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Confusion or Clarity? Examining a
Possible Tradeoff Between Self-Expansion
and Self-Concept Clarity
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Abstract
Most people are motivated to self-expand, collecting new attributes and experiences in a process that boosts well-being, but
people with low self-concept clarity resist it. Perhaps, then, there is a tradeoff between self-expansion and self-concept clarity.
Across a 2-week daily dairy, we found no evidence for such a tradeoff—self-expanding was not associated with lower self-
concept clarity, either that day, the next day, or the period as a whole. In fact, self-expansion was associated with higher self-
concept clarity, but especially for people with lower initial self-concept clarity. Although they were less likely to self-expand on a
daily basis, when they did self-expand, they reported higher self-concept clarity and, in turn, greater satisfaction with life. These
findings suggest that self-expansion in daily life does not come at the cost of a coherent self-concept and that despite their reluc-
tance, people with lower self-concept clarity may experience associated benefits from self-expanding.
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Not that I would not, if I could . . . be a wit, a bonvivant, and
a ladykiller, as well as a philosopher; a philanthropist, states-
man, warrior . . . as well as a ‘tonepoet’ and saint. But the thing
is simply impossible . . .—William James

Who among us would not aspire to be a wit, a warrior, a
tonepoet, and a saint? Self-expansion, the motivation to
broaden one’s sense of self by adding new identities, abil-
ities, and perspectives drives both relationship processes
(Aron & Aron, 1997) and individual activities (Mattingly
& Lewandowski, 2014). However, a century before Aron
and Aron (1997) posited self-expansion as a basic motive,
James’ (1890) musing on both the desirability and impossi-
bility of maintaining such a dizzying array of identities
pointed to a potential brake: the need to understand the
self as a unified whole. Anything new added to the self
could clash with self-knowledge already present—although
being a bonvivant is unlikely to conflict with wit, it is more
difficult to imagine ‘‘warrior’’ and ‘‘saint’’ being so easily
harmonized.

Those who struggle to integrate aspects of the self-
concept experience lower self-concept clarity (Campbell
et al., 1996), a reduced sense of having a clear and coherent
understanding of the self. Lower self-concept clarity pre-
dicts a host of poorer well-being outcomes, such as lower
self-esteem, emotional instability, and diminished life satis-
faction (Campbell, 1990; Campbell et al., 1996; Ritchie

et al., 2011). If adding new content to the self-concept
could impede self-concept clarity, people may sometimes
resist self-expanding, with the potential risks of a fragile
self-concept outweighing the desirability of adding to the
self. In fact, individuals with lower self-concept clarity do
resist self-expanding (Emery et al., 2015), perhaps as adap-
tive self-protection.

We examined whether and for whom potential tradeoffs
exist between self-expansion and self-concept clarity. Both
self-expansion and self-concept clarity are reliably and
independently associated with psychological well-being
(e.g., Campbell, 1990; Mattingly & Lewandowski, 2013;
but see Carswell et al., 2021, for an exception). To our
knowledge, no studies have examined whether there is a
drop of self-concept clarity following self-expansion. Other
types of self-change that add content to the self (e.g., role
entries) can carry costs to self-concept clarity (Slotter &
Walsh, 2017). Moreover, exposure to self-expanding activi-
ties (e.g., living abroad, Adam et al., 2018) boost self-
concept clarity over the long term, but studies are mute on
short-term costs. This research explores associations
between self-expansion and self-concept clarity using a 2-
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week daily diary, which enables us to ask three interrelated
questions. Is engaging in more frequent self-expansion
associated with lower self-concept clarity across time? On a
more fine-grained timescale, is self-concept clarity lower on
days when people self-expand? Finally, might the associa-
tion between self-expansion and either self-concept clarity
or well-being depend on whether the individual in question
had higher or lower self-concept clarity before self-
expanding?

Is There a Tradeoff Between Self-Expansion and
Self-Concept Clarity?

