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Ostracism hurts. Given this, it might seem that people would 
cope with the pain of ostracism by passively “licking their 
wounds.” Alternatively, victims of ostracism might even 
actively distance themselves from the group that led to, or 
actually perpetrated, the rejection. Nevertheless, some tar-
gets of ostracism display the opposite reaction, engaging in 
compensatory activity designed to reaffirm the identity that 
has been challenged. Our primary goal here is to better 
understand these contrasting reactions to ostracism by speci-
fying the characteristics of those who display each one. Spe-
cifically, we propose that people who report being fused with 
their group will display compensatory pro-group activities 
but nonfused persons will fail to do so. We propose further 
that such compensatory displays are highly robust, occurring 
even when the ostracism is irrevocable, and despite varia-
tions of the source, the ostensible reason underlying the 
ostracism, or the response class under scrutiny. To explain 
why fusion displays these properties, we consider the nature 
of ostracism, identity fusion, and the relation between the 
two.

Social Ostracism and Identity Fusion

Researchers have systematically pondered the effects of 
ostracism (i.e., being rejected and excluded by one’s group) 
for decades (e.g., Breakwell, 1979; Jetten, Branscombe, 
Spears, & McKimmie, 2003; Levine & Kerr, 2007; Lewin, 
1948; Noel, Wann, & Branscombe, 1995; Tajfel, 1978; 
Williams, 1997). This work has borne considerable fruit. Not 
only is it known that ostracism is psychologically painful, 
but it is also believed that ostracism activates the same brain 
regions that underlie the experience of physical pain (e.g., 
Eisenberger, Lieberman, & Williams, 2003).
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Abstract

When people are ostrasized (i.e., rejected and excluded) by either an outgroup or an ingroup, they may either withdraw or 
engage in compensatory activities designed to reaffirm their social identity as a group member. The authors proposed here 
that individual differences in identity fusion (an index of familial orientation toward the group) would moderate the tendency 
for people to display such compensatory activity. Consistent with this reasoning, the results of four experiments showed that 
irrevocable ostracism increased endorsement of extreme, pro-group actions (fighting and dying for the ingroup) among fused 
persons but not among nonfused persons. This effect emerged when an outgroup ostracized fused individuals due either to 
their nationality (Experiment 1) or their personal preferences (Experiment 2). Similarly, ostracism by the ingroup amplified the 
tendency for fused persons to both endorse extreme pro-group actions, refuse to leave the group (Experiment 3), and donate 
money to an ingroup member (Experiment 4). Finally, compensatory activities emerged even when ostracism was based on 
being “too good” for the group, suggesting that a desire for self-enhancement does not mediate such activities (Experiment 4).
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Presumably, ostracism is traumatizing because it imperils a 
bevy of human needs served by group membership: belong-
ingness, self-enhancement, control, and meaningful existence 
and recognition by others (e.g., Williams, 2007). Given this, it 
makes sense that people’s immediate reaction to ostracism is 
often to take active steps to win the approval of the ingroup 
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Jamieson, Harkins, & Williams, 
2010; Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007; Williams, 
Cheung & Choi, 2000; Williams & Sommer, 1997). Yet some 
people respond to ostracism by distancing themselves from 
the group that led to, or actually perpetrated, the rejection. 
Such distancing may take the form of derogating the source of 
the rejection (Bourgeois & Leary, 2001), displaying no inter-
est in continuing working with the rejectors (Pepitone & 
Wilpizeski, 1960), or responding aggressively or violently to 
the source of the rejection (Leary, Kowalski, Smith, & Phillips, 
2003; Leary, Springer, Negel, Ansell, & Evans, 1998; 
Warburton, Williams, & Cairns, 2006). In this report, we sug-
gest that identity fusion is a key moderator of such reactions to 
ostracism; whereas people who are fused with the group will 
display compensatory activity, those who are not fused with 
the group will fail to display such activity.

Identity fusion occurs when people feel that their personal 
self is merged with a social self. Such mergers are associated 
with a profound, familial connection to the group and its 
members. These types of connections entail feelings of obli-
gation to sacrifice for the group, together with confidence 
that other group members will feel similarly obligated. 
Fusion may take two different forms. In local fusion, people 
fuse with group members with whom they have direct con-
tact and personal relationships. In extended fusion, people 
project familial ties onto group members with whom they 
have little or no direct contact. In this article, we examine 
how extended fusion with one’s country influences people’s 
reactions to ostracism by an outgroup or ingroup.

Identity fusion is related to, but distinct from, group iden-
tification, the index of alignment with groups featured in 
many prominent analyses of group processes, including 
social identity theory (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1979), self- 
categorization theory (e.g., Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & 
McGarty, 1994), and intergroup relations theory (Mackie, 
Devos, & Smith, 2000; Mackie, Smith, & Ray, 2008; E. R. 
Smith, Seger, & Mackie, 2007). Identification is character-
ized by a relatively impersonal affinity for the group cate-
gory based on the perception of similarities to prototypical 
properties of that category (e.g., shared qualities or out-
comes, commitment to a common goal). In fact, in the widely 
used minimal-group paradigm, participants become identi-
fied with and biased toward the group despite never having 
encountered a single group member (e.g., Billig & Tajfel, 
1973; Turner, Sachdev, & Hogg, 1983). Not surprisingly, 
then, the pro-group sentiments of highly identified persons 
are directed toward the abstract category rather than indi-
vidual members of the category (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 
Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987).

Highly identified persons, then, are characterized by what 
Brewer and Gardner (1996) referred to as collective ties to 
the group (see also Prentice, Miller, & Lightdale’s, 1994, dis-
cussion of “common-identity” groups). In contrast, highly 
fused persons are not only bound to the collective, but they 
also feel familial ties to other group members (see also Aron, 
Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 1991; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 
These feelings of family give rise to the assumption that all 
group members are obligated to work for the benefit of the 
group. In turn, this assumption invokes people’s feelings of 
agency for the group and the expectation that group mem-
bers will work together to strengthen the group and make it 
relatively invulnerable. The result is a powerful desire to act 
on behalf of the group, most strikingly when extreme action 
is required.

