Preventing Harm from Ostracism

All service members can play a critical role in recognizing and addressing ostracism through raising
awareness and through deliberate supportive connection with one another.

What is Ostracism?

Ostracism — being excluded or ignored by others —
can be a harmful experience.* Even brief experiences
of ostracism are associated with negative outcomes
for all involved. Prolonged ostracism can be associated
with decreased performance, readiness, and retention.?
Being attuned to the impact of ostracism and taking
steps to prevent or intervene can reduce harm to both
the ostracized individual and the group, and potentially
improve individual and team readiness, organizational
health, and mission success.

What are the Consequences of Ostracism?

An individual who experiences acute and chronic
ostracism may develop:

- Increased risk of mental health concerns, such
as posttraumatic stress disorder, depression,
and suicide®*°
- Worsening of physical health®
- Compromised self-esteem and well-being’
- Damage to familial and interpersonal relationships®

Ostracism can impact the military unit and the mission
and potentially harm the team. These impacts include:

- Erosion of team-based trust and cohesion®

- Increased employee turnover®

- Significant human resource and financial costs to
organizations®

While research continues to develop with military
populations, the damaging consequences of ostracism
are especially relevant in military settings,?® as the
negative impact of ostracism may intensify during
periods of high stress, such as in combat or deployed
locations, and appears to be a significant factor
associated with PTSD.?
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VISIT HEALTH.MIL/REALWARRIORS
to learn about resources for staying
mission ready.

NEED TO TALK? Contact the
Psychological Health Resource Center
for free 24/7 confidential support:

What are the Signs of Ostracism?
Look for the following patterns:

- Mission related group activities and invitations occur
and appear to be missing one team member

- Communications appear to skip one team member or
fail to include one team member in discussions

- Informal team social activities omit one team member

- One team member appears consistently isolated or is
observed interacting minimally with the team

- One team member’s opinions or inputs are ignored by
the group or by the leader of the group

Staff Sgt. Smith was an outstanding mechanic
with rare critical skills who was assigned

to a unit with high ops tempo. Although he
had a more reserved interpersonal style, he
was dedicated to his duties. He decided to
request transfer to another unit after being
repeatedly left out by his team in discussions
with leadership, on topics where his critical
expertise and input was needed. Leadership
decisions were then made without Staff Sgt.
Smith’s input, leading to repeated mission
failure. His sudden departure led to increased
stress, decreased morale, and increased
workload for his team.
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How to Guard Against Ostracism
on Your Team

Ostracism-related interventions have been studied in
the civilian population and are beginning to be studied

in military settings. Emerging research suggests formal,

individualized interventions delivered in one’s natural
environment, and involving meaningful and authentic
shared experiences may be effective.!

Here are Some Steps You Can Take:
- Pass the word about ostracism, why it’s important to

prevent it, and how to intervene if it begins to develop

- Evaluate your unit climate of inclusion
— Consider the experiences of new team members

— Ensure you have developed a warm and supportive
on-boarding process, linking new members to well-

established and welcoming unit mentors
- Assess if there are team members who may be
different from the rest of the group and may find it
difficult to integrate
— Learn more about them and their interests

— Link new team members who appear different with

a team mentor who appears well-connected with
the team
- Monitor for team members who are experiencing
psychological issues or increased stress
— Consider how you can support them as a
community

— Encourage your team to provide increased support

to each other during times of stress
- Consider the tone command leadership sets for
the unit
— Engage in continuous self-evaluation of your
leadership strengths and weaknesses to ensure
you are inclusive and welcoming to everyone on
your team
— Ensure all supervisors avoid abusive supervisory
behavior (such as ridicule or scapegoating) which
can be a risk factor for ostracism?
- Watch for team members who appear to deliberately
exclude others
— Provide information and resources to these
individuals to create awareness and promote
supportive connections within the unit
— Address ostracism immediately if observed in a
public setting or engage your supervisor or chain
of command
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