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ABSTRACT

Sharing beliefs, particularly moral beliefs, is a way to establish social connections. We hypothesized that ostracism leads people who are high in the
need to belong to adhere to the moral beliefs of an ingroup, and that
moralizing the beliefs of one’s group increases the willingness to endorse
extreme behavior on behalf of the group. Across two studies, participants
were ostracized or included, rated the moral relevance of their group
values, and indicated their endorsement of extreme behavior on behalf of
the group. Across studies, ostracism increased group moralization in participants high in the need to belong. In Study 2, group moralization translated into endorsement of extreme behavior. Our findings suggest that
morality serves a binding function that may be channeled into extreme
behaviors. (120 words)
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Many people across the globe often wonder why some citizens in democratic countries who feel
unappreciated or ostracized join forces with groups with extreme value systems, such as those
favoring violent nationalism or terror in the name of god. People even fear for their lives because
of the extreme, violent behaviors of such groups. Ostracism, the act of ignoring and excluding an
individual or a group from social interaction (Williams, 2007), seems to make people more likely to
fall in with the ranks of extremist groups (e.g., Franz, 2015; Khosrokhavar & Macey, 2005). The
willingness to engage in extreme actions on behalf of such a group often develops from an increased
commitment to it. Adhering to the values and moral tenets of the group empowers its members to
the point that they justify and even require violence against perceived threats to the group
(McCauley & Moskalenko, 2008). The primary goal of the current manuscript is to experimentally
investigate the idea that people who feel a strong need to belong are especially likely to moralize the
values they associate with a group when they are ostracized. Moreover, the current work explores the
idea that increased group moralization increases endorsement of extreme, even violent actions on
behalf of the group.
Ostracism: its effects and relation to the need to belong
Humans have a strong and fundamental need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). If this need is
not satisfied (i.e., if people are ostracized), they experience distress that even activates the same
neural regions as physical pain (Eisenberger, Lieberman, & Williams, 2003). On a psychological level,
ostracism threatens fundamental needs, such as the desire for belonging, self-esteem, control, and a
meaningful existence (e.g., Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 2000; Zadro, Williams, & Richardson, 2004).
The need to belong, a personality trait focusing on the strength of people’s need to be accepted by
others (Leary, Kelly, Cottrell, & Schreindorfer, 2013), intensifies the consequences of ostracism.
People who score highly, as opposed to lowly, in their belonging motivation experience stronger
negative emotions when they believe they are not accepted (Leary, Koch, & Hechenbleikner, 2001).
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Moreover, they are more attentive to social cues (Pickett, Gardner, & Knowles, 2004) and show
greater ingroup memory bias in response to ostracism compared to those low in the need to belong
(Van Bavel, Swencionis, O’Connor, & Cunningham, 2012). Thus, people who are high in the need to
belong react in a stronger manner to threats to belonging in order to restore equilibrium.
Coping with ostracism through shared beliefs
To avoid the pain of ostracism, ostracized people try especially hard to forge social ties (Maner,
DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007). This often leads them to act in tune with social standards
after they are ostracized. For example, people engage in unconscious mimicry and conformity with
group members after ostracism (DeWall, 2010; Lakin & Chartrand, 2005; Williams et al., 2000) and
show more compliance and even obedience when ostracized (Carter-Sowell, Chen, & Williams, 2008;
Riva, Williams, Torstrick, & Montali, 2014).
One way to establish a sense of connection to others is through a set of shared beliefs (Hardin &
Higgins, 1996; Higgins & Pittman, 2008; Jost, Ledgerwood, & Hardin, 2008). By adhering to common
beliefs, people create a “shared reality” (Echterhoff, Higgins, & Levine, 2009; Hardin & Higgins, 1996),
which enables them to fulfill psychological needs threatened by ostracism, like a sense of belonging and
certainty (Jost et al., 2008). According to uncertainty-identity theory, group identification is one of the
most effective ways to reduce uncertainty (Hogg, 2007). Because sharing beliefs and identifying with
others satisfies needs threatened by ostracism, people may be especially likely to align themselves with
the attitudes of a group after they are ostracized. Hence, ostracized people should focus on beliefs with
characteristics that allow them to most effectively restore their basic psychological needs.
Might people cope with ostracism through group moralization?
One type of belief that may fulfil basic needs is moral beliefs. Moral beliefs are experienced as objective and
