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Previous research has demonstrated the deleterious effects of romantic 

relationship breakup on the self-concept and post-dissolution outcomes (Cope & 

Mattingly, 2021). However, individual differences in newly validated identity 

orientations (i.e., the preference to expand or conserve one’s sense of self; Hughes et al., 

2020) may influence identity recovery. The current studies examined the influence of 

self-expansion preference on self-concept clarity and identity restoration mechanisms 

(i.e., relationship rekindling) following relationship dissolution using cross sectional 

(Study 1), intensive longitudinal (Study 2), and dynamical (Study 3) methods. Across 

studies, self-expansion preference emerged as a trait-level predictor of post-breakup 

experiences including self-concept clarity, distress, and relationship rekindling desire. 

Implications for individual experiences of romantic relationship dissolution are discussed.    
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1 

INTRODUCTION 

Romantic relationships are a key domain in which individuals expand their sense 

of self (Aron & Nardone, 2012). During initiation and maintenance phases of 

relationships, partners take on traits, characteristics, and values of their partners through 

self-disclosure and shared experiences, leading to increased intimacy and a sense of ‘we’-

ness (Aron, Aron, & Smollon, 1992). Upon dissolution, the elements of one’s identity 

that were acquired through relational self-expansion may no longer be viable, leading to 

negative psychological outcomes including reduced self-concept clarity and distress (e.g., 

Slotter, Gardner, & Finkel, 2010). Previous research has demonstrated that heightened 

levels of post-dissolution self-concept clarity are associated with the use of identity 

recovery mechanisms, specifically relationship rekindling (i.e., the desire to get back 

together with an ex-partner; Cope & Mattingly, 2021). However, the extent to which a 

loss of self predicts relationship rekindling desire may depend on whether one prefers to 

add new identities to their self-concept or conserve ones they already have.  

This dissertation examines the influence of individuals’ preference for self-

expansion (i.e., adding new identities to one’s self-concept) versus conservation (i.e., 

preserving existing identities; Hughes, Slotter, & Lewandowski, 2020) on post-breakup 

experiences of self-concept clarity, psychological distress, and relationship rekindling 

desire using cross-sectional (Study 1), intensive longitudinal (Study 2), and dynamical 

systems (Study 3) methods. 
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Romantic Relationships and The Self-Concept 

 People define themselves in terms of their close relationships (Mattingly, 

McIntyre, & Lewandowski, 2020). Across relationship initiation and maintenance stages, 

partners engage in shared experiences, self-disclosure, and motivated self-change that 

alter the self-concept (i.e., beliefs about oneself and how others respond to oneself; 

Campbell et al., 1996; Aron, Norman, Aron, McKenna, & Heyman, 2000; Reissman, 

Aron, & Bergen, 1993) as they take on characteristics, beliefs, and values of a romantic 

partner (e.g., Aron & Nardone, 2012). The process of self-partner identity integration is 

known as inclusion of the other in the self (IOS). As IOS increases across relationship 

trajectories individuals become integrated, leading to the construal of the self and the 

partner as a unit (e.g., the emergence of the proverbial ‘we’). As the partner and the self 

become integrated, spontaneous plural pronoun usage (e.g., employing ‘we’ instead of 

‘my partner and I; Agnew, Van Lange, Rusbult, & Langston, 1998) and shifts from 

individually oriented to relationally oriented goals often emerge, fostering a cohesive 

dyadic unit with mutually beneficial aims and functions (Oriña, et al., 2011; Fitzsimons, 

Finkel, & Vandellen, 2015).  

Inclusion of the other in the self also promotes relational closeness (e.g., Aron et 

al., 1992), commitment (Hughes, Slotter, & Emery, 2022), and couple identity clarity 

(i.e., the extent to which an individual is certain about their beliefs about their 

relationship across time; Emery, Gardner, & Carswell, & Finkel, 2021). Inclusion of the 

other in the self can also promote a coherent self-concept that includes integrated 

identities from the self and partner (Overall, Fletcher, & Simpson, 2010; Emery, Gardner, 

Finkel, & Carswell, 2018). Individuals may vary in the extent to which they desire to 
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engage in IOS in their close relationships (Uziel, 2012); however, the development of an 

interdependent self and partner construal predicts overall relationship quality and 

functioning (e.g., Aron & Aron, 2006).  

Methods of Self-Change  

Individuals’ self-concepts undergo change to achieve integration with a romantic 

partner, and the type of change one undergoes can influence relationship outcomes 

(Mattingly, Lewandowski, & McIntyre, 2014). Extant research has identified two types 

of self-change (self-improvement and self-degradation processes) that exist on two 

dimensions (change type and valence; McIntyre, Mattingly, & Lewandowski, 2015; 

McIntyre, Mattingly, Gorbon, & Cope, 2020):  

Self-Improvement Processes. Self-improvement processes describe types of self-

change that enhance the content and clarity of the self-concept through the addition of 

positive (self-expansion) and loss of negative (self-pruning) self-concept content. As 

individuals engage in self-expansion, new identities that contribute adaptive qualities to 

one’s sense of self can bolster self-esteem and self-efficacy (Mattingly & Lewandowski, 

2012). Self-expansion occurs rapidly in the initiation and early stages of romantic 

relationships as partners get to know each other’s traits, hobbies, values, and habits 

(Aron, Paris, & Aron, 1995). Reciprocal trait acquisition can spontaneously occur 

through novel shared experiences (e.g., trying a new type of food as a couple, going to a 

new city together). Individuals can also take on pre-existing identities from a partner 

(e.g., participating in a 5k race with your partner who is a runner and subsequently 

becoming involved in their running group), increasing self-other similarity (Mattingly et 

al., 2014). Through the addition of positive self-concept content, individuals not only take 
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on identities that benefit their personal outcomes, but they become more like their partner 

and increase closeness through mutually and/or unilaterally expanding experiences 

(McIntyre et al., 2015).    

The self-concept can also be improved by removing negative self-concept 

content, also known as self-pruning. As individuals strive to achieve their ideal self (or 

their perceived image of what they think their partner believes is ideal), qualities that are 

not consistent with this construal are extinguished. This process may even occur 

unintentionally (e.g., decreased loneliness from being in a committed relationship), 

although self-pruning can also result from explicit effort from individuals and their 

partners (Mattingly et al., 2014). By eliminating elements, characteristics, and habits that 

are maladaptive, individuals improve their self-concept, becoming more like their ideal 

self (e.g., Slotter & Lucas, 2012).  

Self-Degradation Processes. Although self-change can promote personal growth 

through improvement processes, the self-concept can also degrade through mechanisms 

that move individuals further away from their ideal self-construal. The addition of 

negative (self-adulteration) and loss of positive (self-contraction) self-concept content 

have been described by extant research as occurring throughout the trajectory of close 

relationships. During initiation stages, individuals are more likely to minimize negative 

traits of potential partners, and then subsequently take them on through self-adulteration 

as they spend time with and become more similar to their partner (McIntyre et al., 2015). 

As relationships progress, pre-existing negative self-concept content can be exacerbated 

(e.g., criticizing partners, complaining, etc.), leading to further self-concept degradation 

as negative qualities of the self become more pronounced (Mattingly et al., 2014).  



5 

Self-contraction is another pronounced mechanism of self-change that can lead to 

increases in the disparity between one’s actual and ideal self.  As close relationships are 

established and become increasingly committed, individuals may sometimes make 

decisions and sacrifices that benefit the dyad or a romantic partner at the expense of the 

self. This can lead to the extinguishing of positive self-concept content (e.g., losing 

interest in a hobby or not having the ability to maintain one’s identity of ‘free-spirited’ 

due to relationship obligations). Although self-contraction may increase similarity 

between partners, the overall effects of losing positive elements of one’s self-concept can 

have deleterious effects for the individual and dyad (Mattingly et al., 2015).  

Effects of Improvement and Degradation Processes on Dyadic Outcomes. All 

four types of self-change processes often occur throughout the duration of a romantic 

relationship, but the direction of change can determine the impact it has on the dyad. In 

fact, relationships are often evaluated on their ability to enhance versus diminish one’s 

sense of self (e.g., Mattingly & McIntyre, 2020). Past investigations have demonstrated 

that improvement processes (i.e., self-expansion and pruning) are positively associated 

with key relationship behaviors (i.e., accommodation, forgiveness, and willingness to 

sacrifice) and outcomes (i.e., satisfaction and commitment), and self-degradation 

processes are negatively associated with the same constructs (McIntyre et al., 2015).  

Further, the same line of research discovered positive associations between self-

degradation and negative relationship outcomes, including attention to relationship 

alternatives, revenge seeking behavior, and relationship dissolution consideration 

(McIntyre et al., 2015). Results from these studies suggest that not only do self-

degradation processes hinder relationship-maintaining cognitions and behaviors, but they 
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also lead to relationship-degrading thoughts and actions that have been previously 

associated with relationship dissolution behaviors. Overall, modalities of self-change 

have the capacity to bolster or undermine relationship outcomes through relationship-

oriented alteration of individuals’ self-concepts and the integration of a romantic partner 

into the self-concept (e.g., Mattingly & McIntyre, 2020).  

Individual Differences in Self-Change Orientations 

 Recent work investigating self-change processes and outcomes has identified 

domain-general individual differences in people’s orientations toward self-change, 

specifically self-expansion (i.e., adding new positive traits to the self-concept). Hughes et 

al. (2020) developed a scale assessing self-expansion preference (SEP) that demonstrated 

valid measurement of the extent to which individuals prefer to expand their sense of self 

versus conserve pre-existing identities included in their self-concept. The Self-Expansion 

Preference Scale uses two subscales, one assessing expansion preference, the other, 

conserver preference, combined into a composite measure with higher scores indicating 

greater preference for self-expansion and lesser preference for self-conservation. 

Researchers identified robust positive associations between this composite measure and 

important psychological outcomes including life satisfaction, agreeableness, health 

habits, self-esteem and self-efficacy. Self-expansion preference was negatively associated 

with mental health outcomes such as depressive symptoms and perceived stress (Hughes 

et al., 2020). Specifically, individual’s preference for self-expansion (versus 

conservation) was predictive of markers of adaptive psychological states, whereas 

preferring self-conservation was associated with markers of psychological distress.  
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Individual differences in self-expansion preference have been found to be 

significantly correlated with other validated measures of personality and social 

orientation (e.g., extraversion, agreeableness, thrill seeking), but the reported correlation 

coefficients in studies assessing self-expansion preference suggest that it is a distinct 

construct (e.g., Hughes et al., 2022; Emery, Hughes, & Gardner, 2023), with established 

discriminant validity. It is important to distinguish self-expansion preference from 

established personality dimensions with shared conceptual overlap, specifically openness 

to experience. The original self-expansion preference scale validation paper identified a 

strong significant positive correlation between the two variables; openness to experience 

can be understood as the orientation individuals have towards new experiences. Although 

those who prefer to self-expand (versus self-conserve) may be more open to new 

experiences, being open to new experiences is meaningfully distinct from being open to 

adding new traits, characteristics, and identities to one’s self-concept. That is, one may be 

high in openness to new experiences and someone who prefers to conserve their existing 

identities. For example, an individual may be open to going to a dance class for the first 

time but want to stick to their habitual running regimen. Thus, although self-expansion 

preference co-varies with other established personality dimensions, it is argued that it is a 

unique trait-level difference that may have unique implications for self- and relationship-

oriented experiences.  

Attempts to manipulate self-expansion preference in an experimental setting by 

priming participants with high versus low state-level self-concept clarity were rendered 

unsuccessful (Hughes et al., 2020). Temporarily altering certainty in one’s sense of self 

did not influence the preference to conserve versus expand the self-concept, consistent 
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with the conceptualization of self-expansion preference as a trait-level individual 

difference measure. Overall, research thus far on preferences for self-expansion upholds 

the construct as a unique and stable characteristic that predicts a variety of individual and 

dyadic outcomes, with findings from the original scale validation publication and later 

investigations demonstrating the importance of self-expansion preference not only to 

generalized psychological well-being, but also to other domains that have been 

previously shown to be influenced by the self-concept and self-change (i.e., romantic 

relationships). 

Self-Expansion Preference in Close Relationships 

 To assess the utility of self-expansion frameworks in romantic relationship 

functioning, Hughes et al. (2022) investigated the effects of self-expansion preference on 

inclusion of the other in the self and relationship commitment. Variation in self-

expansion preference was posited to influence the extent to which individuals integrate 

their identities with their partner, as well as feelings toward relationship persistence since 

previous research has established the link between inclusion of the other in the self and 

commitment to one’s relationship (e.g., Aron et al., 1998). In line with hypotheses, results 

demonstrated that self-expansion preference moderated the association between IOS and 

relationship commitment, such that the relationship between IOS and commitment is 

stronger for those preferring self-expansion (versus conservation). These results suggest 

that having a strong (versus weak) preference for self-expansion bolsters the extent to 

which self-other integration with a romantic partner predicts relationship commitment.  

This study was the first integration of self-expansion preference into the domain 

of romantic relationships. This foray into self-expansion preference in the context of 
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dyadic outcomes highlighted the importance of orientations toward self-change to key 

relationship outcomes (i.e., IOS and commitment). However, that investigation focused 

on the role of self-expansion preference in existing relationships, and research has yet to 

assess how this orientation affects psychological processes and outcomes when 

relationship ends. Thus, the current studies examined self-expansion preference in the 

context of romantic relationship dissolution, a period in which self-change was posited to 

play a significant role in predicting psychological well-being and subsequent motivated 

self-concept recovery.  

Romantic Relationship Dissolution and Self-Change 

Although individuals may not want them to end, relationships often end, and their 

dissolution can have profound effects on one’s sense of self. Upon the termination of 

high-quality romantic relationships, individuals lose the identities that were previously 

associated with their ex-romantic partner. The loss of the partner from the self leads to 

diminished feelings of self-concept clarity, which predicts a host of deleterious 

psychological consequences (e.g., Slotter, Gardner, & Finkel, 2010; Dailey et al., 2023). 

The trajectories of self-change impact not only the reaction to relationship termination, 

but the subsequent motivated behaviors individuals enact to overcome the psychological 

consequences of experiencing a relationship breakup.  

Cognitive Effects of Relationship Breakup and the Self 

 As previously discussed, including the other (partner) in the self functions as a 

relationship-maintenance mechanism promoting closeness, partner similarity, and dyadic 

cohesiveness while relationships are intact (e.g., Aron & Nardone, 2012). However, when 

a relationship comes to an end, some, although not necessarily all, integrated self-concept 
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content established through modalities of self-change can no longer be included in one’s 

identity (e.g., an individual who started long-distance running with their partner and took 

up the hobby may continue to run after breakup). As the integrated selves of an individual 

and their partner become dis-integrated, the loss of partner- and relationship-oriented 

identities has been shown to lead to diminished self-concept content and clarity 

(specifically in cases of relationships where self-expansion was high; Mason, Law, 

Bryan, Portley, & Sbarra, 2012; Slotter et al., 2010; Lewandwski & Bizzoco, 2007).  

 Residual relationship identities may not be immediately lost (or lost ever; 

Carpenter & Spottswood, 2007). Yet, previous research has demonstrated the effects of 

romantic breakup on individuals’ self-concept clarity across time. Specifically, a 

longitudinal investigation tracking self-concept clarity (SCC) in college students across 

several months found that though young adults who do not experience relationship loss 

reported slight increases in SCC across the course of the study, those who did experience 

relationship loss indicated marked decreases in SCC that persisted without recovery 

(Slotter et al., 2014).   

 Breakup, Attachment, and the Self. Individual differences in attachment 

dimensions also predict the extent to which the self-concept is diminished upon breakup. 

Existing on two spectrums, attachment dimensions describe anxious and avoidant 

tendencies reported by individuals in the context of close relationships (Mikulincer, 

Shaver, & Pereg, 2003). Those high in attachment anxiety tend to have a negative view of 

the self, leading to the fear of being abandoned by partners and subsequent 

hypervigilance surrounding the relationship. Attachment anxiety is also characterized by 

the desire for extreme closeness with others and engaging in greater levels of inclusion of 
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the other in the self (relative to those low on attachment anxiety; Slotter & Gardner, 

2012). Those high in attachment avoidance, however, are characterized by a negative 

view of others and the desire to maintain independent self-construals. They avoid relying 

on partners for support and report lower levels of IOS (Mikulincer, Shaver, & Pereg, 

2003).  

Because individuals high in attachment anxiety desire closeness with their partner 

and engage in high levels of inclusion of the other in the self during the initiation and 

maintenance phases of relationships, losing a romantic partner can be particularly 

detrimental to their self-concept as they lose an even greater portion of their identity 

when the relationship dissolves relative to those low in attachment anxiety. The 

experience of extreme identity loss for those high in attachment anxiety leads to 

differentially higher levels of negative cognitive outcomes including self-concept clarity, 

which is likely exacerbated by their negative view of the self which can no longer include 

the ex-partner (Cope & Mattingly, 2021). Contrarily, those high in attachment avoidance 

exhibit less extreme effects of breakup on the self. Across several studies, attachment 

avoidance emerges as an inconsistent (and often non-significant) predictor of post-

dissolution self-concept clarity (e.g., Marshall, Bejanyan, & Ferenczi, 2013; Civilotti, 

Dennis, Acquadro-Maran, & Margola, 2021). 

Cognitive Benefits of Breakup on the Self-Concept Following Low-Quality 

Relationships. The previous evidence discussed regarding breakup and the self-concept 

has pointed to the adverse effects of dissolution on identity. However, it should be noted 

that the termination of a low-quality relationship may be advantageous. Previous studies 

investigating the benefits of ending a low-quality relationship due to insufficient self-
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expansion opportunities within the relationship indicated greater rediscovery of the self, 

less loss of self upon breakup, and more positive emotions following relationship 

termination (Lewandowski & Bizzoco, 2007). Because low-expanding relationships do 

not lead to high levels of inclusion of the other in the self and may even lead to self-

degradation, newly singled individuals from these types of relationships experience the 

freedom to pursue self-change following breakup that was not permitted while the 

relationship was established.  In this case, dissolution has a beneficial, not deleterious, 

effect on an individual’s sense of self.  

Even though literature identifies potential adaptive processes stemming from the 

dissolution of low-quality relationships, relationships that persist across time in which 

partners engage in self-expansion and cognitive interdependence elicit distress upon 

termination (e.g., Slotter et al., 2014). Relationships lacking these elements are often 

reported to be dissatisfactory and may not result in strong post-dissolution reactivity (e.g., 

Mattingly, McIntyre, & Lewandowski, 2020). Further, the extent to which relationships 

vary in self-change and reactions following breakup can be considered inherent variation 

in relationship experiences. Thus, current investigations will explore the reported range 

of post-breakup experiences and will assess the effects of identity loss and self-concept 

recovery in relationships in which partners are predicted to have achieved varying levels 

of cognitive interdependence.  

Affective Effects of Relationship Breakup and the Self in High Quality Relationships 

With the exception of the termination of low-expansion relationships, the 

evidence from previous research on self-change following dissolution generally 

demonstrates the negative cognitive effects of romantic breakup on the self (e.g., Slotter 
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et al., 2014). However, a trademark of the breakup experience is the strong negatively 

valanced emotions that typically accompany breakup. The affective consequences of 

relationship dissolution are well documented in extant research. People report 

experiencing rumination on the breakup and ex-partner (Verhallen, Alonso-Martinez, 

Renken, Marsman, & ter Horst, 2021), distress, and loneliness (Leary, 2015). Regarding 

mental health, dissolution has been associated with the development of mood disorders 

(Monroe, Rohde, Seeley & Lewinsohn, 1999), suicidality (Cheek, Goldston, Erkanli, 

Schaffer, & Lui, 2020; Scourfield & Evans, 2014), and substance abuse (Overbeek, 

Vollebergh, Engels & Meeus, 2003). Taken together, dissolution predicts a variety of 

painful emotional experiences and maladaptive psychological outcomes.  

Self-Concept Clarity Loss and Affective Responses to Breakup. A robust 

predictor of these affective responses to relationship breakup is changes in the self-

concept, specifically decreases in self-concept clarity (SCC). Self-concept clarity is 

diminished upon dissolution as uncertainty about current and future personal outcomes 

(including one’s identity) emerges. This is especially true for relationships with high 

levels of self-other integration (e.g., previously highly committed relationships, long-term 

relationships, and for individuals high in attachment anxiety (e.g., Cope & Mattingly, 

2021).  

The affective reactions to cognitive consequences of relationship breakup have 

been established in cross sectional and longitudinal. Extant research has shown the main 

effect of post-dissolution self-concept clarity confusion on reports of psychological 

distress (Slotter et al., 2014) and has established the role of attachment anxiety as a 

predictor (Cope & Mattingly, 2021). Together, findings suggest that the loss of self-
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concept clarity upon breakup results in emotional turmoil that persists across time 

following an instance of relationship termination. 

Post-Dissolution Self-Concept Recovery 

Overall, the effects of relationship dissolution on the self-concept and 

psychological well-being can be severe. But individuals find a way to cope with identity 

loss and distress brought on by breakup. Specifically, they employ post-dissolution self-

concept recovery mechanisms that reduce negative emotions by addressing self-concept 

content and clarity that was lost after the relationship ended. Self-focused recovery 

avenues such as post-dissolution self-expansion (e.g., adding new identities to the self-

concept after breakup) offer reprieve for those who have exited a relationship that was 

low in self-expansion (e.g., Lewandowski & Bizzoco, 2007) wherein they add new 

identities, increase positive emotion, and circumvent identity loss. However, research on 

the dissolution of relationships that vary in quality (i.e., random samples of romantic 

relationships) emphasizes another recovery method: post-dissolution relationship 

rekindling.  

Post-Dissolution Relationship Rekindling 

 Relationship rekindling, or getting back together with an ex, is a common post-

dissolution behavior, with 30% of dating individuals undergoing at least one relationship 

renewal (i.e., breaking up and getting back together) across their dating experiences 

(Dailey, 2020). This relationship type, known as on-again off-again relationships, has 

received a great deal of attention in recent years as couples – even those who ended up 

married or in long-term committed relationships – are undergoing turbulent relationship 

dynamics that lead to emotional distress (Monk et al., 2022). In fact, research has shown 
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that with each renewal, partner trust, sexual satisfaction, and dyadic certainty decrease 

(Dailey, Zhang, & Kearns, 2020; Dailey, Zhong, Pett, & Varga, 2020).  

 Relationship Rekindling and Self-Concept Recovery. If getting back together 

with an ex is harmful to relational certainty, satisfaction, and trust, why do people engage 

in the behavior? Recent research into post-breakup self-concept recovery has shown that 

individuals desire to rekindle at least in part to recover the self-concept clarity that was 

lost upon dissolution (Cope & Mattingly, 2021). As individuals engage in self-change 

and integrate with romantic partners, the sense of ‘we-ness’ that develops is specific to 

the given relationship partner and emergent dyad (e.g., Aron et al., 1998). The identities 

and self-concept clarity lost upon dissolution is uniquely tethered to the closeness and 

nature of the lost relationship, potentially making self-concept recovery specific to the 

recovery of identities derived from the ex-partner (e.g., closure, ‘getting over’ the ex-

partner). Non-relational self-expansion opportunities (e.g., taking up a new hobby) may 

decrease identity confusion by adding new content to the self-concept. However, residual 

diminished self-concept clarity may persist, as relational identities lost upon breakup may 

not be replaced by domain-general content (e.g., mourning the loss of the sense of 

belonging one feels when their partner used to hug them may not be substituted by the 

singled individual going rock-climbing for the first time).  

 Because there is no established quick-fix avenue to self-concept clarity via self-

expansion for individuals who have recently experienced a breakup, the most 

‘convenient’ way to instill a coherent sense of self is via relationship rekindling. Getting 

back together with an ex provides post-dissolution low SCC individuals with the 

opportunity to simply add the identities lost upon breakup back into their self-concept. 
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This is especially true for individuals who experience high levels of self-concept loss 

upon breakup – i.e., those high (vs low) in attachment anxiety. Specifically, those high in 

attachment anxiety are more likely to experience decreased self-concept clarity after 

breakup, which in turn may lead them to be more likely to rekindle. Previous research has 

established a main effect of attachment anxiety on rekindling desire (Cope & Mattingly, 

2021), which is conceptually consistent with the previous discussion of attachment 

tendencies and the self.  

