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Abstract

This study investigates how rejection sensitivity (RS) predicts assertiveness difficulties among
firstborn daughters in Indonesia’s high-pressure workplaces, and how workplace context moderates
this relationship. A total of 268 participants (M = 27.6, SD = 4.1) completed measures of RS (Adult
Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire; a =.87), assertiveness difficulty (Functional Assertiveness Scale;
a = .81), and workplace pressure (a = .84 - .86). Moderated regression analysis indicated that RS
significantly predicted assertiveness difficulty (B = 0.49, SE = 0.07, t(264) = 6.98, p <.001). The RS x
workplace pressure interaction was also significant (B = 0.22, SE = 0.08, t(264) = 2.75, p = .006).
Simple slopes analyses revealed that the RS-assertiveness link was stronger under high workplace
pressure. Findings suggest that compliance behaviors may emerge as adaptive self-silencing shaped
by RS, cultural expectations, and organizational climate, underscoring the importance of fostering
psychological safety and structured voice opportunities in organizations.
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Abstrak

Penelitian ini mengkaji bagaimana sensitivitas penolakan (RS) memprediksi kesulitan asertivitas di
kalangan anak perempuan sulung di tempat kerja yang bertekanan tinggi di Indonesia, serta
bagaimana konteks tempat kerja memoderasi hubungan ini. Sebanyak 268 peserta (M = 27.6, SD =
4.1) mengisi instrumen pengukuran RS (Adult Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire; a = .87), kesulitan
asertivitas (Functional Assertiveness Scale; a = .81), dan tekanan tempat kerja (a = .84/.86). Analisis
regresi dimoderasi menunjukkan bahwa RS secara signifikan memprediksi kesulitan asertivitas (B =
0.49,SE=0.07,t(264) = 6.98, p < 0.001). Interaksi antara RS dan tekanan tempat kerja juga signifikan
(B = 0.22, SE = 0.08, t(264) = 2.75, p = 0.006). Analisis lereng sederhana menunjukkan bahwa
hubungan antara RS dan asertivitas lebih kuat di bawah tekanan tempat kerja yang tinggi. Temuan
ini menyarankan bahwa perilaku kepatuhan mungkin muncul sebagai penekanan diri yang adaptif
yang dibentuk oleh RS, ekspektasi budaya, dan iklim organisasi, menyoroti pentingnya memupuk
keamanan psikologis dan peluang suara yang terstruktur dalam organisasi.

Kata kunci: asertivitas; anak perempuan sulung; sensitivitas penolakan; tekanan di tempat kerja

1. Introduction .

Recent trends on social media platforms such as TikTok have amplified the voices of
high-achieving women—particularly firstborn daughters—who reflect on the lifelong
expectation to embody independence, resilience, and emotional restraint. In Indonesia, this
phenomenon resonates deeply within collectivistic family structures, where eldest daughters
are often cast as anak sulung yang harus jadi panutan (the first child who must always set an
example), a role laden with implicit responsibility and emotional labor (Guilmoto, 2015;
Samarakoon & Parinduri, 2015; Bangu, Anakaka, & Kiling, 2021). One widely circulated
cultural touchpoint is a lyric from Taylor Swift's 2022 song, which has become emblematic of
the internalized narrative of self-reliance and emotional solitude (Dian, 2024). This reference
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is frequently used in Indonesian social media discourse to express the burden of being seen as
the “strong one” within family and peer systems, often at the cost of emotional vulnerability
(Guilmoto, 2015; Dian, 2024).