universal (Skitka, 2010), meaning people see their moral beliefs as representations of what is right or wrong
and as applicable across situations in contrast to social conventions or personal preferences. Research
suggests that moral beliefs are held independently of the mandates of authority and are accompanied by
strong emotion. For example, a person who believes that abortion is morally wrong may think that it is
unjustifiable in all societies, regardless of specific laws or social customs in their particular society. A person
with moral beliefs becomes angry with those who violate these beliefs, as they see them as violating innate
laws of justice (Mullen & Skitka, 2006). Because of this, people are more willing to engage in extreme
behavior to protect their moral beliefs, such as supporting unfair court rulings to punish perpetrators
(Skitka & Houston, 2001) and pursuing vigilante justice (Skitka & Mullen, 2002).
Social identity theory (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971) suggests that people not only have
individual (moral) identities but identify with social groups as well. If people are motivated to have a
positive self-concept, they see the groups they belong to as “good groups” (Hornsey, 2008).
Because of the sense of objectivity and universality accompanying them, moral beliefs may be
particularly powerful in creating a sense of homogeneity and group cohesion. As people who feel
ostracized crave a sense of belonging and cohesion with likeminded others, ostracized people may be
especially likely to endorse the beliefs of a group to which they belong (or intend to join) for moral
reasons. Furthermore, ostracized people should be more likely to endorse extreme actions on behalf
of the group in defense of what are seen as ultimately just moral principles.
Past research on the link between ostracism and group moralization
Previous empirical studies suggest that people may moralize group memberships in the face of
threat. For example, ostracism has been shown to increase religious fundamentalism (Schaafsma &
Williams, 2012). However, whereas religious convictions are not always seen as immutable (Nucci &
Turiel, 1993), moral beliefs are usually experienced as immutable across situations. Empirical
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research has also demonstrated that religious fundamentalism and moral convictions are distinct
constructs (see e.g., Skitka, Bauman, & Lytle, 2009). Therefore, although some people experience the
same issue as moral and as a part of their religious beliefs, moral beliefs exist independently of
religious beliefs, meaning that moral and religious convictions are distinct but often overlapping
constructs. In light of this, no research to our knowledge has explicitly examined the effect of
ostracism on moral beliefs, let alone the moralization of beliefs associated with a particular group.
Other work suggests that the need to belong moderates endorsement of extreme actions for
ingroups after ostracism. In one recent study, people with a high need for inclusion were more likely
to engage in pro-group unethical behaviors under the risk of exclusion (Thau, Derfler-Rozin, Pitesa,
Mitchell, & Pillutla, 2015). However, there are important distinctions between this work and the
current studies. This work did not examine actual ostracism and, importantly, whether or not the
underlying cause for the participants’ unethical behaviors was that they endorsed the moral standards of their group. The terms morals and ethics are often used interchangeably but mean different
things. Ethics is a term often used to describe norms in a particular set of social circumstances,
whereas morals are standards of right and wrong that apply more universally across situations
(Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007; Skitka, Bauman, & Sargis, 2005).
Additional research suggests that ostracism may increase the likelihood of engaging in extreme
group behavior when committed to a group. People who were “fused” with a group identity, a state
similar to but distinct from group identification, were more likely to support extreme action on behalf of
this group when they were ostracized (Gómez, Morales, Hart, Vázquez, & Swann, 2011). This and the
work by Thau and colleagues are intriguing, as they suggest that people who are most sensitive to social
belonging stand out when it comes to committing extreme behaviors on behalf of the group after
ostracism, but they do not test whether adhering to the moral beliefs of a group drives this effect.
The current predictions
Because people high in need to belong are especially threatened by ostracism and try particularly hard to
restore equilibrium, we first expected that those who are relatively high in need to belong would be most
likely to adhere to the moral beliefs of a social group following ostracism. We call this the shared morals
hypothesis. Stemming from previous literature suggesting that people engage in extreme behaviors to
defend their morals and that those behaviors are often chosen by people with a desire to belong, we next
expected that group moralization in response to ostracism would drive an expressed willingness to engage
in extreme and even violent actions on behalf of the group among those high in need to belong. We call this
the moral actions hypothesis. We conducted two experiments, testing both hypotheses in each.