Because individuals high in attachment anxiety tend to have a negative view of 

the self and engage in high levels of IOS with their partners in close relationships, the 

loss of a partner is particularly likely to diminish their self-concept clarity. In fact, self-

concept clarity mediates the main effect of attachment anxiety on rekindling desire (Cope 

& Mattingly, 2021), suggesting that diminished self-concept clarity upon dissolution 

explains a significant amount of the variance in the established association between 

attachment anxiety and rekindling desire. Overall, relationship rekindling has been 

identified in extant literature as a viable self-concept recovery method by allowing lost 

self-concept content and clarity to be augmented via the reinstitution of familiar ex-

partner identities (see Dailey et al., 2023 for a review).  

 Alternative Post-Breakup Recovery Methods: Relationship Rebounding. As 

described, relationship rekindling is a frequently observed behavior following 

relationship dissolution, but it is not the only one. Relationship rebounding is another 

mechanism individuals may engage in to achieve negative state relief following 

relationship dissolution. Extant literature has construed relationship rebounding as the 

formation of a new relationship following romantic breakup before feelings about the 
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former partner have been resolved (Brumbaugh & Fraley, 2015). Generally, rebound 

relationships are not seen as ‘typical’ relationships. Rather, they are perceived as being 

lower in commitment and transitional in nature. However, empirical investigations 

suggest that engaging in relationship rebounding can have beneficial effects. Specifically, 

rebounding with a new partner positively predicts psychological well-being (i.e., 

increased confidence, perceived desirability, and self-esteem), as well as relational health 

(i.e., diminished feelings for an ex-partner and increased trust and respect for the new 

partner; Brumbaugh & Fraley, 2015).  

 Even though relationship rebounding appears to have positive effects on newly 

single individuals’ affective states, the cognitive effects of quickly initiating a new 

relationship before resolving feelings for an ex-partner have not yet been established. 

Specifically, the implications for relationship rebounding on self-concept clarity and 

cognitive interdependence (and/or the impact of these cognitive constructs on rebounding 

behavior) remain unclear. Although cross-sectional evidence suggests that the initiation a 

new relationship may mitigate ex-partner-oriented distress following a breakup, leading 

to temporary reprieve from diminished self-concept clarity and psychological distress, 

previous research does not address the temporal effects of rebounding relationships on 

individuals’ intra- and interpersonal outcomes across time. Specifically relevant to the 

current investigation, we do not yet know if relationship rebounding promotes self-

concept recovery through cognitive dis-integration with an ex-partner (Brumbaugh & 

Fraley, 2015).  

 Overall, engagement in other-focused methods of post-breakup recovery (i.e., 

engaging with another person following dissolution (versus remaining single) including 
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relationship rebounding and relationship rekindling may depend on the extent to which 

individuals experience reduced self-concept clarity, as well as their orientations toward 

themselves.  

Individual Differences in Self-Change Orientation and Post-Dissolution Self-

Concept Recovery: Self-Expansion Preference 

 The role of the self in post-dissolution experiences has been informed by past 

research on self-concept clarity loss and individual differences in attachment anxiety. 

Yet, orientations toward self-change, specifically self-expansion, have yet to be examined 

as predictors of post-dissolution self-concept recovery behaviors, specifically romantic 

relationship rekindling.  

Self-Expansion Preference and Breakup Experiences 

Being oriented toward adding new elements to one’s sense of self (versus 

conserving existing identities; Hughes et al. 2020) may influence how individuals 

respond to a loss of identity after experiencing a relationship breakup. Expanders (those 

who prefer expansion; conservers being those who prefer conservation) are oriented 

toward adding new identities to their self-concept across domains. They aim to take on 

new identities and seek out new opportunities to enhance their sense of self. Self-concept 

loss upon the termination of a romantic relationship may occur across expanders and 

conservers, but those who prefer to add new identities and emphasize self-concept 

enhancement at a trait level may be less likely to engage in post-dissolution recovery 

methods that are aimed at reinstating self-concept content from a dissolved relationship 

(i.e., relationship rekindling).  
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Contrarily, conservers who aim to preserve existing identities as opposed to 

adding new identities may respond differently to breakup-induced self-concept loss. 

Those who prefer to conserve elements of their sense of self may be especially likely to 

engage in relationship rekindling behaviors to recuperate the identity that was established 

prior to the dissolution of the romantic dyad. Relationship rekindling not only allows 

conservers to avoid self-expansive methods of self-concept recovery but permits them to 

recover lost identities and return to their self-concept content and clarity established prior 

to relationship termination.  

The Current Studies 

Three studies were conducted to address the current gap in the literature on 

individual differences in post-dissolution self-concept recovery. The studies had three 

aims: the first was to replicate previous findings linking post-dissolution self-concept 

clarity with psychological distress and relationship rekindling desire. The second was to 

test the moderating effect of self-expansion preference on the established effects of self-

concept clarity on post-breakup behaviors. The third was to investigate the dynamics of 

self-change following relationship dissolution using novel converging methods.  

To address these aims, three studies were conducted. Study 1 used cross-sectional 

methods to examine the role of self-expansion preference on post-breakup experiences 

and breakup recovery. Study 2 built on these methods and assessed self-expansion 

preference and breakup experiences across time shortly after dissolution occurred. 

Finally, Study 3 collected recorded narratives of breakup experiences across the pre-, 

during, and post-dissolution trajectory as well as self-reports of self-expansion preference 

to further investigate the stated research question using continuous report.
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STUDY 1 

 Study 1 addressed Research Aims 1 and 2 by examining the role of self-expansion 

preference and the established association between self-concept loss and breakup using 

cross-sectional methods. Specifically, the following hypothesis were tested:   

Hypotheses1 

Primary Hypotheses 

H1: Individual differences in the desire to expand versus conserve one's identity 

will moderate the established association between post-dissolution self-concept 

clarity and the desire/tendency to get back together with an ex.  

Exploratory Hypotheses 

H2: Self expansion preference will be associated with other relationship and 

dissolution-relevant variables (e.g., attachment style, loss of self, relationship 

rebounding). 

H3: Expander and conserver subscales will uniquely moderate the association 

between post-dissolution SCC and rekindling desire. 

 
1 Primary hypotheses and procedures for this study were pre-registered on aspredicted.org 

prior to data collection. The pre-registration can be viewed at 

https://aspredicted.org/9JP_QRW.  
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H4: Individual differences in the desire to expand versus conserve one's identity 

will moderate association between post-dissolution SCC and a) psychological 

distress, and b) relationship rebounding.  

Participants 

 To determine an appropriate sample size, a power analysis was conducted using 

G*Power 3 (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) in which a small effect size was 

assumed (ɑ = .05 (two-tailed), and power = .80; calculated minimum N = 400). To ensure 

sufficient statistical power, 400 participants were recruited from the crowdsourcing 

platform CloudResearch Connect. A total of 406 responses were received, but only the 

first 400 responses were analyzed to be consistent with the pre-registration. Of those 400 

participants included in the final sample, 3 were excluded from analyses due to careless 

responding (missing more than 1 of 3 attention check questions) and another 20 for 

reporting that their breakup occurred more than 2 years ago (final N = 377; Mage= 34.79, 

SDage= 10.07; 48.3% women, 50.4% men, 1.3% non-binary; 72.1% White, 18.3% Black 

or African American, 7.7% Asian or Asian American, 2.7% Indigenous American or 

Alaska Native, 0.3% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 2.7% Other, .3% no race 

reported (multiple selections of race identifications possible)). At the time of data 

collection, CloudResearch Connect only included participants in the United States. 

Participants who met the inclusion criteria (including currently being single) for 

the study provided demographic information about themselves and a romantic 

relationship that ended within the last two years including a brief description of how the 

relationship ended. They also reported time since breakup (M=11.59 months, SD=6.50 

months), relationship length (M=34.20 months, SD=42.61 months), number of 
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relationship rekindling instances prior to the most recent breakup (25.7% rekindling, 

72.7% no rekindling, 1.6% other; M=3.06, SD=5.53 renewals for those who rekindled), 

relationship status of relationship prior to dissolution (18.6% casually dating, 67.9% 

dating exclusively, 7.4% engaged or had plans to marry, 4.0% married, 2.1% other), and 

breakup initiator status (31.3% self-initiated, 34.0% partner-initiated, 34.0% mutual 

breakup, .8% other). All individuals included in the analyses were currently single. 

Participants completing the survey were compensated $1.25 for completing the survey. 

Procedure 

Only participants indicating they were single and had experienced a relationship 

breakup in the past two years in the demographic section of the survey were allowed to 

complete the rest of the survey. Those who did not meet the inclusion criteria were 

notified that they did not qualify. After providing demographic information, participants 

who met the inclusion criteria then completed the following measures to assess 

confirmatory hypotheses (see Table 1 for all descriptive scale statistics). 

Measures 

Self-Expansion Preference Scale. First, the extent to which individuals prefer to 

expand vs conserve their self-concept was measured using the Self Expansion Preference 

Scale (Hughes et al., 2020). This questionnaire consists of two subscales assessing 

expansion (12 items; e.g., “I think it is important for my identity to evolve over time”) 

and conservation (12 items; e.g., “I like to maintain my identity by doing things that 

confirm it”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). An overall composite variable 

using reverse-coded items that assessed conservation preference were combined with 

expansion preference to from a single construct, with greater values indicating higher 
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levels of expansion preference (α =.91; See Appendix C for a list of all measures in Study 

1). In discussing results, “Self-Expansion Preference” (SEP) refers to the composite 

variable, while “Expander Preference Subscale” and “Conserver Preference Subscale” 

refer to scores from the two 12-item subscales. 

Post-Dissolution Self-Concept Clarity. Post-dissolution self-concept clarity was 

assessed using the Self-Concept Clarity Scale (Campbell et al., 1996) modified to 

retrospectively assess self-concept clarity immediately following romantic relationship 

dissolution (10 items; e.g., “My beliefs about myself often conflicted with one another”; 

1= strongly disagree, 5= strongly agree; α =.95).  

Relationship Rekindling. Participants completed four items assessing the extent 

to which they wanted to rekindle their relationship with their ex-partner following 

romantic relationship breakup (Cope & Mattingly, 2021; e.g., “I tried to rekindle my 

relationship with my ex-partner”, “I tried to spend time with my ex-partner”). Participants 

rated items on a 5-point scale (1=not at all, 5= a great deal; α =.84).  

Other measures were also collected for exploratory purposes: 

 Relationship Rebound Desire. Rebounding desire (the desire to quickly establish 

a new relationship following breakup) was measured using a four-item scale (Cope & 

Mattingly, unpublished data; e.g., “I tried to find someone new to get involved with 

instead of my partner.”, “I tried to quickly establish a new relationship”; 1=not at all, 5= 

a great deal; α =.94).  

 Loss of Self. Participants responded to the Loss of Self Scale which assessed the 

extent to which individuals felt they had a diminished understanding of who they were 
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after breakup (Lewandowski & Bizzoco, 2007; e.g., “I did not feel like myself anymore”; 

1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α =.94). 

 Inclusion of the Other in the Self (IOS). Inclusion of other in the self was 

assessed using the 1-item pictorial diagram validated by Aron, Aron, & Smollon (1992), 

with overlapping circles indicating various degrees of self-other overlap. This was 

modified to measure the amount of self-other overlap between individuals and their ex-

partners while they were still in their relationship (1 = no overlap, 7 = a great deal of 

overlap).  

Distress. Participants completed a measure of retrospective distress upon 

romantic relationship dissolution using a 10-item scale with items adapted from the CES-

D (Santor & Coyne, 1997; e.g., “I was bothered by things that do not usually bother 

me.”, “I felt distressed.”; 1 = rarely or never, 4 = most or all the time; α =.92). 

 Attachment. Finally, participants responded to the 12-item Experiences in Close 

Relationships-Short Form (ECR-12; Lafontaine et al., 2016 ) assessing trait attachment 

anxiety (e.g., “I need a lot of reassurance that I am loved by my partner”; 6-items; 7-point 

scale; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .89) and attachment avoidance (e.g., 

“ I don’t feel comfortable opening up to romantic partners” 6-items; 7-point scale; 1 = 

strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .89). 

Missing Data 

Frequency analyses were conducted on all variables included in Study 1 to 

examine missing data. At the item level, no reports were missing from calculated self-

expansion preference, rekindling desire, or rebound desire. A total of one composite 
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score (.3%) was missing from the assessment of self-concept clarity, one (.3%) from loss 

of self, two (.5%) from distress, two (.5%) from attachment anxiety, and two (.5%) from 

attachment avoidance. Further, Little’s MCAR test for missing data was conducted on all 

variables and was non-significant (χ2(8)=6.28, p=.62), consistent with the data being 

missing completely at random. Because missingness was rare and assumed random, all 

calculated composite variables were retained in analyses.  

Results 

Confirmatory Analyses: Hypothesis 1  

To test the hypothesis that self-expansion preference (SEP) would influence the 

established association between post-dissolution self-concept confusion and the desire to 

get back together with an ex, a moderation analysis was conducted using linear regression 

procedures in SPSS. In Model 1, post-dissolution self-concept clarity (SCC) and the 

composite SEP variable were entered as predictors simultaneously into a regression 

analysis with relationship rekindling desire as the outcome. Post-dissolution SCC (b = -

.23, p<.001) but not SEP (b =-.05, p=.48) emerged as a significant predictor of rekindling 

desire (R2 = .11; F(2, 373) = 22.76, p<.001). 

In Model 2, the interaction effect was assessed by entering post-dissolution SCC, 

self-expansion preference, and the interaction term of the two predictor variables (post 

dissolution SCC*SEP) simultaneously into a regression analysis with relationship 

rekindling desire as the outcome. Overall, the model was significant (R2 = .12; F (3, 372) 

= 17.65, p<.001). The interaction term Post-Dissolution SCC*SEP was significant (b = 

.11, p=.01), such that the association between post-dissolution SCC and rekindling desire 

was stronger for individuals low (-1SD; b=-.31, p<.001) vs. high (+1SD; b=-.15, p=.002) 
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in expansion preference. These results support the pre-registered Hypothesis 1, which 

posited that self-expansion preference would moderate the association between post-

dissolution self-concept clarity and relationship rekindling desire (see Fig. 1).  

Secondary and Exploratory Hypotheses  

Zero-Order Correlations: Hypothesis 2 

Associations between all variables collected in the study were analyzed using 

bivariate correlations, demonstrating noteworthy results. First, self-expansion preference 

was significantly negatively associated with distress (r=-.15, p=.004), loss of self (r= -

.14, p=.007) and attachment anxiety (r= -.23, p<.001) and avoidance (r= -.14, p=.007). 

Although significant associations did not emerge between self-expansion preference scale 

and other post-breakup outcomes (relationship rekindling desire and rebounding), the 

expander subscale with items assessing expansion preference was significantly correlated 

with rebound (r= .13, p=.01) but not rekindling (r= .02, p=.63) desire, and was negatively 

associated with attachment anxiety with marginal significance (r= -.10, p=.07) and 

significantly with avoidance (r= -.21, p<.001). Conversely, the conserver subscale was 

significantly associated with rekindling (r= .16, p=.001) but not rebound (r= -.01, p=.80) 

desire, and there was a positive relationship between conservation preference and 

attachment anxiety (r= .31, p<.001) but no significant relationship with avoidance (r= -

.02, p=.71). Overall, these findings support Hypothesis 2 and suggest that self-expansion 

preference is associated with other relationship and dissolution-relevant variables (see 

Table 2 for all zero-order correlation coefficients)2.  

 
2 Gender was not significantly associated with any key variables in Study 1 (self-

expansion preference, expander preference, conserver preference, self-concept clarity, 
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Exploratory Factor Analysis 

 Because the expander and conserver subscales had differential effects on post-

breakup outcomes, a factor analysis was conducted to determine whether a one- or two-

factor solution explained more variance in the scale. The 24-item measure was examined 

by conducting a factor analysis using maximum likelihood extraction with two fixed 

factors and direct oblimin rotation (see Watkins, 2018 for a description of best practices 

in factor analysis). 

Overall, the one-factor solution explained 31.41% of the total variance in the 

scale, whereas the two-factor solution explained 44.71%. Items assessing expansion 

preference all loaded onto a single factor in the structure matrix with loadings greater 

than .65 except item 6 (“I find doing the same activities all the time boring”), which had a 

factor loading of .40. Items assessing conserver preference, however, did not load cleanly 

onto one factor. Ten out of the twelve items loaded more strongly onto the second factor 

of the scale, all with loadings greater than .39. Although the remaining items negatively 

loaded onto the first factor with loadings greater than -.41, the expander subscale (α=.91) 

and the conserver subscale (α=.85) had adequate reliability and explained more variance 

overall. Moreover, a visualization of the scree plot supported a 2-factor solution.   

Because the findings of the exploratory analysis suggest that a two-factor solution 

accounts for more variance but the items assessing conserver preference did not 

consistently load onto the second factor, self-expansion preference was calculated as both 

an overall composite and as separate subscales in Studies 2 and 3.  

 

and relationship rekindling). Furthermore, the two-way interaction examined in the 

primary hypothesis was not significantly moderated by gender (p = .68). 
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Exploratory Moderation Analyses with Expander and Conserver Preference Subscales: 

Hypothesis 3 

Linear regression analyses were used to further explore the moderation analysis in 

this study (SCC predicting rekindling desire, moderated by self-expansion preference) 

using the expander and conserver subscales.  

Conserver Preference Subscale. In Model 1, post-dissolution self-concept 

clarity (SCC) and conserver preference were entered as predictors simultaneously into a 

regression analysis with relationship rekindling desire as the outcome. Conserver 

preference (b = .14, p=.03) and post dissolution SCC (b = -.22, p<.001) significantly 

predicted rekindling desire (R2 = .12; F (2, 373) = 25.56, p<.001).  

The interaction effect of the two independent variables was then entered into the 

model (Post dissolution SCC*CON). Overall, Model 2 was significant (R2 = .14, F(3, 

372) = 19.81, p<.001). The interaction term Post-Dissolution SCC*CON was significant 

(b = -.10, p=.01). These findings suggest that the association between post-dissolution 

SCC and rekindling desire was stronger for individuals who reported high (b=-.31, 

p<.001) vs. low (b=-.14, p=.004) levels of identity conservation preference. 

Expansion Preference Subscale. In Model 1, post-dissolution self-concept 

clarity (SCC) and expander preference were entered as predictors simultaneously into a 

regression analysis with relationship rekindling desire as the outcome. The model was 

significant overall (R2 = .11; F(2, 373) = 22.84, p<.001). As in the previous test of the 

conserver subscale moderation, post dissolution SCC (b = -.24, p<.001) significantly 

predicted rekindling desire. However, the expansion subscale did not significantly predict 

post-dissolution rekindling desire (b = .04, p=.42). Results from Model 1 suggest that the 
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extent to which individuals prefer to expand their self-concept reported on the expander 

subscale does not significantly predict the extent to which they desire to get back together 

with ex-partners upon dissolution.  

In Model 2, the interaction effect of the two independent variables was then 

entered into the model (Post dissolution SCC*EXP). Overall, Model 2 was significant (R2 

= .11, F (3, 372) = 16.08, p<.001). The interaction term (b = .05, p=.12) did not 

significantly predict relationship rekindling reports, suggesting that the association 

between self-concept clarity and rekindling desire was not significantly weaker for those 

with higher values on the expansion subscale (b=-.19, p<.001) versus those with lower 

values (b=-.29, p<.001).  

Exploratory Analyses  

Self-Concept Clarity, Post-Dissolution Rebounding, and Self-Expansion Preference 

To explore whether individual differences in the desire to expand versus conserve 

one's identity influence the established association between post-dissolution self-concept 

clarity and the desire/tendency to quickly establish a new relationship, a moderation was 

again conducted using linear regression. In Model 1, post-dissolution self-concept clarity 

and self-expansion preference were entered as predictors simultaneously into a regression 

analysis with relationship rebound desire as the outcome. Self-expansion preference (b = 

.14, p=.05) was a marginally significant predictor of rebounding desire, while post 

dissolution self-concept clarity was not (b = -.06, p=.10), and the overall model was 

marginally significant (R2 = .02; F (2, 373) = 2.90, p=.06).  

The interaction effect of the two independent variables was assessed by entering 

post-dissolution self-concept clarity, self-expansion preference, and the interaction term 
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of the two predictor variables (Post dissolution SCC*SEP) simultaneously into a 

regression analysis. Overall, Model 2 was marginally significant (R2 = .14; F (3, 372) = 

2.39, p=.07). The interaction term Post-Dissolution SCC*SEP was non-significant (b = 

.05, p=.24), such that the association between post-dissolution SCC and rebound desire 

did not differ for individuals low (vs high) in expansion preference. These exploratory 

results suggest that not only does self-expansion preference not moderate the association 

between post-dissolution SCC and relationship rebound desire, but there is also no 

overall effect of either variable in the proposed model, which does not support 

Hypothesis 4b.  

Self-Concept Clarity, Distress, and Self-Expansion Preference 

To explore whether individual differences in the desire to expand versus conserve 

one's identity influence the established association between post-dissolution self-concept 

clarity and psychological distress, a moderation was conducted using linear regression. 

First, post-dissolution self-concept clarity (SCC) and self-expansion preference were 

entered as predictors simultaneously into a regression analysis with post-dissolution 

distress as the outcome. Post-dissolution SCC (b = -.29, p<.001) but not self-expansion 

preference (b = -.09, p=.06) emerged as a significant predictor of post-dissolution 

distress. The model was significant overall (R2 = .31; F (2, 372) = 81.98, p<.001).  

In the next step, the interaction effect was assessed by entering post-dissolution 

self-concept clarity, self-expansion preference, and the interaction term of the two 

predictor variables (Post dissolution SCC*SEP) simultaneously into a regression analysis. 

Overall, the model was significant (R2 = .31; F (3, 371) = 54.51, p<.001). The interaction 

term Post-Dissolution SCC*SEP was not significant (b = -.002, p=.96), such that the 
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association between post-dissolution SCC and post-dissolution distress did not differ for 

individuals low versus high in self-expansion preference. These exploratory results 

suggest that self-expansion preference does not significantly moderate the association 

between post-dissolution SCC and post-dissolution distress, which does not support 

Hypothesis 4a.  

Study 1 Discussion 

Confirmatory Findings 

Results from Study 1 demonstrated support for the primary confirmatory 

hypothesis that one’s orientation toward self-expansion moderates the association 

between post-dissolution self-concept clarity and relationship rekindling desire. A probe 

of the interaction revealed the effect was stronger for those low (vs. high) in their 

preference for self-expansion. The direction of these simple effects is congruent with the 

proposed effects of identity conservation on rekindling behaviors. Because individuals 

low in self-expansion preference prefer to maintain existing identities, they appear to be 

more motivated than those high in self-expansion preference to reinstate self-concept 

clarity following dissolution by getting back together with an ex. This recovery 

mechanism allows them to reconstruct and protect the identity they had prior to 

relationship termination without adding new identities to the self-concept.  

Contrarily, those preferring self-expansion were less likely to desire rekindling 

with an ex even when reporting diminished self-concept clarity. This suggests that when 

those preferring expansion experience drops in self-concept clarity following dissolution, 

they are less likely to rekindling a lost relationship and reincorporate the ex back into the 

self-concept. Overall, individual differences in self-expansion preference supported the 
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anticipated effects of post-dissolution self-concept clarity on the desire to rekindling a 

relationship.  

