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Purpose: High school students face various pressures such as academic and interpersonal relationships, which can easily lead to 
depression. Social exclusion is one of the important influencing factors for adolescent depression, but there is still limited research on 
the mechanisms of the impact that social exclusion has on depression. Therefore, this study aimed to explore the effect of social 
exclusion on depression among high school students, as well as the mediating role of thwarted belongingness and the moderating role 
of cognitive reappraisal.
Methods: Researchers assessed 1041 high school students using the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D), 
Adolescent Social Exclusion Scale, Interpersonal Needs Scale, and Emotion Regulation Scale.
Results: (1) Social exclusion was negatively associated with cognitive reappraisal (r = −0.224, p < 0.001), and positively associated 
with thwarted belongingness and depression (r = 0.657, 0.490, p <0.001). Thwarted belongingness was positively associated with 
depression (r = 0.617, p <0.001), and negatively associated with cognitive reappraisal (r = −0.325, p <0.001). Cognitive reappraisal 
was negatively associated with depression (r = −0.280, p < 0.01). (2) Social exclusion could directly predict depression, 95% CI [0.08, 
0.21]. Thwarted belongingness played a partial mediating role between social exclusion and depression, 95% CI [0.30, 0.40]. (3) 
Cognitive reappraisal moderated the predictive effect of thwarted belongingness on depression.
Conclusion: Social exclusion can influence depression through thwarted belongingness and cognitive reappraisal, and educators can 
reduce depression by decreasing thwarted belongingness and promoting the use of cognitive reappraisal strategies by high school 
students.
Keywords: high school students, social exclusion, thwarted belongingness, cognitive reappraisal, depression

Introduction
High school is a stressful and crisis-prone time. Teenagers at this stage are more likely to have various emotional and 
behavioral problems. Depression is an ineffective stress response to the pressure of study, life, or work, which is often 
accompanied by emotional problems, including a range of physical and mental symptoms such as low mood, despair, 
helplessness, and worthlessness.1 A 2019–2020 report on national mental health development in China pointed out that 
the detection rate of depression among adolescents in 2020 was 24.6%.2 According to research findings, depression is 
a significant cause of low academic achievement, behavioral problems, and suicide risk among adolescents.3–5 

Depression in adolescence can predict poor psychological functioning later in life and increase the risk of depression 
and suicide in adulthood.6 Therefore, it is particularly important to study the factors underlying depression in teenagers.

Social exclusion has a serious negative impact on teenagers’ mental health, which increases the risk of adolescent 
depression. In recent years, an increasing number of researchers have discussed the impact that social exclusion can have 
on mental health.7–9 Despite this, there is still limited research on the mechanisms of the impact that social exclusion has 
on depression. The ABC emotion theory believes that there is no distinction between good and bad events themselves, 
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but rather that people assign subjective emotions to the event, which leads to negative emotions such as depression.10 

According to the needs-threat time model of social exclusion, social exclusion threatens the satisfaction of basic needs 
such as belonging.9 The current study is based on the need-threat time model and the emotional ABC theory. It aims to 
explore the mediating effect of thwarted belongingness between social exclusion and depression and the moderating 
effect of cognitive reappraisal on the relationship between thwarted belongingness and depression. This study not only 
helps to enrich the relevant research on the influence of social exclusion on senior high school students’ depression but 
also provides a feasible direction to reduce the occurrence of depression among high schoolers.

Social Exclusion and Depression
Social exclusion refers to the process by which an individual’s social relationships and sense of belonging are thwarted 
because they are excluded by other people.11 Social exclusion has a significant impact on cognition, emotion, and 
behavior.12 When studying social exclusion, scholars have found that being excluded from society would threaten the 
individual’s psychological needs, namely the sense of belonging, self-esteem, and meaningful existence.13 The excluded 
person will feel lonely, have a sense of meaninglessness and have negative emotional reactions, even depression.14,15

According to the social cognitive theory of depression, depression is affected by environmental factors and individual 
factors.16 Social exclusion is considered an environmental factor that can lead to depression. Due to a lack of support and 
attention, people suffering from social exclusion lack a sense of belonging and are more likely to experience depression 
and anxiety.17 This was illustrated during the COVID-19 pandemic, in which social exclusion lead to a high prevalence 
of anxiety and depression in children and adolescents.18 Therefore, this study proposes Hypothesis 1: Social exclusion is 
positively related to depression.