Recent research suggests that fusion with one’s country 
predicts a host of pro-group behaviors, including expressed 
willingness to fight and die for their group (e.g., Gómez et 
al., 2011; Swann, Gómez, Seyle, Morales, & Huici, 2009), 
donation of personal funds to the group, and quality of motor 
activity undertaken on behalf of the group (Swann, Gómez, 
Huici, Morales, & Hixon, 2010). Fused persons even express 
willingness to plunge themselves in front of a speeding trol-
ley for their group (Gómez et. al., 2011; Swann, Gómez, 
Dovidio, Jetten & Hart, 2010). Furthermore, all of these 
effects of fusion emerged while controlling for group 
identification.

Identity fusion can be measured by a modified version of 
a pictorial scale (Inclusion of Other in Self scale [IOS]) that 
was originally developed to assess attachment in close rela-
tionships (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992). Composed of a 
series of pictures that represent different degrees of overlap 
between the self and other, the IOS was conceptualized as a 
measure of the degree to which people possess a “sense of 
being interconnected with another” (Aron et al., 1992, p. 
598). Several group researchers (Coats, Smith, Claypool, & 
Banner, 2000; Schubert & Otten, 2002; E. R. Smith & Henry, 
1996; Tropp & Wright, 2001; Young, Bernstein, & Claypool, 
2009) used the IOS or adapted versions of it to capture align-
ment of respondents with groups. Swann et al. (2009) further 
modified this measure by creating a scale in which partici-
pants selected from among five pictures the one that best 
represented their relationship with the group (see Figure 1). 
Scores on the scale were distributed bimodally, with “fused” 
persons selecting the most extreme option in which the circle 
representing the “self” was completely immersed in the 
larger circle representing the “group,” and nonfused persons 
selecting the other four (for a verbal measure of fusion, see 
Gómez et. al., 2011).

Because fused persons theoretically experience feelings of 
connectedness and reciprocal strength with the group, they will 
not only equate ostracism of their ingroup with personal ostra-
cism, but they will also perceive both forms of ostracism as an 
identity threat (see, e.g., Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears,  
& Doosje’s, 1999; Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje’s, 2002, 
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discussions of “acceptance threat”). When people encounter 
threats to their identities, self-verification theory (Swann, 1983, 
2011) states that they should engage in compensatory attempts 
to reaffirm that identity (e.g., Brooks, Swann, & Mehta, 2011; 
Swann & Hill, 1982; Swann & Read, 1981). As such, fused per-
sons who are irrevocably ostracized should increase their 
endorsement of activities that will reaffirm their group identity 
(e.g., pro-group activity). In contrast, because nonfused people 
perceive themselves as somewhat distinct from the group, ostra-
cism will have relatively little bearing on their loyalty to the 
group. For this reason, nonfused individuals will refrain from 
displaying compensatory activity in the wake of ostracism (e.g., 
Williams & Zadro, 2005).

In this article, we report four experiments that are designed 
to explore the link between ostracism and the compensatory 
pro-group activity of persons who are fused with their country. 
First, we proposed that because fused people perceive the group 
as an externalization of the personal self, an outgroup’s rejection 
of such individuals due to their nationality should trigger com-
pensatory pro-group activity (Experiment 1). Second, for fused 
participants, rejection due to nationality should be just as likely 
to trigger compensatory activity as rejection due to personal 
failings (Experiment 2). Third, even when the ingroup ostra-
cizes fused persons (due to personal failings), the individuals 
should compensate by displaying elevated endorsement of pro-
group behavior and desire to remain in the group (Experiment 
3). Fourth, even when the ingroup ostracizes fused persons due 
to their being overqualified for group membership (and there-
fore do not constitute an ego threat), ostracism should trigger 
compensatory activity (Experiment 4). Fifth, rejection due to 
overqualification should amplify compensatory activity within 
several distinct response modalities, including not only fighting 
for the ingroup but also helping the ingroup by donating money. 
In contrast, all of the foregoing forms of ostracism should not 
increase the tendency for nonfused people to endorse pro 
ingroup activity. Finally, we expected that all of these effects 
would emerge while controlling for group identification.

Overview of the Four Experiments
All experiments were conducted online in two waves. 
During the first wave, participants completed Swann et al.’s 
(2009) pictorial measure of identity fusion. In addition, they 

completed Mael and Ashforth’s (1992) Identification Scale.1 
These measures were completed in counterbalanced order 
with reference to the group “Spain.” All experiments were 
conducted in Spain (at Universidad Nacional de Educación 
a Distancia [UNED]) because the relatively high rate of 
fusion with country displayed by Spaniards (approximately 
30%-40%) obviated the large samples that would be neces-
sary in countries with lower fusion rates. For example, 
Swann et al. (2009) reported that fusion with the country 
among U.S. citizens was approximately 20%.

During Wave 2, we set the stage for the cyberostracism 
manipulation (Williams at al., 2000), modifying a procedure 
developed by Nezlek, Kowalski, Leary, Blevins, and Holgate 
(1997). Participants learned that they were going to partici-
pate in an online chat session with other students. This was 
very plausible to our participants because UNED is an exten-
sion university and the Internet is the primary mode of com-
munication between students. Note that unlike some previous 
manipulations of ostracism (e.g., Dotan-Eliaz, Sommer, & 
Rubin, 2009; Williams & Sommer, 1997), in all experiments 
in this article the ostracism manipulation was irrevocable in 
that participants learned that they would never have opportu-
nity to be included in the group. After the ostracism manipu-
lation, participants completed manipulation checks and 
outcome measures.

Experiment 1: Ostracism by an 
Outgroup Due to Nationality
Method

Participants. Undergraduates (N = 86; 55 female, 31 male; 
mean age = 33.42, SD = 9.52) enrolled in UNED completed 
this research for course credit. Although there was a modest 
positive correlation between fusion and identification, r(84) 
= .42, p < .001, the variance inflation factors in all analyses 
reported in this article were always lower than 10 (i.e., ≤ 
3.34), diminishing concerns with multicollinearity. Finally, 
41.9% of the participants indicated that they were fused with 
Spain.

