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Abstract 

Ostracism, excluding and ignoring others, results from a variety of factors. Here, we investigate 

the effect of personality on the likelihood of becoming a target of ostracism. Theorizing that 

individuals low in conscientiousness or agreeableness are at risk of getting ostracized, we tested 

our hypotheses within five pre-registered studies: Four experiments investigating participants’ 

willingness to ostracize targets characterized by different personality traits and a reverse 

correlation face modelling study where we determined and subsequently validated the 

stereotypical face of an ostracized person. A survey study within a representative German data 

panel further corroborated our findings. In line with our hypotheses, persons low in 

conscientiousness or agreeableness provoke more ostracism intentions (Studies 1, 2, and 4), are 

more likely to be actually ostracized by others (Study 3), represent the stereotype of an 

“ostracizable” person (Study 5), and report experiencing more ostracism (Study 6). Effects 

remained stable even after controlling for likeability of the target (Study 2 and 4). Moreover, 

being described as negative on one personality dimension could not be compensated by being 

described as positive on the other (Study 4). In exploratory analyses, we further investigated the 

effects of openness to experience, neuroticism and extraversion. In sum, we find evidence that 

personality affects the likelihood of becoming a target of ostracism, and that especially low 

agreeableness and conscientiousness represent risk factors. 

Keywords: ostracism, personality, agreeableness, conscientiousness, person perception 
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Who gets ostracized? 

Personality as a risk and protective factor of social ostracism. 

Imagine working on a group project together with your team members, when you receive 

an email from a colleague who would be interested in joining your project. You could need some 

additional support and your colleague is generally a nice person. However, you know from past 

experience that this colleague often shows up late to meetings, is unreliable when it comes to 

deadlines, and the work output is often not as diligent as it is required. What would you answer 

your colleague, or would you even answer the email at all?  

If you decide to decline your colleague’s request to join the group project, or if you even 

ignore the email altogether, you have ostracized your colleague (Williams, 2009). Ostracism is a 

common occurrence in everyday life, such that on average, individuals report at least one or two 

incidences per day where they have ignored or excluded another person as well as have been 

ignored or excluded by another person (Nezlek, Wesselmann, Wheeler, & Williams, 2012, 

2015). Since ostracism is often a painful and threatening experience (Rudert & Greifeneder, 

2016; Rudert, Hales, Greifeneder, & Williams, 2017; Williams, 2009), research investigating 

potential antecedents of ostracism is a highly important endeavor. Here we investigate perceived 

personality dispositions as a set of factors which can either put individuals at a higher risk of 

being ostracized, or protect them from becoming a target. Previous research on the relation 

between personality and ostracism has mainly investigated the self-reported experience of the 

target (Wu, Wei, & Hui, 2011). Using self-reported experience generally precludes identifying 

the cause of the identified relationships. For instance, other individuals may decide to ostracize 

the target in response to behavioral manifestations of the target’s personality that are picked up 

during interactions. Alternatively, the target’s personality dispositions might affect the target’s 
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perceptions and interpretations of what exactly constitutes an instance of ostracism. Or there 

might even be reversed causal effects, such that the experience of ostracism affects the 

personality of the ostracized targets (Hales, Kassner, Williams, & Graziano, 2016; Nielsen, 

Glasø, & Einarsen, 2017). Here, we take a different approach to investigate the impact of 

personality dispositions by focusing on the motivations of those individuals who ostracize others 

(the so-called sources of ostracism). Using an experimental approach allows for causal 

interpretation of the effects of the targets’ personality on the sources’ intentions to ostracize.   

Motivated Ostracism 

To investigate potential antecedents of ostracism, we first consider factors that motivate 

groups and individuals to ostracize others. It is often assumed that the sources of ostracism are 

mean and act out of malicious motives and selfishness (Rudert, Sutter, Corrodi, & Greifeneder, 

2018), or that they simply do not like the ostracized target. However, in reality, this naïve 

assumption does not tell the full story. Individuals need to be careful if they choose to ostracize 

others, because in many situations, the general norm is to include others and to let them join in 

activities and groups if they wish to (Rudert & Greifeneder, 2016; Wesselmann, Wirth, Pryor, 

Reeder, & Williams, 2013). If sources ostracize others and violate this inclusion norm, they 

might easily end up being devalued by others or even punished for their behavior (Güroğlu, Will, 

& Klapwijk, 2013; Over & Uskul, 2016; Rudert, Ruf, & Greifeneder, in press; Rudert et al., 

2018; Will, Crone, van den Bos, & Güroğlu, 2013). Consequently, many studies have 

demonstrated that individuals feel uncomfortable when they ostracize others without a plausible 

reason (Legate, DeHaan, Weinstein, & Ryan, 2013).  

As a consequence, in many situations individuals will only revert to ostracism when they 

have a strong motive to do so and/or can assume that others will approve of their decision to 
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ostracize others. From an evolutionary perspective, Kurzban and Leary (2001) have argued that 

ostracism primarily occurs if individuals are perceived as bad exchange partners. This is the case, 

for instance, when (a) the ostracized target violates group norms, or (b) the ostracized target 

represents a burden for the sources (Kurzban & Leary, 2001; Wesselmann, Wirth, Pryor, Reeder, 

& Williams, 2015).  

In cases of (a), the target has repeatedly violated either general social norms or specific 

group norms, for instance by acting particularly rude/uncooperative, or by ignoring specific 

agreements that the group established. Such norm violations threaten the harmony within a group 

as they create discord and increase the chance that other group members follow the negative 

example and start deviating from the norms as well, which would then destabilize the group and 

decrease cooperation (Ditrich & Sassenberg, 2016; Kerr & Levine, 2008; Scheepers, 

Branscombe, Spears, & Doosje, 2002). Thus, individuals may choose to ostracize targets with 

the goal of punishing them and ultimately making them change their undesirable behavior, 

thereby protecting the group and its stability from being undermined by normlessness.  

As for (b), some individuals may adhere to social norms, but nevertheless represent an 

inconvenient burden for a group. Groups often aim to achieve certain goals (McGrath, 1984), 

and some group members may be more useful in achieving these goals than others. And while it 

is a strength of groups that their members can complement each other and compensate for each 

other’s weaknesses, a person that lacks either the skill or the motivation, or both, to make a 

meaningful contribution to a group effort can slow the group down substantially (Wesselmann, 

Williams, & Wirth, 2014; Wesselmann et al., 2013). Groups and their members may thus be 

motivated to exclude a person that they perceive to be an underperformer and burdensome, in 

order to maintain the group’s performance (Wesselmann et al., 2014). 
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To summarize, an important reason for individuals to ostracize others is that ostracism 

serves as a social control mechanism, which ensures both the stability as well as the functionality 

of a group (Kurzban & Leary, 2001). Whether an individual is likely to violate group norms, or 

turns out to be a burden for the group, might partly depend on characteristics of the group or the 

general situation. Some groups are more or less rigid in enforcing their norms (e.g., Gelfand et 

al., 2011) or have differences in proficiency levels and expectations for members. For instance, a 

player might easily be excluded from a professional football team for not meeting the high 

standards regarding performance and/or discipline, whereas at the same time, the same player 

might be well accepted in a group that plays only occasionally for recreational purposes. 

However, there might also be general characteristics of individuals which makes them more or 

less likely to be excluded from groups, and independent of the particular social context. In what 

follows, we discuss how an individual’s personality can affect the likelihood that they will be 

ostracized.  

Dispositional Influences on the Likelihood of Becoming a Target of Ostracism 

In our research, we focus on the Big Five dimensions of personality, namely 

conscientiousness, agreeableness, neuroticism, openness to experience, and extraversion (Costa 

& McCrae, 1992). Studies that have investigated relations between the Big Five and workplace 

harassment or workplace ostracism have found negative correlational relationships with 

conscientiousness, agreeableness, and extraversion, as well as a positive correlation with 

neuroticism (Nielsen et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2011). In addition to being confined to a workplace 

setting, however, most of the existing studies were based on self-reports of the targets and thus 

do not allow for causal conclusions.  
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Nielsen and colleagues (2017) discuss three different ways to account for the correlation 

between target personality and the self-reported experience of workplace harassment, which are 

also likely to apply to ostracism experiences in general: First, via a target-behavior mechanism, 

meaning that targets may provoke harassment via their own personality, which manifests in the 

behavior they show towards others (especially for highly visible traits like extraversion; Vazire, 

2010). In terms of ostracism, this would be comparable to the mechanism outlined above, 

namely the sources excluding the targets intentionally because the targets’ behavior suggests 

certain personality characteristics that make the targets appear to be bad exchange partners. 

Second, via negative perceptions, meaning that individuals with certain personality disposition, 

such as neuroticism, might be more likely to interpret negative events as harassment. In terms of 

ostracism, it has also been shown that the perceptions and interpretations of an ostracism episode 

are highly important as they can change the experience and subsequent reactions to ostracism 

(Downey, Mougios, Ayduk, London, & Shoda, 2004; Rudert & Greifeneder, 2016; Wirth, 

Lynam, & Williams, 2010; Zadro, Boland, & Richardson, 2006). Third, via a reverse causality 

mechanism, meaning that the targets’ dispositions might change as a result of being exposed to 

harassment for a prolonged time (Nielsen & Knardahl, 2015; Podsiadly & Gamian-Wilk, 2017). 

Again, in terms of ostracism, the existence of such vicious circles has also been shown, with 

ostracized individuals often acting more disagreeable, defensive, aggressive, or withdrawn 

(Downey, Freitas, Michaelis, & Khouri, 1998; Downey et al., 2004; Hales, Kassner, et al., 2016; 

Ren, Wesselmann, & Williams, 2016; Twenge, Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & Bartels, 2007). 

The present contribution mostly focuses on the target-behavior mechanism, with the aim of 

establishing which perceived target personality dispositions make the sources intentionally want 

to ostracize a target. Given this focus, we will limit our review and theorizing to contributions 
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relevant for the target-behavior mechanism. In what follows, we discuss predictions separately 

for each of the Big Five traits.  

Conscientiousness describes the tendency for individuals to act in ways that are efficient, 

organized, planful, reliable, responsible, and thorough (McCrae & John, 1992). Several studies 

as well as meta-analyses show that conscientiousness is the strongest predictor of productivity 

and performance both in the job as well as in academic settings (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Hurtz 

& Donovan, 2000; O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007; Poropat, 2009; Rothmann & Coetzer, 2003). It 

seems that “individuals who exhibit traits associated with a strong sense of purpose, obligation, 

and persistence generally perform better than those who do not” (Barrick & Mount, 1991, p. 18). 

As groups often pursue certain goals, individuals who are perceived as useful in reaching these 

goals are likely to be considered valuable group members. At the same time, and consistent with 

the saying that “a chain is only as good as its weakest link,” an underperforming group member 

can slow the group down and undermine team performance. As a consequence, it has been 

demonstrated that group members who are burdensome and decrease the group’s performance 

are more likely to become targets of ostracism (Wesselmann et al., 2014; Wesselmann et al., 

2013). Given the strong link between conscientiousness and performance, it thus appears likely 

that individuals who are low in conscientiousness are at a higher risk of becoming targets of 

ostracism.  

Agreeableness, one of the two personality dimensions that strongly relates to social 

interaction, describes the tendency for individuals to treat others in ways that are appreciative, 

kind, generous, forgiving, sympathetic, and trusting (McCrae & John, 1992). Agreeableness is 

linked to prosocial motivation (Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997) and thus, agreeable people are less 

likely to be uncooperative or violate social norms (Berry, Ones, & Sackett, 2007; Graziano, 
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Habashi, Sheese, & Tobin, 2007; Kagel & McGee, 2014). In contrast, this means disagreeable 

people are more likely to violate group norms, and threaten harmony and group cohesion, which 

should make them less trustworthy and more likely to become targets of ostracism. This process 

has been demonstrated by Hales, Kassner, and colleagues (2016) in a series of studies, showing 

both that self-rated agreeableness is negatively related to self-rated ostracism, but also that 

individuals report higher intentions to ostracize a person described as disagreeable.   

Neuroticism describes the tendency to act in ways that are anxious, self-pitying, tense, 

touchy, unstable, and worrying (McCrae & John, 1992). On the one hand, it is easy to see how 

individuals high in neuroticism may become a burden for a group, not necessarily because of 

their performance, but because they may require more attention and thus be a strain for group 

interactions as well (Milam, Spitzmueller, & Penney, 2009). Even if group performance is not 

affected, the experience of interacting with a neurotic group member may be sufficiently 

unpleasant to cause people to exclude and ignore this person. On the other hand, individuals who 

are anxious and unstable may also be perceived as particularly vulnerable and thus in the need of 

protection of a group. Ostracizing a vulnerable person might be evaluated as particularly cruel 

and unfair by other group members or outsiders (Rudert, Reutner, Greifeneder, & Walker, 2017). 

