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ABSTRACT

The current investigation sought to investigate whether emotional insensitivity (as 

opposed to emotional distress) mediates the relationship between social exclusion and aggressive 

behavior. Results from Experiments 1 and 2 showed that social exclusion caused decrements in 

emotional responsiveness, as indicated by reduced empathic concern toward another person’s 

suffering. In both experiments, the reduction in emotional responsiveness mediated the link 

between social exclusion and aggressive behavior. Experiment 3 provided no evidence that the 

lack of emotional responsiveness toward one person following social exclusion had implications 

for aggression toward another person. These findings extend prior evidence that rejection causes 

the emotion system to cease functioning normally as a means of protecting the rejected person 

from a negative emotional experience. Being buffered from a negative emotional reaction can 

have negative consequences, however, in terms of weakening inhibitions that normally reduce 

aggression. Without a functioning emotion system, rejected participants were unable to feel 

empathic concern toward the victim of aggression and hence behaved aggressively. 
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IF I CAN’T FEEL YOUR PAIN, THEN I INFLICT PAIN ON YOU: EMOTIONAL 

INSENSITIVITY AS A MECHANISM UNDERLYING AGGRESSIVE RESPONSES TO 

REJECTION

The capacity to experience strong emotions endows human life with richness, 

complexity, and meaning. In addition to adding flavor and meaning to life, the ability to 

experience emotions likely serves a functional role in terms of enabling humans to solve specific 

problems that aid in their survival and reproduction (Darwin, 1872; Ekman, 1982; Maner, 

Kenrick, Becker, Robertson, Hofer, Neuberg, Delton, Butner, & Schaller, 2005; Panksepp, 

1998). The emotion system can therefore be considered a sophisticated feedback mechanism that 

alerts people to cues in their environment that could potentially threaten or enhance their ability 

to survive and to reproduce (e.g., Baumeister, Vohs, DeWall, & Zhang, 2007; Öhman & Mineka, 

2001). Thus, people should experience strong emotional reactions to environmental stimuli that 

could threaten their survival and reproductive success. 

Insofar as positive and lasting relationships increase the likelihood of survival and 

reproductive success (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), threats to belongingness should produce 

strong emotional reactions. A quite different pattern has emerged from the social exclusion 

literature, however. Excluded people frequently report emotional states that do not differ from 

non-excluded people (Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & Twenge, 2005; Gardner, Pickett, & 

Brewer, 2000; Zadro, Williams, & Richardson, 2004). This lack of difference might indicate that 

the social exclusion manipulations used in these studies did not represent much of a threat to 

most people, but these same social exclusion manipulations tend to produce large behavioral 

effects (Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, & Stucke, 2001; Warburton, Williams, & Cairns, 2006; see 

Williams, 2007, for a review). Psychologists have therefore been confronted with an apparent 

paradox as to why socially exclusion produces large behavioral effects with little sign of strong 

emotional responses.

This paradox has been at least partially resolved through an emerging line of theory and 

research that has suggested that social exclusion alters the manner in which people experience 

physical and emotional pain (DeWall & Baumeister, 2006; see MacDonald & Leary, 2005, for a 

review). These studies showed that social exclusion caused increases in pain threshold and pain 

tolerance, which were related to less intense predictions of future emotional responses and 

reduced empathic concern toward another person’s suffering (DeWall & Baumeister, 2006). 
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Thus, social exclusion temporarily impairs the emotion system from functioning normally, which 

causes widespread insensitivity to both emotional and physical pain.

The purpose of the current research is to examine how emotional insensitivity might play 

a pivotal role in terms of predicting aggressive responses to social exclusion. To be sure, the 

view that emotional insensitivity, as opposed to strong emotional responsiveness, contributes to 

aggressive behavior is at odds with classic social psychological theories of aggression 

(Berkowitz & Geen, 1967; Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939; Zillman, 1983). I 

propose that social exclusion renders the person temporarily emotionally insensitive, which 

weakens inhibitions that normally reduce aggression. Specifically, rejection impairs the capacity 

to feel empathic concern for the victim of the aggressive response and hence promotes 

aggression. Hence the first goal (tested in Experiments 1 and 2) was to demonstrate that 

emotional insensitivity mediates the relationship between social exclusion and aggressive 

behavior, even toward a neutral person not involved in the exclusion experience (see Figure 1). 

The second goal (tested in Experiment 3) was to show that emotional insensitivity toward one 

person following social exclusion would contribute to aggressive responding toward another 

person.

Might Negative Emotion Mediate the Rejection-Aggression Link?

Classic social psychological theories of aggression have proposed that negative emotions 

frequently, if not invariably, cause aggressive behavior. Whereas some theories focused on 

specific negative emotions as causes of aggression (i.e., frustration; Dollard et al., 1939), other 

theories proposed that any stimulus that can produce a negative emotional response will likely 

lead to aggression (Berkowitz, 1982). Evidence from the social rejection literature has 

consistently failed to show a causal link from negative emotion to aggressive behavior, however. 

On an a priori basis, it seemed plausible that social exclusion would cause negative emotional 

responses (e.g., Baumeister & Tice, 1990). These negative emotional responses would in turn 

produce irrational and self-defeating behaviors (e.g., Keinan, 1987; Rosenthal & Marx, 1981; 

Sayette, 1993; Tice, Bratslavsky, & Baumeister, 2001; Wegener & Petty, 1994). Yet, as noted 

above, socially excluded people frequently do not report emotional states that differ from 

accepted and control participants (e.g., Gardner et al., 2000; Twenge et al., 2001; Zadro et al., 

2004), though they consistently behave more aggressively than non-excluded participants 

(Twenge et al., 2001; Warburton et al., 2006). Even when socially excluded participants show 
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high levels of negative emotions, not one single study has shown that increases in negative 

emotions mediate the relationship between social exclusion and aggression (e.g., Buckley, 

Winkel, & Leary, 2004). These findings suggest that negative emotions offer little in the way of 

explaining why social exclusion often results in aggressive behavior. 

The lack of support for a causal role of negative emotions on aggression is not limited to 

the social rejection literature. To be sure, evidence from other literatures has called into question 

the extent to which negative emotions cause aggression. Averill (1982) argued that negative 

emotions do not always cause aggressive behavior. Huesmann (1986) has argued that aggression 

may be the result of cognitive processes, such as learning particular scripts that define situations 

and guide behavior. Anderson and Dill (2000) demonstrated that aggressive cognition—but not 

aggressive affect—mediated the relationship between exposure to video game violence and 

aggressive behavior. These authors concluded that video game violence “takes a cognitive and 

not an affective path to increasing behavior in short-term settings” (p. 786). These findings 

suggest that negative emotions can not be considered an invariable cause of aggressive behavior. 

The shifting tide in the emphasis given to negative emotion as a cause of aggression has 

been demonstrated in the General Aggression Model (GAM; Anderson & Bushman, 2002). The 

GAM asserts that it is unclear whether the effect of frustration and other unpleasant states on 

aggression are due to cognitive, affective, or arousal processes (Anderson & Bushman, 2002, p. 

37-38). Even when negative emotions influence aggression, they do so in an indirect manner. 

According to the GAM, negative emotions influence aggressive behavior through an appraisal 

and decision-making process. Any effect that negative emotion has on aggression behavior is 

therefore mediated by a cognitive, decision-making process.

Thus, growing evidence and theory suggest that the link between rejection and aggression 

can not be easily explained as being caused solely by negative emotions. Negative emotions may 

contribute to aggressive behavior, but they likely do so through cognitive processing. An 

alternative possibility is that emotional insensitivity, compared to strong emotional responses, 

might have a more direct influence on aggressive behavior following social exclusion.

