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Abstract 
Rejection sensitivity is the disposition to anxiously expect, readily perceive. and intensely react to rejection by 
significant others. A model of the role of this disposition in male violence toward romantic partners is 
proposed. Specifically, it is proposed that rejection sensitivity is a vulnerability factor for two distinct 
maladaptive styles of coping with intimate relationships. Rejection-sensitive men may attempt to prevent 
anticipated rejection by reducing their investment in intimate relationships. Alternatively. they may become 
highly invested in intimate relationships in search of an unconditionally supportive partner. Their low 
threshold for perceiving and overreacting to rejection, however, heightens their risk of responding 
aggressively to their partners’ negative or ambiguous behavior. Cross-sectional data from 217 male college 
students supported predictions derived from the model. Among college men who reported relatively high 
investment in romantic relationships, anxious expectations of rejection predicted dating violence. Among men 
who reported relatively low investment in romantic relationships, anxious expectations of rejection predicted 
reduced involvement in discretionary close relationships with friends and romantic partners and, more 
generally, increased distress in and avoidance of social situations. 

Converging evidence implicates rejection 
as a trigger of male violence toward roman- 
tic partners. According to clinical reports, 
violent husbands are particularly threat- 
ened by the possibility that their wife will 
leave them and their wives’ attempts to es- 
tablish independence can trigger serious 
violence (Browne, 1988; Walker, 1979). 
Consistent with this observation, a study of 
husbands who killed their wives found that 
a husband’s rejection by his wife was the 
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most common precipitant of the fatal inci- 
dent (Barnard, Vera, Vera, & Newman, 
1982). 

Violent men are not unique in experi- 
encing rejection, however. It happens to al- 
most all individuals at some point in their 
intimate relationships, but whereas most 
men do not respond to it with violence, 
slight or even imagined rebuffs can trigger 
a violent response by an abusive partner 
(Walker, 1979). It is necessary, therefore, to 
account for why some men respond vio- 
lently to even mundane rejection whereas 
others do not. We have drawn selectively on 
the attributional and attachment perspec- 
tives in proposing a cognitive-affective 
processing disposition, namely rejection 
sensitivity, that we believe will help explain 
why individuals differ in the hostility of 
their response to perceived rejection 
(Downey & Feldman, 1996; Feldman & 
Downey, 1994). 

An attributional analysis would view the 
violent behavior as resulting from perceiv- 
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ing the rejection as motivated by negative 
or hostile intent (e.g., Dodge, 1980; Heider, 
1958; Kelley, 1979; Dutton & Browning, 
1988; Holtzworth-Munroe & Anglin, 1991; 
Holtzworth-Munroe & Hutchinson, 1993). 
The attribution of hostile, rather than be- 
nign, intent to the rejection would justify an 
aggressive response. An attachment per- 
spective would infer that a violent response 
to a perceived rejection would reflect an 
insecure working model of relationships. 
The expectations of rejection from signifi- 
cant others incorporated in such a model 
would promote a readiness to perceive and 
overreact to rejection (e.g., Bowlby, 1969, 
1973,1980 Sroufe, 1990). Accordingly, vio- 
lent men have been shown to fear abandon- 
ment and to disproportionately hold inse- 
cure working models of relationships (e.g., 
Dutton, Saunders, Staromski, & Bartholo- 
mew, 1994; Holtzworth-Munroe, Stuart, & 
Hutchinson, 1996). 

Drawing on an attachment perspective, 
our account of individual differences in vio- 
lent responses to rejection posits that peo- 
ple’s internal working models of relation- 
ships can guide them to anxiously expect 
rejection in social situations. Anxious ex- 
pectations of rejection can, in turn, lead 
people to readily perceive rejection by fos- 
tering the type of perceptual biases that at- 
tributional analyses view as triggering ag- 
gressive behavior (e.g., Dodge, 1980). We 
have previously described individuals who 
anxiously expect, readily perceive, and in- 
tensely react to rejection as being high in 
rejection sensitivity (RS) (Downey & Feld- 
man, 1996; Downey, Khouri, & Feldman, 
1997; Feldman & Downey, 1994). In this ar- 
ticle, we outline why RS may help account 
for male violence toward romantic partners, 
and we report the results of a study that 
tests this hypothesis. 

Conceptualizing Rejection Sensitivity 

As we have conceptualized it, RS is a cog- 
nitive-affective processing disposition (see 
Mischel & Shoda, 1995) that encompasses 
and provides an account of the relations 
among the three rejection-relevant charac- 

teristics of men who enact intimate vio- 
lence: anxious expectations of rejection, a 
bias toward perceiving rejection, and a 
heightened reactivity to perceived rejec- 
tion (e.g., Downey & Feldman, 1996). Our 
assumption that rejection expectancies are 
at the core of RS is reflected in our op- 
erationalization of RS as the extent to 
which someone anxiously expects rejection 
from significant others. Our prior research 
suggests that rejection expectancies are 
formed as a result of repeated rejections 
from significant others (Bonica & Downey, 
1999; Downey et al., 1997; Feldman & 
Downey, 1994). According to our frame- 
work, once rejection expectancies are 
formed, they get activated in situations 
where rejection by significant others is 
possible, prompting a hyper-vigilance for 
rejection cues, which makes it more likely 
that the person will readily perceive inten- 
tional rejection in the ambiguous behavior 
of a significant other. Consistent with these 
predictions, in both experimental and field 
studies, people who anxiously expected re- 
jection perceived intentional rejection in 
the ambiguous behavior of others more 
readily than did those who more calmly ex- 
pected acceptance (Downey & Feldman, 
1996, Studies 2 and 3; Downey, Lebolt, 
Rincon, & Freitas, 1998). 