Self-expansion appears rewarding; people are eager to
adopt traits of new relationship partners (Aron & Aron,
1986; Slotter & Gardner, 2009), and to seek new experi-
ences that add to the self-concept (Mattingly &
Lewandowski, 2014). Although self-expansion is tied to a
host of positive well-being outcomes (Mattingly &
Lewandowski, 2013; Muise et al., 2019), by increasing the
diversity and complexity of self-knowledge, self-expansion
could challenge self-concept clarity. Too great a diversity
of self-knowledge, or self-fragmentation, threatens mental
health (e.g., Block, 1961). For example, higher self-concept
differentiation, reflected by unshared variance in diverse
characteristics across self-aspects, is associated with depres-
sion and lower self-esteem (Donahue et al., 1993). Adding
content to the self could challenge the self as a coherent
and consistent whole and threaten well-being.

Does self-expansion put self-concept clarity at risk? The
few studies that have directly examined this association
imply an increase, not a decrease, in clarity after self-
expanding. Studies of individuals living abroad show that
growth experiences from immersing in a different culture
reliably increase self-concept clarity (Adam et al., 2018).
People with self-expanding opportunities in the workplace
have higher self-concept clarity (Treadgold, 1999), and los-
ing a self-expanding job reduces self-concept clarity and
well-being (McIntyre et al., 2015). New experiences are the-
orized to engender self-discernment, ultimately producing
greater self-concept clarity (Adam et al., 2018). This model
aligns with the notion of an integration stage after self-
expansion, when people must incorporate this new attri-
bute into their broader sense of self to avoid self-concept
confusion (Aron et al., 2013).

Who Resists Self-Expansion?

If the rewards of adding diverse new content to the self-
concept must be balanced by the challenge of integrating
them with existing self-knowledge, self-expansion may be a
psychological luxury that only those with an already clear
self-concept can afford to pursue. In fact, people with lower
self-concept clarity tend not to self-expand, either through
new activities or an attractive partner, despite the potential
benefits (Emery et al., 2015). People with low self-concept

clarity even block their current romantic partner from pur-
suing new goals due to the risk of having to change the self
in response (Emery et al., 2018). Moreover, there are indi-
vidual differences in the preference to self-expand; people
with lower self-concept clarity report less preference for
self-expansion (Hughes et al., 2019). We recently concep-
tually replicated these findings (see Online Appendix A),
examining 204 participants’ self-concept clarity, preferences
for self-expansion, and self-identification as a self-expander
or self-conserver. People with higher self-concept clarity
exhibited greater preferences for self-expansion and identi-
fied more as self-expanders than those with lower self-
concept clarity.

If people with lower self-concept clarity resist self-
expanding, is this adaptive? Self-expansion typically
enhances well-being (e.g., Muise et al., 2019), but not
always (Carswell et al., 2021). If someone is already experi-
encing lower self-concept clarity, then adding more content
to the self-concept could risk further confusion, just as
adding more books to an already cluttered office can
increase the chaos. Conversely, if after people self-expand,
they incorporate the new attribute into their broader sense
of self (Aron et al., 2013), then the process of reflecting on
and recontextualizing their self-concept could be associated
with higher self-concept clarity—just as acquiring new
books can force a person to reorganize a messy office.
Given that self-expanding activities can boost self-concept
clarity over time (Adam et al., 2018), perhaps by avoiding
self-expansion, individuals with lower self-concept clarity
may ironically forgo opportunities that would be associ-
ated with increased self-understanding and well-being.
Research examining self-concept clarity after self-
expanding experiences has not considered pre-existing self-
concept clarity as a moderator. This previous research also
examines associations across a relatively long timescale
(e.g., being employed in a self-expanding job). It is
unknown how long the self-discernment or integration pro-
cess may take, and whether self-concept clarity may be
temporarily reduced during that process.

