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by Jonathan Gerber, Ph.D.

The Role of Control in Rejection: A Meta-Analysis of Experimental Research

Macquarie University

Jonathan.Gerber@psy.mq.edu.au

Sydney, Australia

Recent experimental research on rejection in social
psychology has been divided over the effect of the rejection
experience. Some researchers, for example, believe that
rejection causes psychological distress, but others argue
that rejection causes people to become numb. The self-
regulation account of experimentally manipulated rejection
(Baumeister, 2008; DeWall & Baumeister, 2006) suggests that
such rejection turns people into zombies. This view says
that experimentally manipulated rejection causes numbness:
It makes people shut down emotionally and impairs their
self-regulation. As a result, they don’t know how to act, and
may act antisocially—which may then prevent them being
reincluded in the long run. Evidence for this accounting of
experimentally manipulated rejection comes from studies
suggesting that these rejected people often take foolish
risks and choose unhealthy options (Baumeister, 2008; Oaten,
Williams, Jones, & Zadro, 2007), and that these people lack
interest in the results of future events, or the pain of others
(DeWall & Baumeister, 2006).  However, evidence of a lack
of predicted future emotion may not actually reflect lack of
current emotion given that predictions of future emotion
often do not match actual emotions experienced (Wilson &
Gilbert, 2003).

Ostracism theorists, on the other hand, subscribe
to a view of rejection more similar to classic romantic
comedies where rejection makes people feel bad, sad, and
act in ways to regain lost belongingness and other thwarted
needs. The evidence for this view comes from a series of
studies using ostracism paradigms (described below). These
studies have found that ostracism is nearly always painful,
even when we are ostracized by those we wouldn’t wish to
be associated with, or when we are told that we were
ostracized by a computer (see Williams, 2007, for a review).
The constant distress of ostracism and the overlap of physical
and social pain systems (Eisenberger, 2010; Williams &
Eisenberger, 2007) suggest that humans are primed to detect
ostracism and that this distress alerts us to an important
environmental threat. Williams (2001) has argued that the
threat of ostracism consists of its impact on four needs:
Belonging, (i.e., having interactions with people), control
(i.e., being able to exert some influence or control over
people or things), self-esteem (i.e., feeling that you are
worthwhile as a person), and meaningful existence (i.e.,
the sense that your life is meaningful). The problem with
these studies is that the sole measure of the four needs is
often a 12-item ostracism-needs scale used by Williams and
colleagues (e.g., Zadro, Williams & Richardson, 2003).

In an attempt to start resolving some of these
issues, we conducted a meta-analysis of experimental
research on rejection (Gerber & Wheeler, 2009). In a broad
sense we asked two sets of questions: How does
experimentally manipulated rejection make people feel, and
how does experimentally manipulated rejection make people
act? We focussed particularly on individuals’ current
emotional state to assess the numbness accounts, and we
compared self-report and behavioral measures to assess the
needs-based distress accounts.

How do social psychologists experimentally reject people?
Social psychologists utilize four basic types of ex-

perimental rejection manipulations: 1) In the reliving re-
jection paradigm, rejection participants are asked to write
a story about a time they were rejected, while control par-
ticipants write either about a neutral experience or a time
when they were included in an interpersonal event. 2) In the
future (i.e., anticipated) rejection paradigm, participants
complete a personality test. Rejected participants are told
that the results reveal they are likely to end up alone in the
future, whereas control participants are told they will have
a future of either physical mishaps or social inclusion. Par-
ticipants in this paradigm do not experience actual rejec-
tion: They are told it will happen years in the future. 3) In
the demarcated rejection paradigm, the rejection of par-
ticipants is clearly signalled. Typically, triplets of partici-
pants engage in some type of group task (e.g., discussion
or group puzzles). Target individuals are then informed by
the experimenter that no one wished to work with them,
and that they will have to work alone. Included participants
are told that everyone wishes to work with them, and as a
result, pairs can’t be worked out. Therefore, all participants
will have to work alone on the next task. Demarcated rejec-
tion involves explicitly telling people that they have been
rejected.  4) In the ostracism tasks paradigm, participants
are excluded from a task but not told that they are being
excluded. For example, participants may find themselves
receiving no throws from two other participants with whom
they had previously been playing a friendly computer game
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rejection was less convincing. Although there were

large self-report effects (d+ = -1.79) there was little
behavioral (d+ = -0.23) evidence of meaningful existence
threats. One of the more surprising findings was that
belongingness had a smaller overall effect size than did
control. This may be due to larger variability in the
belongingness effect size. Accordingly, we searched for a
moderator of belongingness reactions, described next.