As in earlier identity fusion research, in Experiments 1-4, 
fusion was treated as a dichotomous variable, such that par-
ticipants were considered fused only if they endorsed the 

Self          Group

A

Self          Group

B

Self   Group

C

Self Group

D

Self        Group

E

Figure 1. Measure of identity fusion (Swann, Gómez, Seyle, Morales, & Huici, 2009)
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option in which the self was completely overlapping with the 
group (the “E” option). Justification for this strategy is 
offered by evidence that the bimodality test for the fusion 
measure was significant (> .55) in all experiments.

Procedure
In Experiments 1-4, in Wave 1, participants completed the 
measures of alignment with the group. There was then an 8-s 
delay, followed by Wave 2. To set the stage for the ostracism 
manipulation, participants learned that they were going to 
participate in a chat session with other European students, 
none of whom happened to be from Spain. Participants 
learned that participants were to suggest topics to discuss 
during the chat session as well as the nationalities they 
would most like to see represented among members of the 
chat session. After participants supplied this information, the 
computer indicated that it was processing the information.

After 8 s, participants were randomly assigned to either 
the inclusion or ostracism conditions. Participants in the 
inclusion condition learned that most of the European stu-
dents were interested in having a Spaniard join the chat 
group. Here, and in all experiments that incorporated an 
inclusion condition, the dependent measures were incorpo-
rated in a brief questionnaire that participants completed 
before starting the chat session. In contrast, participants in 
the ostracism condition were informed that none of the 
European students were interested in having a Spaniard in 
the chat group; as a result, the participant was excluded from 
the chat session. Participants in the ostracism condition then 
chose three additional topics that the experimenter then 
ostensibly showed to the other Europeans. After 8 s, they 
learned once again that no one wanted a Spaniard in the dis-
cussion group. After the second rejection, participants in the 
ostracism condition were assured that although they would 
not be participating in a chat session, they would receive 
course credit for their participation after completing an addi-
tional questionnaire.

Endorsement of extreme actions for the group. Participants 
completed the measure of endorsement of extreme actions 
for the group developed by Swann et al. (2009) on 7-point 
scales ranging from –3 (totally disagree) to 3 (totally agree). 
For the measure of willingness to fight for the group, partici-
pants rated their agreement with five items (e.g., “I would 
fight someone physically threatening another Spaniard”). 
For the measure of willingness to die for the group, partici-
pants indicated their agreement with two items (e.g., “I 
would sacrifice my life if it saved another group member’s 
life”). Because the seven items were conceptually overlap-
ping and highly correlated (α = .92), we summed them into a 
single index of extreme actions. Also, to test the generality of 
our effects, in Experiments 2 and 4 we changed the range of 
the scale from –3 to +3 to from 0 to 6. To facilitate compari-
son of scores across experiments, we standardized them 
before entering them into the analyses.

Check on effectiveness of ostracism manipulation. To determine 
whether participants felt excluded and ignored, participants 
rated their agreement with a series of six items on 7-point scales 
ranging from 0 (totally disagree) to 6 (totally agree). The three 
items in the Perceived Exclusion scale focused on the extent to 
which participants felt excluded: rejected, excluded, and 
unequally treated (α = .88). The three items in the Felt Ignored 
scale focused on the extent to which participants felt ignored: 
not considered, ignored, and isolated (α = .89). Although scores 
on the Perceived Exclusion and Felt Ignored scales were corre-
lated (r = .86), we analyzed them separately as in previous 
ostracism research (e.g. Williams, 1997, 2007).

We performed a multiple regression analysis on the Perceived 
Exclusion scale using ostracism condition, fusion, identifica-
tion, all two-way interactions, and the triple interaction. Both 
ostracism condition and fusion were effects coded (–1, 1) and, 
as suggested by Aiken and West (1991), identification was cen-
tered. The multiple regression revealed a main effect of the 
ostracism manipulation, B = –.67, t(78) = –3.89, p < .001, such 
that participants in the ostracism condition felt more rejected 
than participants in the inclusion condition (M = 1.93, SD = 1.65 
vs. M = .46, SD = .99). No other significant effects emerged 
from this analysis. Also as predicted, the regression on the Felt 
Ignored scale revealed a main effect of the ostracism manipula-
tion, B = –.59, t(78) = –3.21, p < .01, such that participants in the 
ostracism condition felt more ignored than participants in the 
inclusion condition (M = 1.83, SD = 1.72 vs. M = .51, SD = 
1.09). No other significant effects emerged.

Perceived reason for ostracism. On 7-point scales ranging 
from 0 (totally disagree) to 6 (totally agree), two items asked 
participants to indicate why they believed they were rejected, 
with one asking if it was because they were Spaniards and 
another asking if it was because of the topic they chose. As 
expected, a t test indicated that participants perceived that 
they were ostracized or included because they were Span-
iards (M = 3.28, SD = 1.26) rather than because of the topic 
they chose (M = 2.27, SD = 1.57), t(85) = –4.84, p < .001. A 
multiple regression analysis revealed no main or interactive 
effects of our predictor variables on responses to these items.

Results
To determine whether fusion and ostracism interactively 
predicted endorsement of extreme behaviors while control-
ling for identification, we performed a series of multiple 
regressions using ostracism condition, fusion, identification, 
all two-way interactions, and the triple interaction as predic-
tors and endorsement of extreme actions for the group as the 
criterion. The expected interaction between fusion and ostra-
cism emerged, B = –.25, t(78) = –2.11, p < .05. As shown in 
Figure 2, fused participants endorsed more extreme actions 
for the group when they were ostracized than when they 
were included (M = .99, SD = .58 vs. M = .22, SD = 1.19.), 
B = –.38, t(84) = –2.30, p < .05. However, ostracism had  
no impact on nonfused participants (M = –.44, SD = .81 vs. 
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M = –.15, SD = .83), B = .12, t(84) = .84, p > .40, nor did 
fused participants differ from nonfused participants in the 
inclusion condition, B = .10, t(84) = .67, p = .51. Although 
it is not clear why the inclusion manipulation muted the 
effects of fusion, it may be that inclusion reduces the percep-
tion of threat, which in turn reduces the need to defend one’s 
country. We will return to this issue later.

