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Abstract
Historical Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) are important institutions in the United
States that have served as access points into higher education for Black Americans for decades.
They are considered a haven for the free expression of Black social and cultural heritages and
give individuals a sense of pride, inclusion, and unity. In spite of the “family” atmosphere,
HBCU students still face instances of social ostracism, which can be hurtful and negatively
impact their mental health and interpersonal relationships. In this study, researchers conducted
interviews with HBCU students to better understand their lived experiences with being
ostracized and how they use communication to interpret messages and cope with ostracism. The
findings reveal that the “family” ideology can impact students’ experiences in different ways and
that through effective social and institutional support, students can better cope with and make

sense of being ostracized.
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Introduction

Historical Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) are important institutions in the
United States that have served as access points into higher education for Black Americans
(Crewe, 2017). They are considered a haven for the free expression of Black social and cultural
heritages and give individuals a sense of pride and unity that they might otherwise not be able to
attain at predominantly white institutions (PWIs) (Gay, 2016; Kennedy, 2012). Recently there
has been a revitalization of interest in attending HBCUs (Davis, 2023) as they help students with
personal racial development (Van Camp, et. al, 2009), offer a vibrant and unique campus culture
(Johnson, 2017), and the potential for students to feel a stronger sense of belonging (Green,
2022). In spite of the inclusive and familial atmosphere that the institutions seek to create, there
are instances in which HBCU students are ostracized from social groups, relationships, or
conversations (Goings, 2016). Studies show that ostracism is an important, common, and hurtful
interpersonal experience that can potentially have long lasting negative psychological effects on
targets (Williams & Nida, 2017). Such experiences can be significant for HBCU students and
require further investigation. Therefore, the goal of this study was to conduct an exploratory
examination of HBCU students’ lived experiences with being ostracized while attending college
and how they use communication to interpret, make sense of, and cope with ostracism events.
The findings of this study give insight into the nuances of HBCU students’ interpersonal
interactions and a deeper understanding of the contextual elements of ostracism communication.

HBCUs

HBCUs were established in the 19" century to specifically help Black Americans gain

access to higher education and pathways to careers (Quinlan, et al., 2022). Beyond advanced

degrees, HBCUs offer students personal and cultural identity affirmation (Patton, et al., 2023).
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HBCU social environments are often described as a "family” that help students feel a sense of
belonging, liberation, pride, and comfort (Cooper & Newton, 2021). Sharing racial and cultural
identities with faculty, staff, and administration, listening to the same genres of music, and
communicating through a familiar vernacular further reinforces students’ sense of inclusion
(Harris, 2012; Kennedy 2012). This helps create a space where students feel as though faculty
and staff better understand their perspectives (Cooper & Newtown, 2021).

However, some studies examine instances where HBCU students do not feel included and
it negatively impacts their education and well being. For example, if students have professors
who are unavailable or difficult to communicate with, it can increase their stress and sense of
isolation and make them disinterested in continuing at the school (Sun, 2022). If students do not
belong to the dominant cultures of the institution, they may feel othered in certain spaces
(Greenfield, et al., 2015). Likewise, high-achieving Black students reported instances of
“achiever isolation” where they were ignored by professors or excluded by certain peers for
excelling academically (Fries-Britt, 1998). Other studies reported instances where LGBTQ
HBCU students felt ostracized simply because of school traditions that require gendered attire or
behavior to participate (Patton & Simmons, 2008). Lastly, HBCU students who are not Christian
or Black may experience instances of exclusion in conversations, organizations, or classroom
lessons (Booker & Campbell-Whatley, 2019).

Being ostracized or ignored by peers can have a significant impact on an individual’s self
esteem and mental health. Ostracism is a common human experience that takes place in all
cultures and can have serious negative psychological impacts on targets depending on the
circumstances of the interaction (Williams, 2001; Hartkergard, et al, 2015). Researchers consider

a wide variety of message types and interactions as ostracism communication, ranging from
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minor episodes of interpersonal silent treatment or being ignored in a conversation, to major life
changing events where individuals are systematically pushed out of groups or organizations
(Kerr & Levine, 2008). Although individuals face rejection experiences every day, ostracism is a
communicative experience said to occur when people violate social norms related to
acknowledgement, inclusion, or response (Robinson, O’Reilly, & Wang, 2012). After
interpreting a message as ostracism, a target will feel acute psychological reactions of shock,
sadness, anger, and/or confusion, followed by reduced senses of belonging, control, self-esteem,
and meaningful existence (Zadro, Williams, & Richardson, 2004; DeWall & Baumeister, 2006;
Pelliccio & Walker, 2021a). Targets use communication and intrapersonal reflection to make
sense of and cope with their experiences (Williams & Gerber, 2005; Pelliccio & Walker, 2021b).
In severe cases, ostracism can foster instances of self-harm or suicidal thoughts (Buelow et al.,
2015; Chen, et al., 2020; Riva, et al., 2017).