Might Emotional Insensitivity Mediate the Rejection-Aggression Link?
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Whereas social psychological literature has focused primarily on how high levels of 

emotional responding might promote aggressive behavior, the clinical psychological literature 

has stressed the importance of emotional insensitivity as a predictor of aggression. Traits 

associated with deficits in emotional reactivity are traditionally referred to as “primary” or 

“Factor I” features of psychopathy, and are used to identify extremely aggressive individuals 

(Blair, 2003; Hare, 1999). Compared to people scoring low on Factor I traits, people scoring high 

on Factor I psychopathic personality traits have been shown to have lower resting levels on a 

variety of physiological indicators of emotional responsiveness (e.g, heart rate, skin conductance, 

cortisol levels; El-Sheikh, Ballard, & Cummings, 1994; Garralda, Connell, & Taylor, 1991; Holi, 

Auvinen-Lintunen, Lindberg, Tani & Virkkunen, 2006; Loney, Butler, Lima, Counts, & Eckel, 

2006; Raine, Venables, & Williams, 1990) and to show decreased physiological responses to 

experimental stressors (e.g., eye blink startle response, skin conductance reactance, heart rate, 

cortisol levels, activation in the limbic-prefrontal circuit; Benning, Patrick, Iacono, 2005; Flor, 

Birbaumer, Hermann, Ziegler, & Patrick, 2002; O’Leary, Loney, & Eckel, in press; Birbaumer, 

Veit, Lotze, Erb, Hermann, Grodd, & Flor, 2005). Emotional insensitivity has also been shown 

to impair processes that normally inhibit aggressive tendencies, such as aversive conditioning 

and instrumental learning (Blair, 1995, 2001; Patrick, 1994). Thus, a large body of findings has 

shown that psychopathic individuals, who tend to be extremely violent, demonstrate signs of 

emotional insensitivity.  

Social exclusion causes responses that share some degree of similarity with responses 

typically found among psychopathic individuals. As noted above, social exclusion has been 

shown to produce large increases in aggressive behavior (Buckley et al., 2004; Twenge et al., 

2001; Warburton et al., 2006). Socially excluded people also show signs of emotional 

insensitivity, as indicated by unemotional affective forecasts and reduced levels of empathic 

concern for others’ suffering (DeWall & Baumeister, 2006). The tendency for socially excluded 

people to become insensitive to emotional pain is also strongly related to their insensitivity to 

physical pain (DeWall & Baumeister, 2006), which suggests that social exclusion activates the 

body’s pain response system and has consequences as to how the body registers both physical 

and emotional pain. 

The physical and emotional insensitivity that follows from social exclusion is likely 

beneficial insofar as the excluded person is temporarily protected from a potentially negative 
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emotional experience. Decreased physical pain sensitivity in threatening situations has been 

shown to have positive consequences in terms of enabling people to shift their attention to the 

most beneficial response (Eccleston & Crombez, 1999). The physical and emotional numbness 

that ensues in the aftermath of social exclusion therefore saves the person from a potentially 

negative emotional experience and may promote the capacity for restoring a sense of belonging 

with others. This emotional and physical insensitivity following social exclusion could have 

potential drawbacks, however, that may have negative implications for socialization processes 

that inhibit undesirable behavior. The emotional insensitivity that excluded people experience is 

therefore simultaneously beneficial and potentially disastrous. The body’s response to social 

exclusion may protect excluded people from a potentially negative emotional experience, but the 

emotional insensitivity might also impair their ability to understand and respond appropriately 

toward other people in their environment. 

The previously reported drop in empathic concern following social exclusion may help to 

explain why excluded people behave aggressively. Aggressive impulses are usually inhibited 

through strong empathic responses toward the person who will suffer pain and trauma from the 

aggressive response (Blair, 1995). Indeed, the capacity to feel empathic concern toward others 

has been shown to play a prominent role in reducing aggressive behavior. Individuals high in 

dispositional empathy, compared to those low in dispositional empathy, show lower levels of 

violence and anti-social behavior (Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Kaukiainen, 2000; Giancola, 2003). 

Interventions designed to increase empathy toward victims of aggression have led to reductions 

in positive attitudes toward violence (Lee, 1987) and the likelihood of violence and anti-social 

behavior in violent men (Schewe & O’Donohue, 1993). Social exclusion causes the emotion 

system to cease functioning normally, which weakens the deterrent of a strong empathic 

response toward the victim who will suffer from the aggressive response. Without the capacity to 

feel empathic concern to another person’s suffering, the aggressive impulse that arises in 

response to rejection will not be inhibited and hence rejected people will behave aggressively. It 

therefore seems plausible that a lack of empathic concern may mediate the relationship between 

rejection and aggression.

Present Research

The present experiments tested the theory that the relationship between social exclusion 

and aggressive behavior would be mediated by emotional insensitivity. The first prediction 
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(tested in Experiments 1 and 2) was that participants who experienced social exclusion would 

express less empathic concern and behave more aggressively toward a person who was not 

involved in the exclusion experience than control participants. The second prediction was that 

the lack of empathic concern would mediate the relationship between social exclusion and 

aggression. The third prediction (tested in Experiment 3) was that the emotional insensitivity that 

socially excluded expressed toward one person would have implications for their aggressive 

responding toward another person. 

Thus, the current research sought to provide evidence regarding a possible mechanism as 

to why socially excluded people behave aggressively. The first goal was to test the hypothesis 

that reductions in emotional sensitivity in the aftermath of social exclusion would mediate 

aggressive behavior. The second goal was to demonstrate that reduced emotional sensitivity 

directed toward one person following social exclusion predicted aggression toward another 

person. 

Experiment 1

The purpose of Experiment 1 was to provide a first test of the proposed mediational 

model. The social exclusion manipulation consisted of all participants being informed that a 

same-sex person with whom they had shared personal information had turned down an 

opportunity for further interaction. Some participants were informed that their social exclusion 

could be attributed to external causes (the confederate had forgotten a previous engagement and 

would have to leave the experiment early), whereas other participants were told that their social 

exclusion was due to the confederate refusing to interact with him or her. All participants in this 

experiment therefore experienced social exclusion. Only some participants experienced 

exclusion due to another person refusing to interact with them, however.

Participants were then asked to empathize with another person who was suffering as a 

result of a recent romantic rejection. After reporting their empathic concern toward the suffering 

person, participants were given the opportunity to aggress toward the person by administering 

blasts of unpleasant noise. Participants were led to believe that they were playing a competitive 

reaction time game by computer with the person with whom they had been asked to empathize. 

In the game, the loser of each trial was forced to listen to a blast of white noise through a set of 

headphones. Participants were informed that they would be given the opportunity to set the 

intensity level and duration of the blast of white noise to which the other person would be forced 
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to listen if the other person lost the trial. This method for measuring aggression has been used in 

several previous experiments (e.g., Bartholow, Bushman, & Sestir, 2006; Bushman & 

Baumeister, 1998) and has been shown to have good construct validity (e.g., Giancola & 

Zeichner, 1995).

The first prediction was that personal rejection, compared to non-personal rejection, 

would lead to less empathic concern and more aggression toward the stimulus person that was 

suffering from a recent romantic rejection. The second prediction was that reduced empathic 

concern would weaken the deterrent for aggression and hence would mediate the relationship 

between personal rejection and aggression. 

Method

Participants. Sixty-seven undergraduates (53 women) participated in this study in 

exchange for partial course credit.  

Materials and procedure. Participants arrived at the laboratory individually for a study 

ostensibly concerning personality and group interactions. After giving informed consent, 

participants were informed that they would complete many of the experimental tasks with a 

same-sex partner. The experimenter explained to participants that the study would involve 

sending written messages back and forth between the participant and his or her partner before 

they had an interaction. Participants were instructed that this would allow both participants to get 

to know each other’s “true” nature and personality, because the initial information exchanged 

between the partners would not involve them seeing each other. The experimenter explained that 

the researchers in charge of the study were interested in showing that these limitations on initial 

meeting encounters would foster better interactions than if participants were allowed to form 

judgments of their partner based on physical features (e.g., attractiveness, race, weight). 