Exploratory Analyses  

 A factor analysis was conducted to explore the factor structure of the self-

expansion preference scale. Although a one-factor solution was originally proposed by 

the researchers who validated the self-expansion preference scale, expansion and 

conservation preference were differentially associated with breakup outcomes which 

promote further investigation into the item loadings. Results were mixed; although a two-

factor solution accounted for more of the overall variance in the measure, two out of the 

12 items assessing conservation preference loaded more strongly onto the first factor. 

Because of the observed ambiguity in scale structure, separate analyses were conducted 

assessing primary analyses using the expander and conserver subscales.  

Moderation Using Expander/Conserver Subscales 

Results revealed that the conserver, but not expander, subscale was a significant 

moderator of the association between post-dissolution self-concept clarity and 

relationship rekindling desire. Specifically, the relationship between post-dissolution self-

concept clarity and rekindling desire was stronger for individuals reporting high 

conserver preference. However, there was no significant difference in the strength of the 

effect of post-dissolution self-concept clarity and rekindling desire for individuals 

reporting high versus low scores on the expander subscale. These findings suggest that 

the motive to get back together with an ex is driven by the trait preference for conserving 

one’s identity more than the extent to which they prefer to self-expand. 



 

33 

This finding points to the unique influence of self-conservation motives on post-

breakup outcomes. Extant literature on self-expansion highlights the benefits of adding 

new identities to one’s self concept (e.g., Mattingly & Lewandowski, 2013), however the 

non-significant moderation found using the expander subscale suggests that those low 

versus high on this dimension are not more significantly likely to get back together with 

an ex when they experience diminished self-concept clarity upon breakup. Because this 

moderating effect does appear for those high but not low in scores on the conservation 

preference scale, relationship rekindling is a more likely method of self-concept 

restoration for individuals endorsing identity conservation, regardless of their orientations 

toward self-expansion. In this context, the tendency to want to protect one’s existing 

identities may operate independently from expansion motives.  

Further, the extent that individuals prefer to self-expand may not buffer against 

the deleterious effects of breakup. The expansion subscale was not significantly 

correlated with loss of self, self-concept clarity, or distress upon dissolution, whereas 

reports on the conserver subscale were significantly correlated with these variables. 

These results suggest that although breakup may be painful, individuals reporting low 

conservation preference may have less severe outcomes following relationship 

termination.  

Self-Expansion Preference and Rekindling/Rebounding Desire 

The pattern of associative findings from the zero-order correlations suggests that 

being oriented toward identity conservation (i.e., having higher scores on the conserver 

subscale) is associated with post-breakup outcomes that serve to reinstate self-concept 

clarity lost upon dissolution (i.e., rekindling) but not those that would add new identities 
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(i.e., rebounding). The patterns of associations between conserver and expander subscales 

and attachment style replicate and extend upon previous research that suggests 

attachment anxiety, but not avoidance, predicts post-dissolution rekindling desire (Cope 

& Mattingly, 2021). More specifically, attachment anxiety was significantly positively 

correlated with conserver subscale scores and rekindling desire, but not with expander 

subscale scores and rebounding desire. In contrast, attachment avoidance was 

significantly negatively correlated with expander subscale scores and positively 

correlated with rebound desire but was not significantly correlated with expander 

subscale scores or rebounding desire.  

Limitations and Next Steps 

 The current study suggests that self-expansion preference influences the way in 

which individuals experience and respond to breakup both in terms of identity change 

and motivated self-concept recovery behaviors. However, the cross-sectional method 

used in this investigation limits the generalizability of conclusions. First, participants 

provided retrospective reports of key variables regarding relationship breakup (e.g., post-

dissolution self-concept clarity, rekindling desire, etc.). Though this information can still 

provide meaningful insights into dissolution experiences, reports may have been biased. 

Specifically, measures of distress, identity confusion, and rekindling/rebounding 

behaviors may be under-reported due to effects of social desirability, as individuals may 

want to downplay the distressing effects of a past relationship breakup to maintain 

positive current self-regard. Further, memory bias may have skewed responses as the 

severity of distress decreases over time and self-concept clarity increases, coloring 

participant’s recollection of past events. Moreover, although self-expansion preference is 
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conceptualized as a stable individual difference, post-breakup experiences also could 

have influenced how participants responded to the self-report items on this scale.  

Another noted limitation is that moderation and correlation analyses conducted on 

retrospective reports in Study 1 infer directional effects. It was assumed that self-

expansion preference predicted diminished post-dissolution self-concept clarity, and that 

this identity confusion led to rekindling/rebounding desire. This assumption is consistent 

with extant research on identity change and breakup experiences (e.g., Slotter et al., 

2010). However, the cross-sectional methodology employed in the current investigation 

does not allow for conclusions to be drawn regarding the order or direction of effects. To 

address these constraints, Study 2 was designed using a short-term longitudinal method to 

collect participant reports of post-breakup experiences once a week for two months 

shortly after dissolution. 
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STUDY 2 

Study 2 was designed to capture change in individuals’ breakup experiences 

across time shortly following romantic dissolution. This investigation specifically 

recruited participants shortly after breakup (within three months dissolution) and tracked 

trajectories of self-concept clarity and post-breakup outcomes once a week for two 

months. This targeting served to sample participants’ psychological reports as close to 

dissolution as possible to a) reduce retrospective recall bias of relationship and breakup 

processes, and b) tap into variability in psychological experiences that are hypothesized 

to be most turbulent immediately following breakup. This method is novel as much of the 

existing research on relationship breakup collects data from dissolution experiences that 

occurred many months or even years in the past. Furthermore, participants responded to 

surveys once a week across a two-month period to track breakup recovery across a 

sufficient amount of time that self-concept and emotional recovery are likely to be 

observed.  

Alternative periods and intervals of data collection are viable (e.g., daily diary 

sampling, sampling across more than two months at fewer intervals). However, shorter-

term approaches may fail to capture recovery in post-dissolution outcomes, specifically 

distress and self-concept clarity, as it is expected that most people will take more than a 

few days to overcome post-breakup consequences. Moreover, assessing breakup 

experiences across longer intervals to examine extended breakup recovery trajectories
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may also fail to measure volatility in key post-dissolution experiences. For example, if 

participants were to report on breakup outcomes (e.g., psychological distress), sampling 

once a month for one year may lead to less variability in experiences being observed. 

Thus, participants responded to surveys once a week for two months to theoretically 

encapsulate enough the breakup recovery trajectory to identify change in post-dissolution 

outcomes while also sampling often enough to observe variability across reports.  

There were overall three aims for Study 2: the first was to examine post-

dissolution self-concept clarity, distress, and rekindling desire across time. The second 

was to examine the role of self-expansion preference in breakup outcomes using intensive 

longitudinal methods. The third was to explore the trajectories of self-change between 

and within individuals after relationship breakup. 

Hypotheses3 

The first pair of hypotheses examined how distress and self-concept clarity 

change shortly after individuals experience a romantic relationship breakup . 

Primary Hypotheses 

H1a: Self-concept clarity will increase across weeks after breakup, on average.  

H1b: Distress will decrease across weeks after breakup, on average. The second 

pair of hypotheses examined how changes in distress and self-concept clarity 

correlate with each other and with rekindling desire shortly after breakup. 

 
3 The hypotheses and procedures for this study were pre-registered on aspredicted.org 

prior to data analysis at https://aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=Q56_FCG. 
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H2a: Within-person shifts in SCC will be associated with distress such that 

participants will report greater distress during weeks when they experience lower 

SCC relative to their own average.  

H2b: Within-person shifts in SCC will be associated with relationship rekindling 

such that participants will report higher rekindling during weeks when they 

experience lower SCC relative to their own average.  

Secondary Hypotheses 

H3a and H4a: Individual differences in self-expansion preference at intake will 

predict self-concept clarity across time, such that those who prefer to conserve 

(versus expand) their self-concept will experience lower initial levels of self-

concept clarity (H3a) and a slower rate of increase in self-concept clarity (H4a) 

after breakup. 

H3b and H4b: Individual differences in self-expansion preference at intake will 

predict psychological distress across time, such that those who prefer to conserve 

(versus expand) their self-concept will experience higher initial levels of distress 

(H3b) and a slower rate of decrease in psychological distress (H4b) after breakup. 

H3c and H4c: Individual differences in self-expansion preference at intake will 

predict rekindling desire across time, such that those who prefer to conserve 

(versus expand) their self-concept will experience higher initial levels of 

rekindling desire (H3c) and a slower rate of decrease in rekindling desire (H4c) 

after breakup. 
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Exploratory Hypotheses 

Participants and Procedure 

An additional multi-level model explored whether within-person shifts in distress 

are associated with relationship rekindling such that participants will report higher 

rekindling during weeks when they experience greater distress relative to their own 

average. Primary hypotheses will be tested using the composite self-expansion preference 

scale, with additional exploratory analyses examining the separate expander and 

conserver subscales.  Analyses will also examine individuals’ reports of relationship 

rebounding following dissolution. Finally, gender differences (i.e., gender) and covariates 

(i.e., time since breakup, breakup initiator, length of dissolved relationship, and centrality 

of dissolved relationship) of primary hypotheses will be explored. 

Pre-Screen and Intake Survey Recruitment 

As described in the pre-registration, sample size was determined based on 

available funds, aiming for the largest sample size possible with a budget of $3,000 USD, 

with a minimum sample size of at least N=100 participants providing usable data. A total 

of 1,200 prospective participants were recruited from the online CloudResearch Connect 

platform and paid $0.20 USD to compete a prescreening survey to determine if they met 

the inclusion criteria for the study (i.e., having experienced a romantic relationship 

breakup, divorce, or termination in the last three months and currently identifying as 

‘single’). To minimize the likelihood of dishonest responses, the prescreening survey did 

not describe the eligibility criteria or the nature of the main study. Participants completed 

a short questionnaire assessing their relationship status, how long ago their last breakup 

experience was (e.g., less than one month ago, 2 months ago, etc.), and how many weeks 
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ago their relationship ended. A total of 249 participants met eligibility criteria in the pre-

screening survey.  

A total of 202 out of 249 invited participants completed the intake survey and 

were paid $2.00 USD. There were 13 participants who were deemed ineligible based on 

intake responses (not currently single, did not experience a breakup within three months), 

one person was excluded for missing more than one of three directed questions (e.g., 

“Please select ‘Agree’ as your answer to this question”), and one person was excluded for 

responding too quickly (less than 1 second per item). A total of 187 participants met 

eligibility criteria and were invited to the weekly follow-ups. Participants were 

compensated $1.00 USD for each weekly survey they completed along with a $5.00 

bonus payment for completing all 7 weekly surveys.     

Final Study 2 Enrollment and Demographics 

Of the 187 participants who were invited to complete the weekly follow-up 

surveys for seven weeks, N=172 provided usable data by completing at least four of the 

seven weekly follow-up surveys and served as the final sample for Study 2 (Mage= 34.57, 

SDage= 9.58; 57.0% identified as women, 42.4% identified as men, 0.6% identified as 

non-binary; 76.7% White, 16.9 % Black or African American, 8.1% Asian or Asian 

American, 1.2% Indigenous American or Alaska Native, and 2.9% another option 

(multiple selections of race identifications possible); 13.4% 

Hispanic/Latino/Latina/Latinx; 32.6% parent of at least one child). Of those who 

provided usable data (at least four weekly surveys), 135 participants completed all seven 

weekly surveys and were given a $5.00 USD bonus payment.  
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Relationship and relationship breakup demographics were also collected from 

participants at the study intake. A total of 91.9% of participants reported the dissolution 

of a man-woman relationship, 7.0% reported the dissolution of a same-gender man-man 

or woman-woman relationship, and 0.6% reported the dissolution of a different-gender 

non-binary couple (i.e., man-non-binary couple). A total of 6.4% of participants 

identified that they were ‘casually dating’ their partner, 72.1% indicated that they were 

‘dating exclusively, 8.1% were engaged or had plans to marry, 12.8% were married, and 

0.6% described their relationship as ‘Other’. The average length of participants’ 

dissolved relationships was 39.23 months (SD=51.29), and the average time since 

breakup was 6.65 weeks (SD=3.14). Although all participants reported being single when 

they completed the initial pre-screening survey, 29.7% of participants reported getting 

back together with their ex-partner at least once before the current dissolution event. 

Additionally, 40.1% reported being the initiator of the current relationship breakup, 

26.7% indicated their partner was the initiator, 32.0% reported that the breakup was 

mutual, and 1.2% selected ‘other’ for breakup initiator status.  

 Measures 

Intake Measures 

After providing demographic information, participants completed the full versions 

of the following measures. After providing demographic information, participants 

completed the following measures (see Table 3 for all descriptive scale statistics). 

Additional measures collected for exploratory purposes are not reported here, as they fall 

outside the scope of the scope of the analyses pre-registered for this dissertation (see 

Table 3 for all descriptive scale statistics).  
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Self-Expansion Preference. Self-expansion preference was assessed using the 

same measure as Study 1 (Hughes et al., 2020; 24 items; e.g., “I think it is important for 

my identity to evolve over time”, “I like to maintain my identity by doing things that 

confirm it”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Two subscales were created, one 

comprised of items assessing expansion preference (α=.92), and the other assessing 

conservation preference (α=.86). A composite measure including all of the items was also 

computed with reverse-scored conservation preference items, such that higher scores 

indicate higher preference for self-expansion (α=.90). 

Self-Concept Clarity. Current self-concept clarity of was assessed using the 

original scale from Study 1 (Campbell et al., 1996; 10 items; e.g., “My beliefs about 

myself often conflict with one another”; 1= strongly disagree, 5= strongly agree; α=.93).  

Rekindling Desire. Participants completed the same four items assessing the 

degree to which they want to rekindle their relationship with their ex-partner following 

romantic relationship breakup from Study 1, modified to assess current relationship 

rekindling (Cope & Mattingly, 2021; α=.78; 4 items; e.g., “I am trying to rekindle my 

relationship with my ex-partner.” 1= strongly disagree, 5= strongly agree). 

Rebounding Desire. Rebounding desire was measured using the same four-item 

scale from Study 1 modified to assess current relationship rebounding (Cope & 

Mattingly, unpublished data; α=.95; 4 items; e.g., “I am trying to find someone new to get 

involved with instead of my partner.” 1= strongly disagree, 5= strongly agree). 

Loss of Self. Participants responded to the Loss of Self Scale from Study 1 

temporally modified to assess current evaluations of the self (Lewandowski & Bizzoco, 
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2007; α=.94; 6 items; e.g., “I do not feel like myself anymore.”; 1= strongly disagree, 7= 

strongly agree). 

Inclusion of the Other in the Self (IOS). Retrospective inclusion of ex-partner in 

the self was assessed using the 1-item pictorial diagrams (Aron, Aron, & Smollon, 1992) 

to measure the amount of self-other overlap that existed between participants and their 

ex-partners while they were together (see Appendix C). They also completed the same 

IOS item temporally modified to assess their current level of self-other overlap with their 

ex-partner at the time they were completing the survey. 

Distress. Psychological distress in the past week was assessed using the same 

scale from Study 1 with items adapted from the CES-D, with wording modified to refer 

to the past week (Santor & Coyne, 1997; α=.91; 10 items; e.g., “I was bothered by things 

that do not usually bother me.”; 1= rarely or none of the time, 5= most or all the time). 

Attachment. The Experiences in Close Relationships-Short Form (ECR-12; 

Lafontaine et al., 2016; 12 items, six for each attachment dimension) from Study 1 was 

used to assess trait attachment anxiety (α=.88) and avoidance (α=.88; 1= strongly 

disagree, 7= strongly agree). 

Relationship Centrality. The extent to which individuals felt their relationship 

was central to their identities and lived experience was assessed using the Relationship 

Centrality Sale (Agnew et al., 1998; α=.87; 9 items; e.g., “In comparison to other parts of 

your life (e.g., work, family, friends, religion), how central was your relationship with 

your ex-partner while you were together?; 1=not at all central, 7 = extremely central). 
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Longitudinal Measures 

Participants who provided usable data from the initial intake survey completed 

measures of the following variables once a week for seven weeks: 

Self-Expansion Preference. Participants completed an abbreviated version of the 

self-expansion preference scale used in the intake survey and Study 1 with a subset of 10 

items used in previous research Emery et al., 2023; Hughes et al., 2020). Again, two 

subscales were created. The first was comprised of five items assessing expander 

preference (α=.91), and the other 5 conserver preference (α=.824). An overall composite 

variable comprised of all items was also computed with reverse-scored conservation 

preference items, such that higher scores indicate higher preference for self-expansion 

(α=.85).5 

Self-Concept Clarity. Participants responded to the full measure of current self-

concept clarity that was used in the intake survey (Campbell et al., 1996; α=.95) 

Rekindling Desire. Participants completed the same four items assessing the 

degree to which they want to rekindle their relationship with their ex-partner following 

 
4 Cronbach’s alpha for longitudinal measures was calculated for each week (including 

intake) across the seven follow-ups. Estimates for each week were averaged and the mean 

reliability statistic is reported.  
5 Another factor analysis using maximum likelihood extraction with two fixed factors and 

direct oblimin rotation was conducted to explore the 24-item self-expansion scale at 

intake and replicate the previous findings from Study 1 which suggested that a two-factor 

solution explained more variance in the self-expansion preference scale. The two-factor 

solution accounted for 46.40% of the variance, whereas one factor only explained 

30.61%. A visualization of the scree plot supported a 2-factor solution. All 12 expander 

preference items loaded more strongly onto factor 1 with loading values greater than .42 

in the structure matrix. Of the 12 conserver preference items, 11 loaded most strongly on 

the second factor with loading values greater than .41, although 1 item loaded more 

strongly on factor 1. 
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romantic relationship breakup from the intake survey to assess current relationship 

rekindling (Cope & Mattingly, 2021; α=.85) 

Rebounding Desire. Rebounding desire was measured using the same four-item 

scale from the intake survey (Cope & Mattingly, unpublished data; α=.95) 

Loss of Self. Participants responded to the Loss of Self Scale from the intake 

survey to assess current evaluations of the self (Lewandowski & Bizzoco, 2007; α=.95) 

Inclusion of the Other in the Self (IOS). Participants completed the same IOS 

scale as the intake survey temporally modified to assess their current level of self-other 

overlap with their ex-partner at the time they were completing the survey. No 

retrospective IOS reports were collected.  

Distress. Psychological distress over the past week was assessed using the same 

10-item scale from the intake survey with items adapted from the CES-D (Santor & 

Coyne, 1997; α=.92) 

Missing Data 

Frequency analyses were conducted on key variables included in Study 2 to 

examine missing data (self-expansion preference, distress, self-concept clarity, and 

rekindling desire). At the scale level for all submitted surveys, no data was missing for 

self-expansion preference, distress, self-concept clarity, and rekindling desire. That is, if 

participants submitted a survey in a given week, they responded to all items. To assess 

wave-level missingness, Little’s MCAR test was ran for all composite variables across all 

weeks (Little, 1988). Fewer than 5% of cases were missing for Weeks 1-5; 7.6% was 

missing at Week 6, and 9.3% at Week 7. 
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Little’s MCAR test also revealed a significant test assessing missingness across 

waves of data (χ2
(313)=428.69, p<.001). Rekindling desire at Wave 6 significantly 

predicted missingness at Week 7, such that those who reported lower rekindling desire at 

Wave 6 were less likely to complete the Week 7 survey. Overall, there was more missing 

data in Weeks 6 and 7, but none of the key variables at any other timepoint predicted 

missingness at Weeks 6 or 7 except for Week 6 rekindling negatively predicting Week 7 

missingness (t(18.10)=2.70, p=.02). However, none of the other key variables 

significantly predict missingness across timepoints. Composite measures were calculated 

based on all provided responses across weeks. Analyses were run using full maximum 

likelihood to address missingness.  

 Finally, independent sample t-tests were conducted to determine whether 

participants who completed all surveys significantly differed at intake from participants 

who missed at least one survey. No significant differences were found between the 

groups on key variables (i.e., self-expansion preference, self-concept clarity, 

psychological distress, and rekindling desire; all p’s>.37).  

Primary Confirmatory Analyses 

Hypothesis 1a-1b 

Multilevel modeling was used to assess Hypothesis 1a, which posited that self-

concept clarity would increase across weeks after breakup, on average. Self-concept 

clarity was entered into a two-level growth model (with repeated measures nested within 

individuals) using week as the unit of time, along with a random intercept, random slope 

for rate of change over time, and the covariance between these random effects. Week was 

centered so that 0 represented the time of the intake survey response. 
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SCCj = β0j+β1j×(WEEKij)+eij 

Model coefficients are summarized in Table 4. The slope β1j was significant, 

demonstrating that self-concept clarity significantly increased throughout the seven 

weekly follow-ups (β=.05 t(165.07)=5.30, p<.001, 95% CI:[0.03, 0.07]). Specifically, 

self-concept clarity increased by an average of 0.05 units per week (measured on a seven-

point scale) from the initial average score of 4.43 at WEEK=0 (the time of the intake 

survey).6  

An exploration of the random effects of the model indicated that there was 

significant random variability between participants in their reports of self-concept clarity 

on intake (variance=1.67, p<.001, 95% CI:[1.34, 2.10]), and significant random 

variability in rates of change in self-concept clarity changed across time (variance=0.01, 

p<.001, 95% CI:[.006, 0.01]). These random effects suggest that although self-concept 

clarity significantly increases across weeks on average, there is meaningful variability 

between individuals’ reported self-concept clarity at intake, and that self-concept 

recovery trajectories vary across individuals as well. That is, interpreting only the 

significant positive linear change in self-concept clarity over time may mask substantial 

heterogeneity between participants in self-concept clarity trajectories. The significant 

random effects described above suggest that there may be potential moderators affecting 

rates of change in self-concept clarity over time. 

 
6 Because of complications and disagreements in the field regarding calculating and 

reporting standardized effect sizes in multi-level models, unstandardized coefficients are 

reported. These can be interpreted as unstandardized effect sizes based on the units of 

measurements of the scales used in the current study. 
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Next, Hypothesis 1b was assessed, which asserted that post-breakup distress 

would decrease across weeks after breakup, on average. The same statistical approach 

was used as with Hypothesis 1a, assessing a growth model predicting psychological 

distress at intake (β0j) and rate of change across weeks (β1j), along with both random 

effects and the covariance between them.  

DISTj=β0j+β1j×(WEEKij)+eij 

The model demonstrated a significant fixed effect such that post-breakup distress 

significantly decreased across time (β=-0.05, t(171.40)=-6.59, p<.001, 95% CI:[-0.06, -

0.03]). Specifically, distress decreased by an average of 0.05 units per week (measured 

on a four-point scale) from the initial average score of 2.29 at intake. 

Random effects were also significant in this model. There was significant random 

variation between individuals in their reports of psychological distress on intake 

(variance=.50, p<.001, 95% CI:[.40, .63]), and significant random variability in rates of 

change in distress across time (variance=.01, p<.001, 95% CI:[.005, .01]). These effects 

suggest that although psychological distress does indeed significantly decrease across 

weeks on average, there is meaningful variability in individuals’ reported distress at 

intake, and that rates of change in distress over time significantly varies across 

individuals as well. Interpreting only the significant negative linear change in distress 

over time may mask heterogeneity in distress trajectories. The significant random effects 

described above suggests that there may be potential moderators affecting change in 

psychological distress over time. 
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Hypothesis 2a-2c 

Hypothesis 2a probed within-person differences in breakup experiences. It was 

hypothesized that shifts in self-concept clarity over time would be associated with 

distress, such that participants will report greater distress during weeks when they 

experience lower self-concept clarity relative to their own average. To test this, a growth 

model using full maximum likelihood estimation was constructed using a two-level 

multilevel model with psychological distress as the outcome. In the model, self-concept 

clarity was group-mean centered (subtracting each person’s own average across the 

weekly surveys so that a score of 0 represents each individual’s own average score) to 

differentiate within-subjects effects (i.e., shifts in self-concept clarity each week relative 

to one’s own average) from between-subjects effects (i.e., one’s average self-concept 

clarity across weeks). Group-mean centering the predictor variable disaggregates within- 

and between-subjects effects of the predictor variable so that only changes in self-concept 

clarity within people from week to week relative one’s own mean were assessed (e.g., 

Wang & Maxwell, 2015). The growth model also controlled for rates of change in 

distress across weeks (β1i) to “detrend” the analysis (Wang & Maxwell, 2015). All 

coefficients were estimated as random effects. 

