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Article

Knowing Who You Are and Adding to It:
Reduced Self-Concept Clarity Predicts
Reduced Self-Expansion

Lydia F. Emery1, Courtney Walsh2, and Erica B. Slotter3

Abstract

People are generally motivated to increase the diversity of their self-concepts, within their relationships and outside of them.
Self-expansion enhances both individual and relationship well-being; however, almost no research has investigated what circum-
stances attenuate people’s desire for self-expansion. The present research addressed this question by testing the central hypothesis
that experiencing lower self-concept clarity would predict less interest in self-expansion. Across three studies, the present research
demonstrated that individuals primed with low self-concept clarity expressed less interest in self-expansion outside of romantic rela-
tionships (Studies 1–2) and were less likely to actually self-expand by incorporating attributes from a potential romantic partner into
the self (Study 3). Despite the benefits of self-expansion, certain situations may reduce people’s desire to add content to the self.

Keywords

self-expansion, self-concept clarity, self/identity, romantic relationships

I know who I WAS when I got up this morning, but I think I must

have been changed several times since then.

—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865/1999)

Although not everyone falls down a rabbit hole, grows to the

size of a house, or attends a mad tea party, people often have

experiences that catalyze self-change. Some ways of altering

the self, especially through adding new content to one’s iden-

tity, are usually seen as a positive experience and even a ‘‘cen-

tral human motivation’’ (Aron & Aron, 1997, p. 251).

However, as Alice implies, self-change can occur unexpectedly

or unconsciously, suggesting that it may not always be desir-

able. The current research examined the circumstances under

which people may not be motivated to change their self-

concept. We proposed that people experiencing uncertainty

about who they are would exhibit less desired and actual expan-

sion of their self-concepts.

Self-expansion

The self-concept includes everything that an individual claims

as ‘‘me’’ or ‘‘mine’’: the physical attributes, social relation-

ships, motives, personal possessions, and so on, that constitute

people’s sense of who they are (Campbell, Assanand, & Di

Paula, 2003; James, 1890; Markus, 1977). Although the

self-concept is often perceived as temporally consistent, it is

continuously constructed through new life experiences and is

malleable over time (Markus, 1977; Markus & Wurf, 1987;

McConnell, 2011). One means of altering the self-concept is

self-expansion—adding diverse content to the self-concept,

including new identities, knowledge, or social roles (Aron &

Aron, 1997).

People often self-expand through adopting aspects of close

others (Aron & Aron, 1997). Empirical evidence finds that peo-

ple self-expand in relationships by taking on characteristics of

their partners, typically via shared experiences and time (Aron,

Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 1991). After falling in love, people

exhibit more diverse self-concepts (Aron, Paris, & Aron,

1995). In long-term romantic relationships, people experience

high self–other overlap, mistaking traits describing a romantic

partner as characteristic of the self (Mashek, Aron, & Bonci-

mino, 2003). People can also self-expand outside of relation-

ships by embracing new hobbies or interests on their own

(Mattingly & Lewandowski, 2014).

Individuals anticipating the start of a romantic relationship

will spontaneously self-expand without shared experience to

incorporate characteristics of potential partners (Slotter &

Gardner, 2009, 2012; Slotter & Lucas, 2012). However, spon-

taneous self-expansion only occurs when individuals are
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interested in a relationship with the potential partner (Slotter &

Gardner, 2009). Spontaneous self-expansion emerges on both

explicit measures and implicit reaction time measures, suggest-

ing that self-expansion may not be a conscious decision (Slotter

& Gardner, 2009, 2012).

In romantic contexts, self-expansion benefits relationship

well-being through increased relationship quality (Aron,

Norman, Aron, McKenna, & Heyman, 2000; Carson, Carson, Gil,

& Baucom, 2007; Mattingly, Lewandowski, & McIntyre, 2014).

Both in and outside of romantic relationships, self-expansion also

fosters individual well-being, via increased self-efficacy and

self-esteem (Aron et al., 1995; Mattingly & Lewandowski,

2013a, 2013b). Although past research has provided clear indica-

tions of the process and consequences of self-expansion, little is

known about when people desire self-expansion and when they

do not. Given the benefits of self-expansion, examining when

people avoid self-expansion has ramifications for a broader

understanding of psychological well-being.

