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We investigated associations between implicit and explicit self-perceptions of rejection with interpersonal func-
tioning in close relationships. Adolescents (N=124) reported their explicit rejection self-perceptions on a ques-
tionnaire and completed the Implicit Association Test to assess their implicit rejection self-perceptions. After
controlling for implicit self-perceptions, adolescents' explicit rejection self-perceptions were associated with
the adolescents self-reportingmore negative relationship quality with close friends and self-reportingmore neg-
ative behaviors with romantic partners. After controlling for explicit self-perceptions, adolescents' implicit rejec-
tion self-perceptions were associated with their romantic partners reporting more negative relationship quality
with them, and observations of adolescents displaying more negative behaviors with romantic partners. Implicit
and explicit rejection self-perceptions uniquely explain individual differences in interpersonal behaviors.

© 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Implicit versus explicit rejection self-perceptions and adolescents'
interpersonal functioning

The tendency to perceive oneself as socially rejected versus accepted
is an important cognition with negative interpersonal ramifications.
Existing work on this topic has almost exclusively relied upon explicit
self-perceptions of rejection. The current study investigated associa-
tions between implicit and explicit self-perceptions of rejection with
interpersonal functioning in adolescents' close relationships.

Rejection self-perceptionsmay become associated with negative re-
lationship quality and behaviors through several pathways. Individuals
who perceive themselves as rejected may become hypersensitive to re-
jection and interpret ambiguous interactions as negative, leading them
to over-report poor relationship quality relative to the actual negativity
occurring in the relationship (Norona, Salvatore, Welsh, & Darling,
2014). Another possibility is that those who perceive themselves as
rejected over-react to ambiguous interactions or avoid interactions

entirely because of fear of rejection— behaviors which lead to declines
in relationship quality in a self-fulfilling prophecy (Downey &
Feldman, 1996). Empirical research supports these ideas. After
accounting for actual levels of rejection, adolescents who self-
reported being peer-rejected displayed declining friendship quality
(more hostility, less companionship) and increasing negative behav-
iors with close friends (excessive help-seeking) over a 1-year period
(McElhaney, Antonishak, & Allen, 2008).

These findings underscore the importance of rejection self-
perceptions for interpersonal functioning. However, existing studies
on this topic rely upon explicit measures; typically, individuals self-
report the degree they perceive themselves to be rejected on question-
naires (e.g., McElhaney et al., 2008). Yet, a growing literature suggests
that information about the self is processed via multiple systems
(Schnabel & Asendorpf, 2010). Explicit self-perceptions are based on
deliberate, conscious reasoning about the self. By contrast, implicit asso-
ciations derive from automatic activations of self-relevant experiences
that exist outside of conscious control or awareness, and are thought
to be relatively resistant to impression management (Greenwald,
Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji, 2009). Particularly for topics that are vul-
nerable to socially desirability concerns, participants may be unwilling
(i.e., they are consciously aware of their perceptions but elect to not re-
veal them) or unable (i.e., they cannot introspect upon their percep-
tions) to explicitly report on the construct (Greenwald et al., 2009).
Because perceiving oneself as rejected is socially undesirable, implicit
measures may uniquely assess this construct, and be incrementally
associated with interpersonal functioning beyond explicit reports.
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We presume that rejection self-perceptions, whether existing on an
explicit or implicit level, manifest themselves in negative relationship
quality and behaviors. However, implicit and explicit rejection self-
perceptions may be associated with different interpersonal functioning
indicators. Research has found that participants' implicitly measured
self-esteem uniquely predicted experimenter ratings of the participants'
social anxiety and observations of their spontaneous anxious behaviors
in an interpersonal interaction (with statistical control of their explicit
self-esteem); explicitly measured self-esteem uniquely predicted self-
reported social anxiety (Rudolph, Schröder-Abé, Riketta, & Schütz,
2010). Another study found adolescents' explicitly self-reported fear
of negative evaluation associated with their self-reported social interac-
tion problems, but their implicitly assessed rejection self-perceptions as-
sociated with others' observations of poor interpersonal interactions —
each after statistical control of the other type of measure (Teachman &
Allen, 2007). This literature suggests one possible pattern of unique pre-
dictive validity which has been referred to as a double dissociation
(Schnabel & Asendorpf, 2010): explicit measures are more associated
with criterion variables within the individual's conscious control (such
as self-reports or deliberate behaviors), while implicit measures are
more associated with criterion variables that are difficult for the individ-
ual to consciously access and control (such as other-reports or spontane-
ous behaviors).

The current study expanded upon prior findings that explicit
self-perceptions of rejection are associated with poor interpersonal
functioning to also assess unique prediction by implicit rejection self-
perceptions in a late adolescent sample. Rejection self-perceptions
may be especially relevant in this developmental period, during which
adolescents are moving away from residence with their parents
and/or beginning college, which offer new opportunities for close rela-
tionships. Friendships and romantic partnerships both increase in im-
portance during late adolescence, and social skills learned in each of
these relationships generalize to the other (Collins, Welsh, & Furman,
2009). We hypothesized that implicitly and explicitly measured rejec-
tion self-perceptions would uniquely explain individual differences in
relationship quality and behaviors in close friendships and romantic
partnerships.

