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ABSTRACT
Receivers tend to react in a variety of ways to subtle workplace exclusion, but after fifteen years
of research, it is still unclear when receivers react in which way, and why. To address this
question, we interviewed receivers about their lived experiences. In contrast to the assumption in
the field that receivers know they are excluded, we found that receivers initially struggled with
attributional ambiguity. In questioning their own perception and role, receivers responded
prosocially to repair the relationship. If that failed or drained them, receivers started
withdrawing. Eventually, receivers’ attributional ambiguity is resolved, and they enter the phase
of attributional clarity, shifting to external attributions only. We label the specific moment when
attribution ambiguity is resolved the ‘mental tipping point’. The mental tipping point is
accompanied by a shift in reactions. If receivers aim to restore justice, they react by calling out;
if they deem that unfruitful, they resign. Three triggers enabled the occurrence of the mental
tipping point: accumulation of exclusion incidents, social comparison, and external nudges. We
integrate and visualize our findings in the Subtle Workplace Exclusion Attribution and Reaction
(SWEAR) model. Our study integrates and advances theory on subtle workplace exclusion and

attributions and offers an agenda for research to better understand and manage it.

Keywords: Subtle workplace exclusion, attribution theory, attributional ambiguity, mental

tipping point, SWEAR model



INTRODUCTION

“In the beginning, I tried to be sociable with them and I really tried to find a solution with them.
But when I heard from another coworker that they were taking customers from me and putting
them on their name, that’s when I realized what was going on. And now I have to do something
about it. [...] The next day I found a moment to get back to it. I told them, ‘how is this possible?’
[...]1T also emailed the boss to let them know what was going on.” (Respondent 11)

The starting point of our study was our interest in how targets experience and respond to
subtle exclusion. Although blatant forms of exclusion (e.g., discrimination, racism) have
diminished in the modern workplace due to anti-discrimination regulations across various
countries, exclusion is still ubiquitous in more subtle and covert forms (Dipboye & Colella,
2005; Shore, Cleveland, & Sanchez, 2018). Delilah, a retail employee whose colleagues
mislabeled her sales in the digital system as theirs, explains in the introductory quote how she
coped with being excluded. What struck us in her explanation was that her reaction shifted.
Initially, Delilah displayed tend-and-befriend reactions towards her colleagues. But after her co-
worker informed her about what her colleagues did behind her back, Delilah’s reaction shifted to
holding her colleagues accountable.

These shifts in reactions surprised us because over fifteen years of research on reactions
to subtle exclusion was grounded in two main assumptions: first, it assumes that targets of subtle
exclusion possess clarity about what is happening to them. Research on subtle exclusion is
scattered across the ostracism, microaggressions, incivility, rejection, and subtle discrimination
literatures, but they all have in common that they assume that targets of exclusion are aware that
they are being excluded (e.g., Sue, Capodilupo, Torino, Bucceri, Holder, & Nadal, 2007;
Williams, 2007). Delilah’s lived experience challenges this assumption, given that she indicates
that her perspective on - and her awareness of - how she is treated changed after her co-worker

talked with her. Apparently, Delilah went for a long time, sensing that something was off,



without realizing she was excluded. This experience of ambiguity is central in the accounts of
our respondents yet is lacking in current theory on reactions to subtle exclusion.

Second, current theory and research assumes that differences in reactions to subtle
exclusion are either due to interpersonal differences (e.g., differences among targets or among
excluders; Taylor, Klein, Lewis, Gruenewald, Gurung, & Updegraff, 2000; Williams, 2007), or
are due to contextual differences (e.g., differences among the forms of subtle exclusion, or
among the situations in which they take place; Pfundmair, Graupmann, Frey, & Aydin, 2015;
Sharma & Dhar, 2024). Current research primarily aims to pinpoint which combination of
interpersonal and contextual factors predicts responses to subtle exclusion (Kip, Erle, Sleegers,
& van Beest, 2025). However, Delilah’s account of events indicates that she reacted differently
to the same subtle exclusion incident over time. This suggests that intrapersonal factors may
offer a more parsimonious explanation for when and why targets display different reactions to
subtle exclusion incidents.

Initially, our interviews were aimed at further dissecting which (combination of) factors
explain targets’ reactions by examining receivers’ lived experiences through post-hoc interviews.
However, after only three interviews, we realized that we needed to switch gears, discard the two
aforementioned prevailing assumptions, and adopt a dynamic lens to gain a profound
understanding of how targets react to subtle exclusion. This also included casting out a wide net
into the exclusion literature to make sense of what we were discovering.

SUBTLE WORKPLACE EXCLUSION

Subtle workplace exclusion can be considered an umbrella concept encompassing various

indistinct behaviors, such as rejection, ostracism, incivility, and/or microaggressions (Liu & Ma,

2016). Rejection involves actively denying social contact to a person (Eck & Riva, 2016),



ostracism refers to ignoring a person while in their presence (Mao, Liu, Jiang, & Zhang, 2018),
incivility is defined as “low-intensity deviant workplace behavior with an ambiguous intent to
harm” (Andersson & Pearson, 1999: 457), and microaggressions are brief, everyday exchanges
that send denigrating messages to individuals for being different than others (Sue et al., 2007).
Although each of these constructs highlights a unique aspect of exclusion, there is substantial
overlap, which warrants a generalized approach to studying them (Robinson, O’Reilly, & Wang,
2013). In proposing subtle workplace exclusion as an umbrella term that captures the essence of
similarities between these constructs, we define it as low-intensity interpersonal behaviors during
professional interactions that prohibit receivers from participating, receiving information,
providing input, being considered, and/or being taken seriously.

Interestingly, despite its less intense nature, subtle exclusion appears to be as detrimental
for individuals and organizations as blatant exclusion. The meta-analysis by Jones, Peddie,
Gilrane, King, and Grey (2016) demonstrated that subtle discrimination (which incorporates
forms of subtle exclusion) is equally harmful as overt discrimination on a range of individual-
level (e.g., career success, job stress, attitudes, strain, cardiovascular health) and organizational-
level (e.g., turnover, performance) outcomes. Although the exact reasons for these substantial
negative consequences of subtle forms of workplace exclusion are yet to be discovered, an
important aspect could lie in its subtlety (Cuevas, Williams, Krobath, Lyngdoh, Kaba-Diakité, &
Allen, 2024; Jones et al., 2016). Its indistinct nature makes subtle workplace exclusion multi-

interpretable and can camouflage ill intentions. Moreover, as there are fewer rules and guidelines

! Note that inclusion and exclusion are not ends of the same spectrum. Inclusion, commonly defined as a perception
or experience of belongingness and uniqueness (Shore, Randal, Chung, Dean, Ehrhart, & Singh, 2011). The
inclusion literature focuses on fostering employees’ needs for uniqueness and belongingness (Shore et al., 2018),
whereas the subtle workplace exclusion literature aims to understand how receivers experience and react to such
acts (Liu & Ma, 2016). Although subtle exclusion can undermine inclusion, these research streams have largely
developed independently, and this study therefore builds on the broader subtle exclusion literature to understand
receivers’ lived experiences.



that prevent and punish subtle exclusion, bystanders are less likely to intervene, and co-workers
are more likely to consider it acceptable behavior. Consequently, subtle workplace exclusion
tends not only to occur more frequently than blatant exclusion in the workplace but also to linger,
up to the point where subtle exclusion is chronically present and normalized (Jones et al., 2016;
O’Reilly, Robinson, Berdahl, & Banki, 2015).
Reactions to Subtle Workplace Exclusion

How receivers react to subtle workplace exclusion strongly influences the harm that they
experience from being excluded (Jackson & Tewfik, 2025; Williams, 2009). Prior research
commonly distinguishes different types of reactions: prosocial, antisocial, and withdrawal (e.g.,
Han, Harold, Oh, Kim & Agolli, 2022; Robinson et al., 2013; Smart Richman & Leary, 2009;
Stubbs-Richardson, Sinclair, Porter, & Utley, 2021). Prosocial reactions aim to reconnect or
repair the relationship between the excluded individual and the excluder(s), for example, to
regain acceptance (Debono, Corley, & Muraven, 2020), reduce future exclusion (Debono et al.,
2020), and fulfill the need for belongingness (Stillman & Baumeister, 2009; Williams, 2007).
Prosocial reactions are typically displayed through positive actions directed towards the
excluder(s) (Jackson & Tewfik, 2025; Williams, 2009). Examples involve helping others (Penner,
Dovidio, Piliavin, & Schroeder, 2005), conforming to others’ opinions (Williams, 2007), and
displaying tend-and-befriend behaviors to form and strengthen (new) social connections
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007; Taylor et al., 2000).
In the organizational context, individuals manifest prosocial reactions by increasing
performance, effort, or organizational citizenship behaviors (Robinson et al., 2013). Prosocial
reactions are generally regarded as ideal reactions to exclusion because they tend to benefit the

relationship/group (Jackson & Tewfik, 2025).



Antisocial reactions, in contrast, involve targets expressing their anger or frustration and
are manifested through negative actions towards the excluder. These reactions are labeled as
aggressive, hostile, and confrontational (Meral, Vranjes, van Osch, Ren, van Dijk, & van Beest,
2022; Williams, 2007). One reason why individuals may show such behavior is to regain control
that has been lost due to the exclusion incident (Baumeister, Brewer, Tice, & Twenge, 2007) or to
signal that the exclusion is perceived as unfair (Smart Richman & Leary, 2009). In the
organizational context, an example of antisocial reactions is retaliation against excluders
(Faulkner, 1998). Antisocial reactions to subtle exclusion are seen as undesirable (Smart
Richman & Leary, 2009) because they tend to harm the relationship between receivers and
excluders (Jackson & Tewfik, 2025; Weingart, Behfar, Bendersky, Todorova, & Jehn, 2015) and
increase receivers’ sense of isolation (Ren, Wesselmann, & Williams, 2016). Rather than
approaching the excluder with the intent to befriend or confront, withdrawal reactions are aimed
at reducing contact and interactions with the excluder to avoid future exclusion (Robinson et al.,
2013; Jackson & Tewfik, 2025). However, withdrawal is also potentially costly, as it tends to
deepen isolation and hinder restoration of relationships (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2009). Examples
of withdrawal are avoiding social gatherings, disengaging in arguments, and remaining quiet
during meetings. Sometimes a distinction is made between withdrawal and resignation, with
resignation representing a more permanent form of withdrawal (Riva, Montali, Wirth, Curioni, &
Williams, 2017).

