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ABSTRACT

The perception of being ostracized in a foreign country is a great obstacle that may
lead to international students’ strain. The present study aimed to understand ostracism
from the perspective of adult attachment. We proposed a moderated mediation model
in which attachment anxiety was hypothesized as an antecedent of ostracism and as a
moderator of the ostracism — strain links. Participants were 119 international students
enrolled at a large public university in U.S. Results largely supported the model,
which showed that the attachment anxiety exaggerate the harmful effects of perceived
ostracism on depression and physical symptoms. Theoretical and practical
implications were discussed.
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International students have the difficult task of adjusting to life in a different country,
while adapting to a new academic system. In addition, they may also encounter
perceived and/or actual ostracism from others. Individuals feeling isolated or
ostracized may experience negative outcomes that can affect them mentally and
physically (O’Reilly, Robinson, Berdahl, & Banki, 2014; Williams, 2002). People’s
perception of being ostracized and their reactions after perceived ostracism vary and
may be partially explained by personality traits, such as the Big Five, narcissism, and
trait self-esteem (Kong, 2016; Wu, Wei, & Hui, 2011; Xu, 2012). Since ostracism
threatens international students’ need to belong, we argue that attachment theory may
play an important role in understanding social interaction threats. To our knowledge,
attachment style as an antecedent of ostracism has not yet been empirically tested,
and evidence for attachment as a moderator of the ostracism process has been
inconsistent (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2010). As empirical research linking the two
literatures has only been tested in the lab (Hermann, Skulborstad, & Wirth, 2014;
Waldrip, 2007; Yaakobi & Williams, 2016), we undertook this research to test the
relationship in the field.

The study contributes to the ostracism literature by investigating attachment style
as an antecedent, as well as moderator, of the ostracism consequence. Our research
also contributes to the expanding of the study of attachment style from its major focus
on dyadic relationships to broader group relationships. Finally, our study investigates
ostracism in a more realistic setting by using a sample of international students who
may experience ostracism.

OSTRACISM

Ostracism is typically defined as being ignored and excluded, and it often occurs
without excessive explanation or overt negative attention (Williams, 2007). The
temporal framework of ostracism proposes that individuals feel the pain of ostracism,
which threatens their need for belonging and esteem. Individuals will then respond to
cognitive appraisals of the situation in order to remedy it (Scott & Duffy, 2015;
Williams & Zadro, 2005) as well as be motivated to be more vigilant of social signals
in order to attain success in future interactions. Ostracism has been linked with many
detrimental outcomes, such as lower workplace commitment (Zheng, Yang, Ngo, Liu,
& Jiao, 2016), psychological distress (Niu et al., 2018; Wu, Yim, Kwan, & Zhang,
2012), and even physical pain (Eisenberger, 2012; Riva, Wesselmann, Wirth, Carter-
Sowell, & Williams, 2014).

The link between ostracism and detrimental outcomes is particularly clear in
international student populations. Specifically, international students often feel a
sense of isolation and exclusion when they enter a foreign university and become a
member of a new heterogeneous minority group (Hirai, Frazier, & Syed, 2015). They
not only need to become accustomed to a new culture and language, but also must
acclimate to those of their fellow international students. Because international
students face the possibility of being ostracized on two fronts (by the host nationals
as well as fellow international students), they are a natural population to study
naturally occurring ostracism. We expect to replicate the previous findings showing
strong and positive associations between ostracism and physical and psychological
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distress (Niu et al., 2018; Schmitt, Spears, & Branscombe, 2003). Consistent with
prior research, the present study focused on two common physical and psychological
distress concepts: physical symptoms and depression (Ferris, Brown, Berry, & Lian,
2008; Robinson, O’Reilly, & Wang, 2012). These negative outcomes have the
potential to affect school performance and could prevent international students from
completing their education program (e.g., Chambel & Curral, 2005; Sommer, 2013).

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship (a) between ostracism and
depression and (b) between ostracism and physical symptoms.

