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Rejection Sensitivity and

Adolescent Girls’ Vulnerability
to Relationship-Centered Difficulties

Valerie Purdie
Stanford University

Geraldine Downey
Columbia University

Rejection sensitivity (RS)—the disposition to defensively ex-
pect, readily perceive, and intensely react to rejection—is a po-

tential source of vulnerability for adolescent girls’

relationship difficulties. RS is thought to develop from rejec-
tion experiences, including maltreatment. When adolescent
girls enter romantic relationships, RS may prompt vigilance
for rejection cues and reactions to perceived rejection that are
maladaptive, including hostility. To preserve their romantic
relationships, high RS girls may behave in ways that increase
their risk of victimization or other negative outcomes. These
claims were tested with longitudinal data from 154 minority,
economically disadvantaged, middle school girls. RS prospec-
tively predicted insecurity about a boyfriend’s commitment
and also a willingness to do things known to be wrong to
maintain therelationship. RS predicted more physical aggres-
sion and nonphysical hostility during romantic conflicts. Im-
plications for a relationship-centered approach to adolescent
girls’ characteristic vulnerabilities are discussed.

Given the central motivational role that close rela-
tionships play in women’s lives (Gilligan, 1982; see
Cross & Madson, 1997, for review), it is not surprising
that the characteristic difficulties of adolescent girls
involve their close relationships, especially their ro-
mantic relationships. These difficulties include early
childbearing, sexually transmitted diseases, dating vi-
olence, and depression resulting from relationship
problems (for discussion, see Downey, Bonica, &
Rincon, 1999). The significant personal and societal
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costs of these outcomes make understanding the psy-
chological processes that lead to their occurrence a
priority. Because the majority of girls do not show
these difficulties, itis necessary to answer the question
of whysome adolescent girls show a vulnerability to re-
lationship-centered difficulties, including a vulnera-
bility to victimization, whereas others do not. Ad-
dressing this question is the goal of this article.

Implications of Prior Troubled Relationships
for Girls’ Romantic Relationships

To explain why some girls show heightened suscep-
tibility to relationship-centered difficulties, research-
ers are beginning to examine the implications for
romantic relationships of prior family and peer rela-
tionships (e.g., Pawlby, Mills, & Quinton, 1997; Wolfe,
Wekerle, Reitzel-Jaffe, & Lefebvre, 1998; Wekerle &
Wolfe, 1998). Evidence is now emerging implicating
difficulties in these earlier relationships as the cause
of troubled romantic relationships. Particularly note-
worthy are findings from Pawlby, Mills, and Quinton’s
(1997) prospective study showing that adolescent
girls who had been removed from maltreating fami-
lies perceived their relationship with their current
boyfriend as the most important part of their social

Authors’ Note: This research was supported by grants to Geraldine
Downey from the Harry Frank Guggenheim Foundation and the
National Institute of Mental Health (MH51113), and by a W. T.
Grant Foundation Faculty Scholar Award. We thank Cheryl Bonica
and Claudia Rincon for their contributions to this article. Corre-
spondence concerning this article should be addressed to
Geraldine Downey, Psychology Department, 406 Schermerhom
Hall, Columbia University, New York, NY 10027; e-mail:
gdowney@psych.columbia.edu.

Downloaded from cmx.sagepub.com at COLUMBIA UNIV on July 11, 2013

from the SAGE Socia Science Collections. All Rights Reserved.


http://cmx.sagepub.com/

networks. They also viewed themselves as easily influ-
enced by their boyfriends, who tended to be delin-
quent. In adulthood, these girls experienced poorer
personal and interpersonal functioning than a com-
parison sample (Pawlby, Mills, Taylor, & Quinton,
1997).

Pawlby and colleagues’ research (Pawlby, Mills, &
Quinton, 1997; Pawlby, Mills, Taylor, & Quinton,
1997) implicated maltreatment in leading girls to
develop a heightened dependence on romantic rela-
tionships with troubled partners, perhaps explaining
these girls’ heightened personal and interpersonal
difficulties. However, the study stops short of identify-
ing what these girls took from their troubled families
into romantic relationships that increased their
dependency on and susceptibility to difficulties in
such relationships.

Rejection Sensitivity: Its Causes and Consequences

Influenced by classic interpersonal theories
(Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980; Erikson, 1950; Horney,
1937, Sullivan, 1953), we have proposed that a key way
in which past relationships can affect adolescent
romantic relationships is through the messages that
these earlier relationships communicate concerning
acceptance and rejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996;
Downey, Feldman, Khuri, & Friedman, 1994;
Feldman & Downey, 1994). Experiences within signif-
icant relationships that communicate messages of
rejection (e.g., parental maltreatment) can lead chil-
dren to develop defensive expectations of rejection.
When carried into new types of relationships, such as
adolescent romantic relationships, these expecta-
tions can give rise to hypervigilance for rejection cues,
such as the romantic partner’s attention to a potential
rival. The detection of even minimal or ambiguous
cues can lead the adolescent to readily perceive inten-
tional rejection and to feel rejected. The perceived
rejection can prompt both cognitive-affective and
behavioral overreactions, including hostility or a
sense of victimization and despondency. Our theoret-
ical model posits that rejection expectations, in addi-
tion to leading to such potentially maladaptive out-
comes, may also lead people to engage in potentially
maladaptive behavior to avert the rejection they
expect and fear.

