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a b s t r a c t 

People usually prefer to appear with an inclusive and positive attitude to others’ eyes. For this reason, the 

self-report scales assessing social exclusion intentions are often biased by social desirability. In this work, we 

present an innovative graphical tool, named Social Exclusion Bench Tool (SEBT), for assessing social exclusion 

not influenced by social desirability. The tool is based on the consistency between social distance and physical 

distance evaluation. The results showed that in two samples of adults from Italy (N = 252) and the UK (N = 254), 

the SEBT positively correlated with self-report measures of social exclusion, but not with the social desirability 

measure. The tool has been preliminarily evaluated in the context of social exclusion toward migrant people, but 

it appears a promising instrument for assessing social exclusion intentions toward different social groups. 

• The self-report scales assessing social exclusion intentions are often biased by social desirability. 
• The Social Exclusion Bench Tool (SEBT) is an innovative visual instrument for assessing social exclusion that 

seems not to be influenced by social desirability. 
• The tool appears a promising instrument for assessing social exclusion intentions toward different social 

groups. 
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Specifications table 

Subject Area: Psychology 

More specific subject area: Social psychology 

Method name: Social Exclusion Bench Tool (SEBT) 

Name and reference of original 

method: 

Self-report scales for assessing social exclusion. 

Hooijsma, M., Huitsing, G., Dijkstra, J.K. et al. Being friends with or rejected by 

classmates: Aggression toward same- and cross-ethnic peers. J Youth Adolescence 

49, 678–692 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964- 019- 01173- 1 

Riva, P., & Eck, J. [17] . The many faces of social exclusion. In: P. Riva, & J. Eck (Eds.), 

Social exclusion: Psychological approaches to understanding and reducing its impact 

(pp. 9-15). New York, NY: Springer. 

Rudert, S., Greifeneder, R., & Williams, K. [18] . (2019). Current directions in ostracism, 

social exclusion and rejection research. Routledge. 

Resource availability: https://psicologiaunimib.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV _ 9NWtSZ8aAP6W2nY 

Background and rationale 

Social exclusion can take many forms (e.g., rejection, ostracism), but a consensus exists in the

literature on the definition of social exclusion as keeping somebody, physically or emotionally, 

separated [13 , 17 , 19 , 20] . The literature on this topic has deeply focused on the consequences triggered

by social exclusion [3] , besides the investigation of the reason why social exclusion could occur.

However, one of the main difficulties in assessing social exclusion (both intentions and behaviors)

especially through self-report measures, is that people usually prefer to appear with an inclusive

and positive attitude to the others’ eyes. In the literature, such tendency has been defined as social

desirability bias [11] . 

Social desirability bias refers to the tendency of research subjects to give socially desirable

responses instead of choosing responses that are reflective of their true feelings [14] . Extensive

research demonstrated its role in influencing self-reported measures, especially when the scope of 

the study involves sensitive issues, and that the assurances of anonymity and confidentiality can 

only partially counteract this effect [7] . For this reason, past self-report measures of social exclusion

intentions, sentiments, or behaviors (e.g., [4 , 6] ) are potentially biased by social desirability, meaning

that people could orient their responses in a less excluding way because of social desirability [16] . 

Our aim was thus to develop a new and easy-to-use tool for assessing social exclusion not (or

minimally) influenced by social desirability. More specifically, taking advantage of an ongoing study 

on social exclusion/inclusion of migrants in Italy and the UK, we developed the Social Exclusion Bench

Tool (SEBT) assessing social exclusion intentions in relation to migrants. 

Social exclusion and physical distance 

As anticipated in the definition of social exclusion that we reported at the beginning of the

previous paragraph, there are several reasons to believe that a strong relationship exists between

social and physical distance. For example, early attachment research suggests that infants derive 

security and warmth from being close to their caregiver [5] , and infants experiencing separation

from their caregiver are reassured when he/she returns and draws them close [1] . Similarly, in the

subsequent life stages, physical proximity is strictly related to a sense of belonging and inclusion,

while on the opposite, physical distance is related to exclusion [10] . 