The current research tests these possibilities. In previous
studies linking self-concept clarity to self-expansion, parti-
cipants have either self-reported their interest in self-
expanding or evaluated a potential romantic partner as a
source of self-expansion (e.g., Emery et al., 2015; Hughes
et al., 2019). To determine whether the aversion to self-
expansion among people with lower self-concept clarity is
adaptive, we examined associations with self-concept
clarity and well-being when people self-expand on a daily
basis.

Overview and Hypotheses

Using a daily diary methodology, we investigated associa-
tions among self-expansion, self-concept clarity, and well-
being. Consistent with past research, we hypothesized that
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people with low self-concept clarity would be less interested
in self-expanding and less likely to self-expand:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a): Self-concept clarity will be positiv-
ity associated with self-expansion preferences.
Hypothesis 1b (H1b): Self-concept clarity will be posi-
tively associated with engaging in self-expansion.

We then advanced a series of competing hypotheses
focused on our central research questions:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): There is a temporary tradeoff
between self-expansion and self-concept clarity—on
days when people self-expand, they report lower self-
concept clarity that day and the following day.
Hypothesis 2b (H2b): There is no temporary tradeoff
between self-expansion and self-concept clarity, or if
anything, self-expanding is associated with higher self-
concept clarity.
Hypothesis 3a (H3a): The tradeoff between self-expan-
sion and self-concept clarity is moderated by initial self-
concept clarity—people with initially lower self-concept
clarity are especially vulnerable to the tradeoff, and they
will, in turn, experience lower overall well-being.
Hypothesis 3b (H3b): There is no tradeoff between self-
expansion and self-concept clarity for people with
initially low self-concept clarity, or if anything, self-
expanding is especially associated with self-concept
clarity among those whose self-concept clarity is
low, which in turn is associated with overall higher
well-being.

We used intensive daily diary methods with a commu-
nity sample of couples. As we were especially interested in
people with low self-concept clarity, who on average, do
not self-expand, testing this research question required
multiple assessments across a short time to capture times
when people with lower self-concept clarity actually self-
expand. Both members of the couple completed a baseline
measure of self-concept clarity and a 2-week daily diary
assessing general self-expansion, relational self-expan-
sion, self-concept clarity, and well-being. This design
enabled us to examine the effects of both types of self-
expansion on self-concept clarity based on initial self-
concept clarity, and downstream effects on satisfaction
with life. As we had daily measures of each key construct,
we could also examine a temporary tradeoff—whether
self-expansion temporarily reduced self-concept clarity
before rebounding.

Although these hypotheses were not preregistered, the
idea to examine self-concept clarity and well-being when
people with low self-concept clarity self-expand was devel-
oped a priori, and the variables reported are the only ones
we analyzed for this set of research questions. Materials and
code from this study are available at https://osf.io/y9tuw/.

The Current Research

Participants and Procedure

As part of a larger investigation of romantic relationships,
we recruited a community sample of 108 couples (216 indi-
viduals)

1

from the greater Chicago area, 49.1% male,
49.1% female, 1.4% nonbinary; age M = 36.38, SD =
12.64; 63.4% European American, White, Anglo, or
Caucasian; 24.1% African American, Black, African, or
Caribbean; 8.3% Asian-American, Asian, or Pacific
Islander; 7.9% Hispanic-American, Latino(a), or
Chicano(a); 2.3% Native-American or American Indian;
2.8% other race or ethnicity; annual income median =
$41,000, range = $ 0–$400,000; 78.7% heterosexual, 6.0%
gay or lesbian, 5.6% bisexual, 5.6% queer, 2.3% pansex-
ual, 1.4% other; relationship duration M = 8.26 years,
and SD = 8.41; 37.0% married. To be eligible, participants
were required to have been in a relationship for at least 6
months, be at least 25 years old, have been born in the
United States, and have internet access.

After completing an online screening questionnaire, both
members of the couple received links to the online intake
questionnaire. Once both finished the intake questionnaire,
they began a 14-day daily diary (median = 18 days after
completing the intake, range = 1–78 days). The diary link
was available every day between 5 pm and 3 am. Of the 216
participants, 97.7% completed at least one diary; those
who completed at least one completed 80% on average (M
= 11.15, SD= 3.10).

