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Article

When One Is Ostracized, Others Loom:
Social Rejection Makes Other People
Appear Closer

Shane Pitts1, John Paul Wilson2, and Kurt Hugenberg3

Abstract

Social rejection causes a host of interpersonal consequences, including increases in reaffiliative behaviors. In two experiments, we
show that reaffiliation motivation stemming from rejection biases perceptions of one’s distance from a social target, making others
seem closer than they are. In Experiment 1, participants who had written about rejection underthrew a beanbag when the goal
was to land it at the feet of a new interaction partner, relative to control participants. In Experiment 2, rejected participants
provided written underestimates of the distance to a person relative to control participants, but only when the target was a real
person, and not a life-sized cardboard simulation of a person. Thus, using multiple manipulations of social rejection, and multiple
measures of distance perception, this research demonstrates that rejection can bias basic perceptual processes, making actual
sources of reaffiliation (actual people), but not mere images of people, loom toward the self.

Keywords

rejection, motivated perception, social exclusion, affiliation, distance perception

The human need to belong is a fundamental, pervasive motive,

which fosters the formation and maintenance of long-lasting,

positive social relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This

motive is deeply embedded in our evolutionary history owing

to our essential dependence on other people (Buss, 1990). So

vital is this urge to belong, that experiences of social rejection

can be acutely distressing, eliciting negative affect, lowered

self-esteem, and a threatened sense of belonging (Williams,

2007). Indeed, the pain of social rejection may be so palpable

because it relies on neural circuitry that has also been impli-

cated in physical pain (Eisenberger, Lieberman, & Williams,

2003). Given the potential costs of social exclusion and the

adaptive benefits of belonging, it is unsurprising that a thwarted

sense of belonging can initiate a host of psychological pro-

cesses directed at restoration of this need in the form of social

reconnection. One way to assuage the pain of rejection is to

restore one’s sense of belonging by redoubling efforts to seek

reaffiliation with others (see Williams & Nida, 2011). For

example, rejection leads individuals to express more interest

in making new friends and working with others (Maner,

DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007; see DeWall & Richman,

2011).

To be in a position to socially reconnect with others, it

behooves us to be sensitive to and to readily perceive such

affordances. However, despite the complex downstream conse-

quences of rejection, only a handful of recent studies have

investigated how social rejection influences basic perceptual

processes. One theory that addresses this gap in the literature

posits that humans have a social monitoring system (Gardner,

Pickett, & Brewer, 2000) that constantly monitors and regu-

lates our level of social inclusion. This system is vigilant for the

experience of rejection, and when activated, it redirects atten-

tion, cognitive resources, and memory to cues that may facili-

tate reaffiliation (Pickett, Gardner, & Knowles, 2004). For

example, rejection causes perceivers to become more sensitive

to signals of inclusion, with participants showing crisper dis-

tinctions between in-groups and out-groups (e.g., Sacco, Wirth,

Hugenberg, Chen, & Williams, 2011), increased selective

attention toward signals of acceptance (e.g., smiles; DeWall,

Maner, & Rouby, 2009), and increased accuracy at discriminat-

ing between genuine and fake smiles (Bernstein, Young,

Brown, Sacco, & Claypool, 2008). Other work has shown that

rejection leads to a general activation of social bonds, such that

group-related constructs become more accessible and the per-

ceived entitativity and importance of groups is heightened

(Knowles & Gardner, 2008). In sum, those with whom shared
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social interaction is possible become more important to those

who have been rejected.