Study 1
Study 1 provided a first test of our hypotheses. We expected that participants high in need to belong
would adhere more strongly to the moral beliefs of a social group after ostracism than inclusion
(shared morals hypothesis). We also expected that this moralization would promote an increased
willingness to engage in extreme actions on behalf of the group (moral actions hypothesis).

Method
Participants
Participants were 96 people (Nmen = 42, Nwomen = 53, 1 failed to report gender; Mage = 34.86,
SDage = 10.01) from the United States who completed the study through Amazon.com’s Mechanical
Turk for $1.00. The sample consisted of 4.2% African American/Black, 77.1% White/European
American, 11.5% Asian/Asian American, 5.2 Latino/a, and 2.1% multiracial participants or participants with other ethnicities.
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To detect a two-way interaction with numerator degrees of freedom of 1, we conduced an a-priori
power analysis to test the adequacy of our sample size using G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner,
2007). We specified an alpha level of .05, a 1-β error probability of .80, and a Cohen’s f of .30 (previous
meta-analyses suggest Cyberball manipulations exhibit large effects; Hartgerink, Van Beest, Wicherts, &
Williams, 2015). The results of the analysis suggested a total recommended sample size of 90.
Materials and procedure
After completing informed consent, participants were directed to an online survey. They first
completed a measure of need to belong and then played a game of Cyberball 4.0. During the
Cyberball session, participants were told that Cyberball practices mental visualization skills, and
that they would play the game with two other participants on an Internet platform. Unbeknownst to
our participants, the two other players were not real but computer simulations, and they threw the
ball to the participant either twice at the beginning of the game and never again (the ostracism
condition) or one third of the time (the inclusion condition) over a total of 40 throws (see Williams
& Jarvis, 2006). After playing Cyberball, participants completed manipulation checks. Then, they
wrote about a social group they belong to, excluding close friends and family, which was followed by
measures of moral agreement and disagreement with their group values, and willingness to fight and
die for their group. In the end, participants were thanked and thoroughly debriefed.
Need to belong
Participants completed the 10-item need to belong scale (Leary et al., 2013; α = .88), which measures the
desire to fit in with others (e.g., “My feelings are easily hurt when I feel that others do not accept me”). All
items were answered on 1 = not at all to 7 = very much response scales.
Manipulation checks
Participants responded to a question about how excluded they felt during the game, and a question
asking what percent of throws they think they received (Zadro et al., 2004). They also answered 16
statements (Bernstein, Sacco, Young, Hugenberg, & Cook, 2010) assessing need threat during the
game (e.g., “I felt purposeful”; α = .96). The items were answered on 1 = not at all to 7 = very much
response scales. The scale was coded such that higher levels indicated more need threat.
Moral beliefs
To assess participants’ feelings about the morality of their group’s beliefs, we decided to use an explicit
measure directly asking participants about how morally right and wrong they felt about their group’s
values based on previous research (e.g. Morgan, Skitka, & Wisneski, 2010; Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007).
Participants answered two questions on 1 = not at all to 7 = very much response scales: “To what extent
do you think the values generally held by your group are morally correct?” (M = 5.85, SD = 1.04) and
“To what extent do you think the values generally held by your group are morally wrong?” (M = 1.83,
SD = 1.47). Moral rightness and wrongness are often treated as opposite poles of one single dimension
(Reidenbach & Robin, 1988). Therefore, we decided to merge both items. Reliability analyses using a
Spearman Brown coefficient (after reverse coding the moral disagreement variable) showed, however,
that these items were only weakly related (ρ = .36). As a result, we considered them separately but also
included a combined index for exploratory purpose and the purpose of consistency to Study 2.
Willingness to fight and die for the group
Similar to procedures by Gómez et al. (2011), we asked participants to assess their willingness to engage
in extreme actions on behalf of the group. Participants answered eight statements (e.g., “I would fight
someone threatening to the beliefs of the group I wrote about”; α = .92) on 1 = not at all to 7 = very
much response scales that were adapted from Swann, Gómez, Huici, Morales, and Hixon (2010).
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Results
Manipulation checks
Participants in the ostracism condition (M = 6.24, SD = 1.11) felt more excluded than those in the
inclusion condition (M = 2.07, SD = 1.55), t(94) = 14.64, p < .001, ± 95% CI = 3.61, 4.74, d = 3.09, and
participants in the ostracism condition also thought they received the ball less often (M = 4.32, SD = 2.73)
than participants in the inclusion condition (M = 36.44, SD = 12.33), t(94) = 16.36, p < .001, ± 95%
CI = 28.22, 36.02, d = 3.60. Moreover, people felt more need threat under ostracism (M = 5.48. SD = 0.77)
than under inclusion (M = 2.95, SD = 0.72), t(94) = 16.39, p < .001, ± 95% CI = 2.22, 2.83, d = 3.39.

