
C L I E N T  R E S O U R C E

Rejection Sensitivity
Dysphoria and Dating

Understand the rejection alarm, make space for the emotional
intensity, and choose a response that protects your self-respect and
your relationships.

i

Your reaction is real, even when the meaning is uncertain.
The goal is not to shame the feeling or force it away. It is to create
enough space to check the story before you act.

NOTICE

Name the alarm

REGULATE

Settle the body

CHECK

Separate fact from fear

NOTICE  |  REGULATE  |  CHECK  |  CHOOSE
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U N D E R S T A N D  T H E  P A T T E R N

When the rejection alarm gets loud
Dating is full of pauses, ambiguity, and vulnerability. An RSD response can turn an unclear cue into an
urgent threat.

WHAT RSD CAN FEEL LIKE

A fast, intense wave of pain, shame, panic,
anger, or certainty that you are unwanted
after perceived rejection, criticism, or failure.

AN IMPORTANT DISTINCTION

RSD is a commonly used term, not a formal
diagnosis. It overlaps with researched ideas
such as rejection sensitivity and emotional
dysregulation, and is often discussed with
ADHD.

The dating trigger cycle Naming the cycle creates a place to interrupt it.

1 UNCLEAR CUE

A short text or
changed plan

2 ALARM STORY

"They do not want
me."

3 BODY SURGE

Panic, heat, ache,
urgency

4 PROTECTIVE ACT

Chase, withdraw,
mask, end it

5 AFTERMATH

Shame, rumination,
disconnection

Common dating triggers
A trigger is a signal to slow down, not proof that rejection happened.

A delayed, shorter, or differently toned text A date reschedules or asks for more space

A warm interaction is followed by silence Someone gives feedback or sets a boundary

A match does not mirror your level of
enthusiasm

A facial expression or joke is hard to read

You share something vulnerable and do not
get reassurance

Someone decides not to continue dating

A BETTER F IRST  QUESTION

Ask: "What do I know - and what am I filling in?"

Your feeling deserves care. Your first interpretation may still need more information.
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I N  T H E  M O M E N T

The PAUSE plan: regulate before you respond
You do not have to stop the feeling. Create a little time between the surge and the next action.

P PAUSE THE ACTION

When safe, wait before sending the
message, ending the connection, or asking
again.

A ANCHOR YOUR BODY

Feet down. Exhale longer. Lower sensory
input. Sip water or use temperature.

U UNHOOK FACT FROM STORY

Write what was observable, then name
what your alarm predicted.

S SEEK CLARITY ONCE

If clarity is needed, ask one direct question
without repeated reassurance-seeking.

E ENGAGE BY YOUR VALUES

Choose the next step that fits self-respect, honesty, kindness, and the other person's boundaries - not
the action that only reduces urgency.

FACT   |   STORY  |   NEED

FACT

What did I directly observe?

STORY

What meaning did my brain add?

NEED

What would help me feel grounded?

Uncertainty can be uncomfortable without being an emergency.

Ready-to-use scripts

DELAY THE REPLY

"I want to respond thoughtfully. I will come back to this later
today."

CHECK THE STORY

"I noticed our plan changed. Is this about timing, or has your
interest changed?"

REDUCE PRESSURE

"No rush to reply. I am going to step away from my phone for a
bit."

RECEIVE A NO

"Thank you for being clear. I am disappointed, and I respect your
decision."
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B E F O R E  +  A F T E R

Build a plan that protects your self-trust
The strongest dating plan is not perfect control. It is knowing how you will care for yourself when
uncertainty appears.

BEFORE DATING OR TEXTING

Choose phone-free windows and a reply
expectation that is realistic.
List three regulation tools that work when your
brain is activated.
Name one support person who will help you
slow down, not investigate.
Define compatibility by how the connection
feels, not by being chosen.

SHARE WITHOUT OVEREXPLAINING

Name the pattern + your plan + a clear ask

"Sometimes uncertainty hits my system harder than I want
it to. I may take a little time to settle before I respond.
Clear communication helps; you do not need to fix the
feeling for me."

MY RSD SUPPORT PLAN

MY EARLY WARNING SIGNS body, thoughts, urges MY FIRST REGULATION STEP

MY PAUSE WINDOW minutes or hours MY GROUNDING PERSON

I can feel rejected without abandoning myself.

After-trigger debrief
Use curiosity, not a courtroom. The purpose is to learn your pattern.

What happened, in observable terms? What did I feel in my body?

What story did my alarm add? What evidence supports or complicates it?

What need or boundary remains? What would self-respect look like next?

WHEN MORE SUPPORT MAY HELP

Consider a qualified mental health professional if these reactions are frequent, severe, drive avoidance or conflict, or affect
safety and daily functioning. If you may harm yourself or someone else, call or text 988 in the U.S. or use local emergency
services.

Education only; not diagnosis or treatment. Sources: Cleveland Clinic (2022); Downey & Feldman, JPSP (1996), doi:10.1037/0022-3514.70.6.1327;
Shaw et al., American Journal of Psychiatry (2014), doi:10.1176/appi.ajp.2013.13070966; Stutts, JUNE (2022), doi:10.59390/WSZK3327.
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