But could such perceptual sensitivity for reaffiliative cues

actually bias perception of the physical world when experien-

cing social rejection? In the current research, we address just

such a question. From the New Look perspective, perception

is influenced not just by the objective qualities of the environ-

ment but also by one’s mental representations of and motives

toward the environment (see Dunning & Balcetis, 2013). For

instance, desired objects often appear to loom closer than they

actually are, likely in service of goal pursuit. Impoverished

children see coins as larger than do wealthy children (Bruner

& Goodman, 1947), a bottle of water appears closer to the

thirsty than to the satiated perceiver (Balcetis & Dunning,

2010), and beloved locales seem closer than disliked locales

(Alter & Balcetis, 2011). Similarly, climbers who lack the

physical stamina to climb estimate a hill’s incline as steeper

than do those with sufficient energy or capability (Proffitt, Ste-

fanucci, Banton, & Epstein, 2003; Bhalla & Proffitt, 1999),

whereas hills are seen as less steep when a socially supportive

friend is nearby (or imagined) relative to those who are alone

when making estimates (Schnall, Harber, Stefanucci, &

Proffitt, 2008). Taken together, these numerous demonstra-

tions reliably establish that our current motivational states

and physical capacities can bias our perceptual experience.

Importantly, such motivated misperceptions of our environ-

ment appear to be functional. Perceiving a desired target as

closer may potentiate approach behavior (acquiring the valued

coin, grabbing the water bottle, visiting New York) in the ser-

vice of goal fulfillment. Thus, our perceptual system may be

biased in ways to regulate action in the service of goal fulfill-

ment (see Cole, Balcetis, & Dunning, 2013). Indeed, prior

research has shown that bodies prepare for action to achieve

rewards. Heart rates and galvanic skin conductance rates

increase in anticipation of impending financial payoffs and

escalate as sizable payoffs draw closer (Low, Lang, Smith, &

Bradley, 2008). Further, as desirable objects loom closer, this

physiological preparation triggers and intensifies actual

approach behavior (Crespi, 1942; Dollard & Miller, 1950;

McGinty, Lardeux, Taha, Kim, & Nicola, 2013; see Neumann,

Förster, & Strack, 2003, for a review). However, demonstrating

that this perceptual motivationally triggered distance distortion

is in service of goal fulfillment, Balcetis and Dunning (2010)

demonstrated that only attainable desired objects loom. For

example, money that can be gained (e.g., won in a contest)

appears closer to the self than does physically identical but

unattainable cash (Balcetis & Dunning, 2010)—in short, desire

alone is insufficient.

Based on the logic that perception is sensitive to activated

motivations and is biased to promote beneficial action, we pro-

pose that socially rejected individuals will tend to act on the

environment in order to reinstate a sense of belonging via social

reconnection. Thus, it may behoove those excluded to perceive

a person with whom they can affiliate as physically closer,

thereby rendering more attainable means of restoring their fru-

strated sense of belonging. Just as water is a basic need for the

thirsty, so too is social connectedness a basic need for the ostra-

cized (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Misperceiving the environ-

ment in service of goal attainment, with achievable desiderata

perceived as closer, is equally functional for both thirsty and

rejected perceivers.

The Current Research

In the current research, we extend previous work on the social

monitoring system to demonstrate that perceivers may experi-

ence distorted perceptions of the physical environment in ser-

vice of reaffiliation. To do so, we leverage recent advances

in the revitalized New Look perspective (Balcetis & Dunning,

2007, 2010; Bruner & Goodman, 1947; Dunning & Balcetis,

2013) to demonstrate that the need for reaffiliation in the after-

math of rejection can make other people, but only those who

can fulfill the need for affiliation, appear closer. Ample

research has demonstrated that the need to belong is a funda-

mental human motive (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Williams,

2007) and that when this need is impeded, a strong desire to

reinstate social connectedness can initiate basic, early-stage

perceptual sensitivity to signals of social reconnection (e.g.,

Bernstein et al., 2008; Maner et al., 2007; Sacco et al., 2011).

Given these findings, we suggest that the desire to seek social

reaffiliation may also manifest in motivated distance percep-

tion in a manner consistent with achieving that goal. We

hypothesized that rejected individuals would misperceive pos-

sible targets of reaffiliation—other people—as closer than

would nonrejected individuals. In two experiments, we provide

novel evidence supporting this hypothesis.

