Belongingness Motivation
A MAINSPRING OF SOCIAL ACTION

In the first edition of Lindzey’s Handbook of
Social Psychology, published in 1954, Gardner
Murphy proposed that a full understanding of
human behavior must begin with an examina-
tion of the “raw material” of human nature—
the “primitive mainsprings of social action”
that underlie social and cultural behavior
(p. 601). Murphy pointed out that theories of
social motivation tend to fall into three general
types: one-drive theories (such as psychoana-
Iytic theory) that trace most if not all behavior
to a single motivational process; drive catalogs
that identify large numbers of basic motives
or needs (such as McDougall’s system of in-
stincts); and middle-range theories that identify
a limited number of basic, flexible tendencies
upon which other, more complex motives are
built. Murphy himself offered such a middle-
range model of motivation, in which complex
social motives—such as motives for confor-
mity, communication, leadership, love, and
prestige—are derived from more basic catego-
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ries of visceral, activity, sensory, and emergency
drives.

Midway through his chapter, Murphy
(1954) mentioned, almost in passing, that peo-
ple are motivated to be accepted and supported
by others. He noted that “in every society . ..
there appears to be a considerable amount of
satisfaction from sheer functioning as a mem-
ber of a group,” and that studies of group dy-
namics reveal “the very strong positive satisfac-
tions of discovering closeness with others”
(p. 602). However, he did not seem to place any
special emphasis on the motive to be accepted,
relative to the other motives he discussed.

In the years since Murphy’s (1954) chapter
was published, many other psychologists have
also noted that people desire to be accepted by
others. And, like Murphy, most of them have
not placed any special importance on belong-
ingness, viewing it as just another motive
alongside motives for affiliation, achievement,
power, self-esteem, differentiation, cognition,
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meaning, and so on. The primary theme of the
present chapter is that the human motive for
social acceptance and belonging should not be
viewed as simply one among many equally im-
portant and potent social motives. Rather; we
argue that the need for acceptance and belong-
ing (or belongingness motivation) is a funda-
mental social motive that underlies and helps
to explain a great deal of human behavior. In
fact, this motive is so basic to human behavior
that the first premise of virtually every theory
of social or cultural behavior could be that peo-
ple “have a pervasive drive to form and main-
tain at least a minimum quantity of lasting,
positive, and significant interpersonal relation-
ships” (Baumeister 8 Leary, 1995, p. 497). We
are not claiming that other social motives do
not exist, or that all social behavior may be
traced to the need to belong. However, as we
hope to show, the belongingness motive pro-
vides a fundamental psychic “engine” or “en-
ergy source” (to use Murphy’s [1954] meta-
phor) for a great deal of human social behavior.

This chaprer is organized as follows. We first
review evidence, previously described in much
greater detail by Baumeister and Leary (1995),
that belongingness motivation should be con-
sidered a fundamental motive that is not reduc-
ible to other motives, and we grapple with the
question of whether belongingness should be
considered a single motive or a set of motives.
'We then examine an array of social psychologi-
cal phenomena that appear to stem from peo-
ple’s need for acceptance and belongingness,
showing the generality and the applicability of
belongingness for understanding aspects of at-
traction, conformity, group behavior, attitudes,
self-presentation, culture, and other behavior.
Operating from the assumption that a funda-
mental motive will be mediated by neural and
neurochemical systems, we then explore pos-
sible physiological mechanisms that underlie
people’s quest for belonging.

EVIDENCE FOR THE NEED TO BELONG

Many theorists have acknowledged that people
seek to develop and maintain social bonds with
other people (e.g., Bowlby, 1969; Horney,
1945; James, 1890; Maslow, 1968), but none
has accorded belongingness motivation the
prominence that we believe it deserves. The
fullest exposition of the centrality of belong-
ingness to human behavior was offered by
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Baumeister and Leary (1995), who reviewed an
extensive body of evidence to support the no-
tion that the need to belong is a fundamental
human motive. Without revisiting all of the evi-
dence they offered for this claim, we begin by
briefly summarizing just a few major points.

Baumeister and Leary (1995) pointed out
that people form social bonds very easily, with-
out special eliciting circumstances (and even in
adverse situations when the presence of other
people is associated with negative experiences).
People in every culture belong to small primary
groups (Mann, 1980) and form a variety of
relationships with family members, friends,
mates, and others. Cultures differ in the type,
number, and permanence of the relationships
that people form, but there are no societies in
which people do not form social connections
with one another. Furthermore, psychological
research has repeatedly demonstrated that peo-
ple quickly and easily develop group identifi-
cations (e.g., Billig & Tajfel, 1973; Sherif,
Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961), attach-
ments with caregivers (Bowlby, 1969), and re-
lationships with strangers (Wilder & Thomp-
son, 1980). Thus the need to belong appears to
be universal and innate, occurring in all normal
individuals in all cultures, without any special
circumstances needed for it to emerge.

Once social bonds form, people are very re-
luctant to allow them to dissolve, even when
relationships have no functional value and may
even cause distress or harm. For example, peo-
ple who are part of time-limited relationships
{e.g., participants in weekend retreats or en-
counter groups, fellow cruise passengers, and
members of seasonal teams) may find the end
of their time together upsetting and vow to
maintain contact afterwards. In the case of es-
tablished relationships, events that undermine
connections—as when people move away—are
distressing and accompanied by going-away
rituals and promises to maintain the relation-
ship. And, as Baumeister and Leary (1995) ob-
served, “These patterns seem to occur even if
the dissolving relationship (e.g., with neigh-
bors) had no important or instrumental func-
tion and there is no realistic likelihood of fur-
ther contact” (p. 502). Reunions also signify
people’s interest in maintaining at least occa-
sional contact with those with whom they once
had ongoing relationships. Perhaps most inter-
esting are instances in which people maintain
unsatisfying, unhappy relationships, as when
people seem unwilling to leave bad relation-
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ships and abusive spouses. Clearly, people are
strongly motivated both to establish and to
maintain social connections with other people.