The Mediating Role of Thwarted Belongingness Between Social Exclusion and 
Depression
Researchers have studied the impact of social exclusion on an individual’s sense of belonging and the development of 
physical and mental health.19 If rejected by others or groups, the individual’s sense of belonging will be lost, and the 
individual will feel helpless in interpersonal relationships, which can easily lead to psychological adjustment problems.20 

Thwarted belongingness is a concept that describes interpersonal functioning characterized by loneliness and lack of 
social connection. It is regarded as a manifestation of an individual’s unmet interpersonal needs.21 Social exclusion is 
closely related to thwarted belongingness.22 Thwarted belongingness may be the underlying mechanism that links 
negative events to depression. It significantly positively predicts depression and a greater neural response to new social 
exclusion.23,24 According to the theory of interpersonal relationships, interpersonal problems have a significant impact on 
the onset and persistence of depression.25,26 Thwarted belongingness reflects disharmony in an individual’s interpersonal 
relationships, affects the individual’s psychological and social adjustment, and further increases the risk of depression. 
Therefore, this study proposes Hypothesis 2: Thwarted belongingness plays a mediating role between social exclusion 
and depression.

The Moderating Effect of Cognitive Reappraisal on the Relationship Between 
Thwarted Belongingness and Depression
Cognitive reappraisal is an emotion regulation strategy that refers to an individual’s ability to mentally reframe negative 
events to reduce their impact.27 According to the emotional ABC theory, an individual’s negative emotions are caused by 
an incomplete evaluation of the stress source.10 Studies have shown that cognitive reappraisal partially mediates the 
relationship between loneliness and depression,28 so it could serve to influence the relationship between thwarted 
belongingness and depression as well. In addition, cognitive reappraisal can effectively alleviate the negative impact 
that depressive symptoms have on perceptions of social support.29 Because of this, cognitive reappraisal may be an 
effective strategy for adolescents to alleviate depressive symptoms and related emotional responses.30 Therefore, this 
study proposes Hypothesis 3: Cognitive reappraisal has a moderating effect on thwarted belongingness and depression.
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This study constructs a moderated mediation model (Figure 1) to explain the influence of social exclusion on 
depression and the underlying mechanism of thwarted belongingness and cognitive reappraisal. It aims to provide 
a new theoretical perspective on the factors underlying depression and to propose methods that would reduce depression 
among high school students and promote their healthy development.

Methods
Participants
The survey was conducted according to the guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki and approved by the Ethical 
Committee of Guangxi Normal University and all participants provided informed consent. Participants were selected 
with cluster sampling method with the class as a sampling unit from three high schools in Guangxi and Jiangxi in China. 
After deleting 109 data who answered the same number on the entire questionnaires, we obtained 1041 (90.5%) valid 
responses. There were 548 males (52.6%) and 493 females (47.4%), 460 first-year students (44.2%) and 581 second-year 
students (55.8%), 450 urban students (43.2%) and 591 rural students (56.8%). The age range was 16–17 years (M = 
16.59, SD = 0.76).

Research Tools
Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D)
The frequency of depressive symptoms individuals experienced in the week prior to participating in the study was 
measured by the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) compiled by Radloff and revised by Chen 
Zhiyan.31,32 The scale consists of 20 items, and the reverse scoring questions are 4, 8, 12, and 16. It includes four factors: 
depression, positive emotions, somatic symptoms, and interpersonal relationships. The CES-D uses a 4-point scoring 
method, with answers ranging from “occasionally or never (less than 1 day)” to “most of the time or duration (5–7 
days).” Each answer counts as 0–3 points respectively, with total scores ranging from zero to 60. The higher the total 
score, the greater the experience of depressive symptoms. Cronbach’s coefficient for the scale was 0.84.

Adolescent Social Exclusion Scale
The Chinese version of the Adolescent Social Exclusion Scale revised by Zhang et al was used in this study.33 The scale 
has a total of 11 items encompassing two dimensions, which are rejection and neglect. It uses a 5-point Likert scale, 
where 1 represents “completely inconsistent” and 5 represents “completely consistent.” The reverse scoring questions are 
1, 3, 4, 5, 7, and 9. Higher total scores indicate more intense feelings of rejection. Cronbach’s coefficient for the scale 
was 0.78.