Experiment 1 tests this hypothesis directly by having both

socially rejected and control participants toss a beanbag toward

the feet of a future interaction partner. Past work has reliably

demonstrated that motivated proximity effects in the literature

do not appear to be mediated purely by a numeric error; embo-

died measures of proximity also demonstrate that the subjec-

tively valued objects seem closer. For example, a beanbag is

tossed shorter toward valued objects than toward nonvalued

objects, indicating the subjective proximity of those valued

objects (Balcetis & Dunning, 2010; Slepian, Masicampo,

Toosi, & Ambady, 2012). It was based on this research that

we used a beanbag toss as the measure of distance perception

in Experiment 1. As predicted, socially rejected participants

undertossed the beanbag, relative to control participants. Criti-

cally, we also predicted that this rejection-driven distortion of

the proximity of others would only be true for target persons

who could actually provide reaffiliation (i.e., real people) but

not for virtually identical targets who could not afford reaffilia-

tion (i.e., life-size image of a real person). Experiment 2 tests

this hypothesis by having both socially rejected and control

participants make distance judgments to either a confederate

or a life-sized ‘‘standee’’ of that same confederate. As pre-

dicted, rejected individuals judged another person, but not an

inanimate representation of the same person, as closer than did

nonrejected individuals.
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Experiment 1

In Experiment 1, we sought to provide an initial demonstration

that socially rejected individuals perceive a seemingly objec-

tive aspect of the physical environment—distance—in a biased

manner in the service of social reconnection. That is, socially

rejected individuals may perceive potential sources of reaffilia-

tion, in our case future interaction partners, as closer than do

individuals who are not rejected. To test this hypothesis, parti-

cipants were randomly assigned to a rejection or a control con-

dition in which they wrote about a past rejection experience, or

about their morning routine, respectively. All participants then

completed an ostensibly unrelated task wherein they tossed a

beanbag toward the location of a confederate—a possible

source of reaffiliation. In actuality, this beanbag toss served

as an action-based, behavioral measure of the perceived dis-

tance to the confederate. Just as participants tend to undertoss

beanbags toward valued versus nonvalued stimuli, we pre-

dicted that socially rejected participants would undertoss a

beanbag toward a potential outlet for reaffiliation (a confeder-

ate), relative to nonrejected participants (see Balcetis &

Dunning, 2010; Rieser, Pick, Ashmead, & Garing, 1995).

Participants

A convenience sample of 35 female undergraduates partici-

pated for partial course credit.

Design and Procedure

Our methodology was adapted from Balcetis and Dunning

(2010; study 3a). Participants arrived in the laboratory singly,

supposedly for a memory study, and were randomly assigned

to either the rejection or the control condition. In each condi-

tion, participants were asked to write for 5 min either about

‘‘a time that you have been rejected or excluded by someone

else, and to describe the event and how it felt’’ (Rejection);

or ‘‘what you did when you got up this morning, including what

you did and how you felt’’ (Control Condition; see Sacco,

Young, Brown, Bernstein, & Hugenberg, 2012 for a similar

manipulation). All participants then completed this paper and

pencil writing task alone.

Afterward, as participants were led to another room for an

ostensibly unrelated study, the experimenter explained that par-

ticipants would now have an opportunity to have a conversation

with a fellow participant. Upon entering the new experimental

room, a female confederate waited across the room from the

entrance. The experimenter prompted the participant and the

confederate to introduce themselves to one another from across

the room, and then the participant was asked to stand with toes

on a tape line on the floor. The confederate stood 1 ft. to the

right of another tape line, 12 ft. from the participant. The

experimenter handed the confederate a beanbag and said,

‘‘Before your interaction, I’d like you to do one thing for an

unrelated study. Please toss this beanbag underhanded and try

to land it as close to the tape beside your partner as possible.

That tape represents the distance between you and your part-

ner.’’ The beanbag was coated with soft, sticky plastic to

attenuate skidding.

After tossing the beanbag and while waiting for the pending

interaction with the confederate, participants were led to the

original experimental room to complete the Brief Mood Intro-

spection Scale (BMIS; Mayer & Gaschke, 1988). Meanwhile,

an experimenter measured the distance of the beanbag toss.