In addition, the regression analysis yielded a main effect 
of fusion B = .36, t(78) = 3.09, p < .01. Fused participants 
endorsed more extreme actions for the group than did non-
fused participants (M = .40, SD = 1.09 vs. M = –.29, SD = 
.82). Identification had no main or interactive effects. 
Moreover, none of the effects reported above were qualified 
by any higher order interactions.

Discussion
The results of Experiment 1 revealed that when an outgroup 
ostracized the participant based on nationality, fused partici-
pants endorsed more extreme actions for the ingroup, but non-
fused participants had no such reaction. Moreover, the ostracism 
manipulation interacted with fusion but not with identification, 
confirming earlier evidence that fusion and identification mea-
sures tap different constructs. Experiment 2 was designed to 
extend this evidence that ostracism amplifies the tendency for 
fused persons to endorse extreme pro-group activity by testing 
the notion that ostracism due to personal preferences has the 
same impact as ostracism due to nationality.

Experiment 2: Ostracism by an 
Outgroup Due to Nationality or 
Personal Preferences
Method

Participants. Undergraduates (N = 460; 372 female, 88 
male; mean age = 32.10, SD = 8.99) enrolled in UNED 

completed this research for course credit. The correlation 
between fusion and identification (α = .71) was positive but 
modest, r(458) = .35, p < .001. Finally, 32.6% of our partici-
pants indicated that they were fused with Spain.

Procedure
The procedure was similar to Experiment 1 except that in 
addition to the inclusion and the ostracism-due-to-nationality 
conditions, we added a new condition in which ostracism was 
ostensibly due to the participant’s personal preferences. 
Participants in the ostracism-due-to-personal-preferences 
condition were informed that none of the other Europeans had 
chosen any of the topics the participants had listed, which 
meant that no one wanted to be in the chat session with them. 
Rejected once, they then received an opportunity to choose 
three different topics, which were then rejected for a second 
and final time. Participants then completed the same measures 
of endorsement of extreme actions for the group (α = .77) and 
manipulation checks used in Experiment 1.

Check on effectiveness of ostracism manipulation. In all of 
our analyses, we wished to contrast the inclusion condi-
tion with the ostracism-due-to-personal-preferences con-
dition and the ostracism-due-to-nationality condition. To 
this end, we first assigned the following weights to each 
condition: –2 = inclusion condition, +1 = ostracism-due-
to-personal-preferences condition, and +1 = ostracism-
due-to-nationality condition. We then conducted multiple 
regressions on each of the manipulation checks that 
included the following predictors: the ostracism manipu-
lations (contrast coded, –2, +1, +1), identification (cen-
tered), fusion (contrast coded, –1, 1), and the corresponding 
two- and three-way interactions.

The regression of the Perceived Exclusion scale (α = .88) 
revealed a main effect of the manipulation, B = .53, t(452) = 
–11.38, p < .001, such that participants in the ostracism-due-
to-personal-preferences condition felt more excluded than 
participants in the inclusion condition (M = 1.91, SD = 1.32 
vs. M = .46, SD = .72), t(326) = 12.17, p < .001, and partici-
pants in the ostracism-due-to-nationality condition also felt 
more excluded than participants in the inclusion condition 
(M = 2.09, SD = 1.43), t(288) = 12.49, p < .001. The two 
ostracism conditions did not differ, t(300) = 1.13, p > .25. No 
other significant effects emerged from the analysis, ps > .13.

The regression of the Felt Ignored scale (α = .84) also 
revealed a main effect of the manipulation, B = .41, t(452) = 
9.05, p < .001, such that participants in the ostracism-due-
to-personal-preferences condition felt more ignored than 
participants in the inclusion condition (M = 1.75, SD = 
1.22, vs. M = .58, SD = .86), t(326) = 9.99, p < .001, and 
participants in the ostracism-due-to-nationality condition 
also felt more ignored than participants in the inclusion 
condition (M = 1.84, SD = 1.30), t(288) = 9.82, p < .001. 
The two ostracism conditions did not differ, t(300) = .57, 
p > .56. No other significant effects emerged from the 
analysis, ps > .20.

Figure 2. Extreme actions for the group as a function of identity 
fusion and ostracism, Experiment 1
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Results
To determine whether fusion and ostracism interactively 
predicted endorsement of extreme actions while control-
ling for identification, we performed multiple regression 
analyses parallel to those conducted on the manipulation 
checks. The predictors were the ostracism manipulations 
(contrast coded, –2, +1, +1), fusion (contrast coded, –1, 
+1), identification (centered), and all two- and three-way 
interactions.

The predicted interaction between fusion and the manipu-
lation emerged, B = .14, t(452) = 4.45, p < .001. As shown in 
Figure 3, fused participants endorsed more extreme actions 
for the group in the ostracism-due-to-personal-preferences 
than in the inclusion condition (M = 1.07, SD = 1.25 vs. M = 
.30, SD = .92 respectively), B = .32, t(458) = 3.17, p < .01. 
Fused participants also endorsed more extreme actions for 
the group in the ostracism-due-to-nationality than in the 
inclusion condition (M = .95, SD = 1.39), B = .34, t(458) = 
3.59, p < .001. The two exclusion conditions, however, did 
not differ, B = –.06, t(458) = –.61, p = .54. Moreover, ostra-
cism had no impact on the responses of nonfused partici-
pants, ps > .90.

In addition, the regression analysis yielded a main effect 
of fusion B = .46, t(452) = 10.05, p < .001. Fused participants 
endorsed more extreme actions for the group than did non-
fused participants (M = .76, SD = 1.24 vs. M = –.37, SD = 
.57). A main effect of identification, B = .26, t(452) = 5.36,  
p < .001, indicated that as identification increased, so did 
endorsement of extreme actions for the group. Finally, a 
main effect of the manipulation, B = .14, t(452) = 4.27, p < 
.001, indicated that participants endorsed more extreme 
actions for the group in the ostracism conditions than in the 
control condition (M = .08, SD = 1.09 vs. M = –.15, SD = 
.78). No other interactive effects were found, ps > .10.