According to our model, perceptions of 
rejection elicit cognitive-affective overreac- 
tions including hurt and anger. Such feel- 
ings and thoughts, in turn, make the enact- 
ment of behavioral overreactions, such as 
violence, more likely. Thus, our model posits 
a process linking anxious expectations of 
rejection with an increased propensity to 
behave aggressively toward significant oth- 
ers. Consistent with this conceptualization, 
we have previously shown that college men 
who anxiously expect rejection show 
heightened feelings of anger, hurt, and jeal- 
ousy in response to hypothetical scenarios 
of partner rejection (Ayduk & Downey, 
1999) and are described as jealous and con- 
trolling by their partners (Downey & Feld- 
man, 1996, Study 4). These findings support 
the hypothesized link between anxious re- 
jection expectations and cognitive-affective 
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and behavioral overreactions to rejection 
for men. The study reported in this article 
tested the hypothesized link between anx- 
ious expectations of rejection and violent 
behavior toward romantic partners in male 
college students. 

Rejection Sensitivity and Male Violence 
toward Romantic Partners 

Evidence from several sources provides in- 
direct support for the hypothesized links 
among the three interrelated components 
of RS and intimate violence. In clinical de- 
scriptions, men who abuse their partners 
are characterized as insecure and fearful of 
abandonment (e.g., Straus, Gelles, & Stein- 
metz, 1980; Walker, 1984). Researchers are 
beginning to provide evidence of a link be- 
tween male violence and insecure attach- 
ment styles, which are characterized by ex- 
pectations of rejection by significant others. 
In research using Bartholomew and Horo- 
witz’s (1991) framework for characterizing 
attachment security, Dutton et al. (1994) 
found higher rates of anxious attachment 
(both fearful and preoccupied) in men in 
treatment for wife assault than in matched 
controls. Similarly, Holtzworth-Munroe et 
al. (1996) found that, relative to nonviolent 
husbands, violent husbands were more anx- 
ious about abandonment, more jealous, and 
more anxiously attached to their wives. 
Moreover, violent men in distressed mar- 
riages showed higher rates of preoccupied 
attachment than did nonviolent maritally 
distressed controls and higher rates of fear- 
ful attachment than did happily married 
controls. Paralleling these observations, 
Downey and Feldman (1996, Study 4) 
found that rejection-sensitive men doubted 
their partners’ commitment to the relation- 
ship and exaggerated their partners’ rela- 
tionship dissatisfaction. 

Second, evidence is emerging that a sub- 
set of abusive men have a personality pro- 
file that includes hypersensitivity and reac- 
tivity to rejection, qualities corresponding 
to two of the core components of our con- 
ceptualization of RS-a readiness to per- 
ceive rejection and a tendency to overreact 

to perceived rejection. Based on an exten- 
sive review of the literature, Holtzworth- 
Munroe and Stuart (1994) identified a 
group of dysphoric/borderline batterers 
who are extremely sensitive to interper- 
sonal slights and who tend to overreact to 
trivial interpersonal disputes. Similarly, 
Dutton and colleagues (Dutton, 1995; Dut- 
ton et al., 1994) provided evidence that abu- 
sive men show heightened levels of Border- 
line Personality Organization, a key 
component of which is a tendency to react 
with extreme anger in situations where re- 
jection by significant others is possible or 
perceived. 

Third, experimental studies on the cogni- 
tions of violent husbands suggest that rejec- 
tion situations are particularly likely to elicit 
attributions of intentional negativity, anger, 
and incompetent behavioral responses 
(Dutton & Browning, 1988; Holtzworth- 
Munroe & Anglin, 1991; Holtzworth-Mun- 
roe & Hutchinson, 1993). For example, Dut- 
ton and Browning (1988) found that the 
angry responses of maritally violent men to 
videotaped male-female conflicts were 
most pronounced when the scenario in- 
volved an anticipated loss of the relation- 
ship. By contrast, violent and nonviolent 
husbands’ reactions to other negative inci- 
dents involving their spouses have been 
found to be similar (Holtzworth-Munroe & 
Hutchinson, 1993). 

Rejection Sensitivity and Alternative 
Maladaptive Approaches to Relationships 

Although there is considerable indirect evi- 
dence for a link between RS and intimate 
violence, there is also reason to believe that 
not everyone who is sensitive to rejection is 
equally vulnerable to becoming violent to- 
ward one’s romantic partner. Drawing 
primarily on Horney (1937), we have pre- 
viously identified two maladaptive inter- 
personal strategies that rejection-sensitive 
people may adopt to minimize exposure to 
the rejection they fear (Feldman & 
Downey, 1994). Whereas one strategy may 
increase the risk of intimate violence, the 



48 G. Downey, S. Feldman, and 0. Ayduk 

other strategy may be associated with re- 
duced risk. 

