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Stigma-Based Rejection and the Detection
of Signs of Acceptance

Laura Smart Richman1, Julie Martin1, and Jennifer Guadagno2

Abstract

After people experience social rejection, one tactic to restore a sense of belonging is to selectively attend to and readily perceive
cues that connote acceptance. The multimotive model of responses to rejection suggests that contextual features of the rejection
are important determinants of how people are motivated to respond. According to this model, when rejection is construed as
pervasive and chronic, people will be less likely to adopt strategies that promote belonging. Across two studies, we found that
chronic rejection—in the context of stigmatization—predicted a slower response time to smiling faces and less recognition of
affiliation-related words as compared to a nonstigmatized control group. These results suggest that, unlike more transitory forms
of rejection, stigmatization leads to slower detection of signs of acceptance. These responses may hinder belonging repair and
thus have important negative implications for health and well-being.
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Being rejected is an aversive, unpleasant event. When sub-

jected to various forms of rejection in laboratory manipula-

tions, people experience hurt feelings, depressed affect,

anger, emotional numbness, failure of self-regulation, and

other negative effects (see Richman & Leary, 2009, for

review). These negative reactions arise because rejection repre-

sents a threat to our fundamental need to be valued and

accepted by others. This motive is thought to have its origins

in evolutionary needs to function within social groups and

depend on other people for survival. When this need is threat-

ened by rejection, people are typically motivated to regain

acceptance, either from the rejector(s) or from other people.

This belongingness restoration can be accomplished by repair-

ing the relationship or seeking new ones. Even when actual

sources of acceptance are not available (as may be the case

in experimental settings when the immediate support of a

friend is not accessible), people may engage in perceptual and

cognitive processes that can temporarily restore a sense of

belonging (e.g., Gardner, Pickett, Jefferis, & Knowles, 2005).

The process of searching for indications of one’s level of

acceptance and belonging can lead people to be particularly

attuned to facial cues that communicate acceptance. Nonverbal

communication is an integral aspect of human interaction, and

although many different features and parts of the body convey

emotions, the face is the most informative channel by which

people communicate happiness, anger, or sadness (Ekman &

Friesen, 1967). In addition to emotion, the head, face, and eyes

supply information about motivational states and the direction

of attention, which can be used to infer intentions and the

nature of possible future interactions (Lundqvist, Esteves, &

Ohman, 1999; Parkinson, 2005). Accordingly, people often

look to the face to gauge the success or failures of social inter-

actions and to determine whether they are being welcomed or

rejected.

Following an experience of fleeting rejection, people are

particularly motivated to focus on smiling faces. In a series

of studies, DeWall, Maner, and Rouby (2009) found that peo-

ple who experienced the threat of social exclusion were more

attuned to smiling faces than those who were not excluded.

According to DeWall et al., this attunement may be the result

of early-stage cognitive processes that are aimed at achieving

compensatory social acceptance in the wake of rejection.

Smiles may serve as cues to acceptance, and focusing on them

may enable people to feel a renewed sense of belonging. Other

studies also find that after experiencing rejection, excluded par-

ticipants are better able to distinguish genuine (Duchenne) ver-

sus fake (non-Duchenne) smiles (Bernstein, Young, Brown,

Sacco, & Claypool, 2008) and prefer working with people who

display real from fake smiles (Bernstein, Sacco, Brown,
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Young, & Claypool, 2010). Thus, people may be attuned to

smiles because they signal which individuals might be likely

sources of acceptance.

Rejected participants not only attune to smiling faces but are

also more likely to perceive positivity in ambiguous-expression

faces. Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, and Schaller (2007) found

that people perceive more kindness and friendliness in neutral-

expression faces following rejection. This bias toward perceiv-

ing that others are especially welcoming and friendly facilitates

efforts to affiliate with them, which increases the likelihood of

actual belonging repair. Previous research on self-fulfilling

prophecies confirms that entering an interaction with the belief

that the other person likes you increases the likelihood of that

interaction going well (Merton, 1957; Shelton & Richeson,

2005).