We have described individuals who defensively
(i.e., anxiously or angrily) expect, readily perceive,
and overreact to rejection as being high in rejection
sensitivity (RS). Because no one is completely
immune to the types of rejection experiences that give
rise to RS, everyone will develop to some extent the
cognitive—-affective processing disposition (Mischel &
Shoda, 1995) that we have outlined. Thus, we con-
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sider RS to be on a continuum. The people we charac-
terize as high in RS (HRS) are relatively high on this
continuum, and those we characterize as low in RS
(LRS) are relatively low on this continuum. Most of
the basic links in our theoretical model have been
empirically tested in experimental and field studies
with middle school and college students (for reviews,
see Downey, Bonica, & Rincon, 1999; Levy, Ayduk, &
Downey, in press).

First, we have found evidence in four studies that
rejection by parents or peers gives rise to defensive
expectations of rejection. Two cross-sectional studies
of college and high school students showed that
defensive expectations of rejection were associated
with childhood exposure to parental emotional
neglect (Downey, Khouri, & Feldman, 1997) and fam-
ilyviolence (Downey, Lebolt, & O’Shea-Lauber, 1995;
Feldman & Downey, 1994). Two longitudinal studies
of middle school students also showed that rejection
led to increases in defensive expectations of rejection
over time. In one study, parents’ reports of harsh
parenting practices predicted an increase in their
children’s defensive expectations of rejection over a
l-year period. In asecond study, peer rejection, assess-
ed through peer sociometric ratings, predicted an
increase in students’ defensive expectations of peer
rejection over a 4month period (Bonica & Downey,
submitted).

Second, we have shown that, once formed, rejec-
tion expectations promote a readiness to perceive
and to cognitively and affectively overreact to rejec-
tion. In an experiment with middle school children,
those with defensive expectations of rejection
became more distressed than other children when
told that friends refused to participate in projects with
them (Downey, Lebolt, Rincon, & Freitas, 1998,
Study 2). No differences were found when situational
explanations were given for the friends’ refusals (e.g.,
teacher would not give permission). In a 1-year longi-
tudinal study, children who angrily expected rejec-
tion became increasingly likely to react to an ambigu-
ous rejection with angry thoughts, feelings, and
action plans (Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998, Study 1).
Parallel findings emerged in college students. In a
laboratory experiment, students who defensively
expected rejection felt more rejected than others
when told that strangers, with whom they had just fin-
ished friendly conversations, declined to continue
with the study, which involved meeting with them
again (Downey & Feldman, 1996, Study 2). A longitu-
dinal study showed that defensive expectations of
rejection also predicted a readiness to perceive rejec-
tion in the actions of significant others (Downey &
Feldman, 1996, Study 3). College students who enter-
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ed romantic relationships defensively expecting
rejection more readily perceived hurtful intent in
their new partner’s ambiguous behavior (e.g., being
cool and distant). This association did not change
when other relevant personality dispositions (i.e., self-
esteem, neuroticism, extraversion, social anxiety and
distress, and adult attachment style) were statistically
controlled.

Third, we have shown that the tendency to perceive
and feel rejection, combined with chronic anxiety
aboutits occurrence, compromises the quality of peo-
ple’s important relationships. Specifically, defensive
rejection expectations undermined the peer and
teacher relationships of middle school children and
the romantic relationships of college students in ways
that were likely to elicit rejection and erode
well-being. A l-year longitudinal study with middle
school children from the population used in the pres-
ent investigation showed that RS predicted more
aggression and reactivity in children to interpersonal
slights over time. Their oppositional and disruptive
behavior led to increasingly compromised relation-
ships with peers and teachers and to suspension
from school (Downey, Lebolt, et al., 1998, Study 3).

HRS college students’ romantic relationships were
also fraught with more difficulties than those of LRS
students (Downey & Feldman, 1996, Study 4). How-
ever, although RS was associated with relationship dif-
ficulties in both men and women, its effects on
women’s romantic relationships were more pro-
nounced and more consistent. We have preliminary
support for the view that this gender difference
reflects the greater centrality of intimate relation-
ships in HRS women'’s lives than in HRS men’s lives.
For example, HRS men appear to be particularly vul-
nerable to social disrespect, whereas HRS women
show vulnerability in situations that threaten devalua-
tion of their intimate relationships (Ayduk & Downey,
2000).

What type of relationship difficulties did we find?
Rejection expectations predicted heightened con-
cern and insecurity about a romantic partner’s rela-
tionship commitment and satisfaction, irrespective of
the partner’s actual self-reported commitment and
satisfaction (Downey & Feldman, 1996, Study 4).
Implicating RS in maladaptive behavior, partners
described HRS men as jealous and controlling and
HRS women as hostile and unsupportive. These gen-
der-specific behaviors helped explain why the part-
ners of HRS people were more dissatisfied than the
partners of LRS people.

These results suggest a self-fulfilling prophecy
(Merton, 1948) wherein rejection expectations cre-

ated their own reality. In the case of women, but not

men, we confirmed this cross-sectional finding in a
selfreport daily diary study and an observational
study of conflict, which prior research had suggested
should activate rejection concerns (Downey, Freitas,
Michaelis, & Khouri, 1998). Specifically, we found
that during conflict, HRS women behaved in hostile,
rejecting ways that undermined partner satisfaction
and commitment.

Why do HRS women behave in ways likely to elicit
the rejection they fear in situations that activate their
rejection concerns? The reason appears to be that in
such situations, they tend to perceive rejection, and
this perception triggers hostile reactions (Ayduk,
Downey, Testa, Yen, & Shoda, 1999). We have shown
in three studies that rejection triggers hostility in HRS
women. The first study used a lexical priming task to
establish that rejection automatically activates hostil-
ity to a greater extent in HRS women than in LRS
women. HRS women pronounced a hostile word
(e.g., hit) that was preceded by a rejection word (e.g.,
abandon) more quickly than LRS women. The sec-
ond study showed that HRS women acted in a more
hostile way than LRS women toward a potential dating
partner from whom they had received an ambiguous
rejection. No differences were found in a control con-
dition. The third study showed that perceived rejec-
tion triggered hostility in ongoing romantic relation-
ships. When HRS women felt rejected, they were
more likely to get into conflicts with their romantic
partner, during which they behaved in a hostile way.
In LRS women, the probability of conflict was unre-
lated to perceived rejection.

