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ABSTRACT 

When a person experiences interpersonal rejection, there are two ways this rebuff can take place. 

The rejector might choose somebody else (comparative rejection) or nobody else 

(noncomparative rejection) instead of the rejectee. In seven studies, we examined which type of 

rejection feels worse and why this is. A total of 1,095 participants recalled, evaluated, or 

experienced comparative rejection, noncomparative rejection, or both. While the context of the 

rejections varied from casual, to professional, to romantic, we found the same result every time. 

It feels worse to be rejected for somebody rather than nobody. And feelings of jealousy—not 

different attributions—are key to explaining why this is. 
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Introduction 

Rejection is a fundamental part of social life. Relationships are formed and broken in the 

course of marriage and divorce, hiring and firing, friendship and feud. We know it feels bad 

when someone ends a relationship with us, rebuffs our attempts to initiate one, or declines to 

interact with us (Blackhart, Nelson, Knowles, & Baumeister, 2009; Richman & Leary, 2009). 

But does it matter if they do so to pick up a relationship or interact with someone else instead? 

For example, if a friend declines a dinner invitation, does our reaction differ depending on 

whether they do so to socialize with others or if they do so to spend the night in? 

We propose that rejectees pay close attention to whether the rejector chooses someone 

else over them or not, and this information affects their reactions to the rejection. Rejections for 

somebody else and rejections for nobody else have been referred to as comparative and 

noncomparative rejections, respectively (Leary, 2005). Comparative and noncomparative 

rejections are common in the real world and in empirical research. In studies that employ a 

comparative paradigm, participants are rejected and another party is selected instead of them 

(e.g., Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995; Snapp & Leary, 2001; Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, 

& Stucke, 2001; Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 2000). For example, Williams and colleagues 

(2000) had rejectors choose to play a game with someone else rather than the rejectees, while 

Snapp and Leary (2001) had rejectors choose to socialize with another person over the rejectees. 

In studies that employ a noncomparative paradigm, participants know they were rejected; 

however, they either have no information about who was chosen over them (e.g., Twenge, 2003), 

or they explicitly know the rejector chose to be alone. For example, Buckley, Winkel, and Leary 

(2003) gave rejected participants feedback indicating that their partner would rather be alone 

than work with them. To make the distinction as clear as possible, in this paper, we compare 
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comparative rejections to noncomparative rejections in which participants unambiguously know 

that nobody was chosen by the rejector. 

These two types of rejection, while appearing widely, have never been compared directly 

(Leary, 2005). We aim to do just that. Specifically, we want to establish which rejection feels 

worse, and why this is. This is an important question because, while we know that it feels worse 

to be rejected than accepted, we know little about the effects of whom one is rejected for. As a 

first pass, we aim to see if it even matters whether you are rejected for someone or no one at all. 

Moreover, this is a fundamental distinction between rejections. A rejectee is always either 

rejected for someone or no one, yet this distinction has never been explored empirically. Finally, 

there are practical implications as well; knowing which type of rejection feels worse can inform 

universities, corporations, individuals, and all those in the business of rejecting others on how to 

approach and frame their rejections. 

Reactions to Rejection 

Rejection induces a panoply of negative emotions—notably sadness and anger (Celik, 

Lammers, van Beest, Bekker, & Vonk, 2013), but also anxiety, loneliness, depressed mood and 

general feelings of unpleasantness (Blackhart et al., 2009; Gerber & Wheeler, 2009; Richman & 

Leary, 2009). The near physical experience of hurt feelings (Chen, Williams, Fitness & Newton, 

2008) is also thought of as a unique emotional reaction to the relational devaluation signaled by a 

rejection (Leary et al., 2001; Leary & Leder, 2009). While some work has tried to examine when 

certain emotions might be heightened relative to others after a rejection (e.g., Celik et al., 2013), 

the core affective response to a rejection is negative affect or bad feelings (Richman & Leary, 

2009). We intend to see which causes more bad feelings—comparative or noncomparative 

rejection. Throughout the paper, we vary our operationalization of bad feelings, showing that our 

effect remains regardless of how exactly they are measured. 
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Which Feels Worse and Why? 

Although intuition may quickly lead to a prediction about which type of rejection feels 

worse, there are arguments to be made for both sides—arguments that hinge on what mechanism 

is assumed to underlie any difference between rejection types. For example, in thinking about the 

problem, Leary (2005) contended that noncomparative rejection is more hurtful than comparative 

rejection. He speculated that in a comparative rejection, it is possible to preserve the belief that 

your rejection was simply the expression of a “preference among valued options” (p. 46). You 

weren’t chosen, but your rejector sees nothing wrong with you and still values you. In contrast, a 

noncomparative rejection is a much harsher indictment of your character. Despite a ubiquitous 

need to belong, a relationship with you is so unpleasant that the rejector would rather “go it 

alone” (p.46). This is an argument premised on the claim that attributions are critical in 

determining which type of rejection feels worse. 

On the other hand, attributions might not matter much in this context. Something 

fundamental and more primitive might be at play—specifically, comparative rejections involve 

the presence of a rival to the relationship, which could trigger jealousy, and as a result, a host of 

other negative emotions. Noncomparative rejections lack a rival and therefore might not feel as 

bad. Thus, in determining which rejection feels worse, it is important to distinguish between the 

roles that attributions and jealousy might play.  

Attribution.  The argument for attribution essentially posits that noncomparative 

rejection feels worse because it leads rejectees to make self-blaming, internal attributions for 

their rejection, whereas comparative rejection doesn’t feel as bad because it leads rejectees to 

make the inference that their rejection had little to do with them, and was instead attributable to 

an external factor like their rejector’s idiosyncratic preference for someone else. This lines up 

with findings showing that the greater the extent to which people attribute negative events that 
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befall them to internal factors, as opposed to external circumstances, the worse off they feel 

(Sweeney, Anderson, & Bailey, 1986; Weiner, 1985). 

While this is a compelling argument, we don’t think attribution will be useful in 

explaining which type of rejection feels worse. First, attribution could be used to make the exact 

opposite prediction. For example, it could reasonably be argued that in a noncomparative 

rejection, rejectees infer that their rejector simply has a preference for being alone, a proclivity 

for which they can’t blame themselves. By contrast, in a comparative rejection, it is clear the 

rejector wants to interact with someone, but they chose not to do so with the rejectee, an outcome 

which might lead to more self-blaming internal attributions as rejectees search for some fault in 

themselves that led to the selection of another person over them. 

Second, it is well known that the reasons people come up with to explain their emotions 

and actions often show little or no correspondence with reality (Wilson and Nisbett, 1977). 

Similarly, with regard to rejection, the literature suggests that our reactions to a rejection are 

often dictated, not by our explanations for why we were rejected, but by our evaluations of how 

we stand in the relationship within which the rejection occurred. For example, Leary and Leder 

(2009) showed that a person’s hurt feelings following a rejection are primarily explained by the 

extent to which rejectees believe that their standing in the relationship has decreased. This 

suggests that what exactly rejectees believe to have caused a comparative or noncomparative 

rejection will not be as important in determining their bad feelings as their perceptions of their 

standing in the relationship will be. This is why we believe that jealousy will be central to 

explaining how comparative and noncomparative rejection differ. Jealousy arises when people 

feel that a rival has threatened their standing in a relationship, and therefore, we propose that 

comparative rejections will feel worse due to this additional jealousy. 
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Jealousy. Jealousy is a social emotion thought to expressly serve the adaptive function of 

inciting action tendencies that preserve relationships against the encroachment of rivals (Buss, 

Larsen, Westen, & Semmelroth, 1992; DeSteno, Valdesolo, & Bartlett, 2006; DeSteno & 

Salovey, 1995; Salovey, 1991). Subjectively, it is a highly aversive state, which is associated 

with low self-esteem (DeSteno et al., 2006), and elicits specific negative emotions like anger and 

sadness as well as more diffuse negative states like worry, anxiety, and general feelings of 

unpleasantness (Harmon-Jones, Peterson, Harris, 2009; Hupka, 1984; Hupka, 1991; Parrot, 1991; 

Salovey & Rothman, 1991). Another particular characteristic of jealousy is its intensity, across 

the board. For example, Parrot & Smith (1993) showed that jealousy incites significantly more 

anger than even the very closely related experience of envy does. 