Interpersonal Needs Scale
The Interpersonal Needs Scale compiled by Van Orden et al and revised by Li et al was used. It includes a total of 15 
items covering two dimensions: thwarted belongingness and perceived burdensomeness.21,34 The reverse scoring 
questions are 1, 4, 5, 8, 9, and 13. The scale adopts a seven-point scoring method, with 1 meaning “completely incorrect” 
and 7 meaning “completely correct.” Higher scores indicate greater thwarted belongingness and perceived 

Social exclusion Depression

Thwarted belongingness

Cognitive reappraisal

Figure 1 A moderated mediation model.
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burdensomeness. In the current study, the thwarted belongingness dimension of the Interpersonal Needs Scale was used 
to measure the participants’ levels of thwarted belongingness. The higher the score, the higher the individual’s level of 
thwarted belongingness. Cronbach’s coefficient for the thwarted belongingness dimension of the Interpersonal Needs 
Scale was 0.87.

Emotion Regulation Scale
The Emotion Regulation Scale was compiled by Gross and John and revised by Wang et al.35,36 The scale has a total of 
10 items that make up the dimensions of cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression. Among them, six items (1, 3, 
5, 7, 8, and 10) measure cognitive reappraisal, and four items (2, 4, 6, 9) measure expressive suppression. In this study, 
the six items of the cognitive reappraisal dimension were used to measure the cognitive reappraisal ability of high school 
students. The scale adopts a seven-point scoring method, with 1 meaning “strongly disagree” and 7 representing 
“strongly agree.” Higher total scores indicate more frequent use of cognitive reappraisal. Cronbach’s coefficient for 
the Emotion Regulation Scale’s cognitive reappraisal dimension was 0.853.

Results
Common Method Bias Test
The research data is based on self-reports. Harman’s single-factor test was used to control the common method bias of 
the survey. The results showed that there were nine factors with a characteristic root greater than 1, and the variation 
interpretation rate of the first factor was 24.687%, not more than 40% of the critical value. Therefore, the results showed 
that there is no serious common method bias in this study.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis
The average value, standard deviation, and Pearson correlation coefficient of the main variables in the study are shown in 
Table 1. Social exclusion was positively related to thwarted belongingness and depression, but negatively related to 
cognitive reappraisal. There was a significant positive correlation between thwarted belongingness and depression, but 
a significant negative correlation between thwarted belongingness and cognitive reappraisal. There was a significant 
negative correlation between cognitive reappraisal and depression.

Mediating Effect Test
In this study, Model 4 of PROCESS 3.5, a plug-in of SPSS 22.0 compiled by Hayes, was used to test the mediation effect 
of thwarted belongingness. The test used social exclusion as the independent variable, depression as the dependent 
variable, and thwarted belongingness as the mediator variable. Gender and age were used as control variables to test the 
mediating effect of thwarted belongingness between social exclusion and depression. The results are shown in Table 2.

According to the results in Table 2, after controlling for gender and age, social exclusion was a positive predictor of 
depression in high school students (β = 0.50, t = 18.19, p < 0.001). Social exclusion also positively predicted the thwarted 
belongingness of high school students (β = 0.66, t = 28.10, p < 0.001). Thwarted belongingness positively predicted 
depression in high school students (β = 0.53, t = 16.60, p < 0.001), and after including thwarted belongingness as 
a mediator variable, social exclusion still significantly, positively predicted the depression of high school students (β = 
0.14, t = 4.50, p < 0.001). Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Table 1 The Results of Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

Variable M SD 1 2 3

1.Social exclusion 2.94 0.58

2.Thwarted belongingness 3.05 1.11 0.657**

3.Cognitive reappraisal 4.56 0.95 −0.224** −0.325**
4.Depression 0.92 0.55 0.490** 0.617** −0.280**

Note: ** is p<0.01.
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The Bootstrap method was used to further evaluate the mediating effect value. The results (shown in Table 3) showed 
that the effect values in the Bootstrap 95% confidence interval did not include 0. The results showed that the social 
exclusion of high school students not only had a direct effect on depression but also had an indirect effect on depression 
through thwarted belongingness. The direct effect accounted for 29% of the total effect, with a value of 0.14 (Figure 2). 
The mediating effect value was 0.35, and the mediating effect accounted for 71% of the total effect. In other words, 
thwarted belongingness plays a partially mediating role between social exclusion and depression. Hypothesis 2—that 
thwarted belongingness has a significant mediating effect on social exclusion and depression among high school students 
—was supported by these results.