Implications of RS for Adolescent
Girls’ Romantic Relationships

The foregoing discussion shows that RS under-
mines early adolescents’ peer and teacher relation-
ships and college students’ romantic relationships.
The purpose of the research described in this article is
to establish whether these findings extend to adoles-
cent romantic relationships. Does sensitivity to rejec-
tion in prior important relationships, presumably
developed as a result of rejecting experiences, influ-
ence how adolescents approach and behave in
romantic relationships when they enter into these
new types of relationships?

The specific goals of this investigation are as fol-
lows: The first goal is to examine whether, in adoles-
cent girls, RS prospectively predicts heightened con-
cern and insecurity about the partner’s commitment
to the relationship, as has been found with college stu-
dents. The second goal is to investigate a theoretical
prediction derived from our assumption that HRS
individuals are strongly motivated to prevent rejec-
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tion by significant others from whom they fear rejec-
tion. As a result of this motivation, HRS individuals
should show a heightened willingness to engage in
behaviors that are potentially self-harmful or socially
harmful if they believe that such behaviors will pre-
vent rejection. Thus, we will examine whether RS pro-
spectively predicts an increased willingness to engage
in potentially harmful behavior to maintain the rela-
tionship. The third goal s to examine whether RS pro-
spectively predicts that, during conflict with romantic
partners, female adolescents are more likely to report
behaving in a hostile way, as has been found in college
students. We are also interested in whether HRS girls
report being victims of partner hostility. Of particular
interest is whether RS predicts heightened rates of
physical violence in romantic relationships. Such rela-
tionships are of special concern because relationship
violence places young women at considerable risk for
both physical and psychological damage.

These questions were addressed in a longitudinal
study of early adolescents attending a public middle
school in New York city that serves a low-income
Latino and African American neighborhood. Spe-
cifically, we examined whether sensitivity to rejection
from peers and teachers predicts how adolescents
negotiate the romantic relationships in which they
subsequently become involved.

METHOD
Participants

The self-report questionnaire and interview data
used in this study were collected as part of a larger pro-
spective study of risk and protective factors in child-
hood and adolescence. The data are from 154 girls
who completed a measure of sensitivity to rejection
from peers and teachers when in Grades 6, 7, or 8
(Time 1) and who also completed a structured inter-
view on their dating relationships 1 year later (Time 2).
At Time 1, 51% of the girls were in 6th grade, 28%
were in 7th grade, and 21% were in 9th grade. An
additional 36 girls completed the RS measure at
Time 1 but not the dating relationships interview at
Time 2. Attrition was due mainly to changing schools
and was not significantly associated with RS.

The racial composition of the sample was represen-
tative of the school’s population. Sixty-nine percent of
the participants were Hispanic; 24% were African,
African Caribbean, or African American; 6% were
Asian American (primarily Vietnamese); and 1%
were European or European American. The majority
of children attending the participating school (91%)
were eligible for free school lunches because their
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families’ incomes were below 150% of the poverty
level. Individual-level data on family income and
socioeconomic status were not obtained. The school
serves a largely immigrant, minority, economically
disadvantaged urban community.

Procedure

The measures included the Children’s Rejection
Sensitivity Questionnaire (CRSQ), which was admin-
istered at Time 1, and the Peer and Romantic Rela-
tionships Interview (PRRI), which was administered
at Time 2. The CRSQ assessed the various cognitive—
affective components of RS. The PRRI obtained infor-
mation about adolescents’ peer and romantic rela-
tionships. This study focuses on the information
obtained about romantic relationships, including
information on dating behavior, attitudes toward
romantic relationships, tactics used during conflicts,
and efforts to prevent rejection by partners. Versions
of the measures were available in both English and
Spanish. Approximately 10% of the girls completed
the measures in Spanish with the assistance of a bilin-
gual research assistant.

Time 1 (1995-1996). During a single class period,
participants completed the CRSQ in their classrooms,
where trained research assistants supervised up to 6
children each. Questionnaires were either read aloud
or administered independently, depending on the
participants’ reading abilities. Participants received a
small gift for their participation.

Time 2 (1996-1997). In the spring of the 1996-1997
academic year, the PRRI was individually adminis-
tered to participants in private interview rooms. The
interviews were done by trained research assistants
who were familiar to the children. Questions were
read aloud, and research assistants recorded re-
sponses in writing. Again, participants received a
small gift for their participation.

Measures
CRSQ

The CRSQ was used to assess (a) anxious and angry
expectations of rejection, and (b) angry and victim-
ized reactions following an ambiguously intentioned
rejection. (For a detailed description of the develop-
ment and validation of the measure, see Downey,
Lebolt, et al., 1998.) The measure was initially devel-
oped from open-ended interviews with children from
this school district. The purpose of the interviews was
to identify culturally and developmentally salient situ-
ations in which rejection was a concern. These inter-
views also focused on how children would feel and
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think in anticipation of a possible rejection and how
they would think, feel, and plan to behave following
the occurrence of a rejection. Based on these inter-
views we developed a two-part questionnaire.

Part 1: Defensive expectations of rejection. The first part
of the measure assessed the two types of defensive ex-
pectations of rejection: anxious and angry expecta-
tions. Children were presented with 12 hypothetical
vignettes in which they were asked to imagine beingin
a situation where they were anticipating acceptance
or rejection by peers or teachers. A sample teacher vi-
gnette is as follows:

Pretend your teacher lets the kids in the class take
home a video game to play on the weekend. Every
week so far you have watched someone else take
home the video game. You decide to ask the teacher if
you can take home the video this time. You wonder if
the teacher will let you have it.