2

Measures

Unless otherwise indicated, all measures were assessed on a
7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

Intake
Self-Concept Clarity. Participants completed the self-

concept clarity scale (Campbell et al., 1996; 12 items; a =
.88; M = 4.85, SD = 1.15; for example, ‘‘In general, I
have a clear sense of who I am and what I am’’).

General Self-Expansion Preferences. Participants completed
a shortened version of the preferences for self-expansion scale
(Hughes et al., 2019; 10 items; a = .76; M = 4.72, SD =
.74; for example, ‘‘I enjoy doing new things’’), with the five
highest-loading reverse-scored items and the five highest-
loading nonreversed-scored items from the original scale.

Relational Self-Expansion. Participants completed the rela-
tional self-change scale (Mattingly et al., 2014), which
includes a subscale assessing relational self-expansion.
Participants indicated whether ‘‘in the past 6 months, by
being with my partner . . . ’’ they had self-expanded (3
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items; a = .84; M = 5.33, SD = 1.36; e.g., ‘‘I have added
positive qualities to my sense of self’’).

Self-Esteem. Participants completed the Rosenberg self-
esteem scale (Rosenberg, 1965; 10 items; a = .90, M =
5.40, SD = 1.11; for example, ‘‘I feel that I’m a person of
worth, at least on an equal plane with others’’).

Satisfaction With Life. Participants completed a scale
assessing their life satisfaction (Diener et al., 1985; 5 items;
a = .87, M = 4.89, SD = 1.28, for example, ‘‘I am satis-
fied with my life’’).

Daily Diary
Self-Concept Clarity. Participants completed a 1-item mea-

sure of self-concept clarity, adapted from Campbell et al.,
1996 (‘‘Today, I had a clear sense of who I am and what I
am’’; M = 5.57, SD = 1.28).

General Self-Expansion. Participants completed a 1-item
measure of general self-expansion (‘‘Today, I added to my
sense of who I am’’; M = 4.75, SD = 1.55).

Relational Self-Expansion. Participants completed a 1-item
measure of relational self-expansion (‘‘Today, being with
my partner helped me have new experiences’’; M = 4.29,
SD = 1.71).

Satisfaction With Life. Participants completed a 1-item
measure of satisfaction with their lives, adapted from
Diener et al., 1985 (‘‘Today, I felt satisfied with my life’’;
M = 5.31, SD = 1.51).

Happiness. Participants completed a 1-item measure
assessing how happy they felt in that moment (‘‘Happy’’;
M = 4.87, SD = 1.74).

Results

Data Analytic Strategy. We used multilevel modeling and cen-
tered all variables. For intake data, we used a two-level
multilevel model with individuals nested within couples.
For daily diary data, we used a two-level crossed model
with individuals nested within couples, and individuals and
days crossed (Kenny et al., 2006). Within the diary data,
we partitioned daily predictors into between-person and
within-person components for most analyses (Bolger &
Laurenceau, 2013). To separate within-person effects and
between-person effects, we person-mean-centered predic-
tors (capturing within-person variance; for example, the
extent to which a person self-expands more or less than
they typically do) and created an aggregate across the 2
weeks (capturing between-person variance; e.g., the extent
to which a person self-expands more or less across the 2-

week diary period compared to other participants). When
analyses focus on the within-person effects, we control for
between-person effects.