Discussion

Experiment 2 replicated and extended the results of Experi-
ment 1. In both experiments, fused participants endorsed 
more extreme actions for the ingroup when an outgroup ostra-
cized them. Moreover, this pattern emerged whether the cause 
for the ostracism was nationality (which threatened a social 
self-view) or personal preferences (which threatened a per-
sonal self-view). In contrast, nonfused participants displayed 
little reaction to ostracism. As in Experiment 1, the ostracism 
manipulation interacted with fusion but not with identifica-
tion, therefore adding support to our assumption that the two 
measures tap different constructs.

In both of the first two experiments, participants were 
excluded by an outgroup. The ostracism manipulation may 
have consequently inspired “us–them” sentiments that 
encouraged participants to rally around their ingroup. If so, 
the tendency for fused persons to endorse extreme pro-group 
behavior may have reflected a desire to symbolically aggress 
against the outgroup rather than to stand behind the ingroup. 
In an effort to rule out this possibility, we conducted a third 
experiment in which participants were ostracized by their 
ingroup. To determine whether the effects of fusion and 
ostracism would generalize to a novel outcome measure, we 
also added a measure of desire to remain in the group (i.e., 
social mobility).

Experiment 3: Ostracism of the 
Individual by the Ingroup
Method

Participants. Undergraduates (N = 194; 153 female, 41 
male; mean age = 34.22, SD = 9.27) enrolled in UNED com-
pleted this research for course credit. The correlation between 
fusion and identification (α = .82) was positive but modest, 
r(192) = .34, p < .001. Finally 33% of our participants indi-
cated that they were fused with Spain.

Procedure
The procedure was similar to that used in the inclusion and 
ostracism-due-to-personal-preferences conditions of 
Experiment 2 except that the source of the ostracism was 
other UNED undergraduates. For the dependent measures, 
participants completed the same measure of endorsement of 
extreme actions as in Experiments 1 and 2 (α = .84) and a 
measure of social mobility or desire to leave the group. Social 
mobility was measured using a three-item scale. On 7-point 
scales ranging from 0 (totally disagree) to 6 (totally agree), 
participants rated their agreement with the following items: 
“Sometimes I think that I would like being a citizen of 
another country,” “I would prefer not to be a Spaniard,” and 
“If I could change my nationality, I would do it” (α = .83).

Figure 3. Extreme actions for the group as a function of identity 
fusion and ostracism, Experiment 2

 at U.N.E.D. Hemeroteca on November 17, 2011psp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://psp.sagepub.com/


1580  Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 37(12)

Check on effectiveness of ostracism manipulation. The Felt 
Ignored and Perceived Exclusion scales (αs = .88, .89) were 
entered into multiple regressions in which the predictors were 
fusion, ostracism, and identification; all two-way interactions; 
and the triple interaction. Both fusion and ostracism were con-
trast coded (–1 and 1) and identification was centered. As 
expected, the regression of the Perceived Exclusion scale 
revealed a main effect of the ostracism manipulation, B = –.52, 
t(186) = –4.47, p < .001, such that participants in the ostracism 
condition felt more excluded than participants in the inclu-
sion condition (M = 1.56, SD = 1.57 vs. M = .47, SD = .73). No 
other significant effects emerged from the analysis. Also as 
predicted, the regression of the Felt Ignored scale revealed a 
main effect of the ostracism manipulation, B = –.53, t(186) = 
–4.67, p < .001, such that participants in the ostracism condi-
tion felt more ignored than participants in the inclusion condi-
tion (M = 1.64, SD = 1.48 vs. M .55, SD = .89). No other 
significant effects emerged.

Results
To determine whether fusion and ostracism interactively 
predicted endorsement of extreme actions for the group 
while controlling for identification, we performed a multiple 
regression analysis. The predictors were fusion, ostracism, 
and identification; all two-way interactions; and the triple 
interaction and endorsement of extreme actions for the 
group as the outcome. Both fusion and ostracism were con-
trast coded (–1, 1) and identification was centered.

The predicted interaction between fusion and ostracism 
emerged, B = –.22, t(186) = –2.86, p < .01. As shown in 
Figure 4, fused participants endorsed more extreme actions 
for the group in the ostracism than in the inclusion condition 
(M = .88, SD = 1.20 vs. M = –.05, SD = .80), B = .61, t(192) 
= 5.12, p < .001. However, ostracism had no impact on the 

responses of nonfused participants (M = –.23, SD = .79 vs.  
M = –.35, SD = .77), B = .01, t(192) = .14, p > .88.

In addition, the regression analysis yielded a main effect of 
fusion, B = .36, t(186) = 4.61, p < .001. Fused participants 
endorsed more extreme actions for the group than nonfused 
participants (M = .55, SD = 1.16 vs. M = –.27, SD = .78). 
Finally, we also found an effect of the ostracism manipulation, 
B = –.31, t(186) = –4.04, p < .001. Participants in the ostracism 
condition endorsed more extreme actions for the group than 
participants in the inclusion condition (M = 15, SD = 1.08 vs. 
M = –.26, SD = .79). Identification had no main or interactive 
effects. Moreover, none of the effects reported above were 
qualified by any higher order interactions.

To determine whether fusion and ostracism interactively 
predicted social mobility while controlling for identification, 
we performed a multiple regression analysis with the same 
predictors used in the analysis of endorsement of extreme 
actions for the group. The predicted interaction between 
fusion and ostracism emerged, B = .25, t(186) = 2.55, p < .01. 
As shown in Figure 5, fused participants expressed less 
desire for social mobility in the ostracism than in the inclu-
sion condition, B= –.70, t(192) = –4.40, p < .001. However, 
ostracism had no impact on the responses of nonfused par-
ticipants, B= –.20, t(192) = –1.69, p > .09. In addition, the 
regression analysis yielded a main effect of fusion, B = –.57, 
t(186) = –5.78, p < .001. Fused participants expressed less 
desire for social mobility than non-fused participants (M = 
.48, SD = .82 vs. M = 1.88, SD = 1.26). No other significant 
main nor interaction effects emerged.