One strategy that rejection-sensitive 
people may use to avoid rejection is by in- 
vesting in securing intimacy and uncondi- 
tional love in the belief that “If you love me, 
you will not hurt me” (Horney, 1937, p. 96). 
High investment in a relationship coupled 
with anxious expectations of rejection 
should make people especially vulnerable 
to perceive and to overreact to minor or 
ambiguous cues of rejection in a significant 
other’s behavior. In the extreme, intimacy- 
seeking high RS people may be vulnerable 
to responding to perceived rejection with 
physical aggression. Thus, we expect that 
intimacy-seeking high RS men will show 
heightened risk of intimate violence. 

An alternative strategy that high RS 
people may use to avoid rejection is to 
shun intimate relationships in the belief 
that “If I withdraw, nothing can hurt me” 
(Horney, 1937, p. 96). Thus, intimacy- 
avoidant high RS people may attempt to 
shield themselves from rejection through 
reduced involvement in discretionary inti- 
mate relationships such as close friendships 
and serious romantic relationships. We ex- 
pect that they will show a wariness about 
social relationships. Even when intimacy- 
avoidant high RS men do  get into relation- 
ships, their wariness about investing in the 
relationship may make it relatively easy for 
them to withdraw in response to antici- 
pated or perceived rejection from their 
partners. Whereas this strategy may reduce 
the risk of stormy interpersonal relation- 
ships for which intimacy-seeking high RS 
people are at risk, it entails a loss of oppor- 
tunities for attaining the sense of being ac- 
cepted that has been missing from the lives 
of intimacy-avoidant high RS people. 

The two maladaptive approaches to in- 
terpersonal relationships identified above 
are also captured in attachment theorists’ 
descriptions of the anxious-avoidant and 
anxious-ambivalent adult attachment styles. 
Drawing on Ainsworth’s (e.g., Ainsworth, 
Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) description of 
anxious-avoidant and anxious-ambivalent 
attachment style in children, Hazan and 

Shaver (1987) characterized anxious- 
avoidant adults as having difficulty with in- 
timacy and trust and anxious-ambivalent 
adults as combining an intense desire for 
emotional closeness with overt concern 
about rejection (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). 
Parallels exist between Hazan and Shaver’s 
anxious-ambivalent and anxious-avoidant 
styles and the Bartholomew and Horowitz’s 
(1991) preoccupied and fearful styles, which 
as noted earlier have been found to charac- 
terize maritally violent men. We have pre- 
viously shown that young adults exhibiting 
either an avoidant or ambivalent style in 
their relationships are characterized by 
heightened sensitivity to rejection (Feld- 
man & Downey, 1994). 

In sum, evidence from distinct research 
traditions supports the view that sensitivity 
to rejection is a vulnerability factor for two 
maladaptive styles of coping with intimate 
relationships. The likelihood that RS would 
lead to  increased risk of intimate violence 
depends on which style the high RS person 
adopts to cope with extreme sensitivity to 
rejection. 

Goals of the Study 

Prior evidence implicating rejection con- 
cerns in intimate violence has focused ex- 
clusively on clinically referred samples. This 
study, in contrast, examined the link be- 
tween rejection concerns and intimate vio- 
lence link in a nonclinical population of col- 
lege-age men. Our goal was to establish 
whether having anxious expectations of re- 
jection is a risk factor for dating violence in 
college men who are highly invested in ro- 
mantic relationships (i.e., intimacy seeking). 
We also tested whether having anxious ex- 
pectations of rejection is associated with 
fewer discretionary close relationships (i.e., 
close friendships, serious dating relation- 
ships) and heightened social avoidance and 
distress in college men who show relatively 
low investment in romantic relationships 
(i.e., intimacy-avoidant). Figure 1 summa- 
rizes our model, linking anxious expecta- 
tions of rejection with reduced involvement 
in intimate discretionary relationships on 



Rejection sensitivity and male violence 49 

Anxious 
expectations 
of rejection 

hyper-vigilance 
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discretionary relationships 
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higher probability of 
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Figure 1. Linking anxious expectations of rejection with dating violence. 

the one hand and intimate aggression on 
the other. 

Method 

Sample and procedure 

The sample consisted of 217 male under- 
graduate students who participated in the 
Relationship Project, an ongoing study of 
undergraduates’ dating relationships. Three 
times during the academic year posters 
seeking participants for a questionnaire 
study on relationships were placed at vari- 
ous locations around campus. Interested 
parties were given three options for partici- 
pation. They could receive and return ques- 
tionnaires through the mail, they could 
come to the laboratory to complete the 
questionnaires, or they could pick up ques- 
tionnaires at designated times from project 

staff at locations in campus dormitories and 
dining halls. The results did not differ as a 
function of recruitment procedure or time 
of recruitment. To ensure that participants 
did not participate in the study on more 
than one occasion, each participant pro- 
vided his name on a sheet of paper that was 
not attached to the questionnaire. The par- 
ticipant’s name was then linked with the 
questionnaire data via a numeric code. Par- 
ticipants completed a consent form describ- 
ing the study as seeking to increase knowl- 
edge of college students’ relationships. 