Self-Concept Clarity and Self-Expansion: Is There a Tradeoff?. We
first examined associations between self-concept clarity and
general self-expansion preferences at intake. Supporting
H1a, self-concept clarity at intake was positively associated
with general self-expansion preferences, b = .11, t(211.98)
= 2.46, p = .015, 95% CI = .02, .19. We then tested H1b.
Intake self-concept clarity was not associated with rela-
tional self-expansion, b = .04, t(204.43) = .45, p = .656,
95% CI = 2.12, .19. Next, we examined self-concept
clarity and general self-expansion in the daily diary. At
times when people felt more self-concept clarity than they
typically do, they self-expanded more, b = .45, t(2128.08)
= 16.67, p \ .001, 95% CI = .40, .50, controlling for
between-person self-concept clarity, b = .63, t(205.41) =
9.97, p \ .001, 95% CI = .51, .76. This effect replicated
with relational self-expansion; when people felt more self-
concept clarity than they typically do, they self-expanded
more with their partner, b = .31, t(2112.44) = 9.36, p \
.001, 95% CI = .24, .37, controlling for between-person
self-concept clarity, b = .39, t(212.37) = 5.38, p \ .001,
95% CI = .25, .53. Thus, we found partial support for
H1b; within the daily diary, people with lower self-concept
clarity were less likely to self-expand.

Next, we considered tradeoffs between self-expansion
and self-concept clarity—whether self-expanding is associ-
ated with lower self-concept clarity, either on a given day
or on the next (competing hypotheses H2a and H2b). We
first tested a model predicting daily self-concept clarity
from within-person general self-expansion and between-
person self-expansion. Supporting H2b, people who self-
expanded more than typical experienced higher self-concept
clarity that day, b = .26, SE = .02, t(2118.22) = 16.78, p
\ .001, 95% CI = .23, .29, and people who chronically
self-expanded more across the 2 weeks reported higher self-
concept clarity, b = .52, SE = .05, t(199.28) = 10.14, p \
.001, 95% CI = .42, .62. We also conducted lagged analy-
ses to examine a reduction to self-concept clarity the day
after self-expanding. Controlling for self-concept clarity the
previous day, b = .02, SE = .02, t(1979.33) = 1.45, p =
.147, 95% CI = 2.009, .06, self-expanding the previous
day was not associated with a drop in self-concept clarity
the following day, b = .008, SE = .01, t(1969.43) = .56, p
= .579, 95% CI = 2.02, .04.

We replicated these results with relational self-expan-
sion. Supporting H2b, when a person self-expanded due to
their relationship more than typical, they experienced
higher self-concept clarity, b = .13, SE = .01, t(2073.76)
= 9.76, p \ .001, 95% CI = .11, .16; likewise, people
whose relationship nudged them to self-expand more across
the 2 weeks experienced higher self-concept clarity, b =

4 Social Psychological and Personality Science 00(0)



.33, SE = .06, t(200.81) = 5.77, p \ .001, 95% CI = .22,

.45. We then tested a potential drop the following day in
self-concept clarity. Controlling for self-concept clarity the
previous day, b = .02, SE = .02, t(1978.46) = 1.41, p =
.159, 95% CI = 2.009, .05, there was no delayed drop of
relational self-expansion the previous day on self-concept
clarity the following day, b = .02, SE = .01, t(1990.65) =
1.44, p= .151, 95% CI = 2.006, .04.

Overall, we did not detect any detriments of self-
expansion to self-concept clarity, supporting H2b. Indeed,
self-expansion, on a given day and across the 2 weeks, was
associated with higher self-concept clarity. We found no
evidence that self-expansion was associated with reduced
self-concept clarity the following day. We also examined
growth curve models to determine if self-expansion pre-
dicted decline in self-concept clarity across the 2 weeks. We
found no evidence for this possibility; Online Appendix B.

Is There a Tradeoff for People With Lower Self-Concept Clarity?. We
examined whether self-expansion presents a tradeoff for well-
being for those with lower initial self-concept clarity (compet-
ing hypotheses H3a and H3b). We tested a model predicting
daily self-concept clarity from daily self-expansion, b = .26,
t(2111.02) = 17.29, p \ .001, 95% CI= .23, .29, intake self-
concept clarity, b= .29, t(206.46) = 6.31, p \ .001, 95% CI
= .20, .38, and their interaction, b = 2.11, t(2112.78) =
28.00, p \ .001, 95% CI = 2.13, 2.08, controlling for
between-person self-expansion, b = .49, t(203.56) = 10.23, p
\ .001, 95% CI= .40, .58; Figure 1.