Discussion
Our findings revealed that fused participants who were 
ostracized by their ingroup endorsed more extreme actions 
for the group and expressed less desire to abandon it than 
those who were included by their ingroup. In contrast, the 

Figure 4. Extreme actions for the group as a function of identity 
fusion and ostracism, Experiment 3

Figure 5. Social mobility as a function of identity fusion and 
ostracism, Experiment 3
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ostracism manipulation had no impact on nonfused partici-
pants; instead, across all conditions, their endorsement of 
extreme actions for the group remained uniformly low and 
their willingness to leave the group remained relatively high. 
Furthermore, the ostracism manipulation interacted with 
fusion but not with identification, thus supporting our 
assumption that the two measures tap fundamentally differ-
ent constructs. In summary, the results of Experiment 3 
indicate that when the ingroup threatens fused persons with 
personal ostracism, they will intensify their efforts to be 
exemplary group members by amplifying their endorsement 
of pro-group behavior as well as their resolve to remain in 
the group.

The first three experiments offer converging evidence 
that fused persons uniquely respond to social ostracism 
through compensatory, pro-group behavior. This effect 
seems robust in that it emerged whether participants were 
ostracized by an outgroup because of their nationality or by 
an ingroup because of their personal preferences, and it 
influenced amplified endorsement of extreme actions for the 
group as well as resolve to remain in the group. To further 
establish the generality of our findings, in Experiment 4 we 
determined whether the interactive effects of ostracism and 
identity fusion would extend to a response class not mea-
sured in the first three experiments, namely, helping the 
group through a donation of one’s personal funds. In addi-
tion, to illuminate the mediators of fusion effects, we manip-
ulated ostracism by informing participants that their 
performance overqualified them for inclusion in the group. 
We reasoned that if self-enhancement strivings mediated our 
effects, individuals who were excluded for being overquali-
fied would be enhanced and hence feel no need to buttress 
their group membership by amplifying their pro-group 
behavior. In this case, ostracism due to overqualification 
would promote less, rather than more, pro-group behavior. In 
contrast, if the effects of fusion are mediated by processes 
other than a desire to bolster self-esteem, fused individuals 
should show elevated levels of pro-group behavior even 
when ostracism is due to being “too good” for the group.

Experiment 4: Ostracism of the 
Individual Due to Overqualification
Method

Undergraduates (N = 86; 48 female, 38 male; mean age = 
32.92, SD = 10.29) enrolled in UNED completed this 
research for course credit. The correlation between fusion 
and identification (α = .91) was positive but modest, r(84) = 
.32, p < .01. Finally, 27.9% of our participants indicated they 
were fused with Spain.

The procedure resembled that used in Experiments 1-3 
except that at the beginning of Wave 2, participants learned 
that during the second wave they would have an opportunity 
to participate in a chat session with several other students. 

The goal of the chat session was ostensibly to identify strate-
gies for resolving Spain’s current economic crisis. In addi-
tion, participants learned that to be included in an appropriate 
chat session, they should complete an “aptitude test” that 
consisted of a series of nine exercises with different levels of 
difficulty.

After participants completed the aptitude test or 20 min 
had passed, they were informed that their performance would 
be scored while they completed a brief filler task. Next, par-
ticipants in the inclusion condition learned that their score 
was well above average and that they would therefore be 
included in a chat session with an appropriate group after 
completing some additional questionnaires. Participants in 
the exclusion condition were also informed that they scored 
well above average, but that because no other group mem-
bers displayed similarly high levels of competence, they 
would be excluded from the chat session. Participants in the 
control condition were informed that they would receive the 
final score after completing the remainder of the question-
naire. All participants then completed the dependent 
measures.

Endorsement of extreme actions for the group. Participants 
completed the usual measure of willingness to fight and die 
for the group (α = .92).

Donation. After completing the measure of endorsement 
of extreme behavior, participants learned that due to a sub-
stantial grant, they would have an excellent chance of win-
ning a prize for a trip worth 600 euros. Participants then 
learned that if they did win the prize, they would have the 
opportunity to donate all or part of the money (and taking a 
cheaper trip) to a needy Spaniard fund. They then indicated 
the percentage of their potential prize money they wished to 
donate.

Self-esteem. Participants completed a shortened version of 
the Heatherton and Polivy (1991) scale, the most widely 
used measure of state self-esteem available. More specifi-
cally, we included only seven items from the Performance 
subscale (i.e. “I feel confident about my abilities”; α = .70), 
and seven items from the Social subscale (i.e. “I am worried 
about whether I am regarded as a success or failure” [reverse 
scored]; α = .72). Both subscales were positive but moder-
ately correlated, r(84) = .41, p < .001.

Check on effectiveness of ostracism manipulation. To deter-
mine whether participants felt excluded and ignored, we 
used the same Perceived Exclusion and Felt Ignored scales 
as in Experiments 1-3 (αs = .79 and .82, respectively). Scores 
on the Perceived Exclusion and Felt Ignored scales were 
highly correlated (r = .75).

In all of our analyses, we wished to contrast the ostracism 
condition with the inclusion condition and the control condi-
tion. We accordingly assigned the following weights to each 
condition: –2 = ostracism condition, +1 = inclusion condi-
tion, and +1 = control condition. We then conducted multiple 
regressions on both manipulation checks that included the 
following predictors: the ostracism manipulation (contrast 
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coded, –2, +1, +1), identification (centered), fusion (contrast 
coded –1, 1), and the corresponding two- and three-way 
interactions.

The regression of the Perceived Exclusion scale revealed 
a main effect of the ostracism manipulation, B = –.62, t(78) 
= –5.93, p < .001, such that participants in the ostracism con-
dition felt more excluded than participants in the inclusion 
condition (M = 2.17, SD = .61 vs. M = .59, SD = .68), t(51) = 
8.92, p < .001, and participants in the control condition (M = 
.81, SD = .83), t(58) = 7.09, p < .001. The inclusion and the 
control conditions did not differ, t(57) = 1.08, p > .28. No 
other significant effects emerged from the analysis, ps > .15. 
The regression of the Felt Ignored scale also revealed a main 
effect of the manipulation, B = –.90, t(78) = –6.00, p < .001, 
such that participants in the ostracism condition felt more 
ignored than participants in the inclusion condition (M = 
2.54, SD = .85 vs. M = .83, SD = 1.32), t(51) = 5.61, p < .001, 
and participants in the control condition (M = .76, SD = .82), 
t(58) = 8.28, p < .001. The inclusion and control conditions 
did not differ, t(57) = –.27, p > .78. No other significant 
effects emerged from the analysis, ps > .23.

