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ABSTRACT

The theory of rejection sensitivity, suggests that early experiences of rejection (e.g.
parental rejection, peer rejection) can result in the tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive,
and overreact to rejection by significant others in future relationships. An abundance of
quantitative research has suggested that rejection sensitivity has significant implications
regarding one’s thoughts and actions within intimate partnerships (e.g. Downey & Feldman,
1996); however, little is known about the lived experience of the women who are sensitive to
rejection. The present research sought to move beyond the developmental perspective of the
theory of rejection sensitivity (as presented in the first two chapters) by aiming to gain an
understanding of how women experience rejection sensitivity within their intimate partnerships
and how their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours have impacted their romantic lives.

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was used to explore the lived experience
of women who identified with rejection sensitivity. Data generated during two interviews with
three participants was transcribed and analyzed using an interpretive phenomenological analysis
approach. An over-arching theme of 7 won ’t let it happen again: a journey of self-protection
emerged that was representative of the women’s shared experience of protecting themselves
from experiencing further rejection in their romantic relationships and was further illustrated
throughout three secondary themes: 7 can control things so I won't let it happen again, Wait...is
it happening anyway?, and A continuous journey. Based on the present findings, considerations
for further research and practice are offered. Given lack of research aimed at understanding the
experiences of women who identify with rejection sensitivity, the value of the present study is
twofold: This research makes a notable contribution to current literature, but also encourages

women, and those devoted to helping them, to understand their own unique relationships with



rejection sensitivity and navigate their own journeys with a sense of hope for mutually satisfying

and beneficial romantic relationships in their futures.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION

The need to belong is seen as a fundamental human motive, with an evolutionary basis
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Downey & Feldman, 1996). Central to the human character is a
desire for acceptance and a desire to avoid rejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Demonstrated
in the belongingness hypothesis is a drive that compels humans to form and maintain lasting and
significant interpersonal relationships in their lives (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Satisfying this
drive involves first, engaging in frequent, pleasant interactions with others and second,
demonstrating that these interactions are stable and reflect concern for the welfare of both parties
involved (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).

The idea that humans are motivated to create lasting interpersonal bonds stems far back
in psychological research, but is made especially clear in Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969,
1973, 1983). Bowlby asserted that attachment, the "lasting psychological connectedness between
human beings" (Bowlby, 1969, p. 194) aids survival and is basic to human nature. While
Bowlby’s research focused on maternal-infant bonds, a large amount of research on the need to
belong has concentrated on adult attachment and the need for interpersonal relationships in
general. Baumeister and Leary (1995) proposed that this need can be focused toward any human
and if one relationship is severed, that relationship can be, to some degree, replaced by another.
The enormous obstacle of forming a new relationship takes time, intimacy and shared experience
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Further, it is suggested that contact with others is desired because it
satisfies the first step in forming a long term bond with another person (Baumeister & Leary,

1995).



Given that the need to belong is deemed to be a fundamental drive (Baumeister & Leary,
1995; Downey & Feldman, 1996), direct emotional responses are consequences of success and
failure to satisfy this need. Specifically, positive effects should be achieved when successful
interpersonal relationships are made and negative effects should result when a relationship is
broken or refused (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The extent of the positive effects that follow
successful relationships and the negative effects that follow broken relationships are largely
dependent on the individual (Levy, Ayduk, & Downey, 2001). When examining individual’s
responses to interpersonal rejection, this is especially apparent. Hostility, dejection, emotional
withdrawal, and jealousy are only a few of a large variety of negative responses demonstrated by
individuals who perceive themselves to have been rejected (Downey & Feldman, 1996;
Baumeister & Leary, 1995). There is also discrepancy between individual’s willingness to
perceive and react to rejection. Some people respond to rejection indifferently and maintain an
avid lifestyle in the wake of rejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Others over-perceive
intentional rejection by readily identifying rejection in the smallest of situations, leading to over
reactive behaviour which can compromise their relationships and overall wellbeing. The term
rejection sensitivity has been applied to people who “anxiously expect, readily perceive and
overreact to rejection” (Downey & Feldman, 1996, p. 1327).

Researcher Interest

“The topics of many studies come from a researcher’s personal experience” (Van Den
Hoonard, 2012), which is true of my topic that stems from my personal experiences of rejection.
It has been proposed that rejection sensitivity develops partially as a protective reaction to
parental rejection (Feldman & Downey, 1994). While raised in a loving home, it was a home

affected by alcohol abuse. | have seen and experienced, firsthand, the effects that this abuse can



have on a family and the negative feelings and emotions that can result from living amid this
disease. | feel that the message of rejection that | was exposed to growing up has significantly
impacted my own identity and how | experience romantic relationships; thus, I identify with the
phenomenon of rejection sensitivity.

I have experienced several romantic relationships in the last five years, and two occasions
of romantic rejection stand out as particularly damaging. At 17, | was emotionally scarred by my
first boyfriend, and while this is an experience most women go through, I feel that my reaction to
this rejection was particularly intense. | believe this experience strongly contributed to my
already established anxiety towards relationships and fear of relationship dissolution. Three years
later, | found myself in a healthy relationship with a man I once believed would be my life-
partner. After over two years of dating he terminated the relationship, and again, my fear of
rejection intensified. I am currently in a committed relationship with a loving partner but
sometimes find myself anxiously responding to perceived potential rejection. I am continually
working to override these negative thoughts and emotions with the goal of participating in a
mutually beneficial relationship.

As a researcher who fits the description of the proposed participant, | understand that the
data collected was inevitably filtered through a particularly biased lens. My personal experiences
have resulted in several assumptions and biases regarding the thoughts, feelings, and behaviours
of women who believe they are sensitive to rejection. As a result, understanding my subjective
reality as a researcher was a crucial part of conducting the present research. | strived to remain
aware of my researcher biases throughout the research process with the intention of reducing, as

much as possible, any influence I may have on the participants or data generated.



My experience as a woman with a sensitivity to rejection has caused me to question the
impact of rejection sensitivity on women’s intimate partnerships and how others with similar
experiences are alike or unlike my own. I am truly passionate about gaining a better
understanding of the phenomenon and hope that while simultaneously contributing to the
expansion of the theory, the findings of the present study will encourage women to examine their
own experiences, gain an understanding of their unique relationships with rejection sensitivity,
and lead them towards seeking and maintaining mutually beneficial relationships. Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) will be the method used to guide the research process and
answer the question: How do women experience ‘rejection sensitivity’ within their intimate
partnerships and how have their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours impacted their romantic
relationships?

Statement of Purpose

Research on rejection sensitivity in the context of interpersonal relationships has been
conducted by Downey and colleagues at Columbia University. Downey has sought to investigate
the effect of rejection sensitivity on people's behavior using various research methods including
established social cognition paradigms, experimental studies, physiological recordings, brain-
imaging, and diary studies. While informative, this collection of research has not yet utilized a
solely qualitative approach to gain an understanding of the first-hand experience of rejection
sensitivity. A great strength of qualitative research is its ability to provide complex descriptions
of how people experience a given phenomenon (Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namey,
2005). It provides information about the “human” side of an issue often outlining contradictory

behaviors, beliefs, opinions, emotions, and relationships of individuals (Mack, et al., 2005). |



strongly believe that studying the phenomenon of rejection sensitivity through a qualitative lens
will provide a level of understanding that has not yet been reached in past research.

An abundance of quantitative research has suggested that rejection sensitivity has
significant implications regarding how people think, feel, and behave in their intimate
relationships (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Downey, Feldman, & Ayduk, 2000; Ayduk, Downey
& Kim, 2001; Downey, Bonica, & Rincon, 1999). Despite this knowledge, we know little about
the lived experience of the rejection sensitive woman. How do women experience ‘rejection
sensitivity’ within their intimate partnerships? To explore this phenomenon, a qualitative
research approach is applicable. Using interpretive phenomenological analysis, the present study
aims to gain an understanding of how women experience ‘rejection sensitivity’ within their
intimate partnerships and how their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours have impacted their
romantic lives.

Understanding the phenomenon of rejection sensitivity from a first-hand perspective has
promising implications for the expansion of knowledge in the fields of personality and
counselling psychology. Knowledge gained from the research may provide insight into the
developmental trajectories of women; specifically, the development of the self within intimate
relationships. Further, understanding the unique perceptions of women who are sensitive to
rejection may allow us to gain further understanding of what influences their feelings and
behaviours in regards to distress surrounding their romantic lives and will also allow us to
consider the role that perceived rejection potentially plays in triggering damaging behaviors that
have previously been associated with rejection sensitivity (e.g. hostility, diminished support,
jealous controlling behavior, avoidant or overinvestment strategies) (Downey & Feldman, 1996).

Gaining an understanding of this phenomenon is important as the knowledge gained from the



proposed research will not only deepen our understanding of rejection sensitivity, but may also
encourage women, and those devoted to helping them, to understand their own unique
relationships with rejection sensitivity and navigate their own journeys with a sense of hope for
mutually beneficial romantic relationships in their futures.

Definition of Terms
Rejection Sensitivity: Consistent with previous research, sensitivity to rejection is defined as
“an internalized legacy of early rejection experiences that mediates the impact of such
experiences on interpersonal relationships” (Feldman & Downey, 1994, p. 232). Sensitivity to
rejection is viewed as a motive to avoid rejection; thus, the term rejection sensitive is applied to
people who anxiously expect, readily perceive, and overreact to rejection (Downey & Feldman,
1996).
Romantic Relationship/Intimate Partnership: For the purpose of this study, either of these

terms refers to a committed relationship between two people.



CHAPTER TWO:
LITERATURE REVIEW

When conducting research using interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), Smith,
Flowers and Larkin (2009) identify two goals of the literature review portion of the research: To
expand one’s knowledge of the topic at hand and to identify a gap in the literature which one’s
research question seeks to address. Reflective of this logic, the following chapter will review the
current literature on the topic of rejection sensitivity.

I will begin by conceptualizing the theory of rejection sensitivity then move on to discuss
the measurement of rejection sensitivity, the development of rejection sensitivity, behavioural
implications of rejection sensitivity, and the social relationships of rejection sensitive
individuals. Further, gender differences pertaining to rejection sensitivity will be identified
followed by a discussion of women’s identity development in the context of interpersonal
relationships. The chapter will close with the identification of the gap in the literature that the
present study seeks to address and its potential contributions to the current body of knowledge.

Background Information
Conceptualizing Rejection Sensitivity

Influenced by traditional interpersonal theories, the rejection sensitivity model (Downey
& Feldman, 1996; Feldman & Downey, 1994) was designed in an attempt to answer the
question: Why do individuals respond uniquely to perceived rejection (Levy, Ayduk & Downey,
2001)? Drawing on key components of attachment and social cognitive theory, the theory of
rejection sensitivity proposes that early rejection experiences leave a psychological legacy that
has the significance to influence subsequent relationships throughout life (Downey & Feldman,

1996, 2004).



The influence of attachment theory. The influence of attachment theory is apparent in
the idea that people bring expectations from one relationship and apply them to subsequent
relationships (Downey, et al., 1999). Bowlby proposed that individual’s expectations for
relationships are derived initially from their early childhood bonds with their caregivers (Bowlby
1969, 1973, 1980). Consistent with Bowlby’s description of secure attachment, when a child’s
needs are consistently met in the early years of life, they develop healthy models of relationships
and expect to be supported and accepted in future relationships. When a child’s needs are
rejected, however, a healthy model is not developed and the child becomes fearful and doubtful
concerning support and acceptance from others. In attachment theory, the three remaining
strategies describe distinct means of coping with rejection anxiety stemming from the caregiver
(Bowlby, 1973). Some children will become anxious-avoidant and avoid contact with their
caregiver altogether, some will adopt an anxious-ambivalent strategy and display bouts of
hostility towards their caregiver combined with recurrent demands of reassurance, and others
will demonstrate a disorganized attachment style characterized by a seeming lack of a coherent
strategy and contradictory behaviours (Bowlby, 1973).

Although Bowlby’s work primarily focused on infant-caregiver attachments, he
suggested that attachments characterize a lifelong human experience (Fraley, 2004). There is a
large body of research stemming from the original attachment theory that focuses on adult
attachment, particularly in the context of romantic relationships. Hazen and Shaver (1987) were
the first to report that the emotional bond that grows between adults in romantic relationships is
comparable to the attachment system demonstrated between infants and caregivers. Several
similarities between the two relationships have been identified (e.g., both feel safe when the

other is in proximity and responsive; both engage in close, bodily contact) (Hazen & Shaver,



1987). Further, it has been acknowledged that similar individual differences in the dynamics of
infant-caregiver relationships can be demonstrated in adult romantic relationships. Some adults,
for example, are secure in their relationships and feel confident that their partner is trustworthy
and caring. In contrast, others are insecure displaying anxious or avoidant attachment styles and
worry that they are unloved or avoid becoming dependent on their partner (Fraley, 2004). These
strategies appear to be largely expanded upon in the rejection sensitivity model (which will be
discussed below), and negative consequences of using the aforementioned insecure strategies are
defined (Downey, et al., 1999).

The influence of social cognitive theory. Social-cognitive approaches emphasize the
interaction between moment-to-moment processes that influence behaviour in particular
situations (Feldman & Downey, 1994). The rejection sensitivity model adds to this approach by
viewing experiences of early rejection and strategies to cope with such rejection as schemas
(Downey, et al., 1999). Individuals organize their lives based upon these schematic knowledge
structures that have the capacity to influence how information is perceived, interpreted and
recalled (Downey, et al., 1999; Kramer, Bernstein, & Phares, 2009). Once a schema is formed
subsequent relationships are held up to these initial ideas. It is important to note, that these
schemas are forever changing and being modified with experience (Downey, et al., 1999).

As demonstrated, components of attachment and social cognitive theory act as building
blocks for the rejection sensitivity model. Attachment theory contributes the notion that
individuals bring expectations from one relationship and apply them to subsequent relationships.
Social cognitive theory contributes the concept of rejection as a schema that becomes an
ingrained predisposition in one’s life. Tying these concepts together forms the basis of the

rejection sensitivity theory, which proposes that early rejection experiences leave a psychological



legacy that has the significance to influence subsequent relationships throughout life (Downey &
Feldman, 1996, 2004).
Measuring Rejection Sensitivity

Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire — Personal (RSQ). The Rejection Sensitivity
Questionnaire (RSQ) was developed as a means to operationalize and validate the concept of
rejection sensitivity. Downey and Feldman’s (1996) model proposes that at the core of rejection
sensitivity are the anxious expectations of rejection by significant others; thus, rejection
sensitivity is operationalized as “anxious expectations of rejection in situations that afford the
possibility of rejection by significant others” (Downey & Feldman, 1996, p. 1329). To validate
this construct, Downey and Feldman (1996) tested the idea that anxious expectations of rejection
increase an individual’s odds of perceiving intentional rejection in the ambiguous behaviour of
others. A measure was developed based on the assumption that situations in which individuals
express personal needs to a significant other are likely to trigger anxiety surrounding acceptance
and rejection, thus their level of anxiety would define their rejection sensitivity score (Downey &
Feldman, 1996). Following this assumption, two versions of the RSQ have been developed (8
item and 18 item) that present respondents with various hypothetical situations in which they
must make a request of another individual. They are first asked to identify whether they would
be concerned or anxious about the response of the individual pertaining to their request. They are
then asked whether they would expect the person to comply or reject the request. The assumption
is that a rejection sensitive individual would be anxious about the outcome of the request and
expect an outcome that would leave them rejected. The RSQ includes a diverse list of situations

involving parents, friends, teachers, romantic partners, potential romantic partners and potential
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friends. The RSQ was specifically designed for use by young adults in a university setting, as the
items describe situations that typically occur in this target population.

Expanding rejection sensitivity measures. As an expansion to the rejection sensitivity
model, additional measures were created which were designed to tap into more specific areas of
rejection. Interviews with children revealed that while older adolescents tend to feel anxious or
nervous in anticipation of rejection, younger children report feeling angry (Downey, Lebolt,
Rincon, & Freitas, 1998). The definition of rejection sensitivity was expanded to include feelings
of anger, and the Children’s Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (CRSQ) was developed
(Downey, et al., 1998).

Further studies assessing the concept of rejection sensitivity added a race-based
component to the original model (Mendoza-Denton, Downey, Purdie, Davis, & Pietrzak, 2002).
In particular, this theory proposed that race can be at the core of some individual’s anxious
expectations of rejection. The Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire — Race (RSQ-Race) was
developed and operationalized as anxious expectations about the possibility of race-based
rejection in relevant situations. Rejection of this sort can encompass exclusion, mistreatment or
discrimination based on the individual’s race (Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002).

The Adult Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (A-RSQ), an adaptation from the original
RSQ was designed for use on a general sample of adults (Berenson, Gyurak, Ayduk, Downey,
Garner, Mogg, Bradley, & Pine, 2009). Questions were re-worded to eliminate references to
college life and additional items about potential rejection situations in adult’s lives were added.
The nine item questionnaire correlated highly with the original measure and has been used in
place of the RSQ in studies with adult populations who are not attending university (Berenson, et

al., 2009).
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Most recently, the Gender Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (Gender-RSQ) was
developed in order to measure the prospect of gender based rejection sensitivity (London,
Downey, Romero-Canyas, Rattan, & Tyson, 2011). Through focus groups and a survey of the
gender discrimination literature, situations were selected that appeared equally stressful for men
and women, but were likely to activate variable levels of concern about gender based rejection
among women. The measure has been used to successfully measure rejection sensitivity elicited
by concerns about one’s gender in a population of women attending an elite, competitive
university program (London, et al. 2011).

Development of Rejection Sensitivity

Several contributing factors to rejection sensitivity have been identified. Previous
research has focused on parental rejection as a primary factor contributing to rejection sensitive
tendencies; however, peer rejection, race-based rejection, gender-based rejection and romantic
rejection have also been given recognition.

Parental rejection. Perhaps the most damaging type of rejection is parental rejection, the
first form of potential rejection a child faces in life (Feldman & Downey, 1994; Downey, Khouri,
& Feldman, 1997). Downey and colleagues propose that rejection sensitivity develops partially
as a protective reaction to parental rejection. This theory has gained support through several
retrospective studies which explore college student’s experiences of past abuse, maltreatment,
neglect and their potential impact on rejection sensitivity.

In an exploration of the contributions of parental maltreatment to rejection sensitivity, it
has been suggested that the core message that stems from parental maltreatment of a child is
rejection (Feldman & Downey, 1994; Downey, et al., 1997). Similar profiles of personal and

interpersonal difficulties have been found in children that have suffered from physical or
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emotional parental abuse, or live in a home where family violence is present. This demonstrates
the idea that while the abuse itself can create lasting scars, the core emotional message all types
of abuse and maltreatment send can be equally detrimental: A feeling of rejection (Feldman &
Downey, 1994; Downey, et al., 1997).

In a sample of college students, Feldman and Downey (1994) assessed the impact of
family violence on adult interpersonal relationships as a marker of exposure to parental rejection.
Results provided ample evidence linking family violence to difficulties in adult relationships.
Participant’s exposure to family violence (including parent-to-child and parent-to-parent
conflict) was measured using the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1987 as cited by Feldman &
Downey, 1994). As children’s expectations about rejection can be learned both directly (i.e.,
child abuse) and indirectly (i.e., spousal abuse) through observation, this particular measure was
important. As expected, rejection sensitivity was found to be indicative of participant’s reports of
family violence (Feldman and Downey, 1994). College student’s exposed to family violence in
the past were also found to be at a higher risk of demonstrating insecure attachment styles in
their adult relationships.

Parental neglect has also been found to be a contributing factor to rejection sensitivity
(Downey, et al., 1997). Using an index of emotional neglect created specifically for this study,
together with the Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (RSQ), a sample of 460 college students
were assessed in hopes of finding a link between non-physical parental neglect and high rejection
sensitivity scores (Downey, et al., 1997). Pilot testing revealed that physical neglect rarely
occurred in the sample, thus questions concentrated on emotional aspects of neglect (e.g. “My

parents were more concerned with what I achieved than what I needed or wanted”). Results
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supported the hypothesis and demonstrated that rejection sensitivity increased linearly as
emotional neglect scores increased (Downey, et al., 1997).

The aforementioned studies provide support for the theory linking family violence and
emotional neglect to rejection sensitivity. It must be noted; however, that these studies focused
primarily on mild cases of child maltreatment. The samples used were college students who
typically had not experienced severe maltreatment as children. Research by Downey, Lebolt, and
Rincon (as cited by Downey, et al., 1997) used a sample of early adolescents in grades five
through seven. This study served to test whether children who were severely rejected by their
parents demonstrated higher expectations of rejection from their peers and teachers. Over a one
year period, children completed the Children’s Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (CRSQ) at
the beginning of the study and again at the end. Their primary caregiver was asked to complete a
questionnaire which assessed the level of hostile rejection they had demonstrated towards their
child. As expected, a high level of parental rejection predicted an increase in the child’s
behaviour which demonstrated angry expectations of rejection by peers and teachers (Downey, et
al., 1995, as cited by Downey, et al., 1997). A second study which utilized the CRSQ), self-
reports, teacher reports and official school records of discretions also found that rejection
sensitive children who had experienced parental neglect, report experiencing increased
difficulties with peers and teachers (Downey, Frietas, Michaelis, & Khouri, 1998). These results
suggest that experiences of parental rejection impact a child’s expectations of rejection by those
outside their family.

Further research by Downey, et al. (1998) reiterated the idea that children’s expectations
of rejection outside the home are affected by their experiences of parental rejection. Another

study using grade school adolescents, investigated whether high rejection sensitive children were
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more likely to perceive rejection in their peer’s ambiguous behaviour than low rejection sensitive
children. Participants were asked to pick a partner with whom to participate in the experiment.
They were then told that their partner had decided against doing the experiment with them, and
were not given a reason explaining their partner’s decision. It was found that children who
scored higher on the CRSQ responded more negatively and were more distressed by their
partner’s rejection than low rejection sensitive children (Downey, et al., 1998).

The aforementioned studies provide significant evidence for the theory that rejection
sensitivity develops as a protective reaction to parental rejection. Abuse has a lasting effect on a
child and the message of rejection that goes hand in hand with an abusive environment is carried
on in relationships outside the home (Feldman & Downey, 1994; Downey, et al., 1995, 1997,
1998). These relationships are known to include peers, teachers, and future romantic partners
(Feldman & Downey, 1994; Downey, et al., 1997, 1998).

While parental rejection is likely the leading predictive factor of rejection sensitivity,
there are a few identified contributing factors that may lead an individual to anxiously expect and
readily perceive rejection. Although less emphasized by the model, peer, minority-based, and
gender-based rejection have also been suggested to be predictive of rejection sensitive tendencies
(Downey, et al., 1997; Asher & Coie, 1990; Coi, 1990; Mendoza-Denton, et al., 2002).

Peer based rejection. During childhood and adolescence, most individuals experience
some rejection from their peers (Downey et al., 1997). The intent of the rejection is a key aspect
in analyzing the potential effects of peer rejection (Downey, et al., 1997). Childhood and
adolescent rejection is communicated by peers in several forms. Physical or verbal victimization,
bullying, exclusion, rumour spreading and ignoring are all behaviours containing malicious

intent, which are likely to contribute to an individual’s expectations of rejection (Asher & Coie,
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1990). Coie (1990) proposes that the thoughts, feelings and responses of a child are deeply
affected by experiences of peer rejection. It is speculated that a heightened sensitivity to rejection
is only one of the many ways a child is negatively affected by peer rejection (Downey, et al.,
1997).

Minority based rejection. Many individuals experience rejection based on
characteristics such as their race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, etc. Negative experiences which
involve rejection based on these factors more than likely lead individuals to anxiously expect,
readily perceive and overreact to rejection (Downey, et al., 1997; Mendoza-Denton, et al., 2002).
Mendoza-Denton et al. (2002) examined how expectations of rejection based on membership in a
stigmatized social category or status group affect people’s experiences in social institutions
where majority dominates. Results indicated that high race-based rejection sensitive individuals
experienced more frequent negativity due to their race, and felt more alienated following these
negative experiences than low race-based rejection sensitive individuals (Mendoza-Denton et al.,
2002). Overall, findings suggest that rejection based on being part of a stigmatized social group
results in expectations that are different and separate from expectations of rejection for personal
reasons (Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002). These types of rejection expectations affected people’s
sense of acceptance and well-being, their social relationships and their achievement within a
social institution that reflected the values and norms of a higher status group (Mendoza-Denton
et al., 2002).