Another piece of evidence to support the im-
portance of belongingness motivation is that a
great many of people’s thoughts, emotions, and
conversations involve the state of their inter-
personal relationships, indicating that relation-
ships are personally important. People think a
great deal about other people, drawing infer-
ences about their characteristics, making attri-
butions for their behavior, and trying to discern
how others perceive them. Similarly, changes in
social connections are a primary source of
emotions. Given that negative emotions arise
from events that people perceive as threats to
their well-being (Frijda, 1986), the strong aver-
sive emotions that accompany real, potential,
and imagined threats to social connections—
such as hurt feelings, loneliness, anger, sadness,
and jealousy—suggest that damage to social
bonds constitute a perceived threat (Leary,
Koch, & Hechenbleikner, 2001). Conversely,
the formation and strengthening of interper-
sonal bonds are typically accompanied by posi-
tive emotions, such as happiness and joy, sug-
gesting that these events are highly desired.

Of course, people may be happy when their
desires are met and unhappy when they are
not, but such reactions do not necessarily indi-
cate that those desires should be regarded as
“needs” or fundamental motives. Rather, the
concept of a need implies that failure to satisfy
the need results not only in distress but in dys-
functional outcomes. Indeed, deprivation ef-
fects may be the defining features that distin-
guish needs from mere wants or wishes. People
who do not satisfy important needs typically
demonstrate evidence of deprivation by experi-
encing adverse effects and being particularly
motivated to satisfy the needs. Along these
lines, people who do not experience adequate
belongingness show an array of adverse ef-
fects, including stress, depression, poor psycho-
logical adjustment, a lowered ability to self-
regulate, and compromised physical health (for
a review, see Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Fur-
thermore, they tend to dwell on their weak so-
cial connections and seek ways to strengthen
them. Moreover, like other basic motives, the
need to belong shows evidence that it can be sa-
tiated. People who have adequate social bonds
are less interested in seeking additional rela-
tionships than those whose need to belong is
unfulfilled.
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A final consideration in assessing whether
belongingness ought to be regarded as a funda-
mental need involves its evolutionary signifi-
cance. Many theorists have noted that interper-
sonal relationships and group memberships
were an absolute necessity for the survival
and reproductive success of Homo sapiens
and their hominid ancestors (Barash, 1977;
Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Hogan, Jones, &
Cheek, 1985). Lacking speed, ferocity, and eva-
sive behaviors (such as winged flight, tree clam-
bering, or burrowing), our ancestors survived
throughout evolutionary history primarily be-
cause they lived in cooperative social groups
that provided mutual protection and support.
Natural selection would have favored those in-
dividuals who established and maintained sup-
portive relationships with others, and those
who had no urge to associate with and be ac-
cepted by others would have fared quite poorly
in the struggle to survive and reproduce. The
fact that human beings (as well as other social
mammals) appear to have physiological sys-
tems designed to mediate relationships with
conspecifics further supports the notion that
people are biologically prepared to seek and
maintain social relationships. We will return
later to the physiology of belongingness.

ONE MOTIVE OR MANY?

Baumeister and Leary (1995) implicitly con-
ceptualized the need to belong as a single mo-
tive that involves fostering and maintaining a
wide array of relationships with other people.
In their review of the literature, they presented
evidence regarding people’s relationships with
friends, romantic partners, family members,
group members, and even strangers. In a broad
sense, there seems to be little doubt that people
are motivated to establish and maintain lasting,
positive, and significant interpersonal relation-
ships of all kinds. Yet one may raise the ques-
tion of whether belongingness motivation re-
flects a single broad motive that can be directed
toward establishing relationships with an array
of targets (e.g., friends, family members, mates,
group members), or whether it actually consists
of several discrete motives that direct efforts to
establish relationships with various categories
of individuals.

The possibility that people possess several
distinct belongingness motives is raised by
evolutionary psychology’s assumption that the
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mind is composed of many domain-specific
mechanisms or modules that evolved to handle
particular adaptive challenges. Given that dif-
ferent adaptive problems require different solu-
tions, a separate mechanism is needed for each
qualitatively different problem (see Symons,
1992). In the interpersonal arena, different
kinds of relationships are characterized by dif-
ferent behavioral and emotional features; pose
different problems that require different solu-
tions; and, at least in the ancestral environ-
ment, would have involved different implica-
tions for survival, reproduction, and inclusive
fitness.

Along these lines, Kirkpatrick and Ellis
(2001) identified four fundamental types of so-
cial collectives to which people seek to belong,
to which we add a fifth. First, people form into
macro-level groups, such as tribes, villages,
communities, or nations. The members of these
groups may or may not have direct contact
with all other members, but they nonetheless
identify as members of these collectives because
the groups offer various benefits, such as access
to resources and defense against members of
other groups. Second, people form instrumen-
tal coalitions—groups of people who work di-
rectly together to achieve mutually desired
goals. Hunting parties were perhaps the ear-
liest instrumental coalitions. Today, people
join committees, teams, gangs, work groups,
army units, civic organizations, unions, neigh-
borhood associations, and other task-oriented
groups.

Third, people form relationships for the pur-
pose of mating. Indeed, they may form differ-
ent sorts of mating relationships, ranging from
one-time liaisons to long-term monogamous
pairings. Fourth, people in every culture have
an array of kin relationships that are main-
tained primarily on the basis of genetic related-
ness rather than (or in addition to) social ex-
change, because each person has a biological
interest in the well-being of genetic relatives.

