
Figure 2. Participants experienced more 
distress when being ostracized by English 
only, but less distress when being ostracized 
than included by English-Chinese.

Figure 4. More paranoid attributions were 
made by participants who were included, 
rather than ostracized by those speaking 
English-Chinese and Chinese only.

Figure 3. Participants were more tempted to 
behave antisocially toward the others when 
being included than ostracized, and when 
Chinese was the only language spoken.
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language paradigm nor are they exactly consistent with 
our hypotheses. Nevertheless, the current study expands 
ostracism theory to areas such as inclusion by a foreign 
language and paranoid attributions. In this case, ostracism 
by an unfamiliar language does not appear to be more 
hurtful than ostracism by an understandable language. 
But inclusion by an unfamiliar language is definitely more 
distressing than ostracism by an unfamiliar language.

While distressing, responses to ostracism are not severe. In 
today’s modern global climate, the possibility of meeting 
foreigners who have no knowledge of one language 
or another is growing at a fantastic speed. This study 
demonstrates that it is better to leave an individual alone if 
we cannot speak his or her native language or a language 
he or she is able to understand. The individual will not 
feel particularly distressed when being ostracized by us 
speaking a language foreign to them, but they may have 
antisocial thoughts against us and question our motivation 
and personality if we try to speak to them first, even though 
all we mean to do is to show our respect and concern.

Limitations and Future Directions
The current study has three major limitations. First 
of all, confederates were not blind to condition. Four 
international undergraduates were recruited as research 
assistants to work in dyads. Their job was either to 
ostracize participants from or to include participants in 
conversations by either English or Chinese, according 
to the condition each participant was assigned. After 
receiving quick training and practicing for a week, our 
confederates became quite familiar with their scripts 
as well as all six conditions. Although all conversations 
between confederates and their interactions with 
participants were based on formulated scripts, previously 
knowing which condition a participant was in could 
influence confederates’ verbal and nonverbal behaviors, 
such as tones, accents, gestures, and facial expressions. 
Furthermore, confederates were not given training 
in looking at each participant for the same amount of 
time. Future research may consider using a video-chat 
paradigm instead. 

Second, attributions and other variables could have been 
affected specifically by United States stereotypes of 
Chinese people. Thus, generalizations to other forms of 
foreign speakers should be made with caution. 

Third, a hidden camera was used, but there were no 
signals showing whether the camera was on or off. 
Researchers were unable to tell if an experiment had been 
properly videotaped until connecting it to the computer 
afterward. Although many successfully videotaped 

sessions showed a rich array of nonverbal, paraverbal, 
and verbal responses to the various conditions, too many 
sessions were unsuccessful to warrant analysis. Follow-
up research would benefit from these analyses, so better 
control over the hardware is suggested.

CONCLUSIONS
Although follow-up research is needed, the present 
research establishes that people can feel ostracized 
through conversations, but that the language used in 
the conversation can alter their feelings of distress. 
Apparently, and for the first time, this research indicates 
an exception to the rule that ostracism is always worse 
than inclusion. If others are speaking a foreign language, 
individuals unfamiliar with that language may wish to be 
ignored and excluded from those conversations rather than 
being subjected to awkward and ambiguous inclusion.
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