Simple slopes analyses revealed that among people with
lower self-concept clarity at intake (21 SD), self-expanding
more than typical was associated with higher self-concept
clarity that day, b = .38, t(2124.80) = 17.62, p \ .001,
95% CI = .34, .43. Self-expanding more than typical was
associated with higher daily self-concept clarity among
people with higher self-concept clarity at intake (+1 SD),
although the effect was descriptively smaller, b = .14,
t(2124.98) = 6.72, p \ .001; 95% CI = .10, .18. These
results support H3b.

We then tested a model predicting daily self-concept
clarity from daily relational self-expansion, b = .13,
t(2067.14) = 9.56, p\.001, 95% CI = .10, .16, intake self-
concept clarity, b = .32, t(204.14) = 6.26, p \ .001, 95%
CI = .22, .42, and their interaction, b = 2.04, t(2124.13)
= 23.34, p = .001, 95% CI = 2.06 to 2.02, controlling
for between-person self-expansion, b = .32, t(200.37) =
6.01, p \ .001, 95% CI = .22, .43; Figure 2.

Simple slopes analyses revealed that, among people with
lower self-concept clarity at intake (21 SD), self-expanding
with their partner more than typical was associated with
higher self-concept clarity that day, b = .18, t(2107.44) =
9.40, p \ .001, 95% CI = .14, .21. Self-expanding more
than typical with their partner was associated with higher
daily self-concept clarity among people with higher self-
concept clarity at intake (+1 SD), although the effect was
descriptively smaller, b = .08, t(2115.51) = 4.25, p \ .001,
95% CI = .05, .12, again supporting H3b.

Finally, we conducted lagged analyses to examine a pos-
sible delayed drop in self-concept clarity following self-

Figure 1. Interaction Between Intake Self-concept Clarity and Daily Self-Expansion Predicting Daily Self-Concept Clarity.
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expansion among people with initially low self-concept
clarity. We found no evidence that self-expanding the pre-
vious day harmed self-concept clarity based on a person’s
initial self-concept clarity for either general self-expansion,
b = 2.02, SE = .01, t(1987.95) = 21.48, p = .139, 95%
CI = 2.04, .005, or relational self-expansion, b = 2.02,
SE = .01, t(1983.34) = 21.52, p = .130, 95% CI = 2.04,
.005; full model parameters in Online Appendix C.

Self-Concept Clarity, Self-Expansion, and Well-Being

We then examined whether, when people with low self-
concept clarity do self-expand, it is associated with down-
stream well-being (H3a and H3b). We tested a moderated

mediation model examining whether the interaction above
(intake self-concept clarity moderating the association
between daily self-expansion and daily self-concept clarity)
was associated with satisfaction with life. We used the
Monte Carlo Method for Assessing Mediation (MCMAM;
Selig & Preacher, 2008) with 20,000 resamples. The confi-
dence interval was significant (Figure 3); when people with
lower self-concept clarity self-expanded generally more
than they typically do, they experienced higher self-concept
clarity, and higher satisfaction with life, supporting H3b.

We replicated these findings with relational self-expan-
sion. We tested a moderated mediation model examining
whether the interaction between intake self-concept clarity
and daily relational self-expansion on daily self-concept

Figure 2. Interaction Between Intake Self-concept Clarity and Daily Relational Self-Expansion Predicting Daily Self-Concept Clarity

Figure 3. Moderated Mediation: The Interaction Between Intake Self-Concept Clarity and Daily General Self-Expansion Predicting Daily
Self-Concept Clarity, Which in Turn Is Associated With Daily Satisfaction With Life
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clarity was, in turn, associated with satisfaction with life.
The confidence interval was significant (Figure 4). When
people with lower self-concept clarity self-expanded with
their partner more than typical, they experienced higher
self-concept clarity, which was associated with greater satis-
faction with life, supporting H3b.