2. Method

2.1. Participants and procedure

Participants were 124 late adolescents (Mean age = 18.19, SD =
0.91; 69 girls). The sample derives from a cross-sectional assessment
within a larger longitudinal study that originally enrolled 184 adoles-
cents in the Southeastern United States (Allen, Porter, McFarland,
Marsh, & McElhaney, 2005). Ethnic diversity was 58% Caucasian, 29%
African American, and 13% other. Average family income was
$30,000–$39,999 (32% b $20,000 and 31% N $60,000).

The current sample's data collection occurred 6–7 years after origi-
nal study entry. Adolescents completedmeasures of explicit and implic-
it rejection self-perceptions. Approximately 1 year later, 111 of the 124
adolescents and a close friend (friends' mean age = 19.27, SD= 1.64),
and 65 of the 124 adolescents and their romantic partners (partners'
mean age= 18.76, SD=2.75), reported on their relationship function-
ing. Friends had known one another for an average of 8.57 years
(Range = 1–20, SD = 5.54); romantic relationships averaged 12.34
months in duration (range = 2–64, SD=12.39). Of the 65 participants
who participated with a romantic partner, 59 of these participants also
brought a close friend.

Participants in the current studydid not differ from those in the orig-
inal sample in age, gender, ethnicity, or family income. Adolescentswith
a close friend participating (versus thosewho did not) weremore likely
to be female (χ2

(1, n = 124) = 6.24; p= .012), but did not differ in other
demographics or rejection self-perceptions. There were no differences

between the adolescents with versus without a romantic partner
participating.

Participants age 18 and over provided consent; those under 18 pro-
vided assent while parents consented. Procedures were approved by an
institutional review board.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Explicit rejection self-perceptions
Adolescents completed the social acceptance scale from the Harter

Self-Perception Profile (Harter, 1988). Adolescents selected which of
two statementswasmost like themselves (four items; e.g., “Some people
are not well-liked by others” but “Some people are well-liked by others”),
and reported whether the description was “really like” or “sort of like”
themselves. This scale was reverse coded so that higher scores indicated
greater explicit rejection self-perceptions. Cronbach's α was .83.

2.2.2. Implicit rejection self-perceptions
Adolescents were administered the Implicit Association Test (IAT;

Greenwald et al., 2009), requiring participants to classify words into su-
perordinate categories via pressing computer keys. Four categories are
placed into two pairs on either side of a computer screen. Study target
categories were Me (me, self, I) and Not Me (not me, other, them),
while descriptor categorieswere Rejected (rejected, disliked, unwanted)
and Liked (liked, admired, popular), following Teachman and Allen
(2007). After 20 practice trials, there were two counterbalanced blocks:
one block of 36 trials where the target and descriptor categories were
paired to reflect associations of the self with rejected, and one block of
36 trials where the categories were paired to reflect associations of
the self with liked.

It is assumed that individuals classify stimulimore quicklywhen cat-
egoryparingsmatch their automatic associations. FollowingGreenwald,
Nosek, and Banaji (2003), a D score was created, representing the time
taken to classify stimuli when the category pairings reflected self with
rejected versus the time taken when the category pairings reflected
self with liked, divided by pooled standard deviations. Larger D scores
reflect greater implicit rejection self-perceptions.

2.2.3. Conflict and betrayal in close friendship
Adolescents and their close friends (labeled self-report and friend-

report in Table 1, respectively) independently completed the Conflict
and Betrayal subscale from the Friendship Quality Questionnaire
(Parker & Asher, 1993) about their friendship (seven items; e.g., “This
friend doesn't listen to me”). Each item is rated on a 5-point scale, with
higher scores indicating more negative friendship quality. Cronbach's
α was .74 for adolescents and .76 for friends.

2.2.4. Positive communication in romantic relationship
Adolescents and their romantic partners (labeled self-report and

partner-report in Table 1, respectively) independently completed the
Positive Communication subscale from the Conflict in Relationships
Questionnaire (Wolfe, Reitzel-Jaffe, Gough, & Wekerle, 1994) about
their relationship. Each of 16 items (e.g., “My partner offered a solution
that s/he thought would make us both happy”) is answered on a 4-point
scale, with higher scores indicating more positive relationship quality.
Cronbach's α was .88 for adolescents and .84 for romantic partners.

2.2.5. Negative tactics in romantic relationship disagreements
Adolescents self-reported their avoidance behaviors toward their

romantic partner (labeled self-report in Table 1) during conflict on an
18-item scale created by Brennan, Clark, and Shaver (1998). Each item
(e.g., reverse coded: “I usually discuss my problems and concerns with
my partner”) is answered on a 7-point metric; higher scores indicate
poorer tactics during disagreements. Cronbach's α in our sample was
.91.
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