Participants were informed that their partner had arrived to the experiment early and had 

already completed the first message. The message, which was modeled after past research 

(Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007), depicted a friendly, same-sex confederate 

discussing his or her personal and career goals. To increase sympathy and identification with the 

participant, written messages were prepared in both male and female handwriting and matched 

the participant’s gender. 

After participants had spent approximately 5 minutes reading the message, the 

experimenter returned and told the participant that he or she would write a reply message to the 
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partner. Participants were then given the same list of questions that the partner had received, 

completed the questions, and gave the written reply message to the experimenter. The 

experimenter collected the participant’s written reply message and ostensibly took the reply 

message to the partner to read the message. 

After 5 minutes, the experimenter returned and delivered the social exclusion 

manipulation. For participants assigned to the irrelevant departure condition, the experimenter 

stated that after reading the reply message, the other participant had to leave suddenly because he 

or she had forgotten to do something. Participants assigned to the personal rejection condition, in 

contrast, were told that their partner did not want to meet them. Participants in both conditions 

were instructed that they would not be completing the interaction with their partner and would 

complete the rest of the study alone. 

Participants then completed the Brief Mood Introspection Scale (BMIS; Mayer & 

Gaschke, 1988), which provides measures of mood valence and arousal. When participants had 

completed the BMIS, the experimenter returned and gave participants the empathic concern 

measure. The experimenter informed participants that there was another experiment (titled 

“Partner Study”) being conducted in the same laboratory, in which one participant wrote an 

essay and another participant read and responded to the essay. Participants were told that the 

participant who was supposed to read and respond to the essay did not show up for the 

experiment and that the participant would read the essay that was written by the other (same-sex) 

participant and answer a few questions about it. The experimenter handed the participant a folder 

labeled “Partner Study” that contained a handwritten essay (in male or female handwriting, to 

match the participant’s gender). The content of the essay, which was used previously in DeWall 

and Baumeister (2006), was adapted from Batson, Klein, Highberger, and Shaw (1995). The 

essay described a person who was suffering because of a recent romantic rejection. 

Participants reported the extent to which they felt sympathetic, compassionate, warm, 

soft-hearted, and tender toward the author of the essay. These adjectives have been used in 

previous research to measure empathic concern (Batson et al., 1995). The internal reliability of 

the five items was good (Cronbach’s alpha = .95) and therefore responses were summed to form 

an empathic concern index.

After participants had finished reading and responding to the essay, participants placed 

the essay and questionnaire in an envelope, sealed it, and handed it back to the experimenter. The 
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experimenter then left ostensibly to return the folder to the experimenter for the other study. 

When the experimenter returned (approximately 1 minute later), participants were informed that 

since they would not be meeting their partner, they would complete a competitive reaction time 

game with the author of the essay. The experimenter informed participants that they would not 

meet the author of the essay but would have the computer in their lab room connected to the 

author’s lab room computer via a network. 

Participants then began the computer game, which was described as a competitive 

reaction time game they would play against the author of the essay (in reality, the computer was 

programmed to mimic a person’s responses.) The experimenter explained that participants would 

have to press a button as quickly as possible on a series of trials, and that whoever responded 

slower on a given trial would hear a blast of white noise. Each participant set the level of noise to 

be heard by the other person, including both volume (a level ranging from 0 to 10) and duration 

(a level ranging from 0 to 10). 

A Dell PC computer controlled the events in the reaction time task and recorded the 

duration and volume that participants administered for each of 25 trials. Previous research 

has shown that the first trial provides the best measure of unprovoked aggression because 

participants have not yet received aversive blasts of noise from their opponent (Bushman & 

Baumeister, 1998; Twenge et al., 2001). The noise intensity and duration levels from the first 

trial were therefore used here as the measure of aggression. The two variables (intensity and 

duration) were converted to z-scores and summed to serve as a composite measure of 

aggression. When participants had completed the computer game, participants were 

debriefed, thanked, and dismissed. 

Results

Aggression. Compared to participants in the irrelevant departure condition, personally 

rejected participants were more aggressive toward the ostensible other participant, even 

though the participant was not involved in the rejection experience. Results from an ANOVA 

on the composite measure of aggression revealed higher levels of aggression among personal 

rejection participants (M= .23, SD= 1.01) than irrelevant departure participants (M= -.26, 

SD= .94), F(1, 65)= 4.40, p= .04, d= .50. Thus, compared to irrelevant departure participants, 

personal rejection participants behaved more aggressively toward a person that was not 

involved in their rejection experience and with whom they did not expect to interact. 
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Empathic concern. Compared to irrelevant departure participants, personally rejected 

participants expressed less empathic concern toward the author of the essay who had 

experienced a recent romantic rejection. Results from an ANOVA on the five-item empathic 

concern index showed that participants in the personal rejection condition (M= 30.08, SD= 

13.49), compared to participants in the irrelevant departure condition (M= 37.16, SD= 8.00), 

felt less empathic concern toward the author of the essay, F(1, 65)= 6.70, p < .02, d= .64. 

These findings replicate previous research showing that personal rejection causes the 

emotion system to cease functioning normally, which leads to reduced interpersonal empathy 

(DeWall & Baumeister, 2006).

Does lack of empathic concern mediate the rejection-aggression link? To test whether 

lack of empathic concern mediated the relationship between personal rejection and 

aggression, we conducted a mediational analysis using regression (Baron & Kenny, 1986; 

Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998). As reported above, participants in the personal rejection 

condition showed more aggressive responding than did participants in the irrelevant 

departure condition, β= .25, t= 2.10, p= .04. Personal rejection participants, compared to 

irrelevant departure participants, also expressed less empathic concern toward a person who 

had recently suffered a romantic rejection, β= -.30, t= -2.59, p < .02. Lack of empathic 

concern uniquely predicted aggressive responding, β= -.30, t= -2.46, p < .02. Most important, 

including the empathic concern variable simultaneously in the regression equation reduced 

the relationship between personal rejection and aggression to statistical nonsignificance, β= 

.16, t= 1.33, p = .19. A Sobel test (Sobel, 1982) confirmed that lack of empathic concern 

mediated the relationship between personal rejection and aggression, z= 1.96, p < .05 (see 

Figure 2).

Self-reported emotion. To test whether the observed effects could be attributed to 

fluctuations in emotional response, two one-way ANOVAs were conducted using scores on 

the mood valence and arousal subscales of the BMIS as dependent measures. Results 

revealed no significant variation between the two groups in terms of their reported mood 

valence or arousal, both Fs < 1, n.s. These findings contradict the alternative hypothesis that 

differences in mood valence or arousal could account for the observed effects.

Discussion
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The results of Experiment 1 provided initial support for the proposed model of 

emotional insensitivity as a mediator of the rejection-aggression link. Participants who 

experienced personal rejection, compared to participants in the irrelevant departure 

condition, expressed less empathic concern toward a person who was not involved in the 

exclusion experience. Personally rejected participants were also more aggressive than 

irrelevant departure participants, as indicated by administering the other person with a blast 

of white noise that was both intense and long in duration. The lack of emotional sensitivity 

that personally rejected participants expressed toward the other person also contributed to 

their aggressive behavior. Indeed, controlling for (the lack of) empathic concern rendered the 

relationship between personal rejection and aggression statistically nonsignificant. 

These findings suggest that a lack of emotional responsiveness may explain why 

rejected people behave aggressively. Whereas prior theories had predicted that emotional 

distress would mediate the link between rejection and aggression, the findings from the 

current study suggest that a lack of emotional responsiveness may play a pivotal role in terms 

of explaining why rejected people behave aggressively. Experiencing personal rejection 

caused immediate emotional insensitivity, which likely protected rejected participants from a 

possible negative emotional response. This emotional insensitivity had implications for 

aggressive behavior, however. As noted above, empathic concern toward the victim of the 

aggressive response serves as a powerful deterrent for aggression (Blair, 1995). Without a 

functioning emotion system, rejected participants felt less empathic concern toward the 

victim and hence the aggressive impulse was less inhibited. Emotional insensitivity protected 

the rejected person from experiencing negative emotion that could be debilitating and 

counterproductive, but the same emotional insensitivity that protected the rejected person 

also caused impairments in the ability to empathize with the victim and therefore led to 

aggression. 

