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Abstract 

Depression is a common and potentially damaging public health issue among young adults globally. 

Previous studies have suggested a possible association between rejection sensitivity and symptoms of 

depression. The aim of the present study was to examine the relationship between rejection sensitivity and 

depression among female university students. It was a cross-sectional study and data was collected through 

convenience sampling technique. A total of 200 university students with age range between 18-26 years 

(M=22.62, SD=2.68) filled the study questionnaires through online google form. The Rejection Sensitivity 

scale and Beck Depression Inventory were used for assessment. Descriptive statistics, bivariate correlation 

and simple linear regression were used to analyze the data. Depression and rejection sensitivity had 

significant inverse correlation with age indicating it to be higher in younger age (p<.01). Rejection 

Sensitivity was found to be a significant predictor of depression among university students.  This study 

implicates that rejection sensitivity can serve as a major factor in depression among young female students 

in Pakistan. This research could help to create awareness about successfully dealing with rejection 

sensitivity and hence, controlling the damage it could have on mental health of young students. 
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Introduction 
 

Depression is a significant public health issue which has adverse effects on health. The global prevalence of 

depression is estimated to be about 4.5% and it is associated with poor social functioning, reduced quality 

of life and higher suicide rates (Vos, et al., 2015). One important risk factor which has been associated with 

the pathogenesis of depression is rejection sensitivity. Being rejected may provoke a feelings of despair, 

loneliness or being left out which become the major source of problems like depression, stress and/or 

anxiety. Rejection sensitivity is a dynamic cognitive-affective processing disposition which operates 

through internal functioning models of relationships affecting the perceptions, expectations, and reactions 

of individuals in interpersonal situations (Ayduk, May, Downey, & Higgins, 2003). Therefore, expectations 

activate automatically in rejection related situations and prepare the individuals who are highly rejection 

sensitive to perceive high amount of rejection in others’ behaviors and hence respond defensively (Downey 

& Feldman, 1996).  

 

According to Downey and Feldman (1996), an individual’s reaction towards social situations is largely 

shaped by childhood or early experiences of rejection. These experiences determine how the individual will 

register, value and expect new situations. The individuals who have an extended history of rejections are 

able to perceive rejection cues readily and also expect to be rejected repeatedly. They tend to avoid 

situations where rejection could be possible. Their specific tendency to expect rejection anxiously, perceive 
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its cues and overreact to it is termed as rejection sensitivity. Parental mistreatment and refutation of basic 

needs leads to the assumption by the individual that rejection will occur repeatedly (London, Downey, 

Bonica, & Paltin, 2007). 

 

A number of studies have examined the social, cognitive and behavioral correlates of rejection sensitivity. 

All the theories and studies share the notion that the need for belongingness is one factor which if remains 

unsatisfied leads to adverse consequences and psychological distress. Individuals learn to expect rejection 

from close relationships but also develop hypersensitivity to rejection along with feelings of stress or 

anxiety. Such experiences result in a reduced threshold to negativity perception, increased tendency for 

personalizing negative cues and extreme emotional reactions. For example, situations where there are 

chances of getting rejected may make people more aggressive who are sensitive to rejection (Romero‐

Canyas, et al., 2010). Few studies have also focused on rejection sensitivity with reference to rejection by 

peers and found that adolescents who have higher needs for social relationships are the ones who 

experience or perceive greater levels of rejection (Wang, McDonald, Rubin & Laursen, 2012). Empirical 

evidence has indicated its adverse impact on formation of interpersonal relationships especially 

romantic/intimate ones. Some of the crucial issues associated with higher levels of rejection sensitivity are 

deterioration of academic performance, problems regulating emotions, hostility, social withdrawal, 

aggression, neuroticism, and insecurity in intimate relationships (Liu, Kraines, Massing-Schaffer, & Alloy, 

2014). 