Gender based rejection. The prospect of gender based rejection was examined by
London, et al. (2011) in a study that sought to examine how expectations and concerns about
rejection based on one’s gender affect how women experience and manage the possibility of

sexism in the judgments of important members of prestigious institutions (e.g. elite law schools).
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Results found that high rejection sensitive women detected gender-based rejection more often
than non-rejection sensitive women and they engaged in self-silencing behaviour, avoiding
optional evaluative opportunities. These behaviours led them to feel alienated and less motivated
(London, et al., 2011). Overall, this study demonstrated the consequences of perceived gender
inequities and how women’s coping mechanisms in response to gender inequality depend on
their preexisting level of concern about the role of gender in their treatment (London, et al.,
2011).

Romantic rejection. The impact of rejection by a romantic partner has been given some
recognition. It has been suggested that negative relationship experiences (i.e., rejection by a
prospective romantic partner, being belittled or demeaned by a partner, or being “dumped”) may
destabilize one’s self-confidence in romantic relationships (Downey, et al., 1999). Due to a
negative experience in a romantic relationship, individuals may choose to abstain from future
relationships. For those who decide to become involved in subsequent relationships, they may be
“overly cautious and their defensive expectation of rejection may prompt a self-protective
readiness to perceive rejection” (Downey, et al., 1999, p. 168). It is recognized that the effects of
an extremely strong negative relationship experience, such as having an abusive partner, can
have an enormous impact on an individual’s self-confidence and confidence in others (Downey,
et al., 1999). Overall; however, it is stated that “rejection sensitivity that results from a bad
experience in a single romantic relationship is probably more easily undone and less likely to
generalize beyond romantic relationships than rejection sensitivity that results from parental
rejection” (Downey, et al., 1999, p. 168).

As demonstrated, several contributing factors to rejection sensitivity have been identified

(i.e. parents, peers, romantic partners, minority-status, gender) all of which have been shown to
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affect many different relationships and areas of life. Due to this, the behavioural implications of
rejection sensitivity are vast.
Behavioural Implications of Rejection Sensitivity

The prospect of possible rejection is highly distressing to a rejection sensitive individual
(Downey, et al., 1997). As a result, rejection sensitive individuals tend to display certain
behaviours in hopes of minimizing the chance of being rejected. Two main behavioural strategies
practiced by rejection sensitive individuals have been identified (Downey, et al., 1997). First,
individuals who use the avoidance method abstain from social relationships, thinking that if they
avoid getting close to others, they reduce their chance of being rejected. Second, individuals who
use the overinvestment method hope to avoid rejection by attempting to prematurely secure
extremely close relationships with others, in hopes of attaining intimacy or unconditional love
(Downey, et al., 1997).

Perceived rejection tends to elicit both behavioural and affective responses in the
rejection sensitive individual (Downey, et al., 1997; Downey, et al., 1998). Such reactions often
include anger, hostility, anxiety, despondency, counter-rejection, jealousy and attempt to control
other’s behaviour (Downey, et al., 1997). These behaviours tend to destabilize relationships and
increase the possibility of rejection by the peer or romantic partner involved which makes
rejection sensitivity a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The construct of the self-fulfilling prophecy was assessed by Downey et al. (1998) in an
examination of rejection sensitive individual’s romantic relationships. An initial study instructed
participants to keep daily diaries for one year in an attempt to capture relationship conflict, post
conflict behaviours elicited by the rejection sensitive individual, and the outcome of such

conflicts. Results suggested that rejection sensitivity predicted relationship termination for both
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men and women (Downey et al., 1998). Such findings imply that examining conflict is a
successful way to study the processes which lead to the achievement of the expectations of a
rejection sensitive individual (Downey et al., 1998).

A second study, addressing the limitation of the daily diary approach, focused on
determining if the behaviour of a rejection sensitive individual during conflict could lead to
rejecting responses by their partner post conflict (Downey, et al., 1998). Couples were placed in
a video recorded laboratory setting and asked to discuss an unresolved issue in their relationship.
Results supported the self-fulfilling prophecy hypothesis for women only. High rejection
sensitive women reported more anger than low rejection sensitive women post conflict and
displayed more negative behaviour during discussion of an unresolved issue (Downey, et al.,
1998). It is probable that the increased negativity accounted for the angry post conflict behaviour
of their partners (Downey, et al., 1998).

The aforementioned studies provide support for the idea that rejection expectations can
lead people (especially women) to behave in ways that educe rejection from others (Downey, et
al, 1998). These findings provide foundations for a process where one individual’s beliefs
regarding relationships which were likely formed based on past relational experiences, can guide
couples to engage in destructive interactional patterns (Downey, et al., 1998). Such results
propose that the relationship history of one person has the power to form the quality of their
partner’s experience in subsequent relationships (Downey, et al., 1998).

Social Relationships of Rejection Sensitive Individuals

Research suggests that rejection sensitivity may cause individuals to act in a way that

weakens their chances of sustaining healthy, close, relationships (Downey & Feldman, 1996).

The effects of rejection sensitivity on relationships have been demonstrated in literature
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pertaining to relationships with strangers as well as relationships with intimate partners (Downey
& Feldman, 1996). In addition, unique effects have been identified in adolescent populations in
regards to romantic relationships (Downey, et al. 1999).

Implications of rejection sensitivity on relationships with strangers. Downey and
Feldman (1996) conducted a multi-part study which examined the implications of rejection
sensitivity for intimate relationships. A portion of their study assessed the hypothesis that people
who anxiously expect rejection are more likely to perceive rejection in the ambiguous behaviour
of someone with whom they just exchanged friendly conversation. Participants were introduced
to a stranger of the opposite sex and informed that this person would be their partner for the
upcoming experiment. After exchanging pleasantries, the participant was informed that their
partner had cancelled their participation in the experiment. A combination of mood scales,
interaction questionnaires and the observations of the experimenter, provided the result that high
rejection sensitive individuals had increased feelings of rejection compared to low rejection
sensitive individuals (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Qualitative debriefing also revealed that high
rejection sensitive individuals were more inclined to ruminate over their actions that may have
caused their experiment partner to reject them (Downey & Feldman, 1996).

Implications of rejection sensitivity on romantic relationships. When rejection
sensitive individuals become involved in a romantic relationship they tend to “perceive
intentional rejection in their partner’s ambiguous behaviours, feel insecure and unhappy about
their relationship and respond to perceived rejection by their partner with hostility, diminished
support, or jealous controlling behaviour” (Downey & Feldman, 1996 p. 1328). This statement
was supported in Feldman & Downey’s (1996) study that assessed whether individuals who

begin romantic relationships anxiously expecting rejection tend to attribute hurtful intent to their
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new partner’s insensitive behaviour. Also tested was whether the impact of anxiously expecting
rejection on attributions of hurtful intent can be distinguished from the impact of related
constructs (i.e. social anxiety and attachment style). A longitudinal component of the study
identified eligible participants who filled out several questionnaire measures. Results
demonstrated that anxious expectations of rejection tested prior to the beginning of a romantic
relationship predicted the extent to which individuals would attribute hurtful intent to their
partner’s insensitive behaviour (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Utilizing measures that assessed
attributions of hurtful intent, interpersonal sensitivity and distress, social avoidance, and
attachment style, it was also concluded that this attribution was not a product of third possible
variables such as social anxiety, attachment style, self-esteem, neuroticism and introversion
(Downey & Feldman, 1996).

A secondary study hypothesized that high rejection sensitive individuals would
experience increased concern over the possibility of being rejected by their romantic partner and
that such insecurity would be apparent to their partner (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Further, it
was predicted that such insecurities are likely to compromise the satisfaction of both partners in
the relationship (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Participants included non-married couples who
completed the RSQ and responded to a variety of questions which measured levels of concern
about their current relationship. Results suggested that rejection sensitivity undermines romantic
relationships (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Rejection sensitive individuals were found to feel
insecure and dissatisfied with their new relationships and exaggerated their partner’s
dissatisfaction with the relationship and also their desire to leave the relationship (Downey &
Feldman, 1996). A gender difference was also established. Rejection sensitive men tend to elicit

jealous and controlling behaviour and women tend to express hostility and diminished emotional
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support (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Regardless of the type of behaviour demonstrated by
rejection sensitive individuals, their partner’s found the relationship less satisfying due to the
behaviour (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Overall, these studies suggest that rejection sensitivity
has significant “implications for how people think, feel and behave in their intimate
relationships” (Downey & Feldman, 1996, p. 1341).

Implications of rejection sensitivity in adolescent romantic relationships. Typically,
adolescence is the developmental stage in life when individuals embark on their journey into
romantic relationships. Because it is the beginning of an individual’s romantic life, this is also
the time when the legacy of difficult parental and peer relationships is first uncovered (Downey,
et al., 1999). Like adults, the core manner through which rejection from past relationships affects
an adolescent is by altering their expectations of acceptance and rejection in their subsequent
relationships. Although identifiable at this stage, it is probable that this pattern is not ingrained as
deeply as it would be by adulthood, thus, adolescence is a prime time for intervention (Downey,
et al., 1999). By definition, a rejection sensitive adolescent is an adolescent who has “developed
defensive expectations of rejection as a result of experienced rejection initially by parents, and
subsequently by peers” (Downey, et al., 1999, p. 148) leaving them more sensitive to rejection
from a romantic partner.

Similar to adults, rejection sensitive adolescents display a variety of typical behaviours as
a result of their past rejection experiences. It is likely that a rejection sensitive adolescent will
either avoid or limit their involvement in romantic relationships altogether, destroying chances of
acceptance, or begin romantic relationships in anticipation that they will find the acceptance they
did not achieve in their previous relationships (Downey, et al., 1999). Adolescents who employ

the latter strategy are likely to demonstrate defensive expectations of rejection and perceive
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minimal or ambiguous behaviour as rejection, consequently undermining the relationship and
leading it to failure (Downey, et al., 1999). While this behaviour is comparable to rejection
sensitive adults, adolescents differ in ways that demonstrate their individual developmental
history, age, gender and culture (Downey, et al., 1999).

Concern over romantic rejection is likely to be heightened in adolescence since in this
developmental stage of life individuals are discovering their identity and intimacy (Downey, et
al., 1999; Erikson, 1968). Some concern over these issues can be attributed to normal
developmental apprehension. Conversely, if an adolescent was rejected by their parents or peers,
this concern is prone to be more exaggerated (Downey, et al., 1999). Adolescents tend to show
one of two primary overreactions to perceived rejection. The first is reflective responses: a desire
to control situations in the belief that something can be done to prevent rejection and gain
acceptance from others (Downey, et al., 1999). This strategy can be displayed coercively or with
compliance. The second is reflexive responses: the individual expresses their instant affective
reaction to rejection (i.e. withdrawal, dejection, helplessness, anger, etc.) (Downey, et al., 1999).
The reaction to perceived rejection is both dependent on the particular individual as well as the
source of rejection.

Like adults, it has been found that rejection sensitivity affects adolescent’s relationships
(Downey, et al., 1999). Rejection sensitive adolescents employ one of two strategies for entering
romantic relationships. Some will avoid or postpone the transition into forming romantic
relationships preventing themselves from becoming invested in another person, thus, avoiding
rejection (Downey, et al., 1999). For adolescents, this strategy also prevents the individual from
learning the necessary skills needed to form intimate relationships throughout life. Other

rejection sensitive adolescents will overinvest in a journey to find security and love (Downey, et
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al., 1999). These adolescents will likely begin dating before their peers and base their emotional
well-being on the success of the relationship. It is has not been determined why some adolescents
choose one strategy over another, but it is suggested that the source of the initial rejection could
be a prominent factor (Downey, et al., 1999).

The source of early rejection is liable to influence a rejection sensitive adolescent’s
behaviour in subsequent relationships. Parental rejection, an individual’s first source of rejection
in life, is expected to be the most powerful influence on an adolescent’s subsequent relationships
(Downey, et al., 1999). It is noteworthy; however, that parental influence whether positive or
negative, affects a child's entrance into relationships. For example, children who were accepted
by their parents may delay or speed up entry into romantic relationships in hopes of maintaining
their parent’s approval. Accepted children will likely look to their parents for input regarding
their romantic relationships throughout their lives. Rejected adolescents are less likely influenced
by their parent’s views of romantic relationships (Downey, et al., 1999). These individuals often
have decided they will never achieve acceptance from their parents and look to romantic
relationships to fill this void (Downey, et al., 1999). As a result, these individuals may hurry the
process of entering into romantic relationships and the speed that they become invested in them,
which can be healthy or unhealthy depending on the relationship.

The influence of peers is also a contributing factor to the entry of romantic relationships
for rejection sensitive individuals. Close friends and norms within the peer group contribute to
the views and expectations of an adolescent’s romantic relationships (Downey, et al., 1999).
Adolescents who seek acceptance in a tight knit peer group may be provoked to form romantic

relationships to gain acceptance and approval from their peers (Downey, et al., 1999). Rejection
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sensitive individuals likely structure romantic relationships to find the acceptance they are not
receiving from their peers (Downey, et al., 1999).

Like adults, research with adolescents has suggested that rejection sensitivity predicts
break-ups (Downey, et al., 1999). During this developmental stage, adolescents experience a
series of relationships beginning and ending with a higher frequency than most adults (Downey,
et al., 1999). Couples which include one rejection sensitive individual tend to erode due to the
behaviour of the rejection sensitive individual. It is also possible that rejection sensitive
adolescents end relationships hastily in an attempt to do the rejecting, not be rejected (Downey,
et al., 1999). Some adolescents will stay in relationships hoping to gain acceptance from their
parents and peers (Downey, et al., 1999). Unfortunately, many of these relationships are
unhealthy, but the rejection sensitive adolescent often would rather stay in an unhealthy
relationship to retain a feeling of acceptance (Downey, et al., 1999).

Rejection Sensitivity and Gender

Male reactions to rejection sensitivity. As previously stated, rejection sensitive men
and women tend to elicit very different behaviours in the wake of perceived rejection. Downey,
Feldman and Ayduk (2000) conducted a study assessing the male tendency to express aggression
and violence. It is thought that violent behaviour is an outcome of perceiving rejection to have a
negative, hostile intent (Downey, et al., 2000). College age male participants were tested with the
goal of linking rejection concerns to dating violence in highly invested relationships. Participants
filled out the RSQ along with a variety of questionnaires assessing personal investment and
involvement in their relationships. Results suggested that rejection sensitivity predicts dating
violence in college men that report high investment in romantic relationships (Downey, et al.,

2000). For rejection sensitive men who were low in intimate investment, anxious expectations of
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rejection resulted in decreased involvement in close relationships with both friends and romantic
partners and increased distress in the face of social situations (Downey, et al., 2000).

Female reactions to rejection sensitivity. While rejection sensitive men are prone to
resorting to violence and aggression, rejection sensitive women have a higher likelihood of
becoming depressed as a result of rejection (Kim & Downey, 1997, as cited by Downey, et al.,
1997). One study assessed whether rejection sensitive women display increased susceptibility to
depressive symptomology following rejection from a romantic partner. College age participants
completed the RSQ and the Beck Depression Inventory at the beginning of college and again at
the end of the year. They were subsequently asked if they had experienced a break-up of a
romantic relationship in the last year, and if yes, who initiated it. Results found that the greatest
increase in depressive symptoms of rejection sensitive females was reported by those who had
experienced a break-up over the course of the year (Kim & Downey, 1997 as cited by Downey,
et al., 1997).

A study by Harper, Dickson & Welsh (2006) also assessed the potential link between
depressive symptoms in females and rejection sensitivity in romantic relationships, but added a
third component: the act of self-silencing. The authors hypothesized that rejection sensitive
individuals are likely to engage in behaviours, such as self-silencing (the suppression of ones
thoughts and opinions in attempt to maintain intimate relationships), in attempt to avoid
rejection. Using a series of quantitative, self-report measures, rejection sensitivity was found to
be positively correlated with higher levels of depressive symptomology as well as reports of self-
silencing behaviours. It is noteworthy that previous research has suggested individuals who
define their sense of self based on their relationships are more likely to display self-silencing

tendencies (Jack, 1991).
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While the literature has suggested that there are general patterns to male and female
reactions to rejection, it is important to note that these findings are indeed, patterns. The research
findings presented do not suggest that men never experience depressive symptomology or all
men react aggressively to perceived rejection. Further, the findings do not suggest that women
will never react aggressively. It is important to recognize that while there may indeed be gender
differences present in regards to rejection sensitivity, these differences should not be viewed as
polarizing. Individuals experience rejection uniquely and gender is only one factor that
contributes to how an individual may respond in the wake of rejection.

The Self-In-Relation and Women’s Identity

The distinct differences between the genders in the behaviours associated with rejection
sensitivity are consistent with the notion that there are imperative gender differences in the
experience and construction of one’s identity and self (Surrey, 1991). There is a sizable body of
literature dedicated to the central idea of “relational growth” as the organizing factor in women’s
lives (Jordan, Kaplan, Miller, Stiver, & Surrey, 1991). It has been suggested that a woman’s
sense of self is largely organized around the ability to make and maintain affiliation and
relationships with others (Miller, 1976); thus, suggesting the importance of responsive
relationships as a powerful determinant of women’s psychological reality (Gilligan, 1977, 1982).
The finding that disagreement and conflict in relationships tends to elicit stronger rejection
concerns in women than men is consistent with ‘self-in-relation” theory, which suggests that
women’s sense of self is organized and developed in the context of important relationships
(Surrey, 1991).

The capacity for empathy, consistently found to be more developed in women than men,

can be seen as the central organizing concept in women’s relational experiences (Surrey, 1991).
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Central to self-in-relation theory is the assumption that “the self is organized and developed
through practice in relationships where the goal is the increasing development of mutually
empathic relationships” (Surrey, 1991, p. 54). Similar to rejection sensitivity theory, self-in-
relation literature points out the importance of the parent-child relationship, especially the
mother-daughter dyad, as it represents the beginning of a lifelong process of self-identification
which can be developed further in other significant relationships that follow throughout life.
First, the model emphasizes that girls pay attention to their mother’s feeling states and mothers
tend to use language involving feeling and affect with their daughters over their sons (Surrey,
1991; Emmanuel, 1992). This behaviour serves as the basis for young girl’s capacity for empathy
and emotional development. Second, as a result of the open relationship between a mother and
daughter, girls feel more “connected, understood, and recognized” (Surrey, 1991, p. 59). Mutual
sharing between the mother and daughter fosters a sense of reciprocal understanding and
connection which facilitates psychological growth of the self in connection to others (Emmanuel,
1992). Third, a sense of mutual empowerment and self-esteem is developed as the mother and
daughter accurately senses one another’s needs. The mother-daughter relationship is viewed as
“practice” for applying skills of perceiving, responding, and relating to the needs and feelings of
others in subsequent relationships throughout life (Emmanuel, 1992). To sum, while all
individuals probably feel the need to be understood by others, for women, this need is
emphasized from an early age, thus, becoming pertinent to women’s self-growth and
development (Surrey, 1991).
Stopping the Cycle of Rejection

Not all individuals who are sensitive to rejection are destined to anxiously expect and

readily perceive rejection in relationships for the entire duration of their lives. While rejection
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sensitivity is deeply ingrained in the individual, research suggests that romantic relationships
with a supportive and committed partner can act as a model for healthy expectations in a
relationship and provide highly motivated rejection sensitive individuals with the opportunity to
change destructive thoughts and behaviours associated with rejection sensitivity (Downey, et al.,
1999). It has been suggested that this is only possible; however, with an extremely dedicated
partner and a highly motivated rejection sensitive individual who truly wants to change
(Downey, et al., 1999).
The Gap in the Literature

When addressing a research question using quantitative methods, a deductive approach is
taken in which the researcher begins with a theory, then tests the theory in the empirical world
(Van Den Hoonard, 2012). For example, Downey and Feldman (1996) sought to test the theory
of rejection sensitivity by introducing participants to a stranger of the opposite sex, informing
them that this person would be their partner for the experiment, and then later telling them that
their partner had cancelled their participation. The research question was established prior to the
start of the study, and data collection planned. While quantitative methodologies have their
merit, this design leaves little room for the unexpected and can be described as inflexible (Van
Den Hoonard, 2012, Mack, et al., 2005). Quantitative methodologies tend to reveal the external
face of the phenomenon at hand, ignoring the richness, depth, and complexity of the participants
experiences and values (Morris, 1991). As seen in this chapter, the current understanding of the
phenomenon of rejection sensitivity is largely developmental and rejection sensitivity is
presented as a theory rather than a human experience. The previous published literature on the

topic of rejection sensitivity seems to be biased in that the authors view rejection sensitivity
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through a negative lens, suggesting that individuals should attempt to “overcome” it, as opposed
to considering it a normal part of life.

The present study proposes to address the richness, depth, and complexity of the
participant’s experiences that have previously been ignored. Mack, et al. (2005) states that when
used in conjunction with quantitative data, qualitative research can help us to interpret and better
understand the complex reality of a given situation; therefore, it was my intention to build upon
the previously established primarily quantitative body of literature by studying the same
phenomenon through a qualitative lens. I hope to gain an understanding of the “human” side of
the phenomenon of rejection sensitivity by focusing on the unique experiences of a small number
of participants (Mack, et al., 2005). In doing so, it is my goal to shift our understanding of the
phenomenon of rejection sensitivity to one that honours the complexity of human experience and
views the phenomenon as normal, rather than pathologizing.

Summary

Central to the human character is a desire for acceptance and a desire to avoid rejection
by others (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Unfortunately for many, rejection is unavoidable.
Attachment theory suggests that individuals bring expectations from one relationship and apply
them to subsequent relationships (Bowlby 1969, 1973, 1980). The influence of the attachment
model is apparent in the theory of ‘rejection sensitivity’, which suggests that early experiences of
rejection can result in the tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and overreact to
rejection by significant others in future relationships (Feldman & Downey, 1994; Harper, et al.,
2006; Asher & Coie, 1990; Downey, et al., 1999). As demonstrated in the outlined research,

several contributing factors to rejection sensitivity have been identified including parental
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rejection as a primary factor, and peer rejection, minority-based rejection, gender-based rejection
and romantic rejection as possible alternative contributing factors.

As this chapter highlighted, research suggests that rejection sensitivity may cause
individuals to act in a way that compromises their chances of sustaining healthy, close
relationships (Downey & Feldman, 1996). When individuals who are sensitive to rejection
become involved in romantic relationships they tend to “perceive intentional rejection in their
partner’s ambiguous behaviours, feel insecure and unhappy about their relationship, and respond
to perceived rejection by their partner with hostility, diminished support, or jealous controlling
behaviour” (Downey & Feldman, 1996 p. 1328). Two main behavioural strategies practiced by
rejection sensitive individuals have been identified (Downey, et al., 1997). First, individuals who
use the avoidance method abstain from social relationships, thinking that if they avoid getting
close to others, they reduce their chance of being rejected. Second, individuals who use the
overinvestment method hope to avoid rejection by attempting to prematurely secure extremely
close relationships with others, in hopes of attaining intimacy and unconditional love (Downey,
et al., 1997). Each of these behavioural strategies tends to destabilize relationships and increase
the possibility of rejection by the romantic partner involved, which makes rejection sensitivity a
self-fulfilling prophecy (Downey, et al., 1998). Consistent with ‘self-in-relation’ theory, which
suggests that women’s sense of self is organized and developed in the context of important
relationships (Surrey, 1991), the prospect of disagreement and conflict in relationships tends to
elicit stronger rejection concerns in women than men; thus, the strategies discussed are more
typically portrayed in rejection sensitive women (Downey, et al., 1998).

Fortunately, not all rejection sensitive individuals are destined to anxiously expect and

readily perceive rejection in relationships for the entire duration of their lives. Research suggests
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that romantic relationships with a supportive and committed partner can act as a model for
healthy expectations in a relationship and provide highly motivated rejection sensitive
individuals with the opportunity to change destructive thoughts and behaviours associated with
rejection sensitivity (Downey, et al., 1999).