Experiment 2

The purpose of Experiment 2 was to replicate and extend the results of Experiment 1 

using a different measure of aggression and a different self-report measure of emotion. 

Whereas participants in Experiment 1 were given the opportunity to administer blasts of 

unpleasant white noise to another person, participants in Experiment 2 were given the 

opportunity to thwart another person’s chances of procuring a desirable job. In a recent and 
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authoritative review of the aggression literature, Anderson and Bushman (2002) offered a 

definition of aggression as “any behavior directed toward another individual that is carried 

out with the proximate (immediate) intent to cause harm” (p. 28, emphasis included in 

original). Participants in the current study were informed that negative evaluations of the 

ostensible job candidate would harm his or her opportunity of obtaining a job that the 

candidate presumably perceived as desirable. A negative job candidate evaluation would 

therefore qualify as aggressive behavior using Anderson and Bushman’s (2002) definition. 

Moreover, similar types of job-relevant evaluations have been used in previous studies to 

measure aggressive responding (e.g., Kulik & Brown, 1979; O’Neal & Taylor, 1989; Twenge 

et al., 2001). The inclusion of a different measure of aggression provided an opportunity to 

provide converging evidence that the relationship between rejection and aggression is 

mediated by emotional insensitivity.

An additional procedural change in Experiment 2 was the use of a different measure 

of mood and emotion. Although there were no differences in self-reported emotion in 

Experiment 1, it was possible that the null effect was attributable to problems with the BMIS 

as opposed to demonstrating a true lack of difference between personal rejection and 

irrelevant departure participants. Experiment 2 therefore used a different and widely used 

measure of self-reported emotion, namely the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule 

(PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). 

The social exclusion manipulation and measure of empathic concern were identical to 

those used in Experiment 1. The main predictions were that personal rejection would lead to 

increased aggression and decreased empathic concern toward a person not involved in the 

rejection experience, and that this lack of empathic concern toward the victim of the 

aggressive response would mediate the relationship between personal rejection and 

aggression. 

Method

Participants. Forty-six undergraduates (33 women) participated in this study in 

exchange for partial course credit. 

Materials and procedure. Participants arrived at the lab individually for a study 

ostensibly concerning the relationship between personality and group interactions. As in 

Experiment 1, participants were informed that the study would involve sending messages 
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back and forth to a same sex partner and that their partner would send the first message. The 

remaining aspects of the initial procedure were identical to those used in Experiment 1. By 

random assignment, half of the participants received feedback that their original partner had 

forgotten to do something (irrelevant departure). The other half of the participants, in 

contrast, were told that after reading their initial responses, their partner refused to work with 

them (personal rejection).

Participants then completed the PANAS (Watson et al., 1988). After completing the 

PANAS, participants were exposed to the same procedure used to measure empathic concern 

as the one used in Experiment 1. That is, participants were informed that they would read and 

respond to an essay composed by another same sex participant. The essay used to evoke 

empathic concern was identical to the one used in Experiment 1, in which the ostensible 

other participant describes the recent dissolution of his or her romantic relationship. 

Participants then reported the degree to which they felt sympathetic, warm, compassionate, 

soft-hearted, and tender toward the author of the essay. The internal reliability of responses 

to these five items was good (Cronbach’s alpha= .85) and therefore responses were summed 

to form an empathic concern index.

All participants were then informed that the participant whose essay they had just 

read had recently applied for a research assistantship in the Department of Psychology. The 

experimenter informed participants that the research assistantship for which the other 

participant had applied was quite competitive. Because of the competitive nature of the 

position, the Department of Psychology was ostensibly interested in obtaining as many 

evaluations as possible from anyone who had come into contact with any of the applicants. 

Participants were then handed a candidate evaluation form and an envelope with the 

department letterhead printed on the top left corner. Participants evaluated the author of the 

essay on 10 statements (e.g., “The applicant is open-minded,” “The applicant is responsible,” 

and “If I were in charge of hiring research assistants, I would hire the applicant”) on a scale 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 10 (strongly agree). To ensure anonymity and increase 

the likelihood of obtaining the most accurate candidate evaluations, participants were 

instructed to place their completed evaluation sheet in the department envelope, to seal the 

envelope, and to hand the experimenter the sealed envelope. The internal reliability of 

responses to the 10 statements was high (Cronbach’s alpha= .97) and responses were 
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summed to form a total evaluation score. Possible scores ranged from 10-100, with higher 

scores indicating a positive evaluation of the candidate. As low scores would prevent the 

participant from obtaining the research assistantship, lowers scores were interpreted as being 

indicative of aggressive responses. When participants had completed the evaluation form, 

they were debriefed, were given course credit, and were dismissed. 

Results

Aggression. A one-way ANOVA was conducted on total evaluation scores. Results 

showed that compared to participants in the irrelevant departure condition (M= 86.39, SD= 

20.26), participants in the personal rejection condition (M= 68.43, SD= 20.56) evaluated the 

ostensible other participant more negatively, F(1, 44)= 8.90, p < .01, d= .88. These findings 

provide additional evidence that personal rejection causes increases in aggression, even 

toward a person who was not involved in the rejection experience.       

Empathic concern. As in Experiment 1, participants who experienced personal 

rejection expressed less empathic concern toward the author of the essay than did 

participants in the irrelevant departure condition. Results from an ANOVA on the five-item 

empathic concern index demonstrated that participants in the personal rejection condition 

(M= 27.78, SD= 9.61), compared to participants in the irrelevant departure condition (M= 

34.17, SD= 7.09), felt less empathic concern toward the author of the essay, F(1, 44)= 6.59, p

< .02, d= .76. These findings provide additional evidence that rejection causes the emotion 

system to cease functioning normally, which leads to reduced empathy toward another 

person’s suffering. 

Does lack of empathic concern mediate the rejection-aggression link? To determine 

whether lack of empathic concern mediated the relationship between personal rejection and 

aggression, a mediational analysis was conducted using regression (Baron & Kenny, 1986). 

For ease of interpretation, the sign was changed so that higher scores on the total evaluation 

index indicated higher levels of aggression. Participants in the personal rejection condition 

were more aggressive than participants in the irrelevant departure condition, as indicated by 

lower evaluations of the ostensible other participant, β= .41, t= 2.98, p < .01. Personal 

rejection participants also expressed less empathic concern toward a person who had recently 

suffered a romantic rejection than did irrelevant departure participants, β= -.36, t= -2.57, p < 

.02. Lack of empathic concern uniquely predicted aggressive responding, β= -.41, t= -3.03, p
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< .01. Most importantly, including the empathic concern variable simultaneously in the 

regression equation reduced the relationship between personal rejection and aggression to 

marginal statistical significance, β= .26, t= 1.94, p = .06. A Sobel test (Sobel, 1982) 

confirmed that lack of empathic concern mediated the relationship between personal 

rejection and aggression, z= 1.96, p= .05 (see Figure 3). Since the relationship between 

rejection and aggression was marginally significant when controlling for lack of empathic 

concern, these results suggest that lack of empathic concern partially mediated the rejection-

aggression link.

Self-reported emotion. To test whether the observed mediational effects were 

attributable to fluctuations in emotion, two one-way ANOVAs were conducted using scores 

on the positive affect (PA) and negative affect (NA) subscales of the PANAS as dependent 

measures. Results revealed no significant differences between personal rejected and 

irrelevant departure participants in terms of PA or NA, both Fs < 1, n.s. These findings 

contradict the alternative hypothesis that the link between personal rejection and aggression 

was mediated by changes in positive or negative affect.