Self-Concept Clarity

After expanding the self, people are theorized to integrate their

new attributes into their self-concept to maintain consistency

(Aron & Aron, 1997). If too many traits are added to the

self-concept too quickly, people’s understanding of the self

could become unstable. This potential for a fragile sense of self

dovetails with self-concept clarity (SCC), which denotes the

clarity and coherence that people perceive in their self-

concepts and whether their self-aspects are coherent and stable

over time (Campbell et al., 1996). Like self-expansion, SCC

enhances well-being. Low SCC is associated with poor rela-

tionship quality, low self-esteem, stress, and depression

(Campbell et al, 2003; Lewandowski, Nardone, & Raines,

2010; Treadgold, 1999). Situational factors can reduce SCC.

Positive and negative daily events, respectively, increase or

decrease SCC; romantic relationship dissolution and changing

roles also predict reduced SCC (Light & Visser, 2013; Nezlek

& Plesko, 2001; Slotter, Gardner, & Finkel, 2010). SCC can

even be experimentally manipulated (Beymer, Slotter, & Gard-

ner, 2014; Csank & Conway, 2004).

In the present research, we investigated whether reduced

SCC predicts less interest in self-expansion. Given that people

vary in the amount of SCC they possess, it could be conceptua-

lized as a finite resource. When resources are limited, people

are more cautious in expending them (Shah, Mullainathan, &

Shafir, 2012). Analogously, people with low SCC may be reti-

cent to self-expand, because they risk exhausting an already

limited supply of self-clarity. If people with high SCC adopt

attributes that conflict with other aspects of their self-

concepts, they may lose some self-clarity, but given that they

had a large pool of it initially, their overall well-being will

probably not diminish. Conversely, if people with low SCC

take on attributes that do not cohere with their self-concept,

they may lose what little clarity of self they had. Despite the

benefits of self-expansion, it risks lowering SCC, and we

expect someone who with low SCC will not take this risk.

Current Studies

People are motivated to add diverse content to their self-

concepts, both in romantic relationships (Aron et al., 1995;

Slotter & Gardner, 2009) and outside of them (Mattingly &

Lewandowski, 2014). However, little or no research has exam-

ined what circumstances decrease motivation to self-expand.

Given the possibility of adopting an attribute that conflicts with

the rest of the self-concept, we expect that lower SCC may

deter individuals from self-expanding.

We predicted that individuals with lower dispositional SCC

(Study 1) or experimentally reduced SCC (Study 2) would

report lower interest in nonrelational self-expansion. More-

over, we expected that individuals primed with reduced SCC

(Study 3) would be less likely to self-expand in the context

of a potential romantic relationship. By examining both rela-

tional and nonrelational self-expansion, we hoped both to

increase the generalizability of our findings and to conceptually

replicate Study 2 in Study 3.

We also sought to replicate an effect found in previous

research that individuals only adopt characteristics of poten-

tial partners when motivated to affiliate with the person. As

such, we examined whether higher romantic interest in the

potential partner would predict greater spontaneous self-

expansion across each level of our SCC manipulation

(Study 3). We predicted that, when primed with reduced

SCC, romantic interest would not predict self-expansion,

as these individuals should avoid self-expansion in the first

place. In contrast, in the control and increased SCC condi-

tions, we predicted greater romantic interest to predict

greater self-expansion.

Finally, we aimed to establish that SCC would predict

reduced interest in self-expansion beyond any contributions

of self-esteem (Studies 1–3). SCC and self-esteem are distinct

constructs. Conceptually, SCC encompasses the perception

that the self is meaningfully and consistently organized

(Campbell, 1990), whereas self-esteem denotes believing that

the self is positive and worthwhile (James, 1890). Empiri-

cally, SCC and self-esteem are often positively associated, but

this association is modest (Campbell, 1990; Slotter et al.,

2010). In the context of self-expansion, we expected that

uncertainty about the self would predict reduced interest in

adding information to the self-concept, whereas self-

positivity or negativity would not.