Moderated Mediating Effect Test
To explore the effect of cognitive reappraisal in the mediation model, PROCESS 3.3, a plug-in of SPSS, was used to further 
assess the moderating effect of cognitive reappraisal between thwarted belongingness and depression. Model 14 of 
PROCESS was used to test the moderated mediation model in this study. In the test, all variables were standardized. 
Gender and age were used as control variables. First, social exclusion and depression were used as independent and 
dependent variables for statistical analysis, respectively. Further statistical analysis was performed, with social exclusion, 
thwarted belongingness, cognitive reappraisal, and the interaction between thwarted belongingness and cognitive reapprai-
sal entered as independent variables, and depression entered as a dependent variable. The results are shown in Table 4.

The test results show that social exclusion significantly predicted thwarted belongingness (β = 0.66, t = 28.10, p < 
0.001) and depression (β = 0.15, t = 4.60, p < 0.001). Thwarted belongingness significantly positively predicted 
depression (β = 0.50, t = 15.34, p < 0.001). In contrast, cognitive reappraisal significantly negatively predicted depression 
(β = −0.08, t = −3.36, p < 0.001). Finally, the interaction between thwarted belongingness and cognitive reappraisal 
significantly negatively predicted depression (β = −0.07, t = −3.44, p < 0.001), indicating that cognitive reappraisal 
moderated the predictive effect of thwarted belongingness on depression. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was supported. Thus, 
the four variables of social exclusion, depression, thwarted belongingness and cognitive reappraisal form a moderated 

Table 2 The Mediating Model Test of Social Exclusion on Depression (N=1041)

Predictors Depression Thwarted Belongingness Depression

β t β t β t

Gender −0.07 −2.58* 0.05 2.03* −0.09 −3.94***

Age 0.01 −0.03 0.48 −1.85 0.04 1.49

Social exclusion 0.50 18.19*** 0.66 28.10*** 0.14 4.50***

Thwarted belongingness 0.53 16.60***

R2 0.25 0.44 0.40

F 112.38*** 266.63*** 175.53***

Notes: * is P < 0.05, *** is P < 0.001. β is the standardized regression coefficient.

Table 3 The Mediating Effect Size of Thwarted Belongingness Between Social Exclusion 
and Depression (N=1041)

Effect Type Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI Proportion of 
Effect

Intermediary effect 0.35 0.03 0.30 0.40 71%

Direct effect 0.14 0.03 0.08 0.21 29%

Total effect 0.49 0.03 0.44 0.55
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mediation model. Thwarted belongingness has a mediating effect between social exclusion and depression, while 
cognitive reappraisal moderates this effect.

Through simple slope analysis, we further investigated the predictive effect of thwarted belongingness on the 
depression of high school students under different cognitive reappraisal conditions (using a positive and negative 
standard deviation). A simple slope analysis chart was constructed, as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3 shows that under the condition of low cognitive reappraisal, thwarted belongingness had a significant 
positive predictive effect on the depression of high school students (Bsimple = 0.57, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001, 95% CI = 
0.50, 0.63). The higher the thwarted belongingness, the higher the depression of the students. Under the condition of high 
cognitive reappraisal, although thwarted belongingness still had a positive predictive effect on depression, its predictive 
effect was mitigated (Bsimple = 0.42, SE = 0.04, p < 0.001, 95% CI = 0.35, 0.51]. As cognitive reappraisal improved, the 
predictive effect of thwarted belongingness on depression gradually weakened, as shown in Table 5.

Discussion
Social Exclusion and Depression
The results of this study show that there is a significant positive relationship between social exclusion and depression, 
which supports Hypothesis 1. This is consistent with the conclusions of earlier research,37 which also indicate that the 
greater the individual’s perception of social exclusion, the higher the level of depression they experience.38 According to 

Table 4 Moderated Mediation Model Analysis (N=1041)

Predictors Model 1 (Thwarted Belongingness) Model 2 (Depression)

β se t β se t

Gender −0.05 0.02 2.03* −0.09 0.02 −3.89***

Age −0.04 0.03 −1.85 0.04 0.02 1.62

Social exclusion 0.66 0.02 28.10*** 0.15 0.03 4.60***

Thwarted belongingness 0.50 0.03 15.34***

Cognitive reappraisal −0.08 0.03 −3.36***

Thwarted belongingness 

x Cognitive reappraisal

−0.07 0.02 −3.44***

R2 0.44 0.42

F 266.63*** 123.33***

Notes: Each column is a regression model that predicts the criterion at. The top of the column. * is P < 0.05; *** is P < 0.001. β is the 
standardized regression coefficient.