Why does experimentally manipulated rejection
sometimes cause people to be antisocial and sometimes

to act prosocially?
Recently, researchers have suggested there is a

“belongingness paradox,” in that people sometimes respond
antisocially to rejection. Such behavior is likely to further
cement their non-belonging status. Our meta-analysis con-
firmed this belonging paradox, but it also showed that some
people respond prosocially to experimentally manipulated
rejection. Part of the explanation for this apparent paradox
lies in the identity of the target of aggression. That is, if
the aggression target (i.e., the person on whom you try to
take revenge) was neutral or friendly, then people tended to
react prosocially (d+ = 0.88). But if the aggression target
was the rejector, then some studies found that the rejected
persons tended to act antisocially (i.e., aggressively)
whereas other studies found that rejected persons still
tended to respond prosocially. So far we have been unable
to fully explain this inconsistency. We did observe, however,
that many of the antisocial responses seemed like ways of
regaining control. For example, in one experimental para-
digm, rejected people often saw to it that their rejectors
had to pick up the pencils that had fallen to the floor. This
constituted a petty form of control over the other person.
On the other hand, some belongingness measures had no
control component. For example, experimentally rejected
people tend to unconsciously mimic the foot tapping rate of
an experimenter. This mimicry is unlikely to lead to increased
control. Curiously, dividing these belongingness measures
into ones where being antisocial led to control versus ones
where being antisocial didn’t lead to control resolved the
aggression (i.e., antisocial) paradox. That is, rejected
people tended to be antisocial when they could gain control
by being antisocial (d+ = -1.17). On the other hand, rejected
people tended to be prosocial if no control was to be gained
by being antisocial (d+ = 1.21). This moderator split the
studies into two mirror-image groups, and also explained
the variability in belongingness effect sizes.  These conclu-
sions await further experimental research, but supporting

of ball toss. It usually takes participants some time to realise
they have been excluded, making ostracism experientially
different from demarcated rejection.

How does experimentally manipulated rejection make
people feel?

When all the experiments were combined in the
meta-analysis we found evidence that experimentally
manipulated rejection affects mood (d +  = -0.50). Where
scales had separate measures of positive and negative mood,
it was possible to show that positive mood was decreased
following rejection, and that negative mood was increased.
This finding of increased negative affect was not in line
with predictions from self-regulation or numbness theory
which predicts affect flattening (i.e., less negative affect)
following experimentally manipulated rejection. When only
current measures of arousal were considered, people did
not appear to have lower arousal following rejection. Arousal
(measured either by self-report or by physiological measures)
did not decrease following relived rejection, demarcated
rejection, or anticipated rejection. In the case of ostracism,
however, experimentally manipulated rejection did increase
arousal. Results of analyses also showed that self-esteem
was lowered by exclusion (d+ = -0.70). Rejection made people
feel bad about who they were.

How does experimentally manipulated rejection
make people act?

The actions people take following experimentally
manipulated rejection have been one of the hot topics in
experimental rejection research in recent years. While most
rejection researchers would agree that rejection lowers
belongingness, we additionally wanted to see whether there
was evidence that control and meaningless existence (from
Williams’ ostracism model) are affected by more types of
rejection than just ostracism. To do this, we tested whether
there was evidence of need-threat following rejection, and
whether the self-report and behavioural evidence exhibited
similar effect sizes.

We classified respondents’ reactions following
rejection studies as any of three needs: Belonging, control,
and meaningful existence. Belonging and control were
strongly affected by rejection. People reported feeling out
of control (d+ = -1.16) and not belonging (d+ = -0.69). They
also tended to react in ways consistent with reestablishing
those needs. Importantly, the effect sizes for behavioral
and self-report measures of these two needs were similar,
suggesting that there is behavioral evidence of
belongingness threats and control threats following rejection.
The evidence for threat to meaningful existence following
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Social Invisibility

University of Connecticut,

Storrs, CT, USA

judy.tan@uconn.edu

by Judy Tan, M.A.