Study 1

Method

Participants and Procedure

One hundred and sixty-six adults (88 women) from the United

States participated through Amazon.com’s ‘‘Mechanical Turk’’

(MTurk) website. After completing measures online, partici-

pants were debriefed and compensated.
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Measures

Self-concept clarity. Participants completed a 12-item measure of

SCC (e.g., ‘‘In general, I have a clear sense of who I am and

what I am’’; 1 ¼ disagree strongly, 7 ¼ agree strongly; a ¼
.94; M ¼ 4.68, SD ¼ 1.33; Campbell et al., 1996).

Self-esteem. Participants completed a 10-item measure of dispo-

sitional self-esteem (e.g., ‘‘I think that I am a person of worth,

at least on an equal basis with others’’; 1¼ disagree strongly, 7

¼ agree strongly; a ¼ .93; M ¼ 5.21, SD ¼ 1.28; Rosenberg,

1965).

Interest in self-expansion. Participants completed an 8-item mea-

sure of interest in nonrelational self-expansion—that is,

expanding their self-concept on their own (e.g., ‘‘having new

experiences’’ and ‘‘expanding myself’’; 1 ¼ not at all, 8 ¼
extremely; a ¼ .85; M ¼ 6.54, SD ¼ 1.05; Mattingly, Lewan-

dowski, & Bobrowski, 2013).

Results

All variables were standardized (M ¼ 0, SD ¼ 1) to ease

interpreting effects and calculating effect sizes; SCC and

self-esteem were then entered simultaneously into a regression

predicting interest in self-expansion. As hypothesized, greater

SCC predicted greater self-expansion interest, b ¼ .25,

t(163) ¼ 3.21, p < .01, 95% confidence interval (CI): [.07,

.31], whereas self-esteem did not, b ¼ �.09, t(163) ¼ �1.19,

p ¼ .24, 95% CI: [�.03, .01].

Study 2

Study 1 established a link between SCC and desire to self-

expand. However, it did not investigate the causal association

between clarity of self and desire to self-expand. Study 2 exam-

ined this idea by experimentally manipulating SCC.

Method

Participants

One hundred and seventy-seven undergraduates (92 women)

participated in the current study over two semesters for partial

credit toward a course requirement (age M¼ 18.59, SD¼ 0.89,

range ¼ 18–22).

Procedure

During a single laboratory session, after consenting to partici-

pate and completing demographic questionnaires, participants

were randomly assigned to one of the three SCC conditions

(Beymer et al., 2014). In the threat condition, participants gen-

erated two inconsistent self-aspects. Participants were asked to

consider the various traits, preferences, characteristics, and

social roles that made up who they were. They were then asked

to select two that they felt contradicted each other. They were

given ‘‘lazy’’ and ‘‘ambitious’’ and ‘‘funny’’ and ‘‘serious’’ as

examples. They were then instructed to write about ‘‘how these

two aspects of who you are sometimes come into conflict with

one another in your everyday life.’’

In the confirmation condition, participants were given sim-

ilar instructions to generate two consistent self-aspects (e.g.,

intelligent/ambitious and serious/thoughtful) and wrote about

‘‘how these two aspects of who you are sometimes complement

one another in your everyday life.’’ In the control condition,

participants wrote about ‘‘your trip to get to this study today.’’

Participants then completed measures of SCC, self-esteem,

desire for self-expansion, and a suspicion check before being

debriefed. None expressed suspicion regarding the true nature

of the study or the SCC manipulation.

Measures

Participants completed the same measures of SCC (a ¼ .84;

M ¼ 4.27, SD ¼ 1.01), self-esteem (a ¼ .88; M ¼ 5.41,

SD ¼ 1.00), and interest in self-expansion (a ¼ .81; M ¼
6.11, SD ¼ 0.68) used in Study 1.