As a consequence, groups that ostracize a vulnerable person might risk the anger, devaluation, or 

even punishment of others (Rudert et al., in press; Rudert et al., 2018). 

Openness to Experience describes the tendency to act in ways that are artistic, curious, 

imaginative, insightful, and original, and to have a wide range of interests (McCrae & John, 

1992). A person particularly open to experience may be perceived as an attractive and interesting 

interaction partner and useful for group performance (especially concerning the intellect facet of 

openness), at least if creative solutions are what a group is aiming for. On the other hand, 
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openness is also connected to pursuing unusual ideas or demonstrating unconventional behavior, 

which may be perceived as deviations from group norms. Openness to experience may thus also 

pose a threat to group harmony and stability. Moreover, individuals high in openness are often 

drawn towards new situations and (social) contexts. Interestingly, irrespective of the presently 

discussed target behavior mechanism, this might put individuals high in openness more often at 

risk of being ostracized. Given this higher base rate, individuals particularly open to experience 

might be statistically more likely to be rejected or ostracized compared to individuals who are 

likely to follow more familiar patterns.  

Extraversion is closely related to social interactions and describes the tendency to act 

towards others in ways that are active, assertive, energetic, enthusiastic, outgoing, and talkative 

fashion (McCrae & John, 1992). Since extraversion is often perceived as a higher interest in 

social activities and interactions as well as a higher quantity of social interactions (Ashton, Lee, 

& Paunonen, 2002), and since extraverts tend to be more popular among peers (Jensen-Campbell 

et al., 2002), it seems initially plausible to expect a negative correlation between extraversion 

and the risk of becoming a target of ostracism. However, there are several reasons why one may 

not expect such a direct link: First, similar to individuals high in openness, extraverts might be 

more likely to encounter social situations and initiate social interactions with new partners 

(Snyder & Gangestad, 1982), which means that the base rate of situations in which these 

individuals stand the risk of being ostracized may be higher than for individuals who stick to 

their close social circle. Second, even though an introverted individual might be less assertive 

and initiate social connections less often, that does not imply that others would deliberately 

decide to ostracize them or exclude them from activities they wish to join, especially as society 

becomes more aware of the idea of accommodating introverts (e.g., Cain, 2013). Still, highly 
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introverted individuals might be at risk to become a target of involuntary or oblivious ostracism 

(Lindström & Tobler, 2018; Williams, 1997), or in other words, they might simply be 

overlooked on accident by others. 

  Pulling all these considerations together, from a theoretical perspective as well as from 

the empirical evidence, there are strong reasons to expect a negative effect of both 

conscientiousness and agreeableness on the risk of becoming a target of ostracism. We thus 

hypothesized that individuals who are low in conscientiousness are more likely to become targets 

of ostracism because they may be perceived as a burden for group performance, and that 

individuals who are low in agreeableness are more likely to become targets of ostracism, 

because they represent a threat to group harmony and group norms. Because theoretical 

predictions for openness, neuroticism, and extraversion are less clear-cut, we decided to look at 

these remaining Big Five dimensions in an exploratory fashion, and pre-registered our studies 

accordingly on AsPredicted.org. 

Overview of the Studies 

In the present set of studies, we argue for effects of perceived target personality on the 

likelihood of being ostracized by others that are due to a target-behavior mechanism, that is, the 

sources ostracize the targets because of their personalities. Consequentially, there should be a 

direct causal link from sources’ perception of the target’s personality to the likelihood of 

ostracizing the target. Studies 1 - 4 test for this causal effect of perceived target 

conscientiousness and agreeableness on ostracism intentions, while controlling for liking 

(Studies 2 and 4). We hypothesized that low conscientiousness increases the likelihood of 

becoming a target of ostracism. Moreover, replicating the findings of Hales, Kassner and 

colleagues (2016), we further hypothesized that low agreeableness increases the likelihood of 
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becoming a target of ostracism. In an exploratory fashion, in Studies 1 and 2, we also investigate 

potential causal effects of the other three personality dimensions (extraversion, openness, 

neuroticism) on ostracism intentions, without a priori hypotheses. Finally, Study 4 specifically 

tests for an interaction between conscientiousness and agreeableness. 

Study 5 investigates the effect of personality on ostracism intentions with a different, 

more subtle method, namely via face modeling. Research has demonstrated that there is a strong 

social consensus regarding how the face of a person with a certain personality appears (Walker, 

Schönborn, Greifeneder, & Vetter, 2018; Walker & Vetter, 2016) and that individuals also 

intuitively base their (moral) judgments upon these facial cues (Funk, Walker, & Todorov, 2017; 

Rudert, Reutner, et al., 2017). Against this background, we expect a social consensus of how a 

person that is likely to be ostracized stereotypically appears, and that this consensus will bear 

similarity to the consensus for facial appearance of a person with certain personality 

characteristics (e.g., a careless and disagreeable person). We investigate this hypothesis in Study 

5, using a reverse correlation paradigm.  

Finally, if there is a substantial effect of target personality on ostracism, one could expect 

to find an association between self-reported personality and self-reported feelings of ostracism 

that can be identified in the real world outside of the laboratory. There are some studies 

regarding ostracism and harassment specifically in the workplace that hint at such a relation 

(Nielsen et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2011), however, it appears important to go beyond this 

preliminary evidence and show that the hypothesized relations can be demonstrated a) 

independent of a specific context such as the workplace and b) in a nation-wide representative 

sample. In Study 6, we thus investigate the relationship of the Big Five Personality Dimensions 

with subjectively experienced ostracism in a representative, longitudinal panel (the innovation 
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sample of the German Socio-Economic Panel; SOEP-IS). Specifically, we test whether 

(prospectively measured) conscientiousness and agreeableness negatively predict self-reported 

ostracism.  

Access to Materials and Data 

The verbatim materials and data for Studies 1- 4 and Study 5b are accessible 

at https://drive.switch.ch/index.php/s/7YpjTkOe1OGjpEB. Materials and data for Study 5a and 

Study 6 cannot be made publicly available due to copyright and data protection laws; see the 

respective study for more information. 

Study 1 

In Study 1, we manipulated the personality of a presented target and measured the 

potential sources’ intention to ostracize the target. We predicted that individuals would report 

higher ostracism intentions for targets who were described as either low in conscientiousness or 

agreeableness. It should be noted that ostracism that is perceived as malicious and unfair can 

easily result in devaluation and punishment by others (Rudert et al., in press; Rudert et al., 2018), 

and also that people are aware of, and sensitive to, the pain of others who are ostracized (Coyne, 

Nelson, Robinson, & Gundersen, 2011; Masten, Eisenberger, Pfeifer, & Dapretto, 2010; 

Wesselmann, Bagg, & Williams, 2009). Thus, ostracism will usually not be used light-heartedly. 

Specifically, individuals will likely ostracize others when they feel they have a valid reason to do 

so, namely if they have to protect themselves and their group from bad exchange partners 

(Kurzban & Leary, 2001). Consequentially, we predicted that rather than following a strictly 

linear function, intentions to ostracize would increase specifically as a function of low 

conscientiousness as well as low agreeableness, compared to both high 

conscientiousness/agreeableness as well as a neutral control condition.   

https://drive.switch.ch/index.php/s/7YpjTkOe1OGjpEB
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Method  

The study as well as all the subsequent experimental studies have been approved as part 

of the frameworks “Why do we ostracize others? Motives for social exclusion in groups” and 

“Faces” by the Institutional Review Boards of the Faculties of Psychology, University of Basel 

(011-17-1 and 034-15-3) and University of Koblenz-Landau (180_2019), and conform to 

recognized standards written in the Declaration of Helsinki.  

Participants and design. Participants were recruited online from Prolific Academic (US 

Americans only) for a payment of £0.40. Based on the studies from Hales and colleagues (2016), 

we had initially calculated the sample size such as to detect a large-sized main effect of each 

personality dimension on participants’ ostracism intentions (f = .40, power = .80, required n = 

304). However, data analysis from a pilot study showed that while we detected an effect of 

agreeableness with a comparable effect size as Hales and colleagues did, this effect was much 

larger than the effect of any other personality dimension. As a result, statistical power was likely 

too low to detect effects on the other dimensions that appeared to be more of a medium size. 

Moreover, some of the manipulation checks for our initial personality descriptions of the target 

person were not satisfactory. We thus slightly re-phrased some of the descriptions, which were 

then pre-tested separately, this time performing adequately. Additionally, based on these initial 

findings we re-calculated the sample size, this time to detect medium-sized main effects (f = .25, 

power = .80, required n = 579). Adding a buffer of 25 percent, we ran another, adequately 

powered study with a different sample of 801 participants on Prolific Academic, excluding all 

participants who indicated that their data should not be used (79) as well as participants who 

already participated in one of the pilot studies (7). The final sample thus consisted of 715 

participants (335 females, 3 no specified gender; Mage = 33.65, SD = 11.83). Here, we report only 
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the data of the second, adequately powered sample. The study was a between-subject design, 

thus participants were randomly assigned to one out of eleven conditions (conscientiousness high 

vs. low; agreeableness high vs. low; neuroticism high vs. low; openness high vs. low; 

extraversion high vs. low; and a control condition). The study was preregistered on 

AsPredicted.org, see https://aspredicted.org/nu78n.pdf. 

Materials and procedure. The study’s procedure was adapted from Hales and 

colleagues (2016). Participants read a vignette that described a student named Mason. The basic 

version of each vignette contained no information about Mason’s personality and was the same 

for all groups.  

Mason is a 19 year old Sophomore student. He works as a part time job at a nearby 

restaurant. In his free time, he likes to watch movies, listen to music, and go outdoors. In a 

typical day, Mason goes to classes and afterwards spends some time on his computer. After 

dinner, he usually watches TV shows. His favorites are crime series, but he also enjoys quiz 

shows. 

To make sure there would be no floor or ceiling effects of personality ratings of the 

vignettes basic version, we pretested the vignette with 15 participants on Prolific Academic (9 

female; Mage = 29.60, SD = 7.50) who rated Mason on the Big Five personality dimensions (e.g., 

“Mason is disagreeable – agreeable”, 7-point scale). Mason was rated as fairly average on all 

dimensions (conscientiousness: M = 4.93, SD = 1.39; agreeableness: M = 4.60, SD = .99; 

neuroticism M = 3.20, SD = 1.42; openness: M = 4.67, SD = .98; extraversion: M = 3.53, SD = 

1.25). In the actual study, control condition participants received the basic version of the 

vignette. In the remaining 10 experimental conditions, the vignettes were altered such that 

https://aspredicted.org/nu78n.pdf
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Mason was additionally described as either being high or low in one of the manipulated Big Five 

personality dimensions, see Table 1.  

After reading the vignette, participants first answered a manipulation check about the 

respective personality dimension manipulated in their condition (e.g., “Mason is disagreeable – 

agreeable”, 7-point scale) as well as an attention question (“Mason likes crime series – hates 

crime series”, 7-point scale). In the control condition, participants rated Mason on all five 

personality dimensions. Participants were then asked to imagine that Mason wanted to join a 

club they already belonged to and then reported their intention to ostracize Mason on a scale 

consisting of seven items (Cronbach's α = .89; exemplary item: "I might find myself ignoring 

Mason", 1 = completely disagree, 5 = completely agree; Hales, Kassner, et al., 2016). After 

providing demographic information, participants were thanked and paid. 

Results 

Manipulation checks. We tested the manipulations’ success using five one-way 

ANOVAs with the manipulated personality dimension (high vs. control vs. low) as independent 

variables, and the respective personality question as dependent variable. All ANOVAs revealed 

significant effects on the manipulated trait (conscientiousness: F(2,197) = 286.51, p < .001, η2 = 

.74; agreeableness: F(2,198) = 134.07, p < .001, η2 = .58; neuroticism: F(2, 194) = 142.00, p < 

.001, η2 = .59; openness: F(2, 197) = 51.59, p < .001, η2 = .34; extraversion: F(2, 186) = 60.85, p 

< .001, η2 = .40). Bonferroni-corrected post-hoc analyses showed that for all five dimensions, the 

high condition was significantly greater than the control condition, and the low condition was 

significantly smaller than the control condition, largest p = .003. See Table 2 for descriptive 

statistics.  
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Dependent variables. Five one-way ANOVAs1 (manipulated personality dimension: 

high vs. control vs. low) on intentions to ostracize Mason revealed significant differences for 

conscientiousness, F(2,197) = 38.18, p < .001, η2 = .28; agreeableness, F(2,198) = 37.38, p < 

.001, η2 = .27; neuroticism, F(2, 194) = 11.45, p < .001, η2 = .11; and openness, F(2, 197) = 5.31, 

p = .006, η2 = .05. Manipulating extraversion did not predict intentions to ostracize, F(2,186) = 

0.01, p = .986, η2 < .01.  