The shared morals hypothesis
We computed an interaction between the ostracism manipulation (contrast coded as −1 for ostracism and 1 for inclusion) and need to belong (mean centered) in these and all future analyses (see
Judd, McClelland, & Ryan, 2011, for a more detailed description of this method). All simple effects
were probed one standard deviation above and below the mean of need to belong (see Table 1 for a
correlation matrix).
With moral agreement as the dependent variable, the analysis revealed no effect of the ostracism
manipulation, F(1,92) = 0.69, p = .41, η2p = .01, but a main effect of need to belong emerged, F
(1,92) = 4.28, p = .04, η2p = .04, indicating that higher need to belong was related to increased moral
agreement with the group. Importantly, an interaction emerged, F(1,92) = 3.83, p = .05, η2p = .04,
demonstrating that participants high in need to belong were more likely to believe in the moral
correctness of their group’s values when ostracized than when included, F(1,92) = 3.89, p = .05,
η2p = .04. No effect emerged among participants low in need to belong, F(1,92) = .66, p = .42,
η2p = .01, (see Figure 1, left panel).
With moral disagreement, there was a main effect of the ostracism manipulation, F(1,92) = 5.60,
p = .02, η2p = .06, demonstrating that ostracized participants were less likely to see their group’s
values as morally wrong than included participants. No main effect of need to belong was present, F
(1,92) = 1.81, p = .18, η2p = .02, but a tiny interaction emerged, F(1,92) = 3.44, p = .07, η2p = .04. This
interaction suggested that participants high in need to belong showed lower moral disagreement
when ostracized than when included, F(1,92) = 8.87, p = .004, η2p = .09, whereas participants low in
need to belong were not affected by the ostracism manipulation, F(1,92) = 0.12, p = .73, η2p = .001,
(see Figure 1, middle panel).
With the combined measure of morality, a main effect of the ostracism manipulation emerged, F
(1,92) = 4.82, p = .03, η2p = .05, demonstrating that ostracized participants reported more group
moralization than included participants. No main effect of need to belong, F(1,92) = .01, p = .91, η2p
< .001, but a significant interaction was present, F(1,92) = 5.84, p = .02, η2p = .06, demonstrating that
participants high in need to belong showed increased moral agreement after ostracism than after
inclusion, F(1,92) = 10.61, p = .002, η2p = .10, whereas no effect emerged among those low in need to
belong, F(1,92) = .03, p = .86, η2p < .001, (see Figure 1, right panel).
Table 1. Correlations between main study variables.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
5.

