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Abstract

This research examined self-esteem as a moderator in the relationship between rejection and aggression, and also examined the effect of verbal praise on diminishing aggressive responses to rejection in individuals with both high and low self-esteem.  100 undergraduate students in an Introduction to Psychology course at the University of Northern Iowa were administered Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale, and the thirty highest scorers and the thirty lowest scorers participated in the study.  Half of the individuals with high self-esteem and half of the individuals with low self-esteem were provided with verbal praise after an experience of interpersonal rejection, while the other halves of each group were provided with no verbal praise after an experience of interpersonal rejection.   All participants, through the use of a computer reaction-time game, were given the chance to administer noise blasts (volume range of 1 to 20) to another participant as a measure of aggression.  The results indicated that individuals with low self-esteem responded more aggressively to interpersonal rejection than individuals with high self-esteem.  The results also indicated that the provision of verbal praise after an experience of interpersonal rejection diminished aggressive responses to rejection in both individuals with high self-esteem and low self-esteem, with the effect being larger in individuals with low self-esteem.  
Reducing Aggressive Responses to Interpersonal Rejection: The Mollifying Effect of Verbal Praise in Individuals with Low Self-Esteem


As humans, we are inherently social beings.  Belongingness is among the primary human motivations, and is speculated to be a result of the evolutionary drive toward reproduction, and thus, survival (Leary, 1990).  When the need for belongingness is left unfulfilled, numerous detrimental effects are liable to occur.  Interpersonal rejection has been associated with powerful and aversive emotional reactions, such as lowered self-esteem, self-efficacy, sense of purpose, and sense of self-worth (Stillman, Baumeister, Lamber, Crescioni, DeWall, & Fincham, 2009; Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 2000). Not surprisingly, a large amount of research has also indicated that interpersonal rejection can result in aggressive behavior (Leary, Twenge, & Quinlivan, 2006; Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, & Stucke, 2001; Warburton, Williams, & Cairns, 2004).  

Aggression and violence continue to be some of the largest problems present in society, and the idea that many of these instances of aggression and violence can be traced to a history or precursor of interpersonal rejection has led to a large amount of research on the subject.  For example, Leary, Kowalski, Smith, and Phillips (2003) conducted a retrospective case study of fifteen school shootings occurring between 1995 and 2001, investigating the media claim that several school shootings were instigated by peer rejection.  Through interviewing the perpetrators' teachers, friends, and family, the researchers found that some form of social exclusion was a main factor in all but two of the fifteen cases. 

Twenge et al. (2001) provided empirical evidence to support the hypothesis that interpersonal rejection leads to aggression.  The researchers manipulated participants' perception of rejection and acceptance by giving them "future forecasts".  For example, "rejected" individuals were told that their futures would lack important social bonds, and "accepted" individuals were told their futures were rich with social interaction.  To measure aggression, participants were either given the opportunity to administer job candidate evaluations or to blast targets with whatever volume of noise they desired. The results overwhelmingly indicated that rejected individuals displayed more frequent and intense aggressive behavior than accepted individuals, administering much more negative job candidate evaluations and blasting targets with noises of a much higher volume. 


Much of the research on the link between rejection and aggression has focused on personality factors that moderate the relationship.  Nezlek, Kowalski, Leary, Blevins, and Holgate (1997) examined self-esteem's effect on the perception of and reaction to interpersonal rejection.  Participants were classified as either having high self-esteem or low self-esteem, and were told that they were included or excluded from a laboratory group, either randomly or based on the wishes of other group members.  The results indicated that, when provided with identical information, low self-esteem individuals perceived significantly greater amounts of rejection and lower levels of acceptance than high self-esteem individuals.  Furthermore, individuals with low self-esteem tended to show marked decreases in their self-ratings after rejection when compared to individuals with high self-esteem, indicating that the combination of low self-esteem and interpersonal rejection can be particularly damaging.  While this study does not extensively discuss applications to aggressive behavior, it is important in that it expresses low self-esteem as a predictor of rejection sensitivity and negative emotional reactions.  More research that specifically links self-esteem to aggressive responses to interpersonal rejection is needed. 

While a large amount of research has been conducted on moderating factors in the relationship between rejection and aggression, much less has been conducted on ways in which to diminish aggressive responses to rejection.  The research that has been done in this area, however, indicates that reducing this phenomenon is possible.  Twenge, Zhang, Catanese, Dolan-Pascoe, Lyche, and Baumeister (2007) conducted an experiment that demonstrated that providing reminders of social activity and connectedness can significantly decrease aggressive responses to rejection.  These reminders were in the form of a short, pleasant discussion with the experimenter, receiving a compliment from the experimenter, or requiring the participant to write about pleasant interactions with family members or friends.  Additionally, Warburton, Williams, and Cairns (2004) conducted research to examine perceived level of control as a moderator in the relationship between rejection and aggression.  The results indicated that increasing a rejected individual’s perceived control significantly decreases the likelihood that he or she will respond aggressively to the rejection. 