The distinguishing feature of jealousy is a subjective evaluation that one’s relationship 

with another person is being threatened by a rival (Buss et al., 1992; Desteno et al., 2006). The 

extent to which one feels that their relationship with another is threatened by a rival is the extent 

to which they feel jealousy and then experience a host of downstream negative feelings. This is 

true not only when jealousy is induced by rivals to a romantic relationship, but also when it is 

induced by rivals to more mundane and less impassioned relationships that occur in the 

workplace or even a laboratory (Desteno et al., 2006; Harmon-Jones et al., 2009). Having a rival 

chosen over you is a more credible threat to an existing relationship or the formation of a new 

relationship than a rejection unaccompanied by such concerns. 

Thus, comparative rejection should insight more jealousy than noncomparative rejection 

because there is a much more acute threat from a relationship rival. Another person (the rival) is 

explicitly being chosen over the rejectee. Jealousy then is the critical difference between these 

two rejections. Both rejections will likely lead to some level of bad feelings. However, feelings 
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of jealousy, while lacking in noncomparative rejection, will fan the flames and impel bad 

feelings to more elevated heights in comparative rejection. 

Overview 

 In the seven studies that follow we aim to examine which type of rejection feels worse 

(Study 1), why this is (Studies 2a–4), and verify that this is a robust and replicable phenomenon 

(Studies 5–6). We predict that comparative rejection feels worse than noncomparative rejection, 

and that this is because it incites more jealousy (rather than because it leads to different 

attributions), and that this phenomenon will generalize across contexts. 

Study 1: Recalled Rejections 

As a first pass, we sought to examine whether one type of rejection generally elicits more 

negative affect than the other. To do so, we asked participants to recall and rate comparative and 

noncomparative rejections they had experienced. 

Method 

Participants. Two hundred participants (64% Male; Median Age = 27; Age Range = 18-

67; 76% White, 14% Asian) were recruited from the workers on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 

platform (MTurk). Recruitment was limited to those workers who were located in the United 

States (US). Participants were paid $0.251.  

Procedures and Measures. Participants completed a web-based survey with a within-

subjects design in which they recalled, wrote about, and then rated one comparative and one 

noncomparative rejection. In the comparative rejection condition, participants were instructed to 

write about a time when they “were rejected and somebody else was chosen over [them].” In the 

noncomparative rejection condition, they were told to do the same with an instance in which they 

“were rejected and nobody else was chosen over [them].” In both cases, participants were given 

                                                           
1 To make sure our studies were sufficiently powered, we aimed to have at least 50 participants in each condition (in 

all studies), as per the suggestion of Simmons, Nelson & Simonsohn (2013). 
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some examples of that type of rejection (see Table 4 for exact wording). The order of the 

prompts was counterbalanced across participants. Note that in this study and all of our others, 

participants exposed to a noncomparative rejection had clear information that nobody else was 

chosen over them (as opposed to some other studies where participants exposed to a 

noncomparative rejection did not have explicit information that nobody was chosen over them, 

e.g., Twenge, 2003). This allowed for a more direct comparison between comparative and 

noncomparative rejection.  

Immediately after recalling a rejection, participants answered four questions assessing 

how bad they felt: (1) “How bad was this rejection?”; (2) “How bad did this situation make you 

feel about yourself?”; (3) “How upset did this rejection make you feel?”; (4) “How unfair was 

this rejection?” All ratings were done on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very). These four 

responses were then averaged into a composite of bad feelings2, in each condition (α = 0.84, in 

both conditions).  Finally, participants were asked to make a binary choice about which type of 

rejection (for someone or for no one) they regarded as “worse in general.”  

Results and Discussion 

Participants recalled having significantly more negative reactions to comparative 

rejections (M = 4.97, SD = 1.44) than noncomparative rejections (M = 4.59, SD = 1.50), on our 

aggregate composite of bad feelings, d = 0.26, t(198) = 2.84, p = 0.005. Looking at the 

composite items individually, comparative rejections felt significantly worse in general, made 

participants feel significantly worse about themselves, were seen as significantly more unfair (all 

p’s < 0.023), and were marginally more upsetting, t(198) = 1.71, p = 0.089. Further, when forced 

to choose, 71% of the participants indicated that comparative rejections were worse in general 

than noncomparative rejections, z = 5.94, p < 0.001. 

                                                           
2 In every study, we report (and use in our bad feelings composite) the full set of emotion items that we collected, 

not merely a subset that worked. 
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This study offers preliminary evidence that comparative rejection feels worse than 

noncomparative rejection. However, the case is not closed. Memories are faulty and subject to 

reconstruction (Gleaves, Smith, Butler, & Spiegel, 2004; Loftus & Palmer, 1974). Since 

participants generated their instances of rejection from memory, it is possible that they simply 

remembered harsher rejections in the comparative rejection condition. 

Study 2a: Attribution and Jealousy as Mediators 

To eliminate the alternative explanation that might have accounted for our results in 

Study 1, in this study, we confronted respondents with pre-defined rejections that were similar in 

every way, except whether the rebuff was comparative or noncomparative. We also varied our 

operationalization of bad feelings to demonstrate that our effect isn’t particular to any specific set 

of variables. 

More broadly, in Studies 2a-4, we attempted to nail down a mechanism that accounts for 

our findings. We began here by measuring the two main constructs that are proposed to mediate 

our effect (attribution and jealousy). Our prediction was that jealousy, and not attribution, is the 

principal determinant of bad feelings. While attributions might vary significantly by rejection 

type, we did not predict they would mediate our effect. 

Method 

Participants. One hundred and fifty participants (67% Male; Median Age = 27; Age 

Range = 18-59; 70% White, 12% Asian) were recruited on MTurk and paid $0.20 for their 

participation. 

Procedures and Measures. In another web survey, this time employing a between-

subjects design, participants were randomly assigned to picture either a comparative or 

noncomparative rejection. Participants in both conditions were asked to imagine they were 

applying for jobs and had submitted a resume to a company they’d like to work for. Those in the 
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comparative rejection condition were then told that they received an email letting them know that 

the company decided to hire someone else. Those in the noncomparative rejection condition 

were instead informed that the email told them that the company had decided not to hire anyone 

(see Table 4 for the exact wording of prompts). 

Afterwards, participants answered five questions about their emotional reactions to the 

rejection. Specifically, participants were asked “How [bad, sad, angry, good, happy] did the 

company's decision make you feel?” Participants’ individual ratings of their explicit bad feelings 

(bad, sad, angry) and their reverse-coded ratings of their good feelings (happy, good) were 

averaged into a single composite of bad feelings (α = 0.67). These items were chosen to measure 

affective reactions because a meta-analysis of experimental research on rejection indicated that 

short scales asking about specific emotions are the most sensitive to the emotional impact of a 

rejection and have larger effect sizes, as compared to pre-established scales like the Brief Mood 

Introspection Scale (Gerber & Wheeler., 2009). 

Finally, participants responded to scale measures of the two variables that are proposed to 

mediate our results—attribution and jealousy. The attribution scale consisted of four separate 

questions that we averaged together to create a composite measure of the internality of 

attributions being made (α = 0.91). Those items, in order were: (1) “Is the cause of this rejection 

due to something about you or to something about the company or circumstances?”; (2) “To 

what extent was this rejection caused by something about you?”; (3) “To what extent was this 

rejection caused by something about the company?” (reverse coded);  (4) “Some factor that is 

internal to me is reason that I was not accepted for this job.” The jealousy item consisted of a 

single question asking participants “How jealous did the company's decision make you feel?” All 

ratings were done on 7-point scales.  