While an abundance of quantitative research has suggested that rejection sensitivity has
significant implications regarding how people think, feel, and behave in their intimate
relationships (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Downey, et al., 2000; Ayduk, et al., 2001; Downey et
al., 1999) we know little about the lived experience of the rejection sensitive woman. The
research outlined in this chapter presents rejection sensitivity as a developmental process (i.e.
early experiences of rejection influence individuals experiences in subsequent relationships).
Rejection sensitivity is presented as a troubling phenomenon that ideally, should be overcome by
those who experience it. Using IPA methodology, the present research sought to move beyond
the developmental perspective of the theory of rejection sensitivity by aiming to gain an
understanding of how women experience rejection sensitivity within their intimate partnerships
and how their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours have impacted their romantic lives. In the
following chapters, participant’s experiences will be presented in the context of research that
considers rejection sensitivity as a human experience and honours the complexity of the

phenomenon.
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CHAPTER THREE:
METHODOLOGY

The following chapter presents my rationale for qualitative inquiry, my role as the
researcher, and how the methodological approach interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA)
was used to gain insight into the women’s lived experience of rejection sensitivity in intimate
partnerships. Participant selection, the methods used to generate data, and the process by which
the data will be analyzed is outlined. Lastly, ethical issues that will be considered throughout the
research process are highlighted.

Qualitative Inquiry

Qualitative inquiry is characterized by an aim to understand social phenomena within the
context of the participants' perspectives and experiences (Merriam, 2002). Of utmost importance
in conducting qualitative research is “to describe and clarify experience as it is lived and
constituted in awareness” (Polkinghorne, 2005, p. 138). In using this method of inquiry there is
an attempt to gain access to the life-world as it is lived by the human beings participating in the
study (Polkinghorne, 2005). In the present research, | seek to gain access to the life-world of
women who believe that they are sensitive to rejection and gain an understanding of how each
participant views and experiences rejection sensitivity within the context of her intimate
partnerships.

All qualitative research can be logically situated within a paradigm or a basic worldview,
which guides the researcher’s actions (Morrow, 2007). The present research can best be
understood through the lens of the interpretivist-constructivist paradigm, which asserts a
relativist ontology in which there are as many realities as there are participants, plus the

researcher him/herself (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Morrow, 2007). Meanings are co-constructed by
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the participant and the researcher, suggesting a transactional and subjectivist epistemology; that
is, findings are jointly created as the study unfolds (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

The interpretivist-constructivist paradigm assumes and accepts that researcher values
exist and subjectivity is embraced as an essential part of research (Morrow, 2007). In regards to
the present study, it is assumed that the participants, I the researcher, and all who read the study
possess unique interpretations of reality in regards to the experience of rejection sensitivity.
These interpretations are time and location specific; thus, it is important to note that no
assumption is absolute. Findings of the present study reflect the lived experience of the
participants at a fixed time within a specific context.

When one’s goal is to gain an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon, a qualitative
research approach is applicable. I have always been fascinated by people and their unique
experiences and interpretations of events that take place in their lives; thus, | found qualitative
inquiry’s emphasis on how individuals experience life appealing. As the research question aims
to gain understanding of individual’s lived experiences, qualitative methodology was deemed
appropriate for the present research question. In addition, the majority of previous research that
focuses on rejection sensitivity has utilized quantitative methodologies and | strongly believe that
studying the phenomenon through a qualitative lens will provide a level of understanding that
has not yet been reached. The goal of this study is to give rejection sensitive women a voice and
the opportunity to speak freely about their understanding surrounding the experience of rejection
sensitivity in intimate partnerships.

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis
Interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was the methodology chosen to answer the

question: how do women experience ‘rejection sensitivity” within their intimate partnerships and
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how have their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours impacted their romantic lives? IPA is
performed with the goal of exploring, in detail, how participants make sense of their personal
and social world (Smith & Osborn, 1998; Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). The approach is
phenomenological as it includes a comprehensive examination of each participant’s lived
experience in an attempt to understand the individual’s personal perception or account of an
event (Smith & Osborn, 1998; Smith, et al., 2009). As the majority of previous research on
rejection sensitivity suggests, mainstream psychology is strongly committed to quantitative and
experimental methodology (Smith & Osborn, 1998). IPA deviates from this norm by employing
in-depth phenomenological analysis, an effective tactic to study how people think about what is
happening to them (Smith & Osborn, 1998). With origins in the mid 1990°s IPA, is a relatively
new approach; however, it draws from three key tried and true areas of the philosophy of
knowledge: phenomenology, hermeneutics, and ideography (Smith, et al., 2009).
Phenomenology can be described as a philosophical approach to the study of experience
(Smith, et al., 2009). It is concerned with what the experience of being human is like; thus,
phenomenological philosophy aims to provide an understanding of how to examine and
comprehend lived experience (Smith, et al., 2009). Four major phenomenological philosophers
have largely influenced the development of the IPA approach: Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau-
Ponty, and Sarte (Smith, et al., 2009). Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, suggested that
experience should be examined in the way that it occurs and in its own terms (Husserl, 1982). He
emphasized the importance of both experience itself and the perception of experience, coining
the term ‘bracketing’: the ability to put aside the “taken-for-granted” world, in order to
concentrate on our perception of that world (Husserl, 1982; Smith, et al., 2009). While Husserl

was primarily concerned with the essence of experience and process of reflection, IPA differs in
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its focus which is on capturing particular experiences as experienced for particular people
(Husserl, 1982). Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Sarte each furthered the work of Husserl by
contributing to a view of the person as “embedded and immersed in a world of objects and
relationships, language and culture, projects and concerns” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 21). These
philosophers moved away from the sole description of experiences and toward an understanding
of the influence of an individual’s involvement in the world, including their relationships within
it, and its effect on their perceptions of their experiences (Smith, et al., 2009).

Hermeneutics, “the theory of interpretation”, is the second foundational theory that
contributed to the development of IPA (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 21). Most notable in the IPA
approach are the influences from hermeneutic theorist, Heidegger, who focused on how a
phenomenon appears and interpretation of the phenomenon (Smith, et al., 2009). In opposition to
Husserl, Heidegger suggested that one cannot interpret information without the influence of prior
experiences, assumptions, and preconceptions (Smith, et al., 2009). Such fore-conceptions
present obstacles to true interpretation; however, after interaction with new stimuli, one is in a
sound position to understanding what their preconceptions may be (Smith, et al., 2009). Also
important is the concept of the hermeneutic circle: “to understand any given part, you look at the
whole; to understand the whole, you look to the parts” (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 28). The theory
behind the hermeneutic circle is pertinent to the analysis process in IPA research. When
analyzing the data, one thinks about the data in different ways, and attributes meaning to the data
at different levels, offering different perspectives on the part-whole coherence of the text (Smith,
et al., 2009).

Idiography, a concern with the particular, is the final major influence on IPA, and

functions on two levels. First, there is an emphasis on detail seen in terms of the depth of
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analysis in IPA research (Smith, et al., 2009). Second, IPA research focuses on a particular
phenomenon and how it is understood by a particular person in a particular context (Larkin,
Watts, & Clifton, 2008; Smith, et al., 2009). This emphasis on the particular leads to primarily
small sample sizes in IPA studies which allow the researcher to move from examination of a
single case to more general claims (Smith, et al., 2009).

A combination of the theoretical underpinnings described above has lead to IPA as an
effective approach to conducting research. IPA is an appropriate method to study rejection
sensitive women’s experiences in intimate partnerships because it is primarily concerned with
understanding the lived experience of an individual; thus, explores an individual’s personal
experience with a particular phenomenon. As a researcher employing this methodology, I must
commit myself to exploring, describing, interpreting and situating the meanings by which the
participants of the present study make sense of their experiences (Smith, et al., 2009). As
demonstrated, at the heart of IPA research lies an emphasis on phenomenology; that is, the
claims and concerns of the participant (Larkin, et al., 2008). The underlying assumption is that
humans are not passive perceivers of an objective reality. Instead, they formulate their own
biographical stories in a way that makes sense to them; hereby, interpreting and understanding
the world they live in (Brocki & Wearden, 2006).

As with any approach to research, criticisms are present. IPA theoretically views
individuals as cognitive, linguistic, affective and physical beings and assumes that there is a
connection between what they say and their emotional state (Smith & Osborn, 1998). At the
same time, it is assumed that the researcher must interpret the mental and emotional state of the
participant based on what they say; however, people often struggle to effectively express what

they are thinking and feeling, or simply choose not to disclose this information. This is perhaps,
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the greatest limitation of IPA research: the understanding gained is dependent on the
participant’s ability and/or desire to effectively verbalize their thoughts and feelings (Smith &
Osborn, 1998). It has also been suggested that when conducting IPA research, mental processes
can be confused with cognitions (Langdridge, 2007). This criticism has little merit; however, as
IPA does not claim to explore a phenomenon itself, but how an individual makes meaning of the
phenomenon in his or her world.
Role of the Researcher

As an IPA researcher, | approached the present study with two aims. First, | attempted to
understand the participant’s world and describe what it is like, with a particular focus on the
phenomenon of interest (the participant’s experience of rejection sensitivity in their intimate
partnerships) (Larkin, et al., 2008). In doing so, | realized that this experience is both partial and
complex (Smith & Osborn, 1998); that is, it is impossible to achieve a truly genuine first-person
account of one’s experience. The account is continually constructed by both the participant, and I
the researcher, so | aimed to achieve a “coherent, third-person, and psychologically informed
description, which tried to get as ‘close’ to the participant’s view as is possible” (Larkin, et al.,
2008, p. 104). Second, IPA demands an interpretive analysis process, which required me to relate
the data to a wider social, cultural, and theoretical context (Larkin, et al., 2008). That is, |
attempted to understand what it meant for the participants to have made certain claims and
expressed certain feelings and concerns in relation to the phenomenon of interest (Larkin, et al.,
2008). Inevitably, neither of these steps could take place without the influence of personal bias.
Consistent with the views of Heidegger, | believe that any interpretations made in the present
study were produced through the lens of my prior experiences, assumptions, and preconceptions.

In my interactions with the participants, | strived to minimize researcher influence with effective
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listening and attending skills (Polkinghorne, 2005). In order to gain authentic results, |
maintained an awareness of my biases throughout the research process in order to reduce the
possibility of producing results based on personal expectations (Polkinghorne, 2005). As a
woman who identifies with rejection sensitivity, my prior experiences are especially pertinent to
the present study as | found myself identifying with the participants; therefore, it was of utmost
importance that | identified and acknowledged these biases prior to the onset of the study. To do
so, | kept a researcher journal outlining my personal experiences of rejection sensitivity and
continued to record my biases throughout the research process with the intention of separating
any expectations | had with the authentic accounts of the participants.

An evolution of understanding. It is worth noting the evolution of my understanding of
rejection sensitivity that occurred throughout the research process. As captured by my research
journal, I entered this study with certain biases and assumptions based on my personal
experiences. In general, | believed that the experience of rejection and therefore, rejection
sensitivity, was negative. When recalling one’s experiences of rejection, it is only natural to
think about the sadness or the hurt that occurred as a result of feeling rejected. What does not
come to mind as readily, are the positives that transpired despite the feelings of sadness and hurt.
In thinking about my own life, | now realize that if | had not been rejected by a certain partner, |
would not have gone travelling across the world in search of a feeling of independence and
personal growth. | would not have met subsequent partners, and therefore, would not currently
be in a relationship with a loving partner who shares my values and supports me in achieving my
goals. In considering my own experiences and learning from the participant women as the
project unfolded, | began to view rejection as an inevitable and perhaps normal life experience

that brings forth a wide range of both positive and negative consequences and reactions that are
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largely dependent on the individual’s life circumstance. In essence, rather than seeing rejection
sensitivity as a predictable set of thoughts, feelings, and behaviours as outlined in previous
research, my understanding of the phenomenon broadened, and | came to view rejection
sensitivity as a complex phenomenon.

Data Generation
Participants

IPA is primarily concerned with the detailed account of individual experience (Smith, et
al., 2009). The methodology honours quality over quantity to respect the complexity of human
phenomena; thus, encourages researchers to concentrate on a small number of cases (Smith et al.,
2009). Following this rationale, Smith and Osborn (1998) suggest that an appropriate sample size
for a study of this nature is three; thus, using purposive sampling, three women were recruited
for participation. Purposive sampling allows for the purposeful selection of participants
(Morrow, 2007) on the basis of their ability to provide the researcher with an understanding of
the phenomenon being studied (Merriam, 2002; Polkinghorne, 2005).

Respondents were invited to participate in the study through the use of poster advertising
throughout the University of Saskatchewan campus (See Appendix A). Initial contact was made
through an email that had been set up specifically for the study. Once the participants had made
contact via email, I conducted a telephone screening interview to ensure the participants satisfied
the inclusion criteria (See Appendix B). Participants who met the following criteria were selected
to participate in the study:

1. Female, between the ages of 18 and 30.
2. The participant perceives themself to fit the definition of ‘rejection sensitive’ (one who

anxiously expects, readily perceives and overreacts to rejection).
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3. The participant feels that they have experienced some type of rejection in the past (e.g.
parental, peer, romantic, etc.)

4. The participant has been in, or is currently in, a heterosexual committed romantic
relationship.

5. The participant is able to commit up to 4 hours to partake in two interviews and to review
the transcript after the initial interview.

A female, heterosexual, college-age sample was well suited for the present study for
numerous reasons. First, as demonstrated, the prospect of disagreement and conflict in
relationships tends to elicit stronger rejection concerns in women than men; thus, the strategies
discussed are more typically portrayed in rejection sensitive women. In addition, previous
research has suggested that rejection sensitive men and women tend to elicit very different
behaviours in the wake of perceived rejection; thus, limiting the study to a female population
allowed for a better understanding of how women specifically experience rejection sensitivity.
Second, the majority of previous research on the implications of rejection sensitivity in intimate
relationships has been conducted using female, heterosexual, university students, as the original
RSQ was designed for this age group specifically; thus, using a comparable sample allowed for
more sound connections to be made between the past and present research.

Overall, selecting a sample in which the participants are similar to one another allows for
more accurate between-participant comparisons of the participant’s experiences (Morrow, 2007).
This reasoning provides further rationale for limiting the study by gender and sexual orientation.
Despite these limitations; however, I chose not to limit participant selection in regards to cultural
background which lead to a sample of women from three different countries of origin; namely,

Taiwan, Trinidad, and Canada. While it could be argued that culture contributes largely to a
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women’s experience of intimate partnerships, it is noteworthy that all three women were
currently attending the same university and living in Saskatchewan, Canada. It was decided that
the women’s satisfaction of the original participation criteria was sufficient and their
identification with the phenomenon separate from their country of origin was of utmost
importance.
Interviews

As the purpose of the present study was to gain an understanding of the participant’s
personal perception or account of their experience as a rejection sensitive woman navigating an
intimate relationship, data was generated in semi-structured phenomenological interviews
(Smith, et al., 2009). The interviews were designed to get as close to the lived experience of the
phenomenon as possible by encouraging participants to provide rich, detailed, retrospective
accounts of their experiences in their own words (Smith, et al., 2009). In IPA studies, interviews
are set up as events that facilitate the discussion of relevant topics which in turn, allows the
research question to be answered via analysis (Smith, et al., 2009); thus, an interview guide with
a series of open-ended questions and potential probes (Van Den Hoonard, 2012) was created for
the interviews with each participant and was used to loosely guide the interaction and ensure that
relevant topics were covered (See Appendix C). Questions were worded openly to ensure
assumptions of the researcher were not being transmitted to the participant leading them towards
particular answers (Smith, et al., 2009). Of utmost importance was viewing the interviews as a
‘conversation with a purpose’ (Smith, et al., 2009) to gain an understanding of the lived
experiences of the rejection sensitive individual.

Two semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant and were audio-

recorded for analyses. The first interview was conducted with the purpose of gaining initial
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insight into the experiences of participants. Three general questions were posed regarding their
history of romantic relationships, experiences of rejection, and their experiences as a rejection
sensitive woman in an intimate relationship. A fourth and final question, which focuses on any
positives that the participant may have taken away from their experiences, was posed at the end
of the interview with the intent of bringing the participant back to "neutral™ after discussing
potentially difficult topics. Prior to the second interview, participants were presented with a
transcript of the first interview and invited to add, alter or delete any portion of the transcript
they feel did not accurately reflect their depiction of the phenomenon. This was done to ensure
that the participants’ perspectives were authentic and the themes generated, genuine. A second
interview was then conducted with the purpose of presenting the participant with the themes
generated from the first interview and engaging in a discussion regarding the accuracy of the
initial analyses (Van Manen, 1990). Any additional data obtained from the second interview was
also transcribed and analyzed for further themes. During the second interview, participants were
asked to sign a data release form for the use of their data collected in the interviews (See
Appendix D). All interviews took place in a private study room in the main library on the
University of Saskatchewan campus.

Experience of interviewing. As this was my first experience with semi-structured
interviewing, prior to meeting with the participants, | found myself nervously anticipating how
the conversations would unfold. My main concern was that the subject matter would surface
negative emotions for the women, leading them to feel uncomfortable in the interview process.
In actuality, my concern was unwarranted as each interview seemed to flow naturally and
comfortably. In fact, opposite to my worry, throughout the interviews, | found myself noticing a

juxtaposition between the tone of the story and the conveyed emotion of the participant while
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sharing it. While my conversations were unique with each woman, overall, | would describe the
conversations as light-hearted. Despite the intense emotional undertones of many of the
participant’s experiences, all three women often laughed at their own recollections of their
thoughts and behaviours within their relationships. While this ease of conversation lead to a
smooth interview, | wondered and continue to wonder about the meaning of the inconsistencies
between the women’s stories and experienced emotion.

Data Analysis

There is no prescriptive method of data analysis within IPA research (Smith, et al., 2009);
however, an idiographic approach is suggested, beginning with one case at a time and slowly
working up to more general categorizations or claims (Smith & Osborn, 1998; Smith, et al.,
2009). The process of data analysis was completed in several stages (Smith, et al., 2009).

The initial step of IPA analysis involves immersing oneself in the data with the goal of
ensuring the participant is the focus of the analysis (Smith, et al., 2009). As the interviews were
audio recorded, the first step involved typing a verbatim account of the interview. Once typed,
the transcripts were read and reread several times with the intent to develop an understanding of
the overall structure of the interview and make note of any significant recollections I had of the
interview process and my initial observations of the data (Smith et al., 2009). This stage can be
seen as a free textual analysis as there were no rules regarding what | deemed interesting or
significant (Smith & Osborn, 1998). Recording my initial impressions allowed me a certain level
of comfort that | could return to my notes at a later time in the analysis process, and for the time
being, remaining focused on the raw data.

After | felt that I had an understanding of the flow and structure of the participant’s

interviews and had recorded my initial impressions, | began the most complex and time
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consuming portion of the analysis process: producing a comprehensive and detailed set of notes
and comments on the data (Smith, et al., 2009). This second step of the analysis process was
completed by reviewing the transcripts with three different lenses: descriptive, linguistic, and
conceptual. In the left hand margin, I began with descriptive comments that focused on
describing the content of what the participant had said (Smith, et al., 2009). Descriptive
comments generally included key words, phrases, and explanations that the responded used,
highlighting the objects which structured the participant’s experiences (Smith, et al., 2009).
Next, I returned to the beginning of the transcript and recorded linguistic comments which
focused on the use of language by the participant such as pauses, laughter, repetition, tone, and
use of metaphors. Lastly, reviewing the transcripts at the conceptual level involved engaging the
data in an interrogative way. At this point, | inevitably began to draw on my own experiential
and professional knowledge in an attempt to understand the meanings behind the participant’s
words and made note of the questions and ideas about the data that were beginning to form
(Smith, et al., 2009).

Upon completion of this second stage, | moved on to the third stage, which involved the
development of emergent themes. Using the exploratory comments previously developed, in the
right hand margin, | began noting relationships, patterns, and connections and eventually,
reorganized the data into an initial list of themes. At this stage of analysis, | allowed myself to
move away from the participant and include more of myself in the analysis. As a result, the
themes produced at this stage not only reflected the participant’s original words but my
interpretation of their stories (Smith, et al., 2009). Upon completion of this stage, | compiled a
list all the emergent themes for each participant in chronological order in preparation for the next

stage of analysis.
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In the fourth stage, | attempted to make sense of the connections between the emergent
themes by identifying which themes clustered together and which stood out on their own (Smith
& Osborn, 1998; Smith, et al., 2009). During this process, | continued to check back and ensure
the themes matched the primary document (the transcript) which allowed me to make useful
connections between themes and what was actually said by the participant (Smith & Osborn,
1998). Upon completion of this stage, a table was created in which the themes that represented
key aspects of the participant’s experience were coherently listed. Each cluster was named and
considered a superordinate theme. During this process, less important themes were deleted, and
other themes merged together, solidifying a final list of themes for each case. The second
interview, which involved sharing the transcript and established themes with the participant,
acted as a confirmation that the themes identified accurately represented the experience of the
participant. Any additional data obtained from the second interview was transcribed and
analyzed for further themes using the same process.

As per recommended by Smith et al., (2009) each case was analyzed in isolation, and
only once analysis of all cases was completed, | began to look for convergence and divergence
among the participants. Patterns were identified, recorded, and a master table of superordinate
themes was constructed. At this point, | added an identifier (i.e. key words from the transcript
and the page number) to aid organization of the analyses and facilitate finding the original source
of each theme (Smith & Osborn, 1998).

In the final stage, | translated the themes into a narrative account of the data (Smith, et
al., 2009). The master table of themes was utilized as the basis for an account of the participant’s
experiences and demonstrated with verbatim excerpts from the transcripts (Smith & Osborn,

1998; Smith, et al., 2009). It is important to note that the process of writing the results section
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was not linear. Analysis and understanding continued throughout the writing phase as my
interpretation of the data was continually evolving (Smith, et. al., 2009); thus, the data analysis
was not complete until the results section was finalized.

Establishing the Quality of the Research

The notion of trustworthiness in research begs the following question: How can one
persuade audiences that their findings of an inquiry are worth paying attention to (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985)? The trustworthiness of qualitative research is often questioned by those of
positivist nature, likely because the concepts of reliability and validity cannot be assessed in the
same way in qualitative work (Shenton, 2004). In response to like statements, Guba and Lincoln
(1981) suggest that the nature of knowledge between the quantitative and qualitative paradigms
differs; thus, each paradigm requires specific criteria for addressing rigour or trustworthiness in
research. As such, four standards have been produced that may be addressed by qualitative
researchers to ensure rigour and trustworthiness in their studies: Credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The following is a description of the
methods I used through the course of my study to enhance the quality and ensure the
trustworthiness of my research.

Credibility. Lincoln & Guba (1985) argue that credibility, which allows for an external
check to ensure the accuracy of findings, is one of the most important factors in establishing
trustworthiness. A credible study is one that produces findings that are congruent with reality
(Merriam, 1998); that is, the findings should resonate with the participants who experienced the
phenomenon (Sandelowski, 1986). To ensure my study is deemed credible, | employed two

methods: member checking and peer debriefing.
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Guba and Lincoln (1985) consider member checking the single most significant factor
contributing to a study’s credibility. Member checking is the process in which the accuracy of
the data and findings are assessed by the participants (Guba & Lincoln, 1985; Merriam, 2002).
This process allows participants to evaluate how closely the researcher’s interpretations represent
their subjective realities (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). To increase the credibility of the present study,
prior to the second interview, participants received copies of the transcripts from the first
interview. They were given the opportunity to review the transcripts and add, alter, or delete any
portion they deem inaccurate. The second interviews were then, conducted with the purpose of
presenting the participants with the themes generated from the first interview and engaging in a
discussion regarding the accuracy of the analyses (Van Manen, 1990). At this point in time,
participants also signed a transcript release form consenting to the use of their data in my thesis
and potential publications.

