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Abstract

There is reason to believe that social subordination or rejection can be considered a form of bullying.  Recent research has also identified qualities of individuals who are likely to be targets of certain bullying behaviors.  Using this information, along with other current research regarding the possible causes of social rejection, the following study focused on the idea that behaviors meant to intentionally reject or subordinate an individual can be used as a prime, causing other members of a group to form negative evaluations of the subordinated individual.  A systematic subordination of a specific individual during a group discussion by means of degrading visual and verbal cues was used in the experimental condition.  In the control condition, the specified subordinate was treated exactly the same as other group members during discussion.  A follow-up survey was used as a measure of overall opinions regarding each discussion group member.  Results showed participants produced significantly lower scores for the subordinated group member on several variables in the experimental condition.
A recent study by Marini et al. (2006) distinguished between two categories of bullying, direct and indirect.  Unlike direct bullying, which can include acts such as physical aggression and harm, indirect bullying is carried out in a more “covert fashion.”  Indirect bullying describes behaviors like spreading rumors and excluding someone from a group (Bjorkqvist et al., 1992; Crick and Nelson, 2002). The term rejection is defined in an article by Kipling D. Williams (2007) as “an explicit declaration that an individual or group is not wanted.”  According to the previously mentioned ideas of indirect and direct bullying, rejection seems to encompass qualities of both direct and indirect bullying.  

Along with the ideas of direct and indirect bullying, research by Marini et. al. (2006) has identified characteristics of the individuals who frequently encounter bullying. These victims of bullying are more likely to internalize their problems, become socially isolated and encounter re-occurring problems with peers than those who are not bully victims (Kumpulainen et. al., 199; Pellegrini et. al., 1999).  It becomes clear that we have a great deal of information regarding what bullying and rejection are and who becomes victimized by them, but a question that arises is why and how does social rejection happen?

There have been a wide variety of explanations as to why “victims” are socially subordinated or rejected.  A few of these explanations include evolution (Kerr & Levine, 2008) and automatic processes (Moors & De Houwer, 2005; Berkowitz, 2008).

Kerr and Levine offer a biological explanation as to why some people are socially excluded by looking at exclusion in non-human primates.  Elliott, Ziegler, Altman and Scott (1982) suggested that groups will stigmatize an individual and devalue the individual’s importance by “placing them beyond the protection of the groups’ social norms,” or even excluding them from the group all together.

Berkowitz explained that certain behaviors may be the result of automatic processes.  In a study involving aggression, Berkowitz describes violent behavior as sometimes being a “thoughtless, impulsive reaction to some stimulus.”  Numerous studies by Dodge put forth the idea of “reactive aggressors,” which describe personalities of individuals whose behavior is the result of external stimuli.  Once individuals who are considered “reactive aggressors” make an impulsive interpretation of a situation, the interpretation can override any further processing that may take place (Crick & Dodge, 1996).  Meaning that those who make impulsive or hostile interpretations of a situation, are unable to make any further interpretations of the situation because they are pre-occupied with their original impulsive reaction.

The following study hypothesized that a prime, in this case a demeaning/saracastic reaction to a particular person’s opinion in a group discussion, could be used in order to reject or subordinate a particular individual.  This strategic prime was predicted to influence other group members to produce negative responses to questions concerning the subordinated individual on a survey.  Results showed that the subordinated individual in the experimental condition was rated significantly lower on variables of logic, intelligence and morality than other participants in the experimental group discussion.

Methods

Participants


Participants (n = 18) were undergraduate Psychology students asked to participate in an anonymous research experiment assessing the diversity of student opinions concerning controversial topics.  A disguised hypothesis was given to control for reactivity it participants.  Class credit was given for participation.  Nine participants were randomly assigned to the experimental condition and nine to the control condition.  Along with the participants in each discussion group, there were five members of the research team.  Two were research assistants, two were confederates posing as participants, and one was a confederate/subordinate posing as a participant who was subordinated in the experimental condition
Materials