Results and Discussion 
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Consistent with our earlier results, participants indicated that a comparative rejection (M 

= 5.34, SD = 0.84) would feel significantly worse than a noncomparative rejection (M = 4.73, SD 

= 0.92), on our aggregate measure of bad feelings, d = 0.70, (b = 0.61, SE b = 0.15), t(146) = 

4.22, p < 0.001. Further, as predicted, participants indicated that they would be more jealous 

after a comparative rejection (M = 4.13, SD = 1.67) than a noncomparative rejection (M = 1.96, 

SD = 1.67), (b = 2.16, SE b = 0.28), d = 1.31, t(147) = 7.95, p < 0.001. Attributions also differed 

significantly between conditions (b = 1.75, SE b = 0.20), d = 1.43, t(148) = 8.71, p < 0.001. 

Participants made significantly more internal attributions following a comparative rejection (M = 

4.12, SD = 1.06) than after a noncomparative rejection (M = 2.37, SD = 1.38). In other words, 

they blamed themselves more when someone else was chosen over them. 

We then examined whether measurements of attribution or jealousy mediated the 

difference in bad feelings between rejection types. When rejection type and jealousy were 

simultaneously entered into a linear regression model predicting bad feelings, rejection type was 

no longer a significant predictor of bad feelings (b = 0.16, SE b = 0.16), t(145) = 1.01, p = 0.315, 

but jealousy was (b = 0.21, SE b = 0.04), t(145) = 5.19, p < 0.001. The Preacher and Hayes 

(2008) bootstrapping procedure (with 10,000 iterations) produced a 95% confidence interval for 

the indirect effect that did not include zero [0.260, 0.705], indicating that the jealousy mediation 

was significant. In contrast, when attribution and rejection type were simultaneously regressed 

on bad feelings, rejection type remained a significant predictor (b = 0.47, SE b = 0.18), t(145) = 

2.63, p = 0.010, while attribution did not predict bad feelings (b = 0.08, SE b = 0.06), t(145) = 

1.38, p = 0.170. And the Preacher and Hayes (2008) bootstrapping procedure (with 10,000 

iterations) produced a 95% confidence interval for the indirect effect through attribution that 

included zero [-0.076, 0.379]. Thus, jealousy was a significant mediator and attribution was not. 
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This study provides further support for the claim that comparative rejection feels worse 

than noncomparative rejection. This pattern held when participants were asked to imagine a 

particular rejection and therefore is not merely an artifact of memory. Furthermore, this study 

suggests that jealousy accounts for this difference in bad feelings between comparative and 

noncomparative rejection. Although participants were significantly more likely to make internal 

attributions for the comparative rejection in this study, these attributions did not predict the bad 

feelings. 

Jealousy as a mediator. It is worth discussing jealousy as a mediator, as there might be 

several concerns. The first is that jealousy is a non-causal variable that does not intervene in the 

relationship between the independent variable (rejection type) and dependent variable (bad 

feelings), but rather is a compound emotion that is simply synonymous with some combination 

of the dependent variables (bad feelings). While this question has always been a thorn in the side 

of research on jealousy, Hupka (1984) convincingly marshaled evidence that jealousy is not a 

compound emotion. First, he demonstrated that there are cases when the primary emotions that 

are proposed to compose jealousy all appear at once, yet no feelings of jealousy are aroused. 

Second, he showed that no constant set of constituent emotions always co-appear with jealousy. 

Thus, it seems that jealousy is different from other bad feelings. It is also worth noting that 

colloquial usage of the term jealousy suggests that it can cause other emotions (e.g., it would 

make sense to say “she’s just mad because she’s jealous”); the same is not true for other 

emotions as they are not discussed in this way (e.g., it does not make equal sense to say “she’s 

just mad because she’s sad”). We attempt to directly address this causality issue in Study 5 when 

we manipulate jealousy. 

A second concern might be that jealousy only mediates because of a failure to measure a 

more important and fundamental mediator. In Study 2b, we make a good faith effort to measure 
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seven alternative constructs in addition to jealousy to see whether anything else explains the 

difference in bad feelings by rejection type. 

Study 2b: Other Possible Mediators 

 Although we believe that attribution and jealousy are the two mechanisms that are the 

most likely to account for our effect, a host of others are possible as well. For example, perhaps 

comparative rejection feels worse because knowing that someone else was selected negatively 

affects people’s views of their rank or ability. In Study 2b, we tested eight possible constructs to 

determine whether any of them statistically mediate the relationship between rejection type and 

bad feelings. We aimed to determine whether the results from Study 2a would replicate and 

whether any other possible mechanisms would be revealed. 

Method 

Participants. Two hundred participants (54% Male; Median Age = 29; Age Range = 18-

66; 81% White, 11% Asian) were recruited on MTurk using the same selection criteria as earlier 

and paid $0.20 for their participation. Our final sample included 203 responses because three 

participants provided responses to our dependent measures but did not proceed to the part of the 

task where they would request payment. 

Procedures and Measures. The procedure in this study was exactly the same as the one 

used in Study 2a. The only difference was that after rating their bad feelings (bad, sad, angry, 

with good and happy reverse-coded as before, α = 0.74) and their degree of jealousy, participants 

responded to a series of questions aimed at operationalizing various other constructs that might 

account for our effect. For example, it could be that a comparative rejection feels worse because 

rejectees in a comparative rejection know that they are regarded as less desirable than at least one 

person (the person chosen over them), while rejectees in a noncomparative rejection have no 

diagnostic information about their rank relative to others, and can thus maintain a more flattering 
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belief about their rank. Thus, we asked participants to rate their appraisal of their relative rank by 

responding to the question “How do you think the company would rate you in comparison to the 

other applicants they had to choose from?” We also asked participants to respond to questions 

measuring their perceptions of their ability, the permanence of the rejection decision, the 

closeness of the rejection decision, the rejector's internal torment, the focus of rejection, and their 

control over the rejection outcome (see Table 1 for verbatim wording). All ratings were done on 

7-point scales. 

Results and Discussion 

 As before, participants said the comparative rejection (M = 5.21, SD = 0.89) would feel 

worse than the noncomparative rejection (M = 4.59, SD = 1.01) on the aggregate composite of 

bad feelings, d = 0.65, t(201) = 4.62, p < 0.001. They also said they would experience a greater 

degree of jealousy from a comparative rejection (M = 4.07, SD = 1.71) than from a 

noncomparative rejection (M = 1.92, SD = 1.44), (b = 2.20, SE b = 0.23), d = 1.35, t(200) = 9.54, 

p < 0.001. Furthermore, comparative and noncomparative rejection differed significantly on most 

other mediators, with participants rating that they had a lower rank and less ability in the 

comparative condition. They also thought that the rejection was a closer decision, the rejector 

was more tormented, the rejection said more about them than the rejector, and they had more 

control in the comparative condition (see Table 1). 

 Next, we conducted a mediation analysis, with jealousy and the seven other variables 

entered as simultaneous mediators (see Table 1). In a linear regression, with rejection type and 

all mediators used to predict bad feelings, rejection type was no longer a significant predictor of 

bad feelings (b = -0.02, SE b = 0.17), t(188) = -0.12, p = 0.906. Only two items emerged as 

significant predictors of bad feelings—jealousy (b = 0.25, SE b = 0.04), t(188) = 6.24, p < 0.001, 
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and the extent of control rejectees felt over the decision (b = -0.10, SE b = 0.04), t(188) = -2.24, 

p = 0.020 (p’s for all other mediators > 0.120). 

 The Preacher and Hayes (2008) bootstrapping procedure (with 10,000 iterations) 

produced a 95% confidence interval for the total indirect effect that did not include zero [0.332, 

0.891], indicating that there was significant simultaneous mediation. Looking at the indirect 

effect of each mediator individually, only the confidence interval for jealousy did not include 

zero [0.368, 0.778]. This indicates that jealousy alone accounted for the overall mediation. 