Throughout the research process, | engaged in peer debriefing (Guba & Lincoln, 1985;
Shenton, 2004). Collaborative sessions allow for the expansion of the investigators vision
through the discussion of others experiences and perceptions (Shenton, 2004). Thus far, such
meetings have provided me with an opportunity for respected others to provide feedback, to
make suggestions, to deliver insights, and to provide support throughout the research process
(Shenton, 2004). Bimonthly, I met with fellow graduate students who were in different stages of
conducting their own research studies using qualitative inquiry. Meetings were facilitated by my
supervisor, Dr. Stephanie Martin, who provided us with guidance and expertise on our
methodology of choice and the research process. Peer debriefing sessions can be invaluable as
they can enable the researcher to refine methods, develop greater understandings, and strengthen

arguments in light of the comments made by peers (Shenton, 2004).
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Transferability. The degree to which the findings of a study resonate with individuals
who have experienced similar situations is referred to as transferability (Guba & Lincoln, 1985,
Merriam, 2002; Shenton, 2004). Research meets this criterion when the findings of a study fit
into contexts outside the study situation that are similar and deemed a “goodness-of-fit” between
the two contexts (Sandelowski, 1986). It is argued that the responsibility of transferability is less
on the researcher him/herself and more on the individual hoping to transfer the findings to
another situation or population (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Sandelowski, 1986). Since
generalizability is not the goal of qualitative research, it is suggested that the issue of
transferability has been addressed by the researcher if he/she presents sufficient descriptive data
to allow comparison of situations or populations (Sandelowski, 1986). To ensure transferability
of my research, | aimed to represent the data in a way that allows for such a comparison to be
accurately made by readers. A thick description of the background data used to establish the
context of the study, as well as a detailed description of the phenomenon of rejection sensitivity
is given. In addition, the results and discussion sections of the study are presented with the
inclusion of direct quotations of the participants from the transcripts to facilitate readers
understanding of how | formulated my conclusions based on the original data.

Dependability and confirmability. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that there are close
ties between credibility and dependability and argue that, in practice, for both to be achieved, the
same method can be applied. Where dependability speaks to the presentation of details regarding
the research design, confirmability ensures that the study’s findings are result of the experiences
of the participants rather than characteristics of the researcher (Shenton, 2004). An “audit trail” is
the suggested method to obtain both of these criteria of trustworthiness and was utilized in the

present study. Audit trails allow readers to trace the course of the research by having knowledge
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of the decisions made throughout the research process and the procedures described (Shenton,
2004). The portion of the audit trail that discusses the procedural aspect of the study maximizes
dependability, and the portion that allows similar conclusions to be made regarding the results of
the study maximizes confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1986).

| kept an audit trail in the form of journaling throughout the research process. In doing so,
I hoped to reach two goals. One, to supply readers with enough information to truly understand
the research process and the conclusions made; and two, to challenge me to recognize the ways
in which my preconceptions and experiences may influence the research process (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985; Sandelowski, 1986).

Ethical Considerations

In accordance with the University of Saskatchewan research requirements, an ethics
application was submitted to the Behavioural Ethics Review Board for approval. All information
regarding conflict of interest, participant recruitment, informed consent, data storage, and safety
precautions taken throughout the study are outlined in more detail in the ethics application
(Appendix E). Ethical approval was received July 26, 2012.

Informed Consent. Informed consent was obtained by all participants with a written
consent form (See Appendix F) before beginning the first interview.

Confidentiality. All information provided by the participants remained confidential. To
maximize anonymity and confidentiality, all identifying features were altered and pseudonyms
are used throughout the study. To ensure confidentiality was extended to any third party
individuals identified in the interview process, additional pseudonyms were assigned

(Langdridge, 2007).

50



Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, it was important to consider the possibility that
participants may experience some discomfort discussing their experiences of rejection, past
relationships, and their experience of rejection sensitivity within their romantic relationship
potentially causing negative memories to surface and leaving the participant’s feeling anxious or
vulnerable after the interviews. To reduce the risk of emotional or psychological harm,
participants were given a list of counselling agencies that they may contact to further discuss any

emotional discomfort they may have experienced if they choose (See Appendix G).
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS

The findings of the present study emerged from an Interpretive Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA) of the lived experience and meaning of rejection sensitivity within women’s
intimate partnerships. The results represent the “double hermeneutic” process quintessential to
IPA research in that the findings reflect both the participants’ interpretation of their own
experiences and, as the researcher, my own interpretation of the participants’ experiences (Smith,
et al., 2009).

Supported by the participants’ own words, the data is arranged in themes and sub-themes
representative of the participants’ accounts of the phenomenon (Smith & Osborn, 2004). As a
goal of phenomenological research is to understand an individual’s personal account of an event,
the individual voices of each of the three participants were maintained throughout the
presentation of the results with the use of pseudonyms to protect their privacy (Smith & Osborn,
1998; Smith, et al., 2009). While it was my goal to remain as close to the participants’ words as
possible, for ease of reading, repeated words and fillers (e.g. you know, umm, like, etc.) were
replaced with ellipses. Words added to facilitate understanding of context are indicated with
square parenthesis (American Psychological Association, 2010).

Chapter four begins with an introduction to the three participants which briefly outlines
their history of rejection and history of romantic relationships. To follow is a discussion of the
experiences and the meanings derived by the participants, Anna, Kiara, and Beth.
Contextualizing the Data

To partake in the present study, participants had to have felt that they experienced

significant rejection in their lives, as well as identify with the current definition of rejection

52



sensitivity (to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and overreact to rejection) (Downey &
Feldman, 1996). Despite having these experiences in common, after talking with each woman
individually, it became abundantly clear that each woman had a unique connection to the
phenomenon and a story unlike any other. As IPA research aims to shed light on individuals’
experiences (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009), | believed it to be most beneficial to begin this
section by briefly outlining each woman’s personal experience of rejection and their history of
romantic relationships. Each participant’s account ends with a quote which best summarized how
they felt their experience of rejection affected their subsequent relationships. To follow, themes
generated from the interpretive phenomenological analysis are presented with the intention of
expanding our understanding of the lived experience of rejection sensitivity.

Participant One: Anna. At thirty years of age, Anna has participated in more than ten
romantic relationships, but gives three the label of “very serious.” She explained that her
experiences of significant rejection stemmed solely from within these partnerships: “My friends,
my parents, they’re fine...it’s just my romantic relationships that are very bad...I’ve started
thinking maybe I have a problem.” Anna’s first romantic experience took place during her
undergraduate years where she met Doug at a party. “It was love at first sight,” she recalled.
They dated for three years and the relationship ended after she caught him cheating multiple
times. After the third incident she said, “You know what, screw you!” Anna views her second
two-and-a-half year relationship in a more positive light, which she ended amicably due to a
difference in future plans. Anna was quick to describe her third and most recent partner, Tom,
however, as “an asshole” and explained that “he was the guy that made me feel rejected the
most.” Throughout this three year, long distance relationship, like her first partner, she caught

him cheating. This time, Anna reacted with no reaction at all: “I caught him [but] the thing is, |
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loved him too much, so I pretended I didn’t know...for a whole year I pretended I didn’t know.”
After this incident, Anna found out that he was still participating in online dating activity and
explained:
One day, I just couldn’t stand it anymore. I’m like, “You know what? I know what
you’ve been doing! Either let’s have a new beginning, or...just call it off” and then he
was like, ‘No, I love you, I’ll stop doing it’! But then I caught him again! Like in a week!
I was like...forget about this!”
Since then, Anna has remained single, and she identifies with the idea that her experiences of
rejection have affected her relationships:
I don’t know how other relationships end, but for me...relationships are really about
cheating. I would say that...the experience of being cheated on made me like, very
anxious and alert about my partner...I got more suspicious...I feel I can’t trust people
that much...not like, people in general, but boyfriends.
Participant Two: Kiara. At twenty-three years of age, Kiara has had an active dating
life starting at age sixteen:
[The] first time | liked a guy, his name was Dan, and we were really good friends and |
had really liked him [and] he had really liked me. But | was at the point in time when |
was not interested in having sexual relationships...and there was another girl that he
liked...and she didn’t mind, so he chose her over me.
It took Kiara two years to “get over” Dan, at which point she started a relationship with another

man who began as a good friend. She recalled:
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He had broken up with his ex-girlfriend for me. We dated for a while. I also didn’t want
to lose [my virginity] to him yet...and he realized that he wanted that and I didn’t so he
went behind my back and he had been sleeping with his ex-girlfriend.
After ending that relationship, she tried yet again, but after explaining to her third partner that
she was not ready for a sexual relationship, like the others, he told her, “You’re too innocent for
this and I’m not interested in holding back.” At this point in time, Kiara realized that she missed
Dan and rekindled her first relationship, and history repeated itself when they realized he still
wanted a sexual relationship and she did not.

Kiara’s most significant relationship began at age nineteen when she met Mike: “He was
okay with the fact that...I didn’t want anything more at the moment so I felt really comfortable.”
On her twentieth birthday, Mike was her first sexual partner. She recalled, “Somewhere about six
months into the relationship, however, he started becoming really distant and only wanted to
spend time with his guy friends”. She remembered thinking:

As long as he doesn’t cheat on me I should accept that...and being my first real, real,
real relationship I was kind of like, ‘okay, yeah sure, no problem!” so we wouldn’t see
each other for four to five months.

Kiara explained that she felt rejected, jealous, and that they used to fight all the time and shared:
“I saw all my friends in relationships with guys who wouldn’t let them leave their side”. The
relationship came to a mutual end after Kiara told him that she thought he “wasn’t feeling it” and
he agreed that she deserved better. Kiara immediately began dating Kent, a guy who she
described, “fussed over me and made me feel all special.” Her new interest did not last long, as
she quickly realized that she was still in love with Mike. This marked the beginning of a

tumultuous relationship in which she discovered him cheating numerous times and continuously
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broke-up with him and took him back. The relationship came to a final end when she found out
he was simultaneously dating her and another woman and once again, Kiara turned back to Kent.
For the second time, Kiara found herself noticing that her boyfriend was “always with his guy
friends...I never understood why he wouldn’t take me out with them”. Two weeks after she
confronted him about his behaviour, Kent left the relationship only to contact her a month later
to try again. She agreed but unfortunately, nothing changed, and Kiara recognized that his
actions suggested that he was still “just not into it.” After witnessing him talking to other girls
and “liking” other girls” Facebook pages, she ended the relationship for good.

As evidenced, Kiara’s experiences of rejection include repeated incidents of the man she
was interested in choosing another woman: “I just don’t understand what exactly they’re looking
for. I don’t understand after I’ve given so much time, effort, had so many great
conversations...they still don’t want...” she trailed off. Her experiences of rejection also have a
common theme of the men being unaccepting of a non-sexual relationship: “I went on little petty
dates in between [my relationships]...and every time they stopped calling or stopped talking to
me, I found out they were with another girl” When asked how she feels her experiences of
rejection have impacted her romantic relationships Kiara said passionately:

I won’t care for a guy anymore...I’m not going to put out myself for them anymore...I’'m

not ever going to care for...like, I will, but right now...I guess at the back of my mind, it

sounds bad that I’m planning for it, but I literally just want to find a guy to really likes me
so | can do exactly what has been done to me.

Participant Three: Beth. At age twenty-four, Beth had significantly different
experiences with rejection and with relationships than the first two participants. She is currently

in a long-term, two-year relationship with Adam and described him as her first boyfriend: “I
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went out with a few guys before that, but I’ve never been able to find anybody | liked before

him...he’s the first person I’ve said ‘I love you’ too...you know, that kind of stuff.” For Beth, it

was Adam who brought up the idea that her past experience with rejection may be affecting her
present relationship. Beth explained that at age 17, she took part in an exchange program where
she spent six months in Japan followed by a student staying in her home for the next six months:

“T just felt like...I really felt kind of replaced,” she shared, “I just was really close to my dad and

I felt like basically that he took on a new daughter and kind of left me behind.” Beth reacted by

shutting down and cutting off her connection with her father:

I quit talking to him for a couple years. It was really funny because he didn’t know why I
quit talking to him and...as a young kid I just thought, ‘How could you not know?’...1
didn’t realize how much that simple experience followed me and I had no idea it was
impacting other parts of my life until I met my boyfriend recently.

Beth recalled Adam musing:

I think essentially...you have problems with rejection from that incident...I can tell
because you’re acting like...you know, just whatever you do, if...something comes up or
you’re vulnerable, you’re immediately...on the attack, or like, shut down. Never like,
really willing to deal with much.

“Now we’re working on it,” Beth explained. Reflecting on what Adam suggested, she said:
With my relationship with my boyfriend now...nothing went bad with it...but I found
myself getting really jealous of...people I shouldn’t be jealous of...like anybody who
wants to spend time with him. It’s about anything that I feel could start pulling him away
from me and I start getting kind of aggressive in a sense that I’'m trying to pull him back

even though there’s no actual threat.
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The Lived Experience of Rejection Sensitivity in Women’s Intimate Partnerships

The original data, or the transcripts depicting the words of each participant during their
interviews, provided me with an extremely detailed look inside the lives of three women who
identify with the current definition of rejection sensitivity; and therefore, feel that their
experiences of rejection have impacted their subsequent romantic relationships. At the start of
the analysis process, countless sub-themes were identified, but as the analysis progressed and a
clearer picture began to form, and themes began to merge together. By the end of the analysis
and writing phase, three sub-themes remained that | felt best demonstrated the lived experience
of rejection sensitivity. Figure one provides a schematic representation of the themes and sub-
themes.
Figure 4 — 1 The Lived Experience of Rejection Sensitivity in Women’s Intimate Partnerships

Overview of Themes and Subthemes

I Won't let it
Happen Again: A
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The overarching theme of 7 won 't let it happen again: a journey of self-protection
emerged as a connection between the other themes and can be best described as the interpreted
motivation behind the women’s experiences within their romantic relationships. As the women

all identified that they had previously experienced significant rejection, it appeared that the
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women operated with the intent of preventing themselves from experiencing further rejection in
their romantic relationships. The women did so by first, attempting to control their relationships
and interactions with partners as demonstrated in the theme 7 can control things so I won't let it
happen again, which included strategies depicted by the sub-themes, pushing and pulling.
Despite attempting to remain in control in their relationships, the women often found themselves
in situations where the threat of rejection felt very real. As illustrated by the theme Wait...is it
happening anyway?, the women’s responses to perceived threat included experiencing
physiological responses that resulted in a battle between trust and distrust, hyper vigilant
thoughts and behaviours, and inevitably, floods of emotion. Lastly, the women’s experience with
rejection sensitivity is explored in terms of A continuous journey which involves coming to a
personal understanding of how they are affected by the phenomena and how they are presently
living with their identified sensitivity to rejection. The following section aims to further
illuminate the identified themes and the relationships between them.
I Won’t Let it Happen Again: A Journey of Self-Protection

“Everybody’s gotta protect himself or herself, right?”” Anna declared near the end of her
first interview. | did not immediately appreciate the significance of her question, but as I spent
time listening to each participant, | began to understand what she meant. Throughout the data
analysis process, | continuously struggled to understand the motivation behind my participants’
thoughts and actions. All three women’s experiences of rejection were unique and history of
romantic relationships was distinct, but in some way, they all expressed that their experiences of
rejection influenced their subsequent romantic partnerships. As | became intimately familiar with
the women’s stories, a common thread emerged: many of the thoughts, feelings, and behaviours

the women expressed seemed to be carried out with the intention of protecting themselves from
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experiencing further rejection in their romantic relationships. “Ultimately...I’m not going to risk
losing another one,” Beth explained, demonstrating the link between her original experience of
rejection, and intent to protect her subsequent relationships from the same fate. While each
woman’s particular sensitivity and responses were unique, the shared experience of wanting to
protect the self from further rejection became the basis for my understanding of the women’s
reactions to potential threats within their romantic relationships.

Interestingly, the women’s sensitivities and reactions were not constant; that is, as the
participants gained insight into how their past may be influencing their present, their thoughts
and reactions evolved. This progression of understanding, however, was not necessarily linear,
which speaks to the fact that each woman is navigating her own journey. As the following
section illustrates, the women’s journeys often involved taking one step forward and two steps
back, but ultimately lead to “gained awareness and personal growth.”

I Can Control Things So I Won’t Let It Happen Again.

A common goal of wanting to be in control was evident throughout all of the women’s
stories. In the context of the women’s experiences, a sense of having “control” seemed to mean a
feeling of having the upper hand in the relationship or a sense of things being their choice as
opposed to their partners choice, as demonstrated by Beth’s saying, “we’ll do this if [ want to
and won’t if T don’t want to.” While their actual attempts to maintain control looked different
depending on their circumstances, the participants were all clearly able to articulate the
importance of being in control in their relationships. When talking about her experiences of
being cheated on, Anna stated:

For my first relationship, I didn’t know what to do. You just pretty much keep on

crying...for my third relationship, since I had [the] experience of [being cheated
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on]...after that moment, that very awful moment, I started to think, how can I work this
out so I can get my control back?
It was with this goal in mind that Anna opted to pretend she was not aware of her partner’s
indiscretions and remain in her relationship for another year. “I don’t want to get hurt,” she
explained, “I just want to be in control...I want to get power back...I want to know what’s going
on.” For Anna, maintaining power became more important than her happiness in the relationship:
It certainly felt bad...I felt bad about the whole situation...like, I can’t be myself, I can’t
just tell him what I want...but at the same time, I also feel that...the power is in my hand.

I’m in control...he is the one who doesn’t know what’s going on.

Kiara’s story was similar in that her actions were also motivated by a sense of seeking the
power and control she felt had been taken from her: “I guess when I say I want to screw over
someone, | want to just maybe get that power or control back,” she muses. She further reflects by
adding, “it will make me feel like I have the power or control over myself back...that I could tell
someone ‘no’...” suggesting that the goal to maintain power or control does not necessarily
always mean control over one’s partner, but having a sense of personal agency: “For the entire
relationship, for two years, | figured he was the one in control of me. Telling me what | could do,
what I couldn’t do, what I had to accept...it’s about time I get my way...” she shared. Whether
or not the couple stayed together, Kiara wanted the choice to be hers, which is something Beth
also related to: “I’ve never had somebody go on a date with [me]...and then reject [me]...I was
always like, I knew if somebody got to that point...it was almost like it was my choice then,” she
explained in regards to her dating life prior to her current boyfriend. “And I usually never liked

anybody so it was really easy...I don’t like this about you...I don’t like that about you...” she
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laughed, further suggesting she was used to having the upper hand and making the final
decisions about whether to pursue or reject a potential partner.

While all of the women spoke to the importance of having control in their romantic lives,
the methods they employed to gain that control vastly differed. While at first glance it seemed
that there was no relation between the women’s actions, upon closer examination of their
descriptions of their experiences, a commonality became evident. In their own unique ways, the
women acted with the apparent intention of pushing their partner away from them or,
alternatively, pulling their partner closer to them. I interpreted their pushing and pulling as
attempts to maintain control over their situations, protect themselves, and ultimately avoid
further rejection. It is noteworthy that each of the women utilized both strategies. As
demonstrated below, at different points in their dating lives, Anna, Kiara, and Beth all pushed
and pulled in a seeming attempt to maintain psychoemotional wellness within the context of their
intimate relationships.

Pushing. Perhaps the most obvious way to avoid putting oneself in a vulnerable place is
to avoid relationships all together. For Kiara, pushing potential partners away is a current reality:
“I’m not even looking for a good guy...” she mused, “I just think guys at this age are so selfish.
Chances are I’'m not going to come across a good guy and if I do, because of how I feel right
now, I’ll avoid him.” She proved this to be the case when she was recently asked to go on a
dinner date with a fellow classmate: “Basically my response was ‘no’ and I walked off. I didn’t
even give an explanation...and he’s a really nice person...it’s just, no,” she explained flatly.
When probed about her motivation behind her behaviour, she spoke in a way that suggested a

belief that, inevitably, if she began a new relationship it would end in rejection:
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I’m not interested at all [in dating]. You think you find a nice guy...and he change[s]
along the way...then you meet the next guy and they change on you, and then it’s like,
oh, there I go again, putting everything in for one person...to screw me over. So no...not
until I can afford to lose my time and energy and all my emotional strength on someone
again. | have too much to lose right now to spend it on anyone just for them to do
something stupid to me again.
Anna had a similar view, especially in the case of marriage:
I don’t want to get divorced. Nobody does. But then, marriage does end up bad for a lot
of people...so you’re pretty much taking a chance...so I guess that’s my biggest
concern...If I’'m gonna end up divorcing, then I probably wouldn’t bother to get
married...I’d just have fun.
Having fun, for Anna, does not mean pushing men away altogether. Instead, she employs a
different strategy: “I ended all of my relationships,” she recalled, “I’m probably also the one
who’s been rejecting people. Like Kiara, her words suggest a belief that a relationship may begin
“beautiful” but will evolve into something else:
I feel like when you’re in a serious relationship...somebody will want to have a good
ending, which means marriage...I’m kinda afraid of that. So maybe, this is also why I’'m
attracted to irresponsible guys...because I subconsciously know that it’s not going
anywhere...it’s not going anywhere so it’s going to be beautiful.
Anna’s excerpt additionally brings to light the possibility to push partners away within a
relationship which can be further demonstrated by Beth’s experiences. In the beginning of Beth’s

relationship with Adam, she recalled:
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I tested him or tried to push him away...I just said [to him], ‘I’m not really sure if | want
to be with you, but we’ll just see how things go...’ pretty much to tell him, don’t be
surprised if | break up with you.
Beth, however, did not receive the reaction she expected: “He pretty much got up and was like,
‘fine, if ’m not good enough for you I’'m leaving.’”” Despite her attempt to push him away, her
response suggests that her intent was not to actually push him away, but prove to her that he
would stay:
I didn’t expect him to have a backbone and just expected him to let me walk all over
him...I didn’t let him go...I basically had to tell him why he shouldn’t leave because I
actually really liked him! It really taught me a lot about him quickly because | knew
that...we were equal and he wasn’t doing me a favour by being with me.
Beth recalled, “I did everything possible [so] if he wanted to break up with me or not be with me
[he could]...I told him...everything that you could think of that would make him leave me.” For
Beth, Adam passed her test and allowed her to feel safe to continue in the relationship: “We
tested each other so much that I think we’re both staying,” she said confidently. Despite this
confidence, this was not the last time she attempted to push Adam away.
It seems that once one is comfortable in a partnership, pushing takes on a different form,
one which appears in response to a feeling of vulnerability:
My first inclination is either to fight or flight...it’s either one of the two...I’ll like, smack
him or something like that. Or close the door or go to a different room. Or if he gets

mad...if we’re fighting...I’ll go sleep on the couch or something...he gets so mad.
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“I wasn’t willing to make myself vulnerable,” Beth reflected, “I wouldn’t put myself out
there...even though it was really low risk.” Beth’s excerpt not only demonstrates behaviour that
can be interpreted as “pushing” but one’s partner’s response to being pushed away:

I would get upset at him if he wouldn’t come give me attention, like a hug or a kiss or an

‘I love you’...and instead of going to talk to him I would like, smack him...just like,

show him that I’m mad at him...it got to that point where he knew that me hitting

him...was wanting affection.
While the motivation behind pushing may be to protect the self from the pain and vulnerability
inherent in being rejected, it seems as though when a partner is pushed away, the result is not
necessarily positive for the relationship: “I think this is really bad for relationships,” Anna
reflects. She recalled her own experience of being in a relationship with someone she considered
to be a “good guy:” “He actually said to me that ‘I don’t feel like you can trust me...I feel this
wall around us...that you’re not letting me in’....people are not stupid.”