To these, we add a fifth category—namely,
supportive friendships. Friendships develop on
the basis of a mutual communal orientation in
which each individual can rely on the support
of his or her friends. Friendships provide ongo-
ing companionship and support that span time,
roles, and tasks, and provide an interpersonal
insurance policy for occasions when one is in
dire need. People seem to have a limited num-
ber of friendship niches that they desire to keep
filled (Tooby & Cosmides, 1996).

Ii. FORMS AND SYSTEMS OF MOTIVATION

Presumably, most people are motivated to
form and maintain all five kinds of relation-
ships, at least sooner or later. Furthermore,
belongingness in each kind may be monitored
and regulated by a different system (Kirk-
patrick & Ellis, 2001). However, we believe
that a strong qualification is in order. Spe-
cifically, two facts raise the possibility that
people may be motivated to be accepted generi-
cally, as well as motivated to form certain kinds
of relationships.

First, as Baumeister and Leary (1995) noted,
one relationship may, to an extent, substitute
for another. This is most obvious when rela-
tionships are of the same type: A new friend-
ship or romantic relationship may quickly re-
place a former one, and people may wish to
belong to one or more instrumental coalitions
but may not care very much precisely what the
group does or who else is in it. However, some
substitution also occurs across relationships.
For example, people in new romantic rela-
tionships often withdraw from their same-sex
friends, seeming to need them less than before.
Similarly, a person without close friends may
derive a great deal of social satisfaction from
working in instrumental groups or spending
more time with family members. To be sure,
the substitution is rarely total; family members
do not fully replace friends or lovers, for exam-
ple. But the fact that substitution occurs at all
suggests that all relationships may satisfy some
generic need to belong, in addition to whatever
special features each type of relationship may
have.

Second, as Kirkpartick and Ellis (2001)
noted, the criteria for acceptance into and re-
jection from these various kinds of relation-
ships differ greatly. Community memberships
are typically based on shared heritage or atti-
tudes; instrumental coalitions on competence
and ability to contribute to the group; mating
relationships on mate value; kin relationships
on genetic relatedness and willingness to sacri-
fice for family members; and friendships on the
basis of being a reliable source of companion-
ship and support. In light of this, it seems un-
likely that a single mechanism could have
evolved to monitor one’s inclusion in all five
types of groups. Even so, many criteria for ac-
ceptance and rejection apply across all kinds of
relationships. A person who behaves in an un-
trustworthy, selfish, duplicitous, or cruel fash-
ion toward other individuals is not valued as a
relational partner, no matter what type of rela-
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tionship we might imagine. Just as people can
be said to be generally motivated to eat, yet
also to be motivated to eat certain kinds of
foods (as when a deficiency causes cravings for
foods containing a particular nutrient), people
may be said to have a general need to belong,
even though they are also motivated to estab-
lish and maintain certain kinds of relationships
that provide specific benefits.

IMPLICATIONS OF THE NEED TO BELONG
FOR UNDERSTANDING HUMAN BEHAVIOR

As noted earlier, the assumption that people
have a pervasive drive to form and maintain
a minimum number of lasting, positive, and
significant interpersonal relationships can be
viewed as the first and most fundamental prin-
ciple in social psychology. Little else in social
psychology makes sense without reference to
the fact that people desire to be accepted and to
avoid rejection. A species that was otherwise
identical to Homo sapiens but that lacked this
basic motive would behave quite differently
than modern human beings do. We are not
in any way suggesting that all interpersonal
behavior emerges from the need to belong;
clearly, behavior is determined by a wide array
of factors, many of which have nothing what-
soever to do with belongingness. Even so, we
maintain not only that a great deal of interper-
sonal behavior directly reflects concerns with
belongingness, but also that, whatever other
goals people may pursue, they typically do so
in ways that do not jeopardize their acceptance
by other people. Thus concerns with social ac-
ceptance not only determine certain behaviors
directly, but also constrain most other behav-
iors in which people engage.

Space does not permit us to discuss all of the
areas of psychology that may be illuminated by
considering the need to belong. Thus, to pro-
vide a sense of how important belongingness is
in human behavior, we overview only seven rel-
evant topics: conformity and compliance; inter-
personal attraction; enhancing personal ac-
ceptability; intergroup processes; attitudes and
social influence; aggression; and cultural insti-
tutions.

Conformity and Compliance

A great deal of behavior has been explained
with reference to the fact that people regu-
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larly conform to social norms, bringing their
opinions and behaviors into line with those
of other people. Traditionally, theorists have
distinguished two general reasons why people
conform: because others’ behavior provides
useful information regarding the most effec-
tive or accurate response (informational influ-
ence), or because others’ beliefs and actions
provide information regarding socially appro-
priate ways to respond, and deviations from
these norms are criticized and punished (nor-
mative influence) (Kelley, 1952). Although in-
formational influence is largely unrelated to
belonging, normative influence emerges di-
rectly from people’s concerns with rejection.
Given that people who violate social norms
and deviate too extensively from the behav-
jors of the majority tend to be devalued,
marginalized, and ostracized (Marques,
Abrams, Paez, & Hogg, 2001; Schachter,
1951), it is not surprising that people rou-
tinely conform, even when doing so requires
them to disregard their own sensory percep-
tions and personal values (Asch, 1955). Peo-
ple are sometimes willing to sacrifice their
well-being, violate their standards, and hurt
others in the pursuit of acceptance and be-
longing.