Early psychological scripts—shaped by the interplay of gendered expectations and birth
order dynamics—often persist into adulthood, influencing how individuals relate, lead, and
navigate professional environments (Levine & Heller, 2010; Palloni, 2017). In Indonesia’s
increasingly competitive and performance-oriented workplace cultures, where assertiveness
is nominally valued yet socially constrained by hierarchical norms, the long-term imprint of
these familial roles becomes particularly salient (Riany, Meredith, & Cuskelly, 2017; Tjahjana
et al., 2024; Bainus et al., 2025). This often manifests as internalized compliance: a behavioral
adaptation rooted not only in personal temperament, but also in a deep-seated fear of
disappointing others and disrupting relational harmony (Tjahjana et al, 2024). Such
tendencies are particularly relevant given that assertiveness—the capacity to advocate for
oneself—is a critical competency linked to psychological well-being, career advancement, and
leadership emergence (De Hoogh, Den Hartog & Belschak, 2021; Morrison, 2023). Mitamura
(2017) introduced the concept of functional assertiveness, defining it as interpersonal
communication that addresses problems while being perceived as appropriate by the listener
(Mitamura, 2018; Hargie O, 2021). While assertiveness enables individuals to engage in
constructive voice behaviors, negotiate needs, and convey messages effectively even in
sensitive contexts, many employees—particularly women—perceive its expression as
psychologically and relationally risky (Kim & Meister, 2023). The suppression of one’s voice
often reflects not a lack of skill, but deeper psychological mechanisms, including fear of
rejection, the internalization of early gendered expectations, and adaptation to workplace
cultures that penalize dissent (Sherf et al,, 2021).

Among the psychological constructs that help explain the inhibition of assertive
behavior, rejection sensitivity (RS) is particularly salient. Rejection sensitivity refers to the
tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and intensely react to potential social rejection
(Downey & Feldman, 1996). Rejection sensitivity (RS) is a socio-emotional disposition
characterized by the tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and intensely react to
interpersonal rejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Downey & Daniels, 2020). Clinically, RS
often emerges from early caregiving environments marked by inconsistent responsiveness,
criticism, or conditional approval (Levine & Heller, 2010; Leary, 2015). Developmental
theories—particularly attachment theory—suggest that children exposed to unpredictable
emotional feedback may internalize beliefs that acceptance is fragile and contingent upon
perfect behavior or compliance (Gonzalez, 2025). Over time, this produces hypervigilance to
social cues and a persistent fear of disappointing or burdening others. RS comprises three
dimensions: (1) anxious expectation—persistent worry that one’s requests or needs may be
dismissed; (2) perception—heightened sensitivity and rapid interpretation of ambiguous cues
as rejection; and (3) reaction—behavioral responses such as withdrawal, silence, over-
accommodation, or people-pleasing (Berenson et al, 2009). These dimensions make RS
especially relevant to interpersonal negotiations in workplace settings (Edmondson & Besieux,
2021; Latif et al., 2023).

Individuals with high rejection sensitivity often monitor social cues for signs of
disapproval and may engage in anticipatory self-censorship to avoid interpersonal conflict. In
organizational contexts, these tendencies can lead to avoidant communication styles, lack of
upward feedback, and difficulty asserting professional boundaries (Leary, 2015, Zimmer-
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Gembeck, 2016). Such behaviors may appear outwardly compliant or agreeable but can be
rooted in anxiety-driven avoidance, with long-term implications for psychological well-being
and organizational justice (Scannell & Gifford, 2017; Maiolatesi et al., 2022).

The dynamics of RS and assertiveness are further shaped by one’s developmental and
social background. Assertiveness refers to the ability to express needs, boundaries, and ideas
while respecting others’ rights (Hargie, 2021). Developmentally, assertiveness emerges in late
childhood and adolescence as part of autonomy formation (Riany et al.,, 2017). Theoretical
perspectives describe key dimensions of assertiveness: (1) behavioral agency, or the capacity
to initiate communication; (2) boundary-setting, the ability to say "no" or articulate limits; (3)
expressive clarity, articulating feelings and needs; and (4) pragmatic politeness, the ability to
be assertive while preserving relational harmony (Miller, 2015; Mitamura, 2018).