DISTij=β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2i×(SCCij–𝑆𝐶𝐶̅̅ ̅̅ ̅i)+eij 

The model yielded a significant within-person effect association between self-

concept clarity and psychological distress. Within-person shifts in self-concept clarity 

significantly predicted distress week to week (β=-.14, t(87.59)=-6.32, p<.001, 95% CI:[-

.18, -.09]), such that individuals reported higher levels of distress during weeks in which 

they indicated lower reports of self-concept clarity (relative to their own average). 
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Because self-concept clarity was group mean centered in the model, the results indicate 

that on weeks where individual’s self-concept clarity was one unit higher than their own 

average, their distress was lower by 0.14 units on a scale of one to seven (over and above 

the linear slope of distress decreasing by 0.04 points per week). The model controlled for 

linear trajectories of change in distress (β1i), suggesting that the effects of shifts in self-

concept clarity on distress do not just reflect the fact that self-concept clarity and distress 

both had significant linear trajectories of change over time. These findings support 

Hypothesis 2a.  

In addition to the significant fixed effect, there was significant random variation 

between individuals in the strength of the association between self-concept clarity and 

distress (variance=.02, p=.008, 95% CI:[.01, .05]). This suggests that there is meaningful 

variability between individuals in the strength of this within-person effect and there may 

be potential moderators of the effect. 

Using the same statistical approach, Hypothesis 2b tested whether within-person 

shifts in self-concept clarity would be associated with relationship rekindling. 

Participants were hypothesized to report higher rekindling desire during weeks when they 

experience lower self-concept clarity relative to their own average. To test this, a growth 

model was constructed with self-concept clarity as a predictor of rekindling desire. 

Again, self-concept clarity was group-mean centered in the model to disaggregate 

between-subject and within-subjects effects and the model again controlled for linear 

rates of change in rekindling desire over time to “detrend” the analysis. This approach 

isolates week to week variability in the dependent variable from the linear trajectory of 

change, so the result focuses on how weekly shifts in self-concept clarity relative to one’s 
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own average are associated with rekindling desire after controlling for linear trajectories 

of change in rekindling desire.  

REKij=β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2i×(SCCij–𝑆𝐶𝐶̅̅ ̅̅ ̅i)+eij  

The model did not converge on an appropriate solution when modeling self-

concept clarity as a random effect predictor (potentially indicating that the variance 

associated with that random effect was close to 0), so the model was re-run with self-

concept clarity entered only as a fixed effect predictor. 

The model yielded significant effects of within-person changes in self-concept 

clarity on rekindling desire. Specifically, within-person shifts in self-concept clarity 

significantly predicted rekindling desire week to week (β=-.09, t(1135.41)=-3.18, p<.001, 

95% CI:[-.14, -.03]) such that individuals reported higher levels of rekindling desire 

during weeks in which they indicated lower reports of self-concept clarity relative to their 

own average. Results indicate that during weeks when individual’s self-concept clarity 

was one unit lower than their own average, their rekindling desire was higher by 0.09 

units on a scale of one to five (over and above the linear slope of rekindling desire 

decreasing by 0.05 points per week). These findings support Hypothesis 2b. 

Secondary Confirmatory Analyses 

Hypothesis 3a-3c and 4a-4c 

A multilevel model using full maximum likelihood estimation was again 

constructed to test Hypotheses 3a and 4a which posited that individual differences in self-

expansion preference at intake would predict self-concept clarity across time. 

Specifically, those who report low self-expansion preference would report lower self-
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concept clarity (3a) and a slower rate of increase in self-concept clarity (4a) after 

breakup. To test these predictions, self-expansion preference was entered into a multi-

level growth model as a grand-mean centered level 2 predictor with week as a level 1 

predictor. This model does not disaggregate within- and between-subject effects of self-

expansion preference on self-concept clarity because it focuses on individual differences 

between participants in self-expansion preference measured at intake. The effect of 

individual differences in self-expansion preference at the time of intake on self-concept 

clarity at intake and rate of change in self-concept clarity over time is assessed.  

Level 1: SCC= π0j+π1j(WEEKij)+eij 

Level 2: π0j = β00+β01(SEPj)+ u0j 

            π1j = β10+β11(SEPj)+ u1j 

Results from the model indicate that individual differences in self-expansion 

preference at intake significantly predict average levels of self-concept clarity at intake 

(β=.51, t(172.27)=3.85, p<.001, 95% CI:[.25, .77]). These results support Hypothesis 3a, 

suggesting that those who prefer to self-expand had higher average self-concept clarity 

across the seven weekly follow-ups. However, the interaction of SEP*WEEK was not 

significant (β=-.01, t(169.84)= -.63, p=.53 CI:[-.03, .02]). This finding does not support 

hypothesis 4a, and instead suggests that self-expansion preference does not affect the 

linear rate of change in self-concept clarity across the study. 

Next, Hypotheses 3b and 4b were tested using the same methodological approach, 

and assessed whether individual differences in self-expansion preference at intake would 

predict psychological distress across the study. Specifically, it was posited that those who 
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reported lower self-expansion scores would report higher distress scores at intake 

(Hypothesis 3b) and experience a slower rate of negative change in psychological distress 

after breakup (Hypothesis 4b). To test these predictions, self-expansion preference was 

entered into a multi-level growth model as a grand-mean centered level 2 predictor with 

week as a level 1 predictor. Again, this model does not disaggregate within- and between-

subject effects on psychological distress. However, the effect of individual differences in 

self-expansion preference at the time of intake on the rate of change in distress over time 

is assessed.  

Level 1: DIST= π0j+π1j(WEEKij)+eij 

Level 2: π0j = β00+β01(SEPj)+ u0j 

            π1j = β10+β11(SEPj)+ u1j 

Results from the model indicate that individual differences in self-expansion 

preference at intake significantly predicted psychological distress at intake (β=-.29, 

t(172.27)=-4.07, p<.001, 95% CI:[-.43, -.15]). These results support Hypothesis 3b, 

suggesting that participants reporting high self-expansion preference reported 

significantly less distress on average at intake. However, the interaction of self-expansion 

preference and SEP*WEEK was not significant (β=-.01, t(176.26)=.69, p=.49, 95% CI:[-

.03, -.01]). This finding suggests that individual differences in self-expansion preference 

did not predict the rate at which distress decreased across the seven-week study. These 

findings did not support Hypothesis 4b. 

Finally, Hypotheses 3c and 4c again used the same modelling approach to test 

whether individual differences in self-expansion preference at intake would predict 
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rekindling desire across time, such that those with lower self-expansion preference scores 

at intake would report higher rekindling desire at intake (Hypothesis 3c) and experience 

slower deceases in rekindling desire across the study (Hypothesis 4c). To test these 

predictions, self-expansion preference was entered into a multi-level growth model as a 

grand-mean centered level 2 predictor with week as a level 1 predictor. Again, this model 

does not disaggregate within- and between-subject effects on rekindling desire. However, 

the effect of individual differences in self-expansion preference at the time of intake on 

the rate of change in rekindling desire over time is assessed.  

Level 1: REK= π0j+π1j(WEEKij)+eij 

Level 2: π0j = β00+β01(SEPj)+ u0j 

            π1j = β10+β11(SEPj)+ u1j 

Results from the model indicate that individual differences in self-expansion 

preference at intake did not predict psychological rekindling desire at intake (β=-.05, 

t(172.50)=-.61, p=.54, 95% CI:[-.21, .11]). These results do not support Hypothesis 3c, 

suggesting that self-expansion preference did not significantly predict average rekindling 

desire at intake. Moreover, self-expansion preference did not predict rate of change in 

rekindling desire across the seven weeks (β=-.01, t(176.18)=-.81, p=.42, 95% CI:[-.04, 

.02]). Overall, results demonstrate no significant effect of self-expansion preference on 

initial levels nor rate of change in rekindling desire (see Table 6 for coefficients from all 

models testing Hypotheses 3a/4a-3c/4c).7 

 
7 A separate unconditional growth model was constructed to determine whether there was 

significant linear change in self-expansion preference across 7 weeks of the study. This 

model yielded a non-significant linear rate of change in reports of self-expansion 
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Exploratory Analyses  

An additional growth model was constructed to assess whether participants would 

report higher rekindling during weeks when they experienced relatively greater distress, 

was examined using the same statistical approach as the Hypotheses 2a and 2b. To test 

this, a growth model was constructed with psychological distress entered as a group-

mean centered random effect predictor of rekindling desire across weeks. This approach 

controlled for linear trajectories of change in rekindling desire over time, isolating 

within-person variability from the linear trajectory of change. 

REKij=β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2i×(DISTij–DIST̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ i)+eij 

The model yielded significant effects of within-person shifts in psychological 

distress on rekindling desire. The intercept estimate of the model was significant (β=1.77, 

t(167.74)=31.15, p<.001, 95% CI:[1.66, 1.88]). In addition, the effect of Week on 

rekindling desire was significant (β=-.04, t(132.71)=-4.24, p<.001, 95% CI:[.13, .34]). 

Finally, within-person shifts in distress significantly predicted higher rekindling desire 

from week to week (β=.23, t(45.20)=4.54, p<.001, 95% CI:[.13, .34]). Results suggest 

that individuals reported higher levels of rekindling desire during weeks when they 

indicated higher reports of distress relative to their own average. Specifically, on weeks 

when an individual’s distress is one unit higher than their own average, their rekindling 

 

preference across time (β=-.01, t(173.91)=-1.27, p=.21, 95% CI:[-.02, .01]). A fully 

unconditional model demonstrated that 82% of the variance in weekly Self-Expansion 

Preference was between participants (ICC=.82). This supports the framing of Self-

Expansion Preference as a relatively stable individual difference variable. Thus, self-

expansion preference was not included as a time-varying covariate in any of the analyses 

described in Study 2.  
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desire is 0.23 units higher on a one to five scale (over and above the linear slope of 

rekindling desire decreasing by 0.04 points per week). 

Exploratory Analyses for Hypotheses 3a-3c using Separate Expander and Conserver 

Subscales 

Exploratory analyses sought to determine whether the outcomes of analyses run to 

test Hypotheses 3a-3c and the exploratory analysis predicting rekindling desire were 

altered when self-expansion preference was assessed using the separate expander and 

conserver subscales. Thus, all models described in analyses assessing the secondary 

hypotheses were re-analyzed using separate expander and conserver subscales as 

additional exploratory analyses. Specifically, the expander and conserver subscales were 

based on the intake assessment and grand mean centered by subtracting individuals’ 

values from the overall mean.  

H3a Expander (EXP) Subscale Models:  

SCCij=β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+EXPi+ β3+EXP*WEEKij +eij 

DISTij= β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+EXPi+ β3+EXP*WEEKij +eij 

REKij= β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+EXPi+ β3+EXP*WEEKij +eij 

H3a Conserver (CON) Subscale Sample Model:  

SCCij= β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+CON+ β3+CON*WEEKij +eij 

DISTij= β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+CON+ β3+CON*WEEKij +eij 

REKij= β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+CON+ β3+CON*WEEKij +eij  
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Like in the initial testing of Hypotheses 3a-3c and the exploratory analysis 

predicting rekindling desire using the combined Self-Expansion Preference scale, the 

models demonstrated significant effects of expander and conserver preference on reports 

of self-concept clarity and psychological distress, but not relationship rekindling (H3a-3c; 

p’s<.05). However, expander/conserver subscales do not predict rate of change in any of 

the dependent variables across time (H4a-4c; all p’s>.05); These results suggest that 

expander and conserver preference subscales significantly predict initial levels of self-

concept clarity and psychological distress at intake, such that higher scores on the 

expander subscale reported lower psychological distress and higher self-concept clarity 

on average across the study. Moreover, those with high scores on the conserver subscale 

experienced significantly higher distress and lower self-concept clarity on average across 

the study. However, neither scores on the expander nor conserver preference subscale 

predicting the rate of change in distress or self-concept clarity across the study (see Table 

7 for all coefficients).  

Additional Recovery Mechanisms: Relationship Rebounding 

Reports of relationship rebounding were also collected across the seven weekly 

surveys to assess a potential alternative self-concept recovery mechanism (i.e., quickly 

establishing a new relationship with someone other than an ex). To test this, self-

expansion preference was entered into the model grand-mean centered level 2 predictor 

with week entered as a level 1 predictor. Like the models testing Hypotheses 3a and 3b, 

this model does not disaggregate within- and between-subject effects on rebounding 

desire. However, the effect of individual differences in self-expansion preference at the 

time of intake on the rate of change in rekindling desire over time is assessed.  
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Level 1: REK= π0j+π1j(WEEKij)+eij 

Level 2: π0j = β00+β01(SEPj)+ u0j 

            π1j = β10+β11(SEPj)+ u1j 

Results from the model indicate a significant intercept (β=1.86, t(171.99)=24.17, 

p<.001, 95% CI: [1.71, 2.01]) and a non-significant overall effect of self-expansion 

preference (β=.15, t(172.29)=1.48, p=.14, 95% CI: [-.05, .36]). Week was a significant 

predictor in the model (β=-.04, t(171.02)=-3.73, p<.001, 95% CI: [-.06, -.02]) and a non-

significant interaction effect of self-expansion preference and week SEP*WEEK (β=-.01, 

t(175.94)=.46, p=.64, 95% CI: [-.02, .03]). This exploratory model suggests that 

participants’ preference for self-expansion versus self-conservation did not significantly 

predict rates of rebound desire across the study on average, nor did it predict the rate of 

change in rebounding desire throughout the seven weekly follow-ups. Overall, self-

expansion preference did not predict change in rebounding desire across weeks. 

Exploring Demographic Differences 

Additional multi-level models were constructed to explore the potential 

moderating roles of participant and relationship demographic data including participant 

gender, relationship length, time since breakup, breakup initiator, and relationship 

centrality (i.e., how central the dissolved relationships were to participants’ lives). In all 

models, the demographic variables were entered as covariates to predict change in self-

concept clarity, distress, and rekindling (all assessed in separate models). Few significant 

findings emerged. 
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First, gender was dummy coded 1=women, 0=men and entered into a growth 

model to predict post-breakup outcomes. Gender significantly predicted overall levels of 

self-concept clarity following breakup (SCCij=β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+GENDERi+eij; β=-

.42, t(171.07)=-2.06, p=.04., 95% CI:[-.82,.02]), such that women reported higher levels 

of psychological distress on average across the study. Gender also marginally predicted 

psychological distress after breakup (DISTij=β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+GENDERi+eij; (β=.21, 

t(170.99)=-2.01, p=.05., 95% CI:[-.004, -.43]) such that women reported greater distress. 

Next, time since breakup at intake predicted post-dissolution self-concept clarity. The 

more time had passed since breakup occurred the higher self-concept clarity participants 

reported on average (SCCij=β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+TIME_SINCE_BREAKUPi+eij; β=.08, 

t(172.05)=2.64, p=.01., 95% CI:[.02,.15]). Time since breakup at intake also predicted 

average levels of rekindling desire across the study, such that those whose breakup 

occurred more recently reported greater desire to get back together with their ex 

(REKij=β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+GENDERi+eij; β=-.04, t(172.00)=--2.70, p=.01., 95% CI:[-

.08,.-01]). Finally, relationship centrality also predicted average levels of rekindling 

desire. Those whose relationships were more central to their lives reported a greater 

desire to get back together with an ex-partner 

(REKij=β0i+β1i×WEEKij+β2+CENTRALITYi+eij; β=.18, t(172.03)=4.14, p<.001, 95% 

CI:[.09,.27]). No other models were significant (see Table 8 for all model coefficients).  
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Study 2 Discussion 

Primary Confirmatory Hypotheses 

Hypotheses 1a-1c 

 Results from Study 2 supported confirmatory Hypotheses 1a which predicted 

significant between-person increases in self-concept clarity across seven weekly follow-

ups. Results from an unconditional growth model that assessed between-person shifts in 

self-concept clarity across time demonstrated that self-concept clarity significantly 

increased across the study duration at an average rate of a .05 unit increase from week to 

week measured on a seven-point scale. Previous research has shown that self-concept 

clarity diminishes following relationship dissolution and suggested that diminished self-

concept clarity persists across time (Slotter, Gardner, & Finkel, 2010). However, the 

scope of previous research has only focused on the relative loss of self-concept clarity 

across time relative to individuals who did not experience a romantic relationship 

breakup. Although this comparison informed the field’s understanding of the effects of 

experiencing versus not experiencing relationship dissolution on the self-concept, it did 

not focus on the trajectory of self-concept change in newly singled individuals following 

relationship termination, and thus did not capture the positive trajectory of self-concept 

recovery that was observed in the current study.   

 Results from tests of Hypothesis 1a support the theoretical argument for post-

dissolution self-concept recovery made by Cope & Mattingly (2021), as significant 

increases in the reported variable were observed from intake to the end of the weekly 

survey follow-ups. These fundings suggest that indeed, individuals experience an 

increase in self-concept clarity across weeks on average. Notably, examination of the 
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random effects in the multi-level model also demonstrated significant variability in the 

slope of self-concept change over time. That is, not all individuals experienced the same 

amount of self-concept recovery throughout the study. Thus, although the significant 

fixed effect of change in self-concept clarity over time does support Hypothesis 1a, it 

may mask heterogeneity in the random effects representing rates of self-concept recovery 

throughout the weekly follow-ups. Significant variability in slopes suggest that 

moderating effects may be present, such that individual differences or other 

psychological processes may influence the rate at which individuals’ self-concept clarity 

is restored following relationship dissolution. But, overall, analyses examining 

Hypothesis 1a extend previous studies that examined the effects of dissolution on the 

self-concept over time that have suggested breakup diminishes the self-concept without 

addressing the recovery period by identifying significant increases in self-concept clarity 

across the post-dissolution window.  

Results from confirmatory hypothesis tests also supported Hypothesis 1b which 

posited that psychological distress would show significant decreases in psychological 

distress across the study on average. Again, previous work has identified numerous 

predictors and outcomes of post-dissolution distress (see Dailey et al., 2023 for an 

overview), but has not modeled the main effect of time on psychological distress shortly 

after breakup. Current results, however, do address this gap and demonstrate an average 

decrease of .05 units per week measured on a four-point scale. These results are 

consistent with the theoretical argument proposed in this dissertation, which assert that 

individuals will report lower levels of psychological distress across time after breakup, 
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and that this corresponds to motivations to employ recovery methods including 

relationship rekindling to minimize negative affect.  

In addition to the significant fixed effect of linear decreases in distress across 

time, tests of Hypothesis 1b also revealed significant random effects which suggest that 

individuals vary in their rate of change in psychological distress throughout the study. 

Parallel to the implications of significant random effects in Hypothesis 1a, the significant 

fixed effect of change in distress across time may be masking heterogeneity in rates of 

change in distress. These differences may be explained by moderating individual 

difference variables such as attachment anxiety (e.g., Cope & Mattingly, 2021) or other 

unmeasured characteristics. Taken together, results for Hypothesis 1b align with existing 

research on relationship breakup processes and support the pre-registered prediction and 

demonstrate that individuals experience decreases in post-dissolution distress across time.  

Hypotheses 2a-2c  

Hypotheses 2a assessed the effects of within-person shifts in self-concept clarity 

week to week on experiences of psychological distress. Previous research has established 

a strong link between reductions in self-concept clarity and psychological distress (e.g., 

Slotter, Gardner, & Finkel, 2010). However, these investigations were cross sectional 

(Cope & Mattingly, 2021) and experimental (Boelen & van den Houte, 2010) in nature, 

thus their conclusions drawn regarding the temporal relationship between diminished 

self-concept clarity and psychological distress across time (such that reductions self-

concept clarity leads to distress) are limited. Importantly, the short-term longitudinal 

methodology used in Study 2 allowed for the testing of this hypothesis directly.  
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Results from analyses addressing Hypothesis 2a demonstrated that during weeks 

where individuals reported lower self-concept clarity relative to their own average, they 

also reported significantly higher levels of psychological distress. This finding not only 

supports Hypothesis 2a but extends the cross-sectional findings that suggested this 

pattern of result. The significant effect of diminished self-concept clarity on post-breakup 

further supports temporal precedent for self-concept clarity predicting psychological 

distress. Although the causal link between the variables remains obfuscated by limitations 

of the current design (e.g., the two variables are measured at the same time and neither 

are manipulated in to assess causal effects), the current results establish the role of self-

concept clarity loss on distress throughout the seven-week period.  

Next, Hypothesis 2b examined the role on within-person shifts in self-concept 

clarity on rekindling desire (desire to get back together with an ex-partner). Again, 

previous literature suggests that diminished self-concept clarity upon dissolution predicts 

increased rekindling desire, as individuals are motivated to recovery their sense of self by 

reinstating self-concept content that was lost upon breakup (Cope & Mattingly, 2021; 

Dailey et al., 2023). However, existing research has relied upon retrospective and 

hypothetical cross-sectional methodologies to assess these processes, limiting the scope 

of their implications. Thus, Study 2 was able to address changes in self-concept clarity 

and rekindling desire simultaneously and longitudinally. Results found that during weeks 

where individuals experienced lower self-concept clarity relative to their own average, 

they also reported higher rekindling desire.  

This significant within-person effect both replicates and extends previous findings 

by exhibiting a negative association between self-concept clarity and rekindling desire 
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across weeks, suggesting temporal precedent of self-concept clarity loss leading to 

increased desire to get back together with an ex. Again, these findings are consistent with 

extant literature and proposed theory in this study and bolsters the argument that 

diminished sense of self promotes enactment of recovery methods to alleviate identity 

confusion. Parallel to results from Hypothesis 2a, the causal relationships between self-

concept clarity and rekindling desire remains partially obscured as the theorized 

independent variable (self-concept clarity) was not manipulated in the study. However, 

these results provide robust evidence for the directional relationship between the two 

variables across the post-dissolution trajectory.  

Finally, Hypothesis 2c investigated the effects of within-person shifts in 

psychological distress and rekindling desire. In line with previous work on relationship 

rekindling and the construal of getting back together with an ex as a post-breakup 

recovery mechanism aimed at reducing negative affect and psychological experiences, 

results from the multi-level model assessing Hypothesis 2c was significant. Findings 

indicated that during weeks when individuals reported higher distress relative to their 

own average, they also reported higher levels of relationship rekindling desire. The 

estimated effect of distress on rekindling desire was the largest detected across 

Hypotheses 2a-2c, suggesting that during weeks when individuals reported distress one 

unit higher than their own average, they rated .23 units higher on the rekindling desire 

scale.  

These findings again extend Cope & Mattingly (2021)’s model of relationship 

rekindling as a recovery method for newly singled individuals. Above and beyond 

significant fixed effects of both psychological distress and rekindling desire across time 
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(described in the discussion of Hypotheses 1a-1c), within-person fluctuations in 

psychological distress uniquely predicted an increased desire to get back together with a 

partner, theoretically to reduce the negative psychological experienced that participants 

experience across the study. These results replicate and extend previous findings and 

further bolster the model of self-concept recovery via identity re-integration with an ex to 

mitigate negative psychological experiences.  

Taken together with the findings of primary confirmatory Hypotheses 1a-1c, 

results from Hypotheses 2a-2c demonstrate that even though distress decreases and self-

concept clarity increases on average across the study, reporting lower self-concept clarity 

(Hypothesis 2a) and higher distress (Hypothesis 2b) relative to your own average ratings 

on the constructs respectively uniquely contribute to experiences of rekindling desire 

from week to week across the seven follow-up surveys. These complementary findings at 

the between- and within-person levels of analysis replicate research that proposed models 

of self-concept recovery via relationship rekindling to reduce distress. Moreover, they 

extend those findings by providing support for fixed and random change over time in 

those key outcome variables. 

