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Overview of Issue 
Animals ostracize weaker and burdensome members of their group in order to strengthen their own group. So do humans. 
But, whereas animals that are ostracized typical die, humans engage in counter-measures aimed at fortifying what ostracism 
thwarts: belonging, self-esteem, control, and recognition.8 Being ostracized—ignored and excluded—is initially experienced 
as pain. The same region of the brain that is activated when experiencing physical pain is activated during ostracism.1  

Ostracism hurts within minutes, regardless of who is doing it how it is done, or why it is happening.1,2,6,10,13 It increases both 
sadness, and anger.5,13 
 
Ostracized individuals and groups embark on two general routes to rebound from the pain.6,8 The first route is aimed at 
fortifying belonging and self-esteem, and reducing sadness. Ostracized individuals are especially attentive to social 
information, engage in subtle nonconscious behaviors that endear themselves to others, are more likely to conform to others’ 
incorrect perceptions, donate money to compliance professionals, and fall under the spell of authoritative influence, as long 
as being influenced by others implies acceptance.7,8,9 Ostracized individuals and groups are easy prey for con artists, 
extremists groups and cults, or anyone else who lavishes on them attention and praise. They are in need of positive attention, 
and consequently, will lower their acceptability thresholds of others which whom they choose to associate.9  
 
The second route is aimed at fortifying control and recognition, and satisfying anger. Many studies have observed anger and 
hostility following ostracism, exclusion, and rejection. These acts quickly bestow a sense of power and importance to the 
individuals and groups who were previously rendered powerless by being ignored and shunned. The more that ostracism 
thwarts a sense of control, the more likely aggression will follow.5,7 The diaries of thirteen of fifteen school shooters reveal 
that they were ostracized and rejected prior to the shooting.4  
 
Most of the research on ostracism, social exclusion, and rejection has focused on the individual.9 But groups are ostracized, 
too. In high schools, the majority ostracizes stigmatized groups; dominant societal groups ostracize minorities and immigrant 
groups; the global community ostracizes politically unpopular groups. How do groups, in comparison to individuals, respond 
to ostracism? Research suggests there is a “discontinuity” between individual-individual expectancies and reactions and 
group-group expectancies and reactions. Whereas individuals are more likely to trust other individuals and engage in 
cooperation, groups are more likely to distrust groups, and engage in competition and aggression.3 Furthermore, ostracized 
group members forge strong bonds among themselves.14 
 
Recommendations and applications 
 
1) Individuals who feel ostracized within their social environment are socially susceptible to groups who express interest in 
them, who elevate their sense of self-worth, and who give them the means to exert social control over others. They may be 
more likely to join terrorist groups who make them feel important and essential to the cause. 
 
2) Individuals who are ostracized to the point of expecting little chance for re-inclusion are more likely to seek opportunities 
to exert social control and achieve recognition. For them, it is better to be noticed and thought of as a force to be reckoned 
with than to be liked. A means to exert control and be noticed can often be most quickly accomplished through anti-social, 
aggressive, or violent acts. These acts command instantaneous attention and fear, if not respect.  
 
3) Members of ostracized groups forge strong bonds among themselves, elevating their trust of and obligation to each other. 
They are more likely than individuals to perceive other groups as unworthy of trust and cooperation, and better dealt with 
through aggression and violence.  
 
 



References and Recommended Readings  
1. Eisenberger, N. I., Lieberman, M. D., & Williams, K. D. (2003). Does rejection hurt? An fMRI study of social 
exclusion. Science, 302, 290-292.  

2. Gonsalkorale, K., & Williams, K. D. (in press). The KKK won’t let me play: Ostracism even by a despised 
outgroup hurts. European Journal of Social Psychology. 

3. Insko, C. A, Schopler, J., Pemberton, M. B, Wieselquist, J., McIlraith, S. A, Currey, D. P., & Gaertner, L. (1998). 
Long-term outcome maximization and the reduction of interindividual-intergroup discontinuity. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 695-711. 

4. Leary, M. R., Kowalski, R. M., Smith, L., & Phillips, S. (2003). Teasing, rejection, and violence: Case studies of 
the school shootings. Aggressive Behavior, 29, 202-214. 

5. Leary, M. R., Twenge, J. M., Quinlivan, E. (2006). Interpersonal rejection as a determinant of anger and 
aggression. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 10, 111-132. 

6. Van Beest, I., & Williams, K. D. (in press). When inclusion costs and ostracism pays, ostracism still hurts. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.  

7. Warburton, W. A., Williams, K. D., & Cairns, D. R. (2006). When ostracism leads to aggression: The moderating 
effects of control deprivation. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 42, 213-220. 

8. Williams, K. D. (2001). Ostracism: The power of silence. NY: Guilford Press. 

9. Williams, K. D. (in press). Ostracism. Annual Review of Psychology (Vol. 58). New York: Annual Reviews. 

10. Williams, K. D., Cheung, C. K. T., & Choi, W. (2000). CyberOstracism: Effects of being ignored over the 
Internet. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79, 748-762. 

11. Williams, K. D., Forgas, J. P., & von Hippel, W. (Eds). (2005). The social outcast: Ostracism, social exclusion, 
rejection, and bullying. NY: Psychology Press. 

12. Williams, K. D., Govan, C. L., Croker, V., Tynan, D., Cruickshank, M., & Lam, A. (2002). Investigations into 
differences between social and cyber ostracism. Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, & Practice, 6, 65-77. 

13. Zadro, L., Williams, K. D., & Richardson, R. (2004). How low can you go? Ostracism by a computer lowers 
belonging, control, self-esteem, and meaningful existence. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 40, 560-567. 

14. Zadro, L., Williams, K. D., & Richardson, R. (2005). Riding the “O” train: Comparing the effects of ostracism 
and verbal dispute on targets and sources. Group Processes and Interpersonal Relations, 8, 125-143. 


