
Anticipated loneliness and intelligent thought

Key points

• Anticipating being socially excluded or alone in life causes a decline in intellectual ability.

• People who expected to be socially excluded attempted fewer problems in a test and made more errors on 

those they did attempt.

• Expectations of non-social misfortunes such as accidents or injuries and changes in mood did not impair 

intelligence, such effects were specific to social exclusion.

Research by Baumeister, Nuss and Twenge examining how social exclusion effects behaviour and mental 

processes has found significant reductions in intelligent thought among people who thought they were likely 

to end up alone in life.  Importantly, this decline in intelligent thought was found only in complex intellectual 

tasks such as effortful logic and reasoning - simple information processing was not affected – and the effects 

were specific to social exclusion; intellectual ability was not affected by expectations of non-social 

misfortunes such as accidents or injuries or by mood.  

The research was stimulated by scepticism about the role of emotion after social exclusion.  Previous 

research by the same group of researchers found that social exclusion produced substantial increases in 

aggressive behaviour, decreases in prosocial behaviour and increases in self-defeating behaviour.   In all the 

investigations the behavioural effects of social exclusion were clear and consistent, but emotional processes 

had failed to play the role initially hypothesised suggesting that the effects of social exclusion were mediated 

by something other than emotional distress.

Three experiments were used to investigate this.  The first used a broad intelligence test (IQ), the General 

Mental Abilities Test, to investigate the possibility that social exclusion would alter cognitive functioning.  

To manipulate social exclusion participants were given a personality inventory and then provided with false 

feedback. In the future alone condition, participants were told that the results of the test enabled the 

researchers to predict with high likelihood that the participants were the sort of people who were likely to 
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end up alone in life.  In the control groups, participants were told either that the personality test feedback 

revealed that they were likely to spend the rest of their life surrounded by people who care about them 

(future belonging) or that in later life they would become increasingly accident prone (misfortune control 

condition).

The experiment found that intelligence performance was apparently impaired by the prediction of future 

social exclusion. This was not found to be the case for the future belonging and misfortune control groups 

suggesting that the decline in intelligence performance was not due to participants hearing merely any bad 

forecast.  The forecast of social exclusion caused people to attempt fewer problems as well as make more 

errors on those they did, implying no strategic trade-off between speed and accuracy but a simultaneous 

decline. 

The second experiment was designed to investigate the effects of social exclusion on learning memory in a 

bid to assess whether the impairment of intelligence observed in experiment one was caused by either 

impaired retrieval of stored information from memory or by impaired processing of new information.  

Participants in one condition (recall affected) read passages from the Reading Comprehension portion of the 

Graduate Record Examination (GRE) before receiving a manipulation of social exclusion.  This was 

followed by the test for recall of passages they had read, followed, finally, by a debriefing.  Thus, participants 

in that condition only performed the memory recall task while under the influence of social exclusion.  In the 

other condition (encoding affected), the social exclusion manipulation was administered prior to reading the 

GRE passage, participants were then debriefed to remove the effects of social exclusion manipulation, and 

recall was tested afterwards.   Only reading, therefore, was performed while the participant was under the 

influence of social exclusion.  The experiment was modified in the second round by removing the time limit 

for the test and including both easy and difficult sections of the text.

The results showed that feedback that forecast a lonely future lead to significant and substantial impairments 

on a recall test that was difficult but not on a test that was easy.  In contrast to the relatively poor recall, there 

was no sign of impaired reading ability caused by social exclusion; when people read the passage under the 

influence of social exclusion but were then debriefed they performed fine.  

Experiment three was designed to help differentiate between the two ways of interpreting the findings of 

experiment two.  One, that social exclusion impairs recall rather than encoding or two, that social exclusion 

affects complex cognitive tasks that require active thinking whereas simple and basic information processing 

remains unaffected.  Participants were hence presented with one of two cognitive tasks.  Half the participants 

were given questions from the analytical section of the GRE in a test explicitly designed to measure 

reasoning ability, while the other half were given a recall test involving nonsense syllables in an experiment 

designed to study memory without any confounding effects of reasoning.

The results suggested that anticipations of social exclusion impair logic and reasoning ability but not the 

ability to recall simple information.  In other words, people who were told they would end up alone in life 



were able to recall nonsense syllables just as effectively as people in other conditions, however they 

performed less well than other participants who did not expect to end up alone on questions drawn from the 

GRE Analytical test.  The results point to an impairment in controlled processes and executive function 

rather than recall in general, possibly caused by the need to devote the self’s regulatory resources to stifling 

emotional distress.  As in experiments one and two, these effects were specific to social exclusion rather than 

being broadly the results of receiving bad news. 

Taken as a whole, the results suggest that social exclusion impairs cognitive performance by specifically 

impairing controlled processes, such as by monopolising some of the resources of the self’s executive 

function.  Social exclusion constitutes a threatening event, people strive to suppress their emotional distress 

and the resulting drain on their executive function impairs their controlled processes.  

This positive and direct relationship between intelligent thought and social exclusion, therefore, is consistent 

with the view that intelligence evolved as a means to support and facilitate social relations rather than to 

compensate for the absence of their advantages.  Indeed, the results may even offer a hint that intelligent 

thought in general may have an important social basis.
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