Toss distance was measured in inches, only in the y-dimension

relative to the target (i.e., bags landing 2 in. short but 8 in. wide

were marked as 2 in. short), with positive numbers representing

an overthrow and negative an underthrow. Both confederate

and experimenter remained blind to condition until participants

completed the study. We predicted that if rejected participants

perceived their partner as physically closer, they should behave

accordingly and throw the beanbag a shorter distance than

would participants who did not experience social rejection.

Results and Discussion

As anticipated, rejected participants threw the beanbag a

shorter distance (M ¼ �4.6; SD ¼ 13.08) than did control

participants (M ¼ 9.27; SD ¼ 21.46), t(33) ¼ 2.29, p ¼ .028,

d ¼ .78. Although the current data provide prima facie evi-

dence that rejected participants’ actions were biased in accord

with the misperception of physical proximity to another person

(Balcetis & Dunning, 2010), it is also important to consider

other alternative explanations. For example, social exclusion

can result in a deconstructed state, which is in part character-

ized by flat affect and lethargy (Twenge, Catanese, & Baume-

ister, 2003), and in the current context, lethargy could translate

into a shorter bag toss. Alternately, it could be that acute rejec-

tion could elicit arousal, which could also influence perfor-

mance (Henchy & Glass, 1968).

To examine whether the effects of social rejection on bag

tossing can be explained by changes in mood or arousal, we

submitted the bag tossing distances to an additional analysis

of covariance (ANCOVA), with mood and arousal (as mea-

sured by the BMIS) entered as covariates, respectively.

Rejected participants were descriptively, though not reliably,

more aroused (M ¼ 27.94; SD ¼ 3.51) than were control parti-

cipants (M ¼ 26.11, SD ¼ 26.11), t(33) ¼ 1.51, p ¼ .14. How-

ever, arousal did not serve as a significant covariate of the

observed beanbag tossing effects, F(1, 32) ¼ 2.56, p ¼ .147.

Further, mood was not influenced by rejection condition

(p ¼ .724) and was not a significant covariate (p ¼ .926).

Based on these data, there is no evidence that alterations

in mood or arousal can account for the effect of rejection

condition on perceived proximity, as measured via bag toss

distance.

Experiment 2

In Experiment 2, we sought to conceptually replicate and

extend the previous findings using a different manipulation

of social rejection and measure of distance perception. In the

Pitts et al. 3
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second study, participants were led to believe their partner left

the experiment early (see DeWall et al., 2009). Rejection was

manipulated by telling participants that their partner left

because the partner did not want to work with the participant

(rejection condition), or for an unrelated reason (irrelevant

departure condition). In an ostensibly unrelated task, all parti-

cipants then reported the distance that a confederate stood from

them.

Experiment 2 was also designed to test the hypothesis that

rejected individuals’ misperception of others as closer would

only occur for people who could actually provide reaffiliation.

In Experiment 2, participants judged the distance to an actual

confederate (social condition) or to a life-sized image (a stan-

dee) of the same confederate (nonsocial condition). Just as val-

ued objects only loom when they are attainable (Balcetis &

Dunning, 2010), we hypothesized that only the real confeder-

ate, but not a life-sized image of the confederate, would appear

to loom toward the rejected perceivers.

Finally, including this manipulation of social versus nonso-

cial in the design of Experiment 2 also permitted us to directly

address whether the effects observed in Experiment 1 are spe-

cific motivational effects in service of goal pursuit (Balcetis &

Dunning, 2010) or whether they are more generalized effects of

rejection (e.g., mood, arousal). Here, if rejection-related arou-

sal or mood can account for altered distance estimates (or for

altered bag tossing, as in Experiment 1), it should do so in both

the social and nonsocial conditions. If our effects, however, are

driven by motivated perceptions of a social target following

rejection, altered distance estimates among rejected partici-

pants should only occur in the social condition.

Method

Participants

Eighty-four undergraduates (39 female) participated for partial

course credit.