Social exclusion

Thwarted belongingness

Depression

0.66***

0.14***

0.53***

Figure 2 The roadmap of the mediating effect of thwarted belongingness between social exclusion and depression. ***p<0.001.
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the social cognitive theory of depression, depression is caused by the interaction between individual characteristics and 
the external environment. Social exclusion, interpersonal pressures, and negative life events are important external 
situational factors that contribute to depression.16 Researchers have investigated the relationship between social exclu-
sion, interaction anxiousness, and depression. They found that there is a positive correlation between these factors,39 and 
it is especially strong for children and adolescents. Social exclusion, as an indicator of negative interpersonal relation-
ships, can contribute to interaction anxiousness. This can evoke negative emotions such as loneliness and despair, and 
can ultimately lead to depression. Individuals can feel excluded by family, peers, teachers, and other groups, and the 
sense of inferiority and alienation that this can evoke is especially damaging to teenagers. Social exclusion leads to 
higher levels of cortisol and poorer cognitive development. Preventing young people from feeling inferior should reduce 
the harm of social exclusion and strengthen the cultivation of interpersonal relationships.40

The Mediating Effect of Thwarted Belongingness Between Social Exclusion and Depression
This study found that thwarted belongingness plays a partial mediating role between social exclusion and depression among high 
school students. Social exclusion increases the risk of depression among high school students through thwarted belongingness, 
supporting Hypothesis 2. First, social exclusion is positively correlated with thwarted belongingness, which is consistent with 
previous studies.41 According to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory, the need to belong—that is, to maintain meaningful, 

Figure 3 Simple slope test of cognitive reappraisal as a moderating variable between thwarted belongingness and depression.

Table 5 The Mediating Effect of Thwarted Belongingness on Social Exclusion 
and Depression at Different Levels of Cognitive Reappraisal

Cognitive 
Reappraisal

The Mediating 
Effect Value

Boot 
Standard 

Error

95% CI

Upper 
Limit

Lower 
Limit

M-1SD 0.37 0.03 0.32 0.43
M 0.33 0.03 0.28 0.38

M+1SD 0.28 0.03 0.23 0.34
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enduring, and high-quality relationships with others—is a basic human need.42 Furthermore, basic psychological needs theory 
also suggests that social exclusion poses a serious threat to an individual’s need for relatedness.43 Therefore, the basic needs of 
individuals are compromised when they suffer from social exclusion.44 Belonging is one of the most significant goals that people 
pursue. If the need to belong is not met, it has a significant impact on an individual’s cognition, and emotional and physical 
health.42 Furthermore, a student’s sense of belonging in school is an important variable affecting their academic performance and 
happiness, and these areas are negatively impacted if the need to belong is not met.45 When faced with social exclusion at school, 
high school students experience distress in a variety of ways. Second, thwarted belongingness is positively correlated with 
depression.46 When a person is deprived of a sense of belonging, it may lead to elevated levels of stress, anxiety, depression, and 
other negative emotions. Previous studies have found that a sense of belonging plays a role in how interpersonal relationships 
influence individual mental health. Healthy interpersonal relationships promote positive interactions between individuals and help 
to support mental health.47 On the contrary, if an individual does not have a sense of belonging, it is not conducive to their positive 
development. It can easily create a powerful sense of loneliness and lead to depression, self-harm, and even suicidal tendencies. 
This means that thwarted belongingness plays a mediating role between social exclusion and depression.48 According to the 
interpersonal relationship theory of depression, interpersonal problems have a significant impact on the onset and persistence of 
depression.26 Thwarted belongingness reflects the disruption of interpersonal functioning, which affects the individual’s 
psychological and social adaptability, exacerbating the risk of depression.

The Moderating Effect of Cognitive Reappraisal Between Thwarted Belongingness and 
Depression
This study found that cognitive reappraisal had a significant moderating effect on thwarted belongingness and depression, 
supporting Hypothesis 3. Cognitive reappraisal indirectly affects the depression of high school students by modulating 
thwarted belongingness but does not directly impact depression. Compared to individuals with low levels of cognitive 
reappraisal, individuals with high levels of cognitive reappraisal can buffer the effects of thwarted belongingness on 
depression. In other words, the stronger the individual’s ability to master cognitive reappraisal strategies, the weaker the 
impact of thwarted belongingness on depression.