Of course, people conform more to the stan-
dards of certain individuals and groups than to
others. Merton and Kitt (1950) adopted the
concept of reference group to describe the
groups to which people most strongly tailor
their attitudes and behavior. In our view, refer-
ence groups may be conceptualized as consist-
ing of those individuals whose acceptance a
person most strongly desires; this explains
why people conform so strongly to reference
groups.

Conformity is often regarded as a superfi-
cial, and typically undesired, acquiescence to
others’ judgments. However, the belonging-
ness perspective suggests that the inclination
to conform is both natural and adaptive. Be-
cause satisfaction of most personal and social
needs typically requires people to be at least
minimally accepted by others, an individual
who never accommodated his or her behav-
jors to social norms or the actions of other
people would be unable to satisfy even the
most basic needs. The problem, then, is not
that people conform, but rather that some of
the norms that guide people’s behavior lead
to actions that are harmful to themselves or
others.
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Interpersonal Attraction

Although people are highly motivated to estab-
lish and maintain an array of relationships,
they are nonetheless selective in their choices of
those with whom they interact and establish in-
terpersonal connections. Research has identi-
fied many factors that affect the degree to
which people like and desire to relate to others,
but one prevailing finding is that people are
most inclined to like and pursue relationships
with those they believe are likely to like and ac-
cept them (Aron, Dutton, Aron, & lverson,
1989; Gold, Ryckman, & Mosley, 1984). This
pattern is also reflected in people’s prefer-
ence for those similar to them on almost any
dimension—racial and ethnic background, atti-
tudes, level of physical attractiveness, educa-
tional level, social status, and so on. Many
explanations have been offered for the link be-
tween similarity and attraction, but one may be
the fact that people believe they are most likely
to be accepted by those to whom they are simi-
lar. Put differently, people are not inclined to
waste their time trying to establish relation-
ships with those who—by virtue of differ-
ences in personality, attitudes, background, or
lifestyle—are not likely to become or remain a
source of belongingness.

Recently, Leder (2004) showed that people
report greater feelings of love toward individu-
als they believe have the potential to provide
them with closeness, support, validation, ac-
ceptance, and other evidence of psychological
intimacy. Again, it seems that people naturally
gravitate toward those they believe are likely to
accept them, Furthermore, once in a close rela-
tionship, people regulate their closeness with
their partners depending on how accepted they
feel. According to Murray, Holmes, and Grif-
fin’s (2000) dependency regulation model, peo-
ple are willing to extend themselves to relation-
ship partners only to the degree that they feel
secure about the relationships. Furthermore,
people usually abandon relationships in which
they feel insufficiently valued and accepted.
The recognition that one is no longer accepted
typically results, sometimes after efforts at rec-
onciliation, in the dissolution of a relationship.

Enhancing Personal Acceptability

Not only do people tend to seek out and like
those who may accept them, but they also de-
vote a great deal of effort to making themselves
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acceptable to others as well. Most obviously,
people use a wide array of self-presentational
tactics to convey particular impressions of
themselves to others (Leary, 1995). Of course,
the impressions that people try to convey de-
pend on their goals in a particular situation,
and often those goals have little to do with be-
longing. For example, people may wish to ap-
pear intimidating to influence others to do as
they wish, or to seem helpless to gain others’
assistance. Yet it seems likely that people de-
vote more self-presentational effort to trying to
be accepted by other people than to any other
interpersonal goal.

Jones and Pittman (1982) identified ingratia-
tion, self-promotion, and exemplification as
three fundamental self-presentational strategies
that are designed to convey images of being
likeable, competent, and exemplary, respec-
tively. These three self-presentational strategies
are fundamentally important, in part, because
they are the most important determinants of in-
terpersonal acceptance. People who are viewed
as likeable, competent, and exemplary are
more valued as social interactants and relation-
al parters than those who are not. Thus peo-
ple desire to foster these kinds of impressions
(and try not to behave in ways that negate
them), and are quite attuned to evidence that
others see them as unlikeable, incompetent, or
deviant. Much of self-presentation is directed
toward fostering and maintaining social accep-
tance (Leary, 1995).

People promote their acceptance in other
ways as well. For example, research shows that
people distance themselves from those who
outperform them on tasks that are impor-
tant to their own identity. According to self-
evaluation maintenance theory (Tesser, 1988},
people do this to maintain a favorable self-
evaluation, but concerns with belongingness
may also be involved. Being outperformed by
another person has implications for one’s social
acceptance, particularly if the other person is a
member of one’s social network, because those
who are superior on some personally relevant
dimension render one’s own social value lower.
Thus people may either distance themselves
from the other person or belittle the other’s ac-
complishments (Tesser, 1988), thereby taking
steps to make sure that their unique position is
not superseded by others who may be more ca-
pable.

A similar effect may be seen in Brewer’s
(1991) work on optimal distinctiveness. Ac-
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cording to optimal distinctiveness theory, the
maintenance of a person’s social identity is
driven by two basic needs—a need for group
inclusion and belonging (assimilation), and a
need for distinctiveness from other group mem-
bers (differentiation). Because people seek to
maintain an optimal level of assimilation and
differentiation, perceiving that one is either too
similar to or too dissimilar from other group
members leads to behaviors that rectify the im-
balance. Viewing optimal distinctiveness from
the standpoint of belongingness sheds a some-
what different light on the process, however. In
our view, only a single motive underlies opti-
mal distinctiveness phenomena. Although peo-
ple undoubtedly possess a genuine need for
belongingness and inclusion, we doubt that
they also possess a “need” for differentiation.
People strive for differentiation not because
they need to be different, but rather to maxi-
mize their value to the group, and thus to en-
hance their belongingness. A fully assimilated
individual who is just like everyone else is es-
sentially redundant and dispensable. Maxi-
mizing one’s social acceptance requires people
to be sufficiently assimilated to share funda-
mental attributes with the group, but suffi-
ciently differentiated to be uniquely valued.