In this study, we draw particular attention to firstborn daughters, a population uniquely
situated at the intersection of birth order and gendered socialization. Research in
developmental psychology suggests that firstborn children are typically burdened with
heightened expectations for responsibility, caregiving, and maturity (Carette, Anseel, & Van
Yperen, 2011; Hehman & Salmon, 2020). When intersected with traditional gender norms that
socialize women toward agreeableness, emotional labor, and self-sacrifice, firstborn daughters
may internalize a strong sense of duty, fear of failure, and aversion to perceived defiance
(Barnert et al,, 2019; Bordoloi & Bedamatta, 2022). This combination can prime them to
become both high-performing and high-accommodating individuals, particularly vulnerable to
compliance patterns in professional life. Firstborn daughters, therefore, hold a unique role
shaped by both gender norms and birth-order expectations. Indonesian sociocultural values
frequently position eldest daughters as role models and emotional stabilizers (Guilmoto, 2015;
Minza, 2017). Cultural constructs such as rukun, hormat, and nrimo ing pandum socialize
daughters to prioritize harmony, compliance, and emotional labor (Allifa & Nurwardani, 2023;
Takamatsu et al., 2024). These roles often promote relational vigilance and discourage
assertiveness, increasing vulnerability to RS across development. Compliance in this context is
not examined as a standalone variable but is theorized as an emergent behavioral outcome—
the cumulative result of elevated RS, assertiveness inhibition, and adaptation to high-stakes
workplace environments.

High-stakes or high-pressure workplaces are defined by characteristics such as heavy
workload, intense performance monitoring, and low psychological safety (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017; Edmondson & Bransby, 2023). These environments amplify the
psychological costs of speaking up, particularly for individuals already predisposed to fear
disapproval. When psychological safety is low and performance demands are high, the
threshold for self-advocacy rises, often silencing those who have been conditioned to prioritize
harmony over disruption. Specifically, empirical evidence suggests that firstborns often show
heightened conformity, fear of failure, and reduced risk-taking — patterns reinforced by birth-
order socialization (Carette et al., 2011; Botzet et al., 2021). When intersecting with gendered
expectations in the workplace, these traits can hinder assertive behavior, confidence, and
upward mobility (Bordoloi & Bedamatta, 2022; Kim & Meister, 2023). Indonesian research
further demonstrates that hierarchical work cultures and high power-distance norms can
intensify reluctance to challenge authority, particularly among eldest daughters who are
already conditioned toward self-silencing (Koerniawan et al., 2024; Tjahjana et al,, 2024).

Although the constructs of RS and assertiveness have been studied independently, their
interaction within the context of high-pressure work environments, and particularly among
firstborn daughters, remains underexplored. Integrating perspectives from organizational
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psychology, developmental psychology, and gender studies, this study addresses a gap in the
literature by empirically examining how RS affects assertiveness difficulty, and how this
relationship is moderated by workplace context. The goal is to illuminate the nuanced
psychological mechanisms that underlie compliance behavior in women who appear
outwardly competent yet struggle with invisible barriers to self-advocacy. To this end, we
propose and test a moderated model in which:

(a) Rejection sensitivity positively predicts assertiveness difficulty.

(b) High-pressure workplace context moderates this relationship, such that the
association is stronger when workplace demands are high and psychological safety is low.

By focusing on firstborn daughters—a group that has received little empirical attention
despite its rich developmental implications—this study offers novel insights into the hidden
costs of compliance shaped from early experiences and family constellation in professional life.
Our findings aim to inform not only psychological theory but also organizational practice, by
highlighting the need for supportive environments that reduce relational threats and empower
all employees to speak with confidence.

2. Method .
2.1 Participant

A total of 268 firstborn daughters employed full-time in Indonesian organizations
participated in the study (M = 27.6, SD = 4.1). Participants were recruited via purposive and
snowball sampling methods through professional networks and alumni associations. Inclusion
criteria required participants to: (1) identify as female, (2) be the firstborn in their family, and
(3) be working in high-stakes or performance-oriented environments (e.g. finance, tech,
healthcare, law), (4) is a national citizen of Indonesia.