Ostracism Manipulation
Need to Belong
Moral Agreement
Moral Disagreement
Combined Morality
Sacrifice

1

2

3

4

5

6

—
−.11
−.20+
.11
−.10
−.10

.01
—
.07
.04
.14
.16

−.08
.17+
—
−.72***
.92***
.41***

.23*
.17+
−.22*
—
−.94***
−.34**

−.22*
−.04
.69***
−.86***
—
.40***

.07
−.12
.03
.08
−.04
—

Note. +p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001; numbers above the diagonal represent Study 1, numbers below the diagonal
represent Study 2.
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Figure 1. The interaction of the ostracism manipulation x need to belong influences moral agreement and disagreement in Study
1.

Note. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

The moral actions hypothesis
With willingness to sacrifice for the group, our measure of endorsement of extreme actions on behalf
of the group, as the dependent variable, no main or interaction effects emerged, all ps > .34.

Discussion
Study 1 revealed that people high in need to belong perceived the values of an ingroup as more morally
right and tended to perceive the group as less morally wrong when faced with ostracism compared to
inclusion. This pattern was not found for people low in need to belong. Thus, Study 1 provided support for
the shared morals hypothesis. However, we found no support for the moral actions hypothesis in Study 1.
Notably, the groups that participants were asked to think about were not held constant. Consequently,
we do not know whether people high in need to belong moralize any group after ostracism or whether
they pick those groups after ostracism that meet their current need state. With regards to the latter, one
might argue that people probably do not select an arbitrary, stationary group to meet any set of needs in
the world outside the lab, and forcing participants to rate the morality of an unimportant group after
ostracism may miss some of the potential moralizing effects of ostracism. If our participants actually
gravitated to groups based on their needs, this may be somewhat representative of the way that people
moralize groups after ostracism in an organic setting and still reflect the moralization of a group.

Study 2
In Study 2, we wanted to replicate the effect of ostracism and need to belong on group moralization,
providing additional support for the shared morals hypothesis. Moreover, the lack of an interaction between
ostracism and need to belong predicting extreme actions was unexpected. For this reason, we wanted to
conduct an additional and potentially stronger test of the moral actions hypothesis. To do this, we decided to
provide a context in which participants felt in close proximity to the other players so that our manipulation
might potentially have more impact. Therefore, we turned to the lab in an attempt to replicate and expand
upon the findings of Study 1.

Method
Participants
A total of 81 students from a German university (Nmen = 24, Nwomen = 57; Mage = 23.63,
SDage = 23.63) participated in Study 2 for research credit. The sample consisted of 91.4% German
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participants, 4.8% possessed other nationalities, and 3.7% were multinational. We used the same
criteria for power analysis as in Study 1.
Materials and procedure
After completing informed consent, participants responded to the same need to belong measure (α = .87)
and conducted the same version of Cyberball 4.0 as in Study 1. Our manipulation checks were the same
two items measuring perceptions of the game used in Study 1, and 20 items measuring need threat
similar to those used in Study 1 (Jamieson, Harkins, & Williams, 2010; α = .96), with higher numbers
indicating more need threat. We used the same items assessing moral agreement (M = 6.05, SD = 0.97)
and disagreement with the beliefs of a group (M = 1.78, SD = 1.08); moral agreement and disagreement
(reverse coded) showed decent internal reliability (ρ = .84). We included the same measure of willingness
to sacrifice for the group (α = .72) as in Study 1. All items were answered on 1 = not at all to 7 = very much
response scales. At the end of the study, participants were thoroughly debriefed.