Discussion

The results from Experiment 2 provide further support for the proposed model in 

which emotional insensitivity mediates the relationship between personal rejection and 

aggression. Compared to participants who experienced social rejection due to external 

causes, participants who experienced personal rejection behaved more aggressively toward a 

neutral person with whom no interaction was anticipated. This finding replicates past 

research showing that personal rejection can lead to increases in aggression toward a person 

not involved in the rejection experience and with whom a person does not anticipate an 

interaction (Twenge et al., 2001; Twenge & Campbell, 2003). Participants who experienced 

personal rejection also expressed relatively low levels of empathic concern toward a person 

who had experienced a recent romantic rejection, which replicated prior research showing 

reductions in emotional sensitivity to others’ suffering following social exclusion (DeWall & 

Baumeister, 2006). 

Empathic concern toward the victim of aggression normally inhibits aggressive impulses 

from being translated into violent action. Without a normally functioning emotion system, 

rejected participants were unable to understand and identify with another person’s pain and 
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therefore behaved aggressively. As in Experiment 1, the reductions in empathic responding 

mediated the relationship between personal rejection and aggression. These findings offer 

additional support for the view that emotional insensitivity, as opposed to emotional distress, 

may help to explain why rejected people behave aggressively. The observed emotional 

insensitivity among rejected participants was beneficial in terms of warding off a potentially 

negative emotional experience, but the emotional insensitivity reduced the capacity to understand 

and respond to another person’s suffering and hence promoted aggression. 

Experiment 3 

The purpose of Experiment 3 was to replicate and extend the results of Experiments 1 

and 2 using a different social exclusion manipulation, additional measures of emotional 

responsiveness, a different target of emotional responsiveness, and a different target of 

aggression. Experiments 1 and 2 demonstrated that compared to participants who experienced 

social exclusion that was due to circumstances that did not relate to the participant (i.e., the 

partner had to leave due to a forgotten appointment), personally rejected participants felt less 

empathic concern and behaved more aggressively toward a person not involved in the rejection 

experience. In both studies, the reductions in empathic concern mediated the relationship 

between personal rejection and aggression. Experiment 3 tested whether rejection would produce 

a general state of emotional insensitivity, which would have implications for aggression toward a 

person other than the target of the emotional responsiveness. 

Experiments 1 and 2 were based on the theory that rejection reduces empathic concern 

toward the victim of aggression, which weakens inhibitions that normally prevent aggressive 

impulses from being translated into aggressive behavior. It is possible that reduced empathic 

concern toward one person in distress may weaken inhibitions to behave aggressively toward 

another person with whom the rejected person has had no previous contact. Experiment 3 

therefore sought to test the extent to which reduced empathic concern toward a person that was 

not the victim of aggression may be related to aggressive responses toward another person. 

Participants in Experiment 3 completed a small group interaction task, after which they 

made nominations of which people they would most like to work with individually. Some of the 

participants were informed that no one had chosen them as a partner (rejection condition), 

whereas other participants were told that everyone had chosen them as a partner (acceptance 

condition). A third group of participants (control condition) were told that they would complete a 
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series of tasks before the partner task and therefore would not be given any information 

regarding how many people had chosen them as a partner. This type of exclusion manipulation 

was adapted from a previous procedure (Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995; Nezlek, 

Kowalski, Leary, Blevins, & Holgate, 1997) and has been used successfully in several previous 

social exclusion studies (Baumeister et al.., 2005; Maner et al., 2007; Twenge et al., 2001). 

The second and third procedural changes were the use of a different target of emotional 

responsiveness and different measures of emotional responsiveness. Participants in Experiments 

1 and 2 were presented with an essay adapted from Batson et al. (1995) that described a person 

from their university who experienced a recent romantic rejection. In Experiment 3, participants 

listened to an audio recording that in which a female student from another university described a 

recent family tragedy. The measure of empathic concern used in Experiments 1 and 2 has been 

shown to correlate highly with measures of personal distress and sadness (Maner, Luce, 

Neuberg, Cialdini, Brown, & Sagarin, 2002). Therefore, participants in Experiment 3 reported 

their sadness and personal distress in response to the interview in addition to their empathic 

concern. The inclusion of the personal distress and sadness measures also allowed for a test as to 

whether the emotional insensitivity shown in Experiments 1 and 2 was due to a lack of emotional 

responding to another person’s distress (as measured by empathic concern), decreases in self-

directed emotion (as measured by personal distress and sadness), or both.

A final procedural change consisted of changing the target of aggression. Participants in 

Experiments 1 and 2 were given the opportunity to aggress toward the person with whom they 

had empathized. In Experiment 3, participants reported their empathic concern, sadness, and 

personal distress toward the female student in the interview and were then told that they would 

complete a competitive reaction time task with another person who had ostensibly arrived at the 

laboratory to complete a make-up experiment. The competitive reaction time task was identical 

to the one used in Experiment 1 and constituted the measure of aggression.     

The current study provided several tests regarding the generalizability of the findings 

from Experiments 1 and 2. First, Experiment 3 tested whether the mediational pattern of results 

from Experiments 1 and 2 could be found using a different social exclusion manipulation.

Second, the different method for measuring emotional responsiveness (i.e., Katie Banks 

interview) and the two additional facets of emotional responsiveness (i.e., sadness and personal 

distress) tested the extent to which emotional insensitivity following social exclusion extended to 
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different situations and emotional states. Third, the inclusion of a different target of aggression 

tested whether emotional insensitivity was related to a general response toward behaving 

aggressively, even if the victim was not the target of empathic concern, personal distress, or 

sadness. 

Method

Participants. One hundred five undergraduates (53 women, 52 men) participated in this 

study in exchange for partial course credit. 

Materials and procedure. Participants arrived at the laboratory in same-sex groups of 3-5 

for a study ostensibly concerning group dynamics. After giving informed consent, participants 

completed a demographic questionnaire and the brief version of the Fear of Negative Evaluation 

scale (Leary, 1983). The experimenter then informed participants that the first part of the 

experiment would involve a group interaction. The purpose of the group interaction was to allow 

each person to get to know one another. To facilitate the interaction, participants were given 

nametags and a set of discussion questions (adapted from the relationship closeness induction 

task developed by Sedikides, Campbell, Reeder, & Elliot, 1999). Participants were given 

instructions to learn each other’s names and to work informally through the discussion questions. 

To give participants privacy during the interaction, the experimenter left the room. 

After 15 minutes, the experimenter returned and escorted participants to individual 

rooms. Participants were given a sheet labeled “Choice of Group Members” and were informed 

“We are interested in forming groups in which the members like and respect each other. Below, 

please name the two people (out of those you met today) you would most like to work with. 

These instructions were adapted from Leary et al. (1995), Nezlek et al. (1997), and Twenge et al. 

(2001). If the group consisted of only three people, participants were instructed to write the name 

of their preferred partner on the first line and their second choice on the second line (see Maner 

et al., 2007, for similar procedures). To provide a measure of anticipated acceptance/rejection, 

participants were also instructed to “write down the number of people (out of those you met 

today) who you believe will write down your name as someone they would most like to work 

with.” The experimenter then left the room to allow the participant to write down the names of 

the people with whom the participant would like to work and the number of people that the 

participant believed would select him or her as a partner. After 5 minutes, the experimenter 



19

returned, collected the “Choice of Group Members” sheet, and left to form the groups ostensibly 

on the basis of the participants’ stated preferences. 

The experimenter returned and provided participants with the results of how the groups 

had been formed, which constituted the social rejection manipulation. Participants were assigned 

randomly to one of three conditions: social rejection, social acceptance, and control. Participants 

in the social rejection condition were informed that no one had selected them as a partner, 

whereas participants in the social acceptance condition were told that everyone had selected 

them as a partner. In the case of a three person group, rejected participants were told that no one 

selected them as the first choice, whereas accepted participants were told that everyone had 

selected them as the first choice. Rejected and accepted participants were informed that since no 

one or everyone had selected them, the groups could not be formed as usual and that they would 

complete a different task alone. Participants in the control condition were informed that they 

would be told how the groups had been formed later in the experiment and would complete a few 

tasks alone. 