Pulling. Despite the participants’ attempts to push partners away, all three women also
spoke about their experiences in the relationships which they allowed themselves to have. It
seemed as though once the women let their guards down and let a man into their lives, they
employed a new means of self-protection which I named pulling. The word pulling reflects
attempts to keep one’s partner close, theoretically, reducing the chance of being rejected or hurt
by them. Anna and Kiara had similar experiences in that they both stayed in relationships in
which their needs were not being met by their partner. For both women, this meant staying in a
relationship knowing that their partner was cheating on them. Anna explained:

It bothered me. | felt I couldn’t trust him anymore. Like I tried to trust him but I started to

feel...I’m questioning him about everything he said. It was going out of control...we got
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in more fights...it was really bad...it wasn’t going anywhere...but I wanted him so
badly...so I still let it happen.
In Kiara’s story, pulling additionally took the form of repeatedly forgiving a partner’s
indiscretions and giving partners second chances at the relationship: “He kept on saying he loves
me, he is in love with me...so I was like, alright, [ understand,” she recalled in regards to Mike’s
choice to spend his time with his friends over her. Kiara rekindled her dating relationship with
Dan once and Kent twice but had an on-off relationship with Mike for two years:
The first six months were perfect. We were in our honeymoon stage...and then after that
it was like, probably once every three months we would get in a fight, and then the last
six months we got in a fight twice a month to the extent where we were like, yeah, we
don’t want to be together...let’s end it. And then a couple days later, no | want to be with
you. And then a week and a half after that...we would get in a fight again.
When prompted for her motivation behind giving her partners so many chances she explains:
| gave a lot of chances because I don’t like to not have anyone. I guess at that point...I
love[ed] to have someone fuss over me and give me attention...I thought if I had broken
up with them, because of the person I am and I’m not very open with guys, I probably
couldn’t find a guy to give me attention for a long time so while | can get the attention,
I’11 keep it.
Both Anna and Kiara’s stories seem to demonstrate a belief that it is better to be with the wrong
partner than no partner at all. Thinking back to a relationship in which her partner slept with his

ex-girlfriend while dating Kiara, she reflected:
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I had someone who was treating me really nicely and it was all a lie. And | was like, |

don’t want to give it up though...I got obsessed with the fact that I just wanted attention

and that’s why | stuck in it.
Interestingly, her perspective has changed since the incident: “If I didn’t crave that
attention...which is something I’m realizing I don’t need now...I would have left a long time
ago.” It seems that at the time of her relationship, she sought attention as a means of measuring
her self-worth, but as her excerpt demonstrates, she no longer requires this type of validation.
This insight suggests that one’s relational needs are continuously evolving depending on the
circumstances.

For Beth, the ideas of pushing and pulling occurred simultaneously as evidenced by her
tendency to push other people away in an attempt to pull her partner closer:

I have a wall that I don’t let people in...I’1l be friendly...but I don’t let people in...it"s

not that I’'m consciously like, ‘no I don’t want you in’ I’ve just noticed that I’'m doing

it...So I’'m working on just letting them into our bubble.
She seems to believe that the closer others get to Adam, the further she will be from him.

As demonstrated, the women’s tendencies to push romantic partners away or pull them
closer can be understood as a means of protecting themselves against further rejection. The need
to employ either of these strategies seems to come and go depending on the women’s life
circumstance at a particular point in time. The fluidity of these types of behaviours seems to
suggest that rejection sensitivity is dynamic rather than constant.

Wait...Is it Happening Anyway?
Despite the women'’s best efforts to attempt to control their romantic situations, the

women still seemed to grapple with the likely possibility that they would be hurt again. Kiara
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recalled her mother telling her, “You are looking for everything wrong that you could possibly
find in every single guy and obviously something is wrong...because there is something wrong
with everyone...including yourself!” This excerpt demonstrates Kiara’s lack of trust in partners
and tendency to search for possible signs that rejection may occur with the intention of getting
out before it’s too late. Struggling with trust and a continuous need for proof that one’s
relationship is secure was a common thread between all three participants. Not only were the
women’s minds continuously taunting them with perceived threats, the women also had the
shared experience of feeling a physical reaction in response to a potential threat. It seemed as
though an automatic physiological reaction acted as a warning for the women to proceed with
caution and then go on to assess the potential threat in a more mindful, deliberate way.
Physiological responses. A common thread between the participants was evident in each
of their descriptions of the physiological goings on in their bodies when they felt threatened in
some way. While the perceived threat of potential rejection was unique to each participant’s
circumstance, their visceral reaction to the threat took a similar form. In Anna’s case, the
prospect of her partner cheating on her evoked a physiological response. “The first relationship I
had...I caught him...three times cheating on me...I feel like with the third guy...I had the
exactly same feeling...” she explains, suggesting her particular sensitivity to the prospect of a
partner cheating on her. “You feel your heart kind of stop beating for like a second...and then...I
feel myself sinking...and breathless...and just, I couldn’t believe this is happening.” Anna went
on to discuss how “that moment reminded me of the first serious relationship I had”
demonstrating her personal link to the initial experience of rejection and her automatic response

to the possibility of it happening again.
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Kiara talked about a similar experience. Her physical reaction occurred at the prospect of
her current partner ending the relationship. “Mike and I got into a huge fight and I thought he
was going to break up with me,” she recalled:

I got a panic attack and I couldn’t breathe...I started crying to the extent that I cried the

entire night. 1 woke up the next morning with swollen eyes. | cried and | cried and I cried.

[ didn’t eat for two days...I literally felt like I couldn’t walk because I was so weak.

She identified that her panic was solely in response to a fear that her partner would leave her and
was prompted by a discussion that left her feeling vulnerable in the relationship: “I thought...he
was starting to realize that we weren’t going to work out...that’s when I started freaking out.”

While Kiara identified this incident as the greatest extent to which she had a physical
reaction to potential rejection, it was not an isolated occurrence. When her relationship with Kent
took a turn for the worse she recalled, “I would start to feel sick because I always thought...Kent
is the second guy that I’ve slept with so how is this happening to me again? I felt nauseous at the
fact that I had such an intimate moment with somebody who’s treating me like this again.” This
particular example highlights Kiara’s sensitivity to a partner leaving after having a sexual
relationship with them.

Like Kiara, Beth also reported a feeling of panic: “it’s not just a panic, it’s a mean
panic!” she explains, brought on by “a feeling of unease.” For Beth, this type of reaction occurs
in response to “anything that takes him away or I think it might” which once again, is seemingly
reflective of her original experience of rejection by her father.

Trust and distrust. Throughout the women’s stories, there was an interesting
Jjuxtaposition between trust and distrust. “A really good relationship for me would be the feeling

that...I can trust this person and it’s comfortable to simply be with this person,” Anna explained,
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demonstrating the believed importance of being able to trust one’s romantic partner. Allowing
trust to occur, however, seemed to pose a challenge for all three women. Anna shared:

I feel I have a problem trusting [boyfriends] so much...I’ve met guys who like, really
love me...and then even though I know they love me...I still feel I have problems
believing it...I would think, even if he doesn’t [lic] now, maybe he would do it later.

Kiara agreed that “it’s hard to trust.”

Beth’s story added another dimension to the trust-distrust continuum in that her partner
could sense her lack of trust: “How do you not trust me? How am I supposed to trust you if you
can’t trust me?” she recalls him asking her, “He got really upset just based on that fact that he
felt like I didn’t trust him.” She explained herself by saying, “It’s not him that I don’t trust...it’s
how much he can take sometimes.” Despite the fact that she has a committed, loving partner, she
expressed concern that one day she’ll “push [his] buttons too far” and he’ll decide to “throw in
the towel.” Anna too experienced a partner’s questioning of her lack of trust and found it
extremely difficult to explain to him why she felt the way she did: “How am I going to explain to
my boyfriend that, you know, I don’t trust you because my ex-boyfriend did so and so to me?”
To her, opening up about a weakness “would make her look bad” and she worries that “it would
be one of the reasons we fight in the future.”

It would seem that the women’s lack of trust stems from their prior experiences of having
their trust broken. “I’ve learned not to trust people much,” Anna mused reflecting back on her
experiences of being rejected by romantic partners. While withholding trust may be learned as a
protective mechanism, it can pose a challenge: “It does make it difficult for me to fall in love
because if I’'m always worrying and not trusting people, then there is no way I can fall in love,”

she reflected.
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To reduce the risk inherent in trusting another person, Anna and Kiara both shared
strategies that allow them to feel more comfortable: “For trust to happen | think one important
thing is that we have to have some common friends...we have to kind of share the same
circle...be in the same world,” Anna explained, “[If] everybody knows him I do feel safe...I
guess it’s a form of social control.” Kiara takes a different approach with the same goal of
lessening the risk:

I purposely make sure I’m their friend first just because I guess when you’re their friend

long enough, you learn things about them and they confide in you certain things that they

probably wouldn’t tell you if their first interest was to be with you...and from that, I can
judge...the kind of person they are...instead of just getting into something and finding
out later on and [having to face something] that could have been avoided.

Hyper vigilance. Perhaps one of the most prominent experiences shared by the women
was that of anxiety due to suspicion. “I’ve become very sensitive about the details,” as Anna put
it. The women’s overall lack of trust of romantic partners seemingly lead them to hyper
vigilantly search for signs that rejection may occur. They then experience anxiety until they
either gain proof that there is no threat, or convince themself that there is no reason to be
concerned. Anna gave the following example:

When I’m in a relationship and | try to call that person and the persons not picking up,

I’ll get anxious...I’ll be thinking, what’s he doing? Is this a sign that he’s telling me that

he’s lying to me? ...then I would be thinking, okay, I wanna find out what he’s doing...I

might not be able to trust him...and...I would keep that thought in mind until I could

prove it.
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Kiara shared feeling a similar rush of anxiety after seeing her partner “like” other women’s
Facebook photos. She rapidly shared with me the questions that flash through her mind when she
sees this type of activity:
What do you like about it? Do you like her? Do you like how she looks? Do you like the
scenery? Why do you like it? If she looks really good, does she look that good all the
time and you like her all the time? Or is it just that she doesn’t look that good and you
like how she looks in this picture? Are you trying to tell her to look like that more often
so you do like her more often? I don’t know.
“It sounds so psychotic,” she conceded, in regards to her reaction. “I’m about a centimetre close
to my phone ready to text them ‘why did you do that?’ But then I realize that kinda gives me the
label ‘psycho girlfriend’ so I don’t do it.” In this case, Kiara recognized her response as a
potential overreaction that may not be well received by her partner; thus, did not get the security
she was looking for, leaving her to deal with the anxiety on her own. Anna agreed that it is not in
her best interest to communicate her thoughts to her partner: “When I’m feeling really suspicious
about his activities I usually don’t show,” she explained, “I know if I show...if he’s really doing
something bad, he wouldn’t know that I know, so I usually try...to pretend nothing happened.”
Instead of communicating her concerns, Anna launches an independent investigation:
Say this guy told me he was...a grad student...I will actually go online and search
it...just to know...if he’s lying or not. But there are unsearchable things that he says that
I will remember. I would say I have a very good memory...I remember it and | will try to
prove it later on...I will try to bring it up in a conversation to see if it’s really true...I do

things like that.
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She further explained her motivation: “I don’t want to get hurt. I do have this fear that maybe it
might not be true and it would be better if I catch him first.” Unfortunately, deciding to keep
these types of worries to oneself can lead to an unhealthy build-up of anxiety: “When anything
bugged me, or he did anything that made me a bit suspicious, and then something else was added
onto it, it kept getting worse and worse...” shared Kiara.

In her committed relationship, Beth experienced similar feelings of anxiety; however, the
situations which evoked anxiety as well as her reactions to the anxiety were unique. “Anything
that takes him away, or I think it might, it just like, I don’t know, gets my spidey senses out or
something!” she remarked. For Beth, anxiety tends to provoke a jealous reaction:

I found myself getting really jealous of people I shouldn’t be jealous of...like his mom

and his parents and like, anybody who wants to spend time with him. It’s not necessarily

jealousy about other girls it’s about anything that I feel could like, start pulling him away
from me.
She shared that there was one particular incident in her relationship she found especially anxiety
provoking, which took place during a time when the couple was forced to live in different cities;
therefore, were only able to spend time together over the weekends:

| started feeling like that [the weekends were] my time that I would get to see him...but it

turned into the time that his family got to see him...and I just started feeling really ripped

off...because the weekends weren’t my time with him anymore...so it blew up out of
proportion.
Since then, Beth shared that she felt particularly anxious when faced with a similar situation:

Ever since then, | notice whenever we are going to visit his family, I get really nervous

about him not spending enough time with me in a sense...even though it’s been a long
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time since, and that hasn’t happened since, every single time I’'m just like, what if it

happens again?

As she shared her experience, she made it known that she is aware that there is no threat and her
anxiety is an overreaction, but it’s one that seemingly cannot be controlled easily: “Honesty, I
did the same thing with my parents,” she recalled, “I bring this new guy home and after a while
they start really liking him...and [I] start to get like, ‘back off guys!”” While the reaction may be
automatic, Beth shared that she has been consciously working to override useless worries:
“Initially I reacted to anything that could possibly be a threat...now my inclination might be to
do that and then I can talk myself down a bit and be like, ‘Beth, why would you be jealous of
like, somebody’s mom?’ and it’s just like, relax, back off, and open up...”

Emotion. It logically follows that one would experience a surge of emotion when in a
place of threat, especially when one’s anxiety turns out to be warranted. The majority of
relationships that Anna and Kiara took part in did not provide them with a sense of security and
both women were faced with responding to hurtful behaviour by their partners. Anna is quick to
describe her ex-partner as an “asshole” and a “bastard.” “He can go to hell,” she remarked,
exhibiting her anger towards her partner’s indiscretions. A sense of wanting revenge was also
shared by both women. “You hurt me, I want to hurt you back,” Anna exclaimed recalling when
she found out her partner was cheating on her. Kiara felt similar: “Guys are full of shit...I’m so
sick of'it...I think all of you should get cheated on!”

Reading between the lines, it was easy to sense the hurt and feelings of rejection masked
by the anger the women expressed: “I don’t know...I don’t understand what’s wrong with me. It

pissed me off because he could never explain it and instead of letting me go, he kept me
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[hanging],” Kiara recalls. Thinking about her ex-partners relationships with other women, she
said:

He and the girl didn’t even get along to well...they just slept together all the time. So I

was just like, okay, nothing’s wrong with that if that’s what you want but once again, he

said whatever I had wasn’t good enough...not a good feeling for your self-esteem.”
Kiara’s excerpt not only demonstrates how this particular rejection caused her to feel significant
hurt, but how a woman’s experiences within intimate partnerships can largely affect her identity
and sense of self-worth.
A Continuous Journey

While the women’s understandings of their own experiences are continually evolving,
their lives are not at a stand-still meaning they are learning while experiencing. Listening to the
women’s experiences allowed me to hear how each woman has seemingly accepted her own
relationship with rejection sensitivity, turning it into a learning experience and opportunity to
learn and grow. | believe the word journey best reflects the experiences the women are living.
Their journeys seem to begin with an attempt to understand how their experiences of rejection
have influenced other aspects of their lives, followed by an attempt to override the negative
effects that may have stemmed from their original experience of rejection. The women’s stories
have demonstrated that this is no easy feat, especially in terms of how their experiences of
rejection have played a role in their romantic lives. It is quite possible that rejection sensitivity is
a lifelong journey, as demonstrated by the following excerpt from Beth:

I would think it would be similar to...being an alcoholic. You can quit drinking and

behave but...deep down, you still have that tendency and you can either choose to

succumb to it or overcome it sort of thing. So it’s probably like that...if something pushes
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you so far that you don’t give a shit about something or whatever, maybe you’re going to

resort back to it. So I would say yes and no [to overcoming rejection sensitivity]...but no.

Understanding. Perhaps one of the most intriguing patterns I found in the women’s
stories was how their understanding of the self and relationships has evolved throughout their
experiences, and how hope for mutually satisfying and beneficial relationship in the future has
never truly left their side. It seemed as though the first hurdle the women faced in making sense
of their experiences in romantic relationships was letting go of what “could have been.” For
Anna and Kiara whose identified experiences of significant rejection were also their first
experiences of dating, restructuring their view of romantic relationships was inevitable. Prior to
having experienced a romantic relationship, Anna had a significantly different view of what it
would be like:

It was like how we learn it from fairy tale stories...you pretty much would just be with

the one person...or it seems like that...and you think it’s going to last forever and ever

and things will just be good. That’s the kinda image that I got for how a relationship

should be before I really got in it...you learn that guys are not gonna act like prince

charming.
Kiara shared an eerily similar view: “I figured in my fairy tale land...my first guy is going to be
the guy that I marry...reality slapped me in my face.” It seems as though a women’s view of
relationships is largely dependent on their experiences up to that point. For Anna, who has not
yet had the experience of a trusting, committed relationship, her current view of relationships
remained quite negative. She demonstrated her process with a metaphor:

When | was in undergrad, I thought grad students were cool! Now, when I’'m a grad

student, I feel...this life sucks! I just want to get out of it! Out of all the romantic
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relationships I’ve been in, it’s just like that...it doesn’t look as good as it appears...before
you started dating anybody...you want to experience that...when you started dating, it’s
not cool at all, it’s not fantastic...it’s actually really bad...there will be times you wish
you’d never known this person.
Interestingly, while the women’s current view of relationships is quite dark, both women
exhibited the capability to look ahead to the possibility of a mutually beneficial relationship in
the future, suggesting an aspect of hope, despite all that has happened to them. Kiara explained:

I do think [good guys] exist...the same guys that I think are bad now...I kinda think of it

as a phase. I don’t think everyone’s bad...eventually I’m willing to settle down for the

right person...I just think guys at this age...most of them are so selfish...eventually I’ll

want to be in a good relationship with a nice guy, but not right now.

Anna’s actions also suggest an aspect of hopefulness for the future in the sense that she sought
out her third relationship by joining an online dating site. “Maybe if, when one day, I find that
person, then it would be good,” she says in regards to being part of a long-term, committed
partnership.

Living with. Upon listening to their experiences, it was clear that each woman is in a
different place on her journey with rejection sensitivity. Despite where they are in their personal
understanding of their experiences, it is important to recognize how the women continue to move
forward in their journeys and live with their sensitivities.

For Anna, identifying with the phenomenon of rejection sensitivity has both pros and
cons: “It’s the same thing with every learning process. You learn the good things and bad things
about it...and it’s a learning process!” She explained that for her, the anxiety that she often feels

can be useful:
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The anxiety emerged after | was cheated on [but] now I’'m better with...identifying
what’s a lie, what’s not, and what might be cuz’ you know, I’ve been thinking about this
question all time...I don’t want myself to lose that kind of ability.
She referred to her anxiety as an “adaptive strategy” and added “I believe in relationships that
can last forever but...I believe that involves a lot of work, a lot of compromise, and
courage...and stubbornness!” This excerpt demonstrates that her hardships in love have shaped
her view of healthy relationships, perhaps, to something more attainable than her original view of
“prince charming.”

Kiara’s learning process also included a renewed and more realistic view of relationships
and a promise to herself that she would learn from her mistakes. For Kiara, this first involved
overriding old views of self-blame and self-doubt: “I should be different. I should be easy going.
I should be angelic and feminine and stuff that I usually wasn’t,” she once said, suggesting an
old belief that the real Kiara was not good enough, and if she was different, her relationships
may have worked out. Her current view has evolved greatly, and reflects a much healthier self-
concept:

I’ve basically realized that most of my friends that are in relationships...strong

ones...they didn’t change for the person. I did change a lot and | tried to meet their needs

instead of them meeting my needs...that’s one thing [’m not going to do again and I

realize... things are fine with me...it’s just not the right person. Nothing is wrong with

me. Everybody has faults and somebody likes them for it.
Kiara reflected on her experiences in her past relationships celebrating what was good and
recognizing what could be improved in the future, which once again is illustrative of hope

shining through:
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When you’re in a happy relationship, the happiness that | got out of the happy times
[was]...so extreme that I don’t even know how to explain how happy and how I couldn’t
stop smiling. Yeah, there were bad times, but the good times were so good that it made
everything worth it and | guess if | could get more of that time in one relationships...more
of that time than bad times, then it’s not going to be as bad...maybe it will work out.
As Anna and Kiara learn from their experiences and look forward to mutually satisfying
relationships in their futures, Beth is currently working with her committed partner to prevail
over any negative side effects from her original experience of rejection that may be infiltrating
her relationship with Adam. Beth’s process of understanding began after Adam suggested that
there may be a link between her behaviour and her feeling rejected by father:
It was kind of like a bit of a dagger. Not a hurtful one, but an epiphany in a sense...or a
shock...because I had never thought about it...and for him to say something that was
like, quite deep....it was just really eye opening...but I must have agreed with it, because
I sure...responded to it.
Since the couple had an open dialogue about what was happening in their relationship, they
agreed to work on it together: “Some days I don’t want to work it,” Beth laughed, “but he makes
me now, because he’s like, ‘I’m just doing this because it’s going to make our relationship
stronger!”” For Beth, this meant stepping out of her comfort zone and asking for attention when
she needed it: “So if I’ll be like, stomping my feet or whatever I do...sometimes he’ll be like,
‘no, come get it!”” she explained, “Or if I want attention and I’m just like, hitting him...he’ll
completely deny me of what I want...and I hate it at the time, but he says it’s getting a lot
better...and I’ve even noticed myself.” Prior to Beth making a change in her behaviour, her

attempts to gain attention tended to elicit the opposite effect from Adam. Talking about a
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particular incident afterwards, Beth recalled Adam telling her: “I knew I wasn’t giving you as
much attention and at times maybe | was avoiding you because you would get such a bad attitude
and who wants to be around that?” By having an open dialogue regarding the issue, both Adam
and Beth came to recognize their role in the problem and are working towards a solution
together. While her immediate “fight or flight” reaction may remain in response to potential
threat, she has come to a place where she can recognize her automatic emotion and alter her
reaction: “I know better and I work on it now,” she explained. Beth and Adam’s team approach
seems to be leading them down a path of living with and learning from rejection sensitivity.
Summary

This chapter explores the experiences of three women who self-identified with the
phenomenon of rejection sensitivity. Reflective of IPA research, an attempt was made to gain an
understanding of the lived experience of rejection sensitivity by examining individual’s personal
accounts of the phenomenon. An overarching theme of 7 won 't let it happen again: a journey of
self-protection was representative of the women’s shared experience of protecting themselves
from further rejection experiences in their romantic relationships and was illustrated throughout
the remaining themes: 7 can control things so I won't let it happen again, Wait...is it happening
anyway?, and A continuous journey. The women’s attempts to control their relationships and
interactions with partners were explored in the theme 7 can control things so I won’t let it happen
again. The women’s reactions to potential threats were further explored in the theme Wait...is it
happening anyway? Lastly, the women’s experiences with rejection sensitivity were looked at as
A continuous journey which involved exploring the women’s personal understandings of how
they are affected by the phenomena and how they have come to live with their personal

sensitivities to rejection.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present research was to gain an understanding of how women
experience rejection sensitivity within their intimate partnerships and how their thoughts,
feelings, and behaviours have impacted their romantic lives. The following chapter will highlight
the results presented in chapter four and present the findings within a wider context by
integrating them with current literature. Strengths and limitations of the study will then be
considered and the chapter will close with a discussion of implications for counselling practice
and suggestions for further research.

While several studies looking at rejection sensitivity in the context of interpersonal
relationships have been conducted (e.g. Downey & Feldman, 1994; Levy, et al., 2001; Downey
& Feldman, 2004) the researchers have relied primarily on quantitative methods. By studying the
phenomenon of rejection sensitivity through a qualitative lens, the present study aimed to address
this gap in the literature and provide a level of understanding that has not yet been reached
through past research: how women experience rejection sensitivity within their intimate
partnerships. Upon listening to the experiences of the three women who participated in this
study, it was evident that they believed their experiences of significant rejection impacted how
they proceeded in their subsequent romantic relationships. An overarching theme that connected
the experiences of all three women was 7 won ’t let it happen again: A journey of self-protection,
which illustrated the women’s all-encompassing goal to protect themselves from rejection,
including the negative implications that experiencing further rejection may have on their self-
concept. Three sub-themes were identified that further illustrated the women’s experiences of

self-protection. The first, 7 can control things so I won't let it happen again, explores the
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women’s attempts to maintain a sense of control over their romantic lives. Approaches used by
the women are compared and contrasted to the avoidant and overindulgent strategies suggested
in past research (Downey, et al., 1997). The second, Wait...is it happening anyway?
contextualizes the trauma-like responses and intense emotion experienced by the women in the
face of potential rejection. The third, A continuous journey illustrates the dynamic nature of the
women’s experiences of rejection sensitivity and their shared sense of hope for future
relationships.

I Won’t Let it Happen Again: A Journey of Self-Protection

The theme 7 won 't let it happen again: a journey of self-protection illustrated the
interpreted motivation behind the women’s thoughts and actions within their romantic
relationships: namely, to protect themselves from experiencing further rejection. While the
women did not explicitly state a belief that self-protection was the motivation behind their
behaviours in their romantic lives, their seemed to be a common thread between each woman’s
experiences of anxiety and intense reactions in response to perceived potential rejection.