Intergroup Processes

People are highly motivated to be accepted, but
they do not indiscriminately or promiscuously
seek acceptance from everyone they meet. This
fact can perhaps be seen most clearly in inter-
group phenomena through which people create
boundaries between themselves and others,
such as ingroup favoritism, outgroup deroga-
tion, and prejudice. The process of establishing
belongingness with one group seems to be ac-
companied by the process of forgoing, if not
discouraging, belongingness with other groups.
The minimal group paradigm has repeatedly
shown how little is required for members of
one group to erect boundaries between them-
selves and others, devaluing, disadvantaging,
and rejecting members of other groups (Diehl,
1990). People regularly treat members of other
groups in ways that undermine the connections
between them, often for no apparent reason.
Although the ease with which people dis-
tance themselves from and discriminate against
others may seem inconsistent with a pervasive
and powerful need to belong, such behaviors
may in fact promote social acceptance. For
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starters, people do not need to be accepted by
everyone. Once they are accepted by a mini-
mum number of supportive individuals with
whom they can establish cooperative, mutually
beneficial relationships of various kinds, fur-
ther relationships are of relatively little value.
(As the number of one’s relationships grows,
the marginal utility of additional relationships
decreases.) Not only are additional relation-
ships less valuable, but, given constraints on
one’s time and energy, attempting to pursue
and maintain additional relationships may un-
dermine the relationships that one already has.
The costs of unbridled sociality are very high
(Kurzban & Leary, 2002), so people conserve
time and energy by actively discouraging fur-
ther relationships. Perhaps this is why people
seem to have a relatively small number of
friendship niches (Tooby & Cosmides, 1996)
and usually do not pursue new friendships un-
less one of those niches becomes vacant.

In making choices among groups and rela-
tionships, people presumably assess the poten-
tial value of those relationships. Because such
decisions must often be made quickly in the ab-
sence of concrete information about others’
characteristics, people may rely on heuristics to
assess the degree to which a potential relation-
ship is likely to provide desired outcomes,
including social acceptance and support. As
noted earlier, acceptance is generally facilitated
by similarity, so proxies for psychological simi-
larity (e.g., skin color, ethnicity, language, and
indicators of social status) may be used, result-
ing in the dismissal of members of superficially
dissimilar groups.

Derogating and rejecting members of other
groups may foster acceptance in yet another
way. External threats increase ingroup cohe-
sion and enhance members’ attraction for one
another (Dion, 1979). Thus, when group mem-
bers implicitly collude to identify members of
another group as the “enemy,” the connections
among ingroup members may be strengthened.

Attitudes and Social Influence

Traditionally, attitudes have been conceptual-
ized as intrapsychic structures, and attitude
change has been viewed primarily as a cogni-
tive process (albeit one that may be influenced
by social factors). Yet there is no question that
attitude acquisition and change are strongly af-
fected by people’s interpersonal concerns, in-
cluding their concerns with social acceptance.
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People tend to adopt attitudes that are likely
to result in social acceptance from people
whose acceptance they value—a point empha-
sized by Smith, Bruner, and White’s (1956) dis-
cussion of the social adjustment function of at-
titudes. This is not to say that people do not
sometimes hold attitudes that others disap-
prove of, but the general pattern is to have atti-
tudes that facilitate rather than impede accep-
tance. And when people’s private attitudes
differ from those of significant others whose
acceptance is important to them, they often ex-
press attitudes that are more similar to those
of the others than is actually the case (see
Schlenker, 1980, for a review).

Consistency processes, such as those as-
sumed to underlie cognitive dissonance, also
have a strong interpersonal component. With-
out denying that people prefer intrapsychic
consistency over dissonance, it is also clear that
people are at least as concerned with appearing
consistent to others as with actually being
consistent. The effects of performing counter-
attitudinal actions on attitudes are particular-
ly pronounced when people’s counteratti-
tudinal behaviors are public and people are
concerned with their image in other people’s
eyes (Schlenker, Forsyth, Leary, & Miller,
1980). In such cases, apparent attitude change
is motivated by self-presentation concerns
arising from the desire to appear consistent,
presumably because inconsistency and hypoc-
risy undermine social acceptance and disqual-
ify people as relational partners in good stand-
ing.

Similarly, many of the strategies by which
people influence one another play upon the tar-
get’s desire to be accepted. For example, the
process of reciprocal concessions, in which
people meet others’ concessions with conces-
sions of their own, seems to rely on people’s de-
sire to be seen as fair and conciliatory. Because
obstinate, uncompromising individuals are not
viewed as good friends or coalition partners,
people feel compelled to reciprocate when oth-
ers concede.

Aggression

A wide variety of factors promote aggressive
behavior, including frustration, aversive stimuli
(e.g., heat, pain), and aggressive role models.
One important set of precipitating events that
has not received adequate attention involves
those that connote interpersonal rejection. Peo-

1l. FORMS AND SYSTEMS OF MOTIVATION

ple who feel rejected often become angry and
lash out at those who have rejected them
(Buckley, Winkel, & Leary, 2004; Downey,
Feldman, & Ayduk, 2000; Twenge, Baumeister,
Tice, & Stucke, 2001).

The link between rejection and aggression is
noteworthy not only because it demonstrates
another important consequence of unfulfilled
belongingness, but also because of what it im-
plies about the nature of the belongingness mo-
tive. If, as emotion theorists suggest, anger and
aggression are typically reactions to perceived
threats (Frijda, 1986), the fact that rejection re-
liably makes people angry and inclined to ag-
gress suggests that rejection is appraised as a
serious threat to well-being.