After receiving their feedback (or no feedback in the case of participants in the control 

condition), participants completed the PANAS (Watson et al., 1988). When participants had 

finished the PANAS, participants were informed that the next task would involve listening to a 

short recording. The experimenter had six slips of paper on which the labels “Radio Broadcast 

1,” “Radio Broadcast 2,” “Radio Broadcast 3,” “Radio Broadcast 4,” “Radio Broadcast 5,” and 

“Radio Broadcast 6” were printed. Participants were instructed to select one of the slips of paper, 

which ostensibly would determine the recording to which they listened. In reality, participants 

listened to the same recorded interview regardless of the slip of paper that participants selected. 

The recording consisted of an interview with an ostensible female student who was living 

in Chandler, Arizona. The experimenter informed the participant that the interview had been 

broadcast as an interview on a radio show titled “News From the Personal Side.” The name of 

the ostensible student was Katie Banks. In the interview, Katie Banks tells of a recent tragedy in 

which her parents were killed in a car accident. She explains that she might have to drop out of 

school to work full time, unless she can find help raising money to care for her little brother and 

sister. This recording has been used in previous research to elicit various types of emotional 

reactions (Maner et al., 2002). When the interview ended, participants were given a “Radio 
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Questionnaire” sheet that contained questions designed to measure emotional responses to the 

interview. 

After participants completed the questionnaire, participants were informed that they 

would play a competitive reaction time task with another participant not involved in the 

experiment. The competitive reaction time task was the same as the one used in Experiment 1. 

As in Experiment 1, the noise intensity and duration levels from the first trial were converted to 

z-scores and summed to create a composite aggression score. After completing the reaction time 

task, participants were thoroughly debriefed and were dismissed. 

Results

Aggression. A one-way ANOVA was conducted on composite aggression scores. Results 

revealed no significant variation between the rejection, acceptance, and control conditions, F(2, 

102)= 2.34, p < .11. Planned comparisons revealed that rejected participants (M= -.32, SD= 1.71) 

did not differ significantly from control participants (M= -.22, SD= 1.45) in terms of their 

aggression scores, F < 1, n.s. Compared to accepted participants (M= .50, SD= 2.01), rejected 

participants had marginally lower aggression scores, F(1, 102)= 3.82, p < .06. Accepted 

participants also had marginally higher aggression scores compared to control participants, F(1, 

102)= 3.07, p < .09. The lack of variation between conditions remained non-significant after 

controlling for the number of people that the participant expected would select him or her, F(2, 

101)= 2.08, p= .13. These findings do not support the hypothesis that social rejection would 

increase aggression relative to participants in the acceptance and control conditions. 

Empathic concern, personal distress, and sadness. Responses to the “Radio 

Questionnaire” were used to assess the predicted mediational role of emotional responsiveness 

on aggression. Summed responses to the items sympathetic, compassionate, soft-hearted, warm, 

and tender formed the empathic concern index (Cronbach’s alpha= .93). Summed responses to 

the items alarmed, troubled, distressed, upset, and disturbed formed the personal distress index 

(Cronbach’s alpha= .73). Summed responses to the items sad, low-spirited, feeling low, heavy-

hearted, grieved, and sorrowful formed the sadness index (Cronbach’s alpha= .95).         

One-way ANOVAs were conducted using scores on the empathic concern, personal 

distress, and sadness indices as dependent measures. Results revealed no significant variation 

between the rejection, acceptance, and control conditions in terms of empathic concern, F(2, 
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102)= 1.60, p= .21, personal distress, F(2, 102)= 1.00, p= .37, or sadness, F < 1, n.s. The lack of 

variation between conditions in terms of empathic concern, personal distress, and sadness 

remained non-significant after controlling for the number of people that the participant expected 

would select him or her, all Fs < 1.43, ps > .25. These results do not support the hypothesis that 

social rejection decreases empathic concern, personal distress, or sadness in response to another 

person’s suffering. 

Self-reported emotion. To test whether the social rejection manipulation produced 

changes in positive affect or negative affect, two one-way ANOVAs were conducted using 

scores on the positive affect (PA) and negative affect (NA) subscales of the PANAS as 

dependent measures. Results revealed no significant variation between the rejection, acceptance, 

and control conditions in terms of PA, F < 1, n.s., or NA, F(2, 102)= 1.54, p= .22. The lack of 

variation between conditions remained non-significant after controlling for the number of people 

that the participant expected would select him or her, F < 1, n.s (PA), and F(2, 101)= 1.38, p= 

.26 (NA). These findings suggest that the effect of the social rejection manipulation on 

aggression or emotional responsiveness to the Katie Banks recording could not be attributed to 

differences in self-reported positive or negative affect.

Effect of fear of negative evaluation on aggression, empathic concern, personal distress, 

and sadness. Past research has shown that fear of negative evaluation can moderate responses to 

rejection (Maner et al., 2007). Specifically, individuals low in fear of negative evaluation show a 

tendency to behave in a prosocial manner following rejection. I therefore tested the hypothesis 

that fear of negative evaluation would be negatively associated with aggression most strongly 

among rejected participants than among accepted or control participants.

To test the hypothesis that the effect of individual differences in fear of negative 

evaluation (FNE; Cronbach’s alpha = .91) on aggression would depend on rejection condition, I 

analyzed the association between FNE and aggression within the acceptance, rejection, and 

control conditions. To control for any shared variance between experienced and anticipated 

acceptance, I entered the number of people other that participants expected would select them as 

a partner as a covariate. Results revealed no significant association between FNE and aggression

among accepted, β= -.04, t < 1, n.s., or control participants, β= -.20, t(32)= -1.12, p= .27. Among 

rejected participants, however, there was a significant negative association between FNE and 
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aggression, β= -.35, t(30)= -2.12, p < .05. This finding contradicts prior work showing that low 

levels of FNE are associated with desirable responding to rejection (Maner et al., 2007).

Similar analyses were conducted using empathic concern, personal distress, and sadness 

scores as dependent measures. Results revealed a significant negative association between FNE 

and empathic concern among accepted participants, β= -.45, t(34)= -3.07, p= .004. No significant 

associations between FNE and empathic concern were found among rejected, β= .29, t(30)= 

1.63, p < .12, or control participants, β= .12, t < 1, n.s. No effects approached significance for 

either personal distress or sadness scores. 

Discussion

The results from Experiment 3 did not replicate the results of Experiments 1 and 2. 

Rejected participants did not show increased levels of aggression compared to accepted and 

control participants. If anything, accepted participants were somewhat more aggressive than 

were control and rejected participants. There was also no significant variation between the three 

experimental groups in terms of their empathic concern, personal distress, or sadness toward a 

female student who had recently experienced the death of her parents. To test for mediation, one 

requirement is that that the independent variable must be significantly associated with the 

mediating variable (Baron & Kenny, 1986). In the current study, rejection condition was not 

significantly associated with any of the putative mediators (i.e., empathic concern, personal 

distress, sadness) of aggression. This precluded the possibility of testing for mediation.

Among rejected participants, there was a negative association between fear of negative 

evaluation and aggression. This relationship was not significant among accepted or control 

participants. The negative association between fear of negative evaluation and aggression among 

rejected participants contradicted prior work showing desirable behavioral responses to rejection 

among individuals with low levels of fear of negative evaluation (Maner et al., 2007). There was 

an unexpected negative association between fear of negative evaluation and empathic concern 

among accepted participants, though no such association was found among rejected or control 

participants. 