Although this categorization of reactions to exclusion has been around for over fifteen
years, it remains unclear when receivers react in prosocial, antisocial, or withdrawal manners,
and what drives these differential reactions. Researchers have proposed a range of interpersonal

differences (e.g., in the target’s gender, personality, position, or social group membership; e.g.,



Taylor et al., 2000; Williams, 2007) and contextual differences (e.g., type of exclusion incident,
relationship with excluder, organizational climate or culture; e.g., Pfundmair et al.,, 2015;
Sharma & Dhar, 2024) to explain differential reactions to subtle workplace exclusion, but all
these studies resulted in inconclusive evidence. There have been two notable attempts to develop
integrative models. The Temporal Need-Threat Model (TNTM; Williams, 2007; 2009) proposes
that receivers’ reactions depend on which need is primarily threatened. For example, threats to
the need to belong are argued to elicit prosocial reactions, whereas threats to the need for power
and agency are believed to provoke antisocial reactions. In comparison, the Multi-Motive Model
(MMM; Smart Richman & Leary, 2009) posits that receivers’ dominant motive determines how
they react, with motives shaped by factors such as the perceived cost of rejection, expectations of
relational repair, and perceived unfairness. Both models have been studied extensively but only
offered mixed results in tests of the TNTM (e.g., Riva, Marinucci, Telari, & Pancani, 2025) and
the MMM (e.g., Stubbs-Richardson, Sinclair, Porter, & Utley, 2021). It thus remains unclear
when receivers react in which way, and why.

A limitation of many studies on reactions to subtle (workplace) exclusion is their reliance
on experimental designs in which receivers had no prior history with excluders, no future
relationship or dependency between receiver and excluder, were exposed to a single exclusion
incident, and were offered a limited, forced-choice set of reactions. As such, the causal strengths
of these experiments came at the expense of understanding how a large variety of factors,
including several that cannot be mimicked in experiments, shape receivers’ reactions to subtle
workplace exclusion. We argue that gaining deeper insight into these reactions requires an in-
depth understanding of the lived experiences of receivers of subtle workplace exclusion.

Accordingly, we conducted an interview study to explore how receivers make sense of their



experiences and explain their reactions to subtle workplace exclusion. To our surprise, we
quickly noticed during the interviews that the same individuals reported different reactions to
similar exclusion incidents. This prompted us to revisit the literature in search of intrapersonal
mechanisms that might explain why, in their narratives, interviewees react differently to
comparable subtle exclusion incidents. This search led us towards attribution theories, which
propose that variations in individuals’ reactions stem from different attributions of the incident’s
causes.

Attributions and Attributional Ambiguity

Attribution theories postulate that individuals’ reactions, whether emotional, cognitive, or
behavioral, hinge on their appraisals of stimuli (e.g., Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Attribution
processes start when unexpected incidents occur (Weiner, 1985: 275-326). In trying to make
sense of the nature and causes of these incidents, individuals attempt to reduce uncertainty to
determine a course of action to react to the incident (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick &
Roberts, 1993).

A central question in attribution processes is whether the cause of an incident is perceived
as internal or external, because this might lead to divergent reactions (Martinko & Thompson,
1998). If one believes that oneself is to blame, one’s behavior needs to be adjusted, but if one
believes that another person is to blame, the other person should adjust their behavior. Kelley and
Michela’s (1980) attribution theory proposes that individuals’ judgment of internal versus
external attribution depends on three dimensions: consistency (does the colleague behave in the
same way over time?), distinctiveness (does the colleague behave in the same way across
situations?), and consensus (do others behave in the same way in the same situation?). For

example, if a colleague greets everyone but you at the coffee machine, the distinctiveness of how



you are treated compared to how others are treated makes it more likely that you arrive at an
internal attribution. (e.g., that person only excludes you, so there must be something wrong with
you) compared to when the colleague greets nobody (e.g., that person ignores everyone, so that
person may just not be that friendly, or that person is very busy) (see also Burton, Taylor, &
Barber, 2014).

A key limitation of research drawing on Kelley and Michela’s (1980) attribution theory is
the assumption that individuals can readily make clear attributions. Attributional clarity requires
comparison information about how the excluder has treated oneself in the past, how the excluder
treats others, and how others treat oneself. Such information typically accumulates only after
extended interaction and multiple incidents (cf. Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick & Roberts,
1993). Given the low-intensity and ambiguous nature of subtle exclusion, this process is complex
and likely to take a long time. Nonetheless, most attribution and subtle exclusion studies
implicitly assume attributional clarity, without questioning whether individuals can readily form
an attribution (e.g., Kip et al., 2025). Some studies have examined how individuals react when
both internal and external attributions are plausible (e.g., Crocker & Major, 1989). These studies
show that in the face of negative incidents such as subtle workplace exclusion, receivers often
favor external attribution (Crocker, Voelkl, Testa, & Major, 1991; Hoyt, Aguilar, Kaiser,
Blascovich, & Lee, 2007; Mendes, Major, McCoy, & Blascovich, 2008), consistent with the self-
serving bias, whereby external attribution helps preserve a positive self-image (Mezulis,
Abramson, Hyde, & Hankin, 2004). More recent work, however, suggests that the self-serving
bias weakens when maintaining a good relationship is at stake (Eberly, Holley, Johnson, &
Mitchell, 2011). In workplace contexts, this implies that receivers of subtle workplace exclusion

may make internal attributions if they value the relationship with the excluder.
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There are only a handful of more recent studies that have begun to consider the
experience of attributional ambiguity and argue that the process of identifying and
deconstructing nature and causes of negative, ambiguous incidents is cognitively and
emotionally taxing for receivers (Cuevas et al., 2024; Jones et al., 2016). In line with various
uncertainty theories (e.g., uncertainty reduction theory, Berger & Calabrese, 1974; uncertainty
management theory, Babrow, Kasch, & Ford, 1998), these studies suggest that the ambiguity of
the causes of negative incidents and the corresponding uncertainty of appropriate action make
individuals doubt themselves and consume substantial cognitive resources and mental load. Such
ruminative reactions can result in a negative spiral of emotions and feelings that further harm
individuals’ health and well-being (Cuevas et al., 2024).

In our investigation of the literature on attributional ambiguity, we realized that this
ambiguity may play a major role in the experiences of receivers of subtle workplace exclusion,
because its subtleness makes it difficult to (a) detect what really happened (“was I excluded?”),
(b) interpret the nature of the behavior (“was it a joke?”), and (c) infer causality (“was it
intentional?”’). Moreover, because of this ambiguity, others may construct different
interpretations and attributions, which can lead to microinvalidations, gaslighting, and other
forms of negation of their thoughts, feelings, and lived experiences (Johnson, Nadal, Sissoko, &
King, 2021; Sue et al., 2007). To gain an in-depth understanding of how receivers perceive and
construct meaning around subtle workplace exclusion over time, we invited respondents to
narrate and reflect on their lived experiences.

METHODS
Research Epistemology

We combined narrative inquiry and constructivist grounded theory to explore how

respondents perceive and construct meaning around subtle workplace exclusion. According to Lal,
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Suto, and Ungar (2012), narrative inquiry and (constructivist) grounded theory are compatible
approaches as both are epistemologically rooted in symbolic interactionism and emphasize the role
of ‘symbolic systems’ such as language, in constructing reality. The combination of narrative
inquiry and grounded theory enables the collection of rich narratives that capture how individuals
perceive and construct meaning (i.e., through case-based narrative inquiry), while also facilitating
theory development through a systematic data analysis that transcends individual narratives (i.e.,
through category-based grounded theory). As Ruppel and Mey (2015: 184) argue, grounded theory
must go beyond “separate codes and categories [...]. Narrativity is needed to synthesize and
develop conceptualizations which reflect the diverse underlying entanglements of human
experience, action, and meaning-making.”
Data Collection

We obtained approval from the Ethical Review Board to conduct this study under case
RP417. We engaged in a combination of purposeful sampling and convenience sampling of
subtle workplace exclusion experiences, using our networks, social media outreach (e.g.,
LinkedIn), and engagement with relevant organizations such as the Foundation Coping with
Bullying. In the information letter, we stressed the voluntary nature of participation. We included
individuals who self-described their experiences as subtle workplace exclusion, and who worked
as employees or interns for at least three days a week in the organization where they experienced
exclusion. We excluded respondents who solely indicated experiencing blatant exclusion (e.g.,
screaming a discriminatory slur in someone’s face, using physical intimidation). Research shows
that blatant and subtle forms of exclusion differ markedly in lived experiences (Jones et al.,

2016). Focusing specifically on subtle exclusion allowed us to more clearly identify patterns and
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support theory development. When respondents experienced both blatant and subtle exclusion,
we included them but concentrated on the subtle incidents in their narratives.

Interviews took place between 2020 and 2022. Interviews typically lasted 70 minutes,
with two in-person and 24 virtual sessions, the latter due to COVID-19 restrictions and
respondents’ preferences. All interviews were transcribed verbatim by the first and fifth authors.
The interviewees worked in diverse sectors, including health care, engineering, consultancy,
education, and academia. Our final sample consisted of 26 employees. This sample size is
suitable to discover (theoretical) patterns within heterogeneous samples (Guest, Bunce, &
Johnson, 2006). Table 1 shows the characteristics of the respondents. Their ages ranged from 18
to 67 years (mean = 39.32, SD = 13.79), and their work experience ranged from 0 to 47 years.
Most respondents were Dutch (80%). Other nationalities included Greek, Finnish, Hungarian,

and Iranian. Women were overrepresented in the sample (68%).

Insert Table 1 about here

We applied a semi-structured interview approach that allowed for in-depth exploration of
respondents’ retrospective reports of experiences, attributions, and reactions, while
accommodating flexibility to pursue emergent avenues of inquiry and refine our questions as
new themes emerged.

In terms of data collection, we applied the central tenets of narrative inquiry and did so
specifically by employing the Critical Incident Technique (CIT). Building on Woolsey’s (1986)
understanding of critical incidents as moments that reveal underlying tensions, the method is
particularly helpful to analyze instances where individuals experience turning points in which

unnoticed tensions suddenly surface (e.g., Cohen Miller, Mahat-Shamir, Pitcho-Prelorentzos, &
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Possick, 2024). Across its 70-year history, the CIT has been applied to study a wide range of
psychological states and lived experiences surrounding critical incidents, including research on
microaggressions (Piccinelli, Martinho, & Vauclair, 2021) and silencing (Cohen Miller et al.,
2024). By eliciting the recall of incidents that shaped individuals’ experiences or attributions,
CIT enables the collection of rich, detailed accounts of how such incidents are interpreted.

Following Ruppel and Mey (2015), we identified clear parallels between our interview
approach and Labov and Waletzky’s (1997) narrative phase model when reflecting on the
different parts of our interview protocol. That is, after a set opening, we asked interview
questions that correspond with the orientation of these incidents (e.g., “Can you tell us
something about the organization or team(s) you worked in where these incidents happened?”’),
the complication of these incidents (e.g., “Can you describe what happened that made you feel
excluded?; Who was involved in these incidents?”’), the evaluation of these incidents (e.g., “Why
do you think these incidents happened?”’), and the resolution of these incidents (e.g., “What was
your reaction to these incidents?””). The detailed interview protocol, in which we categorized the
interview questions by narrative phase, is included in the online supplemental materials.