 We found the exact same pattern of results looking at each item as an individual 

mediator. That is, in eight separate individual mediation analyses, only jealousy significantly 

mediated our effect. All other items did not. Thus, this study provides additional evidence that 

jealousy is the best explanation for the effect.  

Study 3: Manipulating Attribution 

Mediational evidence is suggestive, but not causal. Thus, in the next two studies, we 

manipulated the two primary mechanisms that could explain our effect and examined whether 

bad feelings would move in step with jealousy but not attribution. In Study 3, we manipulated 

attribution, and in Study 4, we manipulated jealousy. 

Specifically, in Study 3, we examined three pairs of comparative and noncomparative 

rejections. In the first pair, attribution was allowed to vary. In the other two pairs however, we 

held attribution constant—once at a level that was highly external and once at a level that was 

highly internal. If attribution is the critical mechanism that explains why comparative rejection 

feels worse than noncomparative rejection, then in these latter two cases—where attribution is 

held constant—there should be no difference by rejection type in how bad respondents say they 

would feel. If however, attribution is not the critical source of the difference in bad feelings by 
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rejection type, then holding it constant should not eliminate the difference, and comparative 

rejection should still feel worse than noncomparative rejection. 

Method 

Participants. One hundred participants (59% Male; Median Age = 29; Age Range = 20-

70; 81% White, 9% Asian) were recruited on MTurk, and paid $0.50 for their participation. Our 

final sample included 102 responses, because again two participants responded without 

proceeding to the payment portion of the protocol. 

Procedures and Measures. Participants were exposed to 6 rejections in a 3 (attribution: 

baseline, external, internal) x 2 (rejection type: comparative, noncomparative) fully within-

subjects design. In all scenarios, participants were asked to imagine they were happy in a long-

term relationship until their partner decides they want to break up. 

In the baseline attributions conditions, participants then read that their partner says, “I 

plan on dating someone else” in the comparative rejection scenario, or “I don’t plan on dating 

anyone else” in the noncomparative rejection scenario. They were told nothing else. In the 

external attribution conditions, however, participants read that their partner also added “It's not 

your fault, but I just can't deal with the distance. We live too far apart” in the both the 

comparative and noncomparative rejection scenarios. This explanation served to equalize 

attribution between the two rejection types, as now participants were explicitly given the same 

(external) reason for the rejection. Rather than being told that distance was the cause of the 

rejection, those in the internal attribution conditions read that their partner instead offered this 

explanation: “To be honest, it's your fault. I don't like who you are as a person.” While certainly 

harsh, the point is that this (internal) reason is the same across rejections. And thus by the same 

logic as before, if attribution is what matters, participants should feel equally bad when 

attribution is held constant regardless of whether their partner left for someone or no one. 
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After each scenario, participants were asked, “How much did [your partner’s] decision 

make you feel [bad, angry, sad, upset, betrayed]?” Ratings of each emotion were then averaged 

into a single composite of bad feelings in each condition (all α‘s > 0.81). Next, attribution was 

measured, this time using a single, 7-point, bipolar scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 

agree) on which participants rated the extent to which they believed “Some factor that is internal 

to me is the reason [my partner] dumped me.” And finally, participants answered a question 

asking “How jealous did [your partner’s] decision make you feel?” Aside from the attribution 

item, all ratings were done on 7-point unipolar scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very). 

Results and Discussion 

Our manipulation of attribution was successful, as revealed by the main effect of 

attribution type in a 3 (attribution type: baseline, internal, external) x 2 (rejection type: 

comparative, noncomparative) repeated-measures ANOVA, F(2, 198) = 71.09, p < 0.001. 

Participants’ attributions were most internal in the internal attribution conditions (M = 5.46, SD = 

1.65), and least internal in the external attribution conditions (M = 3.46, SD = 1.76), with the 

baseline attribution conditions falling in the middle (M = 4.62, SD = 1.52), (p < 0.001 for all 

pairwise comparisons). 

Next, we checked whether our manipulation successfully kept attribution constant 

between comparative and noncomparative rejection in the internal and external attribution 

conditions (see Table 2 for the means). In the external conditions, attribution ratings did not 

differ significantly between the comparative and noncomparative rejection scenarios, d = 0.06, 

t(100) = 0.72, p = 0.472. Similarly, in the internal conditions, attribution ratings did not differ 

significantly between the comparative and noncomparative rejection scenarios, d = 0.03, t(100) = 

0.58, p = 0.563.  
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Surprisingly, there was also no difference in attribution between comparative and 

noncomparative rejections in the baseline conditions, d = 0.09, t(101) = -0.95, p = 0.343. While 

we expected a difference in attribution to emerge as it did in Study 3, if attribution does account 

for our effect, this should imply no subsequent difference in bad feelings between comparative 

and noncomparative rejection in the baseline attribution conditions as well. 

In a refutation of the attributional account, paired t-tests revealed that bad feelings still 

differed significantly between comparative and noncomparative conditions in each of the three 

rejection pairs. In the baseline attribution conditions, despite the fact that attribution did not 

differ significantly by rejection type, participants still said they would feel significantly worse in 

the comparative rejection scenario than in the noncomparative rejection scenario, d = 0.55, t(101) 

= 6.79, p < 0.001. Likewise, when attribution was intentionally held constant, participants still 

said they would have more bad feelings about the comparative rejection than the noncomparative 

rejection in both the external attribution conditions, d = 0.42, t(101) = 5.13, p < 0.001, and the 

internal attribution conditions, d = 0.40, t(101) = 6.80, p < 0.001. (See Table 2 for the means.) 

After determining that attribution did not vary by rejection type, we next examined 

whether jealousy varied by rejection type in the same way that bad feelings did. Bolstering the 

jealousy account, paired samples t-tests showed that comparative rejection incited more jealousy 

than noncomparative rejection in the baseline attribution conditions, d = 1.35, t(101) = 12.45, p < 

0.001, in the external attribution conditions, d = 1.19, t(101) = 11.07, p < 0.001, and in the 

internal attribution conditions, d = 1.18, t(101) = 10.52, p < 0.001. (See Table 2 for the means.)  

Finally, we averaged across attribution type to create a mean measure of bad feelings 

across all the comparative rejection conditions and a mean measure of bad feelings across all the 

noncomparative rejection conditions. We also did this for attribution ratings and jealousy ratings. 

As can be seen in Table 3, ratings of jealousy mediated the overall difference in bad feelings 
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between comparative and noncomparative rejection, while the internality of attributions did not. 

This was also true when we tested for mediation within each attribution level individually. 

The results from this study bolster the jealousy account by showing that jealousy 

successfully mediates, but they present another blow to the attributional account. Ratings of 

attribution did not mediate our effect nor did holding attribution constant eliminate differences in 

bad feelings between rejection types. Thus, it does not seem that comparative rejection feels 

worse because it leads to more internal attributions. Furthermore, the results not only provide 

evidence consistent with the previous studies, but they do so in a new domain—romantic 

relationships. 

Study 4: Manipulating Jealousy 

The previous three studies showed that jealousy was a statistical mediator of the 

relationship between rejection type and bad feelings. Although jealousy and bad feelings were 

measured at the same time in our studies, we assumed that jealousy led to more bad feelings 

because past research has shown that paradigms that induce jealousy subsequently bring about 

other negative emotions (DeSteno, 2006; Harmon-Jones et al., 2009; Hupka, 1984). However, it 

is important to test our model in a different way. If jealousy explains why comparative rejection 

feels worse than noncomparative rejection, it should be possible to manipulate jealousy and 

make a comparative rejection and noncomparative rejection feel similarly bad. This is the route 

we took in Study 4. We had participants evaluate three romantic rejections: a noncomparative 

rejection and two comparative rejections. In the comparative rejections, we varied jealousy by 

varying how serious of a threat the rival was. The less serious of a threat a rival is to a 

relationship (e.g., they are unattractive or possess few personal or material resources), the less 

jealousy they should provoke (e.g. Buss, 1994; Desteno & Salovey, 1996; Massar, Buunk, 

Dechesne, 2009; Salovey & Rothman, 1991). Our prediction was that if we lowered the rival’s 
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threat (and thus consequent jealousy) enough, we could make the level of bad feelings in a 

comparative rejection approach those in a noncomparative rejection. 