Bonferroni-corrected post-hoc tests for conscientiousness, agreeableness, neuroticism, 

and openness revealed that participants reported a higher intention to ostracize targets who were 

careless, disagreeable, emotionally unstable, and close-minded compared to both the control 

group and the respective positive characteristic, largest p = .016, see Table 3 and Figure 1 for the 

descriptive statistics. In contrast, there were no significant differences in ostracism intentions for 

targets that were described as conscientious, agreeable, emotionally stable compared to the 

control group, smallest p = .659. 

Discussion 

 In line with hypotheses, we find that sources of ostracism report stronger intentions to 

ostracize a target who is low (vs. neutral or high) in conscientiousness or agreeableness. This 

effect was specific to the dimensions’ low level; there was no significant difference between the 

neutral control condition and a high trait expression on the respective dimension.  

 In an exploratory fashion, we also investigated the other three Big Five dimensions. A 

description of the target as high in neuroticism or low in openness also elicited intentions to 

ostracize; however, the effects were much smaller than the effects of low conscientiousness and 

disagreeableness. It should be noted that we cannot rule out the possibility that manipulating one 

personality dimension also changed participant’s perception of other dimensions. In fact, 
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spillover effects are likely given that the Big Five are naturally correlated with each other (Soto 

& John, 2017) and thus it is reasonable that participants might infer some personality dimensions 

from others. We further address this issue in Studies 4 and 5. 

While participants were more inclined to ostracize targets who were careless, 

disagreeable, emotionally unstable, and close-minded, it appears that being explicitly 

conscientious, agreeable, emotionally stable, and open-minded did not offer any additional 

protection. This does not appear to be due to a failure to detect differences between control 

condition and high levels of these traits; the manipulation checks uniformly showed that people 

perceived the personality differences. Given that the reported intention to ostracize others was 

low on average, the finding could potentially be due to a floor effect. However, the resulting 

pattern also aligns with our theoretical assumptions that individuals will not decide to ostracize 

others lightly, and will thus primarily ostracize others when they feel they have a valid reason to 

do so, such as the target being a particularly bad exchange partner.  

Study 2 

As a next step, we investigated more closely what drives the effect of personality on 

ostracism intentions. One plausible mediator is liking. Previous research has demonstrated 

medium to strong positive relations between how much a person is liked and how that person is 

rated on conscientiousness, agreeableness, openness, extraversion, and (in the opposite direction) 

neuroticism (Leising, Erbs, & Fritz, 2010). In addition, Hales and colleagues (2016) also showed 

that disliking predicts ostracism intentions and found it to be a strong mediator of the relation 

between ostracism and agreeableness.  

While liking is thus a plausible mediator for the effect of personality on ostracism, there 

are also reasons to expect that the relationship between personality and ostracism does not 
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depend exclusively on liking (Hales, Kassner, et al., 2016). Study 2 thus had both the aim to 

replicate the findings from Study 1, as well as to test whether the effect of personality 

dispositions on ostracism is fully mediated by liking, or instead whether there is unique variance 

not explained by liking of the ostracized target.  

Method  

Participants and design. Participants were recruited online from Prolific Academic (US 

Americans only) for a payment of £0.40. Based on the same (adapted) power calculations used in 

Study 1, we recruited 809 participants on Prolific Academic, excluding all participants who 

indicated that their data should not be used (9). The final sample thus consisted of 800 

participants (345 females, 3 no specified gender; Mage = 32.35, SD = 11.38). Participants were 

randomly assigned to eleven conditions (conscientiousness: high vs. low; agreeableness: high vs. 

low; neuroticism: high vs. low; openness: high vs. low; extraversion: high vs. low; and a control 

condition). For pre-registration, see https://aspredicted.org/9fr2w.pdf. 

Materials and procedure. The study’s procedure was similar to Study 1. After 

answering the questions about intentions to ostracize (Cronbach's α = .89), participants answered 

how much they like Mason on a five-item scale (Cronbach's α = .87; exemplary item: "Mason is 

likeable", 1 = completely disagree, 5 = completely agree; Hales, Kassner, et al., 2016). 

Results 

Manipulation checks. We tested the manipulations’ success using five one-way 

ANOVAs with the manipulated personality dimension (high vs. control vs. low) as independent 

variables, and the respective personality question as dependent variable. All ANOVAs revealed 

significant differences with regard to the manipulation: conscientiousness: F(2,217) = 736.08, p 

< .001, η2 = .87; agreeableness: F(2,215) = 146.43, p < .001, η2 = .58; neuroticism: F(2, 214) = 

https://aspredicted.org/9fr2w.pdf
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88.14, p < .001, η2 = .45; openness: F(2, 216) = 108.45, p < .001, η2 = .50; extraversion: F(2, 

214) = 138.33, p < .001, η2 = .56. Bonferroni-corrected post-hoc analyses testing the differences 

between a high and a low value on the respective dimension compared to the control group were 

all significant, all ps < .001. See Table 4 for descriptive statistics. 

Dependent variables. Ostracism Intentions. Five one-way ANOVAs (manipulated 

personality dimension: high vs. control vs. low) on intentions to ostracize Mason revealed 

significant differences for conscientiousness, F(2,214) = 50.09, p < .001, η2 = .32; agreeableness, 

F(2,215) = 69.18, p < .001, η2 = .39; neuroticism, F(2, 214) = 5.50, p = .005, η2 = .05; and 

openness, F(2, 216) = 4.77, p = .009, η2 = .04. Manipulating Extraversion did not affect 

intentions to ostracize, F(2,214) = 0.43, p = .650, η2 < .01. Again, Bonferroni-corrected post-hoc 

tests revealed that  participants reported a higher intention to ostracize targets who were careless, 

disagreeable, emotionally unstable, and close-minded compared to a group in which the 

respective target was positively described, as well as compared to the control group, largest p = 

.037. In contrast, there were no significant differences in ostracism intentions for targets 

described as conscientious, agreeable, emotionally stable, and open-minded compared to the 

control group, smallest p = .891. Thus, being explicitly positive on a personality dimension did 

not offer any additional protection compared to the unmanipulated control setting. See Table 5 

for the descriptive statistics. 

Liking. Conscientiousness, agreeableness, neuroticism, and openness also significantly 

affected how much participants liked Mason: conscientiousness, F(2,214) = 60.77, p < .001, η2 = 

.36; agreeableness, F(2,215) = 61.25, p < .001, η2 = .36; neuroticism, F(2, 214) = 12.52, p < 

.001, η2 = .11; and openness, F(2, 216) = 15.48, p < .001, η2 = .13. Extraversion did not affect 

liking, F(2,214) = 1.69, p = .187, η2 = .02.  
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Examining the pattern of means, it can be seen that liking was distributed more linearly 

than ostracism intentions (see Table 5 for the descriptive statistics). Bonferroni-corrected post-

hoc tests for conscientiousness showed that participants liked Mason better in the control group 

compared to when he was described as careless, p < .001, and even better when he was explicitly 

conscientious compared to the control group, p = .046. For neuroticism and agreeableness, 

Mason was liked less when he was described as emotionally unstable or disagreeable, largest p = 

.006, but not significantly more when he was described as emotionally stable or agreeable, 

smallest p = .079. For openness, Mason was liked more when described as open compared to the 

control group, p =.003, but not less when he was described as close-minded compared to control 

group, p = .085.  

ANCOVA and Mediation. When controlling for liking, intentions to ostracize Mason 

remained significant for conscientiousness, F(2,213) = 16.08, p < .001, η2 = .13 and 

agreeableness, F(2,214) = 24.27, p < .001, η2 = .19; but not for neuroticism, F(2,213) = 1.60, p = 

.205, η2 = .02, and openness, F(2,215) = 2.65, p = .073, η2 = .02. We additionally ran mediation 

analyses with PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) using 5,000 bootstrap estimates. Liking mediated the 

effect of conscientiousness on ostracism intentions, bindirect = -.23, 95% CI = [-.36; -.12], though 

the direct effect remained significant as well, bdirect = -.32, p < .001, 95% CI = [-.45; -.17]. 

Similarly, liking mediated the effect of agreeableness on ostracism intentions, bindirect = -.23, 95% 

CI = [-.38; -.11], but again, the direct effect remained significant, bdirect = -.39, p < .001, 95% CI 

= [-.53; -.25]. When running separate mediation analyses with neuroticism and openness as the 

predictor, only the indirect effects were significant, neuroticism: bdirect = .09, p = .125, 95% CI = 

[-.02; .20], bindirect = .09, 95% CI = [.03; .16]; openness: bdirect = -.10, p = .084, 95% CI = [-.21; 

.01], bindirect = -.05, 95% CI = [-.11; .00]. 
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Discussion 

Study 2 fully replicated the results of Study 1: When Mason was described as either low 

in conscientiousness or low in agreeableness, participants reported stronger intentions to 

ostracize him. As in Study 1, high neuroticism and low openness also increased ostracism 

intentions while extraversion did not. Again, all detected differences were due to a negative 

description of the target compared to both the positive as well as the neutral control condition, 

and again this is not attributable to failing to detect the positive personality conditions as 

differing from the control condition. Interestingly, this pattern was different for liking: Liking 

increased as a linear function of the respective personality dimensions, such that individuals were 

liked the more conscientious, open, (and by trend, the more agreeable) they were described.  

This difference between ostracism intentions and liking was also reflected in the finding 

that even after including liking as a control variable, the effects of agreeableness and 

conscientiousness on ostracism intentions remained significant. Mediation analyses, as expected, 

showed liking to be an important mediator of the relation between personality factors and 

ostracism intentions. However, particularly for conscientiousness and agreeableness, significant 

variance could not be explained by how much participants liked Mason. For agreeableness, 

meaningful parts of this remaining variance are likely due to the tendency to distrust low 

agreeable targets as interaction partners – a factor identified to mediate the effect of 

agreeableness on intentions to ostracize, controlling for liking, in earlier research (Hales, 

Kassner, et al., 2016). Thus, it seems that while liking can explain some portion of the 

conscientiousness/agreeableness–ostracism link, it cannot entirely account for the relation on its 

own. This finding is reasonable when considering that there might be cases in which ostracism 

occurs independently of liking: For instance, a careless target might be well liked in principle, 
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but still be excluded from a highly performance-oriented group. On the other hand, a person that 

is strongly disliked by others might not be ostracized because the group depends on that person 

or cannot afford to exclude one of its members.   

Study 3 

Studies 1 and 2 demonstrate that individuals report stronger ostracism intentions for 

individuals that are described as either low in agreeableness or conscientiousness. It remains 

unclear, though, whether these intentions would manifest in actual ostracism behavior. Thus, in 

Study 3 we used a group task paradigm in which individuals could choose to ostracize one of the 

group members to investigate whether individuals would actually exclude a disagreeable or 

careless person from the group. In the first leg (Study 3a) we examined the effects of 

conscientiousness, and in the second leg (Study 3b) we examined the effects of agreeableness. 

In addition, we rendered the task more consequential by telling participants that all 

participating group members (including themselves) were eligible for a bonus payment that 

allegedly depended on overall group performance. Thus, participants’ decision would have a) 

consequences for themselves, as they receive a higher bonus if their team performs well, and b) 

consequences for others, perhaps most evidently for the excluded person, as that person will not 

be part of the group and thus cannot receive a bonus. This parallels situations in real life where 

ostracized individuals often find themselves deprived of resources (Robinson, O’Reilly, & 

Wang, 2013). 