Design and procedure

The procedure was a 2 � 2 between-subjects factorial design

adapted closely from DeWall, Maner, and Rouby (2009). Par-

ticipants arrived at the laboratory individually for a study on

perception. After providing informed consent, participants

were informed that they would complete two separate experi-

ments. In the first experiment, all participants were to work

with a partner, first exchanging video messages and then work-

ing face-to-face. Participants were informed that the partner

had arrived early and would send the first video message.

While the experimenter was presumably recording the part-

ner’s message, participants completed a ‘‘perception task,’’

finding 3D illusions embedded in ‘‘Magic Eye’’ images (Magic

Eye, 2004). After 5 min, the experimenter returned with the

‘‘partner’s’’ recording, which was a 3-min clip of a same-sex,

similar age confederate responding to three questions regarding

his or her personal and career goals, and describing his or her

performance on the illusion task.

The experimenter left the room while the participant

watched the video. The experimenter then returned and

recorded a video response to the partner using the same ques-

tions. While the experimenter ostensibly took the participant-

made video to the partner to watch, the participant continued

working on the illusion task. Approximately 5 min later, the

experimenter, who was previously blind to condition, returned

and delivered the manipulation. Participants randomly assigned

to the irrelevant departure condition (not rejected) were told:

I am not sure what happened, but your partner won’t be able to

meet you . . . I guess s/he has to leave suddenly to go do some-

thing s/he forgot about . . . well, hmm, I guess you won’t be

meeting each other.

Participants in the rejection condition were told:

I am not sure what happened but your partner doesn’t want to

meet you . . . Um, do you know each other or something? (after

participant says ‘no’) . . . well, hmm, I guess we won’t be doing

the task where you meet each other, because I can’t ask a par-

ticipant to do something that s/he isn’t comfortable with.

All participants then completed the BMIS and were then led

to the ostensibly unrelated additional study by a second experi-

menter who was blind to experimental condition.

In the second phase of the study, we manipulated between sub-

jects the presence of an actual confederate (social condition) ver-

sus the presence of a life-sized image (i.e., a standee) of the same

confederate (nonsocial condition). Participants in the social con-

dition were told that another participant had arrived to take part in

the second study, and this person (a same-sex confederate) would

be their new partner. The experimenter introduced the participant

to the confederate as she led both to an adjacent room to complete

their final task. Participants and confederates stood behind prede-

termined lines 10 ft. away from one another. Participants and con-

federates were then given 1 in. reference lines and asked to record

the distance to their new partner in inches, feet, or a combination.

Participants in the nonsocial condition were also informed that

another partner had arrived for a subsequent task (holding constant

the expectation of a subsequent interaction) but were asked first to

judge the distance to a standee for an unrelated study. Participants

were led to a room where a life-sized, cardboard cutout of a person

(a standee picture of the confederate) was standing 10 ft. away. Par-

ticipants then judged the distance to this life-sized picture. Finally,

participants were debriefed and dismissed. Due to the time needed

to construct the standee, nonsocial condition data collection began

only after social condition data were collected.

Results and Discussion

To assess whether the effect of social rejection on distance per-

ception is unique to social targets, we conducted a between-

subjects 2 (rejected/not rejected) � 2 (social/nonsocial Target)

analysis of variance (ANOVA) on distance estimates. We

observed a marginally significant main effect of rejection

4 Social Psychological and Personality Science XX(X)
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condition, F(1, 80) ¼ 2.95, p ¼ .09, which was qualified by the

predicted Rejection� Target type interaction, F(1, 80)¼ 4.05, p

¼ .047.

Decomposing the interaction, we conducted planned com-

parisons within each target type. As predicted, within the social

target condition, rejected participants estimated their new

partner as significantly closer (M ¼ 84.25; SD ¼ 29.42)

than did participants in the irrelevant departure condition

(M¼ 108.05; SD¼ 33.59), t(39)¼ 2.41, p¼. 021, d¼ 0.75 (see

Figure 1). However, rejection had no effect on distance estimates

to the nonsocial target, t(41)¼. 23, p¼ .817, d¼ .07. Consistent

with the social reconnection hypothesis, the effect of rejection on

distance estimates was limited to entities that afford an opportu-

nity for social affiliation. Rejected participants estimated their

partner (but not a cardboard facsimile of the same partner) as

nearly 2 ft. (23.8 in.) closer than nonrejected participants.