Following each of the 12 vignettes, the children
were asked to indicate their degrees of anger about
the possible outcome of the situation (e.g., “How AN-
GRY or MAD would you feel over whether or not the
teacher would let you take home the video game this
time?”) on a 6-pointscale ranging from 1 (not mad) to
6 (very, very mad). They were also asked to indicate
how anxious or nervous they would feel in anticipa-
tion of the outcome of the situation (e.g., “How NER-
VOUS would you feel over whether or not the teacher
would let you take home the video game this time?”)
on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (not nervous) to 6
(very, very nervous). Next, they were asked to indicate
the likelihood that the other person(s) would re-
spond in an accepting fashion (e.g., “Do you think the
teacher is going to let you take home the video game
this time?”) on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (YES!!!)
to 6 (NO!!/). High likelihood of this outcome repre-
sents expectations of acceptance, and low likelihood
represents expectations of rejection.

Following from our adoption of an expectancy-
value model (Bandura, 1986) of defensive expecta-
tions of rejection, angry expectations scores were
computed as follows: A score for each situation was
obtained by weighting (i.e., multiplying) the
expected likelihood of rejection by the degree of
anger about the possible outcome of the request. A
total (cross-situational) angry expectations score for
each participant was computed by summing the angry
expectations scores for each situation and dividing by
the total number of situations (M =8.03, SD=3.9). A
total anxious expectations score was calculated in a
similar fashion (M= 8.20, SD = 3.81).

We have evidence that both angry and anxious
expectations of rejection are approximately normally
distributed, reliable measures that tap a relatively
enduring and coherent information-processing dis-
position and have distinctive predictive validity in the
population from which the present sample is drawn
(Bonica & Downey, submitted; Downey, Lebolt, etal.,
1998, Study 1). Specifically, we have found that, where-
as angry expectations predicted increasingly aggres-
sive behavior over time, anxious expectations predict-
ed social withdrawal (Bonica & Downey, submitted).
Thus, we thought it important to assess whether the
two types of defensive expectations had distinctive
implications for girls’ romantic relationships.

Part 2: Psychological reactions to ambiguously inten-
tioned rejection. The second part of the measure as-
sesses children’s responses to the occurrence of an
ambiguouslyintentioned rejection in a representative
teacher and a representative peer situation chosen
from the 12 CRSQ situations. The teacher situation
involved the teacher’s response to the child’s request
to take a particular video home for the weekend by
saying, “No, you can’t take it home this weekend. I'm
giving it to someone else.” In the peer situation, peers
respond to the child’s request for help with groceries
that had spilled onto the footpath by “just walk[ing]
quickly by, as if they don’t see you.” In each situation,
the rejecting behavior of the teacher or peers could
be interpreted as an intentional rejection or as cir-
cumstantial (e.g., the teacher might have already
promised it to someone else, or the peers really did
not see the child). Pilot work revealed that children
could generate explanations for these outcomes that
ranged from benign to rejecting. Children were given
13 responses to the teachersituation and 11 responses
to the peer situation that indexed either angry or vic-
timized reactions to the ambiguously intentioned re-
jection. They were asked to indicate how true each of
the responses would be, using a 3-point scale where
1 = very true, 2 = sort of true, and 3 = not true. The re-
sponses tapped feelings (F), thoughts (T), and behav-
ioral plans (BP).

Angry reaction. Eleven items (6 teacher and 5 peer)
assessed the extent to which the child would have an
angry reaction to the ambiguously intentioned rejec-
tion. A total angry reaction score was computed by av-
eraging across the angry response items for the peer
and teacher situation (M=1.63, SD=0.41). Examples
of angry responses to the teacher’s giving the video to
someone else for the weekend include “I would feel
like hitting someone or something” (F); “I would feel
like I don’treally like that teacher because she’s never
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fair with me” (T); and “Next time when the teacher
wants me to be quiet in class, I won’t” (BP).

Victimized reaction. Thirteen items (7 teacher and 6
peer) assessed the extent to which the child would re-
act to the ambiguously intentioned rejection with a
sense of helplessness and victimization. A total victim-
ized response score was computed by averaging across
the victimized response items for the peer and
teacher situations (M= 1.80, SD = 0.41). Examples of
victimized reactions to the teacher’s giving the video
to someone else for the weekend include “Iwould feel
so uncomfortable I couldn’t stand it” (F); “I would
feel like it was probably my own fault that the teacher
won'’t give it to me” (T); and “I would feel like she’ll
never give me the video, so what’s the point of even
asking” (BP).

PRRI

The PRRI was used to ask all participants about
their histories of romantic relationships, including
their number and duration. Participants who had
been in dating relationships since the end of the pre-
vious academic year were asked about conflictin their
dating relationships since then (i.e., the previous
July). Those currently in dating relationships com-
pleted questions about their current dating relation-
ships. Participants were also questioned about con-
flicts in their peer relationships, including whether
any of their arguments with peers had involved physi-
cal aggression. However, peer conflicts are not the
focus of this article.

Dating history. Participants were asked about
whether they had ever had boyfriends, the age of their
first romantic relationships, number of partners, their
current relationship status, and the age of their cur-
rent or mostrecent romantic partners. Care was taken
to ensure that students who reported a dating rela-
tionship were clearly distinguishing relationships in
which the partners spent time together and that were
romantic in nature from one-sided crushes and cross-
sex, nonromantic friendships.