In this regard, in many cases, the perceived social exclusion is expressed in terms of being kept

at a physical distance. For example, in the study by Ye et al. [21] the feeling of being excluded

emerged when a mentally ill interviewed reported that she was “sitting at the bus stop with a

man, when he got up and left to the next bus stop” ( [21] . p. 534). Consistent with this, Amodio

and Devine [2] correlated seating distance with (implicit) measures of racial bias, while other authors

recently proposed that the intention not to sit close to someone can be considered a measure of social

rejection [9] . Following this line of thought, the SEBT was basically aimed at assessing social exclusion

intentions through a measure of the physical distance that the respondent is willing to keep from the

potential target of the exclusion. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-019-01173-1
https://psicologiaunimib.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9NWtSZ8aAP6W2nY
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Table 1 

Means, standard deviations, and comparison of the key variables between the two samples. 

Italy UK Between subjects 

t-test 

Mean Standard deviation Mean Standard deviation 

Social desirability 3.63 ‘.49 3.98 0.46 8.13 

p < .001 

Social exclusion – self-report 2.99 1.14 2.48 1.01 − 5.29 

p < .001 

SEBT 303.61 26.83 301.80 30.13 − 0.71 

p = .48 
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rocedure 

The data for the present work were collected through an online questionnaire delivered with the

rolific platform, setting as eligibility criteria that participants were 18 years or older and that they

ere born in Italy or the UK. All participants gave their informed consent before their inclusion in the

tudy. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the university of the second author. The

nal sample consisted of two numerically similar groups of participants, from Italy (N = 252) and the

K (N = 254). The questionnaire covered several areas, including – for the purposes of this paper – the

EBT, social desirability, and a self-report measure of interpersonal social exclusion. 

easures 

Social exclusion with the SEBT . Two black-and-white images were created. Each image depicted one

ndividual on one side described as “autochthonous” (i.e., Italian or English) and one person on the

pposite side, identified as a “migrant”. In the first image (Image 1) the migrant was on the left,

itting on a bench while the autochthonous was standing on the right. In the second image (Image

) that was perfectly specular to Image 1, the autochthonous was on the left, sitting on a bench

hile the migrant was standing on the right. The width of each image was 600 pixels. The images

ere preceded by brief captions which described the two situations: “The people presented below are

aiting for the bus at the bus stop” and “The people depicted below are watching a tennis match in

 park playground”. Participants were asked to indicate (to click on) the position they would want to

ccupy in the scene, clicking on it. 

The images were included in the questionnaire using the Qualtrics Heat Map function. This

unction allowed us to record the coordinates of the position taken by the participant, thus

aking inferences on the distance from the autochthonous and the migrant figures. The variable

orresponding to Image 2 was reversed to have, for both variables, higher values corresponding to

 higher distance from the migrant figure, and a mean index of the two images was used in the

nalyses (see Figure 1 ). 

Social desirability . Three items from the Brief Social Desirability Scale [8] assessed the participants’

ocial desirability. “Would you smile at people every time you meet them?”, “If you say to people

hat you will do something, do you always keep your promise no matter how inconvenient it might

e?”, “Would you ever lie to people?”. Answers were provided on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1

never) to 5 (always). Despite the relatively low levels of Cronbach’s alpha ( α = .41), explorative factor

nalyses in each national sample showed the presence of a single main factor, explaining 42.75 % of

he variance in the Italian sample and 46.01 % in the UK sample, with acceptable factor loadings (Italy

anging from .45 to .75; the UK ranging from .63 to .75). A mean index was used in the analyses, with

igher values indicating higher social desirability. 

After social desirability and SEBT, participants were asked to answer to a four-item self-report

easure of interpersonal social exclusion . These four bipolar items were based on the theorizations

n social exclusion (e.g., [17 , 18] ): a) “In a train o in a bus, if I could choose…” with possible answers

anging from 1 “I would like not to sit next to a migrant person” (Italian: “preferirei non sedermi
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Table 2 

The correlations between the key variables. 

Italy UK 

1. 2. 3. 1. 2. 3. 

1. Social desirability - -.13 ∗ -.09 - -.04 -.01 

2. Social exclusion – self-report - .56 ∗∗∗ - .43 ∗∗∗

3. SEBT - 

NOTES. ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001. 