Secondary Confirmatory Hypotheses 

Hypotheses 3a/4a-3c/4c 

Secondary hypotheses sought to address whether individual differences in self-

expansion preference at intake predicts self-concept clarity on average (3a) and across 

seven weekly follow-ups (4a). Results from the multi-level model testing Hypothesis 3a 

disaggregated between- from within-level reports of self-concept clarity. Findings 

suggested that self-expansion preference significantly predict changes in self-concept 
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clarity over time, such that those reporting higher self-expansion preference reported 

higher self-concept clarity across the breakup trajectory. This finding supports 

Hypothesis 3a, and provides evidence that those high in self-expansion preference are 

more certain about their self-concept overall following dissolution.   

However, self-expansion preference did not predict change in self-concept clarity 

across time. Thus, Hypothesis 4a was not supported, such that those who reported high 

self-expansion preference did not experience differential rates of change in self-concept 

clarity throughout the study. Evidence did not emerge for the proposed buffering effects 

of self-expansion preference on rates of change in post-dissolution outcomes across time. 

Individuals preferring to self-expand did not recover their self-concept faster (a.k.a. have 

steeper slopes) compared to those preferring to self-conserve. Notably, the significant 

estimate of self-expansion preference in the model suggests that preferring to self-expand 

may serve as a protective individual difference, and that expanders versus conservers 

higher levels of self-concept clarity overall. This may predict better downstream breakup 

outcomes at the group level resulting in less psychological turbulence and turmoil.  

 Hypothesis 3b, which posited that reports of self-expansion preference at intake 

would negatively predict psychological distress on average, was supported. Those who 

preferred to self-expand (vs. conserve) experienced significantly less distress across the 

seven weekly follow-ups, suggesting that those who prefer to self-expand reported lower 

levels of psychological distress across the seven weekly surveys. However, results did not 

support Hypothesis 4b. Specifically, self-expansion preference did not significantly 

predict rates of change in psychological distress over time.  
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 The significant estimate of the effect of self-expansion preference on distress in 

the model estimate further contributes to the emerging narrative of self-expansion 

preference predicting individuals’ mean-level experiences of key dependent variables, but 

not their trajectories of change across the time. Again, self-expansion preference may 

result in lower levels of overall distress in newly single individuals, leading to less 

deleterious breakup effects across time without impacting the rate of identity and 

psychological recovery following relationship dissolution. Thus, even though ‘buffering 

effects’ of self-expansion preference as previously construed (i.e., an individual 

difference that will lead to faster breakup recovery including self-concept recovery and 

distress mitigation) is not supported, self-expansion may buffer against the negative 

impacts of breakup overall, resulting in less reported identity confusion and distress at a 

trait level, and requiring less motivated recovery behaviors (e.g., relationship rekindling).  

 Finally, results from the model testing Hypothesis 3c (reporting a higher 

preference for self-expansion at intake would predict less rekindling desire across time on 

average) was not supported. Moreover, self-expansion preference also did not predict 

change in rekindling desire across the study (Hypothesis 4c). This suggests that self-

expansion preference did not affect the extent to which individuals desired to get back 

together with their ex. Overall, self-expansion preference did not predict the extent to 

which individuals desired to get back together with an ex overall across the study, nor did 

it impact the rate of change in rekindling desire across the seven weekly surveys. 

 Consistent with the effects of self-expansion preference across Hypotheses 3a/4a-

3c/4c, individual orientations towards expanding versus conserving one’s identities 

predicting initial levels of self-concept clarity and distress, but not rekindling desire, on 
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average. Moreover, self-expansion preference did not predict rates of change in any post-

dissolution outcomes. Taken together, these results suggest that self-expansion preference 

may be an important trait-level individual difference that affects the severity of self-

concept loss, psychological distress, and rekindling desire following breakup. However, 

the dimension does not meaningfully determine the rate at which individuals’ recovery 

from breakup via self-concept recovery, distress mitigation, nor progressive rekindling 

aversion (i.e., desiring relationship rekindling less across time).  

Exploratory Hypotheses  

 Preliminary Hypotheses 3a/4a-3c/4c were-analyzed using separate expander and 

conserver subscales to determine if examining expander and conserver subscale reports 

uniquely in the growth models would predict post-breakup outcomes above and beyond 

the composite self-expansion preference measure. Neither expander nor conserver 

preference subscales emerged as significant covariate when examining change in self-

concept clarity, distress, nor rekindling desire across the weekly follow-ups. These results 

are congruent with the original tests assessing Hypotheses 3a-3c wherein self-expansion 

preference did not emerge as a significant time-varying covariate.  

 Next, the effect of self-expansion preference on relationship rebounding was 

explored to determine whether the alternative recovery mechanism was predicted by 

orientations towards expanding versus conserving the self-concept. The model was non-

significant. Although relationship rebounding could be construed as an expanding 

recovery mechanism (as individuals add new identities to the self-concept by initiating 

relationships with new partners after breakup), preferring to expand did not predict 

rebound desire on average or across time. Other unmeasured variables may influence 
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rebounding desire across time, and further research is needed to explore the dynamics of 

expansion-oriented recovery mechanisms in this context.  

Further exploratory models were constructed to test whether entering gender, time 

since breakup, breakup initiator, relationship length, and reports of relationship centrality 

at time of intake as fixed effects (all in separate models) would predict the key outcomes 

of self-concept clarity, distress, and relationship rekindling desire. Though most models 

were non-significant, gender did predict overall average levels of distress reported across 

the weekly surveys, with women reporting significantly higher overall averages. They did 

not differ in reports of self-concept clarity or distress. This finding contributes to the 

mixed literature on gender differences in post-breakup distress. Although some sources 

indicate that women report higher distress after relationship dissolution (e.g., Sprecher et 

al., 1998), other studies have found no significant difference (e.g., Davis et al., 2003) or 

higher reported distress in men and better breakup outcomes in women (e.g., Carter, 

Knox, & Hall, 2019). Notably, no hypotheses regarding gender differences were 

hypothesized due to the mixed evidence in the literature. Moreover, gender differences 

were not statistically significant in models predicting post-dissolution self-concept clarity 

nor rekindling desire. Thus, the implications of this finding should not be overstated.  

The next demographic variable that emerged as a significant fixed effect in the 

constructed growth models was time since breakup. Although all participants had to have 

experienced a breakup within the last three months to participate in the study, the time 

immediately following dissolution is particularly turbulent and may rapidly evolve across 

the three months from breakup onset, affecting participant responses in the current study. 

When examining the effect of time since breakup on key post-dissolution outcomes, it 
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emerged as a significant predictor of average levels of predicted self-concept clarity 

across the weekly studies; specifically, the more time had passed since breakup occurred 

the higher self-concept clarity participants reported on average.  

Time since breakup also predicted average levels of rekindling desire such that 

those who’s breakup occurred more recently reported greater desire to get back together 

with their ex. These findings are consistent with the proposed framework of post-breakup 

recovery which suggests that individuals engage in recovery mechanisms that reduce 

post-dissolution self-concept clarity across time. Further, because self-concept clarity is 

being restored, rekindling desire should also diminish across time. Thus, time since 

breakup’s significant effect on both key outcomes supports the current theoretical 

framework and should be considered complementary to previous hypothesis tests.  

Finally, relationship centrality (the extent to the dissolved relationship was central 

to one’s life) was explored. This construct was assessed at intake to examine the 

possibility that relationships that are more central in one’s life may exert greater 

influence on one’s sense of self and therefore post-dissolution distress and recovery 

behaviors. Analyses revealed that relationship centrality did not affect average reports of 

self-concept clarity or distress across the study; however, those who’s relationships were 

more central to their lives desired to get back together with their ex more than those who 

reported relatively lower relationship centrality.  

These findings are consistent with previous research on relationship rekindling 

(see Dailey et al., 2020 for a review) which suggests that individuals who have 

relationally dependent self-construals (i.e., those high in attachment anxiety) are more 

likely to get back together with their ex-partner. However, the lack of significant effect of 
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relationship centrality on self-concept clarity, which has been shown to predict rekindling 

desire (Cope & Mattingly, 2021), suggests that there may be other mechanisms 

contributing to individuals rekindling their dissolved relationships. It is posited that if a 

relationship is central to one’s life that losing that relationship would diminish self-

concept clarity, thus increasing rekindling desire. Because this was not supported in the 

data, additional variables such as cohabitation status (which affects day-to-day 

experiences) may be a future avenue for exploration in this line of research to further 

explain the effects of relationship centrality on post-breakup recovery mechanisms.  

Notably, the models constructed to assess the role of demographic variables on 

post-breakup outcomes were not individually pre-registered with specific hypotheses. 

Extant literature is either mixed or incomplete, thus confirmatory hypotheses regarding 

the moderating role of these demographic variables were not constructed. They were 

tested to address potential unexplored effects and their outcomes require future 

replication.  

Strengths, Limitations, and Next Steps 

The current study addressed the limitations of previous research as well as Study 

1’s cross-sectional methodology by assessing post-dissolution trajectories shortly after 

breakup. Much of the extant literature examining breakup experiences uses retrospective 

methods (i.e., asking individuals to report on a past breakup experience, often months or 

years in the past; e.g., Sprecher et al., 1998; Cope & Mattingly, 2021; current 

dissertation, Study 1) or hypothetical scenarios (i.e., asking participants to imagine if a 

current relationship dissolved; e.g., Cope & Mattingly, 2021 Study 2). Thus, a central aim 

and strength of the current study was to collect data from individuals who recently 
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experienced a breakup which was achieved by recruiting a large initial sample and using 

exclusion criteria to achieve an adequate sample size of participants whose breakup 

reports would not be confounded by retrospective or predicted experiences.  

In addition, this study collected weekly short-term longitudinal data from 

participants once a week for two months. This timeframe was consistent enough to 

maximize continued participation from individuals while also capturing rich self-report 

and behavioral data. The study structure, combined with fair pay and consistent study 

reminders resulted in over 80% of participants included in analyses completing all seven 

weekly surveys, bolstering the study’s statistical power. Moreover, the hypotheses and 

study method were pre-registered before data collection began.  

Although the inclusion criteria requiring participants to have experienced a 

romantic breakup within the past three months captured very recent dissolution 

experiences relative to extant literature, the recruiting window also poses a limitation to 

the study. Although participants were recruited post-breakup, experiences shortly (hours, 

days, and weeks) following dissolution are posited to be the most psychologically 

turbulent. Thus, the current study did not capture the immediate effects of relationship 

termination, although some individuals did report their breakup occurring days prior to 

completing the intake study. Overall, the sample does not represent experiences during 

and immediately after relationship dissolution.  

 Additionally, because the study target a specific sample of recently singled 

individuals using a limited budget, the target sampling of the study did not target diverse 

sexual, race, or gender identities, nor did it differentiate between breakup and divorce 

experiences. Most participants in this study identified as white, opposite-sex, cis-gender 



 

73 

couples with a small percent identifying as queer, gay, or lesbian. Further, bisexual 

identities were not captured as participants only reported their gender and their partners’ 

gender, thus preventing them from disclosing their bisexual identity.  

Although no differences across participant demographics were hypothesized, the 

sample’s homogeneity limits its generalizability across social identities. Future research 

should consider the validity and evidence of theoretical arguments for differences in post-

breakup experiences across race, gender, and sexual identity. However, differences in 

gender and race experiences specifically were not the focus on the current study based on 

the lack of support for statistically significant differences across groups. Variability may 

exist among sexual identities and couple compositions, however this warrants specific 

examination in future research and additional consideration of the effects of LGBTQ+ 

experiences with adequate resources to recruit representative samples.  

To address these limitations, future research should dedicate resources to capturing 

relationship, dissolution, and post-dissolution experiences to better capture the dynamics 

of breakup experiences and the effects of individual and relational characteristics. By 

assessing relationship processes while the dyads are intact and tracking reports across 

relationship trajectories, direct effects of relationship experiences on post-breakup reports 

can be assessed.  

In response to the described methodological limitations above and the need to 

examine pre-, during-, and post- breakup experiences, Study 3 was constructed. 

Specifically, it was designed to collect reports of individuals’ relationships, breakups, and 

post-dissolution experiences while circumventing the often-burdensome costs of tracking 

participants across months and years and analyzing the sub-sample of relationships that 
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dissolve. This novel approach targeted the complete relationship trajectory by collecting 

narrative reports of pre-, during-, and post-breakup experiences, as well as subjective 

continuous ratings of the narratives in combination with self-report survey measures from 

Studies 1 and 2.  
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STUDY 3 

To extend upon the previous studies using converging methods and address 

limitations discussed in Study 2, Study 3 employed dynamical methods. In this study, 

dynamical refers to the collection of continuous participant reports across time that 

captures variability in psychological experiences before, during, and after breakup. 

Although Study 2 collected longitudinal reports across time, both Studies 1 and 2 

collected static self-reports using Likert scales that do not capture moment-to-moment 

fluctuations in key variables; in this case, self-concept clarity and psychological distress. 

Thus, the mouse paradigm was implemented wherein participants were prompted to 

record audio narratives recalling a relationship breakup and then listen back to those 

recordings while continuously rating first distress and then self-concept clarity at the time 

the events occurred.  

The mouse paradigm has been used in previous research to capture dynamics of 

social judgement (Vallacher & Nowak, 1994) and self-evaluations including self-concept 

clarity (Wong et al., 2014). This approach captures variability in individuals’ 

psychological experiences and thoughts, allowing researchers to examine a large number 

of datapoints that extends beyond traditional self-report scales without the costs 

associated with long-term longitudinal studies (although the value of these projects 

should not be understated, and differences between moment-to-moment variability in 

thought versus over a long period of time should be considered). 
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The application of this approach was novel to the study of relationships and 

breakup. The aims of using this method included: (1) extending beyond self-report 

surveys of breakup experiences by collecting time-series data through recorded and 

evaluated narratives, (2) examining mean levels of self-concept clarity and psychological 

across the breakup trajectory, (3) exploring variability in self-concept clarity and distress 

across dissolution trajectories, (4) investigating whether effects of self-expansion 

preference on distress and self-concept clarity found in Studies 1 and 2 would replicate in 

the current sample.  

Participants 

Based on previous research that used similar methods (Wong et al., 2014; Cope & 

Maniaci, unpublished data), a pre-registered sample of 200 participants was recruited 

from the Psychology Department’s undergraduate participant pool at Florida Atlantic 

University. To assess self-change experiences following relationship dissolution, all 

participants reported having experienced at least one romantic relationship breakup in the 

past. A total of nine participants were excluded from final analyses due to ineligibility 

and another four for missing more than one of three attention checks. All participants 

responded to self-report in a reasonable amount of time (at least 1 second per question), 

but 11 did not provide usable continuous ratings due to procedural error during data 

collection (final; N=176; Mage=19.34, SDage=3.81; 76.7% women, 22.7% men, .6% non-

binary; 71.6% White, 25.0% Black, .6% Indigenous American or Native Alaskan, 5.7% 

Asian, 4.5% another option (identity not listed or self-identification added; multiple 

identity selections possible); 38.1% Hispanic/Latino/Latina/Latinx;). Participants also 

provided relationship demographics (56.3% currently single, 40.3% currently in a 
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relationship, 1.7% engaged or married, 1.7% Other; Mrel.length=18.94 months, 

SDrel.length=20.90 months) and breakup demographics (Mtime since breakup=18.94 months, 

SDtime since breakup=20.90 months; 46.6% reported being the breakup initiator, 30.1% 

reported being broken up with, 19.3% reported a mutual breakup, 4.0% Other; 57.4% 

reported rekindling their relationship at least once). 

Procedure 

Eligible participants were invited into the lab. Upon arrival, they provided written 

consent to participate in all elements of the study including recorded audio. They then 

provided the same demographic information and full survey measures from Study 1.  

Next, individuals recorded three two-minute segments of audio recordings. The 

first segment prompted participants to “briefly discuss how their relationship began and 

how it was when you were together.” The second prompted them to “talk about how the 

breakup occurred in the order things happened. Start from when the relationship breakup 

began to the time when it was officially over. What was your reaction? Your partner’s 

reaction?” Finally, the third prompted participants to “talk about what happened after 

the breakup. What did you feel? Did you do anything in response to your breakup?” 

After recording all audio segments, participants completed a narrative- evaluation 

procedure. Using the CARMA (Continuous Affective Rating Media Annotation, see Fig. 

2; Girard, 2014; Vallacher & Nowak, 1994) computer software, participants’ breakup 

discussions were played back for them out loud. While they listened back to their 6min 

recording of their discussions, they continuously evaluated the statements they made on a 

sliding scale using the up and down arrows on a computer keyboard or by moving the 

slider with the computer mouse. The first time participants listed back to their recordings, 
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they continuously rated their recalled feelings of psychological distress (i.e., “how 

distressed you remember feeling at the time”) on a continuous scale ranging from “very 

distressed” to “not at all distressed”. They then listened to the six-minute recording a 

second time. During this play-back, participants rated their sense of self-concept clarity at 

the time the events occurred (described to participants as “how clear your sense of self 

was at the time”). This was further explained by stating that “Sometimes we feel more or 

less sure of who we are as people. Our identities may feel clear, or we may feel as though 

we do not know what we are really like.” Ratings of self-concept clarity ranged from 

“very clear sense of self” to “not at all clear sense of self.” Task order of evaluating 

distress and self-concept clarity were counter-balanced to reduce procedural bias.  

After completing both distress and self-concept clarity ratings using the CARMA 

program, participants were dismissed and granted course credit for their participation. 

Altogether, the procedures took approximately one hour to complete per participant.  

Research Questions8 

Primary Pre-Registered Research Questions 

Because the research design used in this study was novel, the proposed research questions 

were exploratory in nature. Thus, no specific hypotheses were proposed; rather, research 

questions (RQ’s) were examined using pre-registered analyses.  

 
8 The research questions and procedures for this study were pre-registered on 

aspredicted.org prior to data collection at https://aspredicted.org/fn9q3.pdf. 
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RQ1a: Do individual differences in self-expansion preference predict average 

scores and variability in continuous evaluations of distress across breakup 

narratives?  

RQ1b: Do individual differences in self-expansion preference predict average 

scores and variability in continuous evaluations of self-concept clarity across 

breakup narratives? 

RQ2a: Does variability in retrospective evaluations of distress across breakup 

narratives predict relationship rekindling? 

RQ2b: Does variability in retrospective evaluations of self-concept clarity across 

breakup narratives predict relationship rekindling? 

Measures9 

Self-Expansion Preference Scale. Self-Expansion Preference was assessed using 

the same scale from Study 1 (Hughes et al., 2020). An overall composite measure (α 

=.84) and two subscales assessing expander preference (α =.85) and conserver preference 

(α =.82) separately were computed using reports form the intake survey.10  

 
9 Other measures were collected in the study that are not reported here as they fall outside 

the scope of the current dissertation.  

10 The two-factor solution accounted for 35.59% of the variance, whereas one factor only 

explained 21.11%. A visualization of the scree plot supported a 2-factor solution. A total 

of 12 expander preference items loaded more strongly onto factor 1 with loading values 

greater than .30 in the structure matrix. Of the 12 conserver preference items, 11 loaded 

most strongly on the second factor with loading values greater than .30. One item loaded 

more strongly onto factor 1.  
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Post-Dissolution Self-Concept Clarity. Post-dissolution self-concept clarity was 

assessed at intake and across the seven weekly surveys using the same Self-Concept 

Clarity Scale from Study 1 (Campbell et al., 1996) modified to retrospectively assess 

self-concept clarity immediately following romantic relationship dissolution (α =.88).  

Relationship Rekindling. Participants completed the four items assessing the 

extent to which they wanted to rekindle their relationship with their ex-partner following 

romantic relationship breakup from Study 1 at intake and across the seven weekly 

surveys (Cope & Mattingly, 2021; α =.81).  

 Relationship Rebound Desire. Rebounding desire was measured at intake and 

across the seven weekly surveys using the same four-item scale from Study 1 (Cope & 

Mattingly, unpublished data; α =.90).  

 Loss of Self. Participants responded to the Loss of Self Scale at intake and across 

the seven weekly surveys modified to retrospectively assess experiences at the time of 

breakup (Lewandowski & Bizzoco, 2007; α =.92). 

 Inclusion of the Other in the Self (IOS). Inclusion of other in the self was again 

assessed at intake and across the seven weekly surveys using the 1-item pictorial diagram 

validated by Aron, Aron, & Smollon (1992) modified to measure the amount of self-other 

overlap between individuals and their ex-partners while they were still their relationship 

(1 = no overlap, 7 = a great deal of overlap).  

 Distress. Participants completed the same measure of retrospective distress upon 

romantic relationship dissolution from Studies 1 and 2 at intake and across the seven 

weekly surveys (Santor & Coyne, 1997; α =.88). 
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Relationship Centrality. Participants completed the same measure of 

retrospective relationship centrality from Study 2 at intake (Agnew et al., 1998; α =.75). 

 Attachment. Participants responded to the same Experiences in Close 

Relationships-Short Form (ECR-12; Lafontaine et al., 2016) from Studies 1 and 2 

assessing trait attachment anxiety (α =.86) and attachment avoidance (α =.82).  

Missing Data 

Some data was lost participants due to procedural errors when collecting 

continuous data. This data was missing completely at random. No data was missing from 

reports of key variables (self-expansion preference, self-concept clarity, relationship 

rekindling desire, and distress). Thus, all participants without continuous data were not 

included in analyses, and variables were calculated using all participant responses.  

Results 

The continuous ratings of distress and self-concept clarity were recorded once 

each second over the 6min narrative, providing approximately 360 ratings (120 in each of 

the 2min segments of the recording). Ratings were scaled to range from 0 to 100, then the 

overall mean and standard deviation of ratings across the entire six-minute recording was 

saved in addition to mean and standard deviations across the three separate recordings 

which captured pre-breakup (Segment 1), during breakup (Segment 2), and post-breakup 

(Segment 3) experiences. Descriptive statistics for these ratings and intake measures are 

shown in Table 9. Correlations between self-report measures are shown in Table 10.  
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RQ1a: Self-Expansion Preference and Continuous Psychological Distress 

Self-Expansion Preference and Average Distress 

In accordance with the study’s pre-registration, bivariate correlation analyses 

were conducted to explore the general relationship between self-expansion preference 

and average levels of psychological distress across the breakup narrative. Self-expansion 

preference and the expander and conserver subscales were included in the analysis. As 

shown in Table 11, analyses revealed significant associations with self-expansion 

preference and mean ratings of distress across the complete 6-minute rating (r=-.18, 

p=.02), as well as with distress ratings in Segments 2 (r=-.16, p=.04) and 3 (r=-.20, 

p=.01)  

Results differed when examining the correlations separately for expander and 

conserver subscales. The expander subscale did not significantly correlate with any of the 

average distress ratings (across the total recording and Segments 1-3). However, the 

conserver subscale was significantly correlated with the overall six-minute average 

distress rating (r=.23, p=.002), Segment 2 (r=.22, p=.01), and Segment 3 (r=.28, p<.001). 

Overall, lower scores on the combined self-expansion preference scale and higher scores 

on the conserver subscale were associated with higher mean levels of distress across the 

breakup trajectory overall, however the correlations with specific segments pre-, during, 

and post-dissolution varied. Specifically, the conserver-preference subscale was 

significantly positively associated with distress across the full six-minute recording. 

When examining individual segments, the association was not significant when 

discussing pre-breakup distress (segment 1), but the conserver preference subscale was 

associated with significantly greater distress during the breakup (segment 2) and after the 
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breakup (segment 3). The pattern was similar (with reversed sign) when looking at the 

overall composite self-expansion preference measure. 

Self-Expansion Preference and Variability in Distress 

Bivariate Correlations. Bivariate correlations were again examined to explore 

the associations between self-expansion preference and variability in ratings of 

psychological distress across the recorded breakup narrative. Self-expansion preference 

and the unique subscales assessing self-expansion preference were included in the 

analyses. The standard deviation of distress across the entire six-minute rating was also 

included, as well as the variability (in units of standard deviation) in ratings across the 

three separate recordings which captured pre-breakup (Segment 1), during breakup 

(Segment 2), and post-breakup (Segment-3) experiences.  