Orienting toward signs of acceptance is not the response that

should predominate in all rejection experiences though. Theo-

rizing on the multiple motives that are activated in response to

rejection (Richman & Leary, 2009) suggests that the way in

which rejection is construed influences how people are moti-

vated to respond to the rejection. Even though the motive of

gaining acceptance and restoring a sense of belonging follow-

ing rejection is strong, certain characteristics of the experience

may dampen this response or cause other motives to predomi-

nate. According to Richman and Leary’s multimotive model

(2009), when rejection is construed as being pervasive and

chronic, people may be less motivated to pursue social recon-

nection. Expecting rejection from others—based on either prior

rejection from that person or because of a disposition to expect

less pleasant interactions—prevents people from orienting

toward and readily perceiving acceptance cues following rejec-

tion (Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007). Simi-

larly, when people are stigmatized, their identities are linked

to undesirable characteristics that may lead to rejection across

numerous social contexts (Link & Phelan, 2001). These rejec-

tion experiences then lead to expectations of future rejection in

interpersonal interactions that can have specific influences on

behavior. If past experience has shown that social acceptance

is unlikely, then searching for such cues to affiliation may serve

little purpose.

Attention to acceptance cues is an important rejection

response to examine because it represents a way of responding

to one’s social environment that, over time, increases the like-

lihood of acceptance. People with stigmatized identities may be

missing out on opportunities for affiliation and belonging

repair if they are setting the criterion for detecting acceptance

cues too high. Failure to fulfill the acceptance need over time

has critical negative implications for health and well-being

by increasing risk for cardiovascular disease, compromised

immune function, depression, and other health problems (Pas-

coe & Richman, 2009).

Previous research on responses to stigmatization has

focused almost exclusively on sensitivity to threat and not on

sensitivity to acceptance cues. These studies have found that

people high in stigma consciousness and stigma-based rejec-

tion sensitivity are more vigilant to threat (Mendoza-Denton,

Purdie, Downey, & Davis, 2002; Pinel, 1999), and the social-

identity threat literature (e.g., Steele, Spencer, & Aronson,

2002) suggests that experiencing rejection would make people

hypervigilant to further signs of rejection in addition to signs of

acceptance. However, studies have consistently found that

fleeting rejections do not increase attunement to negatively

valenced faces (DeWall, Maner, & Rouby, 2009) or percep-

tions of hostility in neutral-expression faces (Maner et al.,

2007). Furthermore, there is evidence to suggest that identity-

based rejection may not increase vigilance to threat either. For

instance, people high and low in fear of negative evaluation did

not differ in their ratings of perceived hostility in pictures of

upcoming interaction partners, even though they did differ in

their ratings of perceived sociability (Maner et al., 2007), sug-

gesting that expectations of rejection may not increase vigi-

lance to threat. Additional research suggests that people with

social anxiety avoid and orient away from, rather than toward,

signs of social threat (Horley, Williams, Gonzalez, & Gordon,

2003) precisely because they are so fearful of it. The question

still remains, however, as to whether people experiencing

stigma-based rejections would display this same response. For

these reasons, we examined whether identity-based rejections

increase attention toward signs of rejection as well as

acceptance.

The primary purpose of the current studies is to extend pre-

vious research by examining how stigmatization influences

affiliative responses. In Study 1, participants recalled either

an identity relevant rejection or wrote about a neutral topic

before completing a reaction time task that assessed how

quickly they detected smiles on morphing faces. In Study 2,

we included a different outcome measure to expand the gener-

alizability of the effect: a word completion task consisting of

affiliation-related words. Given the stable attributions that can

be made following an identity-based rejection, we hypothe-

sized that when stigmatized status was made salient, partici-

pants would be slower to and less likely to detect signs of

acceptance as compared to a control group who did not experi-

ence any rejection (Study 1) and as compared to a group that

experienced nonstigma-based rejection (Study 2). As a second-

ary interest, we also examined participants’ reaction times to

signs of hostility in morphing faces (Study 1) and recognition

of avoidance-related words (Study 2) to test whether stigma-

based rejection increases vigilance to threat. Based on the con-

flicting findings in the vigilance to threat literature, we enter-

tained the hypothesis that the stigma-salient group would be

more vigilant to threat as well as the hypothesis that there

would be no difference between groups.