2.2 Procedures

Participants completed an online survey hosted on Google Forms. They responded to a
series of self-report questionnaires measuring rejection sensitivity, assertiveness difficulty,
perceived workplace pressure, and psychological safety. Demographic questions and
manipulation checks regarding birth order and work context were also included. Participants
completed four online surveys. The first page of each survey comprised informed consent
information to allow participants to decide whether to continue with the study. Participants
were compensated Rp25,000.00 upon completion.

2.3 Measures

Rejection Sensitivity (RS). RS was measured using the Adult Rejection Sensitivity
Questionnaire (A-RSQ) (Berenson et al., 2009). The Adult Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire
(A-RSQ) contains nine interpersonal scenarios requiring respondents to rate: (1) their level of
anxiety about the possibility of being rejected, and (2) the perceived likelihood that the
interaction partner would respond negatively. Example items include: “You ask your
supervisor for help with a work problem,” or “You request a close friend's support during a
difficult time.” Composite scores reflect the intensity of anxious expectations and perceived
rejection probability. The average internal consistency reliability was appropriate with
Cronbach’s a =.87.
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Assertiveness Difficulties. Assertiveness Difficulties were measured using the Functional
Assertiveness Scale (FAS) (Mitamura, 2018). The Functional Assertiveness Scale (FAS) consists
of 12 items measuring two dimensions: (a) objective effectiveness (e.g., addressing another’s
inappropriate behavior, expressing different opinions clearly), and (b) pragmatic politeness
(e.g., maintaining civility while disagreeing). These items capture both the ability and the
relational style of being assertive—essential in collectivistic cultures where norms of harmony
often moderate directness. The average internal consistency reliability was appropriate with
Cronbach’s a =.81.

Workplace Pressure. A composite High-Pressure Workplace Index was constructed
using two subscales:

(a) Perceived workload and performance pressure (5 items, e.g., “My job demands
constant high-level performance.”; a = .84), adapted from Bakker & Demerouti (2017).
(b) Psychological safety (reverse-coded; 7 items from Edmondson’s Psychological

Safety Scale; a = .86), assessing the extent to which the workplace allows open expression
without fear of interpersonal consequences.

Scores were standardized and combined to create a continuous high-pressure context
index, where higher values indicated more demanding and psychologically unsafe
environments.

3. Results and Discussion .

3.1 Preliminary Analysis

Table 1. Correlation of key study variables (N = 268)

No. VariableM SD 1 2 3

1 RS 3.42 0.68 —

2 AD 3.55 0.72 42K

3 WP 3.77 0.69 25%F 3gFk

Note: RS = Rejection Sensitivity; AD = Assertiveness Difficulty; WP = Workplace Pressure

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations indicated that rejection sensitivity was
positively correlated with assertiveness difficulty (r = .42, p <.001) and workplace pressure (r
=.25, p<.01). Assertiveness difficulty was also moderately correlated with workplace pressure
(r=.38, p <.001). No significant multicollinearity was detected (VIF < 2).

3.2 Hypothesis Testing

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a moderated regression analysis using Hayes’
PROCESS macro (Model 1) in SPSS. Predictor and moderator variables were mean-centered
before analysis. Consistent with H, rejection sensitivity significantly predicted assertiveness
difficulty, B = 0.49, SE = 0.07, t(264) = 6.98, p < .001. Supporting H,, the interaction between
rejection sensitivity and workplace pressure was also significant, B = 0.22, SE = 0.08, t(264) =
2.75, p =.006.
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teraction Between Rejection Sensitivity and Workplace Pressure on Assertiveness Difficulty
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Figure 1. Interaction between rejection sensitivity and workplace pressure on
assertiveness difficulty

To interpret the interaction, we examined the conditional effect of rejection sensitivity
at 1 SD of workplace pressure. When workplace pressure was high (+1 SD), the relationship
between rejection sensitivity and assertiveness difficulty was stronger, B = 0.66, SE = 0.08,
t(264) =8.25, p <.001. When workplace pressure was low (-1 SD), the relationship was weaker
but still significant, B = 0.32, SE = 0.09, t(264) = 3.56, p = .01. These findings are visualized in
Figure 1.