The irony, of course, is that behaving aggres-
sively is rarely a successful strategy for enhanc-
ing acceptance. Occasionally, aggression (or
even threats of aggression) may deter rejection
or abandonment (as in the case of an abusive
spouse whose threats deter the partner from
leaving), but almost always at the cost of liking
and goodwill. Why, then, do people want to
hurt those who reject them? In a review of the
literature on the link between rejection and ag-
gression, Leary, Twenge, and Quinlivan (2006)
have recently examined several processes that
might account for the effect. Although they
conclude that the current literature is not ade-
quate to resolve the issue of which explanation
is most plausible, they discuss two possibilities
that point specifically to the role of belong-
ingness. First, Leary and colleagues suggest
that feeling accepted may inhibit aggression in
the face of stimuli that might otherwise make
people respond aggressively. Because aggres-
sion nearly always damages interpersonal rela-
tionships, people generally avoid acting aggres-
sively toward those who accept them.
However, once acceptance from others is no
longer forthcoming, those restraints are loos-
ened, increasing the likelihood of aggression.
Put differently, rejection greatly lowers the so-
cial costs of behaving aggressively. Thus, aside
from whatever effects rejection may have on
aggression directly, it may also loosen the con-
straints on aggressive behavior.

Second, aggression may function to drive
away those who do not accept us. People who
do not accept us are unlikely to provide valued
outcomes (such as support and companion-
ship); may exact costs that are not recipro-
cated; or, even worse, may try to do us harm.
Thus, in a strictly pragmatic sense, there is not
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only nothing to gain by relating to them, but
possibly good reasons to dissuade them from
interacting with us at all.

cultural Institutions

If belongingness is a fundamental human mo-
tive, we would expect to see widespread evi-
dence of cultural institutions that offer op-
portunities for belonging. Perhaps the most
obvious examples are the innumerable social
groups to which people belong. Many groups
have explicit purposes that can be achieved
only through working with other people (e.g.,
political action groups, sports teams, neighbor-
hood associations, and professional groups),
and people may join these groups for reasons
other than belongingness per se. Even so, one
gets the impression that the appeal of joining
these groups comes as much from the satisfac-
tion of belongingness as from accomplishing
the group’s stated goals.

Even churches, temples, and synagogues—
groups that, on the surface, exist for personal
religious study and worship—provide impor-
tant opportunities for interaction and belong-
ing, and a climate of welcoming acceptance is
viewed as essential for attracting and retaining
members. Indeed, many people would hesitate
to attend a church that did not sponsor occa-
sional social events (dinners, picnics, interest
groups) or that discouraged its members from
interacting with one another. It is informative
that people can more easily articulate the dif-
ferences between the sorts of people who at-
tend their own versus other churches than can
describe how their own church’s doctrine dif-
fers from that of other churches (Stark & Bain-
bridge, 1985); this suggests that people’s choice
of which church to attend is heavily influenced
by interpersonal factors.

In addition to groups that have a purported
nonsocial purpose, many other groups exist
primarily, if not exclusively, to promote the
belongingness of their members. Social frater-
nities and sororities, for example, may engage
in various service activities, but their primary
purpose is to foster the social lives of their
members. (The fact that their members call one
another “brothers” and “sisters” highlights the
emphasis placed on forming close relation-
ships.) Furthermore, in the case of certain lei-
sure and recreation groups, a group’s ostensible
purpose—to play cards, bowl, ski, practice
yoga, or discuss popular books, for example—
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is often secondary to the opportunity to inter-
act with and form relationships with other
people.

On the dyadic level, the most obvious exam-
ple of a cultural institution that promotes be-
longing is marriage. Marriage exists in almost
every society to recognize the special social sta-
tus of married individuals and to provide
means of protecting the marital relationship
from outsiders. But marriage may also reflect
an institutional means of satisfying the desire
for acceptance by offering a sanctioned way to
promote long-term belongingness. The tradi-
tional marriage vow that promises unfaltering
commitment “till death do us part” may reflect
an institutionalized mechanism for helping to
maintain belongingness.

Modern technological advances also reflect
people’s need for social connection. In the
United States, the Internet is most commonly
used as a means of communication via e-
mail, and of the more than 200 million peo-
ple who use the Internet worldwide, approxi-
mately 25% report visiting Internet chatrooms
or online discussions (Madden, 2003). Online
games also promote a sense of community,
even though the players are not in one an-
other’s presence and may not even know one
another’s identities. Software developers de-
velop multiplayer options for their games
because they realize that providing an inter-
personal feature will enhance the game’s suc-
cess.

Summary

These and other patterns of social behavior
make sense only with reference to the fact that
people are pervasively and powerfully moti-
vated to be accepted and to avoid rejection.
People’s social behaviors would be quite differ-
ent had human beings evolved under condi-
tions that did not put such a premium on social
acceptance. To repeat a point made earlier, we
are not claiming that all behavior, or even all
social behavior, stems from the belongingness
motive. Most notably, patterns of behavior in-
volving dominance, status, and power typically
involve efforts to influence other people with-
out regard to social acceptance. Even so, how-
ever, people sometimes seek power and status
to promote their social acceptance (Leary, Cot-
trell, & Phillips, 2001), and influence must of-
ten be exercised in ways that do not sacrifice
one’s own belonging.



THE PHYSIOLOGICAL UNDERPINNINGS
OF BELONGINGNESS

Given the adaptive significance of social accep-
tance, one would expect to find neurological
substrates that facilitate the development and
maintenance of social bonds. Over the last 30
years, researchers have become increasingly in-
terested in the physiological aspects of social
relationships (Levine, Caspi, & Laufer, 1997),
focusing on the physiological underpinnings of
parent—hild bonding, mating/romantic rela-
tionships, and everyday social interactions.