Method 

Participants. Two hundred and twenty-five participants (50% Male; Median Age = 

29.50; Age Range = 18-69; 82% White, 8% African American) were recruited on MTurk using 

the same selection criteria as in earlier studies and paid $0.30 for their participation. 

Procedures and Measures. Participants were instructed to think about their current 

romantic partner or most recent romantic partner (and, in this latter case, imagine they were still 

together with them). They were asked to imagine their relationship was going well until one day 

their partner comes up to them and says they want to break up. Participants were then randomly 

assigned to one of three conditions. In the noncomparative rejection condition, their partner 

explains that they would “rather be alone right now.” In both comparative rejection conditions, 

their partner says instead that they would “rather be seeing someone else right now.” 

Respondents were then to fast forward a month and imagine bumping into their ex at a 

restaurant. In the noncomparative rejection condition, respondents learn that their ex is still not 

dating anyone. In the comparative rejection conditions, participants learn that their ex is in fact 

dating someone else whose characteristics vary by condition. In the low-jealousy comparative 

rejection condition, respondents learn that their ex’s partner is not very attractive, charismatic, 

funny nor easy-going, and has a less successful career. Those in the high-jealousy comparative 

rejection condition were told that their ex’s new partner is very attractive, charismatic, funny and 

easy-going, and has a more successful career. Finally, participants were asked, “After seeing 

your ex at the restaurant, to what extent would you feel [bad, angry, upset, sad, betrayed]” (α = 

0.93). To assess whether our manipulation of jealousy was successful, participants were also 
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asked “to what extent would you feel jealous?” All ratings were done on a 7-point unipolar scale 

(1 = not at all, 7 = very).  

Results and Discussion 

A one-way ANOVA revealed that jealousy ratings differed significantly between 

conditions, indicating that our manipulation of jealousy was a success, F(2, 221) = 33.03, p < 

0.001. Participants in the high-jealousy comparative rejection condition (M = 5.18, SD = 1.98) 

felt more jealous than participants in the low-jealousy comparative rejection condition (M = 4.07, 

SD = 2.11), d = 0.47, t(221) = 3.503, p = 0.001, and more jealous than participants in the 

noncomparative rejection condition (M = 2.61, SD = 1.68), d = 1.09, t(221) = 8.09, p < 0.001. 

While the low-jealousy comparative rejection condition brought participants’ jealousy ratings 

closer to those in the noncomparative rejection condition, these rating still differed significantly, 

d = 0.63, t(221) = 4.65 , p < 0.001. This is to be expected, as there is bound to be more jealousy 

in any rejection scenario where there is at least some threat of a rival as opposed to a complete 

absence of a rival. 

Bad feelings also differed significantly between the three conditions, F(2, 221) = 11.46, p 

< 0.001. Participants in the high-jealousy comparative rejection condition felt significantly worse 

(M = 5.21, SD = 1.65) than participants in both the low-jealousy comparative rejection condition 

(M = 4.31, SD = 1.90), d = 0.43, t(221) = 3.17, p = 0.002, and participants in the noncomparative 

rejection condition (M = 3.88, SD = 1.60), d = 0.63, t(221) = 4.71, p < 0.001. However, 

confirming our prediction, bad feelings in the low-jealousy comparative rejection condition were 

much nearer to those in the noncomparative rejection condition, and in fact these means were not 

significantly different, d = 0.21, t(221) = 1.56, p = 0.121.  This is evidence that jealousy is at the 

heart of our effect. While a jealousy-infused comparative rejection clearly feels worse than a 

noncomparative rejection, the levels of bad feelings in a comparative rejection lacking in 
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jealousy are effectively indistinguishable from those in a noncomparative rejection. In other 

words, when jealousy is lacking our effect all but disappears. 

Study 5: Rejection, In Vivo 

There has been a notable lack of one thing so far and that is an “in vivo” rejection, 

wherein participants actually experience a rejection firsthand. Meta-analyses show that 

emotional reactions to imagined and experienced rejections are similar, varying mainly in the 

fact that effect sizes are larger for experienced rejections (Blackhart et al., 2009). While this can 

be taken as evidence that our previous studies were a conservative test of our hypothesis, the 

possibility that quirks of affective forecasting (Wilson and Gilbert, 2003) misled our findings 

cannot be ignored. Thus, in our final two studies, we manipulated whether participants actually 

suffered a comparative or noncomparative rejection. This first study took place in a lab, the other 

was done in the field. 

Method 

Participants. Ninety-seven undergraduates were recruited from an introductory lecture 

class in the social sciences (53% Male; Median Age = 19; Age Range = 18-22; 51% White, 27% 

Asian). They were offered extra credit for participation in our study. Because recruitment was 

done from a student sample in a lecture class, this is the only study in which we fell just below 

our threshold of 50 participants per condition. We had 49 participants in the comparative 

condition and 48 in the noncomparative condition. Given an average effect size of d = 0.50 

across the previous five studies, this study is still powered at 67%. 

Procedures and Measures. Participants arrived to the lab in groups ranging in size from 

three to five people One of these people was actually a confederate, acting as though he was just 

another participant. When the session began, participants were told that one person would be 
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paid to complete several tasks. An ostensibly random drawing was done to determine who this 

person would be, but it was arranged so that the confederate was always chosen. 

The experimenter then told everyone that the confederate could decide whether to 

complete the tasks alone or with a partner. If he chose to work alone, he would get paid $15 for 

each task he solved successfully, and if he chose to work with a partner, he and his partner would 

both get paid $7.50 for each task that either of them solved successfully. (Given that the 

confederate would have twice the manpower if he chose to work with someone else, and the fact 

that tasks could be apportioned to suit the two solvers’ relative strengths, the confederate could 

expect to make about the same amount of money whether he chose to work alone or with 

someone else.) Participants believed they would be able to earn extra money only if they were 

chosen as the partner.  

Participants were then given a few minutes to think about a pitch they would make to the 

confederate about why he should select them as a partner. Meanwhile, the confederate was led to 

a room where he would conduct his interviews. When they were done brainstorming their 

pitches, participants entered this interview room one by one to deliver their pitches. After all 

pitches were heard, participants returned to a waiting room where they were seated in separate 

computer cubicles that prevented them from seeing each other. After all participants had 

delivered their pitches, the confederate walked to the waiting room and announced his decision 

to all the participants. In the comparative rejection condition, the confederate said he had decided 

to work with someone and announced the identification number of the participant he had chosen. 

However, he announced an identification number that hadn’t been assigned to anyone, so all 
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participants believed the confederate had chosen someone other than them. In the 

noncomparative rejection condition, the confederate announced that he would work alone3. 

The experimenter then told participants that, regardless of whether they were chosen or 

not chosen, they should stay seated and complete a survey before the next part of the experiment. 

As part of this survey, they were asked to report “how [bad, sad, angry, good, and happy] did 

[the confederate’s] decision make you feel”4, (α = 0.63, positive items reverse-coded). Finally, 

participants were asked to rate “how jealous did [the confederate’s] decision make you feel.” All 

ratings were done on 7-point, unipolar scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very).  

