
Rejection Sensitivity Dysphoria (RSD) 
The Pain You Can’t See but Deeply Feel 

If you have ADHD, you probably know what it feels like when rejection hurts -  not just emotionally, but 
almost physically. 
A small comment. A change in tone. A delayed text. Even silence. 
And suddenly your chest tightens, your mind spirals, and you replay every word you said -  wondering 
what you did wrong. 

That overwhelming reaction has a name: Rejection Sensitivity Dysphoria (RSD). 

 What Is RSD? 
Rejection Sensitivity Dysphoria is an intense emotional reaction to real or perceived rejection, criticism, 
or failure. 
The word “dysphoria” literally means emotional pain - and that’s exactly what it feels like. It’s not mild 
disappointment - it’s a crushing, consuming ache that takes over both your mind and body. 

For people with ADHD, this isn’t “being dramatic.” It’s neurological. 
The ADHD brain struggles with emotional regulation because of differences in the prefrontal cortex and 
amygdala - the regions that manage impulse control, attention, and emotional processing. 

This means emotions don’t just pass through - they flood you. 
They hit harder, last longer, and take much more effort to calm down. 

So when you feel rejected, your brain doesn’t say, “That didn’t go well.” 
It says, “I messed up. I’m not good enough. They must hate me.” 

 What RSD Can Look Like 
Many people with ADHD experience RSD without realizing that’s what’s happening. 
Here are some common signs: 

• Replaying conversations over and over, analyzing what you might’ve done wrong. 

• Avoiding new opportunities because the fear of failure feels unbearable. 
• Feeling physically sick when someone criticizes you. 

• Over-apologizing or people-pleasing to avoid disapproval. 

• Pulling away or ghosting before someone else can reject you first. 
• Feeling ashamed after expressing emotion or asking for reassurance. 

• Interpreting silence or neutral tones as anger, annoyance, or disappointment. 
 
RSD isn’t weakness. It’s your brain’s way of trying to protect you. 
It learned that rejection hurts deeply, so it constantly scans for danger - even when none exists. 

 



 The Hidden Cost of RSD 
RSD can quietly shape your entire life. 

It can make relationships feel unsafe, friendships fragile, and success terrifying. 
You may hold back your true self, afraid that being “too much” will push people away. 
You might chase approval endlessly - only to feel empty when you finally get it. 
Or you might isolate completely, believing it’s safer not to try at all. 

Many adults with ADHD grow up believing they’re “too sensitive” or “overly emotional.” 
But the truth is simpler and kinder: your brain just feels everything more intensely. 

 Healing from RSD 
You can’t stop feeling deeply - and you don’t have to. 
The goal isn’t to erase the sensitivity, but to understand and manage it with compassion. 

Here are some tools that can help: 

- Awareness: 
Knowing what RSD is helps you stop blaming yourself for emotional intensity. 

- Therapy (especially ADHD-informed): 
A therapist who understands neurodivergence can help you see rejection as information - not identity. 

- Regulation Tools: 
Deep breathing, mindfulness, grounding, or movement can calm your nervous system when emotions 
spike. 

- Boundaries: 
Saying “no,” asking for space, or stepping back when overwhelmed isn’t rejection - it’s protection. 

- Self-Compassion: 
You’re not weak for feeling deeply. You’re human. Offer yourself the same empathy you give others. 

- Medication: 
For some, ADHD medication helps reduce emotional volatility, creating space to think before reacting. 

 You’re Not Broken - You Just Feel Deeply 
Rejection Sensitivity Dysphoria isn’t really about rejection - it’s about connection. 
People with ADHD care deeply, love fiercely, and crave belonging. 
That’s why rejection hurts so much: it threatens what matters most - acceptance. 

If you live with RSD, remember this: 
You’re not “too sensitive.” You’re not “too much.” 
You’re wired to feel life in vivid colour - and with that comes deep empathy and extraordinary strength. 

Healing begins when you stop asking, “What’s wrong with me?” 
and start asking, “What is my brain trying to protect me from?” 

Because beneath all that pain is a heart that has always wanted to be accepted -  
and that heart deserves understanding, not judgment. 