While previous research indicates that diminishing aggressive responses to rejection is possible (Twenge et al, 2007; Warburton et al., 2004), the studies fail to take into account individual personality differences that may affect the successfulness of the intervention, such as level of self-esteem.  Thus, the present research will focus primarily on two hypotheses.  The first hypothesis is that individuals with low self-esteem are more likely to respond aggressively to rejection than individuals with high self-esteem. For this hypothesis, the independent variable is the participants’ level of self-esteem, and the dependent variable is the participants’ level of aggression in response to rejection.  While previous research has indicated that individuals with low self-esteem are more sensitive to rejection (Nezlek et al., 1997), the current research will expand on this knowledge by demonstrating the specific link between self-esteem and aggressive responses to rejection.  

The second hypothesis of the current research is that the provision of verbal praise after an experience of rejection will diminish aggressive responses to rejection in individuals with both high and low self-esteem.  For this hypothesis, the independent variable is the provision of verbal praise after rejection, while the dependent variable is the participants’ level of aggression in response to rejection.   Previous research has shown that providing reminders of social activity and connectedness can reduce the likelihood that an individual will respond aggressively to rejection (Twenge et al, 2007).  The present research, however, seeks to provide the more-specific intervention of verbal praise as a method of reducing aggressive responses to rejection.  Additionally, the current research seeks to demonstrate that this intervention is successful in individuals across a wide range of self-esteem levels.    

Method

Participants


An introductory psychology class at the University of Northern Iowa with one hundred students (57 female, 43 male, Mage = 19.8) was administered Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale (1989).  The thirty highest scorers and the thirty lowest scorers were recruited to participate in the present study.  The highest scorers (14 female, 16 male) had a mean age of 19.1.  The lowest scorers (17 female, 13 male) had a mean age of 19.5.  All sixty students received extra credit for participation in the study.
Design

This study is a quasi-experiment with a 2x2 factorial design, and includes two independent variables.  The first, praise, has two levels: praise and no praise.  Participants receiving praise are given verbal praise regarding a short essay they had written, while participants receiving no praise are told nothing about their performance on the essay.  The second independent variable, self-esteem, also has two levels: high self-esteem and low self-esteem.  Participants in the high self-esteem group (14 female, 16 male, Mage = 19.1) obtained an average score of 27.1 on Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale.  Participants in the low self-esteem group (17 female, 13 male, Mage = 19.5) obtained an average score of 10.7 on Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale.  The dependent variable in this study is level of aggression, as measured by the volume of noise participants choose to administer to another participant.  Volume ranges from 1 to 20, with 1 being the quietest (least aggressive) and 20 being the loudest (most aggressive).

Materials and Procedure


The thirty highest scorers and the thirty lowest scorers on Rosenberg’s (1989) self-esteem scale were recruited to participate in the study from an original class of one hundred students.  Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale was originally developed in 1965, and continues to be one of the most commonly-used measures of self-esteem within the discipline of psychology.  The scale is a ten-item Likert scale; each item is scored on a four-point scale, ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”.  Scores between 15 and 25 are considered normal, while scores below 15 are indicative of low self-esteem.  The thirty highest scorers (M = 27.1) were placed in the high self-esteem group, and the thirty lowest scorers (M = 10.7) were placed in the low self-esteem group.  All participants arrived in a large classroom along with several confederates, and were told to write two paragraphs expressing their opinion on corporal punishment.  They were told that their paragraphs may be evaluated on writing style and argument value.  All participants and confederates were given fifteen minutes to complete the essay, after which the experimenter collected.  


Participants were then placed into groups of three people.  Each group contained one participant and two confederates.  They were told to “get acquainted” with the other people in their group while waiting for the next part of the study.  The experimenter told the participants: “Several other experimenters and I will read over your paragraphs, and will be back shortly”.  While the experimenter was gone, the two confederates in each triad engaged in a friendly conversation, asking one another questions such as “So, where are you from?  What’s your major?  Do you work anywhere?”  The actual participant in each triad was excluded from the conversation; if he or she tried to make a comment, the confederates simply nodded and continued in their conservation with the other confederate.  


After fifteen minutes, the experimenter returned.  The participants in the high self-esteem group and the participants in the low self-esteem group were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: praise or no praise.  Each participant in the praise condition was led individually by the experimenter into another room, and was told: “You did a really excellent job on your paragraphs.  They were very well-written and thought-provoking”.  Those in the no praise condition were led individually by the experimenter into another room, and were not given any feedback on their paragraphs.