General Discussion

People become aggressive for many reasons. Whereas classic theories of aggression 

assert that frustration or other negative emotional states invariably precede aggressive behavior, 

more recent theories have begun to adopt the perspective that strong emotions may not always 



23

have a direct influence on aggression. A growing number of studies have confirmed a causal path 

between social rejection and aggression, but these same studies have consistently found no 

evidence that strong emotional responses mediate the rejection-aggression link. One possible 

explanation for why these studies have failed consistently to detect a mediational role of strong 

emotional responses on aggression is that social rejection causes a temporary derailment of the 

emotion system, which leaves the person unable to respond to events in a normal fashion. 

Specifically, rejection causes a temporary numbing response, which has implications for 

responses to physical and emotional pain. Aggressive behavior is frequently inhibited through 

processes that rely on an emotion system that responds strongly to aversive stimuli, such as 

empathic concern toward the victim of aggression. In the absence of a normally functioning 

emotion system, the rejected person may feel less empathic concern for another person’s 

suffering. This reduced empathic concern may have consequences for aggression.

The findings from the current experiments provide some evidence that a lack of 

emotional responsiveness mediates the relationship between social rejection and aggression. In 

Experiments 1 and 2, rejected participants showed decreased empathic concern for another 

participant who had experienced a relationship loss. This lack of empathic concern led, in turn, to 

increased aggression directed toward the same suffering participant. Aggressive behavior took 

the form of administering intense and prolonged blasts of white noise to another person 

(Experiment 1) or thwarting another person’s opportunity for gaining a desirable work position 

(Experiment 2). Experiment 3 found that rejection did not decrease empathic concern or increase 

aggression. Thus, rejection led to increased aggression in two of the three experiments, and 

reduced empathic concern mediated the aggressive responding.

The current findings provide a novel contribution to the rejection, emotion, and 

aggression literatures by showing that a lack of emotional responsiveness may have a more direct 

impact on aggressive behavior than the strong emotional responses previously argued to be 

invariant causes of aggression (e.g., Berkowitz, 1982; Dollard et al., 1939). Threatening 

situations, such as social rejection and physical injury, produce responses aimed at finding a 

quick route to safety. To enable optimal search for safety, the body becomes numb to emotional 

and physical pain. Although emotional and physical insensitivity may have some benefit to the 

excluded person, the results from Experiments 1 and 2 (but not Experiment 3) showed that the 

emotional insensitivity that follows from rejection promoted aggressive treatment of others. This 
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finding is potentially intriguing insofar as rejection signifies only one of many possible 

threatening situations that may produce emotional insensitivity and aggressive responses. 

Although the current investigation focused only on the threat of social rejection, the current 

findings do provide reason to expect that emotional insensitivity that accompanies severe threats 

may mediate aggressive responding.  

Thus, a lack of emotional responding plays a vital role in shaping aggressive responses to 

rejection. Aggression researchers have spent decades investigating the impact of strong negative 

emotional states on aggression. What have been left relatively unexplored, however, are 

threatening situations that produce aggression as a result of dulled emotional responding. The 

current findings begin to resolve the seeming paradox in the rejection literature by showing that 

physiological responses that were originally intended to protect the excluded person from 

emotional and physical pain also weaken empathic concern toward the victim of the aggressive 

responses and therefore give rise to aggression.  

Limitations and Future Directions

The current findings provide some evidence that the relationship between social rejection 

and aggression is mediated by a lack of emotional responsiveness to another person’s suffering. 

There are limitations and alternative explanations, however, that deserve consideration. A first 

limitation is that the rejection-aggression link was mediated by reduced of empathic concern in 

only two of the three reported experiments. In Experiment 3, rejected participants did not report 

higher levels of aggression compared to accepted and control participants. One possible 

explanation for this null effect was that there was a longer temporal delay between the rejection 

manipulation and the aggression measure compared to that used in the first two experiments. 

Past research has emphasized the importance of temporal proximity between rejection and 

aggression (Arnold, Homrok, Ortiz, & Stowe, 1999). Indeed, some of the effects of the group 

rejection manipulation used in Experiment 3 have been shown to become attenuated in the first 

30 minutes (Blackhart, Eckel, & Tice, 2006; see also Zadro, Boland, & Richardson, 2006). In 

Experiment 1 (which used the same aggression measure as the one used in Experiment 3), 

participants received the rejection feedback, completed the BMIS, read a short essay, completed 

the five-item empathic concern measure, and then completed the aggression measure. Even this 

delay between the receipt of the rejection feedback and aggression measure may have attenuated 

the impact of the rejection manipulation. In Experiment 1, the estimated size of effect for the 
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difference on aggression between the personal rejection and irrelevant departure conditions was 

d= .50. Although this effect size meets standard criteria for describing medium effects (Cohen, 

1977), the effect size is substantially smaller than what is typically reported in previous rejection 

studies (e.g., Buckley et al., 2004; Twenge et al., 2001).

The design of Experiment 3 involved several procedures that increased the temporal 

delay between the rejection feedback and the aggression measure. First, the group rejection 

manipulation, by definition, involves a group of participants, whereas the rejection manipulation 

used in Experiment 1 involved only a single participant. The added responsibility of providing 

feedback and materials to each of 3 to 5 participants involved considerable delays for the 

participants. Second, the materials that participants completed between the rejection feedback 

and the aggression measure were longer than the materials completed in Experiment 1. Whereas 

participants completed only a five-item measure of empathic concern in Experiment 1, 

participants in Experiment 3 completed a 16-item questionnaire that contained the five-item 

empathic concern measure plus the items pertaining to personal distress and sadness. In addition, 

the self-report measure of emotion in Experiment 3 contained 20 items instead of the 16-item 

self-report measure of emotion used in Experiment 1. Third, compared to Experiment 1, more 

time was need in order for participants to be exposed to the target of emotional responsiveness in 

Experiment 3. In Experiment 1, the experimenter handed participants a short essay and instructed 

them to read it and complete the five-item empathic concern items. In Experiment 3, the 

experimenter conducted a rigged drawing, gave a brief introduction about the contents of the 

Katie Banks recording, had participants listen to the 2 minute 48 second recording, and then had 

them complete the 16-item empathic concern, personal distress, and sadness items. Each of these 

three additional procedures added a temporal delay between the rejection feedback and the 

aggression measure that help to explain why there were no significant effects of the rejection 

manipulation on aggression.

An additional limitation of the current investigation was that rejection produced a lack of 

emotional responsiveness in only two of the three reported experiments. It is possible that the 

longer temporal delay in Experiment 3, compared to Experiments 1 and 2, was responsible for 

the null effect of rejection condition on empathic concern, personal distress, and sadness.  

Another possible explanation for the null effect on the measures of emotional responsiveness 

was that the target in distress (i.e., Katie Banks) was not perceived as relevant to the rejection 
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experience. In Experiments 1 and 2, the target in distress was a member of the same university as 

the person that had rejected the participant. In contrast, the distressed target in Experiment 3 was 

not a member of the same university as the people that had rejected the participant. The 

combination of the temporal delay and the non-FSU affiliation of the target in distress may have 

reduced the possibility for finding that rejection reduced empathic concern, personal distress, and 

sadness toward another person in distress. 

The lack of significant differences between conditions on the aggression and emotional 

responsiveness measures in Experiment 3 may also be attributable to the relatively weak nature 

of the social rejection manipulation. In that study, rejected participants were told that complete 

strangers chose not to work with them after only 15 minutes of social interaction. Although 

previous studies have shown that this social rejection manipulation can produce substantial 

behavioral responses (e.g., Twenge et al., 2001), it seems likely that social rejection that people 

experience within the context of long-lasting relationships may have a more powerful impact on 

behavior than the types of rejection that participants experienced in the current studies.

Compared to the relatively mild forms of social rejection that were used in the current studies, 

experiencing a divorce or separation from one’s primary caregivers may produce substantially 

stronger changes in emotion and behavior. 