Furthermore, ostracism threatens one of the most fundamental human needs—
the need of belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). From the evolutionary adaptation
perspective, people desire interactions with others, and therefore seek proximity
(Baumeister & Tice, 1990; Buss, 1990). This proximity-seeking behavior is built in
early childhood through interactions with caregivers. Thus, attachment theory, which
offers insights into proximity seeking as the core tenant, appears to be a relevant
conceptual framework that may help researchers better understand ostracism.

Attachment Theory

Attachment theory traces its roots to the work of John Bowlby (1969, 1973), who
formulated the basic principle that infants inherently have the tendency to maintain
proximity to their caregivers. The characteristics of caregivers during the times of
stress, uncertainty, and fear results in different attachment styles. When the
attachment figures are unavailable, inattentive, or unresponsive, attachment strategies
are utilized to help deal with the distress. Attachment theory has since been studied
using adult samples in areas such as romantic (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007;
Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015) and workplace relationships (Harms, 2011). The
majority of the research on attachment theory in the workplace has been focused on
the dyadic relationships (e.g., leader—member exchange; Richards & Hackett, 2012);
therefore, the present study contributes to the current literature by investigating
attachment theory at the group level.

Attachment and Ostracism

The present study proposed a moderated mediation model with attachment as an
independent variable and moderator, ostracism as mediator, and psychological strain
(i.e., depression and physical symptoms) as outcomes (see Figure 1). When the need
of belonging is threatened in a stressful environment, ostracism is likely to be
perceived. It is also a “top-down” process where the perception of ostracism is
impacted by one’s attachment style—for example, anxiously attached individuals
tend to exaggerate the feelings of rejection.
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Figure 1: The Theoretical Model of the Present Study

Attachment Anxiety as Antecedent

Personality traits been shown to influence an individual’s perception of ostracism
(Kong, 2016; Robinson et al., 2012; Wu et al., 2011). Though not empirically tested,
Williams (2002) suggested attachment styles as possible antecedent of ostracism.
There are two perspectives on why people with different attachment styles tend to
have different levels of ostracism perception. First, the behavior systems of people
with different attachment styles lead them to be treated differently by others. Second,
when facing ostracism, the individual’s attachment style leads to different ways of
appraising and interpreting their perceptions.

An anxious attachment style results from inconsistent responses from an
attachment figure when distress occurs. Attachment-anxious individuals tend to use
hyperactivating strategies, which might scare or annoy other people. Moreover, those
who are anxiously attached tend to have an intense fear of rejection, jealousy, and
abandonment, and a preoccupation with relationships (Brennan, Wu, & Loev, 1998).
This preoccupation may be attributed to the individual attempting to satisfy an unmet
need for attention and acceptance (Popper & Mayseless, 2003) and therefore they put
a lot of effort into trying to avoid being rejected (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2013).

Anxious attachment is also characterized by holding negative beliefs about one’s
self-worth and self-efficacy, and positive beliefs about the abilities and characteristics
of others (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). These negative self-images cause an
anxiously attached individual to develop a need for approval from others, which could
increase their susceptibility to perceived ostracism (Williams, 2002), because
ostracism is a lack of approval at its core. Finally, anxious individuals are sensitive
torejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Sato, Yuki, & Norasakkunkit, 2014) and tend
to exaggerate their feelings when they encounter ostracism. Therefore,

Hypothesis 2: There will be a positive relationship between anxious
attachment and the perception of ostracism.

Attachment Anxiety as Moderator

Isolation from others can create a sense of loneliness, which is a known risk
factor for social withdrawal, physical symptoms (Ernst & Cacioppo, 2000), and
depression (Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004). Though the link between
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ostracism and many detrimental outcomes has been empirically established, research
is needed to investigate whether this relationship may also be impacted by contextual
factors or individual differences. Research has been conducted that supports the
moderating role of variables, including loneliness, social avoidance, and distress
during but not after an ostracism episode (Wesselmann, Wirth, Mroczek, & Williams,
2012); group composition (Wittenbaum, Shulman, & Braz, 2010); proactive
personality and political skill (H. Zhao, Peng, & Sheard, 2013); and other variables
(Oaten, Williams, Jones, & Zadro, 2008; Zadro, Boland, & Richardson, 2006). In
contrast to the empirically supported moderating variables listed previously, other
studies have shown that reactions to ostracism are resistant to moderation (McDonald
& Donnellan, 2012; Wesselmann et al., 2012; Williams, 2009; Yaakobi & Williams,
2016).