Results
Manipulation checks
Participants in the ostracism condition (M = 5.90, SD = 1.41) felt more excluded than participants in
the inclusion condition (M = 2.18, SD = 1.34), t(79) = 12.20, p < .001, ± 95% CI = 3.12, 4.34,
d = 2.74. Moreover, ostracized participants reported receiving fewer throws (M = 10.27, SD = 7.72)
than included participants (M = 34.35, SD = 7.84), t(79) = 13.93, p < .001, ± 95% CI = 20.64, 27.52,
d = 3.13. Participants felt more need threat after ostracism (M = 5.62, SD = 0.93) than after inclusion
(M = 3.27, SD = 0.88), t(79) = 11.65, p < .001, ± 95% CI = 1.95, 2.75, d = 2.62.
The shared morals hypothesis
As in Study 1, we first examined the interaction of the ostracism manipulation and need to belong.
Analogous to Study 1, all simple effects were probed one standard deviation above and below the
mean of need to belong (see Table 1 for a correlation matrix).
For moral agreement with the group as dependent variable, the main effect of the ostracism manipulation was tiny, F(1,77) = 3.25, p = .08, η2p = .04, suggesting increased moral agreement under ostracism than
under inclusion. No effect of need to belong emerged, F(1,77) = 0.42, p = .52, η2p = .01, but we found a
significant interaction, F(1,77) = 5.00, p = .03, η2p = .06. This interaction demonstrated that participants
high in need to belong agreed with the moral values of their group to a greater extent when they were
ostracized than when they were included, F(1,77) = 8.26, p = .01, η2p = .10. No such effect emerged among
participants low in need to belong, F(1,77) = 1.04, p = .75, η2p = .001, (see Figure 2, left panel).
With moral disagreement, there was no main effect of the ostracism manipulation, F(1,77) = 1.10,
p = .30, η2p = .01, and no main effect of need to belong, F(1,77) = 0.05, p = .82, η2p = .001, but a
significant interaction emerged, F(1,77) = 5.26, p = .03, η2p = .06. This interaction demonstrated that
participants high in need to belong found their group’s morals less disagreeable when ostracized
than when included, F(1,77) = 5.66, p = .02, η2p = .07. No effect emerged among participants low in
need to belong, F(1,77) = .79, p = .38, η2p = .01, (see Figure 2, middle panel).
With the combined morality measure as the dependent variable, there was no main effect of the
ostracism manipulation, F(1,77) = .04, p = .84, η2p = .01, or need to belong, F(1,77) = 2.30, p = .13,
η2p = .03, but a significant interaction emerged, F(1,77) = 6.02, p = .02, η2p = .07. It demonstrated
that participants high in need to belong were more likely to endorse the moral beliefs of the group in
the ostracism compared to the inclusion condition, F(1,77) = 7.99, p = .01, η2p = .09. No effect of
inclusion vs. ostracism emerged for those low in need to belong, F(1,77) = .46, p = .50, η2p = .01, (see
Figure 2, right panel).
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Figure 2. The interaction of the ostracism manipulation x need to belong influences moral agreement and disagreement in Study 2.

Note. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

The moral actions hypothesis
For endorsement of self-sacrificial behavior, there was no main effect of the ostracism manipulation,
F(1,77) = 0.49, p = .49, η2p = .001, or need to belong, F(1,77) = 2.55, p = .12, η2p = .03, but an
interaction emerged, F(1,77) = 3.99, p = .05, η2p = .05. Participants high in need to belong indicated
higher willingness to sacrifice for their group when ostracized than when included, F(1,77) = 3.70,
p = .06, η2p = .01. There was no effect for participants low in need to belong, F(1,77) = .85, p = .36,
η2p = .01, (see Figure 3).
Tests of mediation: does group moralization drive endorsement of extreme actions for the
group?
We ran meditational models in Mplus 7 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2012), examining confidence
intervals with 5000 bias corrected bootstrap samples (Peugh & Enders, 2004). These models were
saturated, meaning all possible degrees of freedom were used, creating perfect model fit. All
estimates can be interpreted as regression coefficients and are accompanied by standard errors.
We first examined evaluations of moral correctness as a mediator between the ostracism by need
to belong manipulation interaction and willingness to sacrifice for the group. There was a significant
indirect path from the interaction to willingness to sacrifice via judgments of moral agreement,
estimate = −.08, SE = .04, ± 95% CI = −.17, −.01, suggesting that moral agreement with group values
in response to ostracism increased the likelihood that participants high in need to belong would
express a willingness to sacrifice for the group (see Figure 4, top panel).