Results and Discussion 

Consistent with our earlier results, participants felt significantly worse after they had 

experienced a comparative rejection (M = 4.18, SD = 0.94) than after they had experienced a 

noncomparative rejection (M = 3.70, SD = 0.84), (b = 0.47, SE b = 0.18), d = 0.54, t(95) = 2.54, p 

= 0.010. Participants were also significantly more jealous in the comparative rejection condition 

(M = 3.10, SD = 1.84) than in the noncomparative rejection condition (M = 1.93, SD = 1.39), (b = 

0.47, SE b = 0.18), d = 0.72, t(93) = 3.47, p = 0.001. When jealousy and rejection type were both 

entered into a linear regression model predicting bad feelings, jealousy was a significant 

predictor (b = 0.25, SE b = 0.05), t(92) = 4.99, p < 0.001, and the effect of rejection type was 

reduced to non-significance (b = 0.17, SE b = 0.17), t(92) = 0.97, p = 0.327. The Preacher and 

Hayes (2008) bootstrapping procedure (with 10,000 iterations) showed that the indirect effect 

though jealousy was significant (95% CI = [0.111, 0.599]); thus, jealousy mediates the 

relationship between rejection type and bad feelings. 

                                                           
3 Although at least three people (two participants and a confederate) were always scheduled in a given slot, there were five times 

when only two people (one participant and the confederate) showed up. When this happened, the participant was always run in 

the noncomparative condition (that is, they were told that the confederate had decided to work alone and not with them; it 

wouldn’t make sense for the confederate to have picked someone else as there was no one else to pick). Both the pattern and 

significance of our results were exactly the same when excluding these participants from our analyses. 
4 Afterwards, several other variables that have been associated with rejection were recorded (e.g. sense of control, self-

regulation). As they are not central to our current investigation, they are not reported and discussed further. 
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In an experimental manipulation of experienced rejection, we see the same results as 

before—comparative rejection feels worse than noncomparative rejection and the experience of 

jealousy accounts for this effect. A possible qualification of our results comes from the fact that 

the confederate was not compensated in an identical way in each condition. Thus rejectees might 

have thought the confederate’s decision was based on some sort of effort to maximize earnings, 

which might have led to different levels of bad feelings by condition. We regard this explanation 

as unlikely because, even if attributions did vary in this way between conditions, our previous 

studies have shown that attributions don’t do much to alter bad feelings between rejection types. 

Regardless, we eliminate this source of variance in Study 6. 

Study 6: Rejection, In Vivo and on the Street 

In our final study, we had a few aims. One was to replicate our effect using a second in 

vivo rejection wherein there was no alternative monetary explanation. Second, we wanted to see 

if rejectees form different opinions of their rejector by rejection type. Third, we wanted to see if 

neutral observers would also regard rejectees as appearing more hurt by comparative rejection.  

And fourth, ratings from another observer also help dismiss another alternative account 

of our findings. It might be argued that the relationship between bad feelings and jealousy results 

from a common method bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, Podsakoff, 2003). Since the same 

person is rating both bad feelings and jealousy, they may simply be providing the same answer to 

both questions. This might be explained as consistency effect, whereby participants simply give 

the same response to any question asking about an undesirable emotion. Or it might be due to 

implicit theories they hold about the relationship between jealousy and their general level of bad 

feelings (e.g. “if I’m jealous, I must also feel bad”). If a separate respondent’s ratings of a 

participant’s level of jealousy still mediate the relationship between rejection type and 

participant-rated bad feelings, this is evidence that the relationship between bad feelings and 
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jealousy is not simply a methodological artifact that can be explained by a tendency towards 

consistency or merely due to intrapersonal theorizing about one’s own feelings. 

Method 

Participants. Pedestrians in two locations, on and near a major university campus, were 

approached and asked if they had time to participate in a brief study. Data collection began at a 

busy intersection on campus. After several days at this location, the experimenters, worried that 

they had started to become familiar faces, moved data collection to another location just outside 

of campus. After a while, the experimenters became familiar faces here too and data collection 

was stopped a day earlier than originally planned. In total, 108 participants were surveyed (48% 

Male; Median Age = 20; Age Range = 18-54; 40% White, 39% Asian). Participants were 

compensated with candy, if they chose to take it. 

Procedures and Measures. As pedestrians walked by, they were approached by an 

experimenter who asked if they might spare some time to participate in a quick study. Those who 

agreed were told that the experiment involved an interaction between three people. In reality, two 

of those three people would be confederates who were blind to our hypothesis. Each participant 

was told that one person had already agreed to participate and was sitting nearby (this was 

actually the first confederate) and a third person was still needed. As the experimenter went out 

to look for this third person, a second confederate—who was watching from afar—walked by. 

The experimenter approached her as he would an actual participant, and asked if she’d 

participate in a study. The confederate of course agreed. 

Once these three subjects (one actual participant and two confederates) were acquired, 

the experimenter gave them some time to introduce themselves to each other by name, say a bit 

about themselves and generally establish a rapport. After introductions concluded, participants 

were told that the experimenter was studying problem solving and how it is affected by a 
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person’s choice to work alone or with another person. They were told that one of them would be 

the primary person trying to solve a series of brain-teasers. This person could choose to work 

alone or with another participant. The experimenter then asked if anyone would like to be the 

primary person trying to solve the brain-teasers.  The second confederate always quickly 

volunteered for the job. The experimenter then asked this volunteer whom they would like to 

complete the brain-teasers with. In the comparative rejection condition, the confederate pointed 

to the other confederate and said she’d like to work with that person. In the noncomparative 

rejection condition, the confederate opted to work with neither of the two others. 

The confederate was then handed the brain-teasers, while the actual participant was 

handed a survey and asked to fill it out before leaving. The survey asked the participant, “To 

what extent did [the confederate’s] decision make you feel [upset, bad, sad, angry]” (α = 0.86). 

To assess levels of jealousy, participants were also asked, “To what extent did [the confederate’s 

decision] make you feel jealous?” To measure rejectees’ opinion of their rejector, participants 

were asked, “In light of their decision, how much do you dislike [the confederate]?” Finally, the 

first confederate who had not volunteered to complete the brain-teasers evaluated the extent to 

which the actual participant appeared to be feeling upset, bad, sad and angry (α = 0.70) to 

provide a neutral observer’s opinion on the participant’s state. They also rated the extent to 

which the participant seemed jealous. All ratings were done on a 7-point unipolar scale (1 = not 

at all, 7 = very). 

Results and Discussion 

Replicating the same effect we found in Studies 1-5, participants felt significantly worse 

after experiencing a comparative rejection (M = 1.83, SD = 0.97) as opposed to a 

noncomparative rejection (M = 1.24, SD = 0.53) on a composite of bad feelings (b = 0.58, SE b = 

0.15), d = 0.76, t(106) = 3.90, p < 0.001. Participants also reported a greater degree of jealousy in 
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the comparative condition (M = 1.57, SD = 1.01) than in the noncomparative condition (M = 

1.20, SD = 0.65), (b = 0.37, SE b = 0.16), d = 0.44, t(106) = 2.25, p = 0.027. Again, we tested 

whether the degree of jealousy experienced by participants significantly mediated this difference 

in bad feelings between comparative and noncomparative rejection. In a multiple regression 

model, both jealousy (b = 0.39, SE b = 0.08, t(105) = 4.80, p < 0.001, and rejection type (b = 

0.44, SE b = 0.14), t(105) = 3.17, p = 0.002, were significant predictors of bad feelings. Using 

the Preacher and Hayes (2008) bootstrapping procedure (with 10,000 iterations), we found that 

the indirect effect through jealousy was significant (95% CI = [0.021, 0.307]). Thus, as in 

previous studies, jealousy mediated the relationship between rejection type and bad feelings.  