Results

We first conducted a manipulation check. As predicted, a

between-subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed a

significant effect of condition on SCC, F(2, 174) ¼ 7.67, p <

.001, partial Z2 ¼ .08, 95% CI: [.35, 1.05] (Table 1). Planned

contrasts showed that participants in the threat condition

reported less SCC than participants in the confirmation,

t(174) ¼ �3.92, p < .001, or control, t(174) ¼ �1.96, p ¼
.05, conditions. Participants in the confirmation condition

reported more SCC than participants in the control condition,

t(174) ¼ 2.04, p < .05. We ran a parallel analysis predicting

self-esteem from condition. The SCC manipulation did not

influence participants’ self-esteem, F(2, 174) ¼ 1.35, p ¼ 26,

Table 1. Means for Ratings of SCC and Self-Expansion Measures.

Study 2 Study 3

N SCC Self-Expansion Interest N SCC Post-Profile Viewing Target Attribute Self-Rating

SCC Confirmation 59 4.62 (0.98) 6.21 (0.61) 46 4.93 (1.13) 3.13 (1.75)
SCC Threat 61 3.92 (1.07) 5.89 (0.76) 52 4.29 (1.48) 1.93 (0.93)
Control 57 4.27 (0.86) 6.26 (0.58) 53 4.88 (1.22) 2.81 (1.48)

Note. SCC ¼ self-concept clarity. Standard deviations are given in parentheses.
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partial Z2 ¼ .02, 95% CI: [�.09, 0.39]. Thus, the SCC manip-

ulation operated by influencing individuals’ perceptions of

having a cohesive identity, rather than the positivity with which

they viewed themselves.

We next examined our primary hypothesis that individuals

with lowered SCC would express less interest in self-

expansion. As predicted, a between-subjects ANOVA revealed

a significant effect of condition on self-expansion interest,

F(2, 174) ¼ 5.83, p < .01, partial Z2 ¼ .06, 95% CI: [.09, .57]

(Table 1). Planned contrasts revealed that participants in the

threat condition reported less interest in self-expansion than

participants in the confirmation, t(174) ¼ �2.74, p < .01, or

control, t(174) ¼ �3.12, p < .01, conditions. However, parti-

cipants in the confirmation condition did not express more

interest in self-expansion than participants in the control con-

dition, t(174) ¼ 0.40, p ¼ .69.

We also examined our auxiliary hypothesis that mani-

pulated SCC but not self-esteem would predict desired

self-expansion. We analyzed the respective effects of self-

reported SCC and self-esteem separately within each condi-

tion, and a preliminary analysis collapsing across conditions

revealed no significant effects of either SCC or self-esteem.

Thus, self-reported SCC and self-esteem were entered

simultaneously into regressions, predicting interest in

self-expansion within each condition (all variables M ¼ 0,

SD¼ 1). Within the threat condition, lower self-reported SCC

predicted less interest in self-expansion, b¼ .42, t(58)¼ 2.20,

p < .05, 95% CI: [.04, .80], whereas self-reported self-esteem

did not, b ¼ .31, t(58) ¼ 1.56, p ¼ .12, 95% CI: [�.09, .71].

Unexpectedly, within the confirmation condition, SCC did

not predict interest in self-expansion, b ¼ .27, t(56) ¼ 1.60,

p ¼ .11, 95% CI: [�.06, .59], but higher self-esteem did pre-

dict greater interest in self-expansion, b ¼ .44, t(56) ¼ 2.85,

p < .05, 95% CI: [.13, .74]. In the control condition, neither

SCC, b ¼ .03, t(54) ¼ 0.21, p ¼ .84, 95% CI: [�.28, .34], nor

self-esteem predicted interest in self-expansion, b¼ .13, t(54)

¼ 0.90, p ¼ .37, 95% CI: [�.15, .40].

Finally, none of our key effects were moderated by partici-

pant age or gender, ps > .10. Taken together, the results of

Study 2 demonstrate that individuals with situationally reduced

SCC have less interest in adding novel content to their self-

concepts. In line with predictions, in our threat condition, les-

sened SCC but not self-esteem predicted reduced interest in

self-expansion. Somewhat contrary to predictions, self-

esteem did predict greater interest in self-expansion in the con-

firmation condition. Perhaps self-esteem can bolster interest in

self-expansion when SCC is already high.