Researchers argued that these inconsistent findings may be due to the time period
being measured—during or after the ostracism episode. However, this difference
between time periods seems to be a concern only in lab-induced (e.g., artificial)
ostracism scenarios while it is a long-term concern for international students. Other
scholars have also argued that the inconsistent findings might be due to the nature of
the moderator—that is, whether the moderator variable is a salient trait or not
(Yaakobi & Williams, 2016). When the personality was a salient trait, it is more likely
to see individual differences in how the person is affected by the ostracism. To further
investigate the moderation effect, we used a trait (i.e., attachment style), which has
strong theoretical link with ostracism, and tested the effect in a realistic ostracism
episode.

Since ostracism threatens the need to belong, it can be argued that the detrimental
outcomes of ostracism might be moderated by how an individual conceptualizes
belongingness and whether they employ attachment strategies, congruent with
Cassidy, Shaver, Mikulincer, and Lavy’s (2009) argument that individuals show
different responses to hurt feelings when they have different attachment orientations.

The characteristics of attachment anxiety, such as fear of rejection, vigilance to
possible threats, exaggeration of threats, tendencies to rumination, and self-blame
(e.g. Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), might lead higher anxiously attached individuals
to experience more detrimental outcomes when they perceive ostracism. Specifically,
people who are anxiously attached are less likely to have constructive reactions, and
are more likely to have exaggerated feelings of rejection and negative emotions.
During a stressful situation (such as being ostracized), anxiously attached individuals
show a higher accessibility to worries regarding rejection than those who are avoidant
or securely attached (Mikulincer, Birnbaum, Woddis, & Nachmias, 2000). In other
words, the increase in vigilance and tendency to catastrophizing may lead an
anxiously attached individual to become hyper-aware of the perceived ostracism
situation.

The ease of accessibility of these worries of ostracism means that they are more
likely to think about what it is that is worrying them, which, in this case, is the
perceived ostracism by their peers. An anxiously attached individual, who tends to
ruminate and self-blame (Ognibene & Collins, 1998), will be more likely to
experience the negative outcomes of ostracism such as depression and physical
symptoms. This will occur because the anxiously attached individual will ruminate
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on the perceived ostracism, which will heighten their experience of that pain, and
increase the likelihood of negative outcomes occurring. When one dwells on the
negative experience, the undesirable aspects of that situation will be amplified in
one’s memory (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001). These adverse
experiences stick with use, and by ruminating more on them, anxiously attached
individuals put themselves in a position where the magnitude of the ostracism will be
increased in their mind, and therefore the risk of negative outcomes will also increase.

While there is limited empirical evidence for the moderating role of attachment
anxiety on the negative consequences of ostracism (Arriaga, Capezza, Reed,
Wesselman, & Williams, 2014), Waldrip (2007) tested the moderating role of a
similar concept, social anxiety, and showed that participants high in social anxiety
perceive more threat after controlling for the exclusion. Therefore, we expect a
moderating role of attachment anxiety in the ostracism process:

Hypothesis 3: Attachment anxiety will moderate the relationship (a)
between ostracism and depression and (b) between ostracism and physical
symptoms, such that the relationship will be stronger when attachment
anxiety is higher.

Moderated Mediation Model for Attachment Anxiety

We also expect that at different levels of attachment anxiety, the indirect effects
of attachment anxiety on depression/physical symptoms through ostracism may vary.
We therefore propose: Attachment anxiety will moderate the mediating effect of
ostracism on the relationship between attachment anxiety and (a) depression as well
as (b) physical symptoms such that the mediating effect is stronger when attachment
anxiety is higher (see Figure 1).