We found an identical pattern of effects with relation-
ship satisfaction; Online Appendix D.

Alternative Explanations. All hypothesis tests yielded identical
conclusions when controlling for self-esteem, with one
exception—the association between self-concept clarity and
self-expansion preferences at intake, b = .03, t(207.85) =
.50, p = .618, 95% CI = 2.08, .14. All daily diary hypoth-
esis tests yielded identical conclusions when controlling for
self-esteem and daily happiness. The moderated mediation
models predicting daily satisfaction with life held when
controlling for intake satisfaction with life.

General Discussion

Is there a tradeoff between self-expansion and self-concept
clarity? People with lower self-concept clarity are more
reluctant to self-expand, either alone or through a
partner—is this reluctance explained by risks to self-
concept clarity resulting from self-expanding? It is not.
People who self-expanded more across the 2 weeks experi-
enced higher, not lower, self-concept clarity. We did not
find evidence for even a temporary tradeoff; there was no
drop in self-concept clarity on days following self-expan-
sion. When people self-expanded more than typical, they
reported higher, not lower, self-concept clarity, especially
for people whose self-concept clarity was initially lowest.
Although we replicated the finding that people with lower
self-concept clarity self-expand less (Emery et al., 2015;
Hughes et al., 2019), when they did self-expand, they
reported higher self-concept clarity, and higher satisfaction
with life. These effects were robust across general and

relational self-expansion. Ironically, the people who most
resist self-expanding may be the ones who benefit most.

Why might self-expansion be associated with higher
self-concept clarity, particularly among people whose self-
concept clarity was initially low? New experiences evoke
self-discernment, resulting in a clearer sense of self (Adam
et al., 2018). When people self-expand, they must incorpo-
rate the new aspect into their self-concepts; perhaps this
process enables people with lower self-concept clarity to
gain insight into making sense of who they are. Moreover,
self-expansion results in a larger self-concept (e.g.,
Mattingly & Lewandowski, 2014); perhaps adding content
to the self enables people to seek new links between aspects
of who they are and gain clarity. Reorganizing and inte-
grating appear to be take place remarkably quickly; the
daily measures in this study should have revealed an initial
drop in self-concept clarity on the day of self-expanding
had there been even a temporary tradeoff, but did not.

Integration may have been eased because we examined
self-expansion in daily life rather than activities imposed by
an experimenter in the laboratory, an employer at the
workplace, or a cultural shock when living abroad. These
effects may follow tenets of ‘‘niche picking’’ (Roberts &
Nickel, 2017), which posits that as people can often select
their environments, they may choose developmental paths
that reinforce traits and result in greater personality stabi-
lity, despite a new environment. Participants may have cho-
sen self-expansion opportunities in daily life that enabled
growth that was most easily integrated within their sense of
self. Even relational self-expansion may be a form of niche
picking—close others are at least as strong a resource for
scaffolding and affirming one’s sense of self as they are a
resource for growth and change (Emery et al., 2018; Slotter
& Gardner, 2014; Swann, 2009). In fact, although self-
expansion theory originally examined falling in love and
establishing new relationships, perhaps a committed long-
term relationship with a partner who knows one well pro-
vides an ideal ‘‘niche’’ for self-expanding.

Figure 4. Moderated Mediation: The Interaction Between Intake Self-Concept Clarity and Daily Relational Self-Expansion Predicting Daily
Self-Concept Clarity, Which in Turn Is Associated With Daily Satisfaction With Life
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The present research has several strengths and limita-
tions. The longitudinal design afforded an especially strong
examination of our hypotheses; because people with lower
self-concept clarity tend not to self-expand, examining what
happens when they do self-expand required multiple time
points to capture times when they might self-expand (the
daily diary), and a measure of self-concept clarity assessed
in advance (the intake survey). Our effects were consistent
across both relational and general self-expansion.
Moreover, the participants were fairly socioeconomically
and racially diverse, which increases the generalizability of
our results beyond traditional undergraduate samples.
However, all participants were based in the United States.
Given that self-concept clarity differs across cultures and
that self-concept clarity is more strongly associated with
well-being in individualistic cultures (Campbell et al.,
1996), it would be interesting to examine whether these
effects emerge in collectivistic contexts.