We also examined the observer ratings and found that the results were very similar. The 

observer perceived participants to be feeling worse when those participants had experienced a 

comparative rejection (M = 1.46, SD = 0.38) rather than a noncomparative rejection (M = 1.12, 

SD = 0.23), d = 1.10, t(106) = 5.67, p < 0.001. Additionally, they perceived participants who 

suffered a comparative rejection (M = 1.25, SD = 0.48) to be more jealous than those who 

suffered a noncomparative rejection (M = 1.05, SD = 0.30), (b = 0.19, SE b = 0.08), d = 0.49, 

t(106) = 2.50, p = 0.014. We then tested whether the observer ratings of jealousy mediated the 

relationship between rejection type and the bad feelings felt by the participant. In a multiple 

regression model, the observer’s perceived jealousy (b = 0.50, SE b = 0.19, t(105) = 2.69, p = 

0.001, and rejection type (b = 0.49, SE b = 0.15, t(105) = 3.27, p = 0.001, were both significant 

predictors of rejectees’ bad feelings. Yet, the 95% confidence interval for the indirect effect, 

[0.007, 0.30], did not include zero, again indicating the mediation by observer jealousy was 

significant. This provides evidence that the relationship between jealousy and bad feelings is not 

merely an artifact of a common rating source.  
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Lastly, participants reported disliking their rejector more when those rejectors delivered a 

comparative (M = 2.21, SD = 1.66) as opposed to noncomparative rejection (M = 1.65, SD = 

1.19); although this difference was only marginally significant, d = 0.40, t(83)5 = 1.80, p = 0.076. 

This provides some evidence that rejectors are judged more harshly following a comparative 

rejection. 

General Discussion 

It seems clear that it feels worse to suffer a comparative rejection, where you are rejected 

and someone else is chosen in your stead, than a noncomparative rejection, where your rejector 

decides they’d rather be alone or work alone than with you. This finding stays remarkably 

consistent. It holds across a variety of relationship types, from romantic (Studies 3–4), to casual 

(Studies 5–6), to professional (Studies 2a–2b). It holds regardless of whether parties have no pre-

existing relationship (Studies 2a–2b), have some familiarity with each other (Studies 5–6) or 

have known each other for a long time (Studies 3–4). And it holds regardless of whether we look 

at recollections of past rejections (Study 1), evaluations of imagined rejections (Studies 2a–4), or 

reactions to experienced rejections (Studies 5–6). Thus, an important determinant of how people 

feel after a rejection is whether the rejector chose anyone else instead of them. 

Why Do the Rejections Produce Different Reactions? 

Our results suggest that comparative rejection feels worse because of the presence of a 

relationship rival who threatens to usurp the rejectee’s role. This rival incites jealousy in the 

rejectee, which leads to a host of bad feelings. Feelings of jealousy were consistently shown to 

mediate our effect, and Study 4 revealed that lowering the level of jealousy induced by a rival 

produces reactions to a comparative rejection that are much more similar to a noncomparative 

rejection.  

                                                           
5 The degrees of freedom are lower on this measure because an earlier version of our survey that did not include the disliking 

measure was used on the first day of data collection. The proper survey was then used on all subsequent days. 
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Of course, it is possible that jealousy is not the only reason why comparative rejections 

feel worse. We tested to see whether different attributions produce the differing levels of bad 

feelings by rejection type, and found that comparative rejection causes more self-blaming 

internal attributions (Study 2). However, the extent of this self-blaming did not significantly 

predict bad feelings, nor did holding it constant eliminate our effect (Studies 2a and 3). We also 

tested other alternative explanations in Study 2b but had no luck in finding another mediator 

besides jealousy there either. Although we failed to find other mechanisms to explain the 

difference between comparative and noncomparative rejection, that doesn’t mean that no others 

exist. Jealousy was a partial mediator in two studies, and it is likely that future examinations 

could find other mediators that explain this difference. But regardless of whether there are other 

explanations as well, it is clear that jealousy is an important source of the different reactions. 

Implications 

While open questions remain, there is some advice we can offer anyone who is in the 

business of rejecting others. To the extent that an organization or person is interested in 

minimizing the bad feelings their rejection might bring about, references to other parties chosen 

over rejectees should be kept to a minimum. College rejection letters, for instance, tend to 

emphasize that rejected applicants were not selected only because of the extraordinary talent 

possessed by the sea of other applicants. While attempting to make rejectees feel better by 

making the process seem meritorious, this justification—by emphasizing the comparative nature 

of the rejection—may have the ironic consequence of making applicants feel worse than if it had 

not been included at all. 

Future Directions 

Such advice might be particularly important if future research uncovers a behavioral link 

between comparative and noncomparative rejection. Behavior, as well as the characteristics of 
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rivals, and associations with acceptance are important and exciting areas for future research to 

focus on. 

Behavior. It would be worthwhile to examine whether comparative and noncomparative 

rejection have divergent behavioral consequences. Rejection has been shown to produce quite a 

diverse set of behavioral outcomes including reduced cognitive functioning (Baumeister et al., 

2002), as well as both prosocial and antisocial actions (Blackhart et al., 2009; Richman et al., 

2009). DeSteno et al. (2006) demonstrated that inducing jealousy in particular can bring about 

more aggressive behavior towards rejectors. Because comparative rejection brings about more 

jealousy, it should also generate more aggressive behavior towards rejectors than 

noncomparative rejections do. Thus, supervisors who give a promotion to a specific employee 

rather than pass over everyone may, in addition to inciting more indignation amongst workers, 

even provoke hostility or fighting in the workplace. It remains to be verified empirically if 

outcomes like this differ between rejection types. 

Rejected for whom? To our knowledge, this series of studies is one of the first 

investigations of rejection to examine how bad feelings vary by whom one is rejected for 

(although see Broemer and Diehl, 2003, for how people compare themselves to relationship 

rivals). In the aftermath of a rejection, it is not uncommon for rejectees to ruminate over the 

characteristics of those who were chosen over them. While phenomenologically common, this 

aspect of a rejection remains empirically underexplored. As an initial foray, we aimed to 

examine whether it even matters at all if another person is chosen over you, as compared to being 

rejected without having someone else chosen over you. But we think this opens up a new area 

and new questions that would be interesting and worthwhile for future research on rejection to 

study. For example, what are the exact features of the parties who might be chosen over us that 

would cause us to feel particularly bad? Does it feel worse to be rejected for an outgroup 
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member than an ingroup member? Are there overarching dimensions on which a rival can be 

categorized that determine bad feelings generally? 

Acceptance. Lastly, we believe our findings also hint at an interesting reverse of 

themselves. We know of course that acceptance feels better than rejection (e.g., Buckley et al, 

2003). But might there be a distinction to be made between different types of acceptance—

namely, comparative and noncomparative. A comparative acceptance, we propose, would be an 

acceptance where not only does someone choose to partner with you, but they choose you over 

someone else. A noncomparative acceptance would then be a straightforward acceptance (like 

the invitation to a book club), where you are accepted, but not at the expense of anyone else. 

Does one of these acceptances feel better than the other, and might some feeling like pride 

explain why that is? 

Summary and Conclusions 

 Across seven studies, we provided evidence that comparative rejection feels worse than 

noncomparative rejection because of the jealousy induced by the rival(s) in comparative 

rejection. This appears to be a robust phenomenon that holds true for rejectees across various 

domains, from unselected job applicants to jilted significant others, and it has important practical 

applications for how rejectors frame their rejections. This is one of the first set of studies that 

examines the effect of whom one is rejected for, and many future directions are possible. 

Interesting possibilities await. We hope you agree—or at least that you don’t find someone else’s 

ideas more interesting. 
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APPENDIX – Tables 

Table 1: Alternative mediators tested in Study 2b 

Mediator Operationalization Scale Justification 
Indirect 

Effect 

Group 

Comparisons 

Relative 

rank 

How do you think 
the company would rate 

you in comparison to the 

other applicants they had 
to choose from? 

(1) Much worse than 
average, 

(4) Average, 

(7) Much better than 
average 

Comparative rejection feels 
worse because rejectees 

know they must be worse 

than at least one person (the 
one chosen over them). 

[-0.011, 
0.127] 

M(comp) = 4.31 (1.26) 

M(noncomp) = 4.74 (1.07) 

t(201) = -2.61, p = 0.010 

Perception 

of ability 

How do you think 

the company would rate 
your ability as an 

employee? 

(1) Very low, 

(4) Not low, not high, 

(7) Very high 

Comparative rejection feels 

worse because the rejectee 
feels inept or undesirable 

after learning that someone 

else is preferred and 
therefore likely has better 

qualifications. 