Study 1

Study 1 examined whether participants whose stigmatized sta-

tus was made salient would be slower to detect the onset of

smiling faces as compared to a nonstigmatized group. Partici-

pants who were members of at least one stigmatized social

group wrote about either an experience where they were treated

negatively based on some aspect of their identity or a neutral
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subject. We note that the participants in the study possessed

stigmatized identities that differ on attributes such as conceal-

ability and severity of stigma. Based on previous studies that

examined these same identities (Oyserman, Uskel, Yoder,

Nesse, & Williams, 2007), we expected the affiliative motives

to operate similarly across stigma groups. Affect was also mea-

sured to assess whether response times on the face morph task

could be accounted for by differences in emotional responses to

the stigma salience manipulation.

Method

Participants

Participants indicated in a group testing session whether they

were members of a stigmatized group based on the selection

criteria used by Oyserman, Uskel, Yoder, Nesse, and Williams

(2007). These included minority race or ethnicity, nonhetero-

sexual orientation, low socioeconomic status, physically dis-

abled, or past or current mental health problems. Sixty

undergraduate students (38 female) met criteria of being part

of a stigmatized social group and participated in this study as

part of their psychology course requirement.

Materials and Procedure

Face morph stimuli. The face morph videos used in this study

were created with Poser 7, an animation software program used

to create three-dimensional characters that allows for the mod-

ification of the target’s pose, facial structure, skin color, hair-

style, and facial expression. Male and female faces were

created and closely matched for facial expression and attrac-

tiveness. These faces were white and young, around mid-20s

to early 30s (see Figure 1). Consistent with previous studies

using face morph methodology (Hugenberg & Bodenhausen,

2003; Ishii, Miyamoto, Niedenthal, & Mayama, 2011; Kang

& Chasteen, 2009), movies were created that displayed the tar-

get’s facial expression slowly changing over a 15-s time period

from a neutral expression to either an expression of contempt or

a smile. In total, four different faces were used, each for three

trials: male neutral to contempt, female neutral to contempt,

male neutral to smile, and female neutral to smile.

Measure of affect. The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule

(PANAS) was used to assess mood. This version of PANAS

consists of 29 affect-related words, 14 positive and 15 negative.

Participants were asked to indicate the degree to which they felt

each emotion at the present moment on a 5-point Likert-type

scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). The different

valenced words were combined to form composites of positive

and negative emotion (a ¼ .87 to .89).

Procedure

Each participant was randomly assigned to either a stigma-

salient condition (n ¼ 32) or a neutral control condition

(n¼ 28). Participants in the stigma-salient experimental condi-

tion were given 10 minutes to write about an experience in the

past year in which they felt they were treated differently or dis-

criminated against based on some aspect of their identity. Par-

ticipants in the control condition wrote a description of the

room they were sitting in. After 10 minutes of writing, all par-

ticipants completed the face morph task using DirectRT soft-

ware (Version 2008.1.13; Empirisoft Corporation; New York,

NY). Participants viewed three trials each of four faces

Figure 1. Four frames of female (top) and male (bottom) faces morphing from a neutral expression to a smile. The figure is a gray-scale
depiction of the faces, although the original images were full color.
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previously described. All faces were presented in a random

order. Participants were asked to press the space bar on the key-

board the moment they saw an emotion starting to form on the

face. The faces all started as neutral and changed to either hos-

tile or smiling expressions. They participated in one practice

trial and then began the actual task. After the face morph task,

participants completed the PANAS and were then debriefed

and dismissed.

Results and Discussion

Reaction times on the face morph tasks served as the dependent

variables. Two participants were removed from analysis for fail-

ing to follow instructions. Specifically, a participant in the neu-

tral condition wrote about the meaninglessness of life instead of

the room he was sitting in and a participant in the stigma-salient

condition wrote that she had never been discriminated against.