This work is limited by the conclusions we can draw
about directionality of the effects; we cannot definitively
conclude whether self-concept clarity affects self-expansion
or if self-expansion affects self-concept clarity. Despite
using intensive diary methods, we did not find significant
lagged effects or growth curve effects. The associations
between these variables could also be confounded by a
third variable. Although we controlled for self-esteem and
daily happiness, it is possible that another, third variable,
is driving the effects. We are not confident that a one-shot
experimental approach would address this limitation, given
previous work showing that even when people with lower
self-concept clarity have an opportunity to self-expand,
they do not take it (Emery et al., 2015). We hope, however,
that future work will continue to parse the directionality of
these effects.

This research relied on people’s self-reports. Self-con-
cept clarity, as a subjective construct, is typically assessed
through self-report (although see Slotter et al., 2015).
However, self-expansion can be studied objectively. When
people are asked to describe who they are on a given day,
the number of self-descriptors increases after they have
fallen in love (i.e., people self-expand; Aron et al., 1995).
Future research could examine whether the same effects
emerge for objective measures of self-expansion—on days
when people with lower self-concept clarity objectively add
more new content to their self-concepts, do they likewise
experience boosts in self-concept clarity?

The current studies did not examine whether the self-
content people added was positive or negative (Mattingly
et al., 2014). Although positive self-expansion is more com-
monly studied, negative expansion also occurs (Slotter &
Gardner, 2012). Whether valence moderates the influence
of self-expansion on self-concept clarity may depend on
how the new information is organized (Showers, 1992).
Theories of self-organization highlight two styles: one
which thoughtfully integrates positive and negative beliefs

within existing self-aspects, and another which compart-
mentalizes negative self-knowledge away from the rest of
the self. If adding negative attributes nudges a self-
discernment process similar to that evoked by novel cul-
tural experiences (e.g., Adam et al., 2018), it should
encourage an integration strategy that boosts clarity.
However, defensive compartmentalization of negative attri-
butes would likely reduce clarity (Thomas et al., 2013).
Future studies should examine the extent to which self-
expansion valence influences well-being.

Although the current results dispute a tradeoff between
self-expansion and self-concept clarity as an explanation
for why people low in self-concept clarity resist self-
expanding, they leave the ultimate explanation unknown.
Participants with low self-concept clarity appeared, if any-
thing, to experience greater associated benefits in terms of
self-concept clarity and well-being on the days when they
engaged in more self-expansion than typical. And yet, they
were less actually likely to self-expand across the two-week
period, and less likely to report preferences for self-
expansion at intake. Understanding their hesitancy remains
an avenue for future research.

Conclusion

Although self-expansion is typically associated with well-
being (Campbell et al., 1996), William James (1890) theo-
rized that the more content in a person’s self-concept, the
more difficult it is to understand the self as a whole. To
date, research has not investigated a potential tradeoff
between self-expansion and self-concept clarity. We found
no evidence for a possible tradeoff—in fact, self-expanding
was associated with higher self-concept clarity, especially
among people who initially were low in self-concept clarity.
Contrary to James’s assertion that ‘‘the thing is impossi-
ble,’’ it appears that when people self-expand, they also
experience a clearer sense of who they are.
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Notes

1. We enrolled participants between April 2019 and March
2020. We originally aimed to collect 150 couples; however,
we had to stop enrolling new participants in March 2020
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, resulting in the final sam-
ple size of 108 couples. See Emery & Finkel, 2021 for addi-
tional use of this data set.

2. Couples also completed filmed interactions and follow-up
surveys, which included some of our variables of interest–
self-concept clarity, relational self-expansion, and well-
being. We focused our analyses on the intake and daily
diary, as that portion of the study afforded the best test of
our research questions.
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