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Introduction

“The most egregious form of rejection that anyone can ever experience is parental rejection” (Hardy, 2002)

In a recent letter to a Sydney newspaper, a reader criticized a columnist for having asked why gay people would want to belong to an institution (the Catholic Church) that considered them ‘depraved’ and ‘evil’. The answer, the reader claimed, was simple – these people have been born into the Church, it is their family. How would you feel, he asked, if you had been called evil and then rejected by your own family? The implication was clear: This would be an unspeakable act of betrayal, no other explanation was required.     

According to Vangelisti (2004), the word ‘family’ is laden with imagery. For some it brings to mind warm, happy memories; for others, it elicits “painful memories – visions of being left alone, feeling unwanted” (p. xiii). Whatever the associations for any one individual, there is no doubt that families are fundamental to human existence. They constitute the primary social group to which humans belong from birth; indeed, kinship has been described as “the primary organizing principle in human relations” (Daly, Salmon, & Wilson, 1997, p. 287). What is surprising is the relative neglect of family and kinship research in social psychology. Certainly, since the 1980s there has been a growing interest in the study of close relationships but, as Daly et al. point out, the emphasis has been on dating and marital relationships, rather than family relationships. Consequently, social psychologists know very little about the ways in which different family members think, feel, and behave toward one another in different contexts, and of particular importance to the theme of this chapter, the whys and wherefores of rejection in family relationships.   

My aim in this chapter is to provide an integrative account of what we know and do not know about some of the most interesting aspects of rejection in families. Following a discussion of the nature of families and laypeople’s implicit theories about the ‘rules’ of appropriate family conduct, I will present the findings of two, exploratory studies of unforgivable rule violations within family relationships – the kinds of transgressions considered by laypeople to be so serious as to warrant rejection or expulsion from the family. I will then discuss a number of structural and dynamic features of families that may contribute to the rejection of particular family members, and present the results of a recent study on family favorites and ‘black sheep’. Finally, I will propose an agenda for future research.

What is a Family?

The concept of family tends to enjoy an idealized reputation in popular literature. Stafford and Dainton (1994), for example, have documented various myths that are popularly held about the (admittedly American) family; e.g., that there is such a thing as a normal, or ‘utopian’ family; and that there was once a golden age of family relations where “divorce was unheard of, children respected their elders and knew right from wrong, multiple generations dwelled blissfully in the same home, and family members spent their abundant leisure time together engaged in wholesome activities..” (p. 261). In fact, family historians can find no such golden era of family life. Certainly, there are times when the family provides an emotional refuge, a ‘haven in a heartless world’. At other times, however, the family is a crucible of conflict between parents, children, siblings, and extended family members.  

At a broad level, there are features that reliably distinguish family relationships from other kinds of relationships, such as between business colleagues. According to research by Margaret Clark and colleagues (see Clark, Fitness, & Brissette, 2001, for a review) the family exemplifies a prototypically “communal”, as opposed to “exchange” relational context (see also Fiske, 1992; Haslam & Fiske, 1992). Some of the distinctive features of communal relationships are interdependence, sharing, giving without expectation of immediate reward, and a reluctance to keep a tally of ‘who owes what to whom’. Within communal relationships, people expect that relationship partners will meet their needs, just as they are expected to meet their partners’ needs. 

In line with the idea that the family can be conceptualized as a network of communal relationships, both evolutionary psychologists and anthropologists have noted that humans are much more inclined to meet the needs of close family than of acquaintances. Similarly, humans are much more likely to express their needs and vulnerabilities to family members than to strangers (Buss, 1999). Such a conceptualization also allows predictions to be made about how family members are likely to behave toward one another in different situations. For example, evolutionary theorists have speculated that, because of their shared interests in one another’s welfare, family members should be more tolerant and forgiving of one another than they are of non-family members (Daly et al, 1997). Vangelisti (1994), too, notes that people respond differently to hurtful behaviors from family members than from non-family members. She argues that no matter how hurtful the behavior, family members have to forgive in order to maintain something more important than the individual - the family itself. As Robert Frost poetically put it, ‘home is the place that, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.’