Three participants were removed for reaction time scores falling

2.5 or more standard deviations (SDs) above or below the mean

for each task. Thus, 55 participants were included in the analysis.

Consistent with previous studies (DeWall et al., 2009;

Maner et al., 2007), independent t-tests were performed to

examine the difference between the experimental and the con-

trol condition in detecting the onset of emotion. The difference

between conditions to detect a smile (neutral to smile) was

significant, with participants in the experimental condition

detecting smiling faces slower than participants in the

control condition (Mexperimental ¼ 5,654 ms, SD ¼ 1,742 ms;

Mcontrol ¼ 4,712 ms, SD ¼ 1,443 ms), t(52) ¼ �2.13,

p ¼ .038, d ¼ .59. The conditions did not differ in their mean

time to detect contempt (neutral to contempt), t(53) ¼ �.39,

ns (Mexperimental ¼ 5,804 ms, SD ¼ 1,128 ms; Mcontrol ¼
5,664 ms, SD ¼ 1,555 ms).

There were no significant differences between conditions on

either self-reported positive affect, t(38)1 ¼ �.55, ns, or nega-

tive affect, t(38) ¼ �.28, ns, indicating that the differences in

response time were not attributable to fluctuations in mood.

Although we expected decreased mood to be a consequence

of writing about a past rejection experience, ruling out a mood

effect strengthens our argument that thinking about rejection as

a stable and chronic outcome is the primary driver of slower

acceptance cue recognition.

In order to determine whether essay content predicted reac-

tion time, we coded the essay responses on whether participants

wrote about a specific instance of rejection based on their iden-

tity or a more general experience of being treated differently or

discriminated against based on their identity. Two independent

coders who were blind to study hypotheses coded the essays on

whether they contained a specific instance of rejection, and any

interrater discrepancies were resolved through discussion (K ¼
.56, p < .01). Seventeen of the 30 participants in the experimen-

tal condition were found to have written about a specific reject-

ing experience. We reran the analysis excluding participants

who wrote about more general experiences, and the same

effects emerged as before. Participants in the experimental con-

dition were significantly slower to recognize smiling faces than

controlparticipants, t(39)¼�2.51, p¼ .016,d¼ .77 (Mexperimental¼
6,064 ms, SD¼ 2,015 ms; Mcontrol¼ 4,712 ms, SD¼ 1,443 ms),

but not significantly different than the control group on recogni-

tion of hostility, t(40) ¼ �.62, ns (Mexperimental ¼ 5,941 ms,

SD¼ 1,183 ms; Mcontrol¼ 5,664 ms, SD¼ 1,555 ms).

A smile is a particularly powerful ‘‘cue of affiliation intent’’

(Bernstein et al., 2010). When members of stigmatized groups

recalled and wrote about a time when they were discriminated

against based on their identity, they were slower to respond to

smiling faces, as compared to writing about a neutral experi-

ence. The findings from Study 1 suggest that the motive to seek

affiliation cues that typically gets activated in response to rejec-

tion does not occur when the rejection is related to a stable

aspect of the self. When reminded of these experiences, people

are instead relatively slow to respond to the cues of acceptance.

This study provides preliminary evidence that rejection based

on stigma may activate different motives than other experi-

ences of exclusion that have been examined in past research

(e.g., DeWall et al., 2009).

Study 2

Study 2 was a conceptual replication of Study 1 but instead of

measuring attention to acceptance cues, we measured the

extent to which affiliation and avoidance concepts were salient

following an experience of stigmatization. To the extent that a

person is searching for acceptance or avoidance cues, these

cues should be more salient and he or she should be more likely

to see affiliation words in word fragments (Edwards & Pearce,

1994; Knowles & Gardner, 2008; Schimel, Greenberg, &

Martens, 2003). We included a fleeting rejection condition

(nonstigma based) in addition to a neutral and a stigma-based

rejection condition. This allows us to replicate the finding from

Study 1 and also examine our hypothesis that stigma-based

rejection and nonstigma-based rejection differentially affect

recognition of acceptance cues.