3.3 Discussion

This study sought to illuminate the mechanisms through which rejection sensitivity (RS)
shapes assertiveness difficulties among firstborn daughters in high-pressure workplaces, and
how organizational context amplifies this dynamic. Our findings reveal that rejection
sensitivity is a significant predictor of assertiveness difficulty, and that this relationship
intensifies when employees operate in environments characterized by high performance
demands and low psychological safety. These results not only reinforce existing literature on
RS and assertive behavior but also extend understanding by positioning compliance as a
relationally embedded, contextually triggered adaptation rather than a mere dispositional
deficit.

Our findings add to a growing body of research challenging the simplistic view of
compliance as passivity or weakness. In high-pressure organizational settings, firstborn
daughters high in RS appear to engage in strategic self-silencing to minimize perceived
interpersonal and professional risk. This aligns with relational self-regulation frameworks,
which suggest that individuals actively modulate their behavior to preserve valued social ties
(Leary, 2015; Lam, 2022). In practical terms, what looks like compliance is a sophisticated form
of relational labor—a dynamic balancing act between self-protection and professional
engagement. This is consistent with recent theorizing in organizational psychology that
reframes silence as contextual self-preservation (Edmondson & Besieux, 2021) rather than a
lack of competence or ambition.

Furthermore, these findings resonate with Relational Cultural Theory (RCT), which
posits that women often prioritize relational harmony and fear of disconnection as central
motivational forces in workplaces (Jordan, 2017). For firstborn daughters—particularly in
Indonesia—these tendencies are intensified by cultural expectations to be anak sulung yang
harus jadi panutan (the first child who must set an example), a role imbued with emotional
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labor, moral leadership, and familial responsibility (Guilmoto, 2015; Minza, 2017; Botzet,
Roher, & Adslan, 2021).

In Indonesian collectivistic culture, where harmony, filial piety, and self-restraint are
highly valued (Takamatsu, Park, & Matsuo, 2024; Virdiyanti, 2025) compliance is not merely
an individual adaptation but a culturally reinforced behavior. The Javanese principle of nrimo
ing pandum (acceptance of one’s fate) and the expectation to maintain rukun (social harmony)
further normalize self-silencing, especially among women who were raised to anticipate and
manage others' needs (Aliifa & Nurwardani, 2023). As such, compliance among firstborn
daughters may be seen not as weakness, but as an adaptive response shaped by layered
socialization across gender, birth order, and cultural values. This study thus bridges
developmental psychology and organizational behavior, demonstrating that compliance in
adulthood is not simply an individual choice but the product of intertwined personal history,
gendered roles, and relational context shaped by Indonesia’s sociocultural norms.

The moderating role of workplace pressure reinforces the situational contingency of
assertive behavior. From the perspective of Conservation of Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll
et al., 2018), high-pressure contexts signal that self-advocacy could lead to resource loss—
whether relational (e.g., disapproval), reputational (e.g., career penalties), or emotional (e.g.,
stress from conflict). High-RS employees may therefore adopt compliance as a resource-
protective strategy.

This interpretation aligns with empirical evidence that low psychological safety
environments reduce voice behavior and suppress upward feedback, even among otherwise
competent employees (Frazier et al,, 2017; Newman, Donohue, & Eva, 2017). In Indonesia’s
hierarchical organizational cultures, where indirectness and deference to authority are deeply
entrenched (Koerniawan et al, 2024), high-RS firstborn daughters may find it especially
difficult to voice dissent. The cultural premium placed on respect (hormat) and indirect
communication may further compound the inhibition of assertiveness among this group
(Lutfiani, Yohani, & Imtikhanah, 2024).