It should be noted that much of the foregoing is speculative. In fact, we know very little about how much people will put up with before rejecting family members, or before individuals will voluntarily exile themselves from painful family relationships. There is, however, a huge body of popular literature, along with countless anecdotal accounts and court reports, about family relationships that have gone badly awry. Indeed, many family feuds and estrangements endure over generations. Clearly, and contrary to what we might expect on the basis of sentimental portrayals, the family is not always a haven of unconditional love and acceptance. But what are the causes of such breakdowns in family relationships? What behaviors are considered “beyond the pale” within families, and what are the likely consequences for family members if they enact such behaviors?  

Family Rules and Rule Violations

Family rules and rule violations may be explored from (at least) two theoretical perspectives. The first perspective takes a distal, evolutionary view of the origins and functions of relationship cognitions, motivations, and emotions. Daly et al. (1997), for example, have speculated that humans possess relationship-specific motivational and information processing devices designed to cope with “the peculiar demands of being a mother, a father, an offspring, a sibling, a grandparent, or a mate” (p. 266). Here, the focus of study is on the universal features and rules of family life, such as so-called ‘kin selection’, or the propensity of humans (and other animals) to help kin in preference to non-genetically related individuals. From a more proximal but no less functional perspective, social cognitive psychologists are interested in laypeople’s theories and beliefs about relationships and how such theories and beliefs shape their relational perceptions, judgments, memories, and behaviors. Again, some of these knowledge structures may be universally shared, suggesting evolutionary origins (e.g., “help brothers and sisters first, before you help your friends”). Others, however, may vary across generations, cultures, and even sub-cultures (e.g., “grandparents should/should not offer advice to their adult offspring about how best to raise the grandchildren”). 

Clearly, the two levels of exploration and explanation are complementary, rather than mutually exclusive, and have the capacity to inform and enrich the other (see Fitness, Fletcher, & Overall, 2003). As noted previously, however, we know remarkably little about the features and rules associated with different family relationships (parents, children, and siblings) from either perspective. In particular, we have little data on the kinds of familial rule violations that are considered by laypeople (in Western cultures, at least) as too serious to forgive, and their consequences with regard to rejecting or otherwise punishing offending family members. 

Family Conflict Studies

In the first of a recent series of exploratory studies of laypeople’s beliefs about rules and rule violations in family relationships, 315 respondents (109 males and 208 females; M age = 26 years, sd = 10 yrs) completed a “Family Conflict” questionnaire (Fitness & Parker, 2003). Respondents were asked to describe the ‘very worst thing’ that mothers and fathers could do to daughters and sons; that daughters and sons could do to mothers and fathers; and that brothers and sisters could do to one another. They were also asked to explain why the offences were so serious – what rules they broke, and what the likely consequences would be. 

Most frequently cited offences. Respondents wrote long and frequently impassioned accounts of familial offences and violated rules. The most striking feature of their accounts, however, was the prominence given to the unforgivability of familial rejection and abandonment. Specifically, over 40% of respondents claimed that abandonment or desertion were the worst offences that parents could commit against their children - only sexual abuse (by fathers) was reported as the ‘worst’ offence by an equally large proportion of respondents (44%). Similarly, with respect to the most unforgivable thing a child could do to his or her parents, rejection was reported by over 25% of respondents, equaled only by a category of daughter behavior best described as ‘taboo sex’ (i.e., promiscuity and ‘inappropriate’ sexual behavior, including sleeping with her father’s friends) – considered unforgivable for fathers by 27% of respondents – and a category of son behavior labeled ‘criminality’ (including drug addiction) – considered unforgivable for both fathers and mothers by 32% of respondents. A small proportion of respondents (11%) also reported that a son’s homosexuality would be the ‘worst thing’ that could happen to a father. 

With respect to siblings, the offence considered most unforgivable by 47% of respondents was betrayal, followed by deception (16%) and sexual abuse (8%). Betrayal may be conceptualized as a form of interpersonal rejection, in that it implies relational devaluation and a breach of trust (Fitness, 2001; Leary, this volume). Effectively, a relational partner decides to act in his or her own best interests, at the expense of the partner. Betrayal in the current context reflected this theme of relational devaluation and rejection. Offences included sleeping with the sibling’s romantic partner; failing to help a sibling in trouble; failing to ‘stick up for’ a sibling under attack from outsiders, and working against a sibling’s interests (e.g., defrauding him or her out of an inheritance). Deception, on the other hand, referred to telling lies and keeping secrets from siblings.