METHOD
Sample and Procedure

Participants were 119 international students (61% men) enrolled in a public
university in the Southeast US, with an average age of 26.09 years old (SD = 3.85),
and 34 months average staying time in the US. Among them, 41 (37%) were from
China, 35 (31%) were from India, and the other 32% were from other countries. An
email invitation was sent through an international student organization’s mailing list
to complete an anonymous online survey. A random code was generated after they
finished the survey to claim a $5 cash reward. The code to claim the cash reward was
not identifiable and only the principal investigator had the list of the codes to
distribute the cash rewards.

Measures

Attachment Anxiety
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We adapted Leiter, Price, and Day’s (2013) Short Work Attachment Measure to
measure international students’ attachment anxiety. Items were rated on 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all like me) to 5 (very much like me). One sample
item for attachment anxiety was “Others are often reluctant to be as close as I would
prefer at class/school.” And one sample item for attachment avoidance was “I like to
have close personal relationships with people at class/school (reverse coded).” The
scale’s alpha coefficient is .83.

Ostracism

We adapted Ferris et al.’s (2008) 10-item workplace ostracism measure for use
in a university context. The measure has a 7-point scale (1 = Never, 2 = Once in a
while, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Fairly often, 5 = Often, 6 = Constantly, 7 = Always; see
Bass, Cascio, & O’Connor, 1974). One sample item was “Your greetings have gone
unanswered at school/class.” The alpha coefficient for the current sample is .85.

Depression

We adapted Radloff’s (1977) 5-item Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale
(CES-D; Bohannon, Maljanian, & Goethe, 2003) to measure symptoms of
depression. One sample item was “My sleep was restless.” Frequency of the feeling
or behaviors during the past week was measured using a 4-point scale (1 = Rarely or
none of the time [less than 1 day], 2 = Some or a little of the time [1-2 days], 3 =
Occasionally or moderate amount of time [3-4 days], and 4 = Most or all of the time
[5-7 days]). The alpha coefficient for the current sample was .81.

Physical Symptoms

We used somatization items in Derogatis’s (1975) Brief Symptom Inventory
(BSI) to measure physical symptoms. The scale uses a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Not
at all to 5 = Extremely). A sample item was “Feeling weak in parts of your body.”
The alpha coefficient for the current sample was .89.

Control Variables

We controlled for the following demographic variables: gender, age, and tenure
in the US.

Data Analysis

We used the SPSS Macro (PROCESS; Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007) to
measure the moderated mediation of attachment. This macro estimates the conditional
indirect effects of ostracism between attachment style and depression/physical
symptoms using bootstrapping methods.
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RESULTS

Descriptive statistics, reliability estimates, and correlations of the study variables are
presented in Table 1. The results of the regression analyses (see Table 2) showed that
there were significant positive associations between ostracism and depression (f =
.24, p < .01) and between ostracism and physical symptoms (8 = .39, p < .01) after
controlling for gender, age, and tenure supporting Hypotheses 1a and 1b.

Table 1: Means, Standard Deviations, Reliability, and Correlations Among
Study Variables

M(SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 Gender 1.39 —
(.49)
2 Age 2609 .04 —
(3.85)
3 Time 34.05 .22 37**
(36.35)
4 Anxiety 2.53 -07 -05 -.04 .82
(.81)
5 Ostracism  1.86 -05 .17 -.01 .28** .86
(.78)
6 Depression 1.63 20 —-06 -—-.07 .28** 22 81
(.60)
7 Symptom  1.58 .08 -07 —-13 31** 309** 54** 89
(.68)

Note: Numbers on the diagonal are coefficient alphas for various scales. Gender: 1
= Male, 2 = Female; Time = time in U.S.; Symptom = physical symptom; *p < .05,
**p < .01

Table 2: Regression Results

Variable Ostracism _ D, i _ thsicral Symptoms _

B SE i t F R B SE i ! F R B SE i t F R
Control 1.58 04 2350 .06 94 02
Gender =11 .15 -07  -76 29 B 24 252 A7 Jd2 .12 1.3%
Age 04 02 20 198 -00 02 -00 -01 -01 .02 -08 -80
Time =00 .00 -07 -7l -00 00 -13  -1.25 -00 .00 -12 -1.24
Mediator 3.58" .11 569" .17
Ostracism .18 07 24 2.63™ 33 08 39 4417
Moderator 4.007 12 451" .17 6.17" 18
Anxiety 27 08 29 3.30™ .18 07 24 2.69™ 19 07 23 2.62°
Interaction 440" .19 5.92* 20
Anx * Ost 17 09 80 183t 20 .10 84 199