A survey was administered to participants following the group discussion that would asses their overall opinions of the other group members and research assistants.  Subjects were first asked to provide their age, gender, ethnicity and seat ID number (used to keep information anonymous).  They were then asked to complete the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Measure (Rosenberg, 1965) which was used to obtain an overall self-esteem score for each subject.  Following the self-esteem measure, two questions were asked regarding the subjects personal position on the discussion topic (whether their position was: happy wit the current laws, seek tougher laws, seek decriminalization, or other).  They were then asked to rate their opinion on a scale of 1-7 (1 = complete decriminalization, 4 = happy with current laws, 7 = major increase in penalties). Next, subjects were asked eight questions regarding the opinions of the people sitting in chairs 1-9.  The first question asked the subject to circle the statement that best fit the person’s opinion regarding Marijuana and the law (happy with current laws, seeks tougher laws, seeks decriminalization).  Question two asked the subject to estimate where the person’s opinion fell on a scale of 1-7 (1 = complete decriminalization, 4 = happy with current laws, 7 = major increase in penalties).  Question three asked the subject what their basic opinion was of the person (open-ended).  Question four asked the subject to rate the logic of the person on a scale of 1-7 (1 = very weak logic, 7 = very strong logic).  Question five asked the subject to rate the general intelligence of the person on a scale of 1-7 (1 = very low intellect, 7 = very high intellect).  Question six asked the subject to rate the general morality of the person on a scale of 1-7 (1 = very low morality, 7 = very high morality).  Question seven asked the subject to rate if they could see him/herself being friends with the person on a scale of 1-7 (1 = not a likely friend, 7 = a very likely friend).  Question eight asked the subject how well they knew the person before today on a scale of 1-7 (1 = not at all, 7 = very well).


Finally, the survey asked subjects five questions regarding each of the two research assistants (Kate and Cameron).  Question one asked the subject to circle the statement that might be consistent with the research assistants opinion regarding marijuana and the law (happy with current laws, seeks tougher laws, seeks decriminalization, other).  Question two asked where they thought the research assistant’s opinion fell on a scale of 1-7 (1 = complete decriminalization, 4 = happy with current laws, 7 = major increase in penalties).  Question three asked what the subject’s basic opinion was of the research assistant (open-ended).  Question four asked the subject’s to rate each research assistant’s professionalism on a scale of 1-7 (1 = very unprofessional, 7 = very professional). Question five asked subjects to rate each research assistant’s competence on a scale of 1-7 (1 = very incompetent, 7 = very competent).
Procedure

The study was a between-groups design with experimental and control discussion groups.  Each group consisted of six participants, two research assistants, two confederates and one confederate/subordinate.  The confederates and subordinate were members of the research team posing as study participants (see role descriptions below):
Research Assistant 1 & 2:  In each group session, experimental and control, two researchers posed as assistants who would guide and respond to each participant’s response to the discussion topic.  They were to maintain dominant body language and keep notes on the general context of each participant’s opinion.  Research assistant 1 responded to all participants in the control condition by saying either “good,” “great,” or “very interesting.”   In the experimental condition, research assistant 1 responded in the same manner as the control condition to all participants except for the subordinate (description follows).  After the subordinate gave his response, both research assistants gave audible sighs and shook their heads.  Research assistant 1 responded by saying in a sarcastic tone “ok.”  Research assistant 2 responded to the subordinate by asking in a sarcastic tone “Where did you get that from?”   

Subordinate:  In each group session, experimental and control, one researcher posed as a participant in the study (the same person posed as the subordinate each session for consistency).  The subordinate did not engage in conversation with other participants aside from voicing his own opinion when called upon.  He maintained a neutral expression and body language during the discussion until he received feedback from the research assistants.  The opinion given by the subordinate was scripted by researchers and was intended to be a valid response to the discussion question, but also to be radical enough to believably illicit the pre-determined responses from the research assistants in the experimental condition (previously stated).  The scripted opinion (not necessarily word for word) of the subordinate was “I think all drugs should be legalized.  Legalizing all drugs would take the mystique away and decrease the attraction to drug use.”  After the feedback from the research assistants in the experimental condition, the subordinate’s body posture became constricted; he folded his arms and avoided eye contact.  In the control condition, the subordinate provided the same response, but received the same feedback as the other participants in the group and continued his neutral body posture and expressions.

Confederate 1:  In each group session, experimental and control, one researcher posed as another participant in the study.  This person maintained normal eye contact with group members and neutral body posture.  They also responded to other subject’s opinions with an affirmative head nod.  Confederate 1 also had a pre-scripted response to the discussion topic which was (not necessarily word for word) “I think the laws regarding marijuana should be stiffened only for people who are found under the influence in dangerous situations, like driving.”  In the experimental condition, confederate 1 responds to the subordinate’s response by giving a short, disrespectful laugh and quietly says a rude word such as “Bullshit,” or “Crazy.”  In the control condition, confederate 1 responds to the subordinate in the same manner as with the other group members.

Confederate 2:  In each group session, experimental and control, one researcher posed as another participant in the study along with the other confederate and the subordinate.  This person, like confederate 1, maintained normal eye contact with group members and neutral body posture.  They also nodded their head affirmatively after other participant’s responses.  Confederate 2’s pre-scripted response to the discussion topic was (not necessarily word for word) “I am in favor of softening marijuana laws to a small degree.  I think marijuana can be harmful in some situations.”  In the experimental condition, confederate 2 responded to the subordinate response by saying “well that is ridiculous,” before continuing with their scripted response.  In the control condition, confederate 2 responded to the subordinate in the same manner as with the other participants.