This study categorized offences according to frequency of mention. In a second study, a different sample of participants rank ordered the offence categories with respect to their degree of unforgivability. 200 University students and their friends and relatives (75 males, 125 females, M age = 25 years) completed a short questionnaire which presented the different relationship combinations, the list of possible offences, and instructions on ranking the unforgivability of offences (from most unforgivable to least unforgivable) within each relationship type. The results were unequivocal, with offence rankings mirroring frequency of mention. Specifically, the offences considered least forgivable for parents to commit against their children were abandonment and sexual abuse, and for children to commit against their parents were criminality (sons), taboo sex (daughters) and rejection (both sexes). Betrayal and sexual abuse were considered the most heinous offences that siblings could commit against one another. 

What family rules were broken? 

With respect to parents’ relationships with their children, the most important rules appear to be, do not desert or abandon your offspring, and if you are a father, do not have sex with your daughter. Both abandonment and sexual abuse break the rules about parents’ primary duties to nurture and protect children, and abandonment in particular implies profound rejection (see also Leary, this volume). Interestingly, however, parental abandonment, or the threat of abandonment, is not such an unthinkable offence. Hrdy (2000), for example, cites some extraordinary figures on the rates of maternal abandonment of offspring (amounting to millions of infants) throughout history for an assortment of reasons, including lack of resources or support and infant non-viability. As Trivers (1974) noted in his seminal paper on parent-offspring conflict, children are a costly investment and mothers may not always be able or willing to invest in them. Children, however, need as much investment as they can get, and abandonment threatens their very survival. 

The rules underpinning serious offspring offences against parents were interesting in a variety of respects. Again, rejection was a major theme, with respondents describing the rejection of mothers by their children as particularly hard - “the hardest thing to forgive would be a daughter cutting herself off from her mother”; “telling his mother he didn’t love her”; shutting her mother out of her life and not letting her see the grandchildren”. The ‘broken rules’ here related to what children owe their mothers for a lifetime of care and sacrifice; a mother’s just reward is to ‘know her children and grandchildren are happy, and to be included in their lives’. 

With respect to so-called ‘taboo sex’ (daughters) and criminality (sons), respondents noted the costs to a family’s reputation (considered to be particularly important to fathers). From an evolutionary perspective, it is also possible that both kinds of behaviors potentially limit a child’s reproductive fitness. Female promiscuity, for example, may mean a daughter ‘wastes’ her biologically-limited opportunities for producing high-quality offspring by (as one respondent explained) “going off with a loser”. Criminality, too, (for middle-class parents, at least) severely reduces a son’s status, and the status of the whole family, so making it harder for him (and his siblings?) to attract mates. 

 One other aspect of the results deserves mention. As noted previously, 11% of respondents claimed that homosexuality would be the worst thing a son could ‘do’ to his father. Clearly, and despite what appears to be a growing acceptance of homosexuality in Western cultures, there is still a sizable proportion of people who find it difficult to accept, particularly in relation to their own children (see also Peplau & Beals, 2004). The nature and extent of the profound parental rejection that may be experienced by gay children is exemplified in an account provided by a gay respondent in the current research. Involved in a moderately serious car accident in a foreign country, the respondent rang his father from the hospital to tell him what had happened. Full of concern, his father immediately offered to jump on a plane and take him home, but his son reassured him that he was ‘being looked after’ by his partner. It also seemed like an emotionally close and opportune moment to break the news to his father that his partner was a man, but the reaction was not favorable. After a minute’s silence, his father replied, “I’d rather they’d rung me to say that you were dead”.    

Sexual abuse and betrayal were considered to be the worst offences that siblings can commit against one another. Here, the broken rules were described in terms of the necessity for brothers and sisters to look out for, and not take advantage of, one another. Evolutionary theorists have noted that siblings are social allies because they share genes with one another, but they are also competitors for parental resources, including time, love, and attention (Daly et al., 1997; Fitness & Duffield, 2004). Given the risks of ‘cheating’ that are intrinsic to a competitive relationship, it may make sense for siblings to emphasize their relatedness to one another, articulated as a rule that “we can depend on one another”, especially in the face of external threats. Vangelisti and Caughlin (1997), too, have noted how families under threat (e.g., of having a ‘shameful’ secret, such as a family member’s mental illness, exposed) will band together to defend themselves against outsiders and to maintain their honor, or public ‘face’. Under these circumstances, family members who break ranks and disclose information to outsiders may be severely punished. 

