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I would present an evolutionary perspective on the adaptive advantage of having an ostracism detection system that errs on the side of a Type I error (perceiving a threat of ostracism even when it isn't there, or isn't really important). I propose that perceiving that one is being ignored/excluded is much like touching a flame: it is immediately perceived as painful and directs coping behavior. It doesn’t matter where the flame comes from, why it is hot, if it was intentionally directed to the individual, or what personality variables the individual might possess; it still hurts. My research suggests that regardless of the source of ostracism, regardless of the target's individual differences, and regardless of the reason for ostracism, reactions are uniformly painful and threaten several basic needs that typically motivate and direct behavior. Regardless of their personality traits-- whether individuals are socially anxious, collectivistic, extraverted, lonely, rejection sensitive, or have insecure attachment styles-- they react similarly to the onset of ostracism. Whether the source of ostracism is a relationship partner, an ingroup member, an outgroup member, a stranger, a despised outgroup member, or even a computer, ostracism is experienced as equally aversive. Even rewarding people for being ostracized (or punishing those who are included) does not moderate the immediate impact of ostracism. Cognitive neuroscience research supports the proposition that brief episodes of relatively meaningless ostracism activate regions of the brain where physical pain is registered (the anterior cingulate cortex) and that levels of activation correlate highly with self-reported distress (r = .88). Perceptions of ostracism tend to direct behavior towards improving the individual's inclusionary status, thus over-reaction errors to ostracism have relatively benign or positive effect. Exceptions do occur, however, There are documented instances of aggressive/violent reactions to social exclusion. I propose that these occur when individuals perceive that there is no hope for increasing inclusion, a significant loss of perceived control, and a perception of endless non recognition by others. In this instance, individuals strive to exert control over their environment, forcing others to reckon with their existence.