Participants and Procedure

One hundred and thirty-six U.S. residents (66 males,

69 females, and 1 no response) participated for pay. The mean

age was 39 (SD ¼ 13). All participants self-identified as gay

(n ¼ 49), lesbian (n ¼ 21), bisexual (n ¼ 64), or pansexual

(n ¼ 4) and were fluent in English. Participants were recruited

by Qualtrics, a national survey company that recruits nation-

wide samples of adults. Participants were given the URL for the

online study once they were screened for age and sexual orien-

tation. They were compensated by receiving points that they

could then redeem with Qualtrics for gift cards.

Consent was obtained online before the survey was started.

Participants were then randomly assigned to a neutral, stigma,

or nonstigma-based rejection condition. Participants in the neu-

tral condition were asked to write about the room they were sit-

ting in at the time they completed the survey. Participants in the

stigma condition were asked to write about an experience when

they ‘‘felt rejected due to some aspect of their sexual
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orientation, as a lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgendered indi-

vidual.’’ Participants in the nonstigma (fleeting rejection) con-

dition were asked to write about an experience when they ‘‘felt

rejected due to some occurrence that had nothing to do with

their identity.’’ For this condition, they were provided with the

example of not being included in group dinner plans because a

friend forgot to tell them about it. All participants were given

5 min to reflect and write in detail about the room or their per-

sonal experience with one of these situations.

Participants then completed a word completion task (see

Appendix). Words were presented one at a time and for each

word, one or more letters was missing. Participants were asked

to select a letter that made a word (e.g., if the stem is ‘‘L _ K E’’

they could choose ‘‘a’’ for LAKE or ‘‘i’’ for LIKE). Each stem

had multiple letters that could complete the word. Some of the

words were related to affiliation (e.g., share, relate, and attach),

some were related to avoidance (e.g., flee, end, and leave), and

some were neutral filler words (e.g., print, taste, and beam).

Participants completed six words in each category for a total

of 18 items.

Participants in all three conditions then answered a few

questions about their experience and feelings regarding the

writing task. Finally, participants completed the PANAS (same

measure as Study 1; aneg. affect ¼ .95, apos. affect ¼ .95).

Results and Discussion

We first reviewed participants’ essays to ensure that all partici-

pants followed the essay-writing directions. We then conducted

one-way analyses of covariance to examine the effect of the

experimental manipulation on completion of the word frag-

ments to form affiliation- and avoidance-related words. Num-

ber of completed words on the neutral trials was included as

a covariate to control for participants’ general ability to com-

plete the word fragments. A main effect of condition was found

for the completion of affiliation-related words, F(2, 133) ¼
3.06, p ¼ .05, Z2

p ¼ .04). Planned pairwise comparisons (Fish-

er’s least significant difference) revealed that participants in

the stable rejection condition were significantly less likely to

complete the word fragments with affiliation-related words

(M ¼ 2.15, SD ¼ .91) than participants in the fleeting rejection

condition (M¼ 2.69, SD¼ 1.15; p¼ .017), and marginally less

likely to spell affiliation-related words than participants in the

control condition (M ¼ 2.51, SD ¼ 1.00; p ¼ .083). Further-

more, the difference between the control group and the fleeting

rejection group was in the predicted direction, though it was not

significant (see Figure 2). There were no differences between

the groups on likelihood of completing word fragments with

avoidance-related words, Mstable ¼ 2.37, SD ¼ 1.16; Mfleeting ¼
2.29, SD¼ 1.25; Mcontrol¼ 2.31, SD¼ 1.17; F(2, 133)¼ .04, ns.

To ensure that the intensity of the rejection essays did not

vary as a function of condition, independent raters who were

blind to study hypotheses rated the intensity (1 ¼ not at all,

2 ¼ moderately, and 3 ¼ very) of the stable and fleeting rejec-

tion essays (K ¼ .62, p < .01), and any disagreements were

resolved through discussion. A t-test revealed no significant

difference between the fleeting and the stable rejection condi-

tions as a function on intensity, t(79) ¼ �.41, ns.

