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If no one turned round when we entered, answered 

when we spoke, or minded what we did, a kind of rage 

and impotent despair would ere long well up in us.

—William James, 1890, p. 281

Like adults, youth are social animals. When rejected, ostra-

cized, or excluded by their peers, they often lash out aggres-

sively (e.g., Dodge, Coie, & Lynam, 2006). There are 

theoretical and empirical reasons to believe that aggressive 

responses to peer rejection are especially strong for youth 

who feel outcast or alienated (the “outcast-lash-out effect”—

Warburton, Williams, & Cairns, 2006). The trait of alienation 

is a sense of separation or estrangement from society, signifi-

cant others, and the self (e.g., Calabrese & Adams, 1990), and 

it is common for youth to be described as alienated. Anec-

dotal evidence suggests that alienated youth are especially 

prone to aggress following peer rejection. For example, case 

studies of 15 individuals responsible for shootings at schools 

in the United States found that nearly all felt alienated  

and had been exposed to acute or chronic rejection from  

their peers prior to the shootings (Leary, Kowalski, Smith, & 

Phillips, 2003).

Several theories have been put forth to account for the pre-

sumed link between alienation and aggression. One theory 

proposes that perceptions of exclusion by mainstream society 

lead people to reject societal norms that inhibit aggressive 

behavior, thereby releasing the more instinctual and impulsive 

tendency to aggress (Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, & Stucke, 

2001). Another theory proposes that perceptions of exclusion 

and weak ties with prosocial institutions (e.g., school, family, 

peers) impose a severe threat to basic human needs, including 

needs for belonging, self-esteem, self-control, and meaningful 

existence (Williams, 2001). Such thwarted needs likely yield 

significant feelings of frustration, which, in turn, increase the 

likelihood of aggression (e.g., Berkowitz, 1989).

Surprisingly, the hypothesized alienation-aggression link has 

never been put to an experimental test. Considerable research 

has shown that chronic peer rejection and peer exclusion are 
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Abstract

Although there are good theoretical reasons to believe that youth who are high in alienation (i.e., estranged from society, 

significant others, and themselves) are prone to behave aggressively, empirical evidence is lacking. The present experiment 

tested whether alienation moderates the effects of acute peer rejection on aggression in youth. Participants (N = 121; mean 

age = 11.5 years) completed a personal profile (e.g., “How do you describe yourself?”) that was allegedly evaluated online by 

a panel of peer judges. After randomly receiving negative or positive feedback from peer judges, participants were given the 

opportunity to aggress against them (i.e., by reducing their monetary reward and by posting negative comments about them 

online). As predicted, alienation increased participants’ aggression against peers who had rejected them, but not against peers 

who had praised them, even after controlling for peer-nominated chronic rejection and peer-nominated aggression. Thus, 

alienated youth are more aggressive than others when they experience acute peer rejection.

Keywords

aggression, alienation, peer rejection, youth, experimental

Received 1/10/10; Revision accepted 4/8/10

Research Report

Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 42 (2006) 213–220

www.elsevier.com/locate/jesp

0022-1031/$ - see front matter Ó 2005 Elsevier Inc. A ll rights reserved.

doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2005.03.005
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Abstract

We hypothesized that increasing or decreasing levels of control in an ostracized individual could moderate aggressive responding

to ostracism. Participants were either ostracized or included in a spontaneous game of toss, and then exposed to a series of blasts of

aversive noise, the onsets over which they had either control or no control. Aggression was deWned as the amount of hot sauce partic-

ipants allocated to a stranger, knowing the stranger did not like hot foods, but would have to consume the entire sample. Ostracized

participants without control allocated more than four times as much sauce as any other group; ostracized participants who experi-

enced restored control were no more aggressive than either of the groups who were included. Aggressive responding to ostracism

may depend on the degree to which control needs are threatened in the target, and is discussed in terms of Williams’s (2001) needs

threat model of ostracism.