Study 3

Study 3 expanded on Study 2 by examining how altering SCC

influences actual self-expansion, rather than interest in self-

expansion. When motivated by a desire to affiliate with a

potential romantic partner, individuals can incorporate attri-

butes of a desired partner into their self-concepts even without

interacting with the person (Slotter & Gardner, 2009). In

Study 3, we predicted that individuals primed with reduced

SCC would be less likely to engage in this spontaneous self-

expansion, compared to those primed with increased SCC or

a control scenario.

We also predicted that our SCC manipulation would moder-

ate the effect of individuals’ affiliative motivation toward the

potential partner on spontaneous self-expansion (Slotter &

Gardner, 2009). We hypothesized that when experiencing a

control scenario or increased SCC, individuals’ greater desire

to meet the potential partner would predict greater self-

expansion. In contrast, we did not hypothesize affiliative

motivation to predict self-expansion when SCC is reduced;

self-expansion may simply be too risky in this context,

regardless of motivation to affiliate. In Study 3, we also ruled

out the possibility that our SCC manipulation influenced

mood or affiliative motivations.

Method

Participants

One hundred and fifty-two heterosexual, single participants (87

women) from the United States completed the study in a single

online session through MTurk (age M ¼ 30.77, SD ¼ 10.06,

range ¼ 18–63).1

Procedure

In a single online session, after consenting to participate, parti-

cipants completed demographic questionnaires and the self-

rating task. Participants were then randomly assigned to one

of the three SCC conditions in Study 2. They then reported

SCC, self-esteem, and affect.

Next, participants were told that the current study was

part of an initiative to develop an online dating service.

They viewed a profile of an opposite sex individual

described as someone looking for a romantic relationship

and interested in the new dating service. Due to the diverse

ages of MTurk participants, the profile information did not

include a picture. However, the profile had several state-

ments about the person’s personality and preferences. One

of these indicated that the potential partner possessed the

not me attribute that the participant had generated at the

beginning of the study (see measures; e.g., ‘‘I am very ath-

letic [emphasis added]. I ran track in high school and run

5k’s now. I am also training for a marathon’’). The other

statements were the same across participants (I enjoy going

to the movies with friends. I like to read. I enjoy going out

to eat). After viewing the profile, participants completed fil-

ler questions about the profile layout. They then reported

their interest in meeting the potential partner and completed

the self-rating task a second time. Finally, participants com-

pleted a suspicion check before being debriefed and com-

pensated. None expressed suspicion regarding the true

nature of the study or the SCC manipulation.
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Measures

Participants completed the same measures of SCC (a ¼ .94;

M ¼ 4.69, SD ¼ 1.37) and self-esteem (a ¼ .94; M ¼ 5.21,

SD ¼ 1.36) used in Studies 1 and 2.

Positive and negative affect. Participants also rated how much

each of 10 positive terms (e.g., alert and inspired) and 10 neg-

ative terms (e.g., anxious and hostile) describe their present

feelings (positive and negative affect schedule; Watson, Clark,

& Tellegen, 1988; apositive ¼ .92; Mpositive ¼ 2.97, SD ¼ 0.96;

anegative ¼ .93; Mnegative ¼ 1.35, SD ¼ 0.65).

Self-rating task. We used a well-validated measure of sponta-

neous self-expansion (Slotter & Gardner, 2009) to examine

participants’ willingness to self-expand due to their manipu-

lated SCC. At the beginning of the study, participants rated

how much each of 10 neutral or mildly positively valenced

attributes (e.g., musical, artistic, and athletic; Anderson,

1968) was characteristic of them (1¼ not at all, 7¼ extremely;

Slotter & Gardner, 2009). One idiosyncratic attribute was ran-

domly selected from the attributes that participants rated as

‘‘not characteristic of me’’ (rating of 1 or 2); thus, each partici-

pant generated an attribute for the study that was not part of

their self-concept (M ¼ 1.93, SD ¼ 0.90).