As demonstrated by the participants’ experiences, the defensive responses associated
with rejection sensitivity seemed to vary depending on the stage of one’s relationship and the
perceived potential threat (Romero-Canyas, 2010). For Anna and Kiara, who had similar
experiences of being rejected by a romantic partner, sensitivity to rejection was apparent in their
experiences of anxiety in response to potential threats to their relationships (e.g. a partner not
answering his cellphone or liking another woman’s Facebook picture). Their responses are
consistent with past research that has suggested when an individual who has been previously
rejected by a romantic partner becomes involved in subsequent intimate partnerships their

defensive expectations of rejection stemming from that initial experience may prompt a self-
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protective readiness to perceive rejection (Downey et al., 1999). While each woman’s trigger
indicating the potentiality of rejection occurring was unique, many of the situations that the
women experienced as potential threats were ambiguous in nature; that is, it was just as likely
that no actual threat was present. In Anna’s discussion of her feelings of suspicion in response to
her partner not answering his phone she shares, “he was probably busy doing something else,”
yet, her logic did not match her experienced feelings of anxiety, supporting the notion that those
who are sensitive to rejection tend to readily construe intentional rejection in the ambiguous or
negative behaviour of others (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Anna’s, and the other women’s,
reactions in similar circumstances not only support previous findings, but shed light on how
sensitivity to rejection can play out in intimate partnerships. The women approached their
relationships with an “it would be better if I catch him first” kind of attitude, according to Anna,
or “[it’s better to find out now] than find out later on,” as Kiara put it. It seemed that by
constantly playing detective in their relationships, the women hoped to prevent rejection from
their partners which is consistent with previous research that suggests reactions to potential
rejection are intended to defend the self against further rejection and preserve the individual’s
social connections (Romero-Canyas et al., 2010). Although on the surface, it may seem that
rejection sensitivity may perpetuate difficulties in intimate relationships, in actuality, the
women’s thoughts and actions are defensively motivated (Romero-Canyas, Downey, Berenson,
Ayduk, & Kang, 2010).

Overall, the women’s tendencies to over perceive rejection by their partners fits well with
the previous research on the phenomenon; however, the qualitative nature of the present research
allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of what it means to protect the self from the pain of

rejection. It seemed that the women were not just acting with the intention of protecting
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themselves from being rejected but protecting themselves from the negative implications being
rejected may have for their self-concept. Consistent with findings by Crocker and Park (2004)
which suggest that individuals who are rejection sensitive tend to pursue self-esteem through the
acceptance of others, the women in this study had a great deal more than a boyfriend to lose if
their relationships ended. If a woman’s self-esteem is already low, feeling unaccepted or rejected
can result in a negative view of the self in relationships and the feeling that one is not valuable
(Crocker & Park, 2004). “What was it with me?”” Kiara mused at the end of a discussion in which
she recalled that all of her partners treated their ex-partner’s better than they treated her,
demonstrating her attribution that she was lacking rather than her partner or the circumstance. In
sum, self-esteem depends on the perceived success or failure in those domains upon self-worth is
contingent (Crocker & Park, 2004); namely romantic relationships, for Anna, Kiara, Beth, and
likely, other women who identify themselves as sensitive to rejection due to past experiences.
This investment in relationships is consistent with self-in-relation literature which
suggests that responsive relationships are a powerful determinant of women’s psychological
reality and are pertinent to women’s self-growth and development (Surrey, 1991). From a young
age, girls are taught to notice others people’s feelings and affect, encouraging development of the
abilities to empathize and nurture; thus, women’s identity and sense of self tends to be partially
formed on the basis of their ability to make and maintain relationships with others (Surrey,
1991). As such, it has been found that women tend to feel that they carry the responsibility of the
successes or failures of their intimate relationships (Sandfield and Percy, 2003). In a
phenomenological study by Sandfield and Percy (2003), participant women tended to question
whether they fulfilled their emotional obligations as partners following the termination of an

intimate relationship. Similar to Kiara’s reaction of “what was it with me?” in the present study,
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the women in the 2003 study tended to assign blame to themselves and their perceived personal
inadequacies for their relationships ending. These findings are consistent with research that
suggests that the division of emotional labour in heterosexual relationships is not equal
(Duncombe & Marsden, 1993). Duncombe and Marsden’s (1995) literature review highlights
women’s consistent reports of feeling that men are incapable or unwilling to “do emotional
intimacy”’; thus, women take on the emotion work necessary for the success of mutually
satisfying relationships. It logically follows that the experience of rejection could be uniquely
distressing for women if they feel that they are responsible for maintaining the emotional
intimacy in their relationships. Perceived failure could be particularly damaging to a women’s
self-concept if the end of a relationship results in a feeling of | failed but also a feeling of |
failed, therefore, | am worthless and it’s my fault that the relationship ended (Crocker & Park,
2004; Sandfield and Percy, 2003).
I Can Control Things so I won’t Let It Happen Again

Previous literature on the phenomenon of rejection sensitivity suggests that much of
rejection sensitive individuals’ behaviour within a romantic relationship becomes organized
around the goal of avoiding rejection (Downey, et al., 1997). While the women’s stories were
consistent with this notion, their experiences added insight into what this may mean to a woman
who is sensitive to rejection; namely, an apparent need to feel in control over the goings on in
her relationship. All three participants shared a want to gain and maintain power and control in
their dating relationships which seemed to be experienced as a need to feel that they were
making choices within their relationships. While the words “control” or “power” were used
directly by the participants, it is noteworthy that these words have a negative connotation in the

context of relationships. While | did not want to replace the words of the women, | wonder if

85



what the women were experiencing could have been better articulated as a need to feel
“empowered,” that is, a feeling of inner strength and self-determination (Surrey, 1987) rather
than “powerful.” As personal empowerment can be sought and attained through mutually
empathetic and mutually empowering relationships (Surrey, 1987) it is possible that a mutually
empowering relationship was what the women were truly seeking.

The women in this study seemed to have negotiated their psychoemotional wellness
within the context of their intimate relationships by taking a variety of actions within their
partnerships. Two main behavioural strategies practiced by rejection sensitive individuals have
been previously identified in the literature: avoidance and overindulgence (Downey, et al., 1997).
According to Downey et al. (1997), individuals who use the avoidance method abstain from
social relationships thinking that if they avoid getting close to others, they reduce their chance of
being rejected. Alternatively, individuals who use the overinvestment method hope to avoid
rejection by attempting to secure extremely close relationships with others (Downey;, et al.,
1997). Perhaps one of the most intriguing findings in the present study was that all three
women’s behaviours within their various intimate partnerships could, at different times, fit into
both of these categories. It seemed that the women went through phases in their dating life which
included both avoidant and overindulgent behaviour as well behaviour that could fall somewhere
in the middle; thus, it may be that these strategies are best viewed on a continuum rather than an
as alternative strategies.

In the present study, pushing and pulling were used to illustrate the dynamic experiences
of the participants. Up to this point the literature has not recognized the grey areas that the
women shared experiencing. The participants shared a variety of ways that women can “avoid”

without avoiding relationships altogether which represent the different degrees of pushing, as
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well as unique ways to pull their partners closer to them. At the time of the interviews, Kiara was
representative of a woman who was pushing partners away, as she explicitly stated her current
intention of avoiding potential partners. In her past, however, she has also attempted to pull
partners closer as demonstrated by her repeated forgiveness of partners who were not meeting
her needs and her mindset that it was better to have someone than no one. Anna has also pushed
and pulled at different times in her life. She demonstrated the possibility of “avoiding” or
pushing without avoiding relationships altogether, for example, by dating men who she did not
see a long-term future with. She too, however, stayed with a partner that she knew was being
unfaithful, which more closely represents the desire the pull a partner closer. It is noteworthy that
Anna and Kiara’s efforts to rekindle relationships, despite often having been betrayed by their
respective partners, are consistent with findings from past literature that suggest rejection
sensitive women often respond to rejection with effortful attempts to salvage the relationship
(Romero-Canyas, Downey, Reddy, Rodriguez, Cavanaugh, Pelayo, 2009).

As Beth was the only participant in a long-term partnership, she provided a distinct look
at how pushing and pulling can play out in a committed relationship. Her reactions, such as an
inclination to hit Adam in response to his lack of attention, or feeling excessively jealous of
anyone who may take him away from her, were consistent with previous findings that suggest
perceived rejection can prompt affective and behavioural reactions such as anger, hostility,
despondency, jealousy, and inappropriate attempts to control one’s partner’s behaviour
(Downey, et al., 1997; Romero-Canyas, et al., 2010). While Beth articulated that “[she] does not
abuse him or anything,” and that her reactions are more of an “inclination...to either fight or
flight” it is important to consider the dynamics at play in the relationship. Her automatic reaction

of hitting him is consistent with research that identifies rejection sensitivity as a risk factor for
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anger and reactive aggression that can be revealed verbally or physically (Ayduk et al., 1999;
Downey, et al., 1998; Berenson, Downey, Rafaeli, Coifman, & Leventhal Paquin, 2011). Perhaps
most intriguing about Beth’s story was her partner’s reaction to her aggression. Unsurprisingly, it
has been found that aggressive behaviours triggered by sensitivity to rejection tend to destabilize
relationships and increase the possibility of rejection by romantic partner (Downey, et al., 1998).
In part, this was true of Beth’s relationship as she recalled her partner admitting that her
automatic, aggressive reactions tended to cause him to avoid her. Despite this, however, Beth’s
relationship remained intact and the couple chose to communicate their needs to one another and
work together towards a more mutually beneficial dynamic. The couple’s devotion to each other
despite their experienced hardships suggests that there is more to learn about the dynamics of
rejection sensitivity as a self-fulfilling prophecy. By examining specific types of behaviours
within committed partnerships, we may be able to uncover what contributes to partners of
individuals who are sensitive to rejection leaving versus staying in their relationships.

Wait...Is It Happening Anyway?

It has been suggested that people learn to associate rejection with certain situations and
cues (Romero-Canyas, Downey, Berenson, Ayduk, & Kang, 2010). Consistent with previous
research, it was clear that each participant had her own trigger that activated anxious
expectations of rejection (Romero-Canyas, et al., 2010). Interestingly, each woman’s trigger
seemed to be similar to their original experience of significant rejection: for Anna, the possibility
of her partner cheating, for Kiara, the possibility that her partner may leave her, and for Beth, the
thought of her partner spending time with someone other than herself. While to a certain extent,
one could consider this normal and even logical, it has been found that individuals who are

sensitive to rejection are especially attentive to said cues, having a lower threshold for reaction;
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thus, experiencing more intense emotions when they occur (Romero-Canyas, et al., 2010).
Despite the intensity of their experienced emotions, the women often opted not to communicate
their concerns to their partners which is consistent with the finding that women who are sensitive
to rejection tend to engage in self-silencing behaviours; that is, they tend to suppress their
personal voice or opinions to maintain their relationships (Harper, Dickson, & Welsh, 2006).
Unfortunately, as shared by Kiara, self-silencing can lead to a build-up of anxiety which “[keeps]
getting worse and worse” likely leading to more intense reactions to perceived threats.

Perhaps the most intense reaction that the women reported experiencing in response to a
potential rejection was physiological. In fact, the women’s descriptions of panic attack-like
symptoms in response to perceived potential rejection including changes in heart rate, difficulty
breathing, and nausea are comparable to those experienced by individuals with post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD; American Psychiatric Association, DSM-1V-TR, 2001). This begs the
question, should mental health professionals be viewing the women’s initial experiences of
rejection as an experienced trauma? The original rejection sensitivity model does indeed consider
the experience of being significantly rejected by one’s parents (via emotional abuse, physical
abuse, etc.) an early interpersonal trauma (Downey et al., 1997); however, none of the
participants original experiences of rejection in the present study fit this definition. While Beth
identified feeling significantly rejected by her father, the rejection occurred in her late-teen years.
In fact, prior to this incident, she identified that she had a “really close” relationship with her
father. Further, Anna and Beth both shared that they had “good” and “supportive” relationships
with their parents and instead, experienced rejection by romantic partners. Currently, the DSM-
IV holds a very specific definition of trauma which limits the label to events that include

“threatened death or serious injury, or threat to one’s physical integrity” (PTSD; American
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Psychiatric Association, DSM-IV-TR, 2001, p. 463) clearly excluding the experiences of these
women. Given the mental and physiological reactions the women shared, it is possible that the
current definition limits our understanding of trauma and its legacy. It is important to consider
the weight of a threat to one’s psychological integrity (Brier & Scott, 2006). The termination of
an intimate relationship has been regarded as one of the most stressful events one can experience
(Leary, 2001). Further, it has been reported that the cessation of any personal relationship tends
to be followed by considerable anxiety (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Posttraumatic Relationship
Syndrome (PTRS) (Vandervoort & Rokach, 2003) has been proposed as a syndrome which
results from trauma experienced in the context of an emotionally intimate relationship. PTRS
was developed to honour the notion that posttraumatic symptoms are expressed on a continuum;
that is, not all individuals experiencing the effects of trauma will meet the full criteria for PTSD
(Vandervoort & Rokach, 2003). VVandervoort and Rokach (2003) suggest that rejection in the
context of a close interpersonal relationship is particularly likely to create a damaged paradigm
of interpersonal intimacy because of the inherent trust one gives to those who they partake in
intimate relationships with. Since one is more vulnerable in intimate relationships, violation of
trust, honesty, non-maleficence, and fairness is likely to be more traumatic in intimate
relationships that than in non-intimate relationships (Vandervoort & Rokach, 2003). Consistent
with the women’s experiences, it is suggested that individuals with PTRS feel a lack of control
resulting in a sense of vulnerability; thus, defense mechanisms are created to maintain
psychological stability. Given that intimate relationships are so strongly intertwined with one’s
sense of identity and security, it logically follows that feelings of loss of a sense of belonging and
compromised trust towards others can result from the loss or alteration of one's basic

understanding of intimate relationships (Vandervoort & Rokach, 2003). While the women’s
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experiences seem to align with the description of PTRS, it is important to critique the usefulness
of further categorizing individual’s experiences. It seems that by putting a label on women who
have had specific interpersonal experiences with trauma, we may be “depersonalizing” one’s
unique human experience and discounting the dynamic experience of post-trauma coping
(Freeth, 2007) and growth. While it is worthwhile to consider the severity of the impact a
significant experience of rejection can have on an individual, I do not believe it to be beneficial
to expand the definition of trauma to include women who feel that their original experiences of
rejection have lead them to feel sensitive to rejection in subsequent relationships. Feeling
rejected is an experience that the majority of individuals will have throughout their life;
therefore, most individual’s reactions to rejection may be better understood as part of normal
human experience. Given that the experience of rejection is largely universal, it is likely that
most individuals, at some point in their life, would fit the criteria for PTRS. Given the
universality of rejection and post-rejection coping, one could argue that rejection sensitivity
should not be a diagnosable mental illness, but instead, regarded and embraced as an inevitable
part of human experience that encourages personal growth.

Along with the physiological responses reported by the participants, the women also had
the shared experience of feeling intense emotion, especially anger, following potential or real
rejection experiences. It is widely accepted that feeling rejected normatively elicits anger (Leary,
Twenge, & Quinlivan, 2006) but individuals who are especially sensitive to rejection have a
higher tendency to respond to rejection cues with anger that is intense and uncontrolled
(Berenson, et al., 2011). Anna and Kiara both shared feelings of wanting to get revenge on the
men who hurt them and used profane names to refer to their ex-partners. Past research has

explored the link between rage like reactions and certain mental health diagnoses, finding that
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rage in response to rejection is more common in individuals diagnosed with borderline
personality disorder than those with no diagnosis (Berenson, et al., 2011). While anger may have
been the most prominent emotion experienced by the women in response to potential and real
rejection, the experience of feeling hurt, pain, and sadness was also shared, which is consistent
with previous research that suggests the experience of rejection results in increased risk for
depressive symptomology (Ayduk, et al., 2001). While the present participant’s reactions of
anger likely would not be considered that of uncontrollable rage and reaction of sadness may not
necessarily qualify them for a diagnosis of depression, this link does beg the more general
question: what part does personality play in the women’s reactions? Further, what connections
may there be between rejection sensitivity and other mental health diagnoses such as anxiety
disorders, personality disorders, or depression? While the answers to these queries are beyond
the scope of the present study, opportunities for further research assessing connections between
mental health and rejection sensitivity are vast.
A Continuous Journey

The word journey was used to describe the women'’s lived experiences because their
experiences of rejection sensitivity seemed to be dynamic. Up to this point, the literature has
seemingly regarded rejection sensitivity as a condition that, like a mental health diagnosis, can be
named and understood, but the experiences of the participants of the present study suggest that
they are not “rejection sensitive women” (e.g. Downey & Feldman, 1996) but instead, women
who have experienced and are continuing to experience rejection sensitivity.

Despite having been rejected in the past, a hope for future romantic relationships was
shared by the women who were not currently in committed partnerships. It has been suggested

that this sense of hopefulness demonstrated by women who are sensitive to rejection may stem
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from the acceptance that they feel in the early stages of romantic relationships which helps
maintain the power of the belief that the right partner has the potentiality to meet their needs in
the future (Downey & Feldman, 1996). While this notion may have some merit, the privilege of
speaking with the women personally leads me to believe that the hope that they expressed comes
at least partially, from an intrinsic belief that they deserve acceptance. Further, previous literature
stresses the healing power of positive relationships (Romero-Canyas, et al., 2010). In a study by
Kang (2006), anxious expectations of rejection were assessed at the beginning of student’s first
three years of university using the Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (Downey & Feldman,
1996). These participants then provided a history of their romantic relationships and reports of
their satisfaction in their relationships multiple times over four years. Results suggested that
women who reported experiencing relatively more satisfying relationships showed a decrease in
rejection sensitivity over time (Kang, 2006 as cited by Romero-Canyas, et al., 2010). Consistent
with this finding, Beth explained the evolution of her rejection sensitive tendencies, sharing that
she is now in a place where her and her partner, Adam, are working together to override her
automatic reactions in response to feeling rejected. Instead of immediately responding with
aggression, Beth now attempts to recognize her emotion and alter her reaction. Beth and Adam’s
team approach is consistent with the suggestion that a highly motivated individual and a partner
that can provide effective guidance and encouragement can elicit change (Downey & Feldman,
1996; Downey, et al., 1999).) That being said, the notion that a devoted partner is necessary for
change (Downey & Feldman, 1996) does not honour personal agency within women. Given the
insight and hopefulness shared by the Anna and Kiara, despite not yet having the long-term
experience of a devoted partner, | feel that is it within the woman to make attempts to understand

her own thought processes and reactions. Resiliency following romantic rejection is dependent
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on factors within an individual (e.g. self-esteem) (Waller & MacDonald, 2010); thus, the
suggestion that a partner is necessary to evoke change discounts an individual’s intrinsic
strength.

Strengths of the Study

There are several strengths of the present study. First, while extensive research on
rejection sensitivity in the context of interpersonal relationships has been conducted using
various research methods (i.e. established social cognition paradigms, experimental studies,
physiological recordings, brain-imaging, and diary studies) up to this point, the use of a
qualitative paradigm has been neglected. When used in conjunction with quantitative data,
qualitative research can help us to interpret and better understand the complex reality of a given
situation (Mack, et al., 2005). Past research on the phenomenon of rejection sensitivity seems to
present rejection sensitivity as a diagnosis, rather than an experience. By concentrating on three
women'’s stories, the present research shed light on the grey areas that cannot be recognized or
understood using solely quantitative methodologies; therefore, filling a gap in the literature.

In addition to adding to the primarily quantitative body of literature by using a qualitative
method, the use of IPA demonstrates a second strength of the present study. IPA allowed an in-
depth exploration of the perceptions of the experiences of women who identify with the current
definition of rejection sensitivity. Consistent with IPA, analysis of each individual case was
followed by a cross-case analysis which concentrated on identifying similarities among the three
women’s stories while also maintaining the individual experiences of each participant. By
keeping the sample size small, as recommended by Smith and Osborn (1998), | was able to
concentrate on all aspects of the women’s experiences, without neglecting part of the data, which

may have been a limitation of working with a larger sample size (Smith et al., 2009). In addition,
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IPA embraces the researcher’s subjectivity rather than attempting to remain objective as
consistently seen in the quantitative paradigm; therefore, the findings described represent the
“double hermeneutic” process which embraces both the participant’s perceptions of their
experiences as well as my own interpretations. Overall, using IPA allowed for a rich description
and interpretation of the lived experience of rejection sensitivity in women’s intimate
partnerships.
Limitations of the Study

As with all research, there were also limitations to the present study. First, the rejection
sensitivity model suggests that sensitivities to rejection develop as a response to the experience
of significant rejection, especially early parental rejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996). While
past research has utilized quantitative measures such as scales and questionnaires to measure the
participants experiences of rejection, the present study assumed that identification with the
current definition (a tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and overreact to rejection)
was enough evidence to assume the individual had something to share regarding her lived
experience of rejection sensitivity. Interestingly, two of the three participants experienced
romantic rejection, and one experienced parental rejection in her late-teen years. These types of
experiences are inconsistent with past research which suggests that early parental rejection is the
leading factor contributing to rejection sensitivity and regards rejection sensitivity resulting from
romantic rejection as more easily undone and less likely to generalize beyond romantic
relationships (Downey, et al., 1999); thus, it could be suggested that the women interviewed
were not prime candidates to learn about the phenomenon from.

A second limitation of the study is the possibility of more than rejection sensitivity

affecting the women’s thoughts and actions within their intimate partnerships. For one, it is
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important to contemplate that the women’s sensitivities could be at least partially reflective of
their cultural backgrounds which is especially relevant considering Anna, Kiara, and Beth were
originally from Taiwan, Trinidad, and Canada, respectively. Age and stage of development is
also important to consider. It is becoming widely accepted that between the ages of 18 and 25,
many women are emerging adults who are going through a time of identity exploration (Arnett,
2004). Originally, adolescence was seen as a time for identity formation; however, in today’s
society, individuals go through a stage in which they are no longer beholden to their parents, but
are neither yet committed to a full set of adult roles (Arnett, 2004). This stage of emerging
adulthood allows individuals to explore possibilities in various areas of their lives, including
romantic relationships. These explorations in love can be more complex in emerging adulthood
than adolescence since they tend to involve a deeper level of intimacy (Arnett, 2004). While
adolescent love tends to result in questions of “who do I enjoy being with?” experiences in love
during emerging adulthood tend to bring forth more identity-focused questions such as “what
kind of person am I and what kind of person would best suit me as a partner through life?”
(Arnett, 2004). As two of the three women fit in the category of emerging adulthood by age, and
all three women are university students, it is possible that some of the women’s sensitivities and
tendencies are reflective of this time of uncertainty in their lives. The women may simply be
going through a time of identity formation and are navigating experiences with potential partners
on a journey to understand what they would like for their romantic futures; thus, some of their
thoughts and behaviours may naturally evolve or dissipate as they come to adulthood and attain
stability in other aspects of their life.