It is important to emphasize that in Labov and Waletzky’s (1997) model, the aim is not
necessarily to dissect a single incident, but rather a sequence of incidents. A similar approach of
directing our attention to sequencing (e.g., “Were these incidents happening before?; Did your
reactions change over time?””) allowed us to understand how incidents unfolded over time as
constructed through the narratives of the respondents (Butterfield, Borgen, Amundson, &
Maglio, 2005; Ruppel & Mey, 2015; Watkins, Ellinger, Suh, Brenes-Dawsey, & Oliver, 2022).
Accordingly, the strength of the CIT is believed to lie in “its capacity to explore turning points”

(Woolsey, 1986: 480) or understand a “change experience” (Webster & Mertova, 2007: 75). The
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criticality of these turning points only becomes evident through the post-hoc story told (Webster
& Mertova, 2007). We discovered such a turning point in the third interview when we noticed a
shift in who they blamed for the incident. We then adjusted our interview protocol by inviting
respondents to explicitly reflect on their attributions, reactions, and potential changes therein.
Specifically, we introduced a retrospective sequential element in the interviews and asked each
respondent about the order in which the exclusion incidents, their attributions, and reactions
occurred. To delve deeper into how the first two interviewees shifted in their attribution process,
we conducted follow-up interviews with them.

Data Analysis

For analyzing the narrative data, we applied grounded theory as proposed by Charmaz
(2008). We decided on an abductive approach in our coding by being attentive to accounts and
patterns in the narratives of our respondents that may lead to advancement of theory, while going
back and forth to existing constructs and theories to make sense of those accounts and patterns.
Abduction, as described by Charmaz (2014: 200), is ““a mode of imaginative reasoning
researchers invoke when they cannot account for a surprising or puzzling finding.” Hence,
abductive research often plays a pivotal role in knowledge creation.

Initial Coding, Focused Coding, and Theoretical Sampling. We coded and analyzed our
data using NVivo 3 following the guidelines of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2008; Corbin &
Strauss, 1990; Kim & Meister, 2023). We followed the coding steps of a constructivist grounded
theory, which serve as an effective heuristic device for coding narrative data (Charmaz &
Thornberg, 2021).

We began with initial coding, generating first-order codes grounded in respondents’

narratives using language meaningful to respondents (Corley & Gioia, 2004). In this phase, we
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stayed close to their accounts of experiencing and responding to exclusion, using gerunds (e.g.,
experiencing doubt, feeling not appreciated, seeking validation, acting friendly, taking distance).

Second, we revisited the transcripts to identify patterns and themes, grouping first-order
codes into more focused second-order codes. Through an iterative, abductive process of moving
between data and theory, we developed themes aligned with the literature. This focused coding
enabled us to distill respondents’ reaction patterns (prosocial, withdrawal, calling out,
resignation; see Table S1) and attribution patterns (internal versus external attribution; see Table
S2).

Third, we identified theoretical dimensions that connected the focused codes, enabling
abstraction beyond individual themes. This step of theoretical sampling helped refine and align
the focused codes with broader theoretical constructs (Charmaz, 2012). It deepened our
understanding of how attributions and reactions connect (e.g., calling out with external
attribution), and revealed sequential patterns in both attributions (e.g., the mental tipping point)
and reactions (e.g., intrapersonal shift reactions).

By attending to the sequence in which attributions and reactions were reported, we closely
followed respondents’ narratives of how these processes unfolded over time. During theoretical
sampling, we coded which attributions and reactions occurred before and after the mental tipping
point, thereby incorporating a temporal lens into our analysis. To facilitate this process, we used
timeline visualizations to trace how respondents narrated their exclusion experiences and how
they connected attributions and reactions over time within their individual accounts. Timelines
are recognized as valuable tools for capturing temporal dimensions in lived experiences,

especially when they concern critical incidents (Ku, 2025).
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Tables 3, 4, 5, and 6 illustrate how we transitioned from focused coding to theoretical
sampling. In these tables, the focused codes are accompanied by quotes shared by the
respondents. The focused codes were grouped into theoretical dimensions, which served as input
for developing our integrative model. In total, we extracted 43 initial codes, 14 focused codes,
and 6 theoretical dimensions.

Model Development. The culmination of our data analysis was the development of an
integrative model that captures the dynamics of reactions to subtle workplace exclusion and
explains how incidents of workplace exclusion are experienced, attributed, and subsequently
responded to, drawing on respondents’ lived experiences. The model was refined through
multiple iterations, informed by extensive team discussions, feedback from a paper development
workshop at the AoM conference (August 2023), and suggestions from the AoM Discoveries
reviewers, all of which prompted further revisiting of the data and sharpening of our analysis.

Throughout the development process, all authors engaged in ongoing collaborative
discussions, paying particular attention to the emerging theoretical patterns. After the second-to-
last interview, no new insights emerged regarding the theoretical dimensions represented in our
integrated model. We therefore concluded that theoretical saturation had been reached, indicating
that additional data collection was unlikely to yield new “properties of a theoretical category”
(Charmaz, 2008: 167).

Reflexivity Statement

Preexisting familiarity with a topic can elicit richer and more reliable data, especially

when discussing sensitive topics (Weinreb, Sana, & Stecklov, 2018). For our purposes, it was

helpful that both interviewers (i.e., the first and fifth author) had personally experienced



17

workplace exclusion. As all members of our research team are White, we acknowledge the White
lens through which we interviewed, interpreted the data, and wrote this paper.

The preexisting familiarity with the topic also lies in the specific expertise of the author’s
team and is reflected in the sensitizing concepts that guided our initial approach to the data
(Bowen, 2020). More specifically, our expertise in sensemaking (AUTHOR 2), attributions
(AUTHOR 1), exclusive workplace behavior (AUTHOR 1, 3, 4), and coping (AUTHOR 1, 6)
was conducive to discovering the crucial role attributions play in understanding participants’
sensemaking of and reactions to exclusionary experiences. Furthermore, our expertise in
workplace inclusion (AUTHOR 2, 3, 4) and the organizational context (AUTHOR 1, 2, 3, 4, 5)
allowed us to engage with a breadth of literature to shape the manuscript and model.

FINDINGS: THE SUBTLE WORKPLACE ATTRIBUTION AND REACTION
(SWEAR) MODEL

Subtle workplace exclusion comes in various forms. Examples of subtle exclusion at
work that were described by our respondents include withholding information (e.g., Respondent
1, “A few weeks later I found out that they had been working in the office for a long time [during
Covid-19, despite agreements to work from home] and hadn t said anything to me”), rejection
(e.g., Respondent 4: “There was a moment when the director spoke with me and my colleagues
who were in the same situation, essentially saying that it would be better if we left [the
organization permanently] ”), microaggressions (e.g., Respondent 15: “They told me, ‘Oh, the
Greeks, you're lazy’ ) and undermining (e.g., Respondent 10: “He asked: “Who is the boss in
your department?” And then I said: “I am.” And then he said: “Are you sure?” And I said:
“Who else?” He then said: “Well, think about that.”). Table S3 offers an overview of the

different forms of subtle workplace exclusion that our respondents experienced, including
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example quotes (see online supplemental materials). Table 2 offers more detailed information
about the exclusion experiences of each respondent, such as the perceived excluder(s), duration,

attribution types, and reaction types.

Insert Table 2 about here.

We integrated these attribution and reaction patterns into the Subtle Workplace Exclusion
Attribution and Reaction (SWEAR) model (see Figure 1). The SWEAR model seeks to explain
when and why excluded individuals report responding in prosocial, calling out, withdrawal, or
resignation modes. Specifically, based on our respondents’ narratives, the SWEAR model
proposes that receivers initially experience attributional ambiguity, causing them to doubt
themselves and react prosocially to repair the relationship. This pattern of exclusion incidents
and prosocial reactions can go on for a long time and sometimes result in withdrawal if receivers

cannot endure and/or experience their repair efforts as fruitless.

Insert Figure 1 about here.

Eventually, receivers obtain attributional clarity, at which point they engage exclusively
in external attributions, and we refer to this cognitive shift from attributional ambiguity to
attributional clarity the mental tipping point. We identify three triggers of the mental tipping
point: an accumulation of incidents, social comparison, and external nudges. Once the mental
tipping point is reached and receivers engage in external attributions, their reactions change to
calling out with the aim of restoring justice, or to resignation (a stronger form of withdrawal) in
case they deem calling out useless. In the following sections, we explain our SWEAR model and
its underlying themes and dimensions in detail.

Initial Attributional Ambiguity
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A defining characteristic across the respondents’ narratives was that the exclusion
incident was initially experienced as subtle and ambiguous. When describing her first experience
with the exclusion incident(s), Respondent 10, a woman manager working in production who
reported dealing with a controlling coworker, stated: “I didn t know what it was or what to do
with it. I couldn t place it, ” illustrating the ambiguity that was first experienced.

This ambiguity led respondents to engage in a process of sense-making, as they attempted
to understand what might be happening. For many, this uncertainty prompted primarily internal
attributions, as illustrated by Respondent 20, a communications director at a bank: “You think,
well, I must be doing something wrong somewhere, but you also don't really know exactly what
you 're doing wrong.” While respondents reflected on their own potential shortcomings (i.e.,
internal attribution), they also considered whether other’s actions may have contributed to the
situation as well (i.e., external attribution). Respondent 4, a woman independent educator, for
example, also questioned manager’s actions. “/ was writing a book and he was judging it like 1
was his student. It became an unequal relationship. [...] The way he positioned himself above me
kept strengthening over time. This had the effect that I started feeling smaller and smaller.” As
such, respondents expressed that their initial attributions were not clearly defined; rather, they

appeared to struggle with attributional ambiguity.

Insert Table 3 about here.

A shared experience among respondents was that this attributional ambiguity triggered a
process of self-doubting, which was considered taxing. In Respondent 5’s account, uncertainty
developed gradually and was marked by unsuccessful attempts to make sense of what was going
on at a time when she had not yet labeled these experiences as exclusion: “I hadn't realized yet

what was going on. I think I didn't want to see. [...] I have wondered what else I could have done
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myself. And I kept becoming more and more uncertain. I became less effective; I couldn't make
decisions anymore... [...] I kept getting smaller. I kept getting less confident.” Specifically, the
narratives show an information-seeking process through which respondents aimed to gain clarity,
but where the lack of clarity in the meantime caused uncertainty and stress. This is illustrated by
Delilah from the opening quote, who shared the following about her attempt to get grip on an
unpleasant experience, which she has not yet labeled exclusion:

“In the beginning you think, ‘am I imaging this?’ [...] I think that you start to observe more
sharply, like, ‘what is going on?’. Because you want to get a grip on it. You want to know what's
happening. You are no longer focused on enjoying yourself or having fun. You are trying to be
social, but you cannot anymore. You are looked past. [...] You don't feel pleasant anymore. And
you feel that they don't take you seriously anymore.”