Researchers have identified areas of the cen-
tral nervous system that are involved in social
relationships, as well as neuropeptides and en-
dogenous neurochemicals that facilitate social
interactions and bonding. Unfortunately, two
factors have impeded progress in this area.
First, some promising candidate neuropeptides
are difficult to study in human beings because
they do not cross the blood-brain barrier. As a
result, their effects cannot be studied experi-
mentally with peripheral administrations of the
chemicals (Insel, 2000). Additionally, only a
small number of laboratory animals demon-
strate the kinds of selective affiliation and rela-
tionship development that are characteristic of
human beings (Insel, 1997), which limits the
ability to use animals as models. For example,
only 3% of mammals display biological mo-
nogamy that resembles pair bonding in human
beings (Insel, 2003).

One unlikely animal popular in this research
area is the prairie vole found in midwestern
North America. Prairie voles are useful both
because they display a variety of selective social
behaviors and because they are very similar to
the nonsocial montane vole, which allows for
comparisons between two closely related ani-
mals that demonstrate great differences in so-
cial behavior (Insel, 1997). Research with the
prairie vole has identified several neurochem-
icals that appear to affect bonding, and the evi-
dence for two of these appears particularly
compelling. Specifically, oxytocin and vaso-
pressin consistently play important roles in so-
cial affiliation and possibly bonding. Oxytocin
and vasopressin are very similar compounds,
differing in only two amino acids (Insel, 1997),
and the gene for both of these neuropeptides
occupies the same chromosome (Carter, 1998).

In prairie voles, the effects of oxytocin and
vasopressin appear to be sexually dimorphic.
Male prairie voles that receive a vasopressin

IIl. FORMS AND SYSTEMS OF MOTIVATION

antagonist do not form pair bonds after mat-
ing, whereas female voles that receive an
oxytocin antagonist do not form bonds after
mating (Insel, 1997). However, strong doses of
either oxytocin or vasopressin can induce pair
bonding, which may indicate sex differences in
sensitivity to these neuropeptides (Curtis &
Wang, 2003). Likewise, newborn voles treated
with oxytocin antagonists do not develop a
normal preference for their mothers (Nelson &
Panksepp, 1998).

Similarly, oxytocin plays a role in social rec-
ognition among rats. Rats given infusions of
oxytocin show an increased recognition for
other rats to which they have been previously
exposed. In contrast, rats whose receptors for
oxytocin are “knocked out” lose the ability to
recognize familiar rats. This debility is specific
to social memory, and other forms of memory
function normally (Ferguson, Aldag, Insel, &
Young, 2001). Vasopressin may play a similar
role in facial recognition in human beings.
Intranasal administration of vasopressin raises
the electromyogram response to an emotion-
ally neutral face to the level of the response of
control groups to an angry face, which may in-
dicate that vasopressin affects the overall re-
sponse to social stimuli (Thompson, Gupta,
Miller, Mills, & Orr, 2002).

Experimental research on the effects of oxy-
tocin in human beings is difficult because
oxytocin does not cross the blood-brain bar-
rier (Curtis & Wang, 2003), though this may
not be true of vasopressin (Thompson et al.,
2002). Even so, research on oxytocin and
vasopressin suggests that both are involved in
human bonding. For example, breast stimula-
tion releases oxytocin into the circulatory sys-
tem in women during lactation. Given that
oxytocin release may be a subjectively pleasant
experience, the affective experience of the re-
lease may be then conditioned to the infant,
thereby promoting maternal bonding (Carter,
1998). Additionally, evidence indicates that
oxytocin is released during orgasm in both men
and women (Riley, 1988).

In understanding how oxytocin and vaso-
pressin facilitate social bonding, researchers
have examined the locations of oxytocin and
vasopressin receptors in the brain. The distri-
bution of oxytocin and vasopressin receptors is
species-specific (Carter, 1992). Insel (2003) has
noted that the oxytocin receptors in prairie
voles (the highly social species) are concen-
trated in the reward centers of the brain, such
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as the nucleus accumbens, whereas the oxy-
tocin receptors in the montane vole (the less so-
cial species) are located in regions of the brain
associated with nonsocial behavior. The spe-
cific locations of these receptors may explain
the different behavioral effects of oxytocin in
these two species, particularly given that they
do not differ in the distribution of receptors for
other hormones. Indeed, after inserting a prai-
rie vole vasopressin receptor gene into a mouse
genome, researchers produced unique affilia-
tive behaviors in the genetically altered mice by
exposing them to vasopressin (Young, Nilsen,
Waymire, MacGregor, & Insel, 1999).

Oxytocin and vasopressin receptors in the
human brain have also been found in dopa-
minergic systems often associated with reward
centers (Insel, 2000). Dopamine plays an im-
portant role in the reward system and may also
facilitate the rewarding affective quality of so-
cial bonds (Carter, 1998). Noting that this
pathway seems similar to pathways implicated
in drug use, Insel (2003) has suggested that the
pathways that evolved for social interaction
may be utilized by addictive drugs, extending
MacLean’s (1990) speculation that substance
abuse is an attempt to generate neurochemicals
that are produced naturally during positive so-
cial interactions.