A third and final limitation to the present study is inherent in the use of our language

system to describe experiences as well as my own inexperience as an IPA researcher. When
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using IPA, it is the job of the researcher to interpret the mental and emotional state of the
participant based on what they say; however, people often struggle to effectively express what
they are thinking and feeling, or simply choose not to disclose this information (Smith and
Osborn, 1998). Throughout the interviews, | found myself noticing a juxtaposition between the
tone of the story and the emotion conveyed by the participant while sharing it. Overall, I would
describe my conversations with the participants as light-hearted as the conversations often
included shared laughter. Despite the intense emotional undertones of many of the participant’s
experiences, all three women often laughed at their own recollections of their behaviour and said
things like, “it sounds crazy” or “it sounds so psychotic.” It is important to wonder about the
meaning of these inconsistencies and how they may have affected the data. Perhaps the women
were embarrassed of their experiences and sharing the stories without recalling the emotion that
went along with the experience was more comfortable? It is also possible that there is a true
disconnect between the women’s emotions and cognitions, and this disconnect may be reflective
of a way of coping aimed to numb the pain of their rejection experiences. As a new researcher, at
the time of the interviews, | did not fully recognize the importance of such observations; thus, in
future studies | would be more inquisitive, asking participants about the contradiction between
their words and conveyed emotions, rather than having to rely on guesswork after the fact.
Implications for Counselling Practice

In a world that is quick to put labels on lived experience, it is easy to regard rejection
sensitivity as a possible diagnosis with a specific set of symptoms that have been identified
repeatedly in the literature. While at first | considered the possibility of viewing rejection
sensitivity as a diagnosis, my experience researching rejection sensitivity through a qualitative

lens made me reconsider this view. While there are benefits for many individuals who receive
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mental health diagnoses, one must not ignore the potential limitations of diagnosis such as the
fact that diagnoses are imposed by outside experts rather than individuals themselves, diagnostic
categories ignore the uniqueness of the individual, and diagnosis focuses on symptoms, largely
ignoring the people’s capacity for self-healing (Freeth, 2007). Damage to one’s self-esteem,
alteration of one’s sense of identity, exposure to stigmatization associated with certain labels,
and the creation of ambiguity about the sense of responsibility for one’s own wellness are further
negative effects receiving a diagnosis can have on an individual (Freeth, 2007; Corrigan, 2005).
As such, perhaps my most profound learning from conducting this study was the finding that the
experience of rejection sensitivity is not as black and white as has been reported in past
literature. It can look one way on one day, and another the next. An individual can think or act a
certain way with one partner, and a different way with another. One’s experience of rejection
sensitivity seems to be influenced by many other factors: What else is going on the individual’s
life? Are they meeting goals unrelated to their love life, causing a boost in self-esteem? Are they
feeling like they are underachieving in other aspects of their life leading them to feel
incompetent or worthless? The circumstances contributing to one’s experience with rejection
sensitivity are likely endless. With this in mind, 1 no longer think that one can look at rejection
sensitivity as an entity in itself and create a therapy based on the current definition.

People walk into counselling offices every day exhibiting various degrees of “rejection
sensitive tendencies” reported in past literature such as avoiding relationships, having difficulty
trusting a romantic partner, or interpreting rejection in ambiguous situations for a myriad of
reasons. Given the variability of individual experience, it seems that the most logical and
beneficial place to begin is to see each person as a living story and learn about the client by

creating a strong therapeutic relationship and a safe space for the individual to feel vulnerable
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(which is especially important given the present finding that those who are sensitive to rejection
have a particular difficulty with allowing themselves to be vulnerable). As it has been
demonstrated in the past, as well as in the present study that women’s identities are largely
influenced by their relationships (Surrey, 1991; Crocker & Park, 2004) the most beneficial
therapy may be one that honours the importance of mutually empowering relationships for
women (Jordan, 1986; Surrey, 1986) while simultaneously fostering insight into the women’s
sense of self. An approach that empowers the woman to take responsibility for her own well-
being, fosters insight by exploring the past, and focuses on intrinsic strengths to nurture self-
esteem could be highly beneficial for women who identify with rejection sensitivity. Counsellors
should aim to help clients make sense of what is happening to them, aiding them to understand,
recognize and appropriately address somatic responses. Perhaps most importantly, counsellors
should help clients understand the universality and normalcy of rejection experiences, while
respecting the complexity and variability of each individual’s experience and encourage clients
to view their unique experiences of rejection as an opportunity to learn about the self through the
inevitable highs and lows that occur in intimate relationships.
Directions for Future Research

There are an abundance of unanswered questions related to rejection sensitivity that await
answers that require future research. To my knowledge, the present study is unique in its aim to
understand rejection sensitivity through a qualitative lens; thus, the possibilities for further IPA
studies are seemingly endless. To further understand the lived experience of rejection sensitivity,
one could speak with many different populations: individuals who have had a specific rejection
experience at a certain age (consistent with past research concentrating on early parental

maltreatment) (Downey, et al.,1997), men who identify with rejection sensitivity; individuals
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with various sexual orientations, individuals of differing ages, individuals diagnosed with mental
ilinesses, etc. Given the present finding that rejection sensitivity is dynamic and ever-evolving,
longitudinal studies could also provide an invaluable look at how other variables may influence
the look of rejection sensitivity throughout an individual’s life.

While conducting the present study, | found myself consistently asking questions that do
not yet have answers: Why do people who feel rejection sensitive continue to pursue
relationships? What gives many women who live with rejection sensitivity the hope and
motivation to continue to seek new partners? What variables contribute to individuals choosing
to avoid relationships altogether at one point, and stay in unsatisfying relationships at others?
How, if at all, does the initial experience of rejection affect the individual’s experience of
rejection sensitivity (e.g. rejection from one’s father, mother, peer, romantic partner, etc.)? How
do the women select potential romantic partners? Can an individual who is sensitive to rejection
at one point in time, no longer experience this sensitivity later in life? If yes, can an individual
work through rejection sensitive tendencies without having a partner or as past research suggests,
is the company of a loving, committed partner necessary (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Romero-
Canyas, 2010)? While some of these questions may be best suited for further quantitative
research and others qualitative, it is my hope that research of rejection sensitivity continues to
develop by seeking answers to the above questions, as | believe, we have only scratched the
surface of this phenomenon.

Conclusion

The present study was the first of its kind that aimed to understand rejection sensitivity as

a lived experience. This research contributed a new layer of understanding to the existing body

of knowledge by examining how women experience rejection sensitivity within their intimate
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partnerships and how their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours have impacted their romantic lives.
In chapter one, the current, widely accepted definition of rejection sensitivity was introduced as a
tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and overreact to rejection (Downey & Feldman,
1996). This definition stemmed from a relatively large body of quantitative literature that has
aimed to understand the dynamics of the phenomenon from a largely developmental perspective.
As an individual who has closely followed rejection sensitivity research, when | first
began the present study, | expected my findings to further substantiate the current understanding
of the phenomenon. In part, this occurred. All three women shared experiences of anxiously
expecting, readily perceiving, and overreacting to rejection within their romantic relationships.
As the study progressed, however, | found my understanding of rejection sensitivity evolving. |
began to see rejection sensitivity as fluid and ever-changing, rather than constant and
measurable. Consistent with past research, the women seemed to operate with the goal of
protecting themselves from experiencing further rejection by romantic partners (Downey;, et al.,
1999), but it also became clear that the sense of control they sought was additionally intended to
protect themselves from the negative implications further rejection may have on their sense of
selves. Instead of either avoiding relationships altogether, or overindulging in partners with the
hopes of attaining unconditional love (Downey et al., 1997), the women phased back and forth
between various levels of these extremes, often falling somewhere in the middle. The women
seemed to be on continuous journeys of understanding how rejection sensitivity influences their
thoughts and actions within intimate partnerships, each woman at a different stage of the journey.
When asked if she believed rejection sensitivity could be completely overcome, Beth expertly
responded, “yes and no,” an answer that I endorse. While indeed, it seems that rejection

sensitivity may be a deeply ingrained response arising from past rejection experiences (Downey,
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et al., 1997), the women’s shared sense of hope suggests that a women’s personal experience of
rejection sensitivity is best viewed as an opportunity to learn and grow, whether it be with a
romantic partner or on her own. Through the lived experiences of Anna, Kiara, and Beth, it is my
hope that women, and those devoted to helping them, will be encouraged to understand their own
unique relationships with rejection sensitivity and navigate their own journeys with a sense of

hope for mutually satisfying and beneficial romantic relationships in their futures.
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RejectionSensitivityStudy2012@gmail.com

APPENDIX A: INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE

Have you been rejected in the past?
...Are you now afraid of being rejected by your intimate partner?

Are you a woman who has been in romantic relationships where you find
yourself anxiously expecting, readily perceiving, or overreacting to rejection (or
even the thought of rejection!) by your partner?

If yes, you are invited to participate in a research study entitled:
Exploring the Influence of Past Rejection on Women's Experiences in Intimate Partnerships:
An Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis.

I am a University of Saskatchewan graduate student in the School and Counselling Psychology
program looking for participants that meet the following criteria:

/ 1. Female, between the ages of 18 and 30. \
2. You believe that you anxiously expect, readily perceive or overreact to rejection, or the
thought of rejection, in your romantic relationship.
3. You feel that you have experienced some type of rejection in the past (e.g. parental,
peer, romantic, etc.)
4. You have been in, or are currently in, a heterosexual committed romantic relationship.
5. You are able to commit up to 4 hours of your time to partake in two interviews and to

\ review the transcript after the initial interview. /

If you are interested, please send the phone nhumber you can be reached at by email to
Amanda Merkosky:

RejectionSensitivityStudy2012@gmail.com

You will receive a $50 honorarium to help cover any costs (e.g. childcare, transportation) you
may have incurred as a result of your participation.

RejectionSensitivityStudy2012@gmail.com
RejectionSensitivityStudy2012@gmail.com
RejectionSensitivityStudy2012@gmail.com
RejectionSensitivityStudy2012@gmail.com
RejectionSensitivityStudy2012@gmail.com
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APPENDIX B: TELEPHONE SCREENING GUIDE

R: Thank you for expressing interest in the research study. | would just like to confirm that you
meet the participation criteria for the study. First, | need to confirm that you are willing to
participate in the study and able to commit to two interviews that will last no longer than 1 to 2
hours each?

R: How old are you?
R: Have you been in or are currently involved in an intimate, heterosexual relationship?

R: Do you feel that you have experienced some type of rejection in the past? This can be
anything from having felt rejected by a parent, a friend, a romantic partner, etc.

R: The poster advertisement asked “Are you a woman who has been in romantic relationships
where you find yourself anxiously expecting, readily perceiving, or overreacting to rejection (or
even the thought of rejection) by your partner?” What about this statement drew you to the
study?

R: Great, now that we covered the participation criteria, 1 would like to set up a time to meet
with you and hear about your experiences.

If individual does not meet participation criteria...

R: Again, | want to thank you so much for your interest in the study. Unfortunately, I am looking
for participants that meet a very specific criterion. You have indicated that you (insert reason
that individual does not meet criteria e.g. are below 18 years of age; have not been in a romantic
relationship). Since the topic of my study is so specific and there are only going to be three to six
participants, | need each woman to be (insert example of passing criteria e.g. above 18 years of
age; have been in a romantic relationship). I could not be more appreciative that you contacted
me and am so sorry to have to pass up your offer to participate.
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW GUIDE

Interview Questions and Probes

Interview One:

1.

Please tell me about your history of romantic relationships.

Possible Probes (used only if the participants have difficulty articulating their experiences):

How many have you been in?

How long was the relationship?

Who ended the relationship?

Is/are there any relationship/s that you identify as most significant to you?

You have identified that you anxiously expect, readily perceive, or overreact to rejection
in your relationships. Please tell me about your experiences of rejection.

Possible Probes (used only if the participants have difficulty articulating their experiences):

Please tell me about some of your relationships with people who you feel you were
rejected by.

Please tell me about your past relationship with this person.

Please tell me about your present relationship with this person.

Please tell me about the times when you think about these experiences of rejection.

What I’d like for you to do now is tell me about how you believe that those experiences
of rejection have impacted your thoughts, feelings, and behaviours in your romantic
relationships. You can begin wherever you’d like and include or leave out whatever
you’d like. You can talk about your past romantic relationships as well as your current
one. There are no wrong answers; | am just interested in learning about how you feel
your experiences of rejection have influenced your romantic relationships.

Possible Probes (used only if the participants have difficulty articulating their experiences):

Please tell me about a time when you expected to be rejected by your partner.

Please tell me about a time when you experienced anxiety because you were afraid that
your partner was going to/rejected you.

Please tell me about a time when you feel that you overreacted to a situation where you
felt rejected by a romantic partner.

Please tell me about your confidence level pertaining to your past/present relationship/s.
How important is being in a relationship to you?

Please talk about your partner’s level of commitment to you.

Please talk about how confident you are that your current relationship will last.
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e Please talk about how you think that your prior experiences of rejection influences how
you behave in your relationship.

4. For my last question today, | wonder if you could please tell me about any positives you
have taken away from any of the experiences we have discussed today.

Possible Probes (used only if the participants have difficulty articulating their experiences):

e Please talk about any personal growth you feel you have experienced.
e Please talk about a lesson you learned because of your experiences that you consider
valuable.

Probes that may be needed throughout the interview:

Please tell me a story or give me an example to demonstrate what you just explained.
Please tell me more about that...

How did you feel about that?

What was that like for you?

What do you mean?

Interview Two:

1. During today’s interview I would like to discuss with you themes that have surfaced
throughout our last interview. The following is a list of themes that have surfaced; do you
feel these themes are reflective of your experiences as a rejection sensitive woman? If
yes, how so? Is there anything you feel | have missed?
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APPENDIX D: DATA RELEASE FORM

Exploring the Influence of Past Rejection on Women's Experiences in Intimate Partnerships:

An Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis

Data Release Form

I, , have been given the opportunity to discuss the

content of my interview transcripts with Amanda Merkosky as well as provided with the
opportunity to request a copy of my initial interview transcript and add, alter, or delete
information from the transcript as appropriate. 1 acknowledge that the themes identified from the
transcripts accurately reflect what | said in my personal interview. | hereby authorize the release
of the content of both interview transcripts to Amanda Merkosky to be used in the manner

described in the Consent Form. I have received a copy of this Data Release Form for my own

records.
Name of Participant Date
Signature of Participant Signature of Researcher
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APPENDIX E: APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL

Far adminigiralive uss anly
Files Murmbser: Diale rederaed

UNIVERSITY OF  Lniversily Regina Ou'Appelle
SASKATCHEWAN oRegina ((Regina QuiAppe

Applicaﬁun for Behavioural Research Ethics Review

Evalpating Applications

The matters of greatest concem o the Behavimmal Research Ethics Hoard (Beh-BEB) are the issuwes of
informed consent of participants, voluntary participation, profection of individeal privacy (confidentiality and
anpoymity), and safepnanting partcipants from any harmful results doe to participation or non-partcipation m
the proposed investigation or ressarch project. Chr evaleation of an application is based on the degree io which
each of these concems are safisfied; when filling out the applicaton, researchers are urged to consider these
points, and o explain to the Beb-BER the steps they will take to address the concems. Fesearchers are also
urped fo comsalt the Trh-Counci] Policy Stafement 1 for more mformation and guidance.

The Beh-FEB acknowledpes the variety of paradigms and methodologies cumenily available o ressarchers,
and that each of thess paradipms entails its own particnlar ethical isswes. Thms, thers may be more than one
way i address an ethical issne. Fessapchers should feel free to suggest alternatve approaches or to explain
why a particular reguitement is mot appropriate in the context of a ziven project.

+* Al text boges will expand once <Boter is selected or the curser moves to the next seciion **
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Analysis
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1.8 [1.8.1 Froposad Project Period: GN 1.8 From (MDD, iR 2012 To {MMDOYY Julh X3
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PART 2: CONFLICT OF INTEREST

2.1.1 k& there any real, potandlal or perostvad conflkst of Interset jany perconal or financial Intarsst in the condwct or
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XK EMIIl'u'nf‘hnruumt-m membemn of She recsarch team andior thedr Immadials Tamily membars:
Recetie personal bensils In conmecion with this project oser and aboyve the direct oosts of conducting the project,
such a5 permunerlion or EmpkyymenT
- Recetve sipnificant paymenis of ofer sors from e sponsor such as grants, compensalion im the fonm of egulpment
2.1 or suppiles or retalners. for ongoing consslision and honoraria?
= Hawe 3 non-Inancial relstorship with 8 sponsor (such &3 unpald consulant, boand memcership, sdvisor or ofher Ron-
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Hawe any dirsct imsolvement with e sponsor such as stock ownership, stock oplions or board membesrshin.
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profiect or the sponsar?
Haxe any clher reiaborship, financial or non-inanclal, Sat Frot disciosed, could b= construsd as & conflict of Interest™
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PART 3: BRIEF OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH PROJECT

Erlefly desoriba the projeot, He objectives and potantial cignificanos |2E0-600 wordsl: GH 3.1
Ceniral o the heman chamcher |s a desine fior accepiance: and a desine b asold rejecion by others (Dosney & Feldman, 1996}
Unforunatsly for many, the evasion of rejecion s unavoldable . Afischment theory suggests hat seopls bring expectafons
from one relationship and apply them fo subsequent relabonships (Bowby 1565, 1573, 13500 The influsnce of the alachment
miodel Is apmarent in e heory of ‘rejection s=nsithely”, which suppests that eary evperiences of rejeciion {e.0 parenial
refeciion, peer rejection) cam resul Inthe fendency o andossly sxpect, readily peroetee, and overm=act o rejechon by
signHicant olhers in fulure relabonships (Fzidman & Downey, 19548, Harper, Dickson & \Weish, 2008 Asher & Cole, 1350;
Cosaney, Bonlcs & Rincon, 792950 An sbundance of guan@iafve ressanch has sugpesied that rejeciion sensiivity has
signHicant mplicaions regamding how peopie ihink, feel, and behase i thelr inlimais relabionships [Dosney & Feldman, 13387
Downey, Feldman, & Ayduk, 2000 Ayduk, Downey & Klm, 2001; Dosney et al., 1595 Desplis this inoaledge, we know [He
about the Ived myperience of he rejeclion senshbe woman. How' 0o women experience rejecion sensiivby” shin her
Inlimails parnerships™ To explore his phenomenon, 8 qualiathe reseanch approach s applicable. Using interpredse

3.7 [Phe=nomenolegical anaiysis, the present study sims 10 gain am undersianding of how women evperence ‘rejection sensiviby”

" |wdthin their Inimate parnerships and how their thoughts, f=e=lings, and behawiours have Impacied el romanbc Ives.
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percepions Inked o positive change could b= ivvaluable for those winose romantic ves ans suSering from prior nejeciion

Inkerprefive phenomenciogical aralysls (IFA) I8 perfomed with the goal of exploring, Im detall, kow participanis make se=ns= of
fiheir personal and sodal world (Smith & Osbom, 1335). The approach s phenomenoiogical as it includes a mmprehenshse
examinaiion of each participant’s ived experencs In an ati=mpt io understand the Individusls personal perospbon or acoount
ol an event {Smith & Csbomn, 1555). As e majority of presiows research on rejeciion senstlvily suppests, mainsiream
sychology b srongly commitied b guanSisfye and sxperimenial methodology (Smith & Osbom, 1558) IPA desiates from this
monm by employing In-depih phenomenoiogical analysis, an effectve tachc o study how peopie think about what ks happening
fio them (Smith & Osbom, 133E8]. In the proposed study, the phenomenon of interesf 15 how women eeperience ‘refecion
sensivity’ within el inbmale parrerships. More specficaly, how hasee the i oughts, f=elings, and behaviowrs impaciesd thelr
romanbc relafiorships T As the poal of IPA s o gain an undersianding of the pariicipant's personal percepiion or acoount of an
esenit, this methodology is highty appropriale for e present study.

Method:
As the purpose of the present shidy Is 1o gain an understanding of the peridpant's personal peroepdon or acoount of thelr
egperienoe as & rejection sansihie woman nadigating an intmale relationship, dats will be generated in sami-sinaciunes
phenomenoiogical Infterse=ws. (Smith, Fiowers, & Larkin, 2009). The inlendess will b= desipned 1o pet as dios= to the ved
experienos of ihe phenomenon as possibie by encowsging peridpants o provide rich, defalied, retrospedise accounts of their
experienoes In ther own words ([Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2005 In IFA shidies, inferdlews are st up as events Ghat faciiate
fihe disosssion of relevant topics which In furn, allows the rese=arch geesiion fo be snswered via analysls (Smith, Flowers, &
ILarkin, 200); s, an nfersdew guide with a seres of open-ended questons and pofental probes (Van Den Hoonand, 21 Z)
wears. creabed for e inferylews with sach paficpant and will be wsed i oossly guide the Irkemcion and ensune that neleseanit
fliopics are covered {Ses Agpendhe A Questions are worded openly o ensere assumpions of e ressarcher are not being
fimrsmited fo the parfidpant that mesy iead them fowards pafiodar arswers (Smih, Floeers, & Larkin, 2005]. Of uimost
Importance s e kienlion o view the inlendews as a ‘consersafion with & purpose’ (Bmiin, et al, 2005) and o gain an
understanding of the [ved experences of the rejedion sersive indlsideal.
Two semi-sirucured inberviews will be conduched with sach paricipant and wil be audio-recondssd for later analyses The first
3.2 |inlendew will be conducted wilh the purpose of gaining InMal irsight inho the experiences of paricipanis. Three general
quesions wil b= posed regarding fhelr expedences. iIn romaniic r=lationshios, expedences of refedion, and fhelr expedences.
&5 2 rejedion sensfive woman in an infimaie reiaSonship. A flourth and final guesiion, which foosses on any posithees that the:
paridpant may have taken sweay from her seperiences, will be posed at the end of the pbendew with the Inieni of bringing the
peridpant back o "newiral” sfter discussing pobentally dificult opics. A ssoond Irerdes will then be conducied wilth e
panpose of presenting the parfidpant wih the themes gensrsied from e firsf Infersi=w and sngaging in a discussion regarding
fihe accumcy of the analyses (Van Manen, 1350]. Any addbonal data obéalnesd from fhe second Iverdlew wil also be
fimmsoibed and analyzed fior further themes. Curing ihe sscond infersiew, participants wil = asked fo sign a data releas= form
for e use of Their daia collecied In e Interdews (Bee SAppendi B

|Doata Aerealysis:

There Is no prescripiive method of Galn analysis within IPA ressarch; however, an idographic apmroach Is suppesisd,
[ginning with one Ccase at a fime and sioady working up io mone general calegorizsfons or daims. The process of dat
analysis will be compisied In several siapes:

Epge 1 | wil redlesy the franscripts wilh e inient o make not= of anything that inibsily s=ems Rderesing or sipniicant (=g.
‘similariies and diferences; confradicions. in what the participant sakd)

Einge 2 | wil start oser and his time, ook for emerging hemes which sl not only reflect the paricipant's ariginal wonds but
iy Inkerpretation of their stores.

Enpe ¥ | wil atemp o make sense of any conneclions betesen the emergent hemes. This rocess will provide me with
chusiers of themes which nepresent key aspecis of he participant’s experence. The second inferview, which Involees sharing
fihe transoript and =siatilshed themes wih the parfidpant, wil act 25 & confimation thad the Themes Identfied acourabety
represent the experience of the parficipant.

Elape 4- Az recommended by Smith and Csbonn, | wil compieie this process for each imnsoript s=pamiely. Upon complieton of|
all ranscripls, a master table of themes {which represent all participants data) will be creabed.

Elape & Inihe final siage, | wil rmnsiste the hemes info a nansiiye acoount of the data. The hemaiic analysls wil be
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[ [oresenisd in & resulls secton, Tollowsed by a discussion that almres fo iRk fhe themes fo cunnent [Beratore, and remsod a final
descriplion ouliining the meanings inherent In e paricipant’s ed seperences o provide 3n endersfanding of how women
experience rejection senstfvlty wihin ther intimale cartrerships.

Frovide deinls reganding the dursfon and ocafon of dats collechon eventisl GH 3.3

i = aniicipaled Se =xch Ink=rdew will be spprorimalely 0D 120 misules: in lengih. imleraisss will mke placs In an avalisbis
classnoom at e Uinkersity of Saskalchewan.

[] crusstionnaire ["] Paricipant Cbservation
[ Indivicual Intenviews: || Focus Groups
a2 || Group Interiew || Hon-mmashve physical meassremenis
[ Widentzucia reconding || Secondary use of dafa or analysks of exising dab
|| Home vishs || Ethmography
[ Crihar:

PART 4: PROJECT DETAILS

4.1.1 Wl you have amy Infermest-baced risraction with partiolpante? GH 4.1
[[] Ye= B Mo

4.2.1 Wl your recearch Invodve Aboriginal Peocplss Ingluding First Mablone, Inul and Médle psoples? GH 4.2
4.3
[]¥es [ Mo

4.3.1 Wil the project Involvs community-bacad parbolpatory recaarch? OGN 4.3

4.1

43

[Y¥es [
[l decepdion of any Kind be neoseeary In hic projecT QN 4.4
Bl ve  mEwe

Indicais Boa the partiolpants wil b dabrisfed folicwing their pariicipadion [IFf appBcablal, and decorbe how the
Information cn the recults of the recsarch will be made avallable to partisipands onos the sfudy hac ended. Debriafing
a5 & parHoulariy Importand I deosgdion hac basn uced. OM 4.6

At fhe cliose of the study, paricpants will be fhanked for thelr iInvolsement and ghsen e opporiunity 1o @Sk any quesbons ey
mighi hase. Bo that e may access a copy of the results of he shudy, they will be provided with he res=archers conkack
|In'hlrnlu1.