Participants arrived to the study session and waited together outside of the study room.  The primary researcher greeted the group and asked the subjects if anyone in the group knew another group member more than just an acquaintance, and if they did, the subject was asked to reschedule for another time.  This step was taken as a precaution in order to make certain no group members were aware of there being researchers posing as subjects in the group and also to control for potential reactivity. Subjects were then taken into the study room one at a time by the primary researcher.  Each subject was seated randomly at one of nine visually numbered desks that were arranged in a horseshoe shape facing the research assistant’s table. However, the two confederates and subordinate were strategically placed at the same desk (position and number) each session.  Confederate 1 sat at desk number 1, confederate 2 sat at desk number 9 and the subordinate sat at desk number 8.  They were seated this way to ensure that the scripted responses and behaviors occurred in a natural and effective way.  


Following the seating assignments, the primary researcher told the subjects that the study would be assessing the diversity of student opinions on controversial topics.  The research assistants were introduced and directions were given to respond to the given topic with their opinion and to take notes on a provided response sheet on other group member’s opinions according to the number on his/her chair.  Subjects were then told the topic for discussion which was opinions regarding laws about marijuana use.  A brief description of the general laws currently associated with marijuana use was provided for information purposes.  The primary researcher went over the informed consent form with the group and then exited the room.


Discussion began with research assistant 1 calling on each subject in a random order (confederates and subordinate are called on 1st, 8th, and 9th in each session).  In the control condition, research assistants and confederates acted in a neutral pre-determined manner (see role descriptions) and no one was subordinated.  In the experimental condition, the research assistants and confederates displayed their pre-scripted behaviors and verbally and visually made the subordinate feel inferior and rejected.  


After all group members gave their responses, the primary researcher returned to the room and administered the survey to all group members.  After all surveys were completed and collected, debriefing requested the participant’s thoughts regarding the study.  No subjects claimed to have recognized the actual procedure or hypothesis of the study.

Results


Subject’s survey responses were averaged for confederate 1, confederate 2, subordinate, and other real participant for logic, intelligence and morality variables.  These averages were then used in repeated measures ANOVAs to determine if there were significant interactions between experimental and control conditions.  


In the logic condition, repeated measures ANOVA results showed a significant interaction between participant type and logic scores, F = 10.476, (df,3,48) p<.0001.  Further analysis revealed a significant interaction between participant type and logic scores in experimental condition, F = 9.306, (df,3,48) p<.0001. These results are illustrated in figure 1.  A fishers’ post-hoc test confirmed a significant effect of condition on ratings of logic for the subordinate.  


In the intelligence condition, repeated measures ANOVA results showed a significant interaction between participant type and intelligence scores, F = 7.699, (df,3,45), p<.0003.  Further analysis also revealed a significant interaction between participant type and intelligence scores in the experimental condition, F = 4.597, (df,3,45) p<.0069.  These results are illustrated in figure 2.  A fishers’ post-hoc test confirmed a significant effect of condition on ratings of intelligence for the subordinate. 


In the morality condition, repeated measures ANOVA results showed a significant interaction between participant type and morality scores, F = 20.995, (df,3,48) p<.0001.  Further analysis also showed a significant interaction between participant type and morality scores in the experimental condition, F =12.487, (df, 3, 48) p<.0001.  These results are illustrated in figure 3.  A fishers’ post-hoc test confirmed a significant effect of condition on ratings of morality for the subordinate.  


A Pearson’s correlational analysis was conducted to assess relationships between self-esteem score and logic, intelligence, morality and friend scores for the experimental and control groups.  The results showed that self-esteem scores did not correlated with any of the variables.


The survey question asking subjects what their basic opinion was of each participant is shown in table 1.  These results could not be quantified; however, they were analyzed by comparing responses from experimental and control condition.
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Figure 1:  Mean rating scores for confederate/croney 1, averaged real participant, subordinate, and confederate/croney 2 for “logic” in experimental and control conditions.
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Figure 2:  Mean rating scores for confederate/croney1, average real participant, subordinate, and confederate/croney2 for “intelligence” in experimental and control conditions.
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Figure 3:  Mean rating scores for confederate/croney1, average real participant, subordinate and confederate/croney2 for “morality” in experimental and control conditions.

	Experimental Condition
	Control Condition

	Disagree strongly
	Good times educated

	Different
	Likes drugs

	Embarrassing
	Ok with drug use

	Unreasonable
	Intelligent

	A simpleton, is easily led by others
	Active

	Pothead
	Had good logic to back up ideas

	Ignorant
	Smokes pot

	Badly informed moron
	Anti government type

	experimentor
	


Table 1:  Subjects responses to survey question 3 (What is your basic opinion of this person) for the subordinate in the experimental and control conditions.  
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