The tendency for emotional insensitivity to mediate the relationship between rejection 

and aggression could also be examined within the context of other threats. Considering one’s 

mortality seems one promising candidate. Imagining one’s eventual death has been shown to 

increase aggression (McGregor, Lieberman, Greenberg, Solomon, Arndt, Simon, & Pyszcynski, 

1998) and other types of defensive responding (Arndt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszcynski, & 

Simon, 1997). Recent evidence suggests that mortality salience produces other responses that are 

similar to those found in the aftermath of social rejection. MacDonald (2007), for example, 

showed that people respond to mortality salience through a numbing response that results in 

physical analgesia. Recent evidence has also demonstrated that mortality salience produces an 

automatic emotional coping response that is found among rejected participants (DeWall & 

Baumeister, in press). This similarity in responding to mortality salience and rejection suggests 

that both types of threat produce widespread numbness that buffers the person from the incipient 

negative response to such threats. Just like responses to social rejection, the body’s response to 

mortality salience may promote aggressive responding. 
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Emotional insensitivity in response to social rejection may be so common because the 

need to belong is such a fundamental human motivation (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Certain 

situations may provoke more threat for some people than others, however. These differences in 

the appraisal of threat may relate to the extent to which the body responds in a manner that 

produces physical and emotional insensitivity. People vary in the degree to which they perceive 

certain animals as predatory, for example. And the immediate presence of predators produces 

analgesic responses similar to those found in response to rejection (Gray & McNaughton, 2000). 

When in the presence of spiders, people who are spider-phobic, compared to people who are low 

in fear of spiders, might show signs of emotional insensitivity to others’ suffering because their 

perception of spiders as predatory animals causes their bodies to respond in a manner that 

temporarily impairs their emotion system from functioning normally. This might, in turn, 

increase the likelihood of behaving in an aggressive or otherwise inappropriate manner.  

Concluding Remarks 

The current investigation sought to resolve the paradox as to why rejection so frequently 

produces aggression. The need to have positive and fulfilling relationships with others is a basic 

human motivation, and it would follow that people would respond to rejection with increased 

effort to behave ways that would promote future social acceptance. It was therefore a mystery as 

to why humans, who are fundamentally desirous of relations with others, would respond in such 

an aggressive manner when their belongingness had been threatened through social rejection. 

The findings from the current investigation suggest that the body responds to social rejection in 

manner that temporarily disrupts the capacity for normal emotional responding and, as a result, 

increases aggressive responses. 

The broader implication from these findings is that people may be inclined to behave 

aggressively on a regular basis. To be sure, people are routinely exposed to situations that may 

increase the impulse to respond with aggression. Such aggressive impulses are normally 

inhibited by a normally functioning emotion system that enables individuals to feel empathic 

concern for the victim of the aggressive response. When people experience rejection, the 

emotion system temporarily ceases functioning normally and hence removes a powerful 

inhibitory force that often prevents aggressive impulses from being translated into violent 

behavior. Although one interpretation from these findings is that rejected people are destined to 

behave aggressively, there is a positive implication that comes from appreciating the power of 



28

rejection on emotional functioning. Many of the causes of aggression (e.g., media violence, hot 

temperatures) are impossible or difficult to eliminate, but learning to instill in others a sense of 

belonging could be an effective strategy for promoting emotional responses that enable people to 

understand and interact with others in a desirable manner. By enabling people to experience 

normal emotional responses through fostering social acceptance, the destructive consequences of 

rejection may be reduced.    

Social Exclusion Aggression

Emotional
Insensitivity

Figure 1. Proposed mediational model of social exclusion, emotional insensitivity, and 

aggression.  

Note. A hypothesized mediational model representing a sequential process beginning 
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with social exclusion, then emotional insensitivity, and finally aggression.     
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Social Exclusion Aggression

Empathic
Concern

β = .25*

(β = .16)

β = -.30* β = -.30*

Figure 2. Reduced empathic concern as mediator of the relationship between social 

exclusion and aggression. Experiment 1.

Note. “Social exclusion” refers to the personality feedback condition to which 
participants were assigned. Conditions were coded such that 1= Personal Rejection and 
0=Irrelevant Departure. “Empathic concern” stands for mean scores on the empathic concern 
index. “Aggression” refers to mean scores on the composite aggression index. 

Values represent the standardized regression coefficient ( which corresponds to the 
effect of the predictor variable on the dependent variable (e.g., social exclusion condition 
aggression).

* p < .05. 
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Social Exclusion Aggression

Empathic
Concern

β = .41**

β = -.36* β = -.41**

(β = .26)†

Figure 3. Reduced empathic concern as mediator of the relationship between social 

exclusion and aggression. Experiment 1.

Note. “Social exclusion” refers to the personality feedback condition to which 
participants were assigned. Conditions were coded such that 1= Personal Rejection and 
0=Irrelevant Departure. “Empathic concern” stands for mean scores on the empathic concern 
index. “Aggression” refers to mean scores on the composite aggression index. 

Values represent the standardized regression coefficient ( which corresponds to the 
effect of the predictor variable on the dependent variable (e.g., social exclusion condition 
aggression).

** p < .01 * p < .05 † p= .06
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APPENDIX B

The Brief Mood Introspection Scale

For each of the following words, decide to what extent you feel that way right now (at the 
present moment). Using the following scale, write your response on the line beside each word.

1 2 3 4 5

     very slightly              a little                 moderately         quite a lot             extremely

     or not at all

______ grouchy ______ fed up

______ tired ______ drowsy

______ gloomy ______ sad

______ happy ______ lively

______ loving ______ caring

______ calm ______ content

______ active ______ peppy
       ______ jittery                       ______ nervous
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APPENDIX C

The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule

Instructions: This scale consists of a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions. Read
each item and then mark the appropriate answer in the space next to that word. Indicated to what extent 
you feel this way right now, that is, at the present moment. 

1 2 3 4 5

     very slightly              a little                 moderately         quite a lot             extremely

     or not at all

______ interested ______ irritable

______ distressed ______ alert

______ excited ______ ashamed

______ upset ______ inspired

______ strong ______ nervous

______ guilty ______ determined

______ scared ______ attentive
       ______ hostile                       ______ jittery

                               ______ enthusiastic           ______ active
       ______ proud                       ______ afraid



36

APPENDIX D

Directions for Group Interaction

FIRST, you should learn each others’ first names. The nametags should help with this.

NEXT, work through the following questions as a group. You can begin by having everyone 

speak in turn (especially for the first group of questions); as the questions get more complex (in 

the second group), feel free to let your interaction evolve into a conversation. You don’t have to 

get to every single question, and you don’t need to talk about them in order. 

Group 1 questions

1. Where are you from?

2. What year are you at FSU?

3. What are you majoring in, or what do you think you will major in? Why?

4. Why did you decide to come to FSU?

5. What is your favorite class so far?

Group 2 questions

1. What would you like to do after you graduate from FSU?

2. What are your hobbies?

3. If you could change one thing that happened to you in high school, what would that be?

4. If you could change one thing about yourself, what would that be?

5. What is one habit you’d like to break?

6. Do you miss your family?

7. What is one strange thing that has happened to you since you’ve been here at FSU?

8. What is one thing happening in your life that makes you stressed out?

9. Is it difficult or easy for you to meet people? Why?

10. What is one of your biggest fears?

11. What is your happiest childhood memory?

12. What is one thing about yourself that most people would consider surprising?

13. If you could have one wish granted, what would that be?

14. If you could travel anywhere in the world, where would you go and why?
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APPENDIX E

Radio Questionnaire

Instructions: Please rate the extent to which you feel each of the following emotions toward 
the person in the radio broadcast. 

Not at all                                            Somewhat Extremely

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. _____Sympathetic

2. _____Warm

3. _____Compassionate

4. _____Softhearted

5. _____Tender

6. _____Alarmed 

7. _____Troubled

8. _____Distressed

9. _____Upset

10. _____Disturbed

11. _____Sad

12. _____Low-spirited

13. _____Feeling low

14. _____Heavy-hearted

15. _____Grieved

16. _____Sorrowful
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