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Definition

Social ostracism refers to being excluded from a
group.

Introduction

Social ostracism occurs in many species. Individ-
uals who pose threats to a group are more likely to
be ostracized. Social ostracism occurs by exclud-
ing, shunning, rejecting, ignoring, and threaten-
ing. Group members may sometimes physically
assault or kill socially ostracized individuals
(Goodall 1986; Lancaster 1986).

Reasons for Social Ostracism

Individuals may be ostracized from a group or
prevented from entering a group when resources
are scarce. Humans and chimpanzees reduce their
group size to distribute adequate amounts of food
to higher-ranking members (Benenson et al.
2008). Coalitions often ostracize and sometimes
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kill intruders to defend their territory (Goodall
1986; Lancaster 1986).

In several primates, individual members some-
times form coalitions and socially ostracize
intruders or group members that threaten the
members’ social status and thereby their reproduc-
tive success. Higher-status males typically are
more attractive to higher-quality females, but
lower-status males may attempt to mate with
these females. Male humans and other primates
sometimes physically prevent lower-ranking
males from mating with higher-quality females
(Lancaster 1986). Higher-status males also may
ostracize and otherwise exclude lower-status
males from group activities in these circum-
stances. Among several primates, male coalitions
sometimes ostracize overly aggressive males or
problematic individuals who do not conform to
group norms and thereby threaten group function-
ing (Benenson et al. 2008).

Higher-ranking females may ostracize or oth-
erwise exclude from group activities lower-
ranking females who display sexual interest in
higher-ranking males (Benenson et al. 2008;
Lancaster 1986). Females sometimes inflict phys-
ical harm on ostracized females but are more
likely than males to ostracize other females by
ignoring them, not cooperating with them, or fail-
ing to help them (Benenson et al. 2008;
Wesselmann and Williams 2017).
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Negative Implications for Social
Ostracism

Individuals who experience chronic ostracism —
prolonged exclusion from a group — are at risk of
social or physical death. Social death includes the
onset of depression, anxiety, loneliness, helpless-
ness, low self-esteem, physical health problems,
and physical death (Goodall 1986; Wesselmann
et al. 2012; Wrangham 2019). These negative
consequences can include reduced reproductive
success due to lowered fertility (White and
McQuillan 2006). Regarding physical death, non-
human animals are more likely to be killed by
group members, whereas humans are more likely
to commit suicide as a consequence of chronic
ostracism. There is evidence that humans experi-
ence feelings of shame, embarrassment, guilt, and
pain as a consequence of social ostracism; parallel
feelings of distress are suspected but have not
been confirmed in nonhuman animals
(Wrangham 2019).

Ostracized individuals suffer costs associated
with damaged social status, including reduced
mating success. Higher social status predicts
greater access to resources and greater mating
success in humans and many other social species
(Rueden and Jaeggi 2016). Thus, ostracized mem-
bers not only suffer reproductive costs but also
have less access to resources such as food. Indi-
viduals who develop a reputation for aggressive-
ness or who persistently fail to conform to group
norms are more likely to be excluded from the
group and, as a consequence, less likely to survive
and reproduce (Wesselmann et al. 2012;
Wrangham 2019).

Tactics to Avoid Social Ostracism

Given the negative repercussions of social ostra-
cism, individuals attempt to avoid ostracism or to
gain re-inclusion into the group following ostra-
cism through various tactics. Among humans and
other species, including monkeys, wolves, birds,
and other primates, individuals behave pro-
socially by offering parental care, cooperation,
sharing, social teaching, and helping (Rault
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2019; Wesselmann and Williams 2017). Prosocial
behaviors benefit group members and thereby can
decrease ostracism and increase the likelihood of
re-inclusion in the group. Individuals also mimic
other group member’s behaviors, attempting to
conform to group norms to avoid ostracism
(Wesselmann et al. 2012).

Conclusion

Individuals are likely to be ostracized from a
group when they are an intruder, of lower status,
when there is a lack of resources, when they are
perceived as a threat to other members’ reproduc-
tive success, and when they persistently fail to
conform to group norms. Social ostracism is asso-
ciated with negative physical and psychological
health, including distress and death. Individuals
may behave prosocially to avoid or reduce ostra-
cism or to regain group inclusion following
ostracism.
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