By identifying the interaction between individual RS and environmental cues, this study
contributes to person x environment models of organizational behavior, showing that
vulnerability does not automatically lead to silence—rather, silence emerges under specific
relational and structural pressures. Interestingly, the moderating effect suggests that
workplace climate can either exacerbate or attenuate the impact of early socialization. In
psychologically safe environments, high-RS firstborn daughters may find the courage to assert
themselves without anticipating social punishment, whereas in punitive or hypercompetitive
climates, compliance becomes the default mode of survival.

Our findings also support a relational and situational model of compliance, integrating
RS, workplace pressure, and assertiveness into a single explanatory framework that connects
individual vulnerabilities to contextual and cultural triggers. The study also integrates
developmental psychology, social-personality theory, cross-cultural values, and organizational
behavior, illustrating that adult workplace behavior is deeply embedded in lifelong relational
narratives shaped by Indonesia’s collectivistic ethos. These contributions advance current
knowledge beyond prior RS literature, which has predominantly focused on romantic or peer
contexts (Norona et al,, 2018; Downey & Daniel, 2020), and bring a relationally informed,
culturally grounded lens into the study of employee voice and compliance.

For organizations, the findings highlight an often-invisible cost of high-pressure work
cultures: they systematically silence relationally sensitive employees, particularly those
socialized to prioritize harmony and responsibility. Leadership behaviors that encourage open
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dialogue, acknowledge vulnerability, and reward constructive dissent can mitigate the self-
silencing effects of RS (Frazier et al., 2017), and are especially urgent within Indonesia’s power-
distant work environments. Formal mechanisms for feedback, such as anonymous suggestion
channels or routine check-ins, allow high-RS employees to contribute without fear of social
penalty or reputational harm. Mentoring programs that explicitly address the intersection of
gender, socialization, and assertiveness can empower firstborn daughters to navigate the
double bind between competence and compliance. Additionally, framing assertiveness as a
shared responsibility may resonate more deeply in Indonesian contexts than framing it as
purely individual self-expression. Such interventions not only benefit individual employees but
also enhance organizational learning and innovation, as silenced employees often withhold
critical insights that could improve processes or prevent errors.

While the study offers novel insights, several limitations should be addressed in future
research. First, a cross-sectional design restricts causal inference; longitudinal or daily-diary
studies could reveal how RS-driven compliance unfolds dynamically across high- and low-
pressure workdays. Second, our focus on Indonesian firstborn daughters provides rich cultural
specificity but may limit generalizability. Future work should adopt a cross-cultural lens to
examine how cultural norms around hierarchy, collectivism, and gender influence the RS-
assertiveness link. Third, mixed-methods approaches, including qualitative interviews, could
capture the lived experience and emotional trade-offs of compliance, offering deeper insight
into its relational costs. Finally, future studies might extend this research by testing
interventions that enhance assertiveness and psychological safety, potentially exploring how
microaffirmations, leadership empathy, or peer support networks can disrupt the cycle of RS-
driven compliance.

4. Simpulan .

In sum, this study provides new evidence that the interplay between rejection sensitivity
and assertiveness extends beyond individual personality traits and reflects the broader
relational dynamics of workplace life. Our findings suggest that the psychological need to
maintain social acceptance can manifest as compliance and self-silencing, particularly in high-
pressure organizational contexts. For firstborn daughters, whose developmental histories
often include heightened responsibility and relational vigilance, these tendencies are
amplified, revealing a hidden relational cost of professional competence and harmony-seeking
behavior.

Importantly, this research contributes to the understanding that assertive
communication and voice behaviors are not simply individual skills but are relationally and
contextually contingent. Employees with heightened rejection sensitivity may struggle to
advocate for themselves, yet they thrive when organizations foster psychological safety and
provide structured opportunities for voice and boundary-setting. These insights highlight the
value of relationally informed workplace interventions, which could include mentorship, group
discussions, and leadership strategies aimed at reducing relational threat and encouraging
constructive dissent.
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