As shown in Table 11, analyses revealed a marginally significant association 

between the combined single self-expansion preference scale and variability in distress 

across the entire six-minute rating (r=-.15, p=.05). There were no other significant 

associations between self-expansion preference and variability measured by individual 

segments, nor did any emerge between variability in distress across any segment and the 

expander subscale. However, the conserver subscale was significantly associated with 

variability in distress across the entire six-minute rating (r=.23, p=.002) and Segment 2 

(r=.22, p=.003). Overall, lower scores on the combined self-expansion preference scale 

and higher scores on the conserver subscale were associated with greater variability in 

distress across the breakup trajectory overall, although the correlations with specific 

segments pre-, during, and post-dissolution varied (see Table 11 for all coefficients). 
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Exploratory Regression Analyses. To further explore what dimensions of self-

expansion preference predicted average levels of, and variability in, psychological 

distress across the rated breakup trajectory, simultaneous regression analyses were 

conducted to examine unique associations for each subscale controlling for the other 11. 

The expander subscale and the conserver subscale were entered as predictor variables in 

the regression analysis with average ratings of psychological distress across the total six-

minute recording entered as the outcome. The overall model was significant (F(2, 

173)=5.07, p=.01; R2=.06). However, the only significant predictor in the simultaneous 

regression that emerged was the conserver subscale (β=.24, p=.002). The expander 

subscale (β=.03, p=.70) was not a significant predictor of overall average ratings of 

distress across the total breakup narrative. This procedure was repeated entering average 

psychological distress for Segments 1, 2, and 3 in separate simultaneous regressions, 

which resulted in differential effects of the subscales across Segments 2 and 3, but not 

Segment 1. The conserver, but not expander subscale positively significantly predicted 

distress across Segments 2 and 3 (see Table 13 for coefficients).  

The same procedure was conducted regressing expander and conserver subscales 

on variability in psychological distress across the total six-minute recording. Again, the 

overall model was significant (F(2, 173)=5.56, p=.01; R2=.06). Conserver preference 

(β=.25, p=.001), but not expander preference (β=.08, p=.27) predicted variability in 

distress across the total recording. This procedure was repeated using the expander and 

conserver subscales to predict variability in distress across Segments 1, 2, and 3 

 
11 Regression analyses were not pre-registered and should be treated as exploratory tests 

to test the relationship between self-expansion preference, averaged continuous distress, 

and averaged continuous self-concept clarity.  
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separately, producing differential effects of expander and conserver preferences. 

Expander and conserver preference did not significantly predict variability in distress 

across Segments 1 and 3, but both predicted distress in Segment 2.  

RQ1b: Self-Expansion Preference and Continuous Self-Concept Clarity 

Self-Expansion Preference and Average Self-Concept Clarity 

To explore the general relationship between self-expansion preference and 

average levels of self-concept clarity across the breakup narrative, bivariate correlation 

analyses were conducted. Self-expansion preference and the unique subscales assessing 

self-expansion preference were included in the analysis. The overall mean of self-concept 

clarity rated across the entire six-minute recording was included in addition to the mean 

self-concept clarity ratings across the three separate recordings which captured pre- 

(Segment 1), during (Segment 2), and post-breakup (Segment 3) experiences. Analyses 

(shown in Table 12) revealed a significant correlation between the combined scale of 

self-expansion preference and average levels of self-concept clarity throughout the entire 

six-minute recording (r=-.17, p=.02), as well as a significant association with Segment 3 

(r=.16, p=.04). No significant correlations were found between the expansion subscale 

and average ratings of self-concept clarity across the total continuous rating nor the 

segments. However, the conserver subscale was significantly associated with the total 

average rating of self-concept clarity (r=-.16, p=.03) and average self-concept clarity in 

Segment 3 (r=-.19, p=.01). Overall, higher scores on the combined self-expansion 

preference scale were associated with higher average self-concept clarity across the 

breakup narrative. Moreover, scores on the conserver subscale were negatively associated 

with self-concept clarity overall and during some, but not all, segments of the breakup 
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narrative. Moreover, scores on the conserver preference subscale were negatively 

associated with self-concept clarity overall and during segment 3, focusing on the post-

breakup period12.  

Self-Expansion Preference and Variability in Self-Concept Clarity 

Bivariate correlations were again conducted to explore the associations between 

self-expansion preference and variability in ratings of self-concept clarity across the 

recorded breakup narrative. Self-expansion preference and the unique subscales assessing 

self-expansion preference were included in the analysis. The standard deviation of self-

concept clarity across the entire six-minute rating was also included, as well as the 

variability (in units of standard deviation) in ratings across the separate recording 

segments. Analyses revealed no significant associations between the combined self-

expansion preference scale and expander/conserver subscale assessments and variability 

in self-concept clarity ratings across the entire nor segmented self-concept clarity ratings 

(all p’s>.05) 

Exploratory Regression Analyses. Throughout this dissertation, the overall 

composite self-expansion measure and the expander/conserver subscales have repeatedly 

shown to differentially predict (or not predict) key variables including psychological 

distress and self-concept clarity. To further explore what dimensions of self-expansion 

 
12 Gender was also entered into a correlation matrix with key variables (overall self-

expansion preference, expander/conserver subscales, relationship rekindling, self-concept 

clarity, and distress). Gender was significantly associated with self-expansion preference 

such that those who identified as men were more likely to prefer to expand their self-

concept. The variable was also significantly associated with conserver but not expander 

preference, such that those who identified as women were more likely to prefer to 

conserve their identities. No other associations were significant.   
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preference predicted average levels of, and variability in, self-concept clarity across the 

rated breakup trajectory, simultaneous regression analyses were conducted to examine 

unique associations for each subscale controlling for the other (see Table 13). The 

expander subscale and the conserver subscale were entered as predictor variables in the 

regression analysis with average ratings of self-concept clarity across the total six-minute 

recording as the outcome. The overall model was marginally significant (F(2, 173)=2.78, 

p=.07; R2=.03). Conserver preference marginally predicted rekindling desire (β=-.15, 

p=.06). However, the expander subscale (β=.07, p=.37) was not a significant predictor of 

overall average ratings of self-concept clarity across the total breakup narrative. This 

procedure was repeated entering average psychological distress for Segments 1, 2, and 3 

in separate simultaneous regressions, which resulted in differential effects of the 

subscales across Segment 3, but not Segments 1 and 2 (see Table 13). Specifically, the 

conserver, but not expander subscale negatively significantly predicted self-concept 

clarity across Segments 3 (β=-.19, p=.02).  

The same procedure was conducted regressing expander and conserver subscales 

on variability in self-concept clarity across the total six-minute recording. The overall 

model was not significant (F(2, 173)=.31, p=.73; R2=.004). Neither conserver nor 

expander preference predicted variability in self-concept clarity across the total 

recording. This procedure was repeated using the expander and conserver subscales to 

predict variability in distress across Segments 1, 2, and 3 separately, producing 

differential effects of expander and conserver preferences. Expander and conserver 

preference did not significantly predict variability in self-concept clarity across Segments 

1, 2, and 3 (all p’s>.05) . 
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RQ2a-2b: Variability in Continuous Distress, Self-Concept Clarity, and 

Retrospective Relationship Rekindling  

Research Question 2a and 2b probed the associations between variability in 

psychological distress as well as self-concept clarity across breakup narratives and self-

reported retrospective relationship rekindling. To explore this question, bivariate 

correlations were again examined and are summarized in Tables 11 and 12. Variability in 

distress across the total breakup narrative as well as the pre-, during, and post-dissolution 

were entered into the analysis along with retrospective rekindling desire at the time of the 

breakup. A marginally significant association emerged between variability in continuous 

psychological distress across the entire six-minute rating and relationship rekindling 

(r=.14, p=.07). Statistically significant associations were also found between variability 

in distress rated during pre- (Segment 1; r=.20, p=.01) and post- (Segment 3; r=.18, 

p=.02) dissolution segments and distress.  

When examining the correlations between variability in reports of self-concept 

clarity and relationship rekindling, significant associations were identified between the 

total amount of variability in self-concept clarity across the whole six-minute recording 

(r=.24, p=.002), as well as during pre- (Segment 1; r=.16, p=.04), during- (Segment 2; 

r=.21, p=.01), and post- (Segment 3; r=.24, p=.001) dissolution segments. Across 

analyses, individuals with greater variability in both psychological distress and self-

concept clarity reported a greater desire to rekindle their dissolved relationship.  
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Exploratory Analyses 

Averages vs. Variability: What Predicts Rekindling? 

 Bivariate correlations demonstrated that average ratings and variability in both 

distress and self-concept clarity were significantly associated. Exploratory regressions 

were conducted assess the unique predictability of mean levels and variability in these 

variables in predicting rekindling desire and determine whether either variable was 

significantly predicting rekindling desire due to shared variance. These analyses 

investigated whether variability was predicting rekindling desire only because of the 

significantly relationship between experiencing greater distress and reporting more 

variability across the rated breakup trajectory. 

 Calculated average levels of, and variability in, distress were simultaneously 

entered as predictors in a regression analysis with rekindling desire entered as the 

outcome. The overall model was significant (F(2,173)=9.24, p<.001; R2=.10). Average 

distress ratings across the entire breakup trajectory predicted rekindling desire (β=.29, 

p<.001), but variability did not (β=.07, p=.35). The regression model structure was 

repeated entering Segment 1 average and variability in distress as predictors and 

relationship rekindling as the outcome. These results again indicated a significant overall 

model (F(2,173)=3.59, p=.03; R2=.04). Variability in distress predicted the outcome 

(β=.19, p=.01) while average levels of distress across Segment 1 did not (β=.03, p=.69).  

The regression procedure was again repeated assessing average levels and 

variability in distress across Segment 2 (entered as predictors) with relationship 

rekindling entered as the outcome. Again, the overall model was significant 

(F(2,173)=3.99, p=.02; R2=.04) with mean distress ratings (β=.21, p=.01) emerging as a 
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significant predictor, but not variability (β=.004, p=.95). The regression model structure 

was repeated to examine whether average levels or variability in distress in Segment 3 

(entered as predictors) predicted relationship rekindling. Like the previous regression 

analyses, the overall model was significant (F(2,173)=16.41, p<.001; R2=.16). However, 

both average levels (β=.36, p<.001) and variability in (β=.21, p=.003) distress uniquely 

predicted relationship rekindling.  

The steps described above were replicated to assess the unique predictiveness of 

average levels and variability in self-concept clarity on relationship rekindling. A 

simultaneous regression with average levels and variability in ratings across the whole 

breakup trajectory were entered as predictors with relationship rekindling as the outcome. 

The overall model was significant (F(2,173)=6.44, p=.002; R2=.07), with variability 

(β=.18, p=.03) but not average levels (β=-.13, p=.12) of self-concept clarity uniquely 

predicting rekindling.  

When entering average levels and variability in self-concept clarity across 

Segment 1 as predictors, the overall model was marginally significant (F(2,173)=2.61, 

p=.08; R2=.03). However, variability in self-concept clarity emerged as a unique predictor 

(β=.18, p=.02) while average levels of the construct did not (β=.08, p=.33). When the 

steps were repeated for average levels and variability of self-concept clarity in Segment 

2, an overall significant model emerged (F(2,173)=5.98, p=.003; R2=.07) with average 

levels of self-concept clarity (β=-.15, p=.04) and variability in self-concept clarity (β=.18, 

p=.02) as a significant predictor of the outcome. Finally, average levels and variability in 

self-concept clarity for Segment 3 were entered as predictors in the simultaneous 

regression model predicting relationship rekindling. The overall model was significant 
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(F(2,173)=9.61, p<.001; R2=.10), and both average levels (β=-.21, p=.01) and variability 

(β=.20, p=.01) in self-concept clarity uniquely predicted relationship rekindling (see 

Table 14 for all coefficients). 

Comparing Distress and Self-Concept Clarity Ratings Across Segments 

 Repeated measures ANOVAs using the Greenhouse-Geisser correction were 

conducted to explore differences in average levels and variability in distress and self-

concept clarity ratings across breakup Segments 1-3. Results demonstrated significant 

differences in average distress (F(1.79, 313.04)=142.05, p<.001), such that Average 

distress was highest in Segment 2, then Segment 3, and then Segment 1. All the 

differences between groups were significant (see Fig. 3). A separate repeated-measures 

ANOVA was also significant (F(1.98, 346.56)=3.84, p=.002), revealing that there was 

also greater variability in distress ratings in Segments 1 and 3 compared to Segment 2, 

although Segments 1 and 3 did not significantly differ from one another (see Fig. 4). 

 The same analysis was conducted exploring differences in average ratings of self-

concept clarity across segments. A repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant 

differences in average self-concept clarity (F(1.82, 320.48)=24.12, p<.001). Specifically, 

self-concept clarity was highest in Segment 1, which significantly differed from 

Segments 2 and 3. Self-concept clarity did not significantly differ between Segments 2 

and 3 (see Fig. 5). A final repeated measures ANOVA compared of the average amount 

of variability in self-concept clarity, and was marginally significant (F(1.99, 

348.64)=2.75, p=.07). Segment 3 had the highest standard deviation, which was 

significantly different from Segments 2 but not 1. Finally, variability in self-concept 

clarity across Segments 1 and 2 did not significantly differ (see Fig. 6).  

Study 3 Discussion 

The current study aimed to: (1) extend beyond self-report surveys of breakup 

experiences by collecting time-series data through recorded and evaluated narratives, 

which was accomplished during data collection via audio recordings and continuously 
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rated self-concept clarity and psychological distress. (2) examine mean levels of self-

concept clarity and psychological across the breakup trajectory, which was accomplished 

by calculating mean and variability values for each participants ratings on the two 

constructs and merging them with static self-reports. (3) explore variability in self-

concept clarity and distress across dissolution trajectories, which was addressed through 

correlation analyses and follow-up exploratory regressions examining the relationships 

between mean/variability statistics, self-concept clarity, and distress. (4) investigate 

whether effect of self expansion preference on of distress and self-concept clarity found 

in Studies 1 and 2 would replicate in the current sample, which was accomplished by 

examining bivariate correlations with the self-report scales and continuous rating 

variables.  

Due to the exploratory nature of the methodology, general research questions 

(RQ’s) were assessed using pre-registered analyses even though specific hypotheses were 

not tested. Results from the analyses described above provide an intriguing picture of not 

only the impact of self-expansion preference on psychological distress and self-concept 

clarity before, during and after the breakup, but the role of variability in key breakup 

recovery behaviors, specifically relationship rekindling.  

Self-Expansion Preference and Breakup-Oriented Distress  

 Research Questions 1a and 1b explored the relationship between trait-level self-

expansion preference and subjective average ratings of distress (RQ1a) and self-concept 

clarity (RQ1b), as well as variability in those ratings. Results from the correlational 

analyses examining how self-expansion preference was associated with overall mean and 

variability statistics across the entire six-minute rated recording suggest that individuals 
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who reported greater preference for self-expansion also tended to report significantly less 

distress throughout the recorded narrative.  

However, focusing on the bivariate correlation between and self-expansion 

preference and psychological distress is only part of the picture. When partitioning the 

subjective ratings of distress into distinct segments rating their experiences before 

(Segment 1), during (Segment 2), and after (Segment 3) the breakup, self-expansion 

preference was only significantly associated with lower average distress in Segments 2 

and 3. This finding suggests that self-expansion preference may play a unique role in 

breakup and post-breakup experiences due to the turbulence individuals report during 

these time periods.  

Exploring Expander-Conserver Subscales and Distress 

In addition to examining the effects of self-expansion preference on distress 

across segmented breakup trajectory, the structure of the self-expansion preference scale 

was probed by correlating psychological distress with separate expander and conserver 

subscales. Analyses revealed that reports on the expander subscale were not significantly 

correlated with psychological distress across the total breakup trajectory, nor any of the 

distinct segments. On the other hand, the conserver subscale was significantly associated 

with the total six-minute rating, as well as Segments 2 and 3. These results suggest that 

conserver preference is driving the observed significant correlation between self-

expansion preference measure and average distress levels. That is, preferring to self-

expand may not buffer against distress across dissolution trajectories. However, reporting 

a strong preference for self-conservation may have particularly deleterious effects that are 

driving the overall impacts of self-expansion preference on post-breakup distress. These 
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findings mirror those from Study 1 which demonstrated that the conserver but not 

expander subscale significantly moderated the association between self-concept clarity 

and rekindling desire. Across studies, conserver preference is more frequently predicting 

relationship breakup outcomes and recovery methods beyond the expander subscale.  

A similar pattern of results emerged when examining the associations between 

self-expansion preferences and variability in psychological distress across the breakup 

trajectories. Self-expansion preference was only marginally associated with variability in 

distress across the total breakup trajectory and was not associated with any individual 

segment. This could reflect mean differences between segments. Given that self-

expansion preference was associated with mean-level distress in Segments 2 and 3 (but 

not in segment 1), self-expansion preference would predict variability across segments 

due to those mean-level differences. Thus, it is more relevant to examine average levels 

and variability in distress between segments, rather than focusing on variability within 

them.  

When examining the subscales separately, expander preference was not 

significantly correlated with variability in distress across the breakup trajectory, but 

significant positive associations emerged with conserver preference and variability across 

the total trajectory as well as Segment 2. These results indicate that, again, conserver 

preference is the dimension of self-expansion preference that is consistently related to 

breakup outcomes. Preferring to conserve is associated with higher average levels of 

distress and greater variability in self-concept clarity.  

The significant association between conserver preference and Segment 2 

variability suggests that being oriented to preserving one’s identities is related to 
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turbulent emotional experiences during a breakup. This finding, and the described 

correlations with conserver preference and average levels of psychological distress, is 

consistent with hypotheses from Studies 1 and 2 which posited that breakup may be 

particularly impactful for those self-conservers as they struggle to recover lost identities 

after breakup. Thus, results from the analyses probing Research Question 1 are consistent 

with previous research suggesting identity loss predicts post-dissolution distress (e.g., 

Slotter et al., 2014) and arguments in the current dissertation; specifically, that self-

expansion preference is associated with experiences of distress across the breakup 

trajectory. 

Self-Expansion Preference and Self-Concept Clarity 

Correlation analyses also examined the relationship between self-expansion 

preference and self-concept clarity. A significant positive association between self-

expansion preference and variability in self-concept clarity across the total breakup 

trajectory emerged, suggesting that those who prefer to expand tend to report overall 

higher average levels of self-concept clarity. Distinguishing by segment, self-expansion 

preference was marginally associated with Segment 2 average self-concept clarity and 

significantly associated with Segment 3 ratings. The expander subscale was not 

significantly associated with self-concept clarity across any segment, but the conserver 

subscale was significantly associated with self-concept clarity cross the total trajectory 

and Segment 3. Notably, no significant associations were identified between any self-

expansion measure (the total single composite nor the subscales) and variability in self-

concept clarity across breakup trajectories.  
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Although no hypotheses were pre-registered regarding the differential 

associations between subscales nor breakup segments, results support the argument that 

those who prefer to conserve their identities experience lower self-concept clarity across 

the breakup trajectory. Self-concept clarity is hypothesized to be especially impaired for 

conservers after breakup as they are protective of their existing self-concept content and 

may be less likely to recover clarity due to their lack of preference for self-expansion – a 

process which could lead to expedited identity restoration. The current findings from 

analyses investigating Research Questions 1a and 1b are consistent with proposed main 

effects of self-expansion preference on the breakup trajectory, with the conserver 

preference again emerging as a key variable correlating with relevant dissolution 

outcomes.  

Post-Dissolution Turbulence and Relationship Rekindling  

 Research Questions 2a and 2b examined how variability in continuously rated 

psychological distress and self-concept clarity were associated with retrospective reports 

of relationship rekindling. These research questions specifically target the argument that 

turbulence in affect and perceptions of one’s own identity would motivate individuals to 

re-establish a dissolved relationship to restore self-concept clarity (via the reinstatement 

of the ex in the self) and reduce identity confusion-oriented distress. Results 

demonstrated marginally significant associations between variability in psychological 

distress across the total breakup trajectory and rekindling desire. Moreover, variability in 

distress during Segments 1 (before breakup) and 3 (post-breakup) were significantly 

positively correlated with rekindling. These results suggest that individuals whose 

continuous ratings of psychological distress vary more before and after breakup were 
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more likely to want to get back together with their ex-partner than who rated their distress 

as more consistent. This finding suggests that those who experience greater fluctuations 

in negative affect are also reporting higher motivation to re-establish their lost 

relationship, which supports the assertion that relationship rekindling is a fast-acting 

solution to the post-breakup turbulence individuals undergo shortly after a relationship is 

terminated.  

Testing Alternative Explanations of Variability in Distress 

Another explanation of the observed results is that individuals who report greater 

distress also tend to vary more in their distress evaluations. Simultaneous regression 

analyses were conducted to explore whether average distress ratings and variability in 

distress were unique predictors of relationship rekindling. Results were mixed and 

painted a nuanced picture of the role of average levels and variability in distress. 

Specifically, average distress ratings collapsed across the entire breakup trajectory 

remained a unique predictor of rekindling while variability in distress across the 

trajectory did not. This finding suggests that average distress levels pre-, during, and 

post-dissolution on average were predicting rekindling desire, while variability did not.  

However, this pattern of results did not remain constant when examining 

Segments 1, 2, and 3 separately. Variability in distress was a significant predictor of 

rekindling desire in Segments 1 and 3, but not Segment 2; whereas average levels of 

distress was a significant predictor in Segments 2 and 3, but not Segment 1. Notably the 

series of regressions was exploratory should be replicated in future research. However, 

findings suggest that average distress plays a unique role in predicting rekindling desire 

while the breakup is unfolding, but not after. After dissolution, average levels and 
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variability in distress are both distinct predictors of rekindling desire. Thus, the 

significant effect of variability in distress on relationship rekindling desire cannot be fully 

attributed to higher overall ratings of distress throughout the breakup trajectory.  

Testing Alternative Explanations of Variability in Self-Concept Clarity 

 The same approach to disentangling the shared variance between overall levels 

and variability in distress was applied results that emerged from conducting pre-

registered correlation analyses examining the relationship between variability in self-

concept clarity and relationship rekindling. Again, results were mixed, but provided 

insight into the influence of average versus variability in ratings. First, variability in self-

concept clarity was a unique predictor of rekindling desire across all regression analyses. 

That is, it remained as significant predictor of the outcome when using variability in the 

total trajectory as an independent variable, as well as when testing its effects in Segments 

1, 2, and 3 separately.  

These findings suggest that indeed identity turbulence is an important factor in 

determining whether individuals will be motivated to get back together with an ex, even 

when accounting for their average levels of self-concept clarity across the breakup 

trajectory. Average self-concept clarity ratings collapsed across the total breakup 

trajectory and Segment 1 (pre-breakup) did not uniquely predict rekindling desire but did 

predict the same outcome in Segments 2 (during breakup) and 3 (post breakup). These 

mixed results suggest that average levels of self-concept clarity are important to consider 

and is indeed related to individuals’ desire to get back together with an ex during and 

following a breakup experience. However, variability in self-concept clarity is a distinct 

measure of identity turbulence and is not overlapping with average reports so much so 
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that it should be considered the same measure. Overall, variability in self-concept clarity 

is indeed a unique predictor of rekindling desire and is not conflated with simply 

experiencing lower levels of clarity, even though both constructs are associated with 

post-dissolution rekindling desire.  

Strengths and Limitations 

Study 3 had several strengths. First, it was designed to capture retrospective 

evaluations of breakup experiences before, during, and after dissolution using a narrative 

approach. This research design collected often-unmeasured relationship reports which 

allowed pre- and post-dissolution measures to be assessed and addressed limitations 

noted in Studies 1 and 2. Second, the methodology examined variability in breakup 

experiences by collected time-series data by prompting participants to continuously rate 

key constructs across a recorded relationship and breakup narrative. By prioritizing 

continuous ratings, Study 3 goes beyond average composite variables from self-report 

measures. Variability in the key measures of psychological distress and self-concept 

clarity were computed to address research questions regarding variability in key breakup 

experiences (i.e., self-concept clarity and distress). This method extends beyond single 

time-point assessments and provides a more complete picture of emotional and identity-

based turbulence across the breakup trajectory.  