Conflict in relationships. Students who reported hav-
ing been in at least one argument with romantic part-
ners since the end of the previous academic year were
questioned about their conflicts with romantic part-
ners. First, a series of questions probed the frequency
and context of conflicts with romantic partners. Par-
ticipants were asked to indicate how often they argued
with romantic partners on a 4-pointscale: never, oncein
a while, every week, or every day. Participants were asked
to describe their most recent arguments in the great-
est detail that they could recall. Answers were re-
corded and coded by topic of argument. Topics
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included jealousy, cheating, possessions, game gets
out of hand, name calling, rumor spreading, sex, and
misunderstanding.

Second, participants were asked about the tactics
used in nonphysical arguments. They were to indicate
the frequency with which they had enacted and been
the target of three types of negative tactics: hostile
withdrawal (a composite of “ignored the other person
to make them feel bad” and “stopped talking to the
other person for a while”); indirect or relational
aggression (a composite of “badmouthed or spread
rumors about partner,” “did something to embarrass
partner,” and “did something to make partner jeal-
ous”; Crick & Grotepeter, 1995); and direct verbal
hostility (a composite of “called partner names or said
mean things” and “threatened to harm partner”).
The response range was from 1 (never) to 4 (all of the
time).

Third, participants were asked about whether they
had ever been involved in physical fights with roman-
tic partners since the end of the past academic year. If
so, they were asked to indicate the frequency with
which they had enacted or been the victims of eight
different types of physical aggression, based on Wolfe
and colleagues’ (1998) revision of the Conflict Tactics
Scale (Straus, 1979) for use with adolescents. The
physical aggression items included pushing, slapping,
kicking, punching, and hitting the other person. The
range of responses was 1 = never, 2 = once, 3 = a few times,
and 4 = a lot.

Attitudes Toward Current Relationships

These two questions were asked only of partici-
pants who were currently in dating relationships.

Investment in romantic relationship. Participants were
asked how much time they spent with their current ro-
mantic partner. Ratings were made on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (all of the time) . Participants
were also asked how important the relationship was to
them. Ratings were made on a 5-point scale ranging
from 1 (not important at all) to 5 (very important).

Relationship concerns and insecurities. Participants
were asked to report their relationship concerns and
insecurities. Specifically, participants were asked to
indicate how true each of a series of statements was on
a 5-pointscale ranging from 1 (not true at all) to 5 (very
true). These items included concerns about current
partner fidelity (e.g., “I worry my boyfriend will cheat
on me or betray me,” “I worry my boyfriend might be
interested in someone else”) and distress about part-
ner involvement with others (e.g., “I feel uncomfortable/
upset when my boyfriend does things that don’t in-
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volve me,” “I always want to know what my partner is
doing and where he is”).

Tactics for preventing rejection. Two approaches to
preventing rejection were assessed. First, participants
were asked to what extent they would be willing to do
things they knew were wrong to keep their romantic
partner (e.g., “I would do anything to keep my boy-
friend with me even if it’s things that I know are
wrong”). Second, participants were asked whether
they tried to control their partners’ behavior (e.g., “I
try to keep my boyfriend from talking to or playing
with his friends”). The same 5-point scale was used as
for relationship concerns and insecurities.

RESULTS

Of the 154 girls in the study, 56% reported having
been in dating relationships since the end of the pre-
vious academic year. Seventy-three percent of girls
who had been in relationships during this time (41%
of the 154 girls) reported having argued at least once
with romantic partners. Finally, 36% of all the girls
were currently in relationships. The proportion of
participants in any dating relationship since the end
of the previous academic year increased across
grades. The rates for dating in the past year were 46%
for 7th graders, 63% for 8th graders, and 70% for 9th
graders. The rates for currently dating were 30% for
7th graders, 45% for 8th graders, and 41% for 9th
graders. The median length of participants’ relation-
ships was between 7 and 8 weeks. Girls were dating
boys who were on average 1.5 years older (SD=1.57).
The typical age at which girls had their first dating
relationships was 12 years (SD=1.42). Girls who were
currently dating typically described their relationship
asserious (M=3.8, SD=1.1,range =1 to 5) and impor-
tant to them (M=3.9, SD=1.1, range = 1 to 5).

Neither angry nor anxious expectations of rejec-
tion, nor angry or victimized reactions to rejection,
were significantly related to the indicators of dating
history described above. Specifically, they were unre-
lated to whether a girl had ever been in a relationship,
had been in a relationship since the end of the previ-
ous school year, was currently in a relationship, or had
argued with a dating partner.

Anxious and angry rejection expectations were
highly correlated, 7(152) =.68, p<.001. Angry and vic-
timized reactions were also highly correlated, (147) =
.64, p < .001. Anxious expectations were somewhat
more strongly related with victimized reactions,
7(147) = .40, p<.001, than with angry reactions, 1(147) =

.29, p<.001. Angry expectations were equally strongly
related with both victimized, 7(147) = .42, <.001, and
angry reactions, r(147) = .46.

RS and Relationship Insecurities and Concerns

Defensive rejection expectations. The correlations be-
tween anxious and angry rejection expectations and
girls’ worries and insecurities about their current rela-
tionships are given in Table 1. To the extent that girls
either anxiously or angrily expected rejection, they
worried that their partner would betray them and
was interested in someone else, and they reported
feeling upset and uncomfortable when their partner
did things that did notinvolve them. Anxious expecta-
tions, but not angry expectations, predicted always
wanting to know where the partner was and what he
was doing. We next sought to establish whether these
relationship insecurities and concerns were predicted
by what is common to anxious and angry rejection ex-
pectations or what is distinctive about these different
types of defensive expectations. Thus, we regressed
the various relationship attitude measures on a vari-
able indexing the average of anxious and angry expec-
tations and a variable indexing the difference
between these expectations indices (i.e., angry expec-
tations minus anxious expectations). Table 2 gives
these results. In all cases, the variable indexing the
common effect of the two types of expectations was
significant. This was not true of the variable indexing
the difference in expectations, with one exception.
To the extent that participants felt more anxious than
angry (indexed by a significant negative coefficient
for the difference variable), they felt more uncom-
fortable and upset when their partner did things that
did not involve them.