When participants returned the com- 
pleted questionnaire, they received $5 to $7 
depending on the length of the question- 
naire, which differed across recruitment 
sessions. The questionnaire always began 
with demographic questions and questions 
about dating history. Participants then com- 
pleted the Rejection Sensitivity Question- 
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naire. Next, they completed a set of addi- 
tional questionnaires that are not used in 
the present report. The exact question- 
naires varied across the recruitment ses- 
sions, but typically included the Beck De- 
pression Inventory and a measure assessing 
desirable characteristics in a dating partner. 
Participants then completed a measure of 
violence in their current or most recent dat- 
ing relationship. The rationale for this or- 
dering of measures was that participants 
would be more comfortable answering sen- 
sitive questions when preceded by less sen- 
sitive questions rather than vice versa. To 
test whether the ordering of the question- 
naires affected participants’ responses and 
the association among them, we conducted 
a pilot study in which 50 respondents com- 
pleted the measure of dating violence be- 
fore completing the Rejection Sensitivity 
Questionnaire and 50 completed the two 
measures in the reverse order. There were 
no significant differences in the levels of 
RS, investment in romantic relationships, or 
dating violence as a function of order of 
presentation. 

Fifty-nine percent of the participants 
were Caucasian, 25% were Asian or Asian- 
American, 4% were HispaQic, 5% were Af- 
rican-American, and 7% reported other 
ethnichacia1 backgrounds. The racial com- 
position is representative of the under- 
graduate population of the college from 
which the sample was recruited. The mean 
age was 18.9 (SD = 1.5). The majority of 
students were in their first or second year of 
college. 

Measures 

Participants provided basic demographic 
information and information about the 
number and length of their dating relation- 
ships. In addition, they completed the fol- 
lowing measures. 

Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (RSQ). 
A complete description of the measure is 
given in Downey and Feldman (1996). Be- 
cause our theoretical model proposes that 
anxious expectations of rejection by signifi- 

cant others are at the core of RS, the con- 
struct is operationalized as anxious expec- 
tations of rejection in situations that afford 
the possibility of rejection by significant 
others. The structure of the measure and 
the way RS scores are calculated reflect our 
adoption of an expectancy-value model 
(Bandura, 1986) of anxious expectations of 
rejection. Consequently, the focus of our 
theoretical interest is the sample of indi- 
viduals who not only perceive rejection as 
likely (expectancy dimension) but who are 
also concerned about its prospect (value di- 
mension). These two dimensions covary 
only weakly with each other (see Downey 
& Feldman, 1996). 

Specifically, the Rejection Sensitivity 
Questionnaire (RSQ) asks participants to 
indicate the extent to which they anxiously 
expect rejection in 18 hypothetical inter- 
personal situations depicting the partici- 
pants asking someone they know to do 
something for them (e.g., “YOU ask a friend 
to do you a big favor”; “You ask your boy- 
friend or girlfriend to move in with you”; 
“You ask your parents to come to an occa- 
sion important to you”). For each hypo- 
thetical situation, participants first an- 
swered a question about their degree of 
concern about the outcome (e.g., “How 
concerned or anxious would you be over 
whether or not your parents would want to 
come?”) on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 
(very unconcerned) to 6 (very concerned). 
Next they indicated the likelihood that the 
other person(s) would respond to their de- 
mand in an accepting fashion (e.g., “My 
parents would want to come”) on a 6-point 
scale ranging from 1 = very unlikely to 6 = 
very likely. High likelihood of this outcome 
represents expectations of acceptance and 
low likelihood represents expectations of 
rejection. 

To calculate a score of RS for each situ- 
ation, respondents’ rejection expectancy 
was weighted by their degree of concern 
over its occurrence. The score on expec- 
tancy of acceptance was reversed to index 
their expectancy of rejection. The reversed 
score was then multiplied by their degree of 
concern. A total (cross-situational) RS 
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score for each participant was computed by 
summing the RS scores for each situation 
and dividing by the total number of situ- 
ations. 

As reported in Downey and Feldman 
(1996), principal-component factor analysis 
supported averaging across different situ- 
ations in order to construct an overall RS 
score. The scores on the RSQ are normally 
distributed and show good internal consis- 
tency (a  = 83; Downey & Feldman, 1996, 
Study 1). The test-retest correlation for the 
measure is .83 over a 2-week period, and .77 
over a 4-month period. These suggest that 
the RSQ is a reliable measure of the anx- 
ious-expectations-of-rejection component 
of RS. Downey and Feldman (1996) also 
provided evidence of the measure’s validity. 
The RSQ scores predicted feelings of rejec- 
tion in response to ambiguously inten- 
tioned rejection by a confederate interac- 
tant (Downey & Feldman, 1996, Study 2) 
and of attributions of hurtful intent to the 
negative behavior (e.g., inattentiveness) of 
a new romantic partner (Downey & Feld- 
man, 1996, Study 3). Downey and Feldman 
(1996, Study 3) also provided evidence that 
the RSQ was not redundant, in terms of its 
predictive utility, with established personal- 
ity constructs to which it is conceptually 
and empirically related, including introver- 
sion, neuroticism, adult attachment style, 
social anxiety, social avoidance, and self- 
esteem. 

In the present sample the mean and me- 
dian score on the RSQ was 9.8 (SD = 2.86) 
and the internal reliability, Cronbach’s al- 
pha, was .82. The range was 1.7 to 18.6. A 
similar distribution of scores had been 
found in other independent samples of col- 
lege students (Downey, 1997). 