Additionally, this methodology aligns with the lived experience of breakup which 

is characterized by emotional instability and uncertainty about the self. From a dynamical 

perspective (see Vallacher & Nowak, 1997 for a review), it can be characterized as a time 

of disruption to the self-concept and re-organization of the self (i.e., restoring self-

concept clarity and coming to understand who one is without the partner; Slotter et al., 
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2010). Previous research has demonstrated the utility of examining variability in thoughts 

and psychological states in other areas of social psychology (e.g., likability ratings of 

social targets; Vallacher & Nowak, 1994; self-esteem; Wong et al., 2014) which assesses 

moment-to-moment fluctuations in how people think about themselves and others. Much 

like dynamical approaches like the mouse paradigm capture novel dimensions of thought 

that predict central psychological outcomes about the self and the other, the application of 

the mouse paradigm is highly fitting in that it measures instability in thoughts and 

feelings about the self without the other, as well as the deleterious outcomes associated 

with the loss of a romantic partner (Dailey et al. 2023).   

Because relationship dissolution, and the period after it occurs, is considered a 

highly emotionally tumultuous time wherein individuals experience a range of thoughts 

and feelings as they navigate the world without their partner (Slotter et al., 2010; Dailey 

et al., 2023), the implantation of the mouse paradigm, and dynamical approaches in 

general that capture instability and moment-to-moment change in people’s thoughts, is 

highly appropriate. Given the amount of cognitive (Slotter et al., 2010) and emotional 

(Dailey et al., 2023) upheaval in dissolution experiences, research methodologies that 

examine how instability in the self-concept and psychological distress extend upon 

previous research that relies on static assessments of breakup experiences by directly 

assessing how experiencing more or less variability in one’s thoughts and feelings 

predicts breakup recovery. Findings from Study 3 supported this assertion, as variability 

in, and not just average levels of, self-concept clarity and psychological distress predicted 

post-dissolution experiences including rekindling desire. Thus, the mouse paradigm 

approach provided unique insight into the (in)stability of key breakup outcomes, and how 
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experiencing fluctuations in self-concept clarity and distress plays a distinct role in 

breakup experiences and recovery.  

However, this study is not without limitations. First, the study sample is 

comprised of university students, specifically psychology majors. This sample has 

specific characteristics (including the majority identifying as white heterosexual women) 

that limits the generalizability of the current findings. Although this is not uncommon for 

research in relationship science to collect samples and glean important insights from 

studies with these participant demographics, researchers in the field of relationship 

science have recently made a call to diversify sampling (see McGorray et al., 2023). 

Although no differences in results were expected across social identities, future research 

should replicate this work to ensure conclusions are generalizable to other populations.  

Finally, 200 participants were recruited to complete the study based on previous 

research with similar methods (e.g., Cope & Maniaci, unpublished data; Wong et al., 

2014), although the final sample size was smaller due exclusions and technical and 

procedural errors. Future replications of the study design should minimize data loss by 

streamlining the experimental procedure.  
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

This dissertation examined romantic relationship dissolution and the self; 

specifically, how one’s orientations towards their identity can affect their experiences 

with relationship breakup. Research on romantic relationships often centers the existing 

couple by focusing on topics like partner’s attachment, relationship satisfaction, and 

conflict resolution. However, romantic relationships are emergent outcomes of two 

individuals who come together to form an interdependent unit (Butler, 2011). When 

relationships end, as they often do, the ex-partners that once comprised the dyad can no 

longer include their partner in their sense of self, leaving them incomplete and in 

emotional upheaval (e.g., Slotter, Gardner, & Finkel, 2010).  

Previous research has examined the downstream effects of breakup including 

disruptions to affective states, loneliness, depression, and substance abuse (Fine & 

Harvey, 2013; Fleming et al., 2010; Rhoades et al., 2011; Monroe et al., 1999). But the 

particular area of interest of this dissertation was the effect that relationship dissolution 

has on one’s self-concept. After breakup individuals lose identities they shared with their 

former partner before the end of the relationship, leaving them feeling incomplete and 

uncertain of who they really are (Slotter, Gardner, & Finkel, 2010). However, less 

attention has been paid to who feels disruptions to their identities. Moreover, the role of 

orientations towards the self-concept (i.e., self-expansion preference) was, until now, 

unexplored. Across three studies, this dissertation (1) assessed the role of self-expansion
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preference in post-dissolution experiences, (2) examined how self-expansion preference 

was related to breakup recovery methods, particularly relationship rekindling, and (3) 

implement novel and converging methods.  

Self-Expansion Preference and Breakup 

 Self-expansion preference is a newly developed trait-level variable that assesses 

individuals’ preference to expand versus conserve the identities that comprise their self-

concept. This factor was examined as a predictor of psychological outcomes following 

romantic breakup. Because relationship breakup has been previously found to diminish 

individuals’ self-concept clarity and lead to distress, it was hypothesized that those who 

prefer to conserve their identities would experience more negative post-breakup 

outcomes. An initial cross-sectional examination of these trait-level differences found 

support for this theory. Those with higher scores on the conserver subscale reported 

greater loss of self, lower self-concept clarity, and higher levels of psychological distress. 

Contrarily, those with high scores on the expander subscale reported higher self-concept 

clarity and were no more likely to report higher levels of distress than those who reported 

low scores on the expander subscale. This preliminary examination of self-expansion 

preference also revealed differential effects of expansion and conservation such that they 

significantly predicted more post-breakup outcomes as distinct subscales rather than 

when they were combined into a unidimensional measure. Specifically, significant 

associations emerged between the conserver preference subscale and distress that were 

not detected using the overall composite scale. These preliminary results provided 

support for the argument that individual differences in self-expansion preference are 
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related to general breakup outcomes, and that preferring to conserve is related to worse 

dissolution outcomes.  

Findings from Study 2 also supported this theory, although not in the way it was 

initially proposed. Pre-registered hypotheses posited that self-expansion preference 

would predict the rate of recovery of self-concept clarity and distress after breakup. 

Specifically, those who preferred to self-conserve were expected to have diminished 

capacity to restore their self-concept due to their expansion aversion, leading to a 

protracted recovery trajectory observable by less rapid declines in distress and increases 

in self-concept clarity. On the other hand, self-expansion was hypothesized to promote a 

more rapid decrease in distress and increase in self-concept clarity since they would be 

predisposed to expanding their sense of self which would counteract the adverse effects 

of breakup. These hypotheses were not supported; self-expansion preference did not 

affect the rate at which individuals’ post-dissolution distress decreased, nor the rate at 

which self-concept clarity increased. However, those who preferred to expand their 

identities reported higher levels of self-concept clarity and lower levels of distress at the 

beginning of the study. Given these findings, self-expansion preference can be best 

understood as having a buffering effect on post-breakup experiences, but not as an agent 

of more rapid recovery. Instead, individuals who preferred to self-expand displayed less 

deleterious outcomes after dissolution on average.  

It should be noted that the two-month time period over which participants were 

assessed may not have been the ideal period to examine. It is possible that reports of self-

concept clarity, distress, and relationship rekindling could have varied more if assessed 

day to day using daily diary methods, and that self-expansion preference may predict 
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post-breakup experiences across an abbreviated period. Future research should consider 

this possibility.  

Finally, Study 3 used novel methods to provide additional evidence that self-

expansion preference affects the breakup trajectory prior to dissolution’s onset, during the 

breakup itself, and after it has occurred. Individual differences in self-reported self-

expansion preference mapped onto both average levels of recalled distress across breakup 

trajectories, as well as fluctuations in distress across different stages of breakup. Those 

who reported preferring to expand their sense of self had lower overall ratings of distress 

across the breakup trajectory on average (a marginally significant effect) and reported a 

more turbulent emotional experience as indicated by their significantly higher variability 

in distress ratings. Similar results emerged when examining the association between self-

expansion preference and self-concept clarity with some notable differences. Preferring 

to self-expand was related to higher reports of self-concept clarity across the breakup 

trajectory (in line with previous hypotheses and findings); however, it was unrelated to 

variability in self-concept clarity.  

Self-Expansion Preference: A Uni- or Two-Dimensional Construct? 

Self-expansion preference was assessed using a 24- (Studies 1, 2 and 3) and 10-

item (weekly reports in Study 2) scale validated by Hughes et al. (2020). In their original 

publication, researchers validated the measure as a bipolar spectrum with conservation 

preference on one end and expansion preference on the other. The authors suggest that 

the measure should be used to assess a single dimension and that, although they identify 

two scale factors, the separate factors reflect how people respond to positively keyed 

versus negatively keyed items, rather than a substantively meaningful distinction between 
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two differentiable constructs. However, the results in this dissertation show only modest 

correlations between the expander and conserver subscales and differential patterns of 

associations with other variables. These divergent effects of associations with other 

outcomes suggest that the two subscales may be more meaningfully differentiable, at 

least in the context of breakup and post-breakup recovery. Ultimately, findings from 

these studies suggest that self-expansion preference may be best modeled as a two-factor 

construct on which individuals can score high on both dimensions, as opposed to a 

composite scale with two factors.  

In addition, expander and conserver subscales were calculated separately to assess 

expansion and conservation preference distinctly. The differential effects of expander and 

conserver subscales were observed in all three studies. Overall, analyses finding 

significant effects of the complete unidimensional self-expansion preference scale on key 

items including distress and self-concept clarity did not hold for the expander subscale 

but were significant for the conserver scale. For example, in Study 1, the conserver, but 

not expander, subscale significantly moderated the association between self-expansion 

preference and rekindling desire. Additionally, conserver, but not expander preference, 

was associated with average levels and variability in distress across narrated breakup 

trajectories in Study 3.  

Exploratory factor analyses conducted across studies also revealed that the items 

included in the validated self-expansion reference scale do not cleanly fall onto a single 

dimension. Indeed, a two-factor solution explained more variance in the measure, and 

items assessing expansion preference consistently loaded onto a single factor. However, 

some items assessing conserver preference cross-loaded onto the other factor. Future 



 

107 

research should consider that individual differences in self-expansion preference may be 

meaningfully assessed using separate expander and conserver subscales. 

Taken together and considering the limitations in the self-expansion preference 

scale, results from Studies 1-3 suggest that the conserver subscale is driving the effects of 

self-expansion preference when it is calculated as a single-factor construct. Findings 

point to conserver preference as a potentially maladaptive self-concept orientation that is 

associated with more negative reactions to romantic breakup. They also weaken the 

argument for self-expansion as a buffering orientation in breakup experiences, as 

expansion preference alone was not predictive of key breakup outcomes cross-

sectionally, longitudinally, or dynamically. Simply, it is not being open to new identities 

that can protect people from pain and personal confusion after breakup; rather, it is being 

closed off from them and concerned with conserving existing identities that predicts 

greater suffering.  

Self-Expansion Preference and Post-Dissolution Recovery  

 The next aim of this dissertation was to explore the effects of self-expansion 

preference on post-dissolution self-concept recovery methods, particularly relationship 

rekindling. Previous research has construed getting back together with an ex as a fast-

acting identity restoration method that allows recently singled individuals to reinstate 

self-concept content that was lost upon relationship termination by re-initiating the 

dissolved relationship (Cope & Mattingly, 2021). Theoretically, restoring pre-existing 

identities should repair the impaired self-concept and decrease distress experienced after 

breakup. This recovery method should be particularly attractive to those who are 

motivated to conserve their sense of self since rekindling allows individuals to bolster 
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self-concept clarity without self-expanding after dissolution by returning the ex-partner’s 

identities to the self-concept.  

The initial cross-sectional examination of self-expansion preference as a 

moderator acting on the previously established negative association between post-

breakup self-concept clarity and rekindling desire (Cope & Mattingly, 2021) in Study 1 

supported these assertions. Those lower in self-expansion preference experienced greater 

self-concept impairment after breakup, greater psychological distress, and more desire to 

get back together with an ex-partner. Moreover, it emerged as a significant moderator in 

the association between post-dissolution self-concept clarity and rekindling desire as laid 

out by the main pre-registered confirmatory hypothesis in Study 1. These results provide 

evidence for the argument that those who prefer to conserve their self-concept report a 

greater desire to rekindle their dissolved relationship. Not only did those who prefer to 

self-conserve tend to report higher rekindling desire, but the extent to which they reported 

self-concept clarity loss was more closely related to their desire to get back together with 

their ex-partner. In this context, relationship rekindling is the recovery method that 

subverts the need to self-expand after breakup to recover self-concept clarity (e.g., self-

expanding activities; taking up new hobbies, travel, etc.). It affords those who prefer to 

conserve the ability to reinstate previously existing self-concept content from former 

partners back into the self-concept and conserve who they were prior to breakup.  

Notably, the effect of self-expansion preference (and particularly conserver 

preference) was not observed longitudinally across time in Study 2. Neither the single 

scale measure of self-expansion preference nor the expander and conserver subscales 

affected levels of relationship rekindling desire across time on average. Further, they did 
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not predict change in average levels of rekindling desire across time. However, within-

person shifts in psychological distress and self-concept clarity were significantly 

associated with reports of rekindling desire from week to week. Specifically, individuals 

wanted to get back together with their ex during weeks when they also reported lower 

self-concept clarity and higher distress relative to their own average scores on the 

measures. Self-expansion preference did predict overall levels of self-concept clarity and 

distress across the study. Those who preferred to expand reported higher clarity and less 

distress, in congruence with previous findings (i.e., Study 1).  

 Additionally, evidence for the relationship between self-expansion preference and 

relationship rekindling desire was again bolstered by findings from Study 3, which 

identified a significant association between the conservation subscale and rekindling 

desire, but not the expander subscale nor the self-expansion preference measure. 

Rekindling desire was not assessed continuously, so variability in this construct over the 

breakup post-breakup narrative could not be examined. However, the observed pattern of 

results provides converging evidence and supports the argument that high scores on the 

conserver, not expander, subscale predicts differences in post-dissolution recovery 

methods.  

Demographic and Relational Covariates  

Demographic covariates including gender and race differences were not the focus 

of this dissertation and were not included in primary hypotheses. Although some 

differences in breakup experiences emerged in Studies 1 and 2, they were not consistent 

across studies and are not consistently supported by theoretical arguments present in the 

literature. In fact, extant work examining gender differences in breakup has produced 
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mixed results. Some studies identify greater emotional disturbances in men (Davis et al., 

2003) and women (Sprecher et al., 1998) following breakup. Future research could 

explore effects of breakup across genders and races to explore whether relationship 

dissolution differentially impacts those with varying identities, but research questions and 

hypotheses should be designed with the mixed-evidence of extant literature in mind and 

pre-register hypotheses to control Type I error rates.  

Moreover, some relationship demographics (i.e., time since breakup, and 

relationship centrality) did impact key breakup outcomes in Study 2 including distress 

and rekindling desire, while others (i.e., relationship lengths, breakup initiator status) did 

not. These analyses were exploratory, but results suggest that greater time since breakup 

predicted higher self-concept clarity and lower rekindling desire across time, although no 

effects were found for distress. Relationship centrality also predicted distress, but no 

other breakup outcomes. Overall, relationship demographics do seem to play a role in 

post-dissolution reports of self-concept clarity, distress, and rekindling desire; however, 

future research is needed to replicate the findings, and should include pre-registered 

hypotheses regarding the direction of the effects of the covariates.  

Methods, Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

This dissertation explored the topic of romantic breakup and the self, a relatively 

understudied area of relationship science due to the methodological obstacles often 

encountered by researchers when studying relationship dissolution. Breakups can not 

only be unpredictable (and thus difficult to track), but often extremely painful for 

individuals to experience, leading investigators to often collect retrospective self-reports 

of breakup experiences that may have occurred years in the past. However, relying on 
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exclusively retrospective single time-point assessments can leave data vulnerable to 

retrospective recall bias, which may be especially strong since individuals are motivated 

to temporally distance negative events to reduce emotional distress (Bruehlman-Senecal 

& Ayduk, 2015).  

In addition, sampling breakup experiences at only one timepoint prevents 

researchers from assessing the way in which dissolution and post-dissolution events 

unfold. The period of time immediately following breakup is theorized to be the most 

crucial period of the trajectory to investigate, as this is when individuals are navigating 

their newly single identities, experiencing heightened distress, and are susceptible to 

maladaptive behaviors including self-harm, substance abuse, and extreme emotional 

disturbance (see Fine & Harvey, 2013 for an overview). This dissertation employed 

traditional cross-sectional methodology in conjunction with longitudinal and novel 

dynamic approaches to address limitations in the field of relationship science and in 

previously published studies that served as the theoretical basis for this project (Cope & 

Mattingly, 2021).  

Strengths 

The first strength of this dissertation was that all study methods, primary 

hypotheses, and primary data analysis plans were publicly pre-registered. Also, as 

previously described, converging methods were used to explore the effects of the self and 

identity orientations on breakup experiences. Although Study 1 relied on cross-sectional 

methods, it was adequately powered to detect small to medium effects and targeted 

individuals who experienced a significant relationship loss in the last two years. This 

provided the theoretical justification for the hypotheses proposed in Study 2, which was 
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designed to specifically address the methodological issues presented in Study 1. Study 2 

not only tracked individuals’ experiences across time to provide converging results with 

those found in Study 1, but it specifically recruited participants who had experienced a 

breakup in the last three months. This inclusion criteria ensured that memory bias was 

reduced compared to studies that ask participants to recall breakup experiences from 

years prior. Also, it captured a time closer to the breakup when individuals were 

hypothesized to be experiencing more turbulent self-perceptions and emotional states.  

Study 3 collected particularly novel data relating to breakup experiences. First, 

qualitative data was collected in the form of audio-recorded narratives wherein 

participants described a romantic breakup. Next, participants provided continuous ratings 

of their breakup narratives which produced time-series data with over 600 datapoints per 

participant. This intensive method of data collection extends beyond the static self-report 

measures. Finally, Study 3 prompted individuals to report on the entire breakup 

trajectory, beginning with how their relationship was initiated and how it was when they 

were together, and ending with their reactions to the dissolution. The collection of pre-

dissolution data is a strength of this dissertation package, allowing pre-breakup 

experiences to be analyzed and explored in conjunction with during- and post-breakup 

trajectories.  

Limitations 

This dissertation is not without limitation. The drawbacks of Study 1 have been 

discussed in detail, noting the downfalls of cross-sectional self-report methods. In 

addition, this study was retrospective and asked participants to report on a breakup that 

occurred in the past two years. Participants’ responses were likely affected by memory 
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bias, and the large window of time since breakup included in the inclusion criteria meant 

that individuals may have initiated new relationships since their reported dissolution. The 

method also failed to capture the theoretically most crucial breakup period (the days and 

weeks immediately following breakup). Future studies should allocate adequate resources 

allowing for the collection of reports from individuals who experienced a breakup within 

a smaller timeframe even when cross-sectional methods are being used.  

Study 2, although strengthened by its longitudinal design, was limited by the 

resources available to allocate to recruitment. The study was adequately powered to 

detect longitudinal effects; however, a larger sample may have detected small effects, 

specifically tests of the effects of self-expansion preference on post-breakup experiences. 

Another limitation of Study 2 is no reports were collected from participants while their 

relationship was still intact. It is very methodologically difficult and costly to track 

couples across time and then focus in on a subset of those who breakup. However, this 

method would allow researchers to test the effects of pre-dissolution relationship- and 

self-related outcomes on post-dissolution experiences.  

Investigators conducting future research with methods similar to this study should 

consider the cost of recruiting the goal sample to answer research questions and, ideally, 

secure external funding to address gaps in the literature that persist due to insurmountable 

costs for participant recruitment of this hard-to-reach population (i.e., individuals who 

experienced breakup merely days ago). Some of the richest data collected assessing 

breakup and divorce has been collected in large-scale dyadic studies that do not directly 

focus on dissolution trajectories. Although these projects have traditionally received more 

funding in the past, relegating breakup assessments to exploratory measures and ad-hoc 
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analyses instead of making them the focus of larger projects is a disservice to the area of 

study. Without more targeted study of breakup experiences across time, the antecedents, 

consequences, and dynamics of breakup across the relationship trajectory will not be 

fully understood.  

Finally, unique limitations arose for Study 3, which relied on a university sample 

of undergraduate participants who experienced at least one breakup in the past. 

University samples tend to overrepresent young adults and be limited in social 

demographics including race and gender (specifically a large proportion of the sample 

identified as women). Additionally, romantic relationship breakups in young adulthood 

may function differently than those later in life (e.g., less investment, shorter relationship 

length). Thus, the generalizability of results in Study 3 are limited. This factor, in 

combination with the retrospective nature of the self-report surveys and continuous 

ratings, decreases the generalizability of the findings, although could be addressed in 

future research by collecting daily mouse paradigm reports after a breakup and sampling 

a more diverse population in terms of age. Lastly, 5% of the data in Study 3 was non-

systematically lost due to technical errors. This may have affected the statistical power of 

Study 3, although the final sample size was considered acceptable for testing the pre-

registered correlation analyses.  

Cross-Study Limitations and Future Directions. In addition to limitations 

idiosyncratic to individual Studies 1-3, there are factors that affect this dissertation 

overall that should be considered. First, this dissertation, and the studies that comprise it, 

did not distinguish results by sexual orientation/identity of participants. It can be argued 

that extant literature does not provide evidence for differential breakup experiences 
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across sexual orientations and couple compositions. However, this can be attributed to the 

lack of existing work on the topic. This may be due to systemic barriers and social stigma 

surrounding marginalized sexual identities in conjunction with the lack of resources 

historically allocated to specifically studying gay, lesbian, and queer relationships.  

Future research should dedicate resources to collecting samples of individuals 

who experience the dissolution of LGBTQ+ relationships. This may be a particularly 

important area of study. Self-expansion and conservation may play a unique role in queer 

relationships, breakup, and recovery for a variety of reasons. For example, emerging 

research hypothesizes that individuals may have varying levels of stability in their sexual 

identity due to individual differences in integration of their sexuality into their self-

concept (e.g., Abate, unpublished thesis). This lack of self-concept clarity may exacerbate 

the levels and effects of conservation preference and lead to heightened downstream 

effects of dissolution due to threats to one’s identity. Another consideration is that people 

who identify as LGBTQ+ may have varying social support landscapes and opportunities 

for non-relational self-concept recovery after breakup. If individuals with minority sexual 

identities perceive less opportunities for extra-dyadic self-concept recovery, they may be 

more likely to enter into on again-off again relationship dynamics, not due to a 

preference for self-expansion, but because of the perceived availability of recovery 

alternatives.  

In addition, the samples included in this dissertation did not consider the role of 

socio-economic status. Although contemporary lay conceptions of romantic relationships 

often platform feelings of love, satisfaction, and fulfillment when determining whether to 

stay or leave a relationship, lack of resources and social mobility impact not only whether 
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couples breakup but also how they are able to recover. Those low in socioeconomic 

status may experience more severe or prolonged distress following dissolution if they 

were more financially interdependent with their partner. Again, individuals may enter on-

again off-again cycles and rekindling relationships they would rather not be in if they are 

unable to financially as well as emotionally recover from the loss of a dating or married 

partnership. Future research should work to recruit samples with diverse SES 

demographics to explore the potentially exacerbating effects on breakup recovery, 

particularly relationship rekindling.  

Future Research Directions 

In addition to recommendations made throughout this discussion to address 

specific methodological limitations and improve the generalizability of this work, future 

investigations extending the current findings hold promise in experimental psychology. 

Research on breakup experiences and recovery are fruitful avenues for future study with 

a variety of promising directions to contribute to the foundational understanding of 

relationship science and inform clinical practice. 