Thus, ostracism is an important and nuanced human experience that can potentially have
significant impacts on targets. For HBCU students who seek an inclusive college experience,
being ostracized could negatively affect their mental health, well-being, and education. By
examining HBCU students ostracism experiences researchers, practitioners, and institutions can
gain a deeper understanding of their lived experiences and find more effective support measures
that can foster inclusive social environments at HBCUs. Therefore, the following research
questions were posed to begin exploring this idea:

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of a students’ being ostracized at an HBCU?

RQ2: How do HBCU students use communication to interpret and cope with ostracism?

Methods
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After obtaining IRB approval, qualitative interviews were conducted with current HBCU
students who self-reported ostracism experiences while attending an HBCU. There were 23
interviews (12 males, 11 females) (Age 19-30, M = 21). Participants self-identified as
African-American/Black (N=19), biracial/multiracial (N =3), and white (N=1). They were asked
to reflect on the details of a past experience in which they were ostracized or ignored by an
individual or group while attending an HBCU. Interviews were recorded and lasted between
26-115 minutes (M= 45 minutes). Interview transcriptions totaled 275 pages of single-spaced
text and were analyzed through phenomenological procedures that allowed the dominant and
interesting themes to emerge (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Moustakas 1994)

Results

The findings of this exploratory study helped to reveal 5 dominant themes surrounding
HBCU students’ lived experiences with being ostracized.

1) “I’m still different”

Although participants generally described their HBCU as an inclusive space where they
felt welcomed, they also reported instances where they were ostracized because their beliefs,
actions, or identities did not align with the dominant culture of a specific peer group or the
broader student body. For example, Marcus identified as Muslim and felt that he was ostracized
by his peers because of his beliefs.

“Being a Muslim you're not supposed to drink and you’re not supposed to smoke. There

are people on this campus that are the same religion that don't care about that and [my

friends and roommates] all try to use people and say, ‘He smokes. See, he drinks”....They
will try to shun me out...they would say like, “We're all going here’ and they would

purposely leave me out.”
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“Coming to school I expected that I don't have to deal with that stereotype because
everyone here is basically a minority...Being here, it makes me feel like I’'m still
different.”
Other participants explained that they were excluded from groups or conversations because they
were non-traditional students, veterans, or not African-American. Participants viewed their
institution as welcoming and inclusive but with isolated incidents of interpersonal ostracism.
2) “Family” matters
Many participants reinforced the pervasiveness of the HBCU as “family” ideology and
that the institution had their best interest at heart. However, participants reported that the
ideology affected meaning making and communication in different ways. For some, the family
ideology gave them a sense of comfort following ostracism because it offered them reassurance
that they were still a part of the “family.” For example, Layla stated:
“If you are having an experience where it affects you negatively, I feel like every time
you see that person you are going to get reminded of that situation. So it's better to
resolve that situation so that next time you encounter that person you don't have that
negative experience. ..l feel like it's also a part of how they say HBCUs are like family
because you don't want to have or cause problems in your family. So resolving those
issues is important.”
Conversely, other participants reported that the family ideology made it harder to make sense of
their ostracism experience. For example, Tonya stated:
“It does make it hurt a little more because you’re like, ‘These are supposed to be my

people and I’m supposed to be a part of these things, and understand these things, and be
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cool with these things.’ It just makes it sting a little bit more because this is a place that I
am supposed to fit in and if you find out you don’t, it just hurts.”
The family ideology offers a unique nuance to ostracism message interpretation that varies for
each student. Participants spoke about it in relation to their experience in positive, negative, and
neutral ways depending on the circumstances of the interaction. One participant discussed these
nuances in this way:
“I feel like some people come here and think it’s supposed to be a family. It is an HBCU
and when you see how HBCUs are advertised and promoted on social media it’s like,
‘family, family, family.’...Some schools really are one big family but families also have
arguments, fights, and disagreements. Everything is not always going to be smooth.
That’s what people have to understand.”
3) Students use past experiences and expectations to inform interpretations and coping
Research suggests that a target’s past experiences and interaction expectations are
foundational aspects of their interpretation of interpersonal ostracism messages and social
support (Burgoon, 1993; Pelliccio & Brown, 2021). Participants frequently pointed to past
experiences as key meaning systems they drew from to interpret present day events and
communication. For example, Warren was ignored by a group of his peers at an orientation and
was upset at the time but overcame the rejection fairly quickly due to his past experiences and
expectations of others.
“I’m from New York. It’s rough out there...People are either going to be friendly or
they’re not. So, when I came here and saw people that didn’t want to associate with me, I
understood that energy. So, it was just like, ‘Ok. Cool. I’m just not going to mess with