Note. Time = time in U.S.; Ost = ostracism; Anx = ahxiety. " p <.10,” p< .05, p<.01

To examine the moderated mediation model, we tested the relationship between
attachment (i.e., 1) and ostracism (i.e., mediator), the Attachment x Ostracism
interaction effect and the moderated mediation index significance. Results showed
significant associations between attachment anxiety and ostracism (4 = .29, p < .01)
after controlling gender, age, and tenure, supporting Hypothesis 2. Next, we
examined the moderation effect of attachment style on the Ostracism — Strains
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relationship. Results showed marginal significant interaction effects of attachment
anxiety and ostracism on depression (8 = .80, p < .10) as well as on physical
symptoms (5 = .84, p < .05). The positive interactions suggested that the effect of
ostracism on depression/physical symptoms became stronger when attachment
anxiety was higher. Accordingly, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Recall that in our model, attachment anxiety was tested as the independent
variable and moderator, ostracism was tested as the mediator, and the strains (e.g.,
depression and physical symptoms) were tested as the dependent variables. When
depression was tested, the bootstrapping result showed a significant index of
moderated mediation, which was .05 with 95% CI = [.001, .134]. We then examined
the conditional indirect effect of attachment on depression through ostracism at two
levels of attachment anxiety (Preacher et al., 2007). First, we tested the indirect effect
at 1 SD above and below the mean of attachment using the model number 74 and
controlled for gender, age, and tenure. Results showed that when individuals’
attachment anxiety is low (-1 SD), the indirect effect of ostracism between anxiety
and depression was not significant (8 = —.00, 95% CI = [-.07, .05]); when individuals’
attachment anxiety is high (+1 SD), the indirect effect was stronger and significant (8
=.07, 95% CI = [.01, .16]). Similar results were found for physical symptoms with
index equals to .05 with 95% CI = [.001, .135]; specific indirect effects see Table 3).
The moderated mediation model for attachment anxiety was supported.

Table 3: Results of Testing Moderated Mediation

Conditional
Level indirect effect SE LLCI  ULCI

DV = depression
Anxiety Low (mean —1 SD) -.00 .03 -.07 .05

High (mean +1SD) .07 .03 .01 .16
DV = physical symptoms
Anxiety Low (mean —1 SD) .03 .03 -.02 A1

High (mean +1SD) 11 .03 .04 24

Note. Cl = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit. n = 119.
DISCUSSION

For international students, maladjustment in a foreign country (Mesidor & Sly, 2016;
Takeuchi, Tesluk, Yun, & Lepak, 2005) may lower their self-confidence (e.g., Mak
& Tran, 2001; Telbis, Helgeson, & Kingsbury, 2014) and prevent them from
completing their education program. Moreover, the families of these overseas
students may also be affected psychologically and financially because of high
expectations placed on the students and the high expenses of tuition and living (L.
Zhao, 2010).

These compounding issues drive our continuing attention to international
students’ maladjustment issues. We therefore devised the current study to attempt to
address this issue. Due to the interpersonal relationship nature of ostracism,
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attachment style, which can strongly influence relationship quality, can be used as a
strong indicator of their maladjustment. Therefore, in the present study we
hypothesized attachment insecurity would be positively related to ostracism
(Hypothesis 2), which would in turn lead to psychological and physical strain
(Hypothesis 1a & 1b). Results supported these hypothesis.

