exposure to ostracism will often lead targets to experience the aversive effects of ostracism in an accelerate cascade, thereby leading to an internalization of the four primary needs even after short periods of ostracism. Thus, a dysfunctional OST leads targets to experience ongoing psychological, somatic, and interpersonal distress that may reverberate throughout all segments of their life. 
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