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Basic need for belonging

Need met: 

• Safety

• Self-confidence 

• Control

• Meaningful existence

• health

Need not met: 

• Grief 

• Pain

• Hopelessness

• Low self-esteem

• Isolation
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Intentional exclusion and/or ignoring of 
another person and/or group

or

Subjective perception and interpretation of 
such behavior by an individual, even if the 

exclusion was not intended

Definition of Ostracism according to Kipling Williams (2007)
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Rejection Sensitivity

Experience of 
social rejection

Expectation of 
rejection

Perception of 
rejection

Cognitive and 
affective 
reactions 

Behavior

cue

Model by Levy, Ayduk, Downey, & Leary, 2001; p. 252
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Rejection Sensitivity is…

• Rejection sensitivity is a cognitive–affective trait characterized by:

• Anxious expectation,

• Readiness to perceive, and

• Intense reaction to potential rejection.

• People with high rejection sensitivity tend to interpret ambiguous social cues as 
rejection, even when none is intended. 

• This can lead to heightened emotional responses (e.g., anger, sadness, 
withdrawal) and problematic behavior in relationships.
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Fear of rejection

Expectation of 

rejection

Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (RSQ, RSQ9, CRSQ)
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RSQ
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RSQ in clinical samples

Staebler et al., 2011 

➢ Anxiety
➢ Depression
➢ BPD
➢ Body dysmorphic disorder
➢ Aggression
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Perception
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• 30 patients with BPD were compared with 30 control subjects

• Both groups showed negative reactions after social exclusion

• Patients with BPD felt excluded even though they were included  

→ Bias of social perception - for rejection

• also a problem in chronic depression 

Renneberg et al., 2011; Gutz et al., 2015; 
Seidl et al., 2020

11

Results
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-> RS contributes to the development of depression as the dysfunctional 
cognition
-> in turn, depression predicts RS -> vicious cycle (Beeson et al., 2020)
 

Modified figure from Niu et al. (2023)

Beck‘s cognitive model of 
depression (Beck, 1983):
• Negative life events lead to 

depression through 
negative cognition 

A similar connection has been found in Chinese students:

RS and Depression
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RS and Depression

• Low self-esteem predicts 
higher RS, which 
subsequently leads toan 
increase of depression 
and loneliness (Zhou et 
al., 2020)

Figure by Zhou et al. 
(2020)
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RS and Social Anxiety

• RS is a risk factor for social anxiety 
throughout adolescence (Zimmer-
Gembeck et al., 2016)

• -> People with high RS pay greater 
attention to potential threat in social 
interactions , which makes them more 
vulnerabal for social anxiety

• Loneliness and low self-esteem mediate 
this  connection (Lin & Fan, 2023)

Figure by Zimmer-Gembeck et al. (2016)

Figure by Lin & Fan (2023)
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Suicidality and Selfharm

• A strong network connection has been found 
between RS and the suicidal ideation of college 
students, mediated by low confidence (He et al., 
2025)

• RS is positively correlated with non-suicidal self-
injury (NSSI) (Zhao et al., 2024; Jiang et al., 2021)

• Factors like low self-compassion and poor emotion 
regulation mediate the relationship between RS 
and NSSI (Brausch et al., 2022)
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ADHD and „Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria“

• RSD is a term created by William Dodson and has become quite popular on 
ADHD self-help forums and social media (Adhspedia, 2023)

• Dodson describes RSD as an unbearable pain following rejection and sees it as 
part of the emotional dysregulation diagnosis criteria of ADHD

• RSD is said to be genetically and neurologically determined, and only 
treatable with medications

• However, Dodson has never scientifically proven his theory

•  RSD is NOT rejection sensitivity
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ADHD and Rejection Sensitivity

• ADHD correlates moderately with RS (r=.46 , p < .01) (Müller et al., 
2024)

• both higher ADHD symptoms and higher RS reduce levels of well-
being, creative and executive functioning, self-control, resilience, and 
the ability to savor positive experiences
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Other Associations with RS

• Narcisstic Personality Disorder (Di Pierro et al., 2022; Poggi et al., 2019)
• Vulnerable narcissists (VN) have higher expectations of rejection than grandiose 

narcissits (GN)
• VN react to rejection with social withdrawal
• GN react to rejection with aggressive outbursts

• Autism (Lin et al., 2022; Gurbuz et al., 2024)
• Autistic traits heighten RS, which leads to depression and anxiety
• Autistics might anticipate more rejection because of early rejection experiences

• Body Dysmorphic Disorder (Saylan & Soyyiğit, 2024; Schmidt & Martin, 
2019 )
• RS in regards of their appearance -> appearance rejection sensitivity (ARS)
• Similar connection for men and woman
• RS plays a significant role in the severity of the BDD symptoms

6./7.6.2025 Rejection Sensitivity in Psychotherapy



High rejection sensitivity
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Implications for…

Therapeutic  alliance Therapeutic interventions



Intervention

1. Psychoeducation 

2. Explore and understand the individual situation and interpretation 

from the patients‘ perspective  

3. Cognitive restructuring → finding an alternative explanation

4. Behavioral experiments

→ Practicing alternative behaviors in response to perceived rejection
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Patient reports a situation at work:

Every afternoon, all colleagues go for coffee. She is never asked to join.

She then “buries” herself at her computer and pretends to be invisible.

She feels that none of the colleagues likes her and that she is basically “invisible.”

In pairs: Explore the situation and behavior in detail and develop alternative explanatory 

models.

20 Minutes

➢ What was helpful?
➢ Was did not feel helpful?

Exercice: exploration and explanation 
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Consider patients’ high rejection sensitivity during relationship ruptures

➢Self-reflection on own therapeutic behavior

➢Encourage patients to report perceived rejection by therapist

➢Consider RS as a reason for rupture

Therapeutic Alliance Building
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Vignette: Therapist Redirects the Conversation

Context: The patient is discussing a romantic relationship in obsessive 
detail, and the therapist gently redirects the conversation to explore 
emotional patterns.

Reaction: The patient says: “You don’t think what I feel matters. Maybe 
I’m just too much for you - as I am always too much for others.”

→ Deal with this!

20 Minutes
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1. Explore behavior and cognitions

2. Explore goals

3. Enhance acceptance 

4. Find alternative ways to archieve goals 

Intervention: experienced rejection
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Implications for practice

1. Therapeutic relationship

• Knowledge of processing social stimuli increases understanding of patient behavior

• Use “misunderstandings” directly

• Pay attention to non-verbal behavior

2. Therapeutic interventions

• Psychoeducation about biased perception and the processing of social stimuli 

• Raising awareness of rejection as a trigger for aversive emotions

• Feeling of "being rejected" ≠ Reality

• Practicing perceiving positive aspects AND being able to evaluate and correct the 
interpretation of the situation

• Reducing rejection expectancy by addressing dysfunctional beliefs/schemas
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