Consequences of rule violations. Finally, the reported consequences of having broken ‘unforgivable’ family rules were uniformly bleak and included likely rejection or expulsion from the family. But it was emphasized by many respondents that offenders brought such consequences on themselves through their behavior. In effect, offenders placed themselves outside the family; their behavior meant that they could not, by definition, belong to a family anymore.  

In summary, these exploratory studies identified a number of beliefs that people hold about what is beyond forgiveness within different kinds of family relationships. Offences involving explicit and/or implicit rejection of other family members predominated in respondents’ accounts. The importance of family as an entity to which family members belong and owe allegiance to was also clear, as was the notion that individuals may, through their own appalling behavior, forfeit their right to family membership. 

Such notions of belonging and family identity raise another important aspect of family rejection and exclusion: Specifically, does one actually have to commit an unforgivable offence before one is rejected from a family, or do some family members, simply by virtue of who they are, ‘belong’ more than others? And if this is the case, what kinds of factors might contribute to such familial inclusion or exclusion? 

Differential Family Treatment: Favored Children and Black Sheep

There is an implicit assumption (in Western society, at least) that parents aim to treat their children equally; yet children frequently perceive and complain about parental favoritism (Kowal, Kramer, Krull, & Crick, 2002). Indeed, perceptions of parental favoritism – and its mirror image, disfavoritism - is widespread. Research shows that a sizable majority of siblings perceive signs of preferential treatment. Harris and Howard (1988), for example, found 50% of a sample of 600 high school students reported the existence of family favoritism. Similarly, Zervas and Sherman (1994) found 62% of 91 undergraduates believed their parents had a favored child. Klagsbrun (1992) found that 84% of 272 U.S. respondents perceived there had been parental favoritism in the family, with just under 50% reporting (with some guilt) that they had themselves been the favorite.   

Given the assumption that parents love (or at least, treat) their children equally, how does it happen that some family members are favored while others are rejected and pushed to the edge of the family? A number of potentially important contributing factors have been suggested by evolutionary theorists. For example, and drawing again on Trivers’ (1974) model of parent-offspring conflict, Rohde et al. (2003) argued that parental favoritism is potentially adaptive whenever offspring are not identical. The unpalatable fact is that some offspring are better investments than others, depending on factors such as the infant’s sex, age and health, the mother’s age and health (and opportunities for future reproduction), and environmental factors such as availability of resources and support. Offspring who, for one reason or another, are perceived as a more risky investment (or perhaps as needing less investment than more vulnerable siblings) may indeed perceive that they are less ‘welcome’ or included in the family than others. 

Other factors that may elicit differential treatment of children include the following:

Birth order. Sulloway (1996) argued that offspring may increase their relative fitness (i.e., chances of surviving to pass on their genes) by occupying different family ‘niches’ and effectively reducing inter-sibling competition for resources. Such niche partitioning leads to differences in the tendency to comply with family values, with middleborns considered more likely to rebel than responsible firstborns or indulged lastborns. Middleborns, then, should be more likely to perceive disfavoritism than firstborns or lastborns, and they may be as likely to reject their family as their family is to reject them for their ‘rebelliousness’.  

There is some empirical evidence supporting the idea that middleborns differ from firstborns and lastborns in a number of respects (see Herrera, Zajonc, Wieczorkowska & Cichomski, 2003, for a review). For example, Salmon (2003)  found in a study of 245 Canadian students that middleborns expressed more positive views towards friends, and less positive opinions of family, than firstborns or lastborns. They were also less inclined to help the family in need than firstborns or lastborns.  

Sex of offspring. As noted by Hrdy (2000), there is an ancient and deep-rooted preference all over the world for sons versus daughters. Several cultures have (and some still do) practise female infanticide, either actively as in abandoning or murdering female infants, or passively by denying female babies access to the kinds of resources (including breast milk) that are provided to male babies. However, research also indicates that female infanticide has been considerably more common in elite, or resource-rich families, than in working class, resource-poor families, who may actually prefer daughters to sons. 