Attributional Ambiguity and Prosocial and Withdrawal Reactions

In terms of reactions, all respondents initially demonstrated prosocial reactions. Some
respondents indicated that they first reacted to the subtle exclusion by trying harder to be liked,
which is illustrated by Respondent 1, a young male marketing intern: “I had it in my mind that it
was partly my own fault, that I could be more proactive. [...] I actively sought out
communication and tried to involve myself more.” In a similar vein, various respondents said
they initially reacted by overcompensating. For example, Respondent 5, a woman commercial
director, voiced:

“It felt like I couldn't get a grip on the situation, and I became increasingly insecure. As a result, I
pushed myself even harder, but I became less effective. [...] I wanted to prove that I could do it
and that [ was worth being accepted. In my previous job, I had experienced this twice as a
director, and I had succeeded. [...] I thought I would just fight my way through this.”

Even when respondents considered external causes as well as internal causes for the
subtle exclusion during this ambiguous phase, self-doubt led them to opt for prosocial reactions.
They indicated that, due to the lack of clarity, they chose to change their own reactions and
reported acting in ways that could establish, or at least not hinder, relationship repair. The excerpt

below, for example, illustrates that although Respondent 11 initially also considered her
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colleagues wrongdoers, she was still in doubt about what exactly was going on, and opted for
prosocial reactions by inhibiting her tendency to confront: “I did not want to attack my
colleagues. In the beginning, you are also thinking you are imagining it.”

Relational repair emerged as a primary motivation for engaging in these prosocial
behaviors in ambiguous situations, as evidenced across respondents (see Table 3). Respondent
23, a veterinary assistant, articulated how she tried to mend their ‘negative’ relationship by
engaging in prosocial reactions (i.e., trying harder to be liked):

“I had little time to talk to her, so our relationship was mostly negative. We only interacted when [
needed to ask something, often at the wrong moment, at which point I’d get snapped at. That was
the nature of our relationship at the time. I really tried to be kind and cheerful towards her.

Insert Table 3 about here.

The responsibility for repairing the relationship was thus initially placed on the self,
foregrounding their internal attributions. Respondent 6, a health care secretary, described how
she engaged in prosocial reactions toward a colleague who was subtly bullying and controlling
her by adapting and improving herself to restore the relationship:

“ ... you look for the problem within yourself. I thought, well, then I need to improve myself,
work even harder, and inform her better. You start searching within yourself: how can I please
her? How can I make sure that the collaboration is pleasant?”

Various respondents indicated that this prosocial reaction eventually evolved into
withdrawal when the prosocial reactions harmed their health, and the desired relational repair
was not being achieved. Respondent 4, along with two of her peers, felt excluded by her
manager, and she articulated that her prosocial reactions, after being unsuccessful, evolved into
withdrawal, a process she described as feeling “smaller and smaller" as her self-doubt grew
“bigger and bigger”:

“That they are talking about you and not to you. I started to shut myself off, to withdraw more.
Whereas before, | communicated openly and freely. [...] We tried to request conversations and
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tried to address what was going on. [...] Even though I openly address things, I noticed that my
director was just intense and cut it off. I asked a clarifying question because something had been
discussed that was about me. And then he just shut it down. He simply said: ‘no, we’ve discussed
that we’ll keep it anonymous.’ Yes, then I didn’t respond anymore and I shut down — I just kept
quiet [...] I was truly dumbstruck.”

Interestingly, the withdrawal reactions still coincided with ambiguity in attributing the
exclusion incidents. Respondent 15, a Greek doctoral student experiencing exclusion from his

peers xxx, articulated this as follows.

I was saying good morning, no answer. Two, three [different] times [I said it]. [...] I felt really
awkward. [I thought] maybe in the Netherlands you don’t say it?. Because also I was thinking,
here, maybe people they don’t do it [...] Then I stopped saying it. ”

What is evident in his account is that clarity about what had unfolded at that point was
still lacking. He continued to ruminate about the situation, wondering whether this was common
behavior in the Netherlands, a novel cultural context to him, demonstrating that attributional
ambiguity remained unresolved at the point of withdrawal. This ambiguity initially gave rise to
prosocial reactions (i.e., kept greeting colleagues after not receiving replies), but when those
efforts kept being unanswered he transitioned into silence as a form of withdrawal. See Table 4

for an overview of links between narrated attributions and reactions.

Insert Table 4 about here.

The Mental Tipping Point: Shifting from Attributional Ambiguity to Attributional Clarity
At some point, respondents indicated that they gained clarity in terms of what was going
on, which in all cases involved redirecting blame attributions for their exclusion solely to others.
This moment refers to the resolution of attributional ambiguity and the receiver’s entry into a
phase of attributional clarity. Respondents used different phrases to capture this moment, such as
“the point of no return” (R1), “breaking point” (R9), “I woke up” (R10), “the final blow” (R13),

“the penny dropped” (R19), or “the last straw” (R25). Based on these phrases, we label this
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specific moment the ‘mental tipping point’. Table 5 provides an overview of the mental tipping
point in terms of shifting from attributional ambiguity to clarity. Respondent 10, a woman

manager working in production who experienced microaggressions and undermining from her
peer, described the specific moment when she experienced the mental tipping point and started

redirecting the blame to others:

“I shared my story there [about the actions of my coworker], and he [the confidential advisor]
said: ‘this isn’t normal, this isn’t okay.” And that’s when I really woke up and thought: wow.
Then, when I came across a website about narcissistic behavior and the pieces started to fall into
place, I had this moment of: hey, wait a minute... He had me so enchanted at that point that |
completely got pulled into his narrative [that [ was the one that needed to work on my self-
confidence, my leadership skills]. And after that, I thought: no, hold on — YOU are the one
behaving badly.”

Insert Table 5 about here.

Triggers of the Mental Tipping Point. In exploring when and why the mental tipping
point is reached, we discovered that respondents reported three distinct ways that triggered their
tipping point: an accumulation of exclusion incidents, a social comparison process, and/or being
externally nudged. Whereas some respondents experienced a single distinct trigger, others

experienced a combination of triggers leading up to the mental tipping point (see Table 6).

Insert Table 6 about here.

First, an accumulation of exclusion incidents led respondents to shift their attribution due
to repeated exposure. Respondent 2, a recruitment intern, highlighted this process, stating: “/
think it was an accumulation of things. The examples I gave just now were also happening before
all this. [...] And then when my manager gossiped about my internship project rather than

talking to me about it, that was really not okay.”



24

The exposure to multiple subtle exclusion incidents provided respondents with more
information about the incidents and initiated a transition towards attributing them solely
externally. Respondent 1, an intern at a small marketing firm working during the COVID-19
pandemic, illustrates how this accumulation led to the mental tipping point:

“In hindsight, the turning point was that I found out they were all working in the office and not
telling me about it. [...]. In the beginning [ was mainly looking at myself, thinking the others
aren’t bothered by it so it must be me. But the longer I spent there, the more of these weird things
happened to me, and the more often I thought that it wasn’t my issue, but it was the issue of the
organization and the people.”

Second, some respondents reported proactively seeking information by engaging in a
process of social comparison. To resolve the ambiguity inherent to subtle workplace exclusion,
these respondents indicated that they resorted to comparing how people similar and dissimilar to
them were being treated. This was to assess whether their treatment aligned with how others
were treated at work. Respondent 15, the Greek doctoral researcher, explained this as follows:

“ when you say ‘goodbye’, and nobody is responding . [...]that maybe it’s their culture that they
don’t say it. But when another coworker was saying ‘bye! have a nice evening!’, there was
always an answer.”

Through this comparison with other coworkers in similar situations, this respondent
deduced that the norm was to greet coworkers and that he was treated differently, leading him to
conclude that he was being excluded. In this case, the respondent observed differential actions in
a similar situation and attributed this to his identity as a Greek individual within a predominantly
Dutch department.

This personal account reflects a broader pattern observed in the data. Social comparison
processes were especially prominent in respondents that identified as members of minority
groups (e.g., ethnic minority in Dutch culture (R1; R7; R14; R16; R21); (immigrant) woman in
masculine environment (R5; R10; R22) or a non-dominant group at work (e.g., differently

educated than dominant group (R17); younger than dominant group (R16; R17)).
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Third, some respondents reported that their mental tipping point was instigated by a
distinct trigger, which we refer to as external nudges. This category encompasses instances
where respondents reported becoming aware of exclusion incidents due to input from another
person at work (e.g., a colleague) or in their private life (e.g., a therapist), or through chance
discoveries from an inanimate source (e.g., a website).

For example, Respondent 20 describes being alerted to the nature of the exclusion
incidents by reading a news article about workplace bullying. The realization struck her as she
connected her experiences with those described in the article: “During that time, I had taken a
vacation, and I read an article about bullying at work, and then I knew, this is what I am going
through.” This external source, the news article, served as a trigger for the respondent,
prompting her to externally attribute the incidents and label them as exclusion.

In sum, when respondents initially experience a subtle exclusion incident, multiple
alternative explanations might exist, such as considering it a unique, one-time occurrence.
However, as respondents encountered repeated exclusion incidents and gained new information,
many of those explanations dwindled, leaving fewer plausible justifications for their experiences
and culminating in the mental tipping point at which they obtained attributional clarity.
External Attribution and Calling Out and Resignation Reactions

Upon reaching attributional clarity, respondents engaged only in external attribution, and
their reactions shifted as well. Specifically, we found that external attributions were accompanied
by calling out or resignation reactions (see Table 3). For example, Respondent 11 explained that
after reaching the mental tipping point, her reactions to subtle exclusion shifted from prosocial to
calling out:

“In the beginning, I tried to be sociable with them and I really tried to find a solution with them.
But when I heard from another coworker that they were taking customers from me and putting
them on their name, that’s when I realized what was going on. And now I have to do something
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about it. [...] The next day I found a moment to get back to it. I told them, ‘how is this possible?’
[...]T also emailed the boss to let them know what was going on.”

Respondents showed calling-out reactions when they wanted to correct the wrongdoing
(i.e., a justice motive). Respondent 14, a Finnish-Colombian woman in a precarious job situation,
attempted to halt the exclusion by calling out the perpetrator to foster greater justice. When these
attempts proved to be unsuccessful, she reported having shifted to a resignation reaction:

“The nepotism [in hiring people for permanent contracts] was so unfair [...]. I invested a lot of

energy in terms of questioning what happened and addressing it with my manager. [...] I felt that
I tried and tried so hard, and there is actually nothing that I can do to change it. It really impacted
my motivation, so that I couldn’t feel motivated by anything I did, because I just felt ‘okay, well,

9

whatever I’ll do, the next person with a relative who works here will get the position’.