Investment in intimate relationships. Rela- 
tionship investment was operationalized as 
the extent to which participants considered 
the ability to establish romantic relation- 
ships to be personally important to them 
and whether they behaved as though this 
ability was important. It was assessed by 
two items embedded in a 24-item measure 
developed by Neeman and Harter (1984) to 

assess the personal importance of a variety 
of interpersonal and non-interpersonal do- 
mains (e.g., relations with parents, academic 
achievement, personal appearance) to indi- 
vidual college students. Participants were 
instructed to think about how important 
these things were for how they felt about 
themselves as a person. It was stated explic- 
itly that these questions did not concern 
whether the participants thought these 
qualities should be important either for 
themselves or for others or even whether 
these qualities were important to the soci- 
ety; rather, the questions concerned the 
personal importance that participants at- 
tached to each quality. Using a format 
adapted from Harter (1982), respondents 
were asked to indicate how true each state- 
ment was of them on a scale from 1 (“not 
really true of me”) to 4 (“really true of 
me”). Investment in romantic relationships 
was operationalized by participants’ re- 
sponses to the following two items: “Some 
students do not feel the ability to establish 
romantic relationships is important” (item 
4); “Some students feel that being able to 
establish romantic relationships is impor- 
tant” (item 16). Responses to the first item 
were reversed and the mean of the two 
items was calculated. Pearson r correlation 
between the two items was .77 (p < .0001) 
for this sample. The average score on the 
measure was 3 (SD = .77). 

To help establish the validity of the rela- 
tionship investment measure, we assessed 
its relationship with students’ responses to 
the continuous Adult Attachment Style 
Questionnaire (Levy & Davis, 19SS), which 
requires people to indicate their degree of 
agreement on a 7-point scale with each of 
three descriptions of adult attachment style: 
secure, avoidant (characterized by an 
avoidance of intimacy), and ambivalent 
(characterized by a pursuit of intimacy). 
Regression analyses based on a subsample 
of study participants ( n  = 165) revealed 
significant independent associations be- 
tween relationship investment and both 
avoidant attachment and ambivalent at- 
tachment, controlling for rejection expecta- 
tions. As expected, relationship investment 
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was negatively associated with avoidant at- 
tachment ( p  = -.22, p < .004) and posi- 
tively associated with ambivalent attach- 
ment (b = .17,p < .04). 

Dating violence. Dating violence in par- 
ticipants’ current or most recent dating re- 
lationship was estimated from their re- 
sponses to the physical aggression subscale 
of the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979). 
The Conflict Tactics Scale is a comprehen- 
sive and widely used index of the type and 
frequency of tactics employed to resolve 
conflict. The measure shows a stable factor 
structure and moderate test-retest and in- 
terrater reliability (O’Leary & Arias, 1988; 
O’Leary et al., 1989; Straus, 1979, 1990). 
Participants are instructed to think of situ- 
ations in which they had conflicts with their 
current or most recent partner and to indi- 
cate how often they had enacted each of the 
physical aggression behaviors included in 
the Conflict Tactics Scale. The physical ag- 
gression subscale consists of nine items, be- 
ginning with the least coercive item and 
ending with the most coercive one. In this 
study, participants indicated the frequency 
with which they had done each of the nine 
types of physical aggression to a partner on 
a 6-point scale (0 = never, 1 = once, 2 = 
twice, 3 = a few times, 4 = once a month, 5 
= once a week). The highest end of the 
rating scale (5 = once a week) was slightly 
different from that of the standard rating 
scale of the Conflict Tactics Scale ( 5  = more 
than once a month). Because of the skewed 
nature of the scores on the Conflict Tactics 
Scale in the present study, we dichotomized 
dating violence scores. A score of 0 denoted 
the absence of any physical violence 
whereas a score of 1 denoted that at least 
one incident of dating violence had oc- 
curred. 

Overall, 11 % of participants reported at 
least one violent incident in their current or 
most recent dating relationship. This 
number is lower than the numbers reported 
in some other studies (e.g., White & Koss, 
1991). This reflects the exclusion of threats 
of aggression against partners or aggression 
against objects from our definition of vio- 

lence. Moreover, our participants reported 
only violent acts they had perpetrated 
against their current or most recent dating 
partner rather than violence in any rela- 
tionship. 

Involvement in discretionary close relation- 
ships. We operationalized involvement in 
discretionary close relationships in terms of 
the number of serious dating relationships 
participants had been in and the number of 
close friends they currently had. Specifically, 
involvement in serious dating relationships 
was indexed by participants’ responses to 
the question “How many of your dating re- 
lationships would you call serious or com- 
mitted?”(M = 1.34,SD = 1.45).Participants 
were also asked the total number of dating 
relationships they had ever been involved in 
( M  = 5.76, SD = 6.10). 

Involvement in close friendships was op- 
erationalized by responses to the following 
two questions, which are from the Social 
Network Index (Cohen, 1991; Cronbach’s 
alpha = .76): (1) How many close friends 
do you have? (people you feel at ease with, 
can talk to about private matters, and can 
call on for help); (2) How many of these 
friends do  you see or talk to on the phone 
at least once every two weeks? (none = 0, 
1 o r 2 =  1 , 3 t o 5  = 2 ; 6 t o 9 = 3 , 1 0 o r m o r e  
= 4). Only a subset of the sample answered 
the latter two questions ( n  = 85) because 
the questions were omitted from our ques- 
tionnaires in the third recruitment session 
( M  = 2.11, SD = .94). These participants 
did not differ significantly from the larger 
sample on other relevant variables. 