As Wright (1994) pointed out, there is an evolutionary logic to this. When times are tough, raising a fertile daughter who (despite being poor) is likely to attract a mate and produce (at least one) offspring is a safer strategy that raising a sickly, low-status male who cannot compete successfully with other males for mates and who may leave no offspring at all. High status families, however, are better off investing in male offspring who will potentially be able use their status and resources to father a number of offspring. For today’s middle-class families, a preference for one sex or another may be more a function of personal likes and dislikes, and parenting history (e.g., having previously had a child or children of a particular sex). 

Degree of genetic relatedness. Another potentially important factor contributing to differential care and potential rejection of family members derives from the principles of kin selection. Put simply, and as noted earlier in the chapter, humans on the whole tend to invest more in genetically-related others than in non-related others. This implies that adopted and foster children may well feel less included and more rejected than biological children in a family. In line with this, Daly and Wilson (1998) have marshaled an impressive body of evidence demonstrating that stepchildren are at relatively greater risk for assault and murder by step-fathers than are fathers’ biological offspring. Step-children are also more likely than biologically-related children to be killed by more violent and malicious means, as opposed to being killed in their sleep. 

Related to this is the point that fathers can never be 100% certain that their children are biologically their own. Thus, it has been argued that the affection felt by fathers for particular children may be strongly influenced by those children’s resemblance to themselves (resemblance being a cue for relatedness). In a recent study involving a hypothetical adoption task, Volk and Quinsey (2002) found that men did indeed respond most favorably to infants whose facial features most resembled their own, whereas women’s preferences were based on signs of health and ‘cuteness’ (cues to infant quality).  

Family dynamics - the scapegoat. Clinicians with interests in family therapy have long been aware of the existence of family ‘scapegoats’, described by Dare (1993) as children who are treated “as though they are irretrievably bad and blamed for all the tension and strife in the family” (p. 31). Therapists argue that scapegoating means families can maintain levels of solidarity and cohesiveness that they could not otherwise maintain (Vogel & Bell, 1960). However, such treatment is extremely painful for the family member who is object of scapegoating. Such a child tends to become full of rage and hatred, lacking in confidence, feeling hopeless about themselves, and living “miserably on the edge of the family” (Dare, 1993, p. 37). Furthermore, a scapegoated child, like the Biblical goat sent into exile carrying the ills of the tribe, is frequently threatened with ‘eviction’ from the family, and may even be sent away, e.g., to boarding schools, reform schools, or foster families.  

As might be expected from the previous discussion of genetic relatedness, clinical data suggest that step-children, adopted children and foster children are all more vulnerable to being scapegoated, as are children with physical or intellectual disabilities and signs of ‘difference’ from other children in the family (Brody, Copeland, Sutton, Richardson, & Guyer, 1998). In addition, Dare (1993) notes that a single parent who holds a ‘reservoir’ of hatred and anger towards a deserting partner may project that hostility onto the child in the family who most resembles that partner.

Study of Family Favorites and Black Sheep.

As noted above, there are a number of factors that play potentially important roles in the differential treatment of children in families. An interesting question, then, concerns the extent to which such factors accord with laypeople’s own experiences of favoritism and rejection. In a preliminary examination of this question, 70 University respondents (26 males and 44 females, M age = 27.5 years) completed a questionnaire in which they reported: a) whether there had been a favorite in the family, and if so, how they knew, and why they thought that person had been the favorite; and b) whether there had been a ‘black sheep’ (defined for participants as “someone who was not approved of, or liked, or included as much as the others”) in the family, and if so, how they knew, and why they thought that person had been the black sheep. They were also asked some questions about family upbringing and perceived family closeness. 


Family favorites. In line with the findings from other, larger-scale studies, nearly 69% of respondents reported there was a family favorite, with 48% reporting it was themselves, 35% reporting a brother, and 17% reporting a sister. The most frequently reported reasons for favoritism were birth order (33% - first or last born – never the middle); sex (23% - being the only boy or girl in the family); “goodness” (21% – talent, attractiveness, likability) and similarity to a parent (19%). Moreover, and in accord with Sulloway’s (1996) birth-order theory, 58% of firstborns and 62% of lastborns believed they were the family favorites; however, only 31% of middleborns reported that they had favored status. Similarly, 38% of middleborns believed they were the ‘black sheep’ of the family, compared to only 7% of firstborns and 18% of lastborns.