Wil particlpants be compencatsd? OH 48

an [ Ve [ Na

Flease Include detaslls:

Farticipants will recetse & 350000 honomnums o compensste for thelr Bme and poteniial rarsel costs.

4.7.1 Wl parileipands ba ancerymout In the data gatharing phsse of She cludy? (Anonymows means that no link can
be scizblikched beolwsan fhe parilipard and She ressarch - no one Including the recearchar knows who
participatad In the racsarah):

[ Yes [ Mo

4.7.2 W the confdendlalty of partiolpants and thelr data be proleciesd? (Confidentaltty meane that no link can b
agtabliched babyesn the collssdsd Information and the pariloipand's ldendky)

B Yes [ Mo
4.7 | 4.7.3 1 yes, are thars any imis {o sonfidentiality:

H“duuhhmumpmmmmmmkmmmmmm

[ |L-1l-ld.uu'lnnnrﬁc|t Individual parfloipants could be ldentfed beoauce of the nature or clzs of the campls or
besauss of their relatlonchip with tha recearcher.

|—|L-1l-ld.uu'h:-l-uhll.lm: progedurss for reoruking or celecting participanis may compromiss the confidentially of
partisipants js.g. partiolpants are rafarred fo the chady by a pareon outclds the recearch tsam)

[[] it

FEH Al ewtan 1o Behasioora | R Efin R i | ! up dete 8-Fab-2012)
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PART 3: ESTIMATION OF RISKS AND BENEFITS

E£.1.1 Do you considar thic projsct fo be: GM 81
HH"‘THF.H I Abose Minimal Risk

E.1.2 Indlosis H tha partiolpamic might sxparisnss any of fhe following:
Rick of peyohologisal or emotional harm or disscenfort (8.0, trauma, anxledy, sirece)
Thee iopic being explored I sensithve In nalure; hus, recalling past sxperienoss fas the polenlaiity o cause disconmion or
emoiional faige In pariicipants.
Lagal repercsssions for partlolpating Im the studyle.g. posciblify of baing swed, charged with eriminal scivEy)]
disolosurs of pact or future ariminal aotivitec, e8o.)
Due o the nabure of The opic discussed, R is posshbis that a pafid pant may reveal sk they haee beendans in abuske
spousal or ismiial Shusfons. ¥ a paficdnsnt revesls that Sers 15 a minor imesolved im 8 dangenous shualion, ks my duty o
report this Enowiedge for he proteciion of e child. Parficipants: wlll be imfomed of this during e ooRssnt proosss.
Zoolsl mparcussions (ag. oefracloed, being negatiivedy |udged by paers or smployer, Tired fram wour job)
Fio
Risk of phiysioal harm or discomor je.g. faling, mucols paln, Brednacs, weskne<s, NALGHE)
Fio

E.1.3 Deworiba how ther rick will be managed {including an sxplanation && io wiy an aformaihe approached sould not
be weadl. I approprats, kdemiity amy recources, =g physiolan or oouncelor, to which partiolpants can ba refsrmed.
OHELS
51 Risks associated with this shudy are minimal howeser, | s possbis hat pariicipans may experiesnce some discomfort or
emolional faligue discussing hedr evperences of refecion, past reiationships, and thelr sgpedence of eecion sersiily within
el romantc relafionship. In &ddiBon, It may cause negathve memones o suface. Parficipants will b= informeed ihat they hoee
e rightt o defermmine what Is discussed In the mberdews and may rehese o answer any queston. They will e Irionmmeed that
thiey haye the right 1o request o lum off he sudla recorder at sy ime. They will also = nolfed that ey hase be rght o iske
& break and resume e session when ey are ready of end e session at any me. Paridpants will be glven a s of
oounssions fhat they may contact o furher disosss any emofional disoonmiont ey sxpedenced I they choose [Ses Appendlx
1. 1wl also mnsure that e pasticipanis know that I ihey Rave guesiiors regarding these spences, | would b= hapoy io
provdiie wih any mfomeation they may need. In addion, a5 ceiined In ihe consent form, participants wil be imformed prior b
the beginning of the first inkendew, That ' hey disosss a sHuaion In which achiid s s an sbushee shistion St B must be
reported, and confidenbslEy will be bmken. As | recopnize that e opic of the propossd shudy s sersilse n nalue, my inal
quesdan In e fiest inberdew o ihe parbcipants in designed o tap Imo any posithe lessores. They mey Faee galnedd Trom fheir
experiences of rejection. By ending he hiendes on & more posifee node, | hope b bring the pafidpant back o “eeulmal® and
atbernpt bo reduce any disconmior or regatiee fesings that may have ans= during the inlEndes
E 1.4 H above mimimal rick, what ars the Tksly beneflic of the recsaroh to the racearohar, partiolpant, the recesroh|
sommmunity and coolsty that would Just®y acking partiolpants to partiolpats™ 38514
Talking about one's experenoes of rejeclion sensiikdty In romanbc relsiorship may be benedicial, as IEprovides an opportunity
fo gain a more In-depth undersianding of one's egperience. in addBan, parbdcipesbng in s shady will help proside
understanding of e =xtent of the impact of eecion sersBvily on inbmake relsbonships and k=i Imfoam GBoss in Ge heipng
profession who work wih women in simliar slhusiions.

PART &: PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT

Decorbs She parflicipandc and the orBerla Tor thelr Inclusion or sxsluclon. Indloabs the membsr of partkdpands and &

biriaf rationale for thee Inkemded numbser of pardolpants: GHE1

Smith and Sisbom {1552 supgpest that an approprisie sample siz= for a shudy of this nalure ks ffees o sie due o the Tact that
fhls ranpe allows for suficent In-depd engapement with sach indvidual case but also aliows 3 detsllesd examinabon of
similarity and diference, corrsergenos and divergence; s, using punposies sampling, Tres o s women will be recrufies for
paricinafion Pumposhie sampilng alioars for the perposefsl seleciion of pardcirants (WMomow, 2007 | on e basls of el abillky
o prowide e ressarcher with an enderstanding of e phenomenon being studled (Memiam, 2002, Folkinghorne, 2005).
Faricipants wil b= seeched sooonding bo the Sollowing oriferiac

8.1 1. Female, befween ihe ages of 18 and 30
Z The pariicipant percebsaes ihemseil o i e definion of ‘refedion sensive’ fons who arodoesly eapechs, readly percelves
and orvemeacts io nejeciion].
3. The pariicipant fieels. that they have experenced some type of rejedion In fhe pass (=g, parental, peer, romaniic]
4. Has been In & heteros=wusl commiti=d romandic refabionship &t some point Im her He.
S | able to commilk ug B 4 hoers of el time io parfake In & scresning questionnaine (R5E], o interdews and a resiew of

e irmnsoript.

FeEH Asplewdan [ Behixhe ol Himnass Bl Rire vy {bio? i dis B-Fab-2012)

120



A Temale sampls |5 well sulled for the present shudy because acoonding o previous ressanch, e prospect of disagresment and
confiict in reisfiorships fends toelici sironger refecion concems In women ihan men; thus, the simiegies disosssed ars mone
Eypically poriryed In rejection sensithve women.
[ 5- Prowids a detalled decoription of the method of moruiment. 38 8.2
Faridpants will be recrulled Srough posier adveriising throughout e Unkersily of Easkaichessn campus (See
Appendix 0. Ane-mall address, set up for e punpose of the present study, will be Isfed 30 that thos= inferesied can
make conmact with the researchers. Upon receting the pofeniial parfidpant's e-mall response o e posier, oniact
Wil b= made via isephone o ensure pafidpants i e elighilly oiera {See Appendix EL

6.2 222 How will prospsofive pariiipanis be ldentilad?

Tio Brsure Tk polsrdal participants i the =igbIEy crleds, an niEal eiephane comersaion Wil iake pacs.

223 Whowill contact procpactve parflcipants? Desoribe the courss of the contaot Information, how they will bes
pontactad and as applloable, who originally collscbad She coniact Informabion. Encirs any latisre of InElal
pontact ar ofher recnaSment materialies ars aBached, & g adverilesmenis. lyvers, islsphons corpd, efo.
Ehudem researrher, Aeranda Marknsky, wll corfsct prospecthe raficpanis . The poster advarisment wil =] foss
rhenesiad 1o send ar emall iz the project emall addness wih 8 fisohone nurber that ey car be reached at

In caces whars §he rassarch Involves spssial or vulnerable populations, distinot cutheral groups, of In casac whars the
racaareh Ic abows mimimal rick, fhe recsarchar chould desoribs fhalr axparisncs or traning In working wih the
population. ¥ nona of these orBerla apply, this cecflon may bs omitted. 38 8.3

A

Whars ralovant, pleacs axplain any relationship jpre-sxlcting, owrrest or sxpsobed fo hawvs) bedwean the recearchanie)
amd the resaarched g, metrocdorstudend, mansger-smployes, oo-workers, family membesrsiinimate refatlonehips,
4 |edo). Plescs pay cpeoisl atbsriion fo relationships Inwiiloh thars may be a power diferential. Desorbes sy
salaguards and procadurss io prevent pocelbls undiss Influsnos, soarolon or Induosment. G .4

A

63

PART T: CONSENT PROCESS

Deseriba the proosss that will be used to obtain Informad conseni.  Finste nots that I ks the oonient of e eonsent,
not the formad thad o Importand. If the recsarch Involvec oollscilon of perconally ldentiSables Informaflon drom a
recaarch partiolpant or axiracflon of personally ldsmiifable Information from an sxicting delabacs, plsacs desoribe
how sonsent from te individusle or suthorization from the dabs cesfodlan will be obtalmed. 1 thers will b2 no wrilisn
poncent, plesss provide & raficnals for oral or implied consent je.g., oufural sppropristsnscs, online quactonnalrs,
sio.} and axplain how conssnd will bs recorded.

7441  Decoriba tes concant prosece. QN 7.1
Imfonmead Donsent Wil be obitsinsd with a writlen corsent fom Riroduced at e beginning of e Tiest mbenieer [Ses
Appendix Fl The form cieaiy ouliines e detalls of e resssnch project, and paficpenst righits. and obigations.
ER Eigning = form wil signiy e paricisents’ undersianding of these righls and cblipabons, and Wil be accepted &5
consantio pardcpate. Paricipants wil receise & oopy of the cons=nt fonm for helr reconds.
742 'Who will sck for aonsant?
1, e shudent researcher will 3sk fe paricipants for iheir consent

748  Whers, and under what ciroumstanase will sencent ba obEsined?
Corsent will be chtaired 3 the baginning of the st intsnvies by 8l parScipants.

714 Dosorbe any sSuation In which the renewal of consent for thile ressarch might bes approprkabs and o thiss:
would taks placa (8.g. longRudinal cludise, mutipss dats oollection evemis, o).
HIA

M vy or all of the partiolpants ars chilldran andéor ars mot competend fo concent, dscoribs the prossce by which
mpatsncy will be sssacoed, the proposad atsrnats eource of coneent - Inoluding any permicskon’
7.2 | viormation latter to s providad to the pamson|c) providing the aftsmate concant - ac well 3¢ the ssxant procace Tor

parficipanie. OH 7.2
[

Decaribs your plans for providing projeat reculic 1o the martlolpank? GN 7.3
73 |# participanis wizh by obéain & copy of the compiei=d sludy, ey will be nottied Inthe consent foms o contact me at

FejectionSensiths e Sy 201 2@ pmeall oo or call my hesis superdsorn, Or, Stephanie Marin ot SEE-S255
Herar amd ‘wiven are parfisipants: Informad of the right fo wEhdraw? What proosdurss =il b= Tollowsd Tor partiolpants

who wish fo wittsdraw af any point dering Bhe study? BH TS

Farticipants wil b= irionmed i the cons=mt fonm that feir partiopation ks volustary aed they may sithd o fom fe ressanch
project for any neason, st any Gme during thelr paricpaton in ihe study, wihout expianafion or penaity of any ot IF they
choose bo witdraw, data colecied will e celzted from S sSudy and desioyed, IF desired. Farticipents wil also b= nformed of
fe Imiks fo i Aight S0 whhcrew: Cnce e dais Is aggregated and pressnied, It wil Ro longer be possibis to withdew.

74
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PART 8: DATA SECURITY AND STORAGE

Indicate the promderes you plez to implement to mfeguard and stors the dam. Identfy the parsem who will be asmnxing
responsibiliny for deta storage (University regalaticss require the rusearchar or the suparvises, in the cam of smdant
rnmm:'h..bn:nl:m]].-rbmﬁnMHhUmmuTnfSulm“hlmmﬂfﬁn}unla;:ml]:l.n-:-:-mplu:lm
of the sudy - (Pmocedurs ; ]

Wihio will gomduot the dats uuuuuhum_am

8.1 I, Asreanda hMerkosky, Wil collsct he dala.

Who will havve aosect io the original dats of the cludy7 0N 5.2
Cinly meysel, and my supsrvisor, Or. Stephanke Martin wil have acoess o he onginal dats of the study.

B.2

How will confidensialty of orlginal data bes maintsined s well ac prasarving or destroying deia sfsr the recearch s
goenplsisd. For ol daka (=0 papsr rsoords, audio or vieual resordings, slsalronio resondings), Indlosts the: 58 8.3
£3.1 Parcon responeibls for dats sborags:

At e end of the mesearch project, the resuls and assoc abed mskerisl oech as sedlo recomdings and fmnsoipts wil be
safequarded and sacursly siored on campus at e Unkersdty of Baskalchesan by my supsndsor, Or. Siephanks Marin, for a
mbnimum of Tee years. To prolect paricipants snomymiky, signed consent fonms will be shored ina s=parsts iocation Trom he
data reconss. Wihen he data 15 no longer requined, E'wil be approprialely destroyed.

232 Dsts saouriy during trancporbaiion from oollsciion ol
B3

£.3.3 Mesanc and Icoation of clorsge (8.g. & kokad Tling cabinet, paccword prodecisd computsr Nliss, sncrypton):
Elecironic dats will be sored on & passeond profecied, encrapied compuler. Hard coples of e dalas will be siored ina locksd
fling cabinet.

£.3.4 Time duration of siorages st bs > & Years):
Dzl willl b= sfored for a minimum of 5 years upon complelion of e sudy.

£3.5 Final dispociion jarohhes, shredding, slacironio fle deksflon):
Adter a minimum of 5 years wpon complelion of e siudy, elecionic G wll be permanenily delsied. Hard coples of the dai
will be shredded.

Indicests how the data collaoted le Intended to be weed (thesle, Joumal arbokss, confsranos presandafion, medla, sfoj.
G B4

The= darls from this res=arch project will be- used for e puposes of my thesls. The indings may be published and may be
presented ot comisrences.

B4

FEH Asplia®an For Bafiaidun | Aamisss EFica Fore e (! Ugd3at 8- Fab-2013)
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PART 9: Declaration by Principal Investigator
(or Supervisor for student projects)

Prajest THis

Expilaring #he Lhsed Experienoe of Rejection Sensitetty In
Inimaiz Farnerships: An Iniemrefise Phenomenoalogical
Arealysls

- | confinm that the Infomeation provided In fis appiication | compiete and oorect

- | acoept respons by Jor e eitical onduct of this project and for the profeciion of the rghis and weifare of the
human parficipants who ane directy or indlnecily imeolsed in Suls project.

- | willl comply with al pollcies and guidelines of e Unkersily and Healih Reglondafiliai=d ins$iulions where fhis project
‘Wil be conducted, &5 wedl a5 with all applicable federal and peowinclal aws reganding he protection of feman
participants in research.

- | willl ensaure that project personnel ars gualled, approprisisdy rained and will adhers o the provisions of the REE-
approsed applicadon.

- | ceritfy that any signiicant chanpes 1o e project, Including e proposed method, oonseni process or reonfment
procedures, will be reported fo e Research Bihics Board for considesalicn in adsanos of i Imoplemeniation.

- | ceriifly that a siafus pepord will D= submified o fhe Ressanch Ethics Boand for corsiderabon wibhin ore month of e
Curreni =upiny dabe =ach year the project remaing open, and wupom project comolefion.

- W personal health informaton s reguesied, | assaere that it ks 52 minimums necessany i meet the research objectize
and will nof be revsed or disciosed o any parties ofher than hose desorbed inthe REB-aporosed applicafion, sxoept
a5 reguirsd by low.

- | confinmn that adeguaie resounces o prolect pardicipants (L=, persornel, funding, ime, squipment and space) anr= In
place

- | understand that If the confract or grant reisied o this research project is Being reviewed by the Unbeersity or Healih
Region, & copy of e sihics applicaon industee of the consent documenb’s), may be forwanded 1o e person
responsdb b= for the review of the confract or grant.

- | understang that If he project involves Healin Reglon resosnces or faciities, a copy of the ehics spplicafion may be
forearded bo the Health Region ressarch coordinator to facikabe opersfional approsal

Signature of Frindpal Investpsion andion Frinted Mame of Frincipal ireestigaior andtor Dol (WBUTIONY )
Eupendsor Eupendsor

Eipgnafure of Ehadent investigalor Frinted Mame of Shudent inve siigaior Dol (RBLTIONY )
Depariment Head: The signatureiapperal of the Deparimenb Adminisafve Unk acknowliedges fhat hefshe Is aware of and
supporis the reseanch acivily desorbed inthe proposal (Uof8 and F3iH only)

Signature of Derariment Heas Frink=d Mame of Department Head Diavie (RATIONY )

FEH Agplewtan for Behasieul Rasresss Efvicn Firs i | updet 8-Fab-2012)
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? ;'5 APPENDIX F: INFORMED CONSENT FORM

Rejection on Women's Experiences in Intimate Partnerships: An Interpretive Phenomenological
Analysis. Please read this form carefully, and feel free to ask any questions you might have about
the study.

Project Title: Exploring the Lived Experience of Rejection Sensitivity in Intimate Partnerships:
An Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis

Researcher: Amanda Merkosky, M.Ed. Candidate, Department of Educational Psychology and
Special Education, University of Saskatchewan (Phone: 306.220.3813; Email:
RejectionSensitivityStudy2012@gmail.com)

Supervisor: Dr. Stephanie Martin, R. D. Psychologist, Department of Educational Psychology
and Special Education (Phone: 306. 966.5259; Email: Stephanie.Martin@usask.ca)

Purpose(s) and Objective(s) of the Research:

The theory of rejection sensitivity, suggests that early experiences of rejection (e.g. parental
rejection, peer rejection) can result in the tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and
overreact to rejection by significant others in future relationships. The purpose of this study is to
understand the experience of romantic relationships in which the women identifies with the
phenomenon of rejection sensitivity. Emphasis will be placed on gaining an understanding of
how you feel you have experienced rejection sensitivity in your thoughts, feelings and
behaviours surrounding your intimate partnerships.

Procedures:

| am asking you to be one of three to six participants who take part in two audio recorded
interviews that will be approximately 60 to 120 minutes each. The interviews will take place
over a one to two month time period.

The first interview will be semi-structured; meaning, | will ask you four open ended
questions on the topics of your history of rejection, your history of romantic relationships,
and finally, your experience of rejection sensitivity within your romantic relationship. The
questions will not be detailed; rather, 1 would like you to speak openly about your
experiences. Prior to the second interview, you are able to request a copy of the transcript of
your first interview, and invited to add, alter, or delete any part of the transcript you feel does
not accurately represent your answer to the question posed.

During the second interview | will present you with the themes that have surfaced throughout
the study. The purpose of this second interview is to confirm with you the accuracy of my
interpretation and its relevance to your experience as a rejection sensitive woman in a
romantic relationship. Upon completion of the second interview, | will ask that you sign a
Data Release Form obtaining your permission to use the content of the interviews in the
research project.
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The interviews will take place at the University of Saskatchewan. With your permission, the
interviews will be audio-recorded and will then be transcribed.

Please feel free to ask any questions regarding the procedures and goals of the study or your role.

Funded by:
This study has been funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC).

Potential Risks:

Risks associated with this study are minimal. However, you may experience some discomfort
discussing your experiences of rejection, past relationships, and your experience of rejection
sensitivity within your romantic relationship. In addition, it may cause negative memories to
surface. You have the right to determine what we discuss and may refuse to answer any question.
Further, should you wish, you have the right to request we turn off the audio recorder at any
time. If your discomfort increases during the interview, you have the right to end the session or
request that we take a break. Should you experience discomfort as a result of the interview,
attached to this form is a list of counselors that you may contact to further discuss the emotional
discomfort that has arisen.

Potential Benefits:

Talking about your experience of rejection sensitivity in your romantic relationship may be
beneficial for you as it provides an opportunity to gain a more in-depth understanding of your
experience. In addition, participating in this study may help provide understanding of the extent
of the impact of rejection sensitivity on intimate relationships and help inform those in the
helping profession who work with women in similar situations.

Compensation:

You will receive a $25 honorarium at the end of each interview. This $50 total honorarium is to
help cover any childcare and/or transportation costs you may have incurred as a result of your
participation.

Confidentiality:

The data from this research project will be used for the purposes of my thesis. The findings may
be published and may be presented at conferences; however, your identity will be kept
confidential. To ensure your privacy, the audio recordings will be kept completely confidential
and personally identifying information will be removed when reporting your data. Although |
may report direct quotations from the interview, you will be given a pseudonym, and all
identifying information will be removed from my report. Confidentiality will be breached only in
in case of the disclosure of a situation of current child abuse; in which case, it is my duty to
report the matter for the protection of the child.

Storage of Data:

During the study, data will be stored on a password protected laptop belonging to the student
researcher and backed up on the University of Saskatchewan secure Cabinet system for reliable
access and maximum security. Upon completion of the study, the results and associated material
such as audio recordings and transcripts will be safeguarded and securely stored on campus at
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the University of Saskatchewan by my supervisor, Dr. Stephanie Martin, for a minimum of five
years. To protect your anonymity your signed consent forms will be stored in a separate location
from the data records. When the data is no longer required, it will be appropriately destroyed.

Right to Withdraw:

Your participation is voluntary and you can answer only those questions that you are comfortable
with. You may withdraw from the research project for any reason, at any time without
explanation or penalty of any sort. If you choose to withdraw, data collected will be deleted from
the study and destroyed, if desired. It is important to note the following limit to your right to
withdraw: Once the data is aggregated and presented, it will no longer be possible to withdraw
your contributions to the study.

Follow up:
If you wish to obtain a copy of the completed study, please feel free to contact me at

RejectionSensitivityStudy2012@gmail.com or call my thesis supervisor, Dr. Stephanie Martin at
966-5259. The study is anticipated to be completed fall, 2013.

Questions or Concerns:

If you have any questions concerning the study, please feel free to ask at any point. You are also
free to contact the researcher at the email provided above if you have questions at a later time.
The proposed research was reviewed and approved on ethical grounds by the University of
Saskatchewan Behavioural Research Ethics Committee on July 26, 2012. Any questions
regarding your rights as a participant may be addressed to the Ethics Office (966-2084). Out of
town participants may call toll free (866) 966-2975.

Consent:

Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the description provided; |
have had an opportunity to ask questions and my/our questions have been answered. | consent to
participate in the research project. A copy of this Consent Form has been given to me for my
records.

Name of Participant Signature Date

Researcher’s Signature Date

A copy of this consent will be left with you, and a copy will be taken by the researcher.
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APPENDIX G: COUNSELLING SERVICES

An Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis

Counselling Services

Should you experience any emotional anxiety or distress as a result of our interviews, below is a
list of counsellors in Saskatoon.

University of Saskatchewan Student Health and Counselling Services
3" floor of Place Riel

Phone: 306-966-4920

Website: http://students.usask.ca/current/life/health/

Fee: No charge

Saskatoon Family Service

506 25th Street East

Saskatoon SK S7K 4A7

Phone: (306) 244-0127

Website: www.familyservice.sk.ca

Fee: sliding scale (dependent upon income)

Saskatoon Christian Counselling

617 3rd Ave. N.

Saskatoon SK S7K 2J8

Phone: (306) 244-9890

Website: http://www.saskatoonchristiancounsellingservices.com
Fee: $90/hour; however subsidy may be available
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