Social Avoidance and Distress Scale. The 
Social Avoidance and Distress Scale 
(SADS; Watson & Friend, 1969) assesses 
people’s anxiety or distress about public so- 
cial situations and their tendency to avoid 
such situations. This measure was com- 
pleted by a subset of 72 participants re- 
cruited in our third recruitment session. 
These participants did not differ signifi- 
cantly on other relevant variables from par- 
ticipants who were not given this measure. 
The measure consists of 14 statements 



Rejection sensitivity and male violence 53 

about distress or anxiety in public social 
situations or situations involving unfamiliar 

Rejection sensitivity and involvement in 
discretionary intimate relationships 

people (e.g., “I am usually nervous with 
people unless I know them well”) and 14 
statements about avoidance of social situ- 
ations (e.g., “I try to avoid situations that 
force me to be sociable”). Respondents are 
asked to indicate whether each statement is 
true or false of them. A summary score was 
obtained by taking the sum of all the items, 
after correcting for reverse-scored items 
( M  = 7.42,SD = 6.04). 

We also tested the prediction that high RS 
men who were low in intimate investment 
would report less involvement in discretion- 
ary close relationships indexed by lifetime 
number of serious dating relationships and 
number of current close friends. First, we 
regressed lifetime number of serious dating 
relationships on RS, romantic investment, 
and the interaction between RS and roman- 
tic investment, entering total number of any 
dating relationships that participants had 
ever been involved in as a control variable. 
Results of this regression analysis, pre- 
sented in Table 1, revealed a significant in- 

Results 

Rejection sensitivity and dating violence - 

We conducted ordinary linear squares 
(OLS) regression analyses to assess whether 
high RS men who were highly invested in 
romantic relationships showed an increased 
risk for being violent toward their romantic 
partners.’ Rejection sensitivity and roman- 
tic investment were uncorrelated ( r  = .Ol ) .  
We regressed dating violence (presence or 
absence) on RS, romantic investment, and 
the interaction between RS and romantic 
investment. Table 1 gives the unstandard- 
ized regression coefficients yielded by this 
analysis.The interaction between RS and ro- 
mantic investment was positive and signifi- 
cant, indicating that the impact of RS on 
dating violence was moderated by level of 
romantic investment (see Jaccard, Turrisi, & 
Wan, 1990). Controlling for participants’ age 
or ethnicity did not alter this result or any of 
the results reported below. 

Figure 2 shows the predicted probability 
of dating violence for men scoring at the 
25th and 75th percentile on RS and on ro- 

teraction between RS and romantic invest- 
ment. Figure 3 shows the predicted number 
of serious dating relationships in men scar- 
ing at the 25th and 75th percentile on RS 
and on romantic investment. Figure 3 illus- 
trates that, consistent with predictions, men 
who were high in RS and low in romantic 
investment reported relatively few serious 
dating relationships. 

Next, we regressed number of current 
close friends on RS, romantic investment, 
and the interaction between RS and ro- 
mantic investment. As can be seen in Table 
1, the interaction between RS and romantic 
investment was significant. Similar to our 
results with dating relationships, high RS 
participants who were low in romantic in- 
vestment reported having relatively fewer 
close friends. Figure 4 shows the predicted 
number of close friends in men scoring at 
the 25th and 75th percentile on RS and on 
romantic investment. 

mantic investment. Figure 2 illustrates that 
participants who were relatively high in 
both RS and romantic investment showed 

Rejection sensitivity and social avoidance 
and distress 

the highest probability of relationship vio- 
lence. 

1 .  Logistic regression analyses yielded similar results 
to those found with OLS regression. However, to 
maintain comparability across analyses that in- 
cluded both continuous and dichotomous depend- 
ent variables, we used OLS regression in all anaiy- 
ses. 

Finally, we regressed the social avoidance 
and distress scale scores on RS, romantic 
investment, and the interaction between 
RS and romantic investment. ~~~~~~~i~~ 
analysis revealed a significant interaction 
between RS and romantic investment (see 
Table 1) such that high RS men who were 
low in romantic investment showed higher 
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Figure 2. Predicted probability of violence toward a dating partner as a function of 
rejection sensitivity and romantic investment. 
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Figure 3. Predicted number of serious or committed dating relationships as a function 
of rejection sensitivity and romantic investment. 
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Figure 4. Predicted number of close friends as a function of rejection sensitivity and 
romantic investment. 

social avoidance and distress scores. Figure 
5 shows the predicted social avoidance and 
distress scores for men scoring at the 25th 
and 75th percentile on RS and on romantic 
investment. 

Discussion 

Our findings show that among college men 
who report relatively high investment in ro- 
mantic relationships anxious expectations 
of rejection predict dating violence. Among 
men who report relatively low investment 
in romantic relationships, anxious expecta- 
tions of rejection predict reduced involve- 
ment in discretionary close relationships 
with friends and romantic partners and, 
more generally, increased distress in and 
avoidance of social situations. This pattern 
of results is consistent with the model de- 
picted in Figure 1, which outlines two 
maladaptive approaches to relationships 
that men who anxiously expect rejection 
can adopt to avoid rejection. 

