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Across three studies we examine consumer disposal choices when individuals are rejected by a group to which they belong.  We find

that consumers are more likely to dispose of and ruin group identity-related possessions after rejection, particularly when there is no
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
How do consumers react when they have acquired identity-

linked products in order to associate with a specific group, only to 
later be rejected from this group?  The present research seeks to 
answer this question by studying the impact of social rejection on 
product disposal behavior.  The present research builds on research 
that demonstrates that consumers will engage in strategic (Mead et 
al. 2011) and even conspicuous (Lee and Shrum 2012) consumption 
decisions following rejection, by focusing on circumstances under 
which rejection may cause the opposite reaction—product disposal.  
As such, the present investigation examines rejection as it pertains to 
disposing identity-linked possessions, and explores when and why 
consumers will dispose of and aggress against these possessions.

Social rejection is a threat to an individual’s fundamental need 
to belong (Baumeister and Leary 1995) and a volume of literature 
has examined responses to being rejected, ranging from aggression 
(e.g., DeWall et al. 2009) to more strategic coping mechanisms (e.g. 
Lee and Shrum 2012; Mead et al. 2011).  For example, Mead et al. 
(2011) found that participants who are given the opportunity to rein-
tegrate with other individuals seek to acquire products that facilitate 
reintegration, thus demonstrating a degree of social strategy.  On the 
other hand, research has also found that rejection can cause a person 
to behave in aggressive (DeWall et al. 2009), and anti-social (see: 
Catanese and Tice 2005) ways, against both the original rejecters 
(Warburton, Williams, and Cairns 2006) and against innocent third 
parties (Twenge 2005; Catanese and Tice 2005).  Interestingly, ag-
gression only occurs against innocent third parties who can be con-
nected to the rejecters in some way (i.e. all of them are “students”; 
Twenge and Campbell 2003). 

Given that possessions are an important part of the self-concept 
(Kim and Johnson 2012) and the extended self (Belk 1988), they are 
part of the self-concept that an individual develops with a group.  As 
such, when a group rejects a person, the way the person responds 
towards group identity-linked possessions should be a proxy for how 
they feel toward the group, so that the possessions become the “in-
nocent third parties” in the situation.  We thus expect that individuals 
will react toward their group-identity possessions in ways consistent 
with their reactions to the rejection situation, such as by disposing of 
these possessions if there is no potential for reintegration and thus 
no social benefits (of reconnecting) in continuing to signal the group 
identity.  Individuals should react destructively against the posses-
sions if the rejection has incited aggression, such as when social ex-
pectations are high (Wesselmann et al. 2010).  

The current research investigates these hypotheses; we ma-
nipulate both the reintegration potential (i.e. finality) of the rejec-
tion, as well as individuals’ prior expectations for acceptance from 
the group, and demonstrate that individuals react against their own 
material products when socially rejected, both through disposal and 
destruction.  We find that those who experience final rejection are 
more likely to dispose of group identity-linked possessions; how-
ever, though individuals are more likely to aggress against posses-
sions when rejected (versus not rejected), it is only when prior social 
expectations are high that differences between final and ambiguous 
rejection are unearthed. 

In our first study, we draw from Mead et al. (2011) to investigate 
strategy by manipulating whether the rejection allows for the possi-
bility to reintegrate with social others (i.e. “ambiguous” rejection) or 
whether it is stringently final (i.e. “final” rejection).  We expect and 
find that individuals are less willing to dispose of group-related pos-
sessions when they are ambiguously (M = 2.33), relative to finally (M 
= 4.50), rejected (t(55) = 3.88, p < .01), given that there is a “second 
chance” inherent in such situations and individuals may benefit from 
retaining group-identity items.  There is no difference between final 
(M = 2.4) and ambiguous (M = 1.94) groups’ aggression against the 
possession (t(55) = 1.17; p > .20). 

To further investigate aggressive reactions, our second study 
also manipulates social expectations—that is, the anticipation of 
a positive experience and outcome with a group—and examines 
whether social expectations impact the way participants treat their 
possessions.  Previous research has shown that having high social 
expectations about the outcome of an interpersonal interaction, fol-
lowed by a subsequent rejection, causes individuals to feel unsure 
about their social judgments; this leads to increased aggression post-
rejection (Wesslemann et al. 2010).  As such, we predict and find that 
individuals with high expectations are more aggressive than those 
with low expectations F(1,123) = 3.16, p = 0.078).  Specifically, in-
dividuals are more likely to ruin their group-related possession when 
they have high (vs. low) social expectations about a positive outcome 
with the group, particularly when rejection was final (Mhigh = 2.56; 
Mlow = 1.93; F(1,120) = 3.35; p = 0.07).  When rejection is ambigu-
ous, participants with both high and low expectations respond simi-
larly in their destructive intentions (F(1,123) = 0.44, p > 0.5).  This 
study demonstrates that consumers balance aggressive intentions and 
the strategic ability to curtail these aggressive desires when reinte-
gration is possible.

In order to uncover why destructive intentions occur, our third 
study provides an initial investigation of mitigating factors.  Prior 
literature suggests that post-rejection aggression may be caused by a 
lack of control over a situation, such that replenishing power may re-
move aggressive responding (e.g. Warburton et al. 2006).  However, 
other research also suggests that direct rejection (vs. incidental ignor-
ing) depletes relational needs (e.g. self-esteem or the need to belong), 
but not power needs (Lee and Shrum 2012).  Thus, manipulating 
social expectations may deplete either a sense of control—because 
we see aggressive responses—or else social and relational needs, 
because expectations related to feelings about the group.  To deter-
mine which of these needs (power or belonging) was depleted, our 
third study first looks at power needs and establishes that, contrary to 
previous research on aggression, replenishing a sense of control did 
not impact aggressive responses post-rejection F(69, 1) = 0.006, p > 
.90).  A follow-up study will contrast replenishing relational needs 
vs. efficacy needs to see which better mitigates aggressive reactions.
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Table 1 – Summary of Results
Disposal 

Type Condition

Study 1

Final Ambiguous Control

N = 20 N = 18 N = 20

Non-
aggressive 4.50 2.33 1.25

Aggressive 3.51 2.22 1.10
Study 2

Final Ambiguous

High 
Expectations

Low 
Expectations

High 
Expectations

Low 
Expectations

N = 32 N = 28 N = 31 N = 33

Non-
aggressive 3.64 3.66 2.50 2.45

Aggressive 2.56 1.93 2.10 1.86

Study 3

High power Low Power

N = 34 N = 37
Non-

aggressive 3.20 3.16

Aggressive 2.36 2.39

Note: means for each condition are reported here.