Black sheep. Remarkably, 80% of respondents reported that there was a black sheep in the family, with 21% claiming it was themselves, 13% naming a brother, 16% a sister, 25% an uncle, and 25% naming a cousin, in-law or distant relative. Reasons given for black sheep status differed, depending on who the target was. Unlike the findings for favorites, no-one cited sex or birth order as a reason for black sheep status. In line with theories about genetic relatedness, however, three adopted respondents did explicitly blame biology for their outsider status. As one respondent explained, “it’s like there is a pane of glass between me and them – we can see each other but we can’t touch or really make contact with one another – we’re just too different”.

Perceived difference, in fact, was the most frequently cited reason for black sheep status. Indeed, 100% of those respondents who believed they were the black sheep claimed it was because of their difference to the rest of the family – they looked different (frequently reported), had different personalities, talents, or interests, and just didn’t ‘fit into’ or feel they belonged to the family. The perception of difference was frequently reinforced by the comments and behaviors of parents and siblings. One respondent was pointedly given a T-shirt by her mother depicting a black sheep being ostracized by a flock of white sheep; she claims she ‘took the hint’ and has had no contact with her family for many years. 

Black sheep sisters, too, were considered by 72% of respondents to have acquired their status via difference and failure to ‘fit in’ – as one respondent explained, “mum always made her out to be the sister we didn’t love”. Others (25% ) claimed it was their sisters who had rejected the family by moving away, severing contact, and/or marrying ‘undesirable’ partners. By contrast, black sheep brothers were considered by 71% of the sample to have earned their status via trouble-making – becoming involved in drugs and engaging in rebellious (and sometimes criminal) behavior. 

Interestingly, the sizable proportions of black sheep uncles and other extended family members (99% of whom were male) were overwhelmingly described as not just different, but sexually or morally ‘deviant’. This category included homosexuals, hermits, alcoholics, gamblers, embezzlers, family deserters and adulterers. Moreover, sometimes a whole ‘side’ of a family was rejected by a whole other side for religious reasons or because of long-standing feuds and hatreds (the origins of which were not always known or understood by respondents).  

Treatment of the black sheep. The most frequently reported behaviors toward black sheep lay on a continuum ranging from total exclusion (51%) through coldness (9%) to chilly politeness (7%) – described by one respondent as ..“overt politeness that is cordially cool”. Total exclusion from the family, with no effort made to maintain contact, was more typical of extended-family black sheep (especially uncles).. “he never gets invited to family gatherings because he is so disapproved of..” The second-most frequently reported behaviors toward black sheep involved active rejection (33%) – targeted criticism, sarcasm, and hostility – very much in line with clinical descriptions of scapegoating. 

In summary, the findings of this study confirm that a sizable proportion of human beings do not enjoy the security and sense of belonging that families are ‘supposed’ to provide. However, there was one interesting and unexpected finding that emerged in a section of the study designed to measure perceptions of family closeness. Specifically, the more contact respondents reported having had with their extended family as they grew up, the less likely they were to report there had been a black sheep (r = -.47) or a favorite (r = -.29) anywhere in the family. This finding suggests that having a large, available, and involved network of kin may provide a buffer against parental scapegoating of particular children. Perhaps, and to paraphrase Hilary Clinton, it really does take a village to raise a (healthy) child. This in turn raises an interesting question with respect to families in more collectivist cultures, where the complex webs of extended familial relationships may, likewise, buffer against parental rejection and exclusion. However, this may work both ways, with collectivists more threatened by rule violations that shame the family than individualists (see Triandis, 1994). Clearly, there is scope for more research on this question. 

Consequences of Family Rejection

There is a fast-growing body of literature on the detrimental consequences of familial (and in particular, parental) rejection. In his seminal work on attachment and loss, Bowlby (1973) described how the most violently angry and dysfunctional behaviors may be elicited in children and adolescents who are threatened with abandonment. Citing clinical observations by Stott (1950), he noted that some parents actually use the threat of abandonment (including suicide) as a means of disciplining and manipulating their children. As Bowlby notes, a child or adolescent threatened with abandonment may be terrified of expressing their anger at the parent for threatening their safety and security; a potent mix of anxiety and rage that in some extreme cases, may lead paradoxically to parental murder (once dead, they can never threaten to leave again.) 

