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and 

Failure

Understanding rejection 
and failure

Rejection can be a painful experience, particularly for 
individuals who are accustomed to achieving their goals and 
maintaining high standards for themselves.

Whether it arises from a job application, a broken

relationship, or a personal ambition, rejection can evoke 
feelings of inadequacy, shame, self-doubt, and even anger 
directed at ourselves.

In some cases, to avoid confronting this pain, we might 
channel our anger outward, thinking that life is unfair or that 
we have been treated unjustly. This can lead to feelings of 
vengeance, jealousy, or hopelessness.

Rejection occurs when an individual is dismissed, excluded, or 
not accepted in a personal, professional, or social context. 

It is a common and often difficult 
experience that affects emotional well-
being and self-esteem. 

Although some rejection is inevitable, 
strategies exist for building resilience and 
responding in healthy, constructive ways.

Understanding how to cope with and overcome rejection is essential 
for emotional regulation and personal growth.

Why does rejection hurt?

Humans rely on acceptance into groups and intimate
relationships for survival and emotional well-being. 

Threats to this need, such as social rejection, can cause social 
withdrawal and symptoms of anxiety and depression. 

Social rejection and physical pain share similar neuronal pathways, 
leading to the theory of “social pain”. 

This theory suggests that responses to social rejection are 
regulated by endogenous opioids, which alleviate

physical pain, but are also known to regulate social distress in several 
nonhuman species. 

Social sense of belonging is a fundamental human need that confers 
adaptive benefits.

When valuable social bonds become compromised, people experience a powerful distress signal 
commonly referred to as social pain, that occupies distinctive space in long-term memory and can be 
cued to re-emerge with substantial emotional vigour. 

Social pain has therefore been conceptualised as an adaptive neurobiological signal that alerts people to 
loss or damage in their social networks. 



Coping with rejection 
and failure

Challenging negative 
self-talk

Rejection often triggers negative self-talk and questioning of self-worth. 

These automatic thoughts can reinforce feelings of inadequacy and hinder emotional recovery. 

Cognitive restructuring is a therapeutic approach that helps identify negative patterns and replace 
them with more balanced, realistic thoughts. 

For example, instead of saying, “This is a failure,” a person could reframe the thought to, “This is a 
learning experience, and it doesn’t define future outcomes.”

Other strategies for challenging negative self-talk include:

Journaling: Writing down and examining negative thoughts
Language choices: Replacing extreme language with more accurate statements
Advice to a friend: Considering what advice one might give to a friend in the same situation, and 
trying to follow it

Managing rejection, disappointment, and failure requires self-
compassion, resilience, and a forward-looking mindset.

•Self-reflection: Reflect on what happened, the emotions that surfaced, 
and what you can learn from the experience

•Seek support: Talking to a therapist, friend, or support group can help 
you process your feelings, gain perspective, and build a sense of 
community.

•Focus on growth: Shift your attention from the setback to the 
opportunities for growth and improvement that it presents.

•Practice acceptance: Instead of ruminating over why it happened, how it happened or how it shouldn’t
have happened, which helps your mind avoid the pain, sit with that it did happen.

•Process your feelings and link them directly to your values: Recognise the feelings that are being
stirred within you and consider which values they are challenging.

•Treat yourself compassionately: While you’re acknowledging the pain and grieving the loss, give
yourself kind and empathic words of support and encouragement.

•Don’t allow rejection to define you: It’s not indicative of your power or worth. It’s a human
phenomenon because of our plethora of needs and expectations. Keep in mind that you’re not for
everyone, and everyone is not for you.

•Take away a lesson from your experience: There’s always something to be learned from our
experiences.

•Be curious about your expectations and
attachments: Notice what they are. Recognise if
your “shoulds”, “oughts”, and “musts” are putting
you in a position of being rejected or rejecting.



Avoiding harmful 
coping mechanisms

Aggression or hostility: 

This reaction involves reacting with anger toward 

others or lashing out emotionally as a way to avoid 
feeling hurt.

Overcompensation: 
Overcompensation is the process of 
trying too hard to gain approval or 
validation from others.

Emotional suppression: 
Emotional suppression involves bottling up 
feelings instead of processing them.

Rumination: 
This includes constantly replaying the 
rejection in the mind, while overanalysing 
what went wrong.

Social withdrawal: 
Social withdrawal includes avoiding social 
interactions to avoid feeling the sting of 
rejection.

Self-Blame: 
This maladaptive coping strategy involves 
taking full responsibility for someone else’s 
rejection, when it truly is about their perception 
and nothing more.
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