  

Depression is often a consequence of rejection sensitivity. Individuals who are rejection sensitive display 

higher tendencies for loneliness, social withdrawal, or submissiveness which often lead to psychological 

distress and disorders like depression. Higher levels of rejection sensitivity have been identified as a 

significant risk factor of depressive symptoms (Chango, McElhaney, Allen, Schad & Marston, 2012; De 

Rubeis, Lugo, Witthöft, Sütterlin, Pawelzik, & Vögele, 2017). According to the rejection sensitivity model 

by Levy, Ayduk, and Downey (2001), individuals who have higher levels of rejection sensitivity have 

increased chances of developing emotional and mental problems like depression as compared to the ones 

with lesser rejection sensitivity. It greatly impairs the social interactions and interpersonal relationships 

because of its self-continuing cycle of damaging reactions to other peoples’ behavior especially peers, 

causing depressive feelings, loneliness and desolation (Zimmer-Gembeck, Trevaskis, Nesdale, & Downey, 

2014). 

 

Since the last two decades, rejection sensitivity and depression have become a common and overwhelming 

cause of psychological disease burden throughout the world.  It has been observed that depression due to 

personal and social issues continues to increase throughout adolescence and young adulthood. Young 

people specifically females are more prone to rejection sensitivity and depression. According to empirical 

evidence, girls perceive rejection more as compared to boys. Girls have a greater tendency to depend on 

peer relationships and value social interaction more as compared to boys (Bourke, 2019).  

 

It is an undeniable fact that nowadays, competition among students is increasing and students are getting 

more sensitive and emotional in trivial issues of life. Especially university, college, and school going 

students when perceive that they have been rejected by their peers, teachers, parents, or romantic interest, 

tend to show symptoms of depression. The situation is no different in Pakistan, especially with the 

proliferation of cellphones, the number of social networking users have increased significantly. The 

socialization feature of these platforms is inducing negative impact on people regarding their appearances 

and acceptance. The purpose of this research is to explore the relationship between depression and rejection 

sensitivity in female university students. The study focuses on women because they are the ones who are at 

an increased risk for depression. It is important for them to understand that rejection sensitivity is not a 

reflection of any of their imperfections and getting to know their triggers is helpful. This study would help 

to highlight the demographic factors associated with rejection sensitivity which could contribute to 

depression. It will help in providing appropriate interventions in educational settings which could facilitate 

in reducing rejection sensitivity and coping with depressive symptoms.  
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Objectives 
 

• To explore the relationship between rejection sensitivity and depression among university girls. 

• To examine the demographic correlates of rejection sensitivity and depression among university girls. 

• To investigate whether rejection sensitivity predicts depression in university students. 

 

Literature Review 
 

Mellin (2008) tested the assertion that rejection sensitivity has negative implications for psychological 

functioning and carried out a study on 314 undergraduate students in a university. Rejection sensitivity and 

depression were assessed using the rejection sensitivity questionnaire and epidemiological studies 

depression scale. Although the results didn’t indicate any significant gender differences but showed 

rejection sensitivity to be a significant predictor of depression which accounted for 11% variance. The 

study recommended that university students having depressive symptoms should be assessed for rejection 

sensitivity to address it timely.  

 

Najam and Majeed (2012) studied the relationship between depression and parent rejection attachment in 

Pakistani adolescents. A sample of 60 students living with both of their parents having age range between 

12 to 19 years, and reported to be unhappy by their teachers were chosen for assessment. The results 

revealed that children who had higher level of depression had higher level of rejection sensitivity too and 

were not content with their relationship with their parents. According to these findings, the reason of their 

depression was a perception of parent’s rejection. This research supported the notion that rejection 

sensitivity, whether romantic, parental or by peers could be a reason for depression. 

 

A meta-analytical review was conducted to explore the relationship between rejection sensitivity and 

mental health problems including depression, anxiety and borderline personality disorder. It indicated that 

rejection sensitivity had moderate and significant association with all these mental health issues. Another 

finding was that the associations between these variables was alike for both clinical and non-clinical 

samples. Longitudinal studies found rejection sensitivity to be related significantly to loneliness, anxiety 

and depression over time (Gao, Assink, Cipriani, & Lin. (2017). 