To Gornick, being a woman and Jewish were salient
characteristics implicated in her social invisibility. Group-
based characteristics of the individual, such as age, gender,
ethnicity, and disability status may cue one’s social invisibility
in particular social contexts. In this way, social invisibility
may be examined not only on an individual or interpersonal
level, but also on a structural level as well. For example,
scholars in the fields of psychology, communication,
education, black identity, feminist, queer, and ethnic minority
studies have employed a structural-level analysis in
documenting the obscurity of stigmatized or devalued social
group members (Franklin, 1999; Fryberg & Townsend, 2008;
Lott, 1987; Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008; Saari, 2001;
Yeh, Kim, Pituc, & Atkins, 2008). Evidence suggests that,
among targets, stigma-related invisibility is associated with
hostile outlook and perceiving harmful intentions from others
(Tan et al, 2010).

On an interpersonal level, social invisibility has real
consequences. Lott (1987), for example, found that when
men and women engage in a task to accomplish a goal, men
typically engaged in behaviors that distanced and separated
them from women but not men. In a lab experiment in which
men and women were paired to complete a task, men who
were paired with women often placed goal-related objects
out of the women’s reach, thereby directing the women’s
attention, speech, and actions away from their partners. In
contrast, no such patterns were observed among men paired
with male partners. Further, women did not behave
differently depending on their partners’ gender.

Based on evidence from other work, being treated
as socially invisible may have deleterious effects on
psychological wellbeing (e.g., Major, Kaiser, O’Brien, &
McCoy, 2007; Mendoza-Denton, Downey, Purdie, Davis, &
Pietrzak, 2002). To Gornick, as well as to most participants
in my research, for instance, social invisibility resulted in a
continuum of outcomes from low-grade humiliation to
aggression. In my research, being socially invisible was also
associated with negative self-directed attributions and
negative affect (Tan et al., 2010).  Moreover, other

Much research evidence indicates that being the
target of interpersonal rejection and exclusion has
deleterious effects on the individual, including suboptimal
task performance (e.g., Williams, 2007, Williams &
Eisenberger, 2007), and physical and psychological pain and
distress (e.g., Eisenberg & Lieberman, 2004). While research
has focused on how specific targeted acts may lead
individuals to feel rejected or left out, relatively little
attention has focused on how non-targeted acts leave
individuals feeling equally hurt and distressed. Based on
empirical research that I conducted on experiences of being
overlooked, ignored, and slighted, I argue that being a non-
target, that is, being socially invisible, often results in
negative affect and coping strategies (Tan, Pratto, &
Johnson, 2010).

In this article, I distinguish social invisibility from
ostracism, and then summarize the current literature relating
to social invisibility. What makes social invisibility
qualitatively distinct from other forms of interpersonal
rejection? An anecdote may help clarify the distinction.
Gornick (1989) wrote poignantly of her social invisibility at
a dinner-party, being “the only woman at the table who is
not there as a wife” (p. 123; Gornick, 1989). At the table,
she spoke knowledgeably on the topic under discussion.
However, it garnered no reaction—it was as if she had not
spoken at all. Minutes later, a man parroted what she had
said; this time it elicited immediate response and
engagement. Important factors distinguish Gornick’s
experience from other forms of interpersonal rejection, such
as ostracism. First, Gornick was not ostracized per se
because she was not acknowledged in the first place. The
presence of a target must be acknowledged before he or
she can be ostracized. Moreover, my findings based on a
sample of 254 individuals reporting experiences of social
invisibility indicate that the difference between social
invisibility and ostracism lies in the way individuals perceive
others treating them: Those who felt ostracized reported
some type of social acknowledgment not reported by those
who felt socially invisible (Tan et al., 2010).
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effects of social invisibility may include the lack of a positive
self-identity in the absence of affirming representations in
the media (Fryberg & Townsend, 2008). That is, as children
become increasingly aware of difference between themselves
and others through social interactions, they become aware
of the most prevalent social representations. The relevance
of media representations thereby becomes important insofar
as what is “good” and “right” are identified as being either
self-relevant or not (Fryberg & Townsend, 2008; Fryberg &
Markus, 2003).