In fact, all respondents ultimately shifted to resignation reactions after the mental tipping
point occurred. Whereas for some this resignation was preceded by unsuccessful calling-out
reactions (such as Respondent 14 above), others directly transitioned from a prosocial reaction to
a resignation reaction after experiencing the mental tipping point. For example, Respondent 7, an
HR employee working in banking, did not engage in calling out but moved directly to
resignation as a reaction to realizing that she was being excluded (i.e., external attribution) based
on her religious background:

“She [the excluder] told me ‘oh you’re feisty, I thought you would be modest.” That was a
moment that confirmed that I was being treated differently. She told me that she thought so
because of my hijab. That revealed to me what the situation was [...]. I decided to leave at that
time. I shifted my focus to my studies, and I didn't explicitly mention that I was leaving because
they were excluding me. I simply thought, it’s okay like this.”

The resignation reactions appeared to be driven by a need for self-protection. This self-
protection took one of two forms: either removing themselves from harmful relationships when
attempts at relational repair (i.e., prosocial reaction) were unsuccessful, or removing themselves
from unjust environments when efforts to seek justice for the wrongdoing (i.e., calling out)
failed. The need for self-protection is evident in Respondent 3’s motivation for resignation. In the

fragment below, she describes that after gaining clarity about what was happening, she chose not
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to invest in an unjust situation that was impossible to change, but instead to focus on her own
well-being by scaling down:

“The moment came in February, when I received a schedule I disagreed with. That’s when it
clicked for me that [ was trying to flog a dead horse. I then took a week of vacation. During that
week, I took the time to think about what I want in this role, what I want to achieve, and what my
goal is. Well, I’'m not going to build a career here, and I don’t need to. My goal is to have
enjoyable work, to go to work feeling relaxed, and to enjoy myself. Then I thought, ‘okay, I’ll
reduce my hours from 40 to 30 and spend the remaining time on things I actually like.” That was
the turning point.”

In sum, the reaction patterns that emerged suggest that attributional ambiguity is
accompanied by prosocial and withdrawal reactions, and that attributional clarity, in the form of
external attributions, is accompanied by calling out and resignation reactions. Notably, the
mental tipping point, which marks the specific moment when the receiver’s attributional
ambiguity is resolved and attributional clarity is reached, coincides with a change in reported
reactions.

Ilustrations of the SWEAR Model

Having explained the different elements of the SWEAR model, we would like to close by
offering two illustrations of how the model applies to our respondents. We specifically selected
two respondents who navigate through the model differently.

The first is Respondent 17, who worked as a midwife for five years in her twenties in a
team with much more experienced colleagues. She had ADHD and was excited to solve all the
problems in the workplace, but her colleagues did not appreciate that attitude. Work shifts were
assigned collectively, and the team met periodically; it was during these two aspects of work that
the exclusion mainly occurred. She shared regarding the exclusion incidents:

“There were two older midwives whom I in particular did not get along with. And who worked
against me in a very nasty way. [...] They started spreading complaints about me. [...] We would
have a scheduling meeting, and they would start half an hour earlier. Then they turned everyone
against me, and I did not know that we started earlier, so I came in late. Then [ would receive
criticisms about that, although I was not informed about it. [...] They would schedule me
constantly as a reserve.”
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Initially, Respondent 17 voiced that it was difficult to make sense of these subtle
incidents. She attributed these incidents internally, which was accompanied by prosocial
reactions: “I developed extreme perfectionism... and coped by pleasing. [...] I was very friendly,
only tried harder to do my best, I tried my very best to be liked.” However, her efforts to repair
the relationship by being overly friendly were unsuccessful, and eventually she had to withdraw
to protect her own health: “In remaining so overly friendly, that of course wasn t right. [...] So
eventually I became so stressed that we would nowadays call it a burnout.”

The mental tipping point for Respondent 17 occurred when she was at the end of her
burnout recovery trajectory of 1.5 years. She recalls her physician telling her then:

“ ‘It is actually very simple. Yes, you are very good at your job, but this job is really not good for
you. [...] It’s physically too heavy for you, and you are overqualified, so you are looking for
challenges elsewhere. And when you discuss those challenges with colleagues who are not on
your level, then they just don’t understand you. So in this work context you will continue to have
conflicts with your colleagues.’””

Respondent 17 continued: “And then I thought: oh yes, that makes sense.” It was thus
this nudge by the physician that helped her realize that the others excluded her because they did
not understand her, thereby gaining clarity about the incidents and shifting to an external
attribution.

Respondent 17 then proceeded to reintegrate at her old workplace as part of her recovery
process. Upon reintegration, and after this mental tipping point, she engaged in calling-out
reactions motivated by her seeking justice: “What is very nice is that [in my reintegration] [
engaged in various confrontations. So I had for example a confrontation with the people from
scheduling that they didn t treat me right. [...] So I engaged in conversations where I indicated
that this never should have happened and that it was not right, and started to indicate my

boundaries in a much better way.”” Nonetheless, soon after reintegration, she noticed that similar
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patterns kept returning, despite her efforts to correct the wrongdoing: “Things happened in the
interaction with others [pushed passed her limits]. [ was physically/mentally overburdened and
had to work too hard.”

She therefore left the organization and began reschooling herself. Similar to her earlier
prosocial reaction, she saw no meaningful change following her act of calling out. Consequently,
she made the decision to resign, “and then I left”, to distance herself from the organization,
safeguarding her well-being from further harm.

The second illustration is Respondent 19, a woman kindergarten teacher who worked in a
close-knit team with five colleagues until a large restructuring of the network of schools she
worked at, resulting in new colleagues and increased competition. She described the following in
terms of the exclusion incident she experienced: “When I would sit next to them, they just stood
up and left. [...] And when you're humiliated in meetings or attacked during discussions, you
know, it just became unsafe.”

She shared that the exclusion happened for an extended period, “the situation gradually
became worse”, and that she could not quite grasp what was going on at first, “I didn't realize it
then.” She shared that initially, she did everything in her power to repair the relationship by
engaging in prosocial reactions:

“[1] fell into the trap of seeking appreciation and working harder and harder and harder... That
you tried to make it right, that you did your utmost to restore the connection. You tried to put it
into words or tried to start a conversation: what did I do? what’s going on?”

Despite her attempts, she reported that efforts to repair the relationship were
unsuccessful, and the situation remained unchanged:
“Restoring the contact and seeking [the excluder]out, sharing nice things with her. I arrived with

something about a child, something nice. Jeez, at a certain point you notice that it just doesn’t
work.”
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A critical trigger of the tipping point was the nudge of a coworker who reacted with
disbelief at what she witnessed and indicated that they [the coworkers] were destroying her:

“I hadn’t noticed it myself yet. Until one day when a new coworker told me ‘how they are
treating you here is crazy. You should leave, because they’re destroying you.” That was the
moment when the penny dropped. Then I realized it wasn’t me, but the team around me.”

This nudge disrupted her cycle of self-blame, prompting a shift from attributional
ambiguity (what did I do? What is going on?) to attribution clarity, as she now recognized her
coworkers as the ones at fault. She narrated that this tipping point in attributions led to a shift in
her reaction to the experienced exclusion. That is, she no longer responded prosocially, but
resigned to remove herself from the harmful relationships that were, according to her, beyond
repair (i.e., a self-protective motive):

“I remember it so clearly. I was in the storage room copying something when she [a coworker]
said, ‘they [the excluders] are treating you badly’. And I walked to my classroom, grabbed a box,
and literally put all my books in that box. It was like — I just knew in that moment: I can’t do this
anymore. And I walked out of the school with that box under my arm and never came back.”

Building on the respondents’ narratives, we now illustrate how their trajectories are
mapped within the SWEAR model (see Figure 1). Visually, the dotted line stemming from the
withdrawal reaction (R17) or prosocial reaction (R19) traces a return to the model’s origin point.
Only now, with the help of an external nudge, the switch flips, representing a transition to the
right-hand side of the model, where attributional clarity is gained, specifically in the form of
external attribution (R17, R19). Once the tipping point is reached, the two illustrations differ in
their trajectory. Respondent 17 initially experiences a justice motivation and reports engaging in
calling-out reactions, but upon experiencing a lack of agency to change the unjust environment,
she reports choosing resignation. Respondent 19 reports engaging in resignation immediately to
protect herself from further harm.

DISCUSSION
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In this paper, we unpack receivers’ reactions to subtle workplace exclusion. Although
over fifteen years of research indicate that receivers generally respond in one of three ways
(prosocial, antisocial, and withdrawal), this work is scattered across literatures and offers limited
integrative insight into when and why these reactions occur (Han et al., 2022; Robinson et al.,
2013; Stubbs-Richardson et al., 2021). We offer an integrative theory and model that explains
how receivers experience and react to subtle workplace exclusion, and the mechanisms behind
these reactions.

Specifically, we discovered that attribution processes are central to reactions to subtle
workplace exclusion. Initially, receivers experience attributional ambiguity, which leads them to
doubt themselves and to engage in prosocial reactions, or to withdraw when such efforts fail to
repair the relationship. Over time, the accumulation of subtle exclusion incidents, social
comparison, and/or external nudges can precipitate a mental tipping point, at which receivers
obtain attributional clarity and shift to external attributions. These external attributions, in turn,
prompt actions aimed at changing the actions of excluders (i.e., calling out) or disengaging
altogether when calling out is experienced as futile.

Theoretical Contributions

Our first contribution is to offer a comprehensive theory and model of how receivers react
to subtle workplace exclusion. The Temporal Need-Threat Model (Williams, 2007; 2009) and the
Multi-Motive Model (Smart Richman & Leary, 2009) have sought to explain when and why
receivers react the way they do in the ostracism and rejection literatures, respectively, but have
yielded mixed empirical support (Riva et al., 2025; Stubbs-Richardson et al., 2021). Our
SWEAR model aligns with the TNTM and the MMM in suggesting that different reactions to

subtle exclusion aim to address different needs that are perceived as threatened, and thus differ in
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their underlying motivations (i.e., relational repair, restoring justice, self-protection). However,
whereas the TNTM and the MMM propose that the need or motivation that prevails depends on a
complex interplay of interpersonal (e.g., Downey, Mougios, Ayduk, London, & Shoda, 2004;
Pfundmair et al., 2015) and contextual (e.g., Williams, 2007; Smart Richman & Leary, 2009)
factors, our SWEAR model offers a more parsimonious explanation that has been overlooked by
earlier studies: receivers’ reactions depend on their attribution of the cause of the subtle
exclusion incident.

This is not to say that interpersonal or contextual differences do not matter. Rather, such
differences shape whether and when receivers attribute internally or externally. For example,
receivers with prior experiences of exclusion may be more adept at recognizing subtle exclusion
as unjust. Such social comparison experience makes them more likely to recognize an incident as
exclusion, attribute it externally, and display calling-out reactions compared to receivers
experiencing subtle workplace exclusion for the first time. Core to our contribution, therefore, is
the centrality of intrapersonal attribution processes in shaping reactions to subtle workplace
exclusion.