[-0.014, 
0.095] 

M(comp) = 4.60 (1.36) 

M(noncomp) = 5.02 (1.44) 

t(201) = -2.14, p = 0.033 

Permanence 

of decision 

To what extent do you 

believe you could get 
the company to change 

their mind about their 

decision? 

(1) No chance I could 
get them to change 

their mind, 

(7) I feel I could 
definitely get them to 

change their mind 

Comparative rejections 
feels worse because the 

rejector commences a 

relationship with someone 
else, implying a more 

irreversible rejection. 

[-0.082, 

0.016] 

M(comp) = 3.08 (1.59) 
M(noncomp) = 2.90 (1.64) 

t(200) = 0.79, p = 0.431 

Closeness 

of decision 

How close do you think 

you were to being selected 
for the job? 

(1) Not close at all, 

(7) Very Close 

Comparative rejection feels 

worse because the rejector 

was selecting between 
candidates, and the rejectee 

just barely didn't make it. 

[-0.151, 

0.029] 

M(comp) = 4.49 (1.33) 

M(noncomp) = 3.58 (1.61) 
t(200) = 4.42, p < 0.001 

Rejector's 

torment 

How tough do you think it 
was for the company to 

make up their mind about 

whether or not to hire you? 

(1) Not tough at all, 

(7) Very tough 

Comparative rejection feels 
worse than noncomparative 

rejection because in 

noncomparative rejection, 
the rejector barely even 

deliberates about what to 

do. 

[-0.140, 

0.031] 

M(comp) = 4.45 (1.47) 

M(noncomp) = 3.54 (1.63) 
t(201) = 4.18, p < 0.001 

Focus of 

rejection 

Does 

the company's decision not 
to choose you say more 

about you or the company? 

(1) It says more about 

the company, 
(7) It says more about 

me 

Comparative rejection feels 

worse because there is a 
greater focus on the 

rejectees than in a 
noncomparative rejection 

where the focus is on the 

rejector’s proclivity for 
solitude. 

[-0.068, 
0.308] 

M(comp) = 4.14 (1.64) 

M(noncomp) = 2.48 (1.63) 

t(200) = 14.56, p < 0.001 

Control 

over 

outcome 

I felt I had some control of 

the company's decision. 

(1) Not true at all, 

(7) Completely true 

Comparative rejection feels 

worse because rejectees feel 
that the rejector's decision 

was more in their control, 

yet they failed to achieve 
the desired outcome. 

[-0.157, 

0.004] 

M(comp) = 2.83(1.53) 

M(noncomp) = 2.14 (1.67) 
t(199) = 3.03, p = 0.003 

Jealousy 
How jealous did the 

company's decision make 

you feel? 

(1) Not at all jealous 
(7) Very jealous 

See Introduction 
[0.307, 
0.711] 

M(comp) = 4.07 (1.71) 

M(noncomp) = 1.92 (1.44) 

t(200) =  9.54, p < 0.001 
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Table 2: Bad feelings, attributions, and jealousy ratings in Study 4 

Attribution Type 
 

Rejection Type 
 

Bad feelings 
 

Attribution 
 

Jealousy 

Baseline  
Comparative 

 
5.58 (1.48) 

 
4.52 (1.77) 

 
5.18 (1.76) 

 
Noncomparative 

 
4.83 (1.28) 

 
4.65 (1.68) 

 
2.86 (1.70) 

Internal  
Comparative 

 
5.88 (1.20) 

 
5.46 (1.73) 

 
5.07 (2.04) 

 
Noncomparative 

 
5.37 (1.31) 

 
5.40 (1.74) 

 
2.82 (1.77) 

External  
Comparative 

 
5.16 (1.57) 

 
3.49 (1.94) 

 
4.72 (1.95) 

 
Noncomparative 

 
4.54 (1.38) 

 
3.38 (1.84) 

 
2.58 (1.63) 
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Table 3: Jealousy and attribution compared as mediators (M) for overall differences in bad 

feelings (DV) between comparative and noncomparative rejection (IV) in Study 4 

 

Mediator 
  

IV → M 

(a path) 

M → DV 

(b path) 

IV → DV 

(c path) 

IV → DV 

(c' path) 

95% CI for 

Indirect Effect 

Jealousy 
 

2.23 (0.17)* 0.15 (0.04)* 0.63 (0.08)* 0.30 (0.12)† [0.164, 0.517] 

Attribution   0.01 (0.09) 0.00 (0.08) 0.63 (0.08)* 0.63 (0.08)* [-0.019, 0.018] 

* p< 0.001, † p < 0.05 
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Table 4: Study prompts 

  Everyone Read Comparative Noncomparative 

Study 1   

Please recall a time when you were rejected 

and somebody else was chosen over you. For 
example, perhaps your significant other broke 

up with you and started dating someone else, 

or perhaps a job hired someone else over you. 

Please recall a time when you were rejected 

and nobody else was chosen over you. For 
example, perhaps your significant other broke 

up with you but did not start dating someone 

else, or perhaps a job did not hire you or 
anyone else. 

 

Study 2a 

Study 2b 

Imagine that you are 

applying for jobs. You send 
out your resume to a 

company that you would 

like to work for. 

Later you receive an email letting you know 

that they have decided to hire someone else. 
 

Later you receive an email letting you know 

that they have decided not to hire anyone. 

Study 3 

Imagine that you have 
been dating someone 

named Sam who is of the 

same gender as the people 
you normally date. 

Imagine you have been 
dating Sam for quite some 

time now. You are happy 

with your relationship. 
 

Then, one day, Sam comes 

up to you and tells you 
this: 

BASELINE ATTRIBUTION: 

"Hey, I'm really sorry but I think we should 

break up. 

 

I plan on dating someone else." 

BASELINE ATTRIBUTION:  

"Hey, I'm really sorry but I think we should 

break up. 

 

I don't plan on dating anyone else." 

EXTERNAL ATTRIBUTION: 

"Hey, I'm really sorry but I think we should 

break up. 
 

It's not your fault, but I just can't deal with 

the distance. It's too hard for me. We live too 
far apart. 

 

I plan on dating someone else." 

EXTERNAL ATTRIBUTION: 

"Hey, I'm really sorry but I think we should 

break up. 
 

It's not your fault, but I just can't deal with 

the distance. We live too far apart. 
 

I don't plan on dating anyone else." 

INTERNAL ATTRIBUTION: 

"Hey, I'm really sorry but I think we should 
break up. 

 

To be honest, it's your fault. I don't like who 

you are as a person. 

 

I plan on dating someone else." 

INTERNAL ATTRIBUTION: 

"Hey, I'm really sorry but I think we should 
break up. 

 

To be honest, it's your fault. I don't like who 

you are as a person. 

 

I don't plan on dating anyone else." 

Study 4 

Think about your current 

romantic partner or, if 
you're not in a relationship 

right now, think of your 

most recent romantic 
partner (imagine you are 

still together with them). 

  
Let's say things are going 

well and you really like 

your partner. 

LOW JEALOUSY COMPARATIVE: 

Then one day, they say "[Name or nickname 
entered by participant], I think we should 

break up. I would rather be seeing someone 

else right now." 
 

A month after you break up, you see your ex 

at a restaurant and learn that they are seeing 
someone else. The person they are seeing is 

not very attractive or charismatic. Your ex's 
new partner is not particularly funny, nor 

easy-going, and has a less successful career 

than you. 

Then one day, they say "[Name or nickname 

entered by participant], I think we should 
break up. I would rather be alone right now." 

 

A month after you break up, you see your ex 
at a restaurant and learn that they are not 

dating anyone. 

HIGH JEALOUSY COMPARATIVE: 

Then one day, they say "[Name or nickname 

entered by participant], I think we should 

break up. I would rather be seeing someone 
else right now." 

 

A month after you break up, you see your ex 
at a restaurant and learn that they are seeing 

someone else. The person they are seeing is 

very attractive and charismatic. Your ex's 
new partner is funny, easy-going, and has a 

more successful career than you. 
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