Participants completed the self-rating task again after view-

ing the dating profile. Key to the present study was their second

self-rating of the attribute they had rated as ‘‘not characteristic

of me’’ at the beginning of the study. This second rating served

as our measure of spontaneous self-expansion (M¼ 2.59, SD¼
1.49). We predicted that participants would rate the attribute as

more characteristic of themselves post-profile viewing, exam-

ined in a residualized analysis controlling for their pre-profile

viewing ratings, when SCC was higher. Thus, we expected par-

ticipants who experienced reduced SCC to rate the attribute as

less characteristic of them than participants in other conditions.

Interest in meeting the target. Participants completed a 1-item

assessment of interest in meeting the target they viewed (1 ¼
not at all, 7 ¼ extremely; M ¼ 2.97, SD ¼ 1.57) as an index

of affiliative motivations toward the potential partner (Slotter

& Gardner, 2009).

Results

We first checked whether our manipulation altered partici-

pants’ perceptions of having clear and cohesive identities. As

predicted, a between-subjects ANOVA revealed a significant

effect of assigned condition on SCC, F(2, 148) ¼ 3.21, p <

.05, partial Z2 ¼ .04, 95% CI: [�1.12, �0.04] (Table 1).

Planned contrasts showed that participants in the threat condi-

tion reported less SCC than those in the confirmation, t(148) ¼
�2.38, p < .05, or control, t(148) ¼ �2.23, p < .05, conditions.

In contrast to Study 2, participants in the confirmation condi-

tion did not report significantly more SCC than participants

in the control condition, t(148) ¼ .22, p ¼ .83, although the

means conformed to the expected pattern.

As in Study 2, the SCC manipulation did not influence par-

ticipants’ self-esteem, F(2, 148) ¼ 0.46, p ¼ .63, partial Z2 ¼
.01, 95% CI: [�.79, .31]. The manipulation also did not influ-

ence participants’ positive mood, F(2, 148) ¼ 1.08, p ¼ .34,

partial Z2 ¼ .02, 95% CI: [�.18, .59], negative mood, F(2,

148) ¼ 0.72, p ¼ .49, partial Z2 ¼ .01, 95% CI: [�.41, .12],

or interest in meeting the target individual, F(2, 148) ¼ 1.01,

p ¼ .36, partial Z2 ¼ .01, 95% CI: [�.63, .63]. Thus, the SCC

manipulation did not operate through influencing self-esteem,

mood, or romantic approach motivations.

We next examined our primary hypothesis that our manipu-

lation influenced participants’ spontaneous self-expansion. As

predicted, a between-subjects analysis of covariance revealed

a significant effect of condition on self-ratings of the target

attribute participants generated at the beginning of the study

after viewing the dating profile, F(2, 148) ¼ 11.33, p < .001,

partial Z2 ¼ .14, 95% CI: [�1.60, �.62], controlling for initial

self-ratings, F(2, 148) ¼ 39.24, p < .001, partial Z2 ¼ .21, 95%
CI: [.48, .91] (Table 1). Planned contrasts revealed that partici-

pants in the threat condition endorsed the target attribute less

than participants in the confirmation, t(148) ¼ 4.23, p < .001,

or control, t(148) ¼ �3.23, p < .01, conditions, indicating less

spontaneous self-expansion. Participants in the confirmation

condition did not endorse the target attribute more than partici-

pants in the control condition, t(148) ¼ 1.13, p ¼ .26.2 Reduc-

ing SCC decreased spontaneous self-expansion, but bolstering

SCC did not increase spontaneous self-expansion.

Finally, we examined our auxiliary hypothesis that partici-

pants’ affiliative motivation toward the target individual would

differentially predict spontaneous self-expansion across condi-

tions. When entered into a regression controlling for pre-profile

viewing self-ratings (condition coded�1¼ threat, 0¼ control,

1 ¼ confirmation; other variables M ¼ 0, SD ¼ 1), condition

significantly predicted residualized post-profile viewing self-

ratings as a main effect, b ¼ .39, t(147) ¼ 4.59, p < .001,

95% CI: [�.22, .56], whereas desire to meet the potential part-

ner did not, b ¼ .11, t(147) ¼ 1.61, p ¼ .11, 95% CI: [�.03,

.25]. As hypothesized, these main effects were qualified by a

significant interaction, b ¼ .18, t(147) ¼ 2.13, p < .05, 95%
CI: [.01, .34] (Figure 1). Tests of simple effects revealed