Finally, all participants were told they would be playing a computerized reaction-time game with another participant.  (In actuality, each participant was playing against a computer).  Participants were told that after each trial they won, they were required to administer noise blasts to the opposite participant, and were told that they could choose whatever volume they wished.  Volume, as a measure of aggression, was on a scale from 1 to 20, with 1 being the quietest and 20 being the loudest.  After completing this task, the participants were given back their essays, and were thoroughly de-briefed.  

        
To prevent confounding variables throughout the study, participants were balanced for gender as equally as possible.  Additionally, to control for reactivity and control group effects, the participants remained unaware of the specific differences between the groups, and were instructed not to discuss their individual experiences during the experiment.  To control for response style effects, participants were assured that their administration of noise blasts to the other person would cause the other person no pain, and that their identity during the experiment would remain anonymous.  To control for experimenter expectations, a double-blind procedure was employed, thus eliminating the possibility of the behavior being affected by the experimenter’s opinions or biases.
Results


Table 1 shows the results of the data for the different conditions.  As expected, individuals with high self-esteem responded to rejection less aggressively than individuals with low self-esteem: those with high self-esteem had a mean aggression score of 3.97, while individuals with low self-esteem had a mean aggression score of 11.93.  High self-esteem individuals who received praise responded less aggressively to rejection (M = 3.07) than high self-esteem individuals who did not receive praise (M = 4.87).  Low self-esteem individuals who received praise responded less aggressively to rejection (M = 9.2) than low self-esteem individuals who did not receive verbal praise (M = 14.67).  Receiving verbal praise decreased the level of aggression in both high self-esteem and low self-esteem individuals, but this effect was larger in individuals with low self-esteem (a difference of 5.47 in low self-esteem individuals; a difference of 1.8 in high self-esteem individuals).  
Table 2 shows the summarized results, and clearly indicates that, first, individuals with high self-esteem respond to rejection less aggressively than individuals with low self-esteem.  Secondly, Table 2 indicates that receiving verbal praise after rejection reduces aggressive responding in individuals with both high self-esteem and low self-esteem, and that this effect is larger in individuals with low self-esteem.  Figure 1 shows a graph of the interaction between level of self-esteem and receipt of praise on level of aggression.    

The results are consistent with the original hypotheses.  First, it was hypothesized that individuals with low self-esteem respond more aggressively to rejection than individuals with high self-esteem.  The results indicated that low self-esteem individuals chose a volume, on average, that was more than three times as aggressive as individuals with high self-esteem.  Second, it was hypothesized that the provision of verbal praise would decrease aggressive responses to rejection in individuals with both high self-esteem and low self-esteem.  As the data indicates, receiving verbal praise decreases aggressive responses to rejection in both high self-esteem individuals and low self-esteem individuals, with the effect for low self-esteem individuals being more significant.  The results have important worldwide implications: providing rejected individuals, particularly those with low self-esteem, with verbal praise after being rejected could lessen the likelihood of aggressive responding, thus making our world a safer and more enriching environment in which to live.  More research is needed to investigate the age group to which this intervention is best applied.
Ethical Considerations

There are two ethical concerns present in this study.  First, the participants are deliberately excluded from social interaction with peers (the confederates in the experiment).  This may lead to the unwanted consequences of emotional distress and decreased feelings of self-worth.  Secondly, the participants are deceived; they are made to believe that they are administering unpleasant noise blasts to another human being, while, in actuality, they are not.  While unpleasant, these two circumstances of deception are necessary in this experiment.  If the participants’ retained the knowledge that they were being deliberately excluded and that they were administering noise blasts to a computer, they would likely act unnaturally, thus creating biased results.
As we do acknowledge that the circumstances of this experiment may cause emotional distress, we plan to offer post-experimental counseling.  All participants will be informed that they were purposely excluded by confederates of the experiment, and will be informed as to why this deception was deemed necessary.  Furthermore, each participant’s specific identity will not be recorded.  Only their self-esteem scores, gender, and level of aggression will be recorded, thus ensuring that their specific identity remains confidential.  All participants will be thoroughly debriefed, and the experimenters will take full responsibility for after-effects by following-up with each participant both two weeks and four weeks after the date of the initial experiment.
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Table 1
Aggression Scores for High and Low Self-Esteem Individuals Receiving Verbal Praise or Receiving No Verbal Praise
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Table 2
Means of Aggression Scores for Low Self-esteem and High Self-esteem Individuals Receiving Verbal Praise or Receiving No Verbal Praise



         


    Sample Size                        Mean Aggression Score
High Self-esteem, Praise


15



3.07

High Self-esteem, No Praise


15



4.87


Low Self-esteem, Praise


15



9.20


Low Self-esteem, No Praise


15



14.67                   

M





15



7.95

Figure 1: Graph of Interaction Between Level of Self-esteem and Receipt of Praise
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