Our second contribution explains why attribution processes are central to different
receivers’ reactions. In line with attribution theories (Kelley & Michela, 1980; Martinko &
Thompson, 1998; Weiner, 1985: 275-326), we find that receivers primarily seek to determine
who is to blame for their exclusion experience, as this judgment shapes their response. When
making internal attributions, receivers consider exclusion resulting from their own wrongdoing.
Because exclusion can serve as a corrective signal aimed at adjusting a group member’s behavior
(Kurzban & Leary, 2001), prosocial reactions may seem appropriate for relational repair. In

contrast, external attributions lead receivers to perceive exclusion as unjustified and to blame the
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excluder. Calling-out reactions aim to restore justice and constitute sensible reactions to subtle
discrimination and other forms of injustice.

At the same time, we contribute to attribution theory by showing how pervasive
attributional ambiguity affects receivers. Attributions research typically assumes attributional
clarity (e.g., Kelley & Michela, 1980). Early work on attributional ambiguity suggests that
ambiguity steers rather than confuses attributions, such that in the face of ambiguity, perceivers
opt for what suits them best (Crocker et al., 1991; Hoyt et al., 2007; Mendes et al., 2008). In
contrast, we found that receivers struggled with attributional ambiguity for extended periods of
time, sometimes even years. This prolonged ambiguity stemmed from the subtle intermittent
nature of exclusion events, which made attributional clarity difficult to achieve.

Furthermore, consistent with recent work suggesting that attributional ambiguity is
cognitively and emotionally taxing (Cuevas et al., 2024), respondents reported stress resulting
from ruminating over possible causes and appropriate reactions. By assuming self-blame and
engaging in sustained prosocial adjustment efforts, respondents depleted themselves, in several
cases culminating in burnout. These findings illustrate the high cost of uncertainty (e.g., Babrow
et al., 1998) and underscore the significance of the tipping point to attributional clarity.

With this mental tipping point, we believe we have discovered an important moment in
respondents’ experiences at which attributional ambiguity gives way to clarity and that precedes
distinct reactions to exclusion. While not previously articulated in attribution or subtle
(workplace) exclusion literatures thus far, such a sudden shift in attribution is not unprecedented.
The mental tipping point resembles the ‘aha-experience’: an insight that produces a change in
perspective (Topolinski & Reber, 2010). In a similar vein, the mental tipping point represents the

moment of insight in which receivers flip their attributions of subtle exclusion events.
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Attribution literature typically emphasizes that external attributions precede internal
attributions following negative events, reflecting the self-serving bias (Crocker et al., 1991;
Mezulis et al., 2004). In contrast to this pattern, our respondents initially adopted internal
attributions in attributional ambiguity. We can only speculate that in a workplace context, the
desire not to be excluded may outweigh the desire to protect the self, or may even be part of
protecting the self by negating information that suggests that one is excluded. This interpretation
aligns with studies suggesting that the self-serving bias weakens when relational maintenance is
important (Eberly et al., 2011; Inzlicht, Tullett, Legault, & Kang, 2011; Kim & Meister, 2023).

Our third contribution lies in identifying three triggers that precipitate the mental tipping
point: an accumulation of subtle exclusion incidents, social comparison, and external nudges.
These triggers may operate independently or in combination. The accumulation of incidents
challenges the ‘death by a thousand cuts’ metaphor, which implies that each act of exclusion does
a similar amount of damage (Sue et al., 2007). Instead, our findings reveal that later incidents
may be interpreted fundamentally differently from earlier ones, explaining why receivers may
react completely differently over time.

These triggers also refine Kelley and Michela’s (1980) attribution principles of
consistency, distinctiveness, and consensus. Accumulation parallels consistency, while social
comparison parallels distinctiveness. External nudges, however, diverge from Kelley and
Michela’s notion of consensus. Rather than reflecting how others behave, external nudges create
consensus in attributions between the receiver and the external nudge, whether a colleague,
another person, or an external source, helping the receiver to overcome attributional ambiguity.
Furthermore, although receivers may be more inclined to make internal attribution when

everyone subtly excludes them rather than when a single person does, multiple respondents
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described experiencing a hostile environment, and rather than attributing this to the malintent of
a single individual, they attributed subtle exclusion to a toxic work environment. Taken together,
these contrasting findings in relation to consistency, as well as the omission of the pervasive
experience of attributional ambiguity in Kelley and Michela’s attribution theory, call for a
refinement of Kelley and Michela’s attribution theory.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Our study suggests that prosocial reactions were often experienced as ineffective in
resolving subtle exclusion, and sometimes even exacerbated its negative consequences.
Especially when receivers tried harder to be liked, prosocial reactions corresponded with
increased frustration and worsened outcomes. This finding contrasts with prior research that
portrays prosocial reactions as adaptive due to relational benefits. Future research should
therefore examine when prosocial reactions — and reactions to subtle exclusion more broadly —
are (perceived as) effective, and under what conditions. The relational theory of workplace
microaggressions of Jackson and Tewfik (2025) may be particularly helpful, given that it
emphasizes the importance of considering both receivers’ and excluders’ motives. A potential
explanation for the ineffectiveness of prosocial reactions in our study may be that excluders were
not interested in relational repair.

A second limitation concerns the representativeness of our sample. Our sample
respondents self-selected to participate as they had subtle workplace exclusion experiences,
indicating attributional clarity. We thus may have overlooked those who are still in the process of
recognizing, understanding, and explaining their experiences as exclusion and hence have not
(yet) reached the mental tipping point. Future ethnographic studies could capture such an

ongoing process of sensemaking of attributional ambiguity. Additionally, our reliance on
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retrospective narratives using the Critical Incident Technique (CIT; Flanagan, 1954), which helps
mitigate social desirability bias (Belli, 1998), may still be subject to other cognitive biases, such
as retrospective reinterpretation of earlier incidents. Future research to further examine our
proposed model could, for example, employ diary studies that allow for the capture of receivers’
cognitions and corresponding reactions in the moment.

We believe that our discovery of the mental tipping point and its triggers opens avenues
for future research. Given that the notion of a ‘mental tipping point’ implies an underlying
cognitive mechanism, future studies could examine non-linear cognitive or even neurological
reactions to subtle workplace exclusion, e.g., via experience-sampling methods or neuroimaging
studies. Moreover, although we observed a unidirectional shift from attributional ambiguity to
external attributions, future research could investigate whether reactions can shift back, for
instance, when calling out is followed by an apology or repair. Notably, our study suggests that
while accumulation can function as a single and sufficient trigger of the mental tipping point
(see, e.g., Table 2), external nudges and social comparison processes may not. Future research
could investigate conceptual distinctions and overlap among these triggers, as well as whether
additional distinct triggers exist.

A final suggestion for future studies concerns the interpersonal and contextual differences
that may shape how quickly or strongly triggers of the mental tipping point operate. Members of
minority groups, for instance, may reach the tipping point more quickly due to accumulated
experience and social comparison (Basford, Offermann, & Behrend, 2014), while broader
societal movements such as #MeToo may function as external nudges. To fully capture the

dynamic nature of subtle exclusion, we encourage research designs that foreground lived
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experiences over time, considering potential triggers in the broader context as well as individual
lived experiences.
Practical Implications

Consistent with prior research reporting the detrimental consequences of subtle
workplace exclusion (Jones et al., 2016), several respondents in our study developed burnout due
to prolonged exclusion experiences, and nearly all eventually left their organizations. These
findings underscore the urgency of effectively preventing and managing subtle workplace
exclusion. Our study offers several practical insights into how organizations may do so.

First, our findings and model underscore the importance of helping receivers achieve
attributional clarity early, as the attributional ambiguity phase is particularly taxing.
Organizations can facilitate this by deliberately activating triggers of the mental tipping point.
For instance, providing opportunities for social comparison and external nudges may increase the
likelihood that receivers recognize and achieve attributional clarity. Support from managers, HR
professionals, and employee or interest groups, as well as awareness and attention-raising
initiatives, can serve as external nudges by legitimizing exclusion experiences and naming them
as such. The more openly exclusion is acknowledged and discussed, the sooner recipients may
reach the mental tipping point and achieve attributional clarity.

Second, our findings highlight the critical role of bystanders (Collins, Zhang, & Sisco,
2021; Dhanani & LaPalme, 2019) and allies (Kossek, Ladge, Little, Loyd, Smith, & Tinsley,
2024) in addressing subtle workplace exclusion. Leaders in particular are well positioned to
monitor and intervene in exclusionary dynamics, regardless of how small, subtle, or incidental
they may appear. Encouragingly, some respondents described support from managers or internal

DEI networks as providing a safe haven that buffered them against the negative outcomes of
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exclusion and enabled them to regain their sense of agency to address exclusionary incidents
constructively.

Conclusion

Our study sheds novel light on a question that has puzzled researchers for over fifteen
years: why do receivers react differently to subtle exclusion at work? Drawing on qualitative
data, we developed the integrative SWEAR model, which outlines the central role of attribution
processes in shaping how, why, and when receivers react to incidents of subtle exclusion at work.
At the core of the SWEAR model is the mental tipping point, which represents the cognitive shift
from attributional ambiguity to attributional clarity — namely the resolution of ambiguity into
external attribution - and is associated with a shift from prosocial and/or withdrawal to calling
out and/or resignation reactions in the face of subtle workplace exclusion. Our theory and model
offer novel and exciting opportunities for future research that we hope will unite researchers on
incivility, rejection, ostracism, microaggressions, and subtle discrimination in their efforts to

address and tackle subtle workplace exclusion.
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Table 1.