Reactions to rejection. Table 1 also gives the correla-
tions between relationship insecurities and worries
and both victimized and angry reactions to an ambig-
uously intentioned rejection. To the extent that girls
reported angry or victimized reaction patterns follow-
ing rejection, they worried that their partner would
betray them and was interested in someone else, they
felt upset and uncomfortable when their partner did
things that did not involve them, and they always
wanted to know where their partner was and what he
was doing. As above, we wanted to establish whether
these relationship insecurities and concerns were pre-
dicted by what is common to angry and victimized re-
actions or what is distinctive about these different
types of reactions. Thus, we regressed the various rela-
tionship attitude measures on a variable indexing the
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TABLE 1:

Purdie, Downey / REJECTION SENSITIVITY 345

Correlations of Rejection Sensitivity and Attitudes With Beliefs About the Relationship and Rejection Prevention Tactics

Rejection Expectations (N = 45)  Rejection Reactions (N = 41)

M (SD), Range = (1 to 5) Anxious r Angryr Angryr Victimized ¢
Relationship insecurities and concerns
I worry partner will cheat or betray 2.2 (1.32) A%k ok A46%** 35%*
I worry partner is interested in someone else 1.96 (0.98) B2 b AQHkrx A40*¥* 32%%
Upset when partner does things that don’t
involve me 1.83 (1.07) R S .36%* .39%* .33%*
Want to know exactly where partner is and
what he’s doing 2.98 (1.45) 46%%* .18 B1%* .29%
Tactics to prevent rejection
I try to keep partner from doing things with friends 1.28 (0.66) .16 .02 -15 -.03
I'would do anything to keep partner with me, even
things I know are wrong 1.63 (0.85) 4%k P St .08 21

*p <10, %5 p< 05, ¥**p < 01, #*%kp < 001,

TABLE: 2: Regression Analyses to Determine Whether Relationship Attitudes and Rejection Prevention Tactics Were Predicted by Com-
mon or Distinctive Features of Rejection Expectations and Reactions to Rejection: Unstandardized Regression Coefficients

Rejection Ex[)ectations N =45)

Rejection Reactions (N = 41)

Mean of Angry & Difference Between Mean of Difference Between
Anxious Rejection  Angry & Anxious  Angry & Victimized Angry & Victimized
Expectationsb  Rejection Expectations b Reactions b Reactions b
Relationship insecurities and concerns
I worry partner will cheat or betray me 20Kk .07 1.27%+* .66
I worry partner is interested in someone else B (i -.004 .93%* 31
Upset when partner does things that don’t involve me . 14*** -.07 .93%* . .31
Want to know exactly where partner is and what '
he’s doing Bl = 17%* 1.14%* .07
Tactics to prevent rejection
I try to keep partner from doing things with friends .01 -04 -14 -.33
I would do anything to keep partner with me, even
things I know are wrong 10¥** -01 .34 -51

NOTE: Separate analyses were done for rejection expectations and rejection reactions.

*¥*p< .05, FFFp < 01, ¥**p< 001,

average of angry and victimized reactions and a vari-
able indexing the difference between these reactions
(i.e., angry reactions minus victimized reactions).
Table 2 gives these results. In all cases, the variable in-
dexing the common effect of the two types of expecta-
tions was significant, whereas the variable indexing
the difference was not.

RS and Efforts to Prevent the Occurrence of Rejection

One way in which RS, and in particular defensive
expectations of rejection, may lead adolescent girls
into difficulties is through prompting them to engage
in potentially problematic behaviors to avert rejec-
tion by romantic partners. Consistent with this possi-
bility, both anxious and angry rejection expectations
are associated with a tendency to endorse the state-
ment, “I would do anything to keep my boyfriend
with me even if it’s things that I know are wrong.”

CHILD MALTREATMENT / NOVEMBER 2000

Regression analyses using the average and differ-
ence approach described above revealed that it was
what was common, rather than what was distinctive,
about these types of defensive expectations that pre-
dicted endorsement of this statement. Neither angry
nor victimized reactions predicted endorsement of
this statement.

We also examined whether expectations of and
reactions to rejection predicted reports of a different
type of rejection prevention strategy—keeping
romantic partners from spending time with their
friends. This indicator of a controlling strategy was
not significantly associated with either expectations
of or reactions to rejection.

RS and Conflict Tactics

A second way in which RS may lead adolescent girls
into difficulties is through its impact on how they
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TABLE 3: Correlations of Rejection Sensitivity with Hostility in Arguments
Rejection Expectations (N =58)  Rejection Reactions (N =54)

Use of Hostile Tactics M (SD) Anxiousr Angryr Angryr Victimized v
Direct verbal hostility

To partner 1.41 (0.52) .09 14 30%* 28%*

By partner 1.18 (0.45) 28%** .20%% 4THEH .30%*
Hostile withdrawal

To partner 1.49 (0.55) 3w 29 23% 28%*

By partner 2.00 (0.79) 17 .03 17 17
Relational or indirect hostility

To partner 1.35 (0.38) .04 .09 19 25%

By partner 1.49 (0.57) 16 07 .25% .22%

*¥p<.10. ¥*p< 05, ¥*¥¥*p < 001,

negotiate conflict with romantic partners. Issues of
jealousy (66%) and cheating (10%) were the main
reasons given for arguments. Neither type of defen-
sive rejection expectation nor type of reaction to
rejection was significantly related with whether argu-
ments had occurred or with the topics of the
arguments.