First, future research can explore the specific mechanisms by which individuals 

expand and conserve their identities in and after relationships. Assessing self-expansion 

preference provides important insights into how individuals like to orient their identities. 

But, much would be gleaned from exploring the behavioral manifestations of both self-

expansion and conservation to a) determine if they are indeed distinct constructs that 

individuals can simultaneously engage in, b) identify the sources with which people are 

altering their sense of self (e.g., if self-expansion derived from non-relational sources, 

platonic/familial connections, etc.), and c) if there are optimally adaptive levels of self-
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expansion versus conservation that promote well-being. Although self-expansion appears 

to be generally beneficial, extreme levels of expansion may lead to decreases in self-

concept clarity as individuals struggle to integrate many new identities and achieve self-

organization and coherence (e.g., Wong., 2014; Nowak et al., 2023). On the other hand, 

some levels of self-conservation may be required to maintain a coherent self-image while 

a complete withdrawal from expanding experiences could lead to negative consequences 

already identified in this dissertation (post-breakup distress, identity confusion) and other 

research (depression, low self-esteem, adverse health outcomes; Hughes et al., 2020).  

Next, future work should consider the loss of social connectedness due to 

romantic breakup, specifically how the loss of mutual friends, family, and other social 

relationships impacts distress and self-concept clarity. Individuals often expand their 

social networks through romantic partners (e.g., Carpenter & Spottswood, 2013). When 

relationships end, they may lose not only a romantic connection, platonic and familial 

connections as well. Reductions in the number and quality of social connections may 

exacerbate individuals’ loss of self-concept clarity and increase in psychological distress. 

Moreover, people may be motivated to re-establish a dissolved relationship if its 

termination means the loss of central social networks. Thus, future investigations should 

examine the effects of peripheral social network loss after relationship breakup to better 

understand the extent to which relationship termination diminishes not only their sense of 

self but their diverse types of relationships with others.  

In addition, studies in this line of research may benefit from considering the 

reason for, and nature of, relationship dissolution in predicting breakup outcomes. 

Relationships may end for a variety of reasons, from infidelity and conflict to partner 
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relocation and professional obligations. Moreover, some relationship breakups are acute 

(occurring over a short period of time due to one or few events, “blindsiding” a partner), 

while others are prolonged (drawn out over a long period of time, partners can “see it 

coming”; Cope & Mattingly, in prep). Future analyses of the audio recorded breakup 

narratives collected in Study 3 may analyze the justification participants provided for 

dissolution as well as how they occurred and examine how these dimensions relate to 

post-breakup distress, self-concept clarity, and relationship rekindling. These data can 

extend work currently being conducted by Cope & Mattingly (in prep) that focuses on 

acute and prolonged dissolution trajectories, which are theorized to differentially impact 

the key breakup outcomes assessed in this dissertation. If individuals can foresee breakup 

in a prolonged dissolution context, they may be able to pre-emptively self-expand outside 

of the relationships; whereas those who experience acute dissolution may experience 

greater self-concept clarity loss and distress. Overall, the reasons and trajectory of 

relationship dissolution is a promising avenue for future work.  

Another topic that may extend on the findings in this dissertation focuses on the 

types of partners people enter into relationships with following a breakup. Some previous 

research has established that individuals show preference for ‘types’ of partners on a 

variety of dimensions including personal values, physical features, and resources (e.g., 

Tartakovsky, 2023). However, this area remains relatively unexplored, and has not yet 

been connected with self-oriented motivations. Future work may consider the role of self-

expansion preference in predicting partner type (e.g., physical, cognitive, and emotional 

characteristics) that individuals engage in relationships with across the dating trajectory. 

Specifically, if an individual prefers to conserve their self-concept, they may be more 
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likely to select partners that are more similar to one-another. Consistency in partner types 

may allow conservers to maintain existing identities and simply replace the former 

partner with a similar partner without having the expand their identities to accommodate 

different traits of a non-typical partner (relative to their own preferences). On the other 

hand, those high in self-expansion preference may engage in relationships with partners 

who have diverse traits and characteristics that provide them with more opportunities to 

add new identities to their self-concept. Future research should explore this possibility as 

well as the implications for similar versus non-similar partner selection on relationships 

(e.g., satisfaction, commitment).  

An area in which this dissertation can be expanded upon is the further integration 

of dynamical frameworks in the topic area of breakup. The current dissertation employed 

converging methods and included the examination of change over time (Study 2) and 

fluctuations in moment-to-moment evaluations of distress and self-concept clarity across 

the breakup trajectory. These pre-registered research designs contributed to the novelty 

and impact of this project, but future work may benefit from framing relationship 

breakup, as well as subsequent emotion and identity disruptions, as a loss of system 

equilibrium. As described previously, dynamical approaches may be particularly relevant 

to the study of post-breakup experiences, which are characterized as turbulent and chaotic 

as individuals navigate their thoughts and identities without their partner for the first time 

since the relationship began. Using data collected in Study 3, future analyses should 

examine attractor dynamics (i.e., patterns and values towards which individuals tend) in 

the continuous ratings to capture patterns in reported variability after breakup. These 

analyses could provide further insight into the existing emotional states and identity-
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oriented thoughts that extend beyond the current calculation of standard deviation in 

distress and self-concept clarity ratings that represent general ‘variability’ across the 

dissolution trajectory. Rather, it would allow for the examination of the rate of change in 

reported variables and potentially strengthen results identified in Study 3 that underscore 

the importance of fluctuations in breakup experiences, not only overall averaged reports 

calculated across time. Overall, the construal and examination of breakup as an inherently 

dynamic experience is theorized to strengthen the foundational understanding of 

dissolution and individuals’ reactions to them as they attempt to restore equilibrium (e.g., 

recover emotional and identity coherence) after breakup.  

An applied future avenue for research is to develop post-dissolution interventions 

that promote adaptive self-concept recovery without entering cyclical relationship 

dynamics. Although relationship rekindling was a key variable in this study, research on 

getting back together with your ex highlights the deleterious effects that relationship 

renewal has on partner trust, sexual satisfaction, and intimacy (see Dailey et al., 2020 for 

an overview). There is potential for breakup recovery research to move in the direction of 

applied interventions and develop accessible exercises, experiences, and/or activities for 

newly singled individuals to engage in that promote autonomous self-concept recovery.  

The development of data-driven interventions could have implications for 

people’s general understanding of what is helpful or harmful behavior after a breakup. 

The breakup advice that permeates the modern zeitgeist (specifically in the United States) 

is, in formal terms, a crapshoot. You can imagine a freshly dumped someone desperately 

mulling over their recent breakup with a friend or family member asking how they will 

go on, or what they should do next. Although seeking social support is an empirically 
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validated method of reducing emotional distress after relationship dissolution (e.g., Wang 

et al., 2024), the sheer variability in solicited (and unsolicited) advice for how people 

should go about “feeling like themselves again” (recovering self-concept clarity) and 

“getting over” breakups (reducing post-dissolution distress) range from misguided to 

down-right harmful. Individuals may be advised to “just smile, you’ll feel better soon,” 

“have sex with someone new as soon as you can, you’ll forget all about your ex”, or “key 

their car”. From faking it to committing a felony, people may try just about anything to 

overcome the extreme pain and uncertainty that accompanies relationship dissolution. 

However, the scientific study of breakup and recovery can provide important insight, and 

in the future, intervention for those who experience a romantic relationship breakup in 

their lifetime. Specifically, the current dissertation can encourage individuals to consider 

their own feelings about themselves and their identity in general, and in the instance of 

breakup. If people can reflect on whether they prefer to do new things and add to their 

self-concept or conserve the identities they already have, they may be able to better 

contextualize post-breakup experiences of psychological distress and reduce the 

likelihood of engaging in maladaptive relationship rekindling. Simply, if people can 

understand that their breakups are, in part, about them, they may be able to better 

navigate emotional and self-concept turbulence and be less likely to re-engage in a 

terminated relationship only to feel better again.  

 Finally, future research may inform clinical practice for therapists supporting 

clients whose relationships have recently ended and/or those who struggle to maintain 

boundaries between the self and others. Relationship conflict and loss are common 

reasons individuals seek counseling services. The current research, and potential future 
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interventions derived from its findings, could encourage clinicians to further consider 

self-concept orientations and related behaviors in-session. These findings may be 

particularly relevant to clinical populations who may suffer from personality disorders 

and psychological tendencies that exacerbate the consequences of breakup. For example, 

the diagnostic criteria for borderline personality disorder includes unstable relations and 

identity (5th ed.; DSM–5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Understanding the 

intersection of these two dimensions of sociopsychological life may further inform the 

support therapists provide to these patients, and those with similar experiences.  

Conclusions 

This dissertation examined the role of the self and identity orientations in 

romantic relationship breakup and recovery. Overall, individuals who preferred to 

conserve (vs. expand) their self-concept reported worse breakup outcomes and were more 

motivated to re-establish their dissolved relationship to cope. Effects of self-expansion 

preference replicated across cross-sectional, longitudinal, and dynamical investigations, 

but exploratory findings varied. Future research should further explore mechanisms of 

self-expansion and conservation, as well as interventions to bolster common and clinical 

understandings of breakup recovery. 
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Table 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. This table displays descriptive statistics for measures in Study 1including mean 

(M), standard deviation (SD), and Cronbach’s alpha (α). 

 

Study 1 – Descriptive Statistics 

Scale M SD α 

Self-Expansion Preference  4.28 0.77 .91 

Expander Subscale  5.11 0.97 .91 

Conserver Subscale  4.55 0.85 .85 

Relationship Rekindling  2.34 1.09 .84 

Relationship Rebounding  1.82 1.07 .94 

Self-Concept Clarity 4.49 1.52 .95 

Loss of Self  3.43 1.79 .94 

Inclusion of Other in the Self  4.47 1.46 - 

Distress 2.37 0.82 .92 

Attachment Anxiety 4.03 1.56 .89 

Attachment Avoidance 3.00 1.31 .89 
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Table 2 

Study 1 – Zero-Order Correlations 

 
1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  9.  10.  11.  

1. Self-Ex. Pref -           

2. Exp. Subscale  .87*** -          

3. Con. Subscale  -.83*** -.44*** -         

4. Rekindling  -.07 .02 .16*** -        

5. Rebounding  .09 .13* -.01 .12* -       

6. SCC  .12* .04 -.17*** -.33*** -.07 -      

7. Loss of Self  -.14** -.07 .17*** .50*** .00 -.66*** -     

8. IOS  .01 .03 .01 .24*** .02 -.03 .22*** -    

9. Distress -.15*** -.10† .16*** .44*** .00 -.55*** .71*** .22*** -   

10. Att. Anxiety -.23*** -.09† .31*** .37*** .15*** -.52*** .51*** .09 .54*** -  

11. Att. Avoidance -.14** -.21*** .02 -.17*** -.05 -.16*** -.03 -.26*** -.003 -.02 - 

Note: This table displays zero-order correlations for primary variables measured in Study 1 (***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, †.05>p<.09); 

95% CI).  Self-Ex. Pref = Self-Expansion Preference; Exp. = Expansion; Con. = Conserver; SCC=Self-Concept Clarity; IOS=Inclusion of 

Other in the Self; Att. Anxiety=Attachment Anxiety; Att. Avoidance=Attachment Avoidance. 
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Table 3 

Note. This table displays descriptive statistics for measures in Study 2 including mean 

(M), standard deviation (SD), and Cronbach’s alpha (α). IOS (retro)=retrospective reports of 

Inclusion of Other in the Self before breakup occurred.

Study 2 - Intake Survey Descriptive Statistics 

Scale M SD α 

Self-Expansion Preference  4.28 0.74 .90 

Expander Subscale  5.18 0.93 .92 

Conserver Subscale  4.61 0.90 .86 

Relationship Rekindling  2.01 0.93 .78 

Relationship Rebounding  1.96 1.18 .95 

Self-Concept Clarity 4.34 1.39 .93 

Loss of Self  3.47 1.77 .94 

IOS (retro) 4.61 1.50 - 

Distress 2.35 0.78 .91 

Attachment Anxiety 4.46 1.51 .88 

Attachment Avoidance 3.07 1.33 .88 

Relationship Centrality 5.33 1.16 .87 
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Table 4 

Study 2 – Hypothesis 1a-1b Model Coefficients: Examining Change in Self-Concept Clarity and Distress Across Time 

 

 

 

 

Note. This table displays estimates from multi-level growth models constructed to test Hypotheses 1a-1b (***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, 

†.05>p<.09; 95% CI). SCC=Self-concept clarity.  

 

Hyp. Outcome Predictor Estimate df t p CI 

1a SCC Intercept 4.43 172.05 43.40 <.001 [4.23, 4.63] 

  Week .05 165.07 5.30 <.001 [0.03, 0.07] 

1b Distress Intercept 2.29 172.00 40.94 <.001 [2.18, 2.40] 

  Week -.05 171.40 -6.59 <.001 [-0.06, -0.03] 
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Table 5 

Study 2 – Hypothesis 2a-2b Model Coefficients: Examining Within-Person Effects of Self-Concept Clarity, Distress, and 

Rekindling 

 

 

 

 

Note. This table displays estimates from multi-level growth models constructed to test Hypotheses 2a-2b (***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, 

†.05>p<.09; .95% CI). SCC=Self-concept clarity. 

  

Hyp. Outcome Predictor Estimate df t p CI 

2a Distress Intercept 2.27 172.26 40.63 <.001 [2.16, 2.38] 

  Week -.04 168.83 -6.21 <.001 [-0.06, -0.03] 

  SCC -.14 87.59 -6.32 <.001 [-0.18, -0.09] 

2b Rekindling Intercept 1.80 174.08 30.15 <.001 [1.68, 1.92] 

  Week -.05 176.39 -4.65 <.001 [-0.07, -0.03] 

  SCC -.09 135.41 -3.18 <.001 [-0.14, -0.03] 
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Table 6 

Study 2 – Hypothesis 3a/4a-3c/4c Model Coefficients: Examining the Effect of Self-Expansion Preference on Self-Concept Clarity, Distress, 

and Rekindling 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. This table displays estimates from multi-level growth models constructed to test Hypotheses 3a/4a-3c/4c (***p<.001, **p<.01, 

*p<.05, †.05>p<.09; 95% CI). SCC=Self-concept clarity; SEP*Week=the interaction term representing the effect of self-expansion preference on 

the outcome variable across weeks.  

 

 

 

 

  

Hyp. Outcome Predictor Estimate df t p CI 

3a SCC Intercept 4.43 172.09 45.24 <.001 [4.23, 4.62] 

  SEP .51 172.27 3.85 <.001 [.25, .77] 

  Week .05 165.16 5.31 <.001 [.03, .07] 

  SEP*Week -.01 169.84 -.63 .53 [-.03, .02] 

3b Distress Intercept 2.29 171.99 42.87 <.001 [2.18, 2.39] 

  SEP -.29 172.27 -4.07 <.001 [-0.43, -0.15] 

  Week -.05 171.40 -6.61 <.001 [-0.06, -0.03] 

  SEP*Week -.01 176.26 -.69 .49 [-0.03,-0.01] 

3c Rekindling Intercept 1.82 171.98 30.45 <.001 [1.70, 1.93] 

  SEP -.05 172.50 -.61 .54 [-0.21, 0.11] 

  Week -.06 171.27 -5.08 <.001 [-0.08, -0.03] 

  SEP*Week -.01 176.18 -.81 .42 [-0.04, 0.02] 
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Table 7 

Study 2 - Exploratory Hypothesis Model Coefficients: Examining the Effects of Expander/Conserver Subscales on Self-Concept 

Clarity, Distress, and Rekindling 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Outcome Predictor Estimate df t p CI 

SCC Intercept 4.43 172.07 44.07 <.001 [4.23, 4.63] 

 EXP .25 172.18 2.29 .02 [0.03, 0.46] 

 Week .05 165.31 5.31 <.001 [0.03, 0.07] 

 EXP*Week -.01 167.17 -0.74 .46 [-0.03, 0.01] 

SCC Intercept 4.43 172.08 45.28 <.001 [4.23, 4.62] 

 CON -.43 172.30 -3.93 <.001 [-0.64, -0.21] 

 Week .05 165.06 5.30 <.001 [0.03, 0.07] 

 CON*Week .003 170.21 0.27 .79 [-0.02, 0.02] 

Distress Intercept 2.29 171.99 42.89 <.001 [2.18, 2.39] 

 EXP -.24 172.13 -4.13 <.001 [-0.35, -0.12] 

 Week -.05 171.38 -6.65 <.001 [-0.06, -0.03] 

 EXP*Week -.01 172.67 -1.53 .13 [-0.03, 0.003] 

Distress Intercept 2.29 172.00 41.62 <.001 [2.18, 2.40] 

 CON  .15 172.32 2.38 .02 [0.03, 0.27] 

 Week -.05 171.41 -6.60 <.001 [-0.06, -0.03] 

 CON*Week -.004 177.58 -0.45 .65 [-0.02, 0.01] 

Rekindling Intercept 1.82 171.97 30.42 <.001 [1.70, 1.93] 

 EXP -.01 172.26 -0.18 .86 [-0.14, 0.12] 

 Week -.06 171.26 -5.07 <.001 [-0.08, -0.03] 

 EXP*Week -.002 172.68 -0.20 .85 [-0.03, 0.02] 

Rekindling Intercept 1.82 171.98 30.48 <.001 [1.70, 1.93] 

 CON  .05 172.62 0.81 .42 [-0.08, 0.18] 

 Week -.06 171.28 -5.08 <.001 [-0.08, -0.03] 

 CON*Week .01 177.33 1.14 .26 [-0.01, 0.01] 
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Note. This table displays estimates from growth models constructed to explore the moderating role of expander/conserver subscales on 

distress, self-concept clarity, and rekindling (***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, †.05>p<.09; 95% CI.) SCC=Self-concept clarity; EXP*Week=the 

interaction term representing the effect of the expansion preference subscale on the outcome variable across weeks; CON*Week= the interaction 

term representing the effect of the conserver preference subscale on the outcome variable across weeks. 
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Table 8 

Study 2 - Exploratory Model Coefficients: Examining the Effect of Gender, Relationship Length, Breakup Initiator 

Status, Time Since Breakup, and Relationship Centrality 

Outcome Predictor Estimate df t p CI 

SCC Intercept 4.68 170.99 30.32 <.001 [4.37, 4.98] 

 Gender -.42 171.07 -2.06 .04 [-0.82, 0.02] 

 Week .05 164.04 5.22 <.001 [0.03, 0.07] 

Distress Intercept 2.17 178.12 26.18 <.001 [2.00, 2.33] 

 Gender .21 170.99 2.01 .05 [-0.004, -.43] 

 Week -.05 170.40 -6.67 <.001 [-0.06, -0.03] 

Rekindling Intercept 1.75 193.36 20.47 <.001 [1.58, 1.91] 

 Gender -.13 170.95 1.24 .22 [-0.08, 0.34] 

 Week -.06 171.27 -5.06 <.001 [-0.08, -0.03] 

SCC Intercept 4.34 172.09 33.90 <.001 [4.09, 4.60] 

 Rel. Length .002 171.91 1.08 .28 [-0.002, 0.01] 

 Week .05 165.07 5.30 <.001 [0.03, 0.07] 

Distress Intercept 2.27 179.06 32.81 <.001 [2.14, 2.41] 

 Rel. Length .000 171.92 0.36 .72 [-0.002, 0.002] 

 Week -.05 171.40 -6.59 <.001 [-0.06, -0.03] 

Rekindling Intercept 1.78 190.55 24.99 <.001 [1.66, 1.94] 

 Rel. Length .000 171.83 0.44 .66 [-0.002, 0.002] 

 Week -.06 171.27 -5.06 <.001 [-0.08, -0.03] 

SCC Intercept 4.75 172..15 19.22 <.001 [4.26, 5.23] 

 Breakup Initiator -.17 172.11 -1.42 .15 [-0.39, 0.06] 

 Week .05 165.07 5.30 <.001 [0.03, 0.07] 

Distress Intercept 2.17 176.68 16.60 <.001 [1.91, 2.43] 

 Breakup Initiator .06 172.05 0.98 .33 [-0.06, 0.18] 

 Week -.05 171.40 -6.59 <.001 [-0.06, -0.03] 

Rekindling Intercept 1.61 186.62 12.40 <.001 [1.36, 1.87] 

 Breakup Initiator .11 172.12 1.78 .08 [-0.08, -0.03] 
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Note. This table displays estimates from growth models constructed to explore the moderating role of demographic  

variables (gender, relationship length, breakup initiator, time since breakup, and relationship centrality) on self-concept  

clarity, distress, and rekindling desire. (***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, †.05>p<.09; 95% CI). SCC=Self-concept clarity; Rel. 

Centrality=Relationship Centrality. 

 Week -.06 171.27 -5.07 <.001 [-0.08, -0.03] 

SCC Intercept 3.87 172.37 16.49 <.001 [3.41, 4.33] 

 Time Since Breakup .08 172.05 2.64 .01 [0.02, 0.15] 

 Week .05 165.10 5.30 <.001 [0.03, 0.07] 

Distress Intercept 2.40 176.83 19.00 <.001 [2.15, 2.64] 

 Time Since Breakup -.02 171.97 -.94 .35 [-0.05, 0.02] 

 Week -.05 171.40 -6.59 <.001 [-0.06, -0.03] 

Rekindling Intercept 2.11 187.30 17.04 <.001 [1.87, 2.36] 

 Time Since Breakup -.04 .172.00 -2.70 .01 [-0.08, -0.01] 

 Week -.04 .172.00 -2.70 .01 [-0.08, -0.01] 

SCC Intercept 4.67 172.08 9.68 <.001 [3.72, 5.63] 

 Rel. Centrality -.05 172.05 -.52 .60 [-0.22, 0.13] 

 Week .05 165.06 5.30 <.001 [.03, .07] 

Distress Intercept 2.20 172.38 8.75 <.001 [1.72, 2.72] 

 Rel. Centrality .01 172.01 0.27 .78 [-0.08, 0.10] 

 Week -.05 171.40 -6.59 <.001 [-0.06, -0.03] 

 Intercept .85 175.89 3.58 <.001 [0.38, 1.33] 

 Rel. Centrality .18 172.03 4.14 <.001 [0.09, 0.27] 

 Week -.06 167.83 -5.07 <.001 [-0.08, -0.03] 

Rekindling Intercept 1.80 190.55 25.00 <.001 [1.66, 1.94] 

 Rel. Centrality .000 171.83 0.44 .66 [-0.002, 0.002] 

 Week .01 171.27 -5.07 <.001 [-0.08, -0.03] 
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Table 9 

Study 3 – Descriptive Statistics of Continuous and Self-Report Measures 

Scale M SD α 

MDistress Total 53.27 15.66 - 

MDistress Segment 1 35.07 20.53 - 

MDistress Segment 2 68.62 20.57 - 

MDistress Segment 3 56.13 24.57 - 

SDDistress Total 27.94 9.87 - 

SDDistress Segment 1 19.71 9.73 - 

SDDistress Segment 2 17.39 8.95 - 

SDDistress Segment 3 19.17 11.03 - 

MSCC Total 58.60 18.34 - 

MSCC Segment 1 67.09 20.14 - 

MSCC Segment 2 52.91 25.98 - 

MSCC Segment 3 55.80 27.31 - 

SDSCC Total 24.62 9.82 - 

SDSCC Segment 1 16.82 9.04 - 

SDSCC Segment 2 15.90 10.29 - 

SDSCC Segment 3 18.02 11.69 - 

Self-Expansion Preference 4.46 0.57 .84 

Expander Preference  5.60 0.66 .85 

Conserver Preference  4.68 0.79 .82 

Relationship Rekindling  2.56 1.13 .81 

Relationship Rebounding  2.21 1.17 .90 

Self-Concept Clarity 3.68 1.19 .88 

Loss of Self  3.73 1.75 .92 

Inclusion of Other in the Self  4.64 1.62 - 

Distress 2.41 0.73 .88 

Attachment Anxiety 4.92 1.39 .86 

Attachment Avoidance 2.77 1.