TABLES

Respondent Demographics and Work-Related Characteristics (N=26)
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Respondent # Gender Age Range Job Title Sector

1 Man 21-25 Marketing Intern Marketing

2 Man 21-25 Recruitment Intern Recruitment
3 Woman 50-55 Receptionist Manager Leisure

4 Woman 41-45 Independent Educator Education

5 Woman 46-50 Commercial Director Leisure

6 Woman 51-55 Hospital Secretary Health Care
7 Woman 26-30 HR Employee Banking

8 Man 26-30 Assistant Manager Production
9 Man 26-30 Researcher Bio-chemical
10 Woman 36-40 Team Manager Production
11 Woman 41-45 Retail Employee Garment

12 Woman 41-45 Practice Nurse Health Care
13 Woman 55-60 Kindergarten Teacher Education
14 Woman 30-35 Law Consultant Consultancy
15 Man 30-35 Researcher University
16 Man 30-35 Private Banker Banking

17 Woman 40-45 Midwife Health Care
18 Woman 60-65 Hospital Nurse Health Care
19 Woman 55-60 Kindergarten Teacher Education
20 Woman 30-35 Communications Director ~ Banking

21 Woman 30-35 Police Officer Police

22 Woman 36-40 Researcher University
23 Woman 25-30 Veterinarian Intern Health Care
24 Man 46-50 Scheduler Police

25 Man 65-70 Psychotherapist Health Care
26 Woman 51-55 Researcher University




Table 2. Information About Narrated Exclusion Incidents, Attributed Causes, and Reactions (N=26)
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Resp Perceived Duration Onset* Internal External Initial Triggers Calling Withdraw  Resignatio
onde Excluder(s) Attribution  Attribution Prosocial Tipping Point Out al® n¢
nt # Reaction
1 Coworkers 6 months 6 months  Blaming Excluder(s), Overcompen  Accumulation, NA From From org
personality ~ organization sation social excluder(s)
comparison
2 Coworkers Not Not Blaming Organization Trying harder Accumulation  Confrontin ~ From From
& Manager  known known (lack of) to be liked g excluder(s) excluder(s),
competenci from org
es
3 Manager 1 year 1.5 years  Blaming Excluder(s), Overcompen NA Confrontin ~ From From
(lack of) organization sating g excluder(s) excluder(s),
competenci from org
es
4 Coworkers 2 years 5 years Blaming Excluder(s), Overcompen  Accumulation  Confrontin  From From
& Manager (lack of) organization sating g excluder(s) excluder(s)
competenci
es, blaming
personality
5 Coworkers 2,5 years 2.5 years Blaming Excluder(s), Overcompen  Accumulation, NA NA NA
& Manager (lack of) organization sating social
competenci comparison,
es, blaming external nudge
personality
6 Coworker 1 year 5 3 years Blaming Excluder(s) Overcompen  Accumulation, Confrontin  From From
months (lack of) sating, trying  external nudge g, calling excluder(s) excluder(s)
competenci harder to be out
es liked
7 Coworkers Not Not Blaming Organization Overcompen  Social Calling out  From From
known known personality sating comparison excluder(s) excluder(s)
8 Coworkers 3 months 2 years Blaming Excluder(s) Overcompen  Accumulation, Callingout From From
personality sating external nudge excluder(s) excluder(s),
from org
9 Manager 1 year 12 years  Blaming Excluder(s), Overcompen  Accumulation, Confrontin  From From
(lack of) organization sating external nudge ¢ excluder(s) excluder(s)
competenci

€S
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11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

Coworker

Coworkers
Coworkers

& Manager

Manager

Coworkers
& Manager

Coworkers

Coworkers

Coworkers

Coworkers

Coworkers

1 year

6 months

2 years

1-2 years

2 years

~4 years

3-4 years

5 years

25 years

6 years

1 year 5
months

Not
known
3 years

2-3 years

years

10 years

4-5 years

20 years

26-27
years

24 years

Blaming
personality

Blaming
personality
Blaming
(lack of)
competenci
es

Blaming
(lack of)
competenci
es

Blaming
personality

Blaming
personality

Blaming
(lack of)
competenci
es, blaming
personality
Blaming
(lack of)
competenci
es, blaming
personality

Blaming
personality

Blaming
personality

Excluder(s)

Excluder(s),
organization
Excluder(s),
organization

Excluder(s)

Excluder(s),
organization,
society

Excluder(s),
organization

Excluder(s),
organization

Excluder(s),
organization

Excluder(s)

Excluder(s)

Overcompen
sating

Overcompen
sating

Trying harder
to be liked

Trying harder
to be liked

Overcompen
sating, trying
harder to be
liked
Overcompen
sating

Trying harder
to be liked

Overcompen
sating,
pleasing

Trying harder
to be liked

Overcompen
sating, trying
harder to be
liked

Accumulation,
social
comparison,
external nudge
NA

Social
comparison,
external nudge

Accumulation

Accumulation,
social
comparison

Accumulation,
social
comparison
Accumulation,
social
comparison

Accumulation,
social
comparison,
external nudge

Accumulation

Accumulation,
external nudge

Calling out

Calling out

NA

Confrontin
g

Confrontin
g

NA

Confrontin
g, calling
out

Confrontin
g

Calling out,
confronting

NA

From
excluder(s)
NA

From

excluder(s)

From
excluder(s)

NA

From
excluder(s)

From
excluder(s)

From
excluder(s)

From
excluder(s)

NA

46

From
excluder(s)

NA

From org,
from
excluder(s)

From org,
from
excluder(s)

From org

From
excluder(s),
from org
From
excluder(s),
from org

From org

From
excluder(s)

From org
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20 Manager 8 months 4 years NA Excluder(s) Overcompen  Accumulation, Callingout NA From
sating external nudge excluder(s),
from org
21 Coworkers 7 years 7 years NA Excluder(s), Trying harder Accumulation, Confrontin  From From
organization, to be liked social g, calling excluder(s) excluder(s)
society comparison, out,
external nudge
22 Coworkers 5 years 5 years Blaming Excluder(s), Overcompen  Accumulation, Confrontin  From From
(lack of) organization, sating, trying  social g, calling excluder(s) excluder(s),
competenci  society harder to be comparison out from org
es, blaming liked
personality
23 Manager 8 months 1 year Blaming Excluder(s) Trying harder Accumulation  Confrontin  From NA
(lack of) to be liked g excluder(s)
competenci
es, blaming
personality
24 Coworkers 2-3 4-5 Blaming Excluder(s), Overcompen  Accumulation, Confrontin NA From org
months months (lack of) organization sating social g, calling
competenci comparison, out
es, blaming external nudge
personality
25 Manager 5 years 7 years Blaming Excluder(s) Overcompen  Accumulation, Calling out, NA From org
(lack of) sating external nudge confronting
competenci
es, blaming
personality
26 Manager 2-3 years NA Excluder(s) Overcompen  Accumulation  Confrontin  NA From org
months sating g

Note. Respondent numbers in bold indicate that these respondents are still working at the organization where they experienced exclusion. NA means ‘not
applicable’. #Approximately how long ago the exclusion events started according to the respondents. B ‘From org’ means ‘withdrawal from the organization’ and
‘From excluder(s)’ means withdrawal from the excluder(s). “From org’ means ‘resignation from the organization’ and ‘From excluder(s)’ means ‘resignation
from the excluder(s)’
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Table 3. Coding of Triggers of Intrapersonal Shifts in Reactions

Example Quotes Focused coding Theoretical
dimension

“The longer you feel like you’re no longer part of things, or that people are talking about (No) Justice creation
you, or that it’s going in a direction you don't want, the stronger that feeling becomes.
Because there were three of us, we could take a helicopter view and try to see what we
could still do about it. What still surprises me, even now, is that you can't turn it around. We
requested meetings and tried to name what was going on. But there was a very clear
strategy at play that was irreversible. As if, behind the scenes, people had already decided
we had to go. No matter the question, no matter the meeting — they had already decided: we
had to leave.” Interviewer: “How did it feel when it became clear you couldn’t turn the
tide?”” Respondent: “The word that fits best is ‘powerlessness’. That you feel it slipping out
of your hands. I also felt frustrated and wondered whether this could really be happening.”
(R4)

Triggers
“The nepotism was so unfair and it was so obvious and still people were telling me that it Infr ap.ersonal
didn’t happen. I invested a lot of energy in terms of questioning what happened and Shlfts. n
addressing it with my manager. [...] I felt that I tried and tried so hard, and there is actually reactions

nothing that I can do to change it. It really impacted my motivation, so that I couldn’t feel
motivated by anything I did, because I just felt ‘okay, well, whatever I’ll do, the next person
with a relative who works here will get the position’.” (R14)

“I had taken the bold step and requested a conversation [calling out]. This was, of course, a
total shitty move of her [says that his expertise wasn’t valued during the conversation]. She
passed me over for everything I would normally be eligible for... In the end, the
atmosphere was such that I thought, I just don’t want to keep working here... I solved it by
leaving, but I could have handled it differently [resignation].” (R25)
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“I tried even harder to be liked [...] I just completely burned out because of it. [...] And (No) Relational
then I completely collapsed.” (R17) repair

“Fell into the trap of seeking appreciation and seeking appreciation and working harder and
harder and working harder and harder... That you tried to make it right, that you did your
utmost to restore the contact. You tried to put it into words or you tried to start the
conversation: what did I do? What is it? But there was always nothing in return. It was
always immediately the door shut again. Yes...: restoring the contact and seeking her out,
sharing nice things with her. I came with something about a child, something nice. “Yes,
nice.” Jeez, at a certain point you notice, then it stops. Then you notice that it just doesn’t
work [no relational repair] [...] And only then did I realize that it wasn’t my fault. [...] And
then I realized that. I know how I felt—it was terribly shaky. Actually inclined to cry really
hard, but that wasn’t possible. I literally pulled myself together and also very clearly, very
strongly inside, clear and relieved: I’m finishing this this afternoon, I’'m cleaning up my
stuff and I’'m gone. And I’'m never coming back here. Let them choke on it. And that’s
exactly what I did.” (R19)

“I am the one who is the boss of my life and I cannot change her [refers to unsuccessful Self-protection
calling-out attempts]. She keeps doing this, probably unconsciously. I don’t know. The only

thing I can change is myself. I can do that by working fewer hours. Then I’'m less involved

with the company, but if the consequence of that is that I’'m no longer a head, then that’s not

a problem.” (R3)

“Then I thought: sorry, but I really don’t understand this anymore. I did it with the best
intentions, but I no longer know how to do it right for you. I don’t see any way in
anymore.” (R6)
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Example Quotes Focused Theoretical
coding dimension

“It made me very insecure. It felt like I couldn't get a grip on the situation, and I became increasingly Prosocial

insecure. As a result, I pushed myself even harder, but I became less effective. [...] [ wanted to prove that I  reactions

could do it and that I was worth being accepted. In my previous job, I had experienced this twice as a and self-

director, and I had succeeded. [...] I thought I would just fight my way through this. [...] After that, [ putin doubting

a lot of effort to prove that I could do it. It was really tough.”(R5)

“Fell into the trap of seeking appreciation and seeking appreciation, and working harder and harder and

harder... That you tried to make it right, that you did your utmost to restore the connection. You tried to

put it into words or tried to start a conversation: What did I do? What’s going on?”” (R19)

“I developed perfectionism squared, I just had little self-confidence. I wasn’t assertive, and coped by Withdrawal

pleasing. (...) I was very pleasing, friendly, only tried harder to do my best, I tried my very best to be reactions

liked” “In remaining so scaringly friendly, that of course wasn’t right. (...) So eventually I became so and self- .

stressed that we would nowadays call it a burnout.” (R17) doubting ~ Links

Between

“That [hostile student evaluations] was the point where I was just like ‘I give up. I just want to disappear, Reactions

just leave me alone. I want to resign from society’. No That was the moment where I felt like I was losing and L

my power. I did make me doubt myself, like what did I do wrong? Perhaps it was a shit course after all. Attributions

Perhaps I cannot teach after all. Perhaps.. Definitely it made me doubt myself.” (R22)

“Because you go up that escalation ladder. But I wanted to know what was going to happen beforehand, Calling out

and they couldn’t tell me. Because you go through it step by step. But normally I’'m not someone who
seeks out problems or stands on the barricades. I stay in the background and observe. Now I was standing
in the foreground myself and took the plunge, so that was already a big deal for me. And at a certain point,
I had to tell my story and he had to tell his story.” (R10)

“In the beginning, I tried to be sociable with them and I really tried to find a solution with them. But when
I heard from another coworker that they were taking customers from me and putting them on their name,
that’s when I realized what was going on. And now I have to do something about it. [...] The next day I

and external
attribution
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found a moment to get back to it. I told them, ‘How is this possible?’ [...] I also emailed the boss to let
them know what was going on.” (R11).