In documenting a link between rejection 
expectations and intimate violence, our 
findings extend prior empirical and clinical 
evidence (e.g., Dutton & Browning, 
1988; Dutton, 1994; Dutton et al., 1994; 
Holtzworth-Munroe & Hutchinson, 1993; 
Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994; Walker, 
1984) depicting maritally violent men as ex- 
cessively concerned about the possibility of 
rejection to the dating relationships of an 
unselected, nonclinical sample of young 
adult malei. However, in indicating that 
among college men the association between 
anxious expectations of rejection and dating 
violence is limited to those who are invested 
in romantic relationships, our study appears 
to contradict the findings of Dutton et al. 
(1994) that, among married male batterers, 
the fearful attachment style was related to 
violence to an even greater extent than the 
preoccupied attachment style. As noted in 
the introduction, the fearful attachment 
style resembles our conceptualization of in- 
timacy-avoidant high RS, and the preoccu- 
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Figure 5. Predicted level of social anxiety as a function of rejection sensitivity and 
romantic investment. 

pied style resembles intimacy-seeking high 
RS. 

This apparent contradiction is probably 
an artifact of the different research designs 
and samples used in the two studies. The 
study by Dutton et al. (1994) differed from 
our study in two pertinent respects. First, 
their sample was selected on the outcome 
variable of interest to us, intimate violence. 
Their participants consisted of clinically re- 
ferred male batterers who had enacted seri- 
ous violence against their partners. Second, 
their participants had been in marital rela- 
tionships that were presumably serious and 
committed. By contrast, our participants 
were college students who were unselected 
for either the occurrence of violence in 
their relationships or  the nature or quality 
of their relationships. We found that 
whereas intimacy-avoidant high RS men 
resembled intimacy-seeking high RS men 
in the overall number of romantic relation- 
ships in which they had been involved, inti- 
macy-avoidant high RS men were less 

likely than intimacy-seeking high RS men 
to become involved in serious relationships. 
Given that we have hypothesized that sen- 
sitivity to rejection by a significant other 
increases the risk of intimate aggression, it 
follows that the rejection expectations-dat- 
ing violence link should be strongest in se- 
rious, committed relationships. Once in val- 
ued, committed relationships, such as those 
studied by Dutton et al. (1994), there is no 
reason why intimacy-avoidant high RS men 
should be less likely than intimacy-seeking 
high RS men to overreact with violent out- 
bursts when they perceive rejection from 
their significant other. In fact, given the re- 
luctance and fear that intimacy-avoidant 
high RS men must overcome to invest in 
and commit to a serious relationship, it 
would not be surprising if they showed a 
heightened reactivity to perceived rejection 
when in such relationships, putting them at 
even greater risk than intimacy-seeking 
high RS men for violence against a roman- 
tic partner. 
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Mediators of the link between rejection 
expectations and dating violence 

Although we have demonstrated an asso- 
ciation between anxious expectations of 
rejection and intimate violence, the task of 
establishing evidence for the intermediary 
mechanisms hypothesized in the introduc- 
tion is not yet completed. As described 
earlier, findings from our previous research 
provide support for the hypothesized 
mediational process. Specifically, we have 
shown that anxious expectations of rejec- 
tion prompt a readiness to attribute reject- 
ing intent to the source of an ambiguously 
intentioned rejection and a tendency to 
overreact with angry thoughts, feelings, and 
action plans in response to perceived 
rejection. 

Research on the social-cognitive charac- 
teristics of aggressive individuals provides 
additional support for the hypothesized 
process. Especially pertinent is the evi- 
dence that maritally violent men attribute 
more hostile behavioral intentions to their 
wives than do nonviolent men, particularly 
in scenarios involving rejection by the wife 
(Holtzworth-Munroe & Anglin, 1991; 
Holtzworth-Munroe and Hutchinson, 1993; 
see Holtzworth-Munroe, 1992, for a re- 
view). Evidence of a specific link between 
rejection expectations and a readiness to 
make hostile attributions in aggressive indi- 
viduals is provided by Dodge and Som- 
berg’s (1987) study of aggressive boys. 
When aggressive boys, who are known to 
chronically expect rejection (Dodge, 1980), 
were induced by a prospective playmate’s 
comment to expect rejection in a specific 
situation, they responded with an increase 
in hostile attributions to hypothetical nega- 
tive or ambiguous situations. The prospec- 
tive playmate’s comment did not evoke an 
increase in hostile attributions among 
nonaggressive boys. 

In sum, both our research on the impli- 
cations of RS for intimate relationships and 
research on the social-cognitive antece- 
dents of aggression provide support for the 
account of the link between anxious expec- 
tations of rejection and dating violence out- 

lined in Figure 1. Clearly, the intermediary 
steps in this process need to be tested in 
future research. 

Moderators of the processes linking 
rejection expectations and dating violence 

Links among the intermediary steps out- 
lined in Figure 1 are undoubtedly moder- 
ated in ways that can reduce the probability 
that anxious expectations of rejection will 
lead to violence. In this article we have of- 
fered evidence that investment in romantic 
relationships is one such moderator. We 
have suggested that reduced investment in 
relationships reduces the likelihood that 
high RS men will enact intimate violence, 
because intimacy-avoidant high RS men 
are less likely to be in situations that acti- 
vate anxious expectations of rejection from 
a significant other, prompting a tendency to 
perceive and overreact to rejection. 