According to the cognitive theory of emotion, individual cognition plays an important role in the generation of 
emotions, which is also the theoretical basis for the generation of cognitive reappraisal. Specifically, the two-factor 
theory of emotion, appraisal-excitation theory, and cognitive appraisal theory are representative theoretical views, 
all of which emphasize the role of individual cognition in emotion generation.49 According to the emotional 
regulation model of cognitive reappraisal, cognitive reappraisal, a common emotional regulation strategy, can help 
individuals to think about the meaning and significance of the situation causing psychological distress from a long- 
term perspective, thereby reducing the negative impact of the sources of distress.50 Cognitive reappraisal can also 
help individuals to adjust their evaluation of self-cognition, identify the possible positive consequences of events, 
and thus change their view of negative life events to reduce psychological distress.51 Studies have shown that 
cognitive reappraisal can help people interpret events that cause negative emotions such as frustration, anger, and 
disgust more positively and reduce the experience and behavioral expression of negative emotions.52

When exploring why cognitive reappraisal strategies mitigate the effects of thwarted belongingness on depression, it is 
important to consider that cognitive reappraisal can arouse positive emotions even when an individual is facing adverse events, 
and allow the events to be evaluated from a positive perspective, thus reducing their negative impact. As mentioned previously, 
cognitive reappraisal can allow individuals to take a long-term view of events. Even if they cannot do anything about the stressor 
itself, this can reduce the impact of negative emotions. Furthermore, cognitive reappraisal can help individuals find the positive 
aspects of negative events and reduce the psychological distress that the events cause through positive cognition.53 In general, the 
more individuals use cognitive reappraisal, the more comprehensive and specific their self-evaluations will be. This can increase 
their perception of support from society, family, and school. Students with high cognitive reappraisal can change their under-
standing of negative emotional events and think about them from an objective and positive perspective, thus reducing the 
experience of negative emotions and increasing the experience of positive emotions. That is, the cognitive reappraisal strategy can 
feelings of thwarted belongingness and depression. Research supports that improving the cognitive reappraisal strategies of high 
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school students helps alleviate depression and that cognitive reappraisal can be used as a protective factor against vulnerability to 
depression.52,54 We can resist depression by improving cognitive reappraisal and reducing expression suppression.55

Limitations and Contributions
This study has the following limitations. Firstly, the cross-sectional design of this study did not allow the causality between social 
exclusion, thwarted belongingness, cognitive reappraisal, and depression to be explored. Therefore, future research must 
investigate the causality between the relevant variables using a longitudinal design or an experiment. Secondly, the questionnaire 
data in this study were obtained by self-assessment, which may introduce a common method bias. In the future, it will be necessary 
to collect data from multiple sources, such as individuals, peers, parents, and teachers, and to check that the results are consistent 
across different measurement methods. Thirdly, the samples for this study came from two different regions, and there was an 
imbalance between urban and rural populations. It remains to be seen whether the research findings can be extended to other 
populations. In the future, researchers should collect data from the entire country to promote the generalizability of the research 
findings. Fourthly, the study obtained samples through cluster sampling method, which may cause sampling errors. Finally, this 
study did not examine the economic status of the participants’ families and ethnic background, which may have influenced the 
results of the study. Future studies can verify the conclusions of the current study by controlling for economic status and ethnic 
background.

Although this study has the above limitations, it also has the following contributions. From a theoretical perspective, this study 
enriched the extant literature by revealing the mediating role of thwarted belongingness and the moderating role of cognitive 
reappraisal and deepened the current understanding of the mechanism of social exclusion on depression. In addition, this study 
supports the cognitive theory of emotion and the emotion regulation model of cognitive reappraisal.34,50 From a practical point of 
view, this discussion on the formation mechanism of high school students’ depression is conducive to the design and 
implementation of intervention programs that aim to reduce high school students’ depression. First, identifying the mediating 
role of thwarted belongingness shows educators that reducing feelings of thwarted belongingness among students may help to 
reduce depression. Schools can help individuals build a good social support system and enhance a sense of belonging through 
group sandplay.56 Second, the moderating role of cognitive reappraisal suggests that intervention programs should focus on 
individuals with low cognitive reappraisal. Schools could further help individuals improve their cognitive reappraisal strategies 
through group counseling.

Conclusion
The present study found the following conclusions: (1) Social exclusion could significantly positively predict depression 
in high school students. (2) Thwarted belongingness played a partially mediating role between social exclusion and 
depression. (3) Cognitive reappraisal moderated the predictive effect of thwarted belongingness on depression. 
Specifically, cognitive reappraisal could buffer the negative effect of thwarted belongingness on high school students’ 
depression.Educators can reduce depression by decreasing thwarted belongingness and promoting the use of cognitive 
reappraisal strategies by high school students.
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