To rule out arousal and mood as potential influences on dis-

tance estimates, we also analyzed the data via an ANCOVA,

entering mood and arousal as indexed by the BMIS as covari-

ates. Although mood scores on the pleasant–unpleasant sub-

scale of the BMIS differed on average between those rejected

(M ¼ 42.72; SD ¼ 6.57) and those not rejected (M ¼ 46.95;

SD ¼ 5.67), t(82) ¼ 3.17; p ¼ .002, mood did not serve as a

significant covariate for the effects, p ¼ .587. Arousal

did not differ as a function of whether participants

were rejected, (M ¼ 26.40; SD ¼ 3.95) or not (M ¼ 26.70;

SD ¼ 3.10), t(82) ¼ .382; p ¼ .703, nor did arousal serve

as a significant covariate for the observed effects, p ¼ .763.

Again, there is no evidence that alteration in mood or arousal

accounts for the substantial perceived closer proximity to

social targets among those rejected relative to those not

rejected.

General Discussion

Social rejection triggers reaffiliative needs in a variety of con-

texts (Williams, 2009; Williams & Nida, 2011). However,

though some work has shown that rejection leads to improve-

ment in extracting social cues signaling affiliative intent

(e.g., Bernstein et al., 2008), the current research is the first

to demonstrate that these needs distort basic distance percep-

tions of the environment. Potential sources of reaffiliation—

other people—seem closer to the self after rejection. Further,

this distance distortion is in a functional direction; when others

seem more proximate to us, this may facilitate the onset of reaf-

filiative behavior (Festinger, Schachter, & Back, 1950).

Although its roots remain in the classic New Look perspec-

tive, using one’s current energetic or motivational state as an

embodied means by which to judge the distances in the world

has become an increasingly important theme in perception (see

Dunning & Balcetis, 2013; Proffitt, 2006, for reviews). Indeed,

the motivational and the perceptual systems appear deeply

interconnected, with current bioenergetic states (Schnall,

Zadra, & Proffitt, 2010), physical capacities (e.g., Lessard,

Linkenauger, & Proffitt, 2009; Linkenauger, Witt, Stefanucci,

Bakdash, & Proffitt, 2009), fears (Cole et al., 2013; Teachman,

Stefanucci, Clerkin, Cody, & Proffitt, 2008; Vagnoni, Lourenco,

& Longo, 2012), and desires (Alter & Balcetis, 2011; Balcetis &

Dunning, 2010), all influencing our perceptions of the physical

world. In this vein, the current work also makes a unique theo-

retical contribution by bridging the well-established tendency

to seek reaffiliation with this burgeoning literature on motivated

perception. The abiding human need for social affiliation can

make desired others appear closer than when this need is not

activated. Indeed, given the central role of social affiliation to

human survival, it may well behoove rejected individuals to see

a genuine source of reaffiliation as physically closer, in order to

prioritize reaffiliation after rejection (see Brown, Young,

Sacco, Bernstein, & Claypool, 2009). Perception potentiates

behavior, and one will be more likely to engage with a

social target that is closer than one that is farther away (see

Festinger et al., 1950).

Critically, although rejection motivates reaffiliative

responses, it will do so only to the extent that others are per-

ceived as realistic sources of renewed connection (Maner

et al., 2007). In fact, much previous research has shown

that people who are rejected can be more aggressive (Twenge,

Baumeister, Tice, & Stucke, 2001) and less prosocial (Twenge,

Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & Bartels, 2007); however,

such aggression is typically reserved for the perpetrators of

social rejection, or for people who will not afford future reaffi-

liation (Maner et al., 2007).