Physical fights with dating partners were infre-
quent. Overall, 10% of participants reported physical
fights with someone they had dated since the end of
the previous academic year. The corresponding rate
for involvement in a physical fight with a peer was
45%. Logistic regression analyses showed that both
angry and anxious rejection expectations were signifi-
cantly associated with involvement in physical fights
(angry expectations: &=.31, x*(1) = 6.6, p <.01; anx-
ious expectations: b= .30, x’(1) = 6.5, p<.01). Angry
reactions were also marginally significantly associated
with involvement in physical fights (b= 1.54, x*(1) =
2.82, p<.10).

Conflict tactics. Because of the infrequency of physi-
cal fights, the association between the various compo-
nents of RS and specific violent conflict tactics could
not be reliably examined. Table 3 gives the correla-
tions between expectations of and reactions to rejec-
tion and three types of nonphysical hostile conflict
tactics: hostile withdrawal (e.g., ignoring partner to
make him feel bad), direct hostility (e.g., saying mean
things), and indirect or relational hostility (e.g., do-
ing something to make partner jealous). Anxious and
angry rejection expectations were significantly associ-
ated with being a victim of direct hostility and with en-
acting hostile withdrawal. Angry and victimized
reactions were associated with both enacting and be-
ing a target of direct hostility and with enacting hos-
tile withdrawal. Victimized and angry reactions were
marginally significantly associated with enacting and
being the recipient of relational or indirect aggres-

sion. In addition, a victimized reaction pattern was sig-
nificantly associated with hostile withdrawal. Addi-
tional regression analyses showed that the association
between hostility and the two types of rejection expec-
tations reflected what was common rather than what
was distinctive to anxious and angry rejection expecta-
tions. Regression analyses involving rejection reac-
tions yielded similar results.

DISCUSSION

This study yields support for the claim that sensitiv-
ity to rejection from peers and teachers increases ado-
lescent girls’ risk for subsequent involvement in rela-
tionship-centered difficulties. The pattern of results
was consistent across the two key components of RS
addressed in this study: defensive (anxious or angry)
rejection expectations and intense (victimized or
angry) reactions to an ambiguously intentioned
rejection.

The first question addressed was whether RS is
associated with heightened concerns and insecurities
about dating partners’ commitment to the relation-
ship. We found that among early adolescent girls,
rejection expectations and intense reactions to the
occurrence of rejection were associated with worries
about the possibility of partner betrayal and interest
in someone else, and with discomfort when away from
their partner. These findings extend Downey and
Feldman’s (1996) findings with college-age women to
early adolescent women. These findings are of con-
cern in that such a dependency on romantic relation-
ships may pave the way for victimization. For example,
overdependence on a romantic partner may lead to
increased vulnerability to overlooking partner’s
abuse, dishonesty, or unfaithfulness, or abuse of
drugs or alcohol. Preoccupation with issues of accep-
tance and rejection may also have implications for
partner selection, perhaps leading HRS girls to over-
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value partners who are extremely attentive and who
really need them. We have found some support for
this claim in female college students (Downey,
Purdie, & Davis, 1999). These partner attributes may
initially help allay rejection concerns, but the clinical
literature on battered women suggests that these
desirable qualities may subsequently manifest them-
selves in jealous, controlling behavior, paving the way
for emotional and physical abuse (e.g., Brown, 1987,
Walker, 1984). These questions need to be examined
directly in future research.

We also examined whether RS is associated with a
willingness to do things that are potentially problem-
atic to maintain the relationship. As expected, angry
and anxious rejection expectations were associated
with a willingness to do anything, even things known
to be wrong, to maintain the relationship. Intensity of
reaction to rejection was not associated with this will-
ingness. Thus, for girls high in rejection expectations,
the goal of maintaining the relationship appears to
supercede the goal of not doing things that are wrong.
Problematic behaviors that girls may enact to prevent
partner rejection include engaging in sexual intimacy
for which they do not yet feel ready; tolerating emo-
tionally, physically, or sexually abusive partner behav-
ior; or engaging in delinquent behavior such as skip-
ping school, using drugs or alcohol, or shoplifting at
the boyfriend’s suggestion (see Downey, Bonica, &
Rincon, 1999, for further discussion). The question of
whether HRS girls actually engage in these types of
harmful behaviors to preserve the relationship needs
to be addressed directly in future research.

We also examined a second potentially problem-
atic approach to maintaining relationships: attempt-
ing to control the partner’s behavior to prevent con-
tact with potential rivals to the partner’s relationship
commitment. Although both rejection expectations
and overreactions to rejection were associated with
feeling upset when the partner did things that did not
involve the girl, neither rejection expectations nor
overreactions to rejection predicted efforts to control
the partner’s contact with friends. Perhaps efforts to
maintain the relationship through controlling the
partner’s behavior are more characteristic of HRS
boys than of HRS girls. This possibility is suggested by
findings with college students in which the partners of
HRS men described them as controlling, whereas the
partners of HRS women described them as hostile
and unsupportive (Downey & Feldman, 1996).

The third question addressed was the implications
of RS for conflict in romantic relationships. Consis-
tent with findings from college students (Downey,
Freitas, etal., 1998), RS did not predict level or source
of conflict, but had implications for how conflict was
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handled. Irrespective of RS level, jealousy and con-
cern over cheating were the main sources of conflict.
As with female college students, RS predicted height-
ened levels of both physical and verbal hostility dur-
ing conflict. Although the rate of physical fights was
low (10%), their occurrence was significantly associ-
ated with anxious and angry rejection expectations
and marginally significantly associated with angry
reactions to rejection. This low rate meant that it was
not feasible to reliably conduct more fine-grained
analyses distinguishing between perpetrators and vic-
tims of violence. Nonetheless, the finding suggests
that RS is a risk factor for the early onset of violence in
romantic relationships and implicates early adoles-
cence as a potential point of intervention.