Results
To determine whether fusion and ostracism interactively 
predicted endorsement of extreme actions and donation 
while controlling for identification, we performed multiple 
regression analyses parallel to those conducted on the 
manipulation checks. The predictors were the ostracism 
manipulation (contrast coded, –2, +1, +1), fusion (contrast 
coded, –1, +1), identification (centered), and all two- and 
three-way interactions.

Endorsement of extreme actions for the group. The predicted 
interaction between fusion and the ostracism manipulation 

emerged, B = –.34, t(78) = –3.21, p < .01. As shown in the 
right side of Figure 6, fused participants in the ostracism 
condition endorsed more extreme actions for the group than 
did fused participants in the inclusion condition (M = 1.90, 
SD = 1.34 vs. M = .43, SD = .57), B = 1.01, t(78) = 3.92, p < 
.001, and fused participants in the control condition (M = 
.58, SD = 1.01), B = .47, t(78) = 2.07, p < .05. The inclusion 
and control conditions did not differ among fused partici-
pants, B = –.27, t(78) = –1.06, p = .29, or among nonfused 
participants, ps > .90. The regression analysis yielded a main 
effect of fusion, B = .75, t(78) = 6.11, p < .001. Fused partici-
pants endorsed more extreme actions for the group than did 
nonfused participants (M = .99, SD = 1.21 vs. M = –.38,  
SD = .55). No other effect was significant, ps > .12.

Donation. The predicted interaction between fusion and 
the ostracism manipulation emerged, B = –8.61, t(78) = 
–2.68, p < .01. As shown in the right side of Figure 7, fused 
participants donated more money in the ostracism condition 
than in the inclusion condition (M = 82.50, SD = 21.88 vs.  
M = 47.01, SD = 9.75), B = 24.54, t(78) = 3.56, p < .01, and 
control condition (M = 47.27, SD = 27.60), B = 13.15, t(78) 
= 2.21, p < .05. The inclusion and the control conditions did 
not differ among fused participants, B = –4.37, t(78) = –.65, 
p = .52, or among nonfused participants, ps > .87. The regres-
sion analysis also yielded a main effect of fusion, B = 18.63, 
t(78) = 5.04, p < .001. Fused participants donated a higher 
percentage of money than did nonfused participants (M = 
58.96, SD = 27.97 vs. M = 27.33, SD = 19.85). No other 
effect was significant, ps > .25.

Self-esteem. We performed two multiple regressions on 
the two factors of the Self-Esteem scale (Performance and 
Social). No significant effects emerged, all ps > .09.

A recurrent surprise and meta-analysis. Although fused par-
ticipants were especially likely to endorse extreme behavior 
within the inclusion condition in Experiments 2 and 4, we 
were surprised that fusion had no significant effect in the 
inclusion conditions of Experiments 1 and 3. Conceivably, 

Figure 6. Extreme actions for the group as a function of identity 
fusion and ostracism, Experiment 4

Figure 7. Donations as a function of identity fusion and 
ostracism, Experiment 4
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because inclusion is intrinsically reassuring, it reduces the 
perception of threat, thereby diminishing the felt need to 
defend one’s country. Whatever the reason for the occasional 
muted fusion effects in the inclusion conditions may be, the 
results of a meta-analysis indicate that overall, the fusion 
effect within the inclusion conditions was robust. That is, 
when we contrasted fused and nonfused participants within 
the inclusion conditions of all four experiments, a significant 
fusion effect emerged, mean r = .32, t(825) = 74.28, p < .001, 
95% CI [.3128, .3297].

Discussion
Our findings provide further evidence that the tendency for 
ostracism to trigger compensatory pro-group behavior 
among fused persons is a fairly general one. For example, 
fused people displayed compensatory reactions even when 
they were ostracized because they were overqualified for 
inclusion in the group. In addition, the results showed that 
the interactive effects of ostracism and identity fusion 
extended to a new response class, helping behavior.

General Discussion
When someone endures the anguish of ostracism, it would 
seem reasonable to distance themselves from the group that 
led to, or actually perpetrated, the rejection (Williams, 
2009). Yet, in four experiments our fused participants dis-
played precisely the opposite reaction. That is, whether they 
were ostracized by an outgroup because of their nationality 
or by an ingroup because of their personal preferences, they 
expressed more devotion to the ingroup. Moreover, fused 
participants responded to ostracism by displaying three dis-
tinct types of compensatory activities: endorsement of 
extreme actions for the group, stiffened resolve to remain in 
the group, and increased charitable donations to the group. 
Also, the compensatory activities of fused participants fol-
lowing ostracism emerged while controlling for group iden-
tification. In contrast, nonfused participants displayed no 
signs of compensatory activity.

In some respects, our evidence that fused participants 
endorsed extreme pro-group activity following ostracism by 
an outgroup (Experiments 1 and 2) was not surprising. As 
noted earlier, rejection by an outgroup may activate feelings 
of ingroup solidarity, and such feelings could motivate 
efforts to shore up the standing of the ingroup against adver-
saries. Indeed, this is the essence of the explanations some 
have offered for the anti-West activities of the 9-11 bombers 
(e.g., Atran, 2010; Sageman, 2004). Such explanations are 
also buttressed by recent evidence that ostracism by an out-
group fosters hostility against that outgroup (Schaafsma & 
Williams, 2010).