Figure 1. Mean distance estimates as a function of rejection condition
and target condition demonstrate that rejection can cause other people,
but not otherwise identical images of people to loom toward perceivers.
Error bars represent +/- 1 standard error.
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Further, we believe that one potential benefit of the current

research is that it demonstrates that reaffiliative behavior may

have its initial roots in lower level perceptions of the environ-

ment. That is, if another person seems physically closer, reaffi-

liation may seem easier. The current research is also congruent

with recent studies demonstrating the specificity of biases in

favor of reaffiliation. For example, the threat of social rejection

is associated with increased attention to signs of social positiv-

ity, such as smiling faces in a crowd, but not to disapproving

faces or positive nonsocial stimuli (DeWall et al., 2009). In our

Experiment 2, we found that only targets that could afford an

authentic source of social reconnection (an actual person)

would bias distance perception, whereas a nonsocial target

(a cardboard standee of the person) had no motivated percep-

tual effects on distance estimates. This also mirrors Balcetis

and Dunning’s (2010) findings that only valuable targets per-

ceived to be attainable loomed toward to the self. This is

important, as it speaks against the possibility that rejection

merely causes our perceptions of the world to be indiscrimi-

nately warped or distorted by negative affect or arousal.

Rather, the motivated perceptual consequences of rejection

are adaptive and selective.

Moreover, the current work also links well to the recent

findings in the embodiment literature demonstrating that our

perception of the physical world is intimately linked with our

motives. For example, Ijzerman and Semin (2010) found evi-

dence that the concept of warmth is linked with the experience

of physical proximity, with warmer objects seeming more

proximate to the self (and vice versa). Further, recent work

by Fay and Maner (2012) has demonstrated that even being

primed with warmth can trigger affiliative goals and that warm

objects appear closer to the self (again, presumably because of

their link with affiliative goals). Although the current work did

not directly test an embodiment hypothesis, it is certainly con-

gruent with the broader perspective that biases in the perceptual

system can emerge from activated goals and concepts.

Taken together, the experiments reported in this article pro-

vide consistent, albeit initial evidence that social exclusion

causes basic perceptual properties of the environment to shift

in a manner that may facilitate goal attainment. There are, how-

ever, remaining questions to be considered. First, one limita-

tion of these studies is that, while we have made a case that

social reaffiliation was a driving motive in the misperceptions

of physical proximity, we manipulated rather than measured

the desire to affiliate. For instance, it may bolster future studies

to attempt to correlate distance estimates with a more direct

measure of the desire to reaffiliate (e.g., desire to work further

with the partner on a task). Nevertheless, given the extensive

and compelling evidence that rejection can powerfully trigger

the need to affiliate (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maner

et al., 2007; Williams, 2007, 2009; Williams & Nida, 2011),

it seems quite likely that the motive to affiliate is implicated

in the current studies. Further, the results of Experiment 2 also

comport closely with the activation of a reaffiliation motive.

The robust bias in distance estimates toward social targets that

could offer a social connection, along with no such bias in

estimates to the similar inanimate target strongly implicates a

social reaffiliation motive.

Second, we also think it is important to consider carefully

our dependent measures across the two experiments. In Experi-

ment 1, we employed a bag toss measure, which is typically

interpreted as an embodied measure of distance perception

(Balcetis & Dunning, 2010; Slepian et al., 2012). Although

we favor this interpretation of our results, it is possible that the

rejection-driven shorter tosses observed here were not due to

motivated distance perception, but instead to hesitance to acci-

dentally strike confederates with an errant beanbag toss.

Although this is possible, it does not comport easily with the

verbal distance measure employed in Experiment 2. Further,

by employing multiple measures across the two studies, this

work is less vulnerable to recent methodological critiques of

similar studies of distance perception (e.g., Woods, Philbeck, &

Danoff, 2009).

In closing, the current work demonstrates that interpersonal

rejection, in addition to enhancing acuity for important social sig-

nals, has consequences even for basic distance perception. Valued

social targets loom closer, and to the rejected perceiver, there is

great value in social reconnection, and in those who can provide it.
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