Both types of defensive rejection expectations and
both victimized and angry reaction patterns were
associated with being the target of partner verbal hos-
tility. These reaction patterns also predicted enacting
such hostility. Both types of rejection expectations
and both types of reactions to rejection also predicted
hostile withdrawal from the partner. Rejection expec-
tations were not related to indirect or relational
aggression, such as bad-mouthing the partner to oth-
ers. However, enacting and being the recipient of this
type of aggression was marginally associated with vic-
timized and angry reactions to rejection. Although
relational or indirect aggression has traditionally
been studied in peer relationships, these findings
indicate the potential importance of studying it in
romantic relationships. The literature on adult con-
flict suggests that neither hostile withdrawal nor ver-
bal hostility bode well for effective conflict resolution.
It will be important to establish whether the types of
hostility studied in our research mark a characteristic
interpersonal style of HRS girls during conflict. Such
a style may make them vulnerable to eliciting verbal
negativity from their partners, as we have found for
college women (Downey, Freitas, et al., 1998). Hostil-
ity, however, is only one possible type of overreaction
to perceived rejection. Indeed, we have found that
HRS college women show heightened depression fol-
lowing rejection (i.e., having the relationship termi-
nated) by their romantic partners (Ayduk, Downey, &
Kim, in press). This finding converges with Hammen
and colleagues’ (1995) finding that relationship dis-
ruptions prompted clinical levels of distress in young
women with rejection and abandonnment concerns.

Overall, these findings are consistent with the view
that when girls who are sensitive to rejection from
peers and important adults (e.g., teachers) enter into
romantic relationships, these concerns influence how
they think, feel, and behave in these relationships. It
appears as if chronic fear of rejection in valued rela-
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tionships leads romantic relationships to take on a
greater salience for HRS girls than for those girls who
took peer and teacher acceptance more for granted.
It may be that HRS girls view success or failure in
romantic relationships as more diagnostic of their
success or failure as people. In addition, their chronic
fear of failure in this valued domain may paradoxi-
cally make the risk of failure even greater, as when
they overreact to perceived slights in hostile ways that
drive the partner away. Of equivalent concern is the
possibility that their desire to prevent rejection may
make them vulnerable to victimization and to both
self-damaging and socially damaging behaviors in the
ways outlined above.

Clinical Implications

We view the research presented in this article as
simply a first step in delineating the implications of
prior rejection experiences for adolescent girls’
romantic relationships. Nonetheless, when viewed in
the context of being consistent with findings with col-
lege-age women, our findings suggest that under-
standing the difficulties of adolescent girls, especially
those with histories of rejecting relationships,
requires learning about the meaning of close rela-
tionships in their lives. This viewpoint on the prob-
lems of adolescent girls has several clinical implica-
tions. First, clinicians will need to establish the
centrality of relationship goals in the motivational sys-
tems of their adolescent female clients. Second, clini-
cians will need to consider the possibility that girls’
problem behavior may be motivated by the goal of
preventing their romantic partners’ rejection. As
noted above, rejection concerns may lead girls to put
themselves at risk for pregnancy or sexually transmit-
ted diseases and for being the victims of physical or
emotional abuse. These concerns may also put them
atrisk for engaging in delinquent behavior or truancy
when their boyfriends suggest these behaviors. Third,
clinicians also need to consider the role of perceived
rejection in triggering hostile behavior, depression,
or substance abuse, which may result from efforts to
deaden the pain of rejection. Indeed, in a study of
incarcerated women, Bedell (1997) found that RS was
associated with these three types of problem
outcomes.

Caveats and Conclusions

Whereas the findings reported in this article pro-
vide evidence consistent with our model of the role of
RS in the relationship-centered problems of adoles-
cent girls, the data are limited in a number of ways.
First, although the data suggest that RS is a risk factor
for relationship-centered problems, we have not

established that this is the case. As noted earlier, this is
a task for future research. A second potential limita-
tion of our study is the reliance on self-reports. For
example, RS may lead girls to overestimate the level of
verbal hostility received from their partners. More-
over, the interview-based nature of our assessment
procedure may have led participants to underreport
the violence in their dating relationships. However, it
is noteworthy that these girls were not reluctant to
report physical aggression in their peer relationships
and welcomed the opportunity to discuss their dating
relationships. A more likely explanation is that, in the
early stages of dating, violence may not tend to occur
because the relationships tend to be idealized and of
relatively short duration, and couples tend to meet in
public settings such as school rather than in private
settings, where adult intimate violence is more likely
to occur. Finally, our investigation focused on an
unselected sample of middle school girls, in which
rates of seriously problematic behavior such as rela-
tionship violence or teen pregnancy were low. The
advantage of this sample was that it allowed us to inves-
tigate the psychological processes that may lead to
relationship-centered problems in a nonclinical sam-
ple of adolescent girls. Had we followed this sample
into middle and later adolescence, the rates of the
problematic behaviors of interest would undoubtedly
have increased. Nonetheless, it remains to be estab-
lished whether RS plays a role in leading adolescent
girls to engage in problematic behavior.

These caveats notwithstanding, our results,
together with findings from our prior research, sug-
gest the need to consider the role that concerns about
rejection in romantic relationships may play in the dif-
ficulties shown by adolescent girls, especially in those
with histories of rejection. The value of this theoreti-
cal approach is that, although accounting for continu-
ity from parental to peer relationships to adolescent
romantic relationships, the framework also allows for
change. Our assumption that RS is maintained by
experiences in relationships means that it can also be
modified by disconfirming experiences. Thus, it
should be possible to design interventions to facilitate
change toward more healthy ways of feeling, thinking,
and behaving in relationships.
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