In line with Bowlby’s early observations, adult attachment researchers have identified an association between parental rejection during infancy and childhood and individuals’ fearful-avoidant behavior in the context of adult relationships (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Strong links have also been found between parental rejection and adolescent/adult depression. Robertson and Simons (1998), for example, found perceived parental rejection was the only family factor associated with adolescent depression, after controlling for a number of other variables. In a more recent study, Nolan, Flynn and Garber (2003) again found that parental rejection predicted adolescent depression over a three-year period. 

Research also suggests that paternal rejection plays a uniquely important role in predicting later dysfunction. For example, Meesters, Muris, and Esselink (1995) found that for both men and women, perceived paternal rejection was the strongest predictor of cynical hostility and distrust toward others. Similarly, in a recent study, Oliver and Whiffen (2003) found that perceived paternal rejection was directly associated with men’s depression, and that the relationship between such rejection and depression was not mediated by attachment insecurity (as it was for maternal rejection). Being rejected by one’s father, they claim, is depressogenic per se for sons. Furthermore, because childhood physical abuse was not predictive of men’s depression over and beyond the variance shared with parental rejection, the authors concluded that physical abuse occurs as part of the larger context of parental rejection (if you loved me, you wouldn’t hit me). 

With respect to scapegoating and targeted rejection of a particular family member, there appear to be a number of negative outcomes. The effects of differential treatment have been shown to impact negatively on the disfavored child’s sense of competence and self-worth (Dunn, Stocker, & Plomin, 1990), and on his or her attachment security and psychological adjustment (Sheehan & Noller, 2002). In a study of 127 males and females aged 17 – 30 yrs. and 62 of their siblings (aged 18 – 32 yrs.), Brody et al. (1998) found that participants who perceived themselves to be disfavored experienced more frequent shame and intense fear than their favored siblings. Moreover, these authors note that parental favoritism may lead to long-lasting bitterness between siblings, with disfavored offspring harboring feelings of “shame, resentment, envy and anger” (p. 270) that may lead to later depression. 

Finally, Brody et al. (1998) have pointed out that, if a child is disfavored, he or she receives relatively few parental rewards and so will exhibit fewer and fewer positive behaviors, in effect becoming less ‘likable’. As noted in this volume by Baumeister and DeWall, groups of people who feel rejected by society frequently exhibit the kinds of behaviors these researchers have observed in their laboratory studies, including self-defeating behaviors and impaired self-regulation. This begs the question re so-called ‘black sheep’: To what extent were they rejected by their families because they were different (or deviant), and to what extent did they become different (or deviant) as a function of having been (or felt) rejected by their families? No doubt, there is a bi-directional relationship here. However, and as discussed earlier, there are also factors, such as birth order and degree of genetic relatedness, that may push children toward the edge of their families from the beginning of their lives. 

Conclusions

Clearly, there is an enormous amount of work still to be done in this fascinating and fast-moving field. The studies described in this chapter provide some interesting glimpses into people’s beliefs about, and experiences of, familial rule violations and familial rejection, but they suffer from a number of limitations. Perhaps the most serious of these relate to the relatively small size of the samples, and the fact that the data were drawn from a culturally and socio-economically homogenous population. Answering questions about the universality and evolutionary origins of particular familial ‘rules’ and their consequences for family belonging and exclusion will require cross-cultural (and cross-sub-cultural) data. 

There is also a need in future research to be more specific about relational context. For example, the nature of unforgivable offences between parents and children may change, depending on the relative ages of both. (Is ‘taboo sex’ still a problem for elderly fathers in relation to middle-aged daughters?). Similarly, reportedly ‘unforgivable offences’ may differ depending on the number, sex, and health of children already in the family, or degree of genetic relatedness, etc. 

These are questions with considerable theoretical importance, but they have applied significance, too. As discussed in this chapter, the longterm consequences of familial rejection may be pronounced and severe. A better understanding of the causes, beliefs, and assumptions underlying such rejection can only enhance the health and happiness of humans in their first, and arguably most crucial, context of belonging: The family.      
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