Within social interactions where mutual
acknowledgement is required, the experience of social
invisibility may paradoxically lead targets to behave in ways
that perpetuate their invisibility. Research in the area of
social cognition provides evidence for self-fulfilling effects
(Levine, Resnick, & Higgins, 1993). This evidence suggests
that the response to being treated as invisible often leads
to “freezing” behaviors (Williams, Forgas, & von Hippel,
2005; Williams, 2007). But this relationship varies by race,
gender, and level of rejection sensitivity (Tan & Pratto,
2010). Behavioral observations of black and white men who
were treated by confederates as invisible in a lab setting,
for example, demonstrated that men in both groups with
higher levels of rejection sensitivity actually became more
motionless compared to their baseline behavior.
Interestingly, a divergence in behavior was observed among
those lower in rejection sensitivity: When rendered invisible,
white men—but not black men—engaged in a pattern of
agitated nonverbal behaviors, presumably to regain the
attention of those who ignored them (Tan & Pratto, 2010).

This brief review of the literature on social
invisibility offers more questions than answers on the
antecedents and consequences of invisibility. The aim of
the review was not to provide a comprehensive overview of
existing work, but to offer a starting point from which to
examine social invisibility, as well as to expand our
conception of interpersonal rejection and acceptance.
Researchers will advance future research by integrating the
extant evidence and by employing innovative research
methods that focus on the dynamic, social-interactive nature
of social invisibility.
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2010 election resUlts2010 election resUlts2010 election resUlts2010 election resUlts2010 election resUlts
In April, ISIPAR members with paid-up status were

asked to vote for a new President-Elect, Secretary-Treasurer,
and Regional Representatives from six areas of the world.
In accordance with ISIPAR's Bylaws,  newly elected members
of the Executive Council shall take office at the close of this
summer's biennial Business Meeting in Padua, Italy.  We are
pleased to announce the following election results:
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has updated Urdu translation of all the PARQ scales (2008).
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You may recall, in December 2009, the Executive Council
approved a plan to have Fatos Erkman remain in the office
of President for another two years, until President-Elect
Abdul Khaleque takes office as President in 2012.  Like-
wise, Ronald Rohner will also continue for another two years
as Past-President.

 2 2 2 2 2NDNDNDNDND T T T T TERMERMERMERMERM ISIPAR P ISIPAR P ISIPAR P ISIPAR P ISIPAR PRESIDENTRESIDENTRESIDENTRESIDENTRESIDENT
ANDANDANDANDAND P P P P PASTASTASTASTAST-P-P-P-P-PRESIDENTRESIDENTRESIDENTRESIDENTRESIDENT

WisdoM QUotes
Quotations to inspire and challenge

http://www.wisdomquotes.com

No kind action ever stops with itself. One kind
action leads to another. Good example is followed. A
single act of kindness throws out roots in all directions,
and the roots spring up and make new trees. The
greatest work that kindness does to others is that it
makes them kind themselves.-Amelia Earhart

Keynote Speaker, Dr. Melissa Tafoya, will present  her
Keynote Address entitled "Human Affectionate Exchange
Theory:  Exploring Affection as an Adaptive Behavior." A
Distinguished Address will also be given by each University
of Connecticut Rohner Center Awards Winner at the 3rd

International Congress on Interpersonal Acceptance and
Rejection in Padua, Italy, July 28-31, 2010. Dr. Mattie Tops
will speak on "Social Inclusion as a Source of Interpersonal
Control: Implications for Psychopathology and Physiological
Response"  and Dr. John Pachankis will speak on "Psychosocial
Mechanisms and Consequences of the Interpersonal
Rejection of Sexual Minority Individuals".
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Third International Congress on Interpersonal Acceptance and Rejection Schedule

Wednesday, July 28
08:30-18:00 Registration, ISIPAR Membership Desk, and Book Exhibit
09:00-10:00 Opening Ceremony
10:00-10:45 Welcoming Reception
10:45-12:45 Paper Session 1  Parenting Practices, Acceptance-Rejection, and Offspring Development, I