 

Hypotheses 

 

1. There would likely be a significant positive relationship between rejection sensitivity and depression in 

female university students. 

2. There would likely be a significant relationship among rejection sensitivity, depression and                 

demographic variables (age, marital status, education) in female university students. 

3. Rejection sensitivity would likely be a significant predictor of depression in female university students. 

 

Method 
 

The present research was conducted to investigate the relationship between rejection sensitivity and 

depression among university students. Cross sectional research design was used for the study. The sample 

was selected through convenience sampling technique and consisted of female university students (N=200) 

with age range between 18 to 26 years (M=22.62, SD=2.68) studying in Lahore College for Women 

University, University of the Punjab and Government College University. The inclusion criteria were to 

include the graduate level and post graduate students of public sector universities. Students with any 

physical or psychological illness were excluded to control the confounding influence on study variables. 

Due to COVID-19, data was collected online through Google survey.  
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Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire, eight items scale was used to assess individual differences in rejection 

sensitivity. It has a Cronbach alpha of 0.81 which is excellent. Beck Depression Inventory was used to 

assess depression. Its purpose is to measure the intensity of depression in adults. It consists of 21 items and 

has excellent reliability in all populations ranging from .76 to .93. A demographic sheet was also used to 

gather sociodemographic information related to age, education, and marital status of the participants. 

Ethical approval and permission of the study was obtained from the departmental ethical review board and 

board of the studies respectively. For data collection, consent forms were taken from the participants and 

they were briefed about the purpose of the research. They were informed that they have the right to 

withdraw from research anytime they want to and it was assured that the information taken from them will 

be kept confidential and be used solely for the purpose of academic research and publication. 

 

Results  
 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants (N=200) 

Variable M SD F % 

Age (years) 22.62 2.68   

Education     

BS year 1   17 8.5 

BS year 2   47 23.5 

BS year 3   44 22 

BS year 4   66 33 

MS year 1    36 18 

Marital Status 

Single 

Engaged 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

173 

27 

 

86.5 

13.5 

Note. M=Mean; SD=Standard Deviation; f=frequency; %=percentage 

 

Table 1 shows the sociodemographic characteristics of the participants. Majority of the students were in BS 

year 3 while the lowest percentage was from BS year 1 (8.5%). Most of the students were single (86.5%) 

and a few were engaged (13.5%). 

 

Table 2. Correlation among study variables (N = 200) 

 

Variables 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

1. Age - .71** .11 -.17* -.27** 

2. Education  - .12 .14 -.31** 

3. Marital status   - .15* .13 

4. Rejection sensitivity    - .48** 

5. Depression     - 

M 22.62 15.33 1.13 11.34 21.71 

SD 

 

2.68 2.13 .34 5.86 12.37 

       *. p < .05; **. p< .01; 

 

Bivariate correlation (table 2) showed that depression had significant inverse correlation with age and 

education indicating it to be higher in younger age (p<.01) and earlier years of education (p<.01). 

Furthermore, marital status was positively correlated with rejection sensitivity indicating greater rejection 

sensitivity in women who were engaged (p<.05). There was a significant positive correlation between 

rejection sensitivity and depression showing that women who scored higher on rejection sensitivity had 

higher scores on depression too (p<.01).  

 



 

 

 

 

 

ISSN: 2308-7056                Imtiaz & Malik (2021) 

 

 

12 

I 

 

  www.irbas.academyirmbr.com                                                                                   July 2021                                                                                             

 International Review of Basic and Applied Sciences                                      Vol. 9 Issue.3 
 

R 
B  
A  
S  

Table 3. Regression analysis predicting depression (N=200) 

Variables Β SE Β LL UL 

 

Constant 

 

10.22 

 

1.68 

  

6.90 

 

13.52 

 

Rejection sensitivity 

 

1.01 

 

.131 

 

.48*** 

 

.75 

 

1.27 

 

F 

 

59.36*** 

    

 

R
2
 

 

.23 

    

    ***p<.001. 

  

Table 3 depicts the results of simple linear regression analysis which indicated rejection sensitivity to be a 

significant predictor (β = .38, p< .001) of depression in university girls. The model was significant and 

added 23% of the variance in depression. 