There was a significant main effect of condition on negative

affect, F(2, 133) ¼ 4.99, p ¼ .008; Mcontrol ¼ 1.40, SD ¼ .63;

Mstable ¼ 1.92, SD ¼ .96; Mfleeting ¼ 1.68, SD ¼ .87), but not

positive affect, F(2, 133) ¼ 2.20, ns, so we reran the analyses

for affiliation words with affect included as a covariate. We

found the same results as before, F(2, 130) ¼ 2.98, p ¼ .05,

suggesting that the effect of condition on affiliation-word com-

pletion is not attributable to a mood effect.

These findings provide further evidence suggesting that

people orient differently to affiliation cues depending on the

features of the rejection experience. Using a different outcome

measure (orienting to affiliation-related words), similar results

were found to the previous study regarding the difference

between a stigma-salient group and control group. When parti-

cipants were stigmatized, they were less likely to think of and

recognize affiliation-related words as compared to participants

who experienced nonidentity-based rejection and as compared

to participants in a neutral, no rejection condition.

General Discussion

Prior research has established that people search for signs of

acceptance following rejection (DeWall et al., 2009; Maner

et al., 2007). The primary mechanism thought to underlie these

effects is that people are motivated to restore a sense of value

and acceptance following a threat to their belonging needs, and

orienting toward smiling faces that communicate acceptance is

one way to fulfill this need. However, theorizing on multiple

motives that are activated in response to rejection (Richman

& Leary, 2009) suggests that the context in which rejection

is experienced, and the way in which it is construed, deter-

mines whether affiliation is the predominate motive that is

triggered. In this study, we provide evidence that when people

are stigmatized—a type of rejection that is chronic and perva-

sive2—they are relatively slow to react to signs of acceptance.

We also find that, following an experience of being stigma-

tized, affiliation-related words are less salient in people’s
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Figure 2. Study 2: Effect of condition on mean number of word
fragments completed with affiliation-related words.
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minds compared to a fleeting rejection group and a no-

rejection control group.

One way to consider these findings is that recouping social

losses may be regarded as more of a possibility when the rejec-

tion is not based on immutable aspects of one’s identity. The

multimotive model predicts that people are motivated to act

in prosocial ways when the possibility for relationship repair

exists. In Study 2, when the rejection was not based on a stable

aspect of their identity, people responded relatively rapidly to

affiliation words. In contrast, when rejection was based on

one’s stigmatized identity, people may have set higher stan-

dards for what constitutes indications of acceptance.

Much of the work on stigmatization and other chronic forms

of discrimination has focused on how prior experiences of mis-

treatment may condition people to expect future mistreatment.

These expectations, coupled with a desire to minimize the pos-

sibility of missing signs of potential rejection, are thought to

cause stigmatized groups to be overly attuned to indications

of rejection. Although intuitive, this hypothesis has yet to be

directly supported. Previous research has focused on individual

differences in identity-based rejection sensitivity and stigma

consciousness, finding that these dispositions increase the

detection of social threat (Inzlicht, Kaiser, & Major, 2008;

London, Rattan, Downey, Romero-Canyas, & Tyson, 2012).

However, experimental research has not found that stigma-

based rejection itself increases vigilance, and our findings sug-

gest that stigma-based rejection decreases attention to accep-

tance cues without increasing focus on rejection cues. This

finding is consistent with Maner et al.’s (2007) work showing

that people high in fear of negative evaluation rated pictures

of upcoming interaction partners as less sociable following

rejection but did not differ from low fear of negative evaluation

participants in their ratings of perceived hostility of upcoming

partners following rejection. Thus, the current research sug-

gests that, rather than increasing vigilance to threat, stigma-

based rejections prevent the ready recognition of acceptance

cues by raising the threshold for detecting signs of affiliation.

Approach and avoidance motivational systems have long

been hypothesized to be relatively independent (e.g., Gray,

1987). Thus, one can be high or low in approach motives as

well as high or low in avoidance motives (Gable, 2006), and

these motivations can vary across situations (Elliot, 2008).