“But what the employer said was that I had to talk to myself and calm down. So she also thought it was
really my problem. She didn’t want to make an effort, as a co-employer, to offer me that safety. She said I
had to talk to myself. Then I said: well, I think that’s a strange piece of advice. I talk to myself often
[reflect], but that’s not what this is about in this case. What I’m calling you out about now is the need to
create a safe working environment here, and I find it belittling when you say it like that.” (R12)

“I confronted him in March 2018 in a quiet room. And he said with a straight face, “You don’t have a
probation period, you only have a one-year appointment. There’s no room for an additional permanent
position.” I already thought that was nonsense. But he said this verbally - it was never put in writing. So I
immediately went to his supervisor, the sector head. I had heard from other colleagues that she was a very
open woman — luckily, there are many women in the organization. I approached her and told the story, and
the sector head said she would discuss it with my team leader.” (R24)

" “From that moment onwards I did not put in any extra effort. [...] While working from home, no one | Resignation
checked whether I actually did the work. Often, I overslept and I thought, I can just start a bit later today and external
[...] It’s not worth anything, and people don’t care whether I do it or not. I also feel that I’ve been much attribution

less productive than I could have been. If they had simply involved me, I would have been much more
productive. They basically shot themselves in the foot. In the beginning, I worked much harder and made a
greater effort to get things done. But at a certain point, I started feeling that I wasn’t appreciated anyway,
so I drew my conclusion and stopped putting extra effort into my work.” (R1)

“"Until that colleague said to me: he approaches me like that too (undermining of women). Then I thought:
this is strange, this doesn't feel right. Then I did think: oh, are you one of those guys, I'm going to take
some distance.” (R10)

“She passed me over for everything I would normally be eligible for... In the end, the atmosphere was
such that I thought, I just don’t want to keep working here... I solved it by leaving, but I could have
handled it differently too.” (R25)
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Example Quotes

Focused coding Theoretical

dimension
“In hindsight the turning point was that I found out they were all working in the office and not Changing Mental tipping
telling me about it. [...] Before I had the idea and hope that I would still find my spot within the  attribution point

organization, but this was the confirmation that it would never happen.[...] I had it in my mind
that it was partly my own fault, that I could be more proactive. But this was such a big thing. It
was such a big thing that made it clear to me I was seen as the intern. It confirmed that I would
never be more than the intern.”” (R1)

"I told my story there and he said: this is not normal, this can't be. And then I actually woke up
and thought: jeez. And after that, I thought: no, hold on — you’re the one behaving badly.”(R10)
“And only then did the penny drop for me: it wasn’t me, it was the team around me.”” (R19)

“Because nobody believed me, I thought, did I see it wrong [refers to the intimidation she
experienced by coworker].” (R9)

“It was feeling that, at the beginning that I was not speaking, it was feeling very bad, [...] I don’t
know if [ was feeling bad about the comment or because I didn’t react to that comment. I don’t
know why I was angry.” (R15)

“I am not a person who panics easily, but when someone who is very experienced comes to you
saying “Hey, did you do this, did you?!” It did make me think, “Wow I did something wrong.”
(R16)

“Then I thought to myself, well, I didn’t go along anyway, so why am I complaining?” (R18)
“At some point you start to doubt yourself, and you turn against yourself. That’s the worst part.
[...] There was this stage where I was just kind of. [ remember, that was when that student also
sent me that email after this coworker. This was the first time the student evaluations were so
hostile, and then there was this coworker, and that was the point where I was just like “I give up. I
just want to disappear, just leave me alone. I want to resign from society. No.” That was the
moment where I felt like I was losing my power. It did make me doubt myself, like what did I do
wrong? Perhaps it was a shit course after all. Perhaps I cannot teach after all. It definitely made
me doubt myself.” (R22)

Self-doubting Attributional
ambiguity
phase before
tipping point
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“The moment came in February, when I received a schedule I disagreed with. That’s when it hit External Attributional
me - that [ was flogging a dead horse.” (R3) attribution clarity phase
That was really the moment when things became so inhumane that it became clear to me there after tipping

had to be another agenda behind it [...] At some point even my son got involved. In hindsight, that point

was a breaking point. And in a way, also my rescue, looking back. It was just so over the top.”

(R9)

“And that’s when I really woke up and thought: wow. Then, when I came across a website about
narcissistic behavior and the pieces started to fall into place, I had this moment of: hey, wait a
minute... He had me so enchanted at that point that I completely got pulled into his narrative [that
I was the one that needed to work on my self-confidence, my leadership skills]. And after that, I
thought: no, hold on — you’re the one behaving badly.” (R10)

“A colleague came up to me one day and said, “[own name], they’re treating you so

insanely here — leave, because they’re going to destroy you.” And only then did the penny drop
for me: it wasn’t me, it was the team around me.” (R17)




Table 6. Classification of Triggers of The Tipping Point
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Example Quotes Focused Theoretical
coding dimension
“It’s all in the little things. The three of them sat together in the office across from mine and didn’t ~ Accumulation Trigger of the
invite me. And then they would laugh really loudly. In management meetings, there were sneering  of Exclusion  Tipping Point:
remarks made about women, and then they would glance sideways at me and laugh. When I came up Incidents Accumulation
with proposals that were actually good, they were shot down in the boardroom. When I look back on of Exclusion
it, there were a lot of those things.” (R5) Incidents
“I think it lasted about 8 months. Not every day, but it happened a lot. [...] When you tell it like this,
it might sound small or something. I don't know if it came across that way. But over time, if you
experience this with someone every day, every workday, it just builds up. [...] For a long time, |
thought, screw it, I’ll just do my thing. And one day, that didn’t work anymore. I don’t know what it
was — whether she said or did something, or precisely didn’t do something. [...] But at a certain point,
you just can’t rise above it anymore. That’s really hard to explain. So that was a kind of tipping
point.” (R26)
“Until that colleague said to me: he approaches me like that too (undermining of women). Then | Comparison in Trigger of the
thought: this is strange, this doesn't feel right. Then I did think: oh, are you one of those guys.” terms of Tipping Point:
(R10) treatment Social
“The moment I realized [they are wrong] was when the Iraqi colleague was dismissed. I have to (g;?sL)ISismv;/lla?rl comparison
place the responsibility with them; they were in the wrong. I don't want to work in a team where .
you're excluded, not allowed to have a different opinion, and can't be of a different nationality.” socto .
(R12) demographl‘cs
characteristics

“I also had a colleague from Morocco, and he had also the same reaction and I was just wondering
“Why does this person not like me and is treating me so badly [lack job and promotional
opportunities]?” And then later on with time, yeah, we got to understand each other [both being non-
Dutch]. And I think he also understood like, yeah, I’'m not Dutch, and that he also had such strong
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views about them being privileged in some way, and then he having had to work so hard and yeah, it
it’s so, yeah, those experience yeah.” (R14)

“Three out of four times, a guy comes running out to see who — pardon the phrasing — that Black
person in the car is. I can’t prove it, because they do have to check who’s driving through that gate,
but they never ask her [white Dutch woman], and they ask me constantly.” (R21)

“Definitely. I am an associate professor, just like him. But still, the language he uses, as if I was his
assistant. Really, someone inferior. I know he doesn’t talk to men in the same way.” (R22)

“That I was a threatening factor for that team of those typical maternity nurses who had been doing Comparison in
this for a hundred years, who did everything their own way, who had their own view on things. And terms of

well, they found it really annoying. Because I came in there—with my little experience, all my treatment of
enthusiasm, and my ideas—and I had a good connection with the office, right? And I started putting people/groups
my fingers on all those sore spots. And they were really like, yeah, you’re going to tell us, little displaying
know-it-all, what we should be doing differently here.” (R17) different
behaviors

“Other colleagues [critical, vocal colleagues] that I just mentioned were also bullied out: I was the
target because I'm far too critical. There's a culture where they decide who gets to move up, and then
you get a kind of self-sustaining system. And I go directly against that.” (R24)

“I started searching and at some point I came across the website of a therapist. [...] It’s even worse  Discoveries Trigger of the

than sexual harassment, it’s psychological abuse. [...] I recognized everything. The flattery in the through Tipping Point:
beginning, the belittling, the isolating, the pushing away and pulling back in.” (R10) inanimate External
sources nudges

“During that time, I had taken a vacation and I read an article about bullying at work, and then I
knew, this is what I am going through. [...] And then I talked about it with two heads of department.”
(R20)

“That was someone I felt I could talk to, and at a certain point I started opening up. Eventually, Nudged by
things started to come out. But then she told me that it wasn’t okay.” (RS8) another person




“With the team we had these regular intervision meetings. I wanted to share what had happened [...]
In my team was the former department head, and she was truly shocked. She found it very painful. I
really appreciated hearing that — realizing [ wasn’t crazy after all.” (R25)

“Now it was very clear, because colleagues asked me: “Why weren’t you there?’ [...] Then it felt to
me like: Oh, I missed something!” (R26)

56
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FIGURE 1

A Model of Subtle Workplace Exclusion Attributions and Reactions (SWEAR)

Phase Aftributional clarity
Experienced Subtle workplace
incidents exclusion
Reducing attributional
. ambiguity by:
Trlggers me.ntal + Accumulation of
tipping point experienced events
+ Social comparison
+ Extemal nudges
Mental tipping point Ruminating i N o
tppingp . tng 1-.Dt|31.'llal T=- External attribution
or mixed attributions
Justice
motive:
aim to correct
wrongdoing
Reactions

F S
o

Note. This model illustrates how, why, and when individuals report to react to experienced incidents of subtle
workplace exclusion. Initially, subtle exclusion results in attributional ambiguity and self-doubt. This is linked to
prosocial or withdrawal reactions depending on relational-repair and self-protective motives. The switch in the
middle represents the mental tipping point, which reflects a shift from attributional ambiguity to attributional clarity
in the form of external attribution. The shift prompted a change in reactions to these exclusion incidents since
attributional clarity in the form of external attributions is linked to calling out or resignation reactions, depending on
justice and self-protective motives
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