Study 3a 

Method  

Participants and design. Participants were recruited online from Prolific Academic (US 

Americans only) for a payment of £0.60 plus an additional bonus payment of £0.30. G*Power 
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calculated a sample size of 317 participants to find a medium to small effect of target 

conscientiousness on the exclusion frequency (w = .20, df = 2) with a power = .90. Oversampling 

slightly to account for possible data exclusions, we recruited 351 participants on Prolific 

Academic, excluding one participant who indicated that the data should not be used. The final 

sample thus consisted of 350 participants (178 females, 2 no specified gender; Mage = 33.61, SD 

= 11.69). Participants were randomly assigned to three conditions (target conscientiousness: high 

vs. average vs. low). The study was preregistered on AsPredicted.org, see 

https://aspredicted.org/nt9z7.pdf. 

Materials and procedure. All participants were informed that they would work on an 

online group task, and that they had been randomly chosen to be the leader of a group. As leader, 

they would have to choose the individuals that they want to work with. To make the choice more 

consequential for participants, they received the additional information that they, as well as all 

group members that they choose, would be eligible for a bonus payment up to a maximum 

amount of 30 p per person (an amount sufficient to motivate performance, see Rudert et al., in 

press). The bonus would ostensibly depend on the overall performance of the group, not on the 

number of individuals who work on the task.  

Participants were further presented with the names and descriptions of three potential 

group members. One piece of information was how each person ostensibly had scored on a 

conscientiousness questionnaire, specifically, whether they would fall into a “high,” “average,” 

or “low” cluster. Depending on the condition, the target person either scored high, average, or 

low on conscientiousness. The other two potential group members always fell in the “average” 

cluster. To provide some additional information, descriptions also included age and an 

“interesting fact” about the potential group members, such as “I have a twin brother.” All filler 

https://aspredicted.org/nt9z7.pdf


PERSONALITY AND OSTRACISM       26 

information (interesting fact, age, name), as well as the order in which targets were introduced, 

were randomized.  

Next participants were asked to make a categorical choice of whether they want to 

exclude any one of the three persons from the group. They could also choose to exclude none of 

the three persons. To facilitate analysis and account for expected low frequencies for the two 

control persons, choices were recoded into a binomial categorical variable (chose to exclude the 

target vs chose not to exclude the target). In addition, participants were asked to rate how 

conscientious they perceived each of the three persons on a 7-point scale (1 = careless, 7 = 

conscientious)2. After providing demographic information, participants were thanked and paid. 

All participants received the bonus sum of 30 p in addition to their regular compensation. 

Results 

 A Pearson Chi-squared test showed a significant effect of target conscientiousness on 

exclusion frequency, χ2(2) = 138.64, p < .001, V = .45. When the target was described as low in 

conscientiousness, 72% of the participants choose to exclude the target. In contrast, when the 

target was described as average (or high) in conscientiousness, only 14% (or 7%) chose to 

exclude the target (Figure 2, Panel a). Similar to the results from Studies 1 and 2, especially low 

compared to average and high conscientiousness increased exclusion frequency  (low vs. 

average: χ2(1) = 79.09, p < .001, V = .58; low vs. high: χ2(1) = 103.27, p < .001, V = .66). The 

difference between the average and the high condition was not significant, χ2(1) = 3.13, p = .077, 

V = .12.   

Study 3b 

Method  
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Participants and design. As in Study 3a, we recruited 350 participants on Prolific 

Academic, excluding two participants who indicated that their data should not be used. The final 

sample thus consisted of 348 participants (186 females; Mage = 34.32, SD = 11.93). Participants 

were randomly assigned to three conditions (target agreeableness: high vs. average vs. low). The 

study was preregistered on AsPredicted.org, see https://aspredicted.org/pg53j.pdf. 

Materials and procedure. Materials and procedure were identical to Study 3a, except 

that information about the group members’ personality related to agreeableness. For the 

manipulation check, participants were asked how agreeable they rated each of the three persons  

on a 7-point scale (1 = disagreeable, 7 = agreeable). 

Results 

 Manipulation check. Ratings of the two control persons were averaged, Spearman’s ρ 

 = .79. A 2 x 3 ANOVA (person: target vs. controls and condition: high vs. average vs. low) on 

perceived agreeableness showed a significant main effect of the person, F(1, 345) = 25.38, p < 

.001, η2 = .07, the condition, F(2, 345) = 117.63, p < .001, η2 = .41, as well as a significant 

interaction, F(2, 345) = 156.04, p < .001, η2 = .48. Bonferroni-corrected simple main effects 

showed that in the average agreeableness condition, the target was perceived as less agreeable 

than in the high condition (Maverage = 4.81, SD = 1.14 vs. Mhigh = 6.02, SD = 1.22), but as more 

agreeable than in the low condition (Mlow = 2.54, SD = 1.43), both p < .001. Rating of the control 

persons did not differ significantly across conditions (Mhigh = 4.98, SD = 1.04, Maverage = 4.81, SD 

= 1.12, Mlow = 4.72, SD = 1.05), smallest p = .200. 

Dependent variable. Pearson’s Chi-squared test showed a significant effect of target 

agreeableness on exclusion frequency, χ2(2) = 85.67, p < .001, V = .35. When the target was 

described as low in agreeableness, 58% of the participants chose to exclude the target. In 

https://aspredicted.org/pg53j.pdf
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contrast, when the target was described as average (or high) in agreeableness, only 10% (or 12%) 

chose to exclude the target (Figure 2, panel b). Similar to the results from Studies 1 and 2, 

especially low compared to average and high agreeableness increased exclusion frequency (low 

vs. average: χ2(1) = 58.06, p < .001, V = .50; low vs. high:  χ2(1) = 53.28, p < .001, V = .48. The 

difference between average and high agreeableness was not significant, χ2(1) = 0.17, p = .677, V 

= .03.   

Discussion 

While Studies 1 and 2 investigated ostracism intentions, Studies 3a and 3b show that 

individuals are also willing to put these intentions into actions. When a target person appears to 

be either low in conscientiousness or low in agreeableness, the target was excluded from the 

group by more than half of the participants. Replicating the general pattern of Studies 1 and 2, 

the detected differences were again due to the target scoring low compared to average or high on 

the respective personality dimension.  

Importantly, participants were explicitly provided with the possibility to include 

everyone. Thus, a decision to leave out the target reflects more than just a rank-order preference 

within the group. Rather, it represents an actual decision to exclude. Moreover, participants were 

made aware that exclusion would have a financial disadvantage for the target, as an excluded 

target could not receive the group bonus. Thus, participants chose to exclude the target despite 

these negative consequences. Interestingly, while ostracism intentions in Studies 1 and 2 were 

low or moderate on average, in Study 3 the majority of participants chose to actually exclude a 

person that scored either low on agreeableness or low on conscientiousness. While this is 

possibly due to the differences in the paradigm, one can speculate whether in real life intentions 

are more susceptible to effects of social (un)desirability of ostracism. Individuals may be 
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motivated to be inclusive and open in general, yet nevertheless decide to exclude undesirable 

others when actual stakes are involved. This effect might also be stronger if individuals are 

concerned that they might suffer a loss of resources (e.g. a lower group bonus) from including a 

disagreeable or careless person. 

When comparing the effect sizes between Studies 3a and 3b, the effect seems to be a little 

larger for conscientiousness than for agreeableness. Interestingly, in Study 2, we found the 

reverse, namely that the effect was largest for agreeableness. Possibly, this might be an effect of 

the respective context: As participants in Study 3 believed they had to solve a task together with 

others, they might have been in a stronger performance-oriented mindset, which might have led 

them to prioritize conscientiousness more strongly than agreeableness. 

Study 4 

Studies 1 - 3 investigated the effects of the Big Five on ostracism intentions 

independently from each other, which theoretically allows a focused test of each dimension. 

However, in real life, people we encounter differ from each other along more than just one 

personality trait, and thus the question arises how different traits may interact with one another. 

Here we examine the potential interaction between the traits of primary interest in this research, 

conscientiousness and agreeableness. 

There are at least two possible ways in which conscientiousness and agreeableness could 

operate on ostracism intentions. First, one could expect that the more positive characteristics 

individuals have, the less likely they are, linearly, to be ostracized. In this case we would expect 

the traits not to interact but to combine in an additive way. That perspective would further imply 

that a personality disposition that is perceived as positive can (linearly) compensate for another 
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personality dimension perceived as negative (Kervyn, Yzerbyt, Demoulin, & Judd, 2008), such 

that a person is less likely to be ostracized if there is at least some good in her.  

Yet it is also conceivable that the combined effect of the two personality dimensions 

follows more of a non-linear function. This is because individuals might go beyond the 

information that is given, evaluating a person who is being described as negative on one 

personality dimension as more negative in general (a negative halo effect, Nisbett & Wilson, 

1977). Moreover, given the importance of negative information in impression formation, scoring 

negatively on one personality dimension may not be fully compensated by scoring similarly 

positively on another. Consequentially, one could predict that positive information regarding one 

dimension may not fully compensate for negative information regarding another, resulting in an 

interaction effect between the two personality dimensions. 

To test these competing predictions, in Study 4, we investigated the interaction of 

perceived conscientiousness and agreeableness on ostracism intentions. Since we reasoned that 

both conscientiousness and agreeableness are highly central for a person to be perceived as a 

good exchange partner (e.g., Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2007), we expected that being negative on 

one personality dimension cannot be compensated by being positive on the other. Thus, we 

predicted an interaction effect between conscientiousness and agreeableness such that the effect 

of either dimension on ostracism intentions is stronger if the target is described as positive (vs. 

negative) on the respective other dimension. In other words, a target must be at least minimally 

conscientious or minimally agreeable, in order to avoid ostracism and to allow for variation in 

the respective other trait to affect ostracism intentions. 

As we do not wish to frame one personality dimension as more important than the other, 

we refrain from theoretically assigning one to the role of the moderator. However, as we  realize 
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that this makes our framing of the interaction rather non-specific, we would thus like to offer one 

example about how to think about it more specifically: We predict that the effect of 

conscientiousness on ostracism intentions is stronger if the target is described as at least 

minimally agreeable. In other words, if a partner cannot be trusted to cooperate, their level of 

competence should play less of a role in any decision to ostracize them, whereas if they are a 

trustworthy partner, their ability to contribute to a group should have more bearing on whether or 

not to include them. Methodologically speaking, we thus expected an interaction pattern in 

which the effect of conscientiousness is either not present (“knock out interaction”) or is 

significantly reduced when a target is disagreeable.  

Method  

Participants and design. Participants were recruited online from Prolific Academic (US 

Americans only) for a payment of £0.40. The previous studies showed that we could expect large 

effect sizes for the main effect of both conscientiousness and agreeableness on ostracism 

intentions (f = .40, power = .80, required N = 52). As we intended to test for an interaction effect 

with a meaningful effect size, we based our calculations on recent power analysis 

recommendations for interactions with a so called “knockout pattern,” (i.e. four times the sample 

size that has been used to show the original main effect; Giner-Sorolla, 2018; Simonsohn, 2014). 

Thus, we concluded that we need at least N = 208; a sensitivity analysis with G*Power 

confirmed that this would allow us to detect an interaction effect of  f = .20 with a power = .80. 

Oversampling slightly to account for possible data exclusions, we collected a sample of 232 

participants on Prolific Academic, excluding all participants who indicated that their data should 

not be used (1 person). The final sample thus consisted of 231 participants (108 females; 

Mage = 34.43, SD = 11.83). Participants were randomly assigned to a 2 (conscientiousness: high 
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vs. low) x 2 (agreeableness: high vs. low) between-subject design. The study was preregistered 

on AsPredicted.org, see https://aspredicted.org/gi5zq.pdf. 

Materials and procedure. The study’s procedure was similar to Studies 1 and 2. 

Participants read the vignette about Mason, who was either described as high vs. low in 

conscientiousness and high vs. low in agreeableness (no control condition). The order of 

personality descriptions was counterbalanced, such that some participants read about 

agreeableness first, and others read about conscientiousness first. Participants then answered the 

manipulation check about conscientiousness and agreeableness as well as the attention question 

about how much Mason liked crime series, reported their intention to ostracize Mason 

(Cronbach's α = .92) as well as how much they liked Mason (Cronbach's α = .94). After 

providing demographic information, participants were thanked and paid. 

Results 

Manipulation checks. Participants in the high conscientiousness condition perceived 

Mason to be more conscientious than participants in the low conscientiousness condition, 

F(1,227) = 658.12, p < .001, η2 = .74 (Mhigh = 5.94, SD = 1.59 vs. Mlow = 1.54, SD = 1.11). 