Fig. 1. Image 1 from the SEBT (UK version). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

vicino ad una persona migrante”) to 7 “I would like not to sit next to a migrant person” (Italian:

“preferirei sedermi vicino ad una persona migrante”); b) “If a migrant person asks me something

on the street ...”, with possible answers ranging from 1 “I would like to continue on my way without

giving an answer to him/her” to 7 “I would friendly answer to him/her”; c) “If a migrant person didn’t

understand me when I turn to him/her in English...” with possible answers ranging from 1 “It would

not be my responsibility to try to make myself understood” to 7 “It would be my responsibility to try

to make myself understood”; d) “If I had to organize a party at home” with possible answers ranging

from 1 “I would prefer not to invite migrant people” to 7 “I would be happy of inviting migrant

people”. The reliability of the scale was acceptable ( α = .74) and explorative factor analyses in the two

samples showed the presence of a single main factor, explaining 61.34 % of the variance in the Italian

sample and 54.21 % in the UK sample, with acceptable factor loadings (Italy sample ranging from .73

to .82; UK sample ranging from .65 to .83). A mean index was used in the analyses, with higher values

indicating a higher intention to socially exclude migrant individuals. 

Preliminary method validation 

Means and standard deviations for each scale are reported in Table 1 . 

For testing the relation between the SEBT and the other variables we performed a bivariate

correlation. Results are presented in Table 2 . It is worth noting that the correlations between the two

measures of social exclusion (SEBT and self-report) were high in both samples. However, in the Italian

sample, only the self-report measure of social exclusion significantly correlated with social desirability. 

Finally, in both samples, the value of the correlation between SEBT and social desirability was close

to 0. 

Consistent with these results, when performing partial correlations between SEBT and self-reported 

social exclusion controlling for social desirability, the correlation between the two measures of social 

exclusion did not change (Italy r = .56 p < .001; UK r = .43; p < .001). 
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Fig. 2. Graphical representation of the most selected areas. Image 1, UK sample. 
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raphical representation 

One of the advantages of SEBT is that it allows a graphical representation of the areas that were

ore frequently selected by participants. Fig. 2 illustrates the results of Image 1 in the UK sample.

his makes it easy to communicate the results or the differences between groups of respondents in

n intuitive way. 

onclusion 

In this paper, we presented the development and a preliminary test of a new and easy-to-use

ool for assessing social exclusion, not biased by social desirability, in two national samples. The

esults showed that, while in the Italian sample the self-report measure of social exclusion correlated

ith social desirability, in none of the two samples the SEBT correlated with social desirability. This

epresents a step ahead in the assessment of social exclusion intentions. 

The reasons why this measure is not biased by social desirability can be traced to two main factors.

irst, the position that is selected by the participant is registered in a very precise way, with a scale

orresponding to the image width, ranging from 1 to 600. This means that even small variations

ot necessarily perceived by the participants are punctually quantified. Second, the presence of the

ench in the image provides a potential anchor for “justifying” a specific position, without the risk

f appearing as an excluding person. In other terms, the participant could freely select to be more or

ess close to the bench and this could give a criterion for consciously select the position, distracting

rom the perceived risk of showing disapproved discriminatory behaviors. 

Moreover, at least two other practical advantages of the SEBT should be recognized. First, the SEBT

s based on the new technical resources provided by the online platforms for data collection, and

his contributes to its easy implementation in online surveys. However, we cannot exclude that a

imilar approach could be used with a paper-pencil questionnaire. In the latter case, the process of

ata collection will be made more complex by the digitalization of the distance measures, but still

ossible. 

A second advantage consists in its flexibility since it could be fruitfully applied to many contexts

nd populations. Among them, we can mention people belonging to minorities (including homeless

nd ex-prisoners), individuals with whom the participant holds a specific relationship (e.g., past

artners, clients), or just people with specific characteristics (e.g., a specific disease, a specific

ttitude), that in the literature have been considered for being potential targets of interpersonal

nclusion/exclusion (e.g., [12 , 15] ). 

Finally, we believe that future studies will be able to further improve the measure, clarifying

pecific points that were not solved through this preliminary test. For example, it would be relevant

o test if the order of variables has an effect on SEBT and to consider the randomization of

easurement for the new studies. Moreover, the external validity of the measure could be more

trongly demonstrate, considering also the participants’ attitudes and behavior in real settings. 
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Supplementary material and/or Additional information 

The file SEBT.qsf allows to import the instrument into Qualtrics. 

Moreover, online support for creating and editing Heat Maps is available at https://www.qualtrics. 

com . 
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