Paper Session 2  Consequences of Peer Acceptance-Rejection
Paper Session 3  Parenting Practices, Acceptance-Rejection, and Offspring Development, II

12:45-13:45 Lunch (1 hr. break)
13:45-15:45 Paper Session 4  Intimate Partner Relationships

Father Love Symposium, I
Poster Session 1

15:45-16:00 Coffee/Tea (15 minute break)
16:00-18:00 Paper Session 5  Parenting Styles, and Psychological and Mental Health Outcomes, I

Paper Session 6  Parenting Practices, Acceptance-Rejection, and Offspring Development, III
Workshop: Clinical Application of Parental Acceptance-Rejection Theory (PARTheory) Measures and

Microcounseling Skills in Relational Therapy

Thursday, July 29
08:30-09:00 Registration, ISIPAR Membership Desk, and Book Exhibit
09:00-10:00 Distinguished Address: Mattie Tops “Social Inclusion as a Source of Interpersonal Control: Implications for

Psychopathology and Physiological Response”
10:00-10:15 Coffee/Tea break (15 minute break)
10:15-12:15 Symposium: Father Love and the International Father Acceptance-Rejection Project (International Father

Acceptance-Rejection Project)
Paper session 7 Parenting Styles, and Psychological and Mental Health Outcomes, II
Paper session 8 Parenting and Its Consequences

12:15-13:15 Lunch (1 hr. break)
13:15-15:15 Paper session 9 Consequences of Ostracism and Bullying

Father Love Symposium, II
Paper session 10: Parenting Styles and Behavioral and Substance Abuse Outcomes

15:15-15:30 Coffee/Tea break (15 minute break)
15:30-17:30 Paper session 11 Acceptance-Rejection in Cultural Context

Paper session 12 Acceptance-Rejection, Academic Performance, and Children with Disabilities
Review session. A Look at Childhood: Findings from PARTheory Studies in Turkey
Poster session 2

19:00 Banquet
Keynote Speaker: Melissa Tafoya “Human Affectionate Exchange Theory:  Exploring Affection as an Adaptive

Behavior”

Friday, July 30
07:00-08:30 Executive Council Breakfast
08:30-09:00 ISIPAR Membership Desk and Book Exhibit
09:00-10:00 Distinguished Address: John Pachankis “Psychosocial Mechanisms and Consequences of the Interpersonal

Rejection of Sexual Minority Individuals”
10:00-10:15 Coffee/Tea break (15 minute break)
10:15-12:15 Paper session 13 Parental Acceptance-Rejection and Psychological Adjustment

Paper session 14 Teacher and Parental Acceptance-Rejection and Youth’s Social and Psychological Adjustment
12:15-13:45 Lunch (1.5 hrs. break)
13:45-15:45 Paper session 15 Methodological and Theoretical Issues in PARTheory Research

Father Love Symposium, III
Poster session 3

15:45-16:00 Coffee/Tea break (15 minute break)
16:00-17:00 Closing Ceremony
17:00-18:00 ISIPAR Business meeting

Registration details and form are available at http://isipar2010.psy.unipd.it/registration.php

Saturday, July 31
Tours of Padua, Venice, and environs. (See website for information) http://isipar2010.psy.unipd.it
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evidence is already available in unpublished form. For ex-
ample, Warburton, McIlwain, Cairns & Taylor (2006) found
that people who believe that aggression leads to control
were likely to be highly aggressive following experimen-
tally manipulated rejection.

Conclusions

In summary, our meta-analysis found that
experimentally manipulated rejection makes people feel
sad and bad about themselves, and feel as if they don’t
belong and are out of control. I believe that a sense of
personal control is pivotal to many forms of rejection, not
just to ostracism. Evidence for this pivotal role comes
from the large effect size for control, and the role of control
in explaining antisocial responses to experimentally
manipulated rejection.

Although it may be possible that people switch in
and out of numbness following experimentally manipulated
rejection, the numbness/self-regulation conclusions were
not supported in our meta-analysis. More specifically,
neither arousal dampening nor affect flattening occurred.
Rejected people may simply be too preoccupied to care. If
people are busy pursuing control and belonging needs then
they may ignore the results of future events such as the
results of football matches, and instead employ their self-
regulation resources to pursue restoration of their thwarted
needs.
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