Figure 3. The interaction of the ostracism manipulation x need to belong influences willingness to engage in extreme actions on
behalf of the group in Study 2.

Note. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure 4. Study 2 path models.

Note. + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001, bolded paths represent paths contributing to the indirect effect.

Moral disagreement (see Figure 4, middle panel), estimate = −.06, SE = .05, ± 95% CI = −.20,
−.002, and the combined morality measure (see Figure 4, bottom panel), estimate = −.08, SE = .04,
± 95% CI = −.20, −.01, as mediators also revealed significant indirect paths from the interaction to
willingness to sacrifice.

Discussion
Study 2 demonstrated that people high in need to belong perceived their group’s beliefs as more
morally correct and less morally wrong following ostracism, replicating the findings of Study 1 and
lending support to the shared morals hypothesis. Study 2 also indicated that ostracism lead people
high in need to belong to show more willingness to fight and die for their group – an effect that was
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mediated by moral evaluations of the group, providing support for the moral actions hypothesis.
Thus, bolstering one’s view of the morality of one’s group seemed to be a justification for taking
extreme actions on behalf of the group.
The different result patterns between the studies (i.e., finding the latter effect only in Study 2) may
be driven by the different contexts in which the studies were run: Whereas Study 1 was performed
online with potentially uncontrollable distractions, Study 2 was a lab study in which the manipulation of ostracism might have been stronger, resulting in additional findings. Also, cross-cultural
differences might have affected the results. Compared to people in the United States, Germans have a
higher tendency for tightness, prefer stronger norms, and show lower tolerance of deviant behavior
(Gelfand et al., 2011). This might have resulted in more consistent findings, both with regard to a
stronger relationship between moral agreement and disagreement per se and with regard to a greater
endorsement of extreme behavior on behalf of the group.
It should be noted that the moderated mediation models conducted to test the moral actions
hypothesis were based on a sample size adapted to a less complex design. Consequently, its effect is
underpowered, which increases the probability of a Type I error.