More striking, however, was the case that irrevocable 
ostracism by the ingroup amplified the pro-group activity of 
fused participants (Experiments 3 and 4). That is, whereas 

nonfused persons reacted to irrevocable ostracism by taking 
no additional measures to restore their standing with the 
group, fused people endorsed compensatory activity just as 
enthusiastically as they did when they were rejected by the 
outgroup. Moreover, it was not simply that fused participants 
were undaunted by the ostracism manipulation. Instead, they 
were galvanized by it, increasing their endorsement of 
extreme actions on behalf of the group and strengthening 
their resolve to remain in the group. This finding presumably 
reflects two qualities of fused people. First, they are so 
deeply immersed in the group that, for them, being excluded 
from the group is no more tenable than being excluded from 
themselves. Second, they possess a strong sense of personal 
agency that is organized around their group membership 
(Swann, Gómez, Huici, et al., 2010). Their readiness to give 
their all for the group, in combination with the fact that they 
could not conceive of actually being excluded from the 
group, presumably motivated endorsement of extreme 
actions for the group. Moreover, our findings show that such 
compensatory activity in the face of rejection is not limited 
to individuals who have recently joined the group, as in 
recent investigations (Matschke & Sassenberg, 2010).

Yet the fact that fused persons endorsed compensatory 
activity for their country even when they were irrevocably 
ostracized from a chat group composed of their compatriots 
should not be taken as evidence that they displayed an irra-
tional commitment to their group. That is, despite their rejec-
tion by members of the chat group, we suspect that 
participants clung to the conviction that their actions would 
be viewed favorably by the larger Spanish collective. From 
this perspective, the compensatory activities of fused partici-
pants were designed to symbolically reaffirm the sense of 
connection to the ingroup that was threatened by the ostra-
cism. This reasoning can also explain why in the first two 
experiments, rejection of the ingroup by an outgroup trig-
gered compensatory reactions among fused participants. 
That is, when the group with which they were fused was 
rejected, it challenged the group’s viability, and compensa-
tory activity simultaneously reaffirmed its viability as well 
as their alignment with it.

Our findings make several key contributions to the ostra-
cism literature. For example, our results buttress earlier evi-
dence (Bernstein, Sacco, Young, Hugenberg, & Cook, 2010; 
Gonsalkorale & Williams, 2007; A. Smith & Williams, 2004; 
Zadro, Williams, & Richardson 2004) that the source of the 
social exclusion has little impact on responses to ostracism. 
In addition, we extend the effects of ostracism to new out-
come measures, namely, endorsement of extreme pro-group 
behavior, desire for social mobility, and monetary donations 
to the group. Furthermore, we introduced a manipulation of 
ostracism that can be implemented online.

Nevertheless, our most important contribution is surely 
that we have helped illuminate the mechanisms underlying 
the effects of ostracism by identifying a new moderator of 
ostracism effects. That is, past researchers have noted that 
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people may either compensate or give up in the wake of 
ostracism but have largely refrained from specifying the 
variables that moderate such reactions (for a review of 
exceptions, see Williams, 2007). Our evidence that identity 
fusion moderated the effects of ostracism, while group iden-
tification did not, highlights the crucial role of both the per-
sonal and social self in responses to ostracism. Furthermore, 
evidence of the moderating effects of fusion may also sug-
gest strategies for increasing the fidelity of future investiga-
tions of ostracism. For example, researchers might follow up 
evidence that ostracism fosters negative mood and dimin-
ishes self-esteem (Gonsalkorale & Williams, 2007; A. Smith 
& Williams, 2004; Zadro, et al., 2004) by determining 
whether fused persons are primarily, or even uniquely, 
responsible for this pattern.

Our findings may also clarify the motives that give rise to 
compensatory reactions to ostracism. Past analyses have 
suggested that ostracism is vexing because it frustrates four 
distinct needs: belongingness, control, meaningful existence/
recognition, and self-enhancement (e.g., Williams, 2007). 
The results of Experiment 4, however, indicate that ostra-
cism triggered compensatory activity among fused individu-
als even when rejection was based on being “too good” for 
the group. This finding, together with evidence that compen-
satory activity did not raise self-esteem, suggests that the 
responses of our fused participants did not represent efforts 
to restore feelings of self-worth following an ego threat. In 
conjunction with evidence that the self-enhancement motive 
is less pervasive than is often assumed (Kwang & Swann, 
2010), these data suggest that the motive for self-enhancement 
may not play as prominent a role in reactions to ostracism as 
other variables, such as belongingness, control, and mean-
ingful existence/recognition.

Conclusions
The robustness of our effects could be taken as to support the 
idea that reactions to ostracism reflect a largely universal 
response that does not require extensive cognitive analyses 
(Goodwin, Williams, & Carter-Sowell, 2010; Levine & 
Kerr, 2007; Wirth & Williams, 2009). That is, ostracism 
elicited compensatory activity among fused persons regard-
less of the source (outgroup or ingroup), the outcome mea-
sure (extreme actions, resolve to remain in the group, or 
donations), or rationale alleged to underlie rejection (nation-
ality, choice of discussion topics, or being overqualified). 
The notion that reactions to ostracism are largely universal 
could, in turn, be used to buttress claims that the desire for 
belongingness that is thought to be frustrated by social ostra-
cism is a very basic human motive that is deeply rooted in 
the human psyche (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Fair enough. 
Nevertheless, our evidence that reactions to ostracism are 
moderated by identity fusion indicates that although reac-
tions to ostracism may be pervasive, they are neither invari-
ant nor inevitable. Instead, like most important social 

psychological phenomena, responses to ostracism are mod-
erated by the internalized experiences of its victims. For this 
reason, future researchers might seek to elaborate more 
precisely how internalized social experiences determine 
whether people respond to ostracism with passive accep-
tance or bold, pro-group action.

Acknowledgments

We thank Jolanda Jetten, Jamie Pennebaker, and Kip Williams for 
highly constructive comments on this research.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with 
respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this 
article. 

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support 
for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article: 
Research Fund Grant PSI2009-07008 from the Spanish Ministry of 
Science and Innovation to Ángel Gómez, William B. Swann Jr., 
and J. Francisco Morales. 

Note

1. We chose this measure of identification because previous 
research (Swann, Gómez, Seyle, Morales, & Huici, 2009) has 
shown that the fusion scale is more strongly related to Mael and 
Ashforth’s (1992) scale than other identification scales, such as 
Jetten, Branscombe, Schmitt, and Spears (2001), r(112) = .26, and 
Tropp and Wright (2001), r(248) = .23. We accordingly used it in 
all experiments.
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