 

Discussion 
 

The findings of the study indicated a positive significant relationship between rejection sensitivity and 

depression supporting our hypothesis. The findings are consistent with previous studies (Lee & Ahn, 2019). 

Zhou and Tian (2020) found rejection sensitivity to be a mediator between low self-esteem and depression 

among young adolescents. Moreover, Sheehan, Derlega, Maduro and Winstead, (2019) observed that 

rejection increased the risk of depression in individuals who more rejection sensitive. Interpersonal events 

which are negative lead to messages of rejection and consequently cause depressive symptoms. Individuals 

who are rejection sensitive view themselves through those situations and consider themselves unworthy of 

acceptance, love and regard, resulting in misery and depression. 

 

This association between depression and rejection sensitivity is characterized by behaviors which involve 

holding back feelings so that interpersonal conflicts could be avoided. However, research evidence shows 

that the ones who are highly rejection sensitive and have a tendency to silence their voices related to their 

own needs in order to avoid conflicts are more prone to depression. On the contrary, supporting 

relationships decrease the severity of rejection sensitivity (De Rubeis, et al., 2017). Also these individuals 

because of their fear of being rejected, react to rejection with intense negative emotions and show 

avoidance style of coping. In an effort to avoid rejection, social interactions and contact is avoided, leading 

to loneliness which consequently increases depressive symptoms even more. Associations between 

rejection sensitivity and mental health problems like anxiety, depression and social avoidance have also 

been found in longitudinal studies which provided even better evidence for this relationship (Kraines & 

Wells, 2017).  

 

The present study supported the hypothesis that rejection sensitivity is a significant predictor of depression 

in university girls. This finding was also found to be in line with previous literature It has a significant role 

to play in the etiology and continuation of mental health problems. (Gao, Assink, Cipriani, & Lin, 2017; 

Mellin, 2007). Individuals who are highly rejection sensitive receive the messages of rejection more readily 

than others and experience a sense of loss which deteriorate their ability to view themselves as someone 

admirable or deserving of acceptance. This produces feelings of hopelessness, dejection and depression. 

Consistent with this view, women who have higher levels of rejection sensitivity report intense feelings of 

emotional distress, consequently adding to feelings of depression among students (Mellin, 2008). 

 

The study has certain implications. First and foremost, university students with depressive symptoms 

should be assessed for rejection sensitivity so that appropriate interventions could be designed to make 

students deal with it effectively. Secondly, students who score high on rejection sensitivity could be taught 

to identify their faulty cognitions and replace them with positive ones so that healthy psychological 
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functioning could be enhanced. Students with depression or depressive symptoms could be given 

psychotherapy so that healthy coping could be learned. 

 

There were certain limitations of the study as well. Future studies are suggested to explore this predictive 

relationship between rejection sensitivity and depression thoroughly. Longitudinal studies are 

recommended to study this relationship and its possible mediators and moderators as well. This study used 

self-report measures for assessing the study variables. The future studies could make use of more formal 

clinical assessments. Also, this study could be replicated on diverse samples to improve the generalizability 

of the findings.  

 

Conclusion 
 

A significant relationship between rejection sensitivity and depression was found in female university 

students. Students who had higher rejection sensitivity had increased depressive symptoms. This study 

could serve as an insight into the association between rejection sensitivity and depression in female 

students in Pakistan. The findings can also help in devising emotion management programs for students 

having depression or its symptoms. It could be recommended to psychologists to work for the counseling of 

students having greater rejection sensitivity so that their problems could be treated successfully leading to 

better psychological health of the students. Therapy could assist them in re-assessing their beliefs about 

self-worth and restructure the meanings they give to the evaluation of others. 
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