But, even among intimacy-seeking high 
RS men, the perception of rejection may 
not always elicit an angry overreaction. 
Some high RS men may respond to per- 
ceived rejection with dejection and depres- 
sion rather than anger. The predominant 
reaction experienced following a perceived 
rejection may depend on whether they 
blame themselves or the other person for 
the rejection. Even when men do experi- 
ence intensely angry thoughts and feelings 
following a perceived rejection, the likeli- 
hood that these thoughts and feelings will 
be expressed in physical aggression may de- 
pend on their self-regulatory competencies, 
the ways in which they have learned to ex- 
press their anger in their families, and the 
prevailing social norms about violence 
against women. 

In sum, whereas we have proposed that 
rejection expectations are a risk factor for 
dating violence, the link between these two 
variables is viewed as neither simple nor 
direct. It is not surprising, therefore, that 
rejection expectations and relationship in- 
vestment together explain relatively low 
amounts of the variance in college men’s 
violence toward romantic partners. 
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Two types of violence: Reflexive or 
reflective? 

els must posit processes with the potential 
either to facilitate or inhibit intergenera- 

The account that we have proposed of the 
processes linking rejection expectations 
with intimate violence presumes the ag- 
gressive act to be reactive. It is also possible 
that some men who expect and are con- 
cerned about rejection may use violence or 
threats of violence proactively so as to co- 
erce a partner whose commitment they 
doubt into remaining in the relationship. In 
their work with aggressive boys, Dodge and 
his colleagues (Dodge, Lochman, Harnish, 
Bates, & Pettit, 1997) identified subtypes of 
reactively and proactively aggressive boys. 
For the reactive subtype, aggression results 
from a “reflexive” loss of control in the face 
of perceived provocation. Conversely, for 
the proactive subtype, aggression is “reflec- 
tive” behavior enacted to achieve an instru- 
mental goal. There may be similar subtypes 
among men who behave aggressively to- 
ward their romantic partners; unfortu- 
nately, with the current data set it is not 
possible to examine whether these subtypes 
exist, and, if so, whether both types are 
characterized by rejection expectations (cf. 
Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994). 

Links between exposure to family violence 
and adult intimate violence 

In an earlier study (Feldman & Downey, 
1994), we found heightened levels of RS 
in young adults exposed to family violence 
during childhood. In combination with 
findings reported in this article, this finding 
suggests that RS may mediate the link be- 
tween exposure to family violence and 
violence in adult intimate relationships. 
The modest association consistently ob- 
served between exposure to family vio- 
lence during childhood and enactment of 
violence in adult relationships (e.g., Hues- 
man, Eron, Lefkowitz, & Walder, 1984; 
Kalmuss, 1984; Malamuth, Sockloskie, 
Koss, & Tanaka, 1991; Straus et al., 1980; 
Widom, 1989) indicates considerable dis- 
continuity as well as continuity across gen- 
erations. Thus, adequate mediational mod- 

tional transmission of aggression (Dodge, 
Bates, & Pettit, 1990; Downey & Walker, 
1989). The mediational process implied by 
our data permits two alternative interper- 
sonal responses to childhood exposure to 
violence. The intimacy-seeking approach to 
RS should facilitate intergenerational con- 
tinuity in violence whereas the intimacy- 
avoidant approach to RS should inhibit 
continuity. 

The question of why some high RS in- 
dividuals pursue intimate relationships 
whereas others avoid them is still unre- 
solved. Attachment theorists have hypothe- 
sized that consistent rejection prompts 
avoidance of relationships, whereas inter- 
mittent rejection prompts an ambivalent 
preoccupation with relationships; however, 
empirical support for this suggestion is 
mixed (Downey, Bonica, & Rincon, in 
press). It may be that similar rejection expe- 
riences can prompt distinct reactions de- 
pending on temperamental or personality 
characteristics. For example, a child high in 
behavioral inhibition may be more likely to 
respond to rejection with avoidance, 
whereas a child low in behavioral inhibition 
may be more likely to become preoccupied 
with securing acceptance. 

Caveats and Conclusions 

Whereas the findings reported in this arti- 
cle provide evidence consistent with our 
model of the role of RS in intimate vio- 
lence, the data are limited in a number of 
ways. First, because the data are cross-sec- 
tional, we cannot draw unambiguous con- 
clusions about the causal direction of the 
relationship between RS and violence. 
Similarly, our results with respect to rela- 
tionship investment and actual involvement 
in discretionary relationships cannot rule 
out the alternative explanation that inti- 
macy-avoidant high RS men reported less 
investment in relationships because they 
have had fewer friends and romantic part- 
ners. Future work will need to test these 
causal links with longitudinal data. 
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A second potential limitation of our 
study is the reliance on self-reports. The so- 
cial proscription against male violence to- 
ward women on college campuses may 
have led our participants to underreport 
the violence they perpetrated against dat- 
ing partners. Finally, our investigation fo- 
cused on a college student sample, in which 
the typical act of violence is mild, involving 
shoving or slapping. The advantage of this 
sample is that it allowed us to investigate 
the psychological processes underlying vio- 
lence in a nonclinical sample for whom the 
particular exigencies of marriage, parent- 
hood, and economic dependence are not 
operating. Nonetheless, it remains to be es- 
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