that in the confirmation condition, b ¼ .50, t(147) ¼ 3.37,

p < .01, and marginally in the control condition, b ¼ .22,

t(147)¼ 1.79, p¼ .08, greater desire to meet the potential part-

ner predicted higher self-ratings on the target attribute—or

greater self-expansion. In contrast, as predicted, the desire to

meet the potential partner did not predict self-ratings in the

threat condition, b¼ .09, t(147)¼ 1.54, p¼ .13, indicating that

the even strong affiliative motivation did not predict self-

expansion when SCC was low. None of our key effects were

moderated by participant age or gender, ps > .10.

The findings from Study 3 indicate that people experiencing

SCC threat are less likely to self-expand when confronted with

a potential romantic partner, compared to those in a control

condition or whose SCC is confirmed. Bolstering SCC did not
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increase propensity to self-expand. Although affiliation

motives increased the likelihood of self-expansion among indi-

viduals whose SCC was confirmed and marginally for those in

a control condition, these motives did not influence self-

expansion among those whose SCC was threatened. As interest

in meeting the potential partner did not vary across conditions,

perhaps this indicates that individuals in the threat condition

simply would not risk self-expansion, regardless of interest in

the potential partner.

General Discussion

The self-concept is malleable, and people alter their selves in

the face of new experiences, new acquaintances, and life events

(e.g., Aron & Aron, 1997; Markus, 1977). These changes often

benefit well-being (Aron et al., 1995, 2000; Mattingly &

Lewandowski, 2013b). Traditionally, self-expansion has been

theorized to be a general human motivation (Aron & Aron,

1997). However, for someone with low SCC, self-expansion

is risky, due to the possibility of adopting an attribute that con-

flicts with the rest of the self-concept and producing even lower

SCC. In the present work, we hypothesized that reduced SCC

would lower people’s desire for self-expansion and make them

less likely to self-expand.

Three studies supported this hypothesis. People with low

dispositional SCC (Study 1) or whose SCC was threatened

(Study 2) reported relatively less interest in nonrelational

self-expansion. In a romantic context, people with experimen-

tally lowered SCC (Study 3) were less likely than individuals in

other conditions to self-expand by incorporating a novel attri-

bute into the self-concept when encountering a potential part-

ner. Consistent with previous research (Slotter & Gardner,

2009), greater desire to meet the potential partner predicted

greater self-expansion for all participants except those whose

SCC was threatened. This finding suggests that no matter how

interested individuals are in a potential partner, they may be

unlikely to take on that partner’s characteristics when experien-

cing uncertainty about who they are.

This research enables a more nuanced understanding of self-

expansion and self-concept change more broadly. Although

past studies have established how people self-expand, and the

benefits of self-expansion, our understanding of when people

self-expand is relatively limited. The present research suggests

that people’s understanding of their self-concepts determines

willingness to engage in self-growth or self-exploration. If peo-

ple lack a clear sense of who they are, they avoid adding more

attributes to the self-concept, perhaps because doing so would

only increase their confusion about the self. These findings

highlight the importance of people’s views of the self in driving

psychological processes.

The current studies add to the literature regarding the

adverse effects of low SCC. Although previous research has

established that having low SCC is associated with outcomes

such as low self-esteem and neuroticism (Campbell et al.,

2003), the present studies suggest that it also deters people from

seizing opportunities that might bolster self-growth. They com-

plement a growing body of research suggesting that although

self-expansion is often considered to be a positive, desirable

experience, it has potentially adverse consequences (e.g., tak-

ing on negative attributes; Slotter & Gardner, 2012).

The findings were robust across samples of college students

and nonstudent adults, and the experimental design of Studies 2

and 3 enables us to be confident in the causal direction of the

effects. Nevertheless, this research is not without limitations.