General discussion
The current studies suggest that ostracism increases the likelihood of group moralization when
people are particularly sensitive to social belonging: Both studies revealed that, among those high in
need to belong, ostracism increases evaluations of the moral virtue of one’s group, providing support
for the shared morals hypothesis. Furthermore, the results of Study 2 suggested that increased
perceptions of group morality after ostracism drives endorsement of extreme, even violent actions
on behalf of the group, supporting the moral actions hypothesis. These effects may arise because
people have different motives and methods to restore feelings of social connectedness. People high in
need to belong may moralize the beliefs of a group to defend themselves from feelings of isolation
when they are ostracized. After doing so, it seems that moralization may lead people to become more
likely to sacrifice themselves on behalf of the group: a behavior that might be a way of protecting the
values of their social circle.
Among other behavioral responses that increase the chances of social inclusion—conformity,
compliance or obedience (Carter-Sowell et al., 2008; DeWall, 2010; Riva et al., 2014; Williams et al.,
2000)—our findings add another mechanism to cope the pain of ostracism: moralization. Ostracism
may provide a social warning that motivates deviant group members to reform their behaviors
(Williams, 2009) and may therefore directly relate to adherence to the moral beliefs of a group.
Other theorists have suggested that morality serves a binding function (Algoe, 2012; Haidt, 2012),
but these results are, to our knowledge, the first to explicitly demonstrate group moralization
following ostracism. Moreover, the current studies present evidence that dispositional belonging
needs are crucial in the face of ostracism to intensify psychological processes and behavioral
intentions that would not be uncovered by examining ostracism alone (as also seen, for example,
in Pickett et al., 2004; Van Bavel et al., 2012). High levels of need to belong might even be associated
with the concept of identity fusion, a synergistically combined personal and social identity (Swann,
Gómez, Seyle, Morales, & Huici, 2009). Parallels can be drawn from findings that both fused persons
in previous research (Gómez et al., 2011; Swann et al., 2009) and persons high in need to belong in
our work expressed increased willingness to fight and die for their group.
The results of the current studies may also shed light on factors that lead to an increased risk of
radicalization. Research on terrorism suggests that feelings of moral superiority about a social group
to which one belongs are an essential factor for extreme behavior on behalf of that group (Harte,
2013). The current findings support this idea for the first time in an experimental design in the
context of ostracism. Group moralization, as observed in our study, might be compared to “peer
immersion,” which itself is an important step in developing a terroristic mindset (Klausen, Campion,
Needle, Nguyen, & Libretti, 2016). Moreover, moralization might be comparable to a quest for
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personal significance that has also been proposed as underlying motivation for aggression including
terrorism (Kruglanski, Chen, Dechesne, Fishman, & Edward, 2009; Kruglanski & Orehek, 2011).
Also, moralization might reduce uncertainty by elevating one’s own beliefs relative to alternative
viewpoints—which builds a powerful motivation to protect the integrity and superiority of one’s own
views, perhaps at all costs (Hogg, Kruglanski, & Bos, 2013). Thus, group moralization might be one
component of many that increases the risk of engaging in terrorism.
Some limitations of our work should be noted. First, in both of our studies, we did not hold the
groups that participants were asked to think about constant. Future research should investigate
whether ostracized people moralize any group or whether a specific need-fulfilling group is necessary
for this process. Second, our moral actions hypothesis was only supported in one underpowered
study. A replication would be crucial to increase confidence in this finding. Third, our studies were
only conducted with Western participants, and thus, it is likely that our sample is a relatively
individualistic one. It may be useful to conduct additional research using collectivist participants
who see group membership as a more integral part of their identity (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). The
processes in the current work may appear more strongly among those with a collectivist orientation,
and such research might shed additional light on the manner in which cultural factors impact the
way that people ascribe moral attributes to their group that impact action in society. Finally, for
practical and ethical reasons, we did not measure actual extreme behavior from participants.
However, the relationship between ostracism, group moralization, and actual extreme behavior
could be explored in future research. For example, insight could be gained by examining case studies
of individuals who have become radicalized over time. Attempting to map the process of ostracism,
moralization, and extreme behavior on behalf of the group onto such cases could provide external
validity to the present findings.
The findings may have important implications for political and public policy makers as well.
Research suggests that people in modern society feel increasingly socially isolated (McPherson,
Smith-Lovin, & Brashears, 2006), and one cannot seem to turn on the news without hearing personal
accounts detailing the extent to which people feel left behind either economically or socially.
Research suggests that radicalization occurs in a context of extreme identification with a radical
group (McCauley & Moskalenko, 2008), which seems to be facilitated under conditions of ostracism
and isolation. By understanding the potential existence of this relationship, public policy makers may
be motivated to avoid situations that breed the feelings of ostracism that may impact behaviors like
radicalization and violence.
Overall, the results of the present research suggest that ostracism increases the likelihood that
people with a desire to belong will endorse the moral beliefs of a social group and will be more
willing to take extreme actions on behalf of the group. Revealing further consequences of ostracism,
our findings might add to an understanding of the potentially radicalizing consequences of lacking
belongingness.
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