Ó 2005 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

What is the relationship between ostracism and

aggression? Recent laboratory Wndings suggest that

social exclusion can lead to increased aggression

(Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, & Stucke, 2001), and an

examination of 15 recent school shootings in the US,

implicates “ acute or chronic rejectionƒ  in the form of

ostracism, bullying and/or romantic rejection”  as a pos-

sible causal factor in 87% of cases (Leary, K owalski,

Smith, & Phillips, 2003, p. 202). Conversely, aggressive

behavior may also result in ostracism (see M cDougall,

Hymel, Vaillancourt, & M ercer, 2001, for a review), and

so it seems feasible that for some individuals, ostracism

and aggression may be mutually causative, with each

feeding the other and causing a spiraling escalation in

both. In a longitudinal study by K upersmidt, Burchinal,

and Patterson (1995), not only did rejection predict

aggression in elementary and middle school students,

but as rejection increased over time, so did aggression. I f

such a cycle does exist, then factors that can moderate

aggressive responding to ostracism (we call this the out-

cast-lash-out eVect), may prevent ostracism-related

aggression from escalating into outright violence.

Identifying outcast-lash-out moderators is compli-

cated, however, because of inconsistencies in the

research Wndings related to rejection, social exclusion,

and ostracism (see Warburton & Williams, 2005). Some

studies have found that ostracism elicits pro-social

responses, whereas other research using rejection and

social exclusion paradigms have found anti-social

An Australian Research Grant to the second author provided part

of the funding for this research. This research fulWlled partial require-

ments for the Wrst author’s honour thesis. We would like to thank Do-

ris M cIlwain, Trevor Case, Julie Fitness, and Cassandra Govan, for

their comments on the design and previous drafts.
* Corresponding author. Fax: +61 2 9850 8062.

E-mail address: waynew@psy.mq.edu.au (W.A. Warburton).



antisocial behavior
= a profound desire to be
accepted by others and to feel
connected to groups and society
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995)

need to belong

weakened bonds between the
individual and society increase the
likelihood of delinquent behavior
(Hirschi, 1969) need threat model of ostracism

need to belong→ prosocial behavior

need for control→ aggressive behavior

need for control

Williams (1997, 2009)

need to belong



Short-term mindset

a tendency to focus on present versus future outcomes
(Kübel et al., 2023; van Gelder & Frankenhuis, 
forthcoming)

→ delinquent behavior



To what extent is the feeling of
being excluded from society
associated with
later delinquent behavior? 

Can this relationship be explained
by short-term mindsets?



impulsivity

perceived societal exclusion
„I have the feeling that I‘m not really part of society“

„I often act on the spur of the moment without stopping to think.“

„In the last year, have you threatened anyone with violence to obtain money or things?“
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short-term mindset

sensation seeking
„Sometimes I do dangerous things just for the fun of it.“

future orientation
„I try hard at school to have a good job later in life“

delinquent behavior

waves 4 through 6



path
model



Results



theoretical implications

→ weakened bonds between an individual 

and society are associated with later

delinquent behavior

→ mediating role of short-term mindset

→ perceived societal exclusion

indicates a diminished sense of belonging

and a lack of control

→ in response, individuals focus more on the

present and adopt a short-term mindset

→ later delinquent behavior

control theories need threat explanation



limitations

• poor model fit

• weak construct validity for delinquent 

behavior

• limited variability of the data

• findings may not generalize to other age

groups and populations

strengths

• study signficiantly advanced the

understanding of social exclusion

• investigate perceived societal exclusion

• investage link to delinquent behavior→

close a gap in literature

• data from an extensive longitudinal 

research project including a large and 

representative sample

• study critical developmental period of

adolescence



future research



counteracting societal
exclusion

interpersonal relationships as a viable starting point

alternative strategies to
regain control and restore a 

sense of agency

address short-term mindset
Interventions might be benefitical for adolescents who feel

excluded from society



Thank
you for

listening!

thanks to Sebastian Kübel for his

outstanding supervision throughout my

master‘s thesis
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