In addition, we proposed a moderated mediation model that ostracism has a
conditionally indirect effect between attachment anxiety and strain variables (i.e.,
depression and physical symptoms) at different levels of attachment anxiety, based
on the literature of attachment and ostracism. Specifically, when attachment anxiety
is higher, the harmful effect of high attachment anxiety to strains through ostracism
become stronger and when their attachment anxiety is low, this indirect effect
disappeared. The strong association between attachment anxiety and perceived
ostracism may be due to the anxious individual’s strong demand for attention, which
may be difficult to satisfy and may lead to them feeling undervalued or
underappreciated. An anxious individual’s tendency to catastrophize, ruminate on
negative experiences, and become hypervigilant also influence the outcomes of
perceived ostracism (Baumeister et al., 2001). The results confirmed our theoretical
arguments that attachment anxiety exacerbates the perception of ostracism and
aggravates the harmful effect of perceived ostracism on strain.

Practical Implications

As the results showed that international students’ perception of ostracism has a
detrimental effect on psychological health, it indicates the importance of reducing
their tendency to perceive ostracism where there may be none. To reduce the
perception of ostracism, learning the culture and interpretation of behaviors in the
host country becomes considerably important. Only when the international students
can better attribute the behaviors of others in the host culture can they minimize the
unnecessary misunderstanding and reduce the perception of ostracism.

Furthermore, as attachment anxiety conditionally moderates the mediation effect
of attachment anxiety on strain, we should focus on the individual’s attachment style
as well. Individuals who are highly anxiously attached should be of more concern.
Based on attachment theory, when individuals perceive a safe environment, their
attachment system will not be activated. In the foreign culture, if the new environment
is perceived as secure and safe, international students’ attachment anxiety pattern
might not be activated. For this reason, it becomes critical to increase host-country
students’ awareness of new international students’ maladjustment issues. Events or
activities are encouraged to increase interaction opportunities among host-country
and international students.

Interventions might also be implemented to help international students,
especially those focused on anxious-attached individuals. Various types of
interventions have been found to be efficacious such as writing therapy (Wright,
2002), stress coping (Fan & Wanous, 2008), and mindfulness training (Grossman,
Niemann, Schmidt, & Walach, 2004). Researchers have also tested several
interventions to specifically address international or minority students’ sense of
inclusion/belonging and their social ties. For instance, Sakurai, McCall-Wolf, and
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Kashima (2010) investigated the effects of a multicultural intervention program and
showed the program enhanced the social ties of international students in Australia.
Walton and Cohen (2011) examined a brief social-belonging intervention and results
showed that, over a 3-year period, the intervention helped African American students’
academic achievement (e.g., GPA) as well as their well-being. Hausmann, Ye,
Schofield, and Woods (2009) designed a program to increase the sense of belonging
of first-year students, but results were mixed and showed the intervention was only
effective for White but not African American students. Besides intervention, other
methods have been shown to have positive effects in promoting the sense of inclusion,
such as advisor support (Curtin, Stewart, & Ostrove, 2013) and counseling groups
(Delgado-Romero & Wu, 2010). Future interventions could be developed based on
this study targeting on insecure attachment styles.

Limitation and Future Research Directions

There are some limitations for the current study. First, this is a cross-sectional
study with all self-reported data, which makes it difficult to establish the causality.
However, the results of the moderated mediation help alleviate the drawbacks of
common method variance (Preacher et al., 2007). Second, previous experience in the
US or other foreign countries before the current trip might confound the international
students’ current perceived experience. This previous experience may serve to reduce
anxiety one feels when traveling to an unfamiliar place (e.g., Chambless & Ollendick
2001; Szabo, Ward, & Jose, 2016). Third, no objective information (e.g., other-rated
ostracism, GPA) was collected. Such measures (e.g., GPA) may serve as dependent
variables in future studies. Lastly, it might be interesting to test international students’
perception of intention of others, which could better help us learn the process of
ostracism for international students.

Previous researchers have argued that there are three stages after ostracism,
namely (a) reflexive, (b) reflective, and (c) acceptance stages (e.g., Williams, 2007).
The current study focused on the reflexive stage and thus future studies should
examine the last two stages of ostracism that international students may experience.

Finally, the current study tested international students’ ostracism perception from
a negative perspective (i.e., insecure attachment style). Future studies could also test
the impact of some positive personalities, such as gratitude, which might have a
buffering effect on the perception of ostracism.
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