An important consideration when determining if a person will

pursue approach or avoidance goals is how feasible the person

thinks each of the goals is (Brunstein, 1993; Elliot, 2008).

Although our data suggest that the stigmatized are less likely

than the nonstigmatized to view affiliation-related approach

goals as feasible, they may not view avoiding further rejection

as particularly feasible either. This consideration may help to

explain why participants did not increase in avoidance moti-

vation following stigma-based rejection. Future work should

further examine the contexts in which stigma-based rejection

may activate these different motives, but the current studies

support prior research findings that people can be high or low

in both orientations in any given context (Elliot, 2008; Gable,

2006).

The group differences in negative affect found in Study 2,

but not Study 1, suggest that the essay-writing manipulation

had a stronger effect on mood in Study 2. This may be due

to the fact that participants in Study 2 were explicitly asked

to describe how the rejection made them feel, which may have

made their emotional state more salient (participants in Study 1

were not asked to engage in this reflection). Furthermore,

because Study 2 consisted only of lesbian, gay, and bisexual

adults who knew they were being recruited based on their sex-

ual identity, their stable rejection essays were mostly stories of

coming out to close family and friends who then rejected them.

Participants in Study 1, on the other hand, possessed various

different stigmatized identities and primarily wrote about rejec-

tions within the past year from strangers. Although rejections

from strangers also affect mood in the moment, reflecting on

those experiences later may have less of an effect on mood than

recalling rejections from close family and friends. This expla-

nation is consistent with Schmitt, Branscombe, Postmes, and

Garcia’s (2014) meta-analysis showing that possessing a stig-

matized identity that is less socially acceptable (such as one

that even friends and family would not accept) is associated

with greater decreases in general affect and well-being. Even

though a mood effect was not found in Study 1, the manipula-

tion was successful in making participants’ stigmatized identi-

ties salient, which was the main objective of the manipulation

and the hypothesized driver of the decreased attention to accep-

tance cues.

Rejected individuals have a strong need to reaffiliate and

restore a sense of belonging. Our findings suggest that when

one is stigmatized, the need to reaffiliate may be present, but

the behaviors that may encourage the fulfillment of this need

are not there. This response may play a critical role in better

understanding how members of groups that are stigmatized

may be vulnerable to negative long-term effects on health and

well-bring. If orienting toward signs of acceptance is indeed an

early-stage cognitive process that enables rejected people to

reestablish social connections, then our findings suggest that

stigmatized people may be missing such opportunities. While

previous theorizing has focused on sensitivity to threat as a pre-

cursor to health and well-being difficulties for stigmatized

populations, the current research suggests that inattentiveness

to acceptance cues may be the more prevalent and therefore

more problematic response to stigma-based rejection.

Appendix

Study 2: Word Completion Task Word Fragments

Affiliation Words:

S H A _ E

R E _ A T E

_ O I N

A T T A C _

E N _ A G E

D E _ E N D

Avoidance Words
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F _ E E

_ N D

L E A _ E

E _ I T

S _ A T T E R

_ U I T

Neutral Words

_ O A S T

B E A _

_ A S T E

_ U M B L E

W A _ T

P _ I N T
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Notes

1. The first 15 participants were not given the Positive and Negative

Affect Schedule, so the df is lower than the overall df for the other

tests.

2. We suggest that individuals who are part of a stigmatized group

perceive discrimination based on their stigmatized group member-

ship to be chronic and pervasive. In a separate sample, we asked 90

students about possible stigmatizing group memberships (race,

religion, and being overweight) and asked them to rate the degree

to which they felt they were discriminated based on their stigma-

tized status, how often they perceived discrimination, and in how

many different domains of life they felt discriminated against

because of their stigma. We found that feeling as though one is dis-

criminated against based on race, religion, or weight is associated

with experiencing these discriminating experiences as pervasive

(rrace ¼ .83, p < .001; rreligion ¼ .88, p < .001; rweight ¼ .71; p < .

001) and chronic (rrace ¼ .74, p < .001; rreligion ¼ .76, p < .001;

rweight ¼ .74, p < .001).
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