that person anymore.’ At that point, it is what it is.”
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In another example, Courtney reported feeling angry and sad after she was not selected for a
university dance organization, but was able to overcome the negative feelings by reflecting on
her past experiences and expectations: “I danced for some of the top dance schools in the city
[before college]. So, I wasn't even really worried about it. That kind of helped me get over [being
ostracized] a little bit.”
4) Support seeking from family, friends, and institution
Participants discussed different means of support seeking after the initial ostracism
interaction, but they particularly pointed to the positive influence of support from close friends
and family. Several participants explained that conversations with their parents were a primary
source of coping and sense making after ostracism.
“I just felt shitty. I would call my mom and I would be like, ‘I don't know if I'm gonna
make any friends here.” And she was like, ‘No. You'll find your group of people.
Everybody is going to go through that. You're going to find your people.””
Other participants discussed the ways that university clubs, organizations, and orientations could
help foster an inclusive environment and make it easier to cope with the feelings of being
ostracized.
“I feel like just getting involved and joining organizations is an extra resource because
those organizations have events where you can come out and meet people...You see all
the flyers and stuff like that. So just going out and going to those events is a way you can
get involved and not be left out.”
5) Ostracism can foster personal growth and identity development
All participants reported feeling hurt, confused, or sad when they were ostracized but

several explained that over time they were able to use communication and self-reflection to
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reinterpret the ostracism event as a learning experience to better understand themselves, their
identity, and/or the HBCU. For example, one participant was excluded from a party by her
friends and discussed the lessons she learned from it.
“It helped me realize that you can't get through college without feeling excluded, without
putting yourself out there sometimes to get excluded, and to know that you can express
[to others] that you don't want to be that person on the outside. You want to be in. But
you can't know that that affects you unless you are put in that position to be left out.”
In another example, a participant described feeling hurt when all of her closest friends went to
the cafeteria, did not invite her, and then posted a picture on social media. Following a period of
reflection and support she reinterpreted the experience.
“I definitely have to learn not to depend on people as much, especially if it's for my
personal needs, because if we're not working together to get money or anything then |
don't have to depend on you. With independence, I think everybody should be okay with
going out and getting food by themselves. So, I think that is something I'm still learning
today; it's just being out, being comfortable in my own skin and just being confident.”
Discussion
Overall the findings show that in spite of the best efforts by HBCUs to foster an inclusive
“family” environment, students still experience isolated instances of social ostracism. However,
through effective social, emotional, and institutional support, targets can better make sense of
their experiences and foster personal and relational development. The lived experience of being
ostracized at an HBCU is unique in that the racial and social significance of the institution and
the “family” ideology can directly influence individuals' interpretations of events and their

post-ostracism sense making. For some students, they struggled to understand why they were
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being rejected from the family, while others were unphased because they could easily connect
with other groups or they saw the family as being irrelevant to their individual experience.

The findings reinforce the importance of emotional, social, and institutional support in
ostracism coping (Chaudhry, et al., 2024; Nishiyama, et al., 2015; Waldeck, Tyndall & Chmiel,
2017). Participants frequently reported that they communicated with friends and family to cope
and make sense of ostracism. If the institution has a better understanding of the individual needs
of their students, they can facilitate pathways for support such as using scales or frameworks to
assess students’ needs (see Gross, Qingxia, & Lockwood, 2019; Ndumu & Walker, 2021).
Furthermore, the findings offer insight into specific aspects of students’ social experiences that
can help faculty and administrators further develop culturally-affirming pedagogies that
simultaneously center Blackness while also still being inclusive and supportive of safe spaces for
conversation (Williams, Russel, & Summerville, 2021). HBCUs are important institutions in the
United States and through further research, they can continue to improve students’ lived

experiences.
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