Moreover, participants in the high agreeableness condition perceived Mason to be more 

agreeable than participants in the low agreeableness condition, F(1,227) = 378.45, p < .001, η2 = 

.63 (Mhigh = 5.94, SD = 1.25 vs. Mlow = 2.56, SD = 1.50). There was also a significant, though 

substantially smaller, effect of each personality dimension on the other, such that participants 

perceived Mason to be more agreeable when he was described as conscientious (vs. careless), 

F(1,227) = 22.52, p < .001, η2 = .09 (Mhigh = 4.10, SD = 2.58 vs. Mlow = 2.56, SD = 1.50), and 

more conscientious when he was described as agreeable (vs. disagreeable), F(1,227) = 22.42, p < 

https://aspredicted.org/gi5zq.pdf
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.001, η2 = .09 (Mhigh = 4.67, SD = 2.11 vs. Mlow = 3.85, SD = 2.19). There were no significant 

interactions, smallest p = .135. 

Dependent variables. A two-way ANOVA (conscientiousness: high vs. low and 

agreeableness: high vs. low) on intentions to ostracize Mason revealed significant main effects of 

conscientiousness, F(1,227) = 48.26, p < .001, η2 = .18, and agreeableness, F(1,227) = 173.33, p 

< .001, η2 = .43, replicating the finding that both low conscientiousness and low agreeableness 

increase ostracism intentions. Moreover, the hypothesized interaction was significant, F(1,227) = 

12.64, p < .001, η2 = .05, see Figure 3. When Mason was described as agreeable, the effect of 

conscientiousness was larger, F(1, 227) = 55.38, p < .001, η2= .20 (MC_Low = 2.33, SD = .85 vs. 

MC_High = 1.34, SD = .38), than when Mason was described as disagreeable, F(1, 227) = 5.73, p 

= . 018, η2 = .03 (MC_Low = 2.91, SD = .77 vs. MC_High = 3.23, SD = .76). Alternatively, when 

Mason was described as conscientious, the effect of agreeableness was larger, F(1, 227) = 

138.00, p < . 001, η2 = .38, than when Mason was described as low in conscientiousness, F(1, 

227) = 46.79, p < . 001, η2 = .17. In sum, intentions to ostracize Mason were highest when he 

was described negative on both personality dimensions, but being positive on either one of the 

two personality dimensions could not compensate for being negative on the other. 

This pattern became more pronounced when controlling for liking. All main effects and 

interactions remained significant (conscientiousness: F(1, 226) = 8.52, p = . 004, η2 = .04, 

agreeableness: F(1, 226) = 5.24, p = . 023, η2 = .02, agreeableness x conscientiousness: F(1, 226) 

= 4.91, p < . 001, η2 = .02). When looking at the simple main effects, results slightly differ with 

respect to the significance level: When Mason was described as agreeable, low (vs. high) 

conscientiousness significantly increased ostracism intentions, F(1, 226) = 12.21, p = . 001, η2 = 

.05. In contrast, when Mason was described as disagreeable, low (vs. high) conscientiousness 
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had no effect, F < 1. Alternatively, when Mason was described as conscientious, low (vs. high) 

agreeableness significantly increased ostracism intentions, F(1, 226) = 8.42, p = . 004, η2 = .04. 

However, when described as low in conscientiousness, low (vs. high) agreeableness had no 

effect, F < 1.  

There was an unexpected significant main effect of presentation order, F(1, 223) = 5.24, p 

= . 009, η2 = .03, namely that participants reported higher ostracism intentions when the 

information about agreeableness was presented first compared to second (M = 2.59, SD = 1.03 

vs. M = 2.32, SD = .97). However, all interactions of order with the manipulated personality 

dimensions were not significant, smallest p = .197. 

Discussion 

 Study 4 tested the interactive effect of conscientiousness and agreeableness on ostracism 

intentions. As predicted, the negative effect of being low on either dimension was stronger if the 

target was described as positive (vs. negative) on the other dimension. For instance, the negative 

effect of low conscientiousness was stronger when the target was described as agreeable (vs. 

disagreeable). When controlling for liking, ostracism intentions for disagreeable targets did not 

significantly differ based on whether they were described as conscientious or careless. But for 

agreeable targets, conscientiousness remained an important factor for intentions to ostracize, 

even after accounting for liking.  The same pattern was true when framing the interaction the 

other way around. 

This finding is in line with the strong significance of negative information in impression 

formation that has repeatedly been demonstrated in the literature on the negativity bias (Fiske, 

1980; Skowronski & Carlston, 1989). From the utilitarian perspective that ostracism ultimately 

serves the goal to eliminate bad exchange partners, it appears logical that being highly negative 
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on one dimension cannot be sufficiently compensated by being positive on the other: Ultimately, 

an agreeable but careless individual might be just as problematic and troublesome for a group as 

a reliable but socially disruptive individual. The joint working of both the intent as well as the 

capability of a person is also highlighted in related models, such as the Stereotype Content 

Model (Fiske et al., 2007).  

Another interpretation of our findings could be that the results are in fact due to some 

kind of a negative halo effect, as the manipulation checks show that a person that is described as 

disagreeable is also perceived as less conscientious and vice versa. Thus, the fact that there is not 

an additive effect of personality dimensions on ostracism intentions could be due to participants 

negatively adjusting their perception of Mason’s entire personality when learning that he has one 

negative characteristic. Given that agreeableness and conscientiousness are correlated with each 

other (Soto & John, 2017), it is not surprising that descriptions of one trait colored impressions 

of the other. However, because the main effects on the target traits were much larger than the 

spillover effects, it is parsimonious to conclude that the observed pattern is mainly due to the 

unique contribution of each independent trait. 

Taken together, Studies 1 - 4 show that individuals report higher ostracism intentions 

towards targets with specific personality dispositions. Particularly, and as hypothesized, low 

conscientiousness and agreeableness strongly affect ostracism intentions. The effects were partly 

mediated by liking, however, the effect of both conscientiousness and agreeableness remained 

significant even after controlling for liking. Exploratory analyses of the results in Studies 1 and 2 

showed that high neuroticism and low openness were also associated with stronger ostracism 

intentions, and that this relation could be partially explained by differences in liking (Study 2).    

Study 5  
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In Studies 1 – 4, personality was manipulated directly via description of the target person, 

and ostracism intentions were assessed rather explicitly, namely by asking participants how 

likely it is that they would ostracize a specific person. Since explicit preferences are sometimes 

prone to biases (e.g., Paulhus & Vazire, 2007), we sought to further demonstrate the effect of 

personality on ostracism intentions with a more subtle measure. To this end, we built on 

evidence demonstrating a strong cross-cultural social consensus in personality judgments from 

faces (Walker, Jiang, Vetter, & Sczesny, 2011; Walker & Vetter, 2016). Generally, research 

shows that people tend to agree that certain faces appear to convey higher or lower levels of the 

five personality dimensions (Walker et al., 2018; Walker & Vetter, 2016). For example, 

perceivers tend to agree that a particular person’s face appears more or less conscientious. 

Although these judgments are not necessarily externally valid (Olivola & Todorov, 2010), this 

consensus allows for a different test of our hypotheses: Given a consensus about how, for 

instance, a conscientious or agreeable person looks, and given our findings that 

conscientiousness and agreeableness are reliably associated with the likelihood of being 

ostracized, one might expect that the facial stereotype of someone that is likely to be ostracized 

might also be perceived as appearing low in agreeableness and conscientiousness. To test this, 

we proceed in two steps: Study 5a uses an image classification task (e.g., Mangini & Biederman, 

2004; Dotsch et al., 2008) and a statistical face modeling technique (Walker & Vetter, 2016) to 

find out and visualize how people mentally represent (the face of) a person who is likely to be 

ostracized. In Study 5b we then present this face to another sample of participants to find out 

whether such a face is perceived to be low in conscientiousness and/or low in agreeableness. 

Study 5a 

Method  
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The Basel Face Model is copyright-protected and thus the data and material of Study 5a 

cannot be made public. However, the model can be used freely for non-commercial scientific 

research and accessed by filling out a request form 

https://faces.dmi.unibas.ch/bfm/index.php?nav=1-1-0&id=details. For all further information 

regarding access to the model please contact mirella.walker@unibas.ch. 

Participants and design. We collected data from 40 participants (18 female, 1 no 

specified gender, Mage = 24.13, SD = 6.97). Participants were recruited on the university campus 

and compensated with CHF 3 (Swiss Francs; about the same in US$ at the time) and a small 

chocolate present. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two different stimulus sets (see 

Materials and Procedure). The image classification task and the subsequent demographic 

questionnaires, however, were the same for all participants. 

Materials. To create the stimuli for the image classification task we used the Basel Face 

Model (Paysan, Knothe, Amberg, Romdhani, & Vetter, 2009; Walker & Vetter, 2016), a 

multidimensional statistical face space derived from 200 3D scans of real faces. The dimensions 

of this space describe the shape (e.g., length, roundishness) and color information (e.g., darkness, 

contrast) with maximum variability between the 200 faces. Every face can be represented as a 

point in this multidimensional space, describing its position on all dimensions of the face space. 

Vectors pointing from one face to another describe the difference between the two faces (for details 

see Vetter & Walker, 2011).  

Combining the logic of the classical reverse correlation approach (Mangini & Biederman, 

2004) with the face space approach (Stolier, Hehman, Keller, Walker, & Freeman, 2018; Walker 

& Keller, in press), we created pairs of faces by applying random noise (i.e., random vectors in 

the face space) to a base face (i.e., the average face of the Basel Face Model). For each stimulus 

https://faces.dmi.unibas.ch/bfm/index.php?nav=1-1-0&id=details
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set, we created 98 vectors randomly manipulating shape information in faces, and 98 vectors 

randomly manipulating color information. Each random vector was once added to, and once 

subtracted from the base face, resulting in 196 face pairs per set (i.e., 98 face pairs varying only 

in shape and 98 pairs varying only in color information; see Figure 4 for two exemplar pairs). 

Procedure. We told participants before the task that there were many reasons to exclude 

another person, and, that there were no right or wrong answers. Participants were then asked to 

indicate as spontaneously as possible which one of the two persons they would prefer to exclude 

from a group, by pressing one of two keys on the keyboard. In each trial, participants were 

presented with two faces, aligned horizontally on the screen. Each participant was presented with 

one of the two stimulus sets, that is, 196 trials in total. In the first 98 trials, the two faces 

presented only varied regarding shape information, and in the second 98 trials, the two faces 

presented only varied regarding texture information. Trial order within the shape as well as 

within the texture blocks was random. After 49 trials there was a short break and participants 

were free to continue whenever they were ready. After finishing the image classification task, 

participants answered a German version of the justice sensitivity scale (Schmitt, Baumert, 

Gollwitzer, & Maes, 2010). The scale was assessed for exploratory reasons unrelated to the 

present research question and will not be discussed further here. After finishing the 

questionnaire, participants were thanked and compensated. 

Results 

We calculated a vector indicating the mental representation of an ostracizable person’s 

face. This was done by averaging all vectors underlying the faces that were selected for 

exclusion by participants, resulting in a single ostracism vector (for more details, see Keller, 

Reutner, Greifeneder, & Walker, 2019; Stolier et al., 2018; Walker & Keller, in press). This 
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combined ostracism vector was added to the base face to visualize the mental representation of a 

person that individuals would rather ostracize (henceforth referred to as the ostracism facial 

stereotype). Similarly, the ostracism vector was subtracted from the base face to visualize the 

mental representation of a person that individuals would rather not ostracize (henceforth referred 

to as the anti-ostracism facial stereotype; additional studies from our lab that are unrelated to the 

present research question found that this mental representation is also equivalent to the face of a 

person one would actively include). See Figure 5 for the visual results.  

Study 5b 

Study 5b investigates whether the association between perceived conscientiousness and 

agreeableness and ostracism found in Studies 1-4 will emerge without directly manipulating said 

dimensions, but instead with a more subtle measure, namely impression formation from faces. 

To do so, we tested whether the stereotypical face of a person individuals would ostracize is 

perceived as low in conscientiousness and agreeableness. We presented both the ostracism and 

the anti-ostracism facial stereotype created in Study 5a to a new sample of participants and had 

them rate the two faces on the Big Five personality dimensions, as well as various other 

measures detailed below. We hypothesized that the ostracism facial stereotype would be rated as 

lower in conscientiousness and agreeableness than the anti-ostracism facial stereotype.  

Method  

Participants and design. We calculated the sample size to detect a medium-sized main 

effect of the presented stimulus faces on target personality ratings (d = .50, power = .90, required 

n = 44). We thus recruited 52 students (27 female, Mage = 24.17, SD = 4.43) in the university 

cafeteria, who participated in the study for CHF 3.50 (about the same in US$ at the time). The 
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study used a within-subject design and was preregistered on AsPredicted.org, see 

https://aspredicted.org/s4ht9.pdf. 