Brain areas involving social bonding are also
implicated in research involving opioids and at-
tachment. According to the brain opioid theory
of social attachment, social contact causes the
release of endogenous opioids, whereas social
isolation lowers basal opioid levels, which mo-
tivates individuals to seek social contact {Nel-
son & Panksepp, 1998). One example of this
pattern can be seen in rat pups. The ultrasonic
vocalizations that rat pups emit when isolated
are eliminated if pups either are placed with
an anesthetized littermate (which provides the
presence of a conspecific, albeit a nonrespon-
sive one) or receive low doses of an opioid such
as morphine. However, if an opioid antagonist,
such as naltrexone, is administered, then the
presence of a littermate does not affect ultra-
sonic vocalizations (Carden, Hernandez, &
Hofer, 1996; see also Nelson & Panksepp,
1998). Also, administering morphine (an
opioid) reduces the pursuit of social interaction
in several species, including nonhuman pri-
mates (Martel, Nevison, Simpson, & Keverne,
1995).

Activity in the hypothalamic-pituitary—
adrenal (HPA) axis is also associated with so-

37

cial bonding. In her review of the literature on
the neuroendocrinology of attachment, Carter
(1998) observed that social interactions de-
crease HPA axis activity and that negative in-
teractions reduce it. For example, HPA hor-
mones increase after an animal is separated
from others and decrease during reunion
(Carter, 1998). Oxytocin and vasopressin may
also reduce HPA activity. As a result, peptid-
ergic systems utilizing oxytocin and vasopres-
sin may inhibit innate defensive behaviors
(such as automatic defensive or aggressive re-
sponses to unfamiliar stimuli) and allow social
bonds to develop (Carter, 1998).

As noted, rejection typically results in nega-
tive emotions, if not acute feelings of being hurt
(Leary & Springer, 2000; MacDonald & Leary,
2005), so we should expect to find that re-
jection experiences involve neurophysiological
systems that are associated with negative affect
and pain. Panksepp, MacDonald, and others
have proposed that during the course of mam-
malian evolution, the system that promotes
and maintains social connections was built on
top of more primitive systems that mediate
physical pain (MacDonald, Kingsbury, &
Shaw, 2005; Panksepp, 1998). Specifically,
MacDonald and Leary (2005) argue that the
“hurt feelings” that result from interpersonal
rejection utilize the same system as pain af-
fect—the emotionally aversive component of
physical pain that can be distinguished from its
physically aversive sensations. In support of
this idea, Eisenberger, Lieberman, and Williams
(2003) found in a functional magnetic reso-
nance imaging study that social exclusion ac-
tivates the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC),
which has been implicated in the negative af-
fect associated with physical pain. (However, if
the social exclusion is inadvertent, the right
ventral prefrontal cortex is also activated.)
These findings suggest that the negative affect
following social exclusion may utilize some of
the same neurological mechanisms as physical
pain.

In brief, researchers have begun to develop
models of neurophysiological mechanisms that
may underlie social affiliation and bonding.
Oxytocin and vasopressin clearly play an im-
portant role in bonding, and research seems to
indicate that these neuropeptides also suppress
defensive behaviors toward individuals with
whom the bond is shared. Neurochemicals in
the reward system may also make bonding
a phenomenologically rewarding experience,
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while activation of the ACC makes social ex-
clusion phenomenologically painful.

Much of this research raises the provocative
idea that people (and nonhuman animals that
show similar patterns of affiliation and bond-
ing) are motivated to seek social connections
because such connections affect neurophysio-
logical systems that involve reward centers,
and thus are inherently pleasurable. At its root,
then, belongingness motivation may be fed by a
desire for the pleasurable experience of being
connected to another person. This research is
in its infancy, and questions may be raised re-
garding the degree to which the systems identi-
fied in nonhuman animals are responsible for
either the human need to belong or the reward-
ing features of interpersonal acceptance. Even
so, given that social connections have been im-
portant throughout human evolution, specific
neurological mechanisms seem to have evolved
to support the pursuit and development of so-
cial bonds.

CONGLUSIONS

We once heard of a social scientist who had
contracted to write a scholarly book about her-
mits, setting out to locate and interview people
who not only lived alone but avoided hu-
man contact and eschewed relationships of all
kinds. He tracked down dozens of individuals
whom other people identified as recluses, but
he was eventually forced to abandon the pro-
ject because he was unable to find even one
bona fide well-adjusted hermit. Many of the
so-called hermits lived alone, sometimes in very
isolated places, yet had ongoing contact with
friends or family members. (One fellow lived
by himself in a tin-covered hole in the desert,
but he regularly walked to town to have dinner
with his mother.) Others were homeless people
who often roamed the streets by themselves
during the day but joined other homeless peo-
ple at night. A good number were simply peo-
ple, most of them elderly, who lived alone not
out of choice, and who would have preferred
greater social contact and more close relation-
ships. The researcher did locate some true her-
mits, but they were uniformly seriously psycho-
logically disturbed, unable to hold jobs or form
meaningful personal relationships.

Perhaps there are a few well-adjusted people
somewhere who happily and easily live for ex-
tended periods of time with no social relation-
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ships whatsoever and with no desire to develop
such relationships—but we doubt it. The drive
to form some minimum number of lasting, pos-
itive, and significant interpersonal relation-
ships is such a critical aspect of human nature
that we consider it inconceivable that other-
wise normal individuals would have no desire
to connect with other people through friend-
ships, romantic or mating relationships, instru-
mental coalitions, or kinship. Human beings
are fundamentally not only social animals (as
are many other group-living species) but also,
for lack of a better term, “relationship ani-
mals.” No other species forms such a broad ar-
ray of distinct relationships with conspecifies
as human beings do, nor have lives that are so
markedly affected by the development, mainte-
nance, and dissolution of relationships. The
need for acceptance and belonging is indeed a
“mainspring of social action” (Murphy, 1954)
that is connected, in one way or another, to
most of the machinery of human life.
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