A key direction for future research is examining the conse-

quences of not taking opportunities to self-expand. Given the

benefits of self-expansion (e.g., Aron et al., 1995; Mattingly

& Lewandowski, 2013b), failing to self-expand is likely asso-

ciated with poorer well-being and difficulty establishing

romantic relationships. At the same time, if individuals with

low SCC do self-expand, our theoretical framework would sug-

gest that their SCC might be lowered even further. Understand-

ing these well-being outcomes is crucial, given dramatic

differences in life expectancy and quality of life based on indi-

vidual and relationship well-being (e.g., Campbell et al., 2003;

Coyne et al., 2001).

Although self-expansion can be a motivated process (Slotter

& Gardner, 2009), the current study did not examine the extent

to which it is conscious. That is, are people with low SCC mak-

ing an intentional choice not to self-expand or does this deci-

sion occur on a more implicit level? We suspect that this

process is usually not conscious. Understanding whether self-

expansion is a choice potentially has implications for interven-

ing to enhance well-being. If people with an incoherent sense

of self engage in an SCC affirmation task, then they might be

willing to self-expand, which would benefit the health of their

romantic relationships and their individual self-growth.

The present research is limited in that it focused only on

North American participants. However, people from different

cultures may vary in willingness to self-expand. We suspect

that cultural background may moderate the association

between SCC and self-expansion. That is, the individual self

tends to drive behavior in individualistic cultures, so SCC may

be central in determining self-expansion; conversely, SCC may

-1.5

-1.0

-0.5

0.0

0.5

1.0
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SCC Threat Control SCC Confirmation

Low Desire to Meet Target (-1 SD)

High Desire to Meet Target (+1 SD)

Figure 1. Study 3: Participants’ residualized self-ratings after viewing
the target profile as a function of SCC condition and desire to meet
the target. Note. SCC ¼ self-concept clarity. Error bars represent
standard errors.
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not affect self-expansion in collectivistic cultures, where con-

nection to others is emphasized (Markus & Kitayama, 1991).

Individuals from collectivistic cultures are more oriented to

other people, so they may be more likely to self-expand overall.

Considering the role of culture in how SCC affects self-growth

is an important direction for future research, given the influ-

ence that culture plays in psychological processes and

experiences.

The manipulation decreasing SCC was effective in both

Study 2 and Study 3. However, the confirmation manipulation

significantly increased SCC in Study 2 but not in Study 3. We

suspect that the divergent effectiveness of this manipulation

between Study 2 and Study 3 may stem from age differences

between the samples. The average age was 18 in Study 2 and

30 in Study 3; given that younger people tend to have lower

SCC than adults (Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2010), it may be eas-

ier to increase SCC among younger individuals.

These studies investigated self-expansion in nonrelational

(Studies 1 and 2) and relationship initiation (Study 3) contexts,

suggesting that the findings are applicable to both domains.

However, we did not look at this process among ongoing rela-

tionships, and future work would benefit from a dyadic

approach to this question, given the influence that romantic

partners exert on each other (Campbell & Simpson, 2013). If

one person in the relationship has low SCC, that person’s part-

ner may be less likely to self-expand. Alternatively, if the part-

ner of someone with low SCC does self-expand and includes

that individual in the self, then the partner’s own SCC may

be lowered.

Conclusion

People are generally motivated to increase the size of their self-

concepts, but the present research suggests that this motivation

may be attenuated when people lack SCC. Individuals who do

not have a clear sense of who they are express low desire for

self-expansion and are less likely to self-expand when encoun-

tering a potential romantic partner. As Alice in Alice’s Adven-

tures in Wonderland observed, sometimes a previously clear

sense of self becomes murky after experiencing self-change.

These studies suggest that people who are already unsure of

who they are appear to avoid such change altogether.
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Notes

1. Two hundred and fifty participants were initially recruited; how-

ever, 98 did not complete the survey measures (n ¼ 34), did not

generate a usable not me attribute (n ¼ 35), or were currently in

a romantic relationship (n ¼ 29). We report the 152 participants

with usable data.

2. As in Study 2, we examined whether self-reported SCC,

self-esteem, or affect would predict participants’ residualized

post-profile viewing self-ratings across conditions. Although all

effects for reported SCC were in the correct direction, none

reached statistical significance. Neither self-esteem nor affect

predicted residualized self-ratings.
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