Materials and procedure. Participants were presented, in random order, with the two 

faces generated in Study 5a: the stereotypical facial representation of an ostracized person (the 

ostracism facial stereotype) and the stereotypical facial representation of a person not to be 

ostracized (the anti-ostracism facial stereotype). For each of the two stimulus faces, they were 

asked to indicate their spontaneous impression of that person. More specifically, they were asked 

to rate the depicted persons on the Big Five personality dimensions, using two items for each 

dimension with highest factor loading from the BFI-K (e.g., reversed agreeableness: “The 

presented person can be cold and distanced”; Rammstedt & John, 2005; see Walker & Vetter, 

2016). The stimulus faces were further rated on the Big Two (Agency and Communion, Runge, 

Frey, Gollwitzer, Helmreich, & Spence, 1981; the two items with the highest factors loadings 

were used, see Walker & Vetter, 2016), as well as attractiveness, sympathy, trustworthiness, and 

dominance. Moreover, we asked, using two items each, whether the person would comply with 

social norms, appeared familiar, and is healthy (psychologically and physically). All ratings were 

made on 7-point Likert scale (1 = completely disagree; 7 = completely agree). 

Results 

A 2 (stimulus face: ostracism facial stereotype vs. anti-ostracism facial stereotype) x 5 

(personality dimension: conscientiousness vs. agreeableness vs. neuroticism vs. openness vs. 

extraversion) within-subject ANOVA revealed significant main effects for the stimulus face, 

F(1,51) = 58.02, p < .001, η2 = .53, and the personality dimension, F(4,48) = 24.11, p < .001, η2 

= .67, that were both qualified by a significant stimulus face x personality dimension interaction, 

F(4,48) = 10.05, p < .001, η2 = .46, such that the type of face affected some personality ratings 

https://aspredicted.org/s4ht9.pdf
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more than others. Bonferroni-corrected simple main effects revealed that the ostracism facial 

stereotype was evaluated to be less conscientious, p = .001, d = .51 (M = 3.78, SD = 1.15 vs. M 

= 4.52, SD = 1.22), less agreeable, p < .001, d = 1.10 (M = 2.77, SD = 1.27 vs. M = 4.68, SD = 

1.34), and less open to experience, p < .001, d = .74 (M = 2.81, SD = 1.21 vs. M = 4.26, SD = 

1.46), than the anti-ostracism facial stereotype. Facial ostracism manipulations did not 

significantly affect ascriptions of extraversion, p = .086, d = .24 (M = 3.48, SD = 1.29 vs. M = 

3.95, SD = 1.25) or neuroticism, p = .452, d = .14 (M = 4.65, SD = 1.21 vs. M = 4.46, SD = 

1.23). 

As for the other measures, the stimulus faces were rated similar in agency, t(51) = -1.78, 

p = .081, d = .25 (M = 4.75, SD = 1.32 vs. M = 4.28, SD = 1.13), but the ostracism facial 

stereotype was evaluated to be lower in communion, t(51) = 7.60, p < .001, d = 1.08 (M = 3.0, 

SD = .90 vs. M = 4.64, SD = 1.33). The ostracism facial  stereotype was also rated as less 

sympathetic, t(51) = 8.90, p < .001, d = 1.24 (M = 3.02, SD = 1.04 vs. M = 5.02, SD = 1.26), 

less attractive, t(51) = 6.25, p < .001, d = .88 (M = 2.60, SD = 1.24 vs. M = 4.08, SD = 1.63), 

less trustworthy, t(51) = 7.36, p < .001, d = 1.02 (M = 2.98, SD = 1.20 vs. M = 4.75, SD = 1.22), 

but more dominant, t(51) = -4.57, p < .001, d = .63 (M = 4.77, SD = 1.45 vs. M = 3.37, SD = 

1.39) compared to the anti-ostracism facial stereotype. In addition, the ostracism facial 

stereotype was rated as less likely to comply with social norms, t(51) = 6.14, p < .001, d = .85 

(M = 3.62, SD = 1.19 vs. M = 5.02, SD = 1.16), as well as to be less familiar, t(51) = 5.08, p < 

.001, d = .71 (M = 2.65, SD = 1.47 vs. M = 3.94, SD = 1.61), less similar to the participants, 

t(51) = 4.10, p < .001, d = .57 (M = 2.00, SD = 1.10 vs. M = 2.96, SD = 1.39), and less likely to 

be physically and psychologically healthy, t(51) = 4.67, p < .001, d = .66 (M = 4.62, SD = 1.38 

vs. M = 5.50, SD = .98) than the anti-ostracism facial stereotype.  
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Discussion 

 Study 5 tested the link between personality and ostracism intentions with a new subtle 

paradigm. In a first part (Study 5a) using an intuitive, non-deliberative forced choice image 

classification task, we generated an ostracism facial stereotype and its anti-face from vectors in 

the Basel Face Model (Paysan et al., 2009; Walker & Vetter, 2016). In the second part (Study 

5b), these two faces were localized on the Big Five personality dimensions and additional 

measures (e.g., the Big Two personality dimensions) by a different sample of participants. As 

expected, the ostracism facial stereotype was rated as less conscientious and less agreeable than 

its anti-face. In addition, the person with the ostracizable face was also rated as less open, but 

similar with regard to extraversion and neuroticism. These distinct effects suggest that 

individuals have a more differentiated stereotype of an ostracizable face than merely that of a 

face that is perceived as either positive or negative. This ostracism stereotype is also in line with 

research that has demonstrated that the stereotypical image of a bully, a target that individuals 

may wish to ostracize, is that of a person low in agreeableness and conscientiousness (Pallesen, 

Nielsen, Mageroy, Andreassen, & Einarsen, 2017). 

 Study 5 indicates that individuals not only associate low conscientiousness and/or 

agreeableness with the likelihood of being ostracized, but that there is a socially shared notion of 

the appearance of a person likely to be ostracized, and this notion has strong traits of low 

conscientiousness and low agreeableness. Importantly, the fact that the new methodology 

allowed us to assess personality traits associated with ostracism without making any explicit 

allusion to ostracism, powerfully attests to the robustness of our findings.  

Study 6 



PERSONALITY AND OSTRACISM       43 

Studies 1-5 present experimental evidence that individuals with certain personality 

characteristics are more likely ostracized, and also demonstrate that there is a common facial 

stereotype of an ostracized person that is linked to certain personality characteristics. However, a 

crucial question is whether such intentions are translated into behavior in real life, and thus 

whether the obtained results are ecologically valid. Assuming that the sources’ intentions 

translate into behavior not only in research settings (as found in Study 3), but also in daily life, 

and taking into account that individuals are highly sensitive to experiences of ostracism (Rudert, 

Hales, et al., 2017; Williams, 2009), one should expect that individuals who are less 

conscientious or agreeable report experiencing ostracism more often. It should be noted that we 

are not first to address this important question. Previous studies on the ostracism/personality link, 

which focused on the workplace and used small and specific samples (Nielsen et al., 2017; Wu et 

al., 2011), have found relations between self-reported ostracism and conscientiousness, 

agreeableness, neuroticism, as well as openness. We aim to complement these findings by testing 

the hypothesized relations in a general context, with a large-scale, representative sample from the 

German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP; Goebel et al., 2018). Despite its importance, such 

general evidence is lacking in the literature so far.  

Method  

The SOEP data is subject to data protection laws of the Federal Republic of Germany, 

thus, the data cannot be made public. However, free access is granted to all scientific researchers 

who sign a contract with the German Institute for Economic Research (DIW Berlin). Please see 

https://www.diw.de/en/diw_02.c.222829.en/access.html for access procedures or contact  

soepmail@diw.de . 

https://www.diw.de/en/diw_02.c.222829.en/access.html
mailto:soepmail@diw.de
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Sample. We used data from the 2015 wave of the SOEP, a representative longitudinal 

survey of German households with almost 20,000 participants who are surveyed on an annual 

basis. Specifically, the scales that are relevant for our research question were part of the survey 

given to the innovation sample (SOEP-IS), a subsample of the SOEP that specifically allows for 

testing new research questions. In sum, 2,745 individuals (53 % female, Mage= 52.44, SD = 

18.26, Range Year of Birth = 1919 - 1998) answered the newly developed Ostracism Short Scale 

(OSS). Participants were nested within 1,718 households. Of these, 881 households (51.3 %) 

provided one participant, 695 households (40.5 %) provided two participants, and 142 

households (8.2 %) provided three or more participants.  

Measures.  

The Ostracism Short Scale (OSS). To be able to contribute items to the nationwide 

representative SOEP-IS survey, we needed to provide a measurement for the frequency of 

ostracism that consists of very few items. To this end, we developed the Ostracism Short Scale 

(OSS) that was based on the Ferris scale (Ferris, Brown, Berry, & Lian, 2008). The OSS is a 

four-item scale measuring the general subjective frequency that a person had felt ostracized 

within the previous two months. In particular, participants were asked (in German): “How often 

did you experience the following occurrences during the last two months?” with respect to: 

“Others ignored me”, “Others shut me out from the conversation”, “Others treated me as if I 

wasn’t there”, “Others did not invite me to activities”. All items are rated on a 7-point Likert 

scale (1 = never, 7 = always). We pretested the OSS in a sample with 175 participants (123 

female, 3 no specified gender, Mage = 26.33, SD = 7.60, Range = 18 – 79, recruitment via the 

online pool of the German-speaking social psychology project “Forschung Erleben“). The OSS 

showed a high reliability (Cronbach’s α = .87; compared to e.g., α = .89 of the original 10-item 
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scale; see Ferris et al., 2008). Moreover, we tested for criterion validity by correlating the OSS 

with several related measures such as the Relatedness subscale from the Balanced Measure of 

Psychological Need Scale (Sheldon & Hilpert, 2012), and loneliness (Hawkley, Duvoisin, 

Ackva, Murdoch, & Luhmann, 2015; Luhmann & Hawkley, 2016). Concurrent validity was 

achieved by correlating the OSS with the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Glaesmer, Grande, 

Braehler, & Roth, 2011), the World Health Organization-5 Well-being index (Brähler, Mühlan, 

Albani, & Schmidt, 2007), Need threat and mood (Rudert & Greifeneder, 2016), as well as life 

satisfaction measures (Lang, Weiss, Gerstorf, & Wagner, 2013; Schimmack, Krause, Wagner, & 

Schupp, 2010). The OSS showed medium correlations (highest r = .58 with need threat and 

loneliness, lowest r = -.34 for life satisfaction in the next five years), see Table 6, which speaks 

to the scale’s validity. 

The Big Five. Within the SOEP, the Big Five were assessed with the short scale BFI-S 

(Gerlitz & Schupp, 2005), which measures each of the five personality dimensions with three 

items using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = completely disagree, 7 = completely agree).  

Results                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

 The zero-order correlations revealed that ostracism was negatively correlated with 

conscientiousness, r = -.20, p < .001, agreeableness, r = -.18, p < .001, extraversion, r = -.19, p < 

.001, and positively with neuroticism, r = .20, p < .001. Openness was not significantly related to 

ostracism, r = .02, p = .445. When we regressed ostracism on all five predictors simultaneously, 

we found negative relations with conscientiousness, β = -.13, p < .001, agreeableness, β = -.13, p 

< .001, extraversion, β = -.17, p < .001, and a positive relation with neuroticism, β = .16, p < 

.001. Interestingly, there emerged a positive relation between ostracism and openness, β = .08, p 

< .001. The variance of ostracism explained by the Big Five was R2 = .11. 
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 To test for temporal stability, we performed a regression predicting ostracism reported in 

2015 from the Big Five reported in 2013. Again, we found negative relations with 

conscientiousness, β = -.12, p < .001, agreeableness, β = -.07, p < .001, extraversion, β = -.12, p 

< .001, and a positive relation with neuroticism, β = -.06, p < .001. There was no relation 

between ostracism and openness, β = .01, p = .528. The variance explained by the regression 

model was R2 = .06. 

Discussion 

The data from the SOEP-IS showed evidence for a general link between the Big Five 

personality dimensions and experienced ostracism. Individuals who perceive themselves as more 

conscientious, agreeable, emotionally stable, or extraverted reported being ostracized less often. 

These relations could be found when we predicted ostracism experience based on data assessed 

at the same point in time as well as based on data collected two years earlier, ruling out the 

specific measurement point at which participants took the survey as a possible explanation, and 

attesting to temporal stability. Given the representativeness of the sample for the underlying 

population, the data thus speak to the generalizability of the obtained results, at least within 

Germany, a relatively culturally independent nation (Markus & Kitayama, 1991).  

The present results partly dovetail with findings obtained by Wu and colleagues (2011). 

In particular, Wu and colleagues reported a survey with 208 employees in the petroleum industry 

in China, a relatively culturally interdependent nation (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). They found 

negative relations of workplace ostracism with agreeableness and extraversion and a positive 

relation with neuroticism. Our observed relationships for the experience of ostracism from the 

SOEP conceptually align with the meta-analysis of Nielsen and colleagues (2017), who 

investigated the effect of target personality on the experience of workplace harassment. Similar 
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to our findings, the meta-analysis showed positive relations of experienced workplace 

harassment with conscientiousness, agreeableness, and extraversion, as well as a negative 

relation with neuroticism, but none with openness.  

The SOEP data represent an important final link in our argument, as it indicates that the 

effects that we demonstrated within the lab transfer, at least partly, to the real world. One should 

note that the strength of the associations differs from what was observed in the experimental 

studies. Particularly, while conscientiousness and agreeableness again robustly predicted 

ostracism, other predictors proved to be equally strong. In contrast to the experimental studies, in 

the SOEP, extraversion was a significant predictor and openness was not. One possible 

explanation is that due to the cross-sectional nature of the data, the obtained associations might 

be affected by several other processes (for example, highly open individuals may seek out more 

situations, including some where they encounter more ostracism). Moreover, there might be 

reversed causality processes, that is, ostracism affecting a target’s personality. We discuss this in 

more detail within the General Discussion.  

General Discussion 

Ostracism can be caused by a variety of factors, one of which appears to be the 

personality characteristics of the ostracized target. The present manuscript examines the notion 

that targets may provoke ostracism as a result of their personality characteristics. We predicted 

and pre-registered our hypotheses that targets especially low in agreeableness and low in 

conscientiousness elicit ostracism. We found consistent evidence within six studies and across 

three different paradigms. Studies 1, 2, and 4 show that individuals report more ostracism 

intentions for targets that are described as disagreeable or careless, and Study 3 shows that these 

intentions also manifest in actual ostracism behavior. The effect was partially mediated by liking 
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(Studies 2 and 4), but not additive, given that being described as disagreeable could not be fully 

compensated by being described as conscientious and vice versa (Study 4). We further found that 

there is a socially shared facial stereotype of how a person likely to be ostracized appears, which 

is that of a careless and disagreeable person (Study 5). Finally, when analyzing data from a 

representative survey (the SOEP-IS), self-reported agreeableness and conscientiousness reliably 

predicted experienced ostracism, even when ostracism was measured two years later (Study 6).  

The obtained results constitute an important step in understanding the reasons why 

ostracism occurs in the first place - a question that has played a minor role in ostracism research 

so far. We believe this question to be a highly important one, given that to prevent ostracism, 

knowledge about its antecedents may prove highly useful. Of course, there are a variety of 

reasons why ostracism may occur, many of them are due to situational circumstances or are even 

purely incidental results of random selection mechanisms (Lindström & Tobler, 2018). 

Moreover, different causes may operate at different levels of explanation; a target’s personality is 

a relatively ultimate, or upstream cause of later ostracism, while a source’s disliking - elicited by 

the target’s personality- represents a more proximate, or downstream cause. As personality can 

be understood as accumulated behavior of a person over time (e.g., Fleeson, 2001), it is likely 

that it is at least one crucial reason for why some individuals are more prone to become targets of 

ostracism compared to others. While the experimental studies (Studies 1-5) shed light on one of 

the potential mechanisms by which personality might increase ostracism intentions and behavior 

of the sources, Study 6 demonstrates that the respective relations also exist in real life and can be 

shown in a representative sample. The studies were conducted with participants from three 

different countries, the United States (Studies 1 – 4), Switzerland, (Study 5), and Germany 

(Study 6), suggesting that the results generalize, at least within cultures that can be characterized 
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as independent and individualistic (Hofstede, 1980; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). However, as our 

findings dovetail with research conducted in interdependent or collectivist cultures such as China 

(Wu et al., 2011), this speaks to the generalizability and stability of our results across cultures 

and standard demographic variables. 

The Source Perspective: Motivations for Ostracism 

Within the scope of this manuscript, we mainly focused on the sources’ perspective 

(Studies 1-5) and proposed two reasons why individuals would ostracize others: First, the target 

has violated social norms, which we reasoned to be the case for individuals perceived as 

disagreeable, and second, the target represents a burden to the group, which we reasoned to be 

the case for individuals perceived as low in conscientiousness. It should be emphasized that these 

reasons are not necessarily mutually exclusive, in fact, it is plausible that in some situations, they 

might even influence one another. For instance, a target that consistently violates group norms is 

likely to be perceived burdensome at some point. Inversely, a continuous underperformance 

might be interpreted as social loafing and a violation of a group’s performance norms. This 

finding is also in line with the “negative halo effect” demonstrated in Study 4, showing that an 

individual described as low in conscientiousness was also perceived as less agreeable and vice 

versa. Rather than representing a methodological caveat, we believe that it is highly probable that 

individuals’ assumptions of how certain personality dimensions are related are in line with actual 

correlations between the respective personality dimensions (Soto & John, 2017). 

Of course, aside from target personality there are other factors that might influence 

intentions and decisions to ostracize. One is the sources’ personality. For instance, it has been 

shown that source agreeableness is negatively related to bullying behavior, thus, is appears 

plausible that it might also be related to ostracism (van Geel, Goemans, Toprak, & Vedder, 
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2017). But it is also possible that there might be interactions between source and target 

personality on intentions to ostracize. These interactions might be driven by biased perceptions 

of similarities and the self-image bias, namely that personality characteristics that a person 

possesses are weighed as more important and central (Lewicki, 1983). That is, a highly 

conscientious person who feels that conscientiousness is a very important trait might be more 

inclined to ostracize a target for being careless, while a person scoring low on conscientiousness 

may not pay much attention to conscientiousness information about others. Moreover, sources 

might refrain from ostracizing a potential target for a reason that would apply to themselves as 

well. 

Another - and possibly even more relevant - moderator should be the situational context. 

In the present studies, we deliberately aimed to reduce context effects to a minimum and thus 

gave very little information about the group or its goals. In these rather context-free settings, we 

documented roughly comparable effects of agreeableness and conscientiousness. However, we 

strongly assume that when adding specific contextual information, the effect of the two 

dimensions on ostracism decisions is likely to shift. To illustrate, in a purely social context, such 

as a group of friends meeting in a bar, conscientiousness might be less important than 

agreeableness when deciding who to include or exclude. On the other hand, in a performance 

context, a careless person who reduces the group’s performance might be readily excluded while 

a disagreeable person might not, if this person is especially competent and central for the success 

of the group. Likewise, there might be temporal effects, such that certain target personality traits 

might provoke ostracism immediately, while others might cause ostracism only after some time 

had passed (e.g., Paulhus, 1998). For instance, disagreeableness might show rather quickly 

leading individuals to promptly ostracize the troublemaker. In contrast, low conscientiousness 
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might not be relevant until competition occurs, or may be excused as accidental slips at first. The 

latter might especially be the case when a new member joins an existing group and is not 

familiar with its procedures yet.   

Consistent with this reasoning, differences in the documented effect sizes of the 

conducted studies hint at the importance of context: While in the studies using the Mason 

vignette (Studies 1, 2 and 4), agreeableness usually had a stronger effect than conscientiousness, 

and in the studies in which participants made a choice for an ostensible group task (Studies 3a 

and 3b), the conscientiousness information had a stronger effect than the agreeableness 

information. One possible reason for this is that participants paid more attention to 

conscientiousness information when they expected a performance task. However, as the studies 

did not directly compare context, at present this remains speculation only. Further research on 

contextual moderators as well as interactions with personality of the sources might clarify its 

effect on the relation between target personality and ostracism. 

Effects of Extreme Personality Dispositions 

 Studies 1, 2 and 3 show that ostracism intentions and behavior mainly increase due to 

individuals having negative personality dispositions, such as being disagreeable or careless. 

Being positive on one personality dimension did not decrease ostracism further compared to the 

control group. One can speculate, though, that a person with an extreme personality disposition 

in a positive direction could also face an increased risk of ostracism. For instance, under certain 

situational circumstances, a highly conscientious top-performer can get bothersome and pose a 

threat to a group, as that person may make the rest of the group look less competent or threaten 

the position or status of single group members (Maner & Mead, 2010). Moreover, obsessive-

compulsive personality disorder (OCPD) has been described as an extreme, maladaptive form of 
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conscientiousness (Samuel & Widiger, 2011) that is characterized by perfectionism and an 

unhealthy preoccupation with order and organization. It is easy to see how such a person might 

become a burden for a group as well, and thus be at an increased risk of becoming a target of 

ostracism. This notion is also in line with research showing that individuals dislike others the 

more they perceive these others to have extreme dispositions (Koch, Imhoff, Dotsch, Unkelbach, 

& Alves, 2016). Given that dislike partly mediated the link between personality and ostracism 

intentions, it is plausible that being extreme on a specific personality dimension might increase 

the risk of becoming a target of ostracism, too. However, such a potential negative effect of an 

extreme personality would probably only hold for some dimensions but not for others; in 

particular, it is less easy to imagine that a person could be ostracized for being too agreeable, 

given the importance of warmth in person perception (Koch et al., 2016).  

Neuroticism, Openness, and Extraversion 

This contribution focused on the effects of conscientiousness and agreeableness, as it was 

our impression that the existing literature allows for rather clear-cut predictions for these two 

traits. This impression was supported by the data collected. Despite this (pre-registered) focus, in 

Studies 1, 2, 5 and 6, we also assessed the remaining Big Five Personality Dimensions in an 

exploratory fashion. Although speculative and less clear, we would like to briefly discuss the 

different patterns we found for neuroticism, openness, and extraversion, and offer some potential 

explanations that might become the basis for confirmatory research on these traits. 

Perceived neuroticism increased ostracism intentions in Studies 1 and 2, moreover, self-

reported neuroticism in the SOEP-IS was positively related to self-reported ostracism. 

Interestingly, in Study 5, neuroticism did not seem to be part of the facial stereotype of a person 

who is likely to be ostracized. One possible explanation for this is that in real life, individuals 
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generally cannot reliably detect neuroticism (Vazire, 2010) and thus, neuroticism may not be a 

part of the facial ostracism stereotype. Alternatively, while highly anxious and nervous 

individuals might both be more sensitive to social ostracism as well as perceived as bothersome 

and thus be ostracized more often, there might be less of a social consensus to do so. As previous 

research has demonstrated, individuals are aware that ostracism is painful for the ostracized 

person (Legate et al., 2013; Masten et al., 2010; Wesselmann et al., 2009) and strongly 

disapprove of groups ostracizing individuals that can possibly not take care of themselves and 

depend on the protection of the group (Rudert, Reutner, et al., 2017). Thus, while ostracizing an 

emotionally unstable person may come with benefits for the group, it also carries the risk of 

social (disapproval) costs. Further research may fruitfully investigate whether the current facial 

findings generalize to explicitly expressed stereotypes as well. 

Low openness increased ostracism intentions in Studies 1 and 2 and was also part of the 

facial ostracism stereotype in Study 5. However, in the representative data from the SOEP-IS 

(Study 6), self-reported openness was not significantly, or even positively, related to self-

reported ostracism. There are at least two potential explanations for this finding: First, when 

asked directly, individuals might over-estimate the positivity of high openness. While typically 

perceived as a positive characteristic, openness is also linked to unconventionality and a 

tendency to disregard social norms (McCrae & Sutin, 2009), which could be a reason for others 

to ostracize a very open individual. Second, while others might be more inclined to ostracize 

close-minded persons, close-minded persons may generally not approach new situations very 

often. As a consequence, close-minded individuals might be less likely to encounter situations in 

which they might experience ostracism. Individuals high in openness, instead, might seek 

unfamiliar environments that come with the risk of rejection more often (for example, parties 
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populated mostly with peripheral social connections). These ecological effects may be reflected 

in the survey but not in our laboratory studies, thus offering one explanation for the difference 

between the negative effects we found in the experiments and the null, or even positive effect in 

the representative sample.  

Finally, low extraversion did not predict ostracism in any of the experiments, nor was 

extraversion a part of the facial ostracism stereotype in Study 5. However, we found a substantial 

and stable negative relation between self-reported extraversion and self-reported ostracism in 

Study 6. A plausible explanation for this finding would be oblivious ostracism: introverted 

people might be overlooked more often and consequentially experience ostracism more often, 

even though the involuntary sources of ostracism might not have intentionally planned to 

ostracize them (Lindström & Tobler, 2018; Williams, 1997).  

Methodological Considerations 

 It should be noted that while all studies within the present contribution investigate the 

relation between ostracism and personality, they differ in their focus and the investigated 

perspective: Studies 1- 4 investigate the motivation and intentions of the sources to ostracize 

others as well as actual ostracism behavior, with personality of the target being manipulated and 

presented to participants. In daily life, people can detect certain traits more accurately than 

others. For example, extraversion, characterized by sociability and visible behaviors, tends to be 

accurately detected, while neuroticism, characterized by distressed internal mental states tends to 

be less accurately detected (Vazire, 2010). It follows then, that in real life, ostracism intentions 

might further be affected by how well individuals can detect certain traits, such as there could be 

stronger biases for traits which individuals can detect less well. Alternatively, it is also possible 

that individuals might be aware of their ability to detect certain traits and will be more careful to 
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ostracize persons due to personality dimensions they can detect less well, as we have previously 

discussed for neuroticism.  

 Study 5 focuses on the stereotypical perception of individuals who become a target of 

ostracism. Although closely related to Studies 1-4, this study uses a subtle measurement and thus 

demonstrates that the suggested association between personality and ostracism is present even if 

individuals cannot easily discern what is measured.  

Study 6 focuses on the perceptions and self-evaluation of the targets of ostracism. While 

agreeableness and conscientiousness were again related to ostracism, it appears likely that in this 

study, additional mechanisms aside from the motivation of the sources influence this relation. 

This assumption is also in line with differences in the detected patterns: In the experimental 

studies, conscientiousness and agreeableness were the strongest predictors of ostracism 

intentions, while in the SOEP-IS data, extraversion and neuroticism predicted ostracism more 

strongly. It is thus likely that the effects of extraversion and neuroticism are mainly due to other 

mechanisms than the target provoking ostracism.  

Two of these alternative processes could be influences of target perception, that is, 

individuals with certain personality dispositions interpreting negative events as ostracism, and 

reversed causality, that is, individual’s personality changing as an effect of repeatedly being 

ostracized (Nielsen et al., 2017). In real life, it is highly likely that the three mechanisms (target 

provocation, target perception, and reversed causality) are strongly interconnected in vicious 

circles: For instance, individuals who tend to interpret even minor incidents as intentional 

ostracism by others may behave in a manner that provokes actual ostracism, which would then 

confirm their beliefs. Similar processes have been shown for rejection sensitivity (Downey et al., 
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1998; Downey et al., 2004), a disposition that is closely related to neuroticism, and for 

agreeableness (Hales, Kassner, et al., 2016). 

Practical Implications 

 As research on ostracism has mainly focused on the target’s perspective, most attention 

has been given to the question of how to improve and assist target recovery following ostracism 

(e.g., Hales, Wesselmann, & Williams, 2016; Rudert, Hales, et al., 2017; see Timeo, Riva, & 

Paladino, 2019 for an overview). Here, we focus on a different perspective, namely reasons that 

motivate the sources to ostracize a person, such as the target being disagreeable or careless and 

thus being perceived as a bad exchange partner. We believe that a deeper understanding about 

these processes is essential if one’s goal is to prevent ostracism from occurring in the first place 

instead of merely dealing with the consequences. Although more research needs to be conducted 

to translate the present results to the field, one could think of several possible intervention 

strategies that could be derived from this perspective and that might differ in their adequateness 

depending on the specific circumstances. Strategies aimed at targets could be training to increase 

individual’s social competences or teaching them self-organization and memory techniques. 

Strategies for sources could aim at sensitizing individuals to the negative consequences of 

ostracism to increase their empathy and tolerance for their fellow group member’s weaknesses 

(Rudert & Greifeneder, 2019). As for the situational circumstances, groups might be even less 

tolerant and inclusive when acting under limited time, resources and strong competition 

(Robinson et al., 2013). Thus, lowering competition and internal as well as external pressure on 

groups might be another way to foster intragroup inclusiveness.  

Conclusions 
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 In six studies, across four different paradigms, with participants from different cultural 

backgrounds, and with one nation-wide representative sample, we investigated the link between 

personality dispositions and ostracism. We find that especially low agreeableness and low 

conscientiousness were reliably associated with a higher risk of becoming a target of ostracism. 

The presented findings enhance our understanding why and under which conditions ostracism 

occurs in the first place, which is important to know when considering ways in which it may be 

prevented. 
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Footnotes 

1 We analyzed the data with five single tests to allow for comparisons with the control group, 

which was the same for all personality dimensions. When excluding the control group, and 

analyzing the data with a 5 x 2 ANOVA (personality dimension x positivity-negativity), we find 

a significant interaction effect in both studies F(4, 637) = 12.33, p < .001, η2 = .07 and F(4, 728) 

= 22.36, p < .001, η2 = .11, showing that the effect of positivity-negativity significantly differs 

across personality dimensions. 

2 Due to a programming error in the randomization, the manipulation check data could not be 

matched with the different group members. However, the data showed a significant main effect 

of the condition, F(2, 347) = 66.88, p < .001, η2 = .28, such that averaging together all three 

persons, mean conscientiousness was highest in the high conscientiousness condition and lowest 

in the low conscientiousness condition, all p < .001. When examining the data by condition, the 

pattern was in line with our assumptions (i.e.,  in the low conscientiousness condition, the group 

member that was rated lowest was rated substantially lower than the other two persons; and vice 

versa in the high conscientiousness condition). The programming error was corrected in Study 

3b, and the Study 3b manipulation proved fully successful. Given the almost identical set-up, we 

thus have reason to trust the manipulation in Study 3a as well.  
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Table 1 

 
Manipulation of the Personality Dimensions in Studies 1 and 2 

 
 

Personality Dimension Low High 

Conscientiousness 
Mason tends to be a lazy, chaotic person 
and an unreliable and careless worker. 

Mason tends to be a diligent, well-
organized person and a reliable and 
precise worker. 

Agreeableness Mason tends to be a cold, untrusting, and 
uncaring person. 

Mason tends to be a warm, trusting, and 
caring person. 

Neuroticism 
Mason tends to be a relaxed, confident, 
and cheerful person. 

Mason tends to be an anxious, insecure, 
and moody person. 

Openness  

Mason tends to be an unimaginative 
person who likes to think in familiar 
patterns and prefers to do things in a 
routine way. 

Mason tends to be an ingenious person 
who likes to come up with new ideas and 
prefers to do things in an inventive way. 

Extraversion Mason tends to be a quiet, calm, and 
reserved person. 

Mason tends to be a talkative, energetic, 
and outgoing person. 
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Table 2 

Means (and standard deviations) of the manipulation checks as a function of the manipulated 
personality dimension in Study 1.  
 

Personality Dimension Low Control  High 

Conscientiousness 1.65 (1.36) a 5.29 (1.34) b 6.50 (.86) c 

Agreeableness 2.85 (1.92) a 5.62 (1.17) b 6.58 (.70) c 

Neuroticism 1.69 (.98) a 2.49 (1.24) b 5.22 (1.47) c 

Openness  3.42 (1.76) a 5.13 (1.39) b 5.96 (1.18) c 

Extraversion 2.28 (1.45) a 3.63 (1.66) b 5.57 (1.82) c 

Note. The letters a - b represent significant differences between groups; all values in the same row that share the 
same letter do not differ significantly from each other, values with different letters do. 
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Table 3 

Means (and standard deviations) of participants’ intention to ostracize Mason as a function of 
the manipulated personality dimension in Study 1 
 

Personality Dimension Low Control  High 

Conscientiousness 2.58 (.87) a 1.67 (.73) b 1.54 (.60) b 

Agreeableness 2.65 (.92) a 1.67 (.73) b 1.61 (.68) b 

Neuroticism 1.52 (.64) a 1.67 (.73)a 2.10 (.78) b 

Openness  2.03 (.73) a 1.67 (.73) b 1.68 (.67) b 

Extraversion 1.68 (.60) a 1.67 (.73) a 1.69 (.75) a 

Note. Note that the control group was the same for all personality dimensions (no information about personality 
provided). The letters a - b represent significant differences between groups; all values in the same row that share 
the same letter do not differ significantly from each other, values with different letters do. 
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Table 4 

Means (and standard deviations) of the manipulation checks as a function of the manipulated 
personality dimension in Study 2.  
 
 

Personality Dimension Low Control  High 

Conscientiousness 1.33 (.55) a 5.11 (1.13) b 6.50 (.73) c 

Agreeableness 2.88 (1.68) a 5.13 (1.14) b 6.42 (.84) c 

Neuroticism 1.96 (1.14) a 2.89 (1.43) b 5.08 (1.73) c 

Openness  3.19 (1.57) a 4.69 (.93) b 6.15 (1.06) c 

Extraversion 2.19 (1.04) a 3.33 (1.35) b 5.90 (1.66) c 

Note. The letters a - b represent significant differences between groups; all values in the same row that share the 
same letter do not differ significantly from each other, values with different letters do. 
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Table 5 

Means (and standard deviations) of participants’ intention to ostracize Mason as a function of 
the manipulated personality dimension in Study 2 
 
 

Personality Dimension Dependent Variable Low Control  High 

Conscientiousness 
Ostracism Intentions 

Liking 

2.60 (.83) a 

2.77 (.71) a 

1.59 (.65) b 

3.62 (.59) b 

1.52 (.69) b 

3.88 (.59) c 

Agreeableness 
Ostracism Intentions 

Liking 

2.72 (.94) a 

2.67 (.84) a 

1.59 (.65) b 

3.62 (.59) b 

1.47 (.44) b 

3.87 (.62) b 

Neuroticism 
Ostracism Intentions 

Liking 

1.52 (.63) a 

3.81 (.61) a 

1.59 (.65) a 

3.62 (.59) a 

1.88 (.75) b 

3.27 (.77) b 

Openness  
Ostracism Intentions 

Liking 

1.87 (.70) a 

3.39 (.68) a 

1.59 (.65) b 

3.62 (.59) a 

1.57 (.63) b 

3.95 (.57) b 

Extraversion 
Ostracism Intentions 

Liking 

1.66 (.61) a 

3.79 (.55) a 

1.59 (.65) a 

3.62 (.59) a 

1.68 (.64) a 

3.75 (.62) a 

Note. Note that the control group was the same for all personality dimensions (no information about personality 
provided). The letters a - b represent significant differences between groups; all values in the same row that share 
the same letter do not differ significantly from each other, values with different letters do. 
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Table 6 

Validity of the Ostracism Short Scale 

 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 

(1)  Ostracism Short Scale           

(2)  Life Satisfaction -.50**         

(3)  Life Satisfaction (SOEP) -.49** .78**        

(4)  Life Satisfaction 1 y (SOEP) -.44** .67** .80**       

(5)  Life Satisfaction 5 y (SOEP) -.34** .65** .71** .86**      

(6)  Need Threat .58** -.57** -.64** -.59** -.51**     

(7)  Mood -.54** .68** .77** .66** .62** -.82**    

(8)  Well-being -.44** .56** .70** .50** .47** -.53** .63**   

(9)  Relatedness -.50** .62** .57** .44** .48** -.58** .55** .52**  

(10) Loneliness .58** -.60** -.54** -.47** -.45** .61** -.59** -.47** -.64** 

** p < .001 
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Figure 1. Mean ostracism intentions (with standard errors) as a function of the manipulated 

personality dimension in Study 2. The control condition mean is displayed as a dotted line. 
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 Figure 2. Ostracism frequency in percent as a function of the manipulated personality 

dimension (a: conscientiousness, b: agreeableness) in Studies 3 a and b.  
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Figure 3. Mean ostracism intentions (with standard errors) as a function of manipulated 

agreeableness and conscientiousness in Study 4.  
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Figure 4. Two exemplar face pairs as presented in the image classification trials in Study 5a 

visualizing a) two faces only varying regarding shape information and b) two faces only varying 

regarding color information.  
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Figure 5. Visualization of the Ostracism facial stereotype (left), the average face from the Basel 

Face Model (middle), and the Anti-Ostracism facial stereotype (i.e., the face pointing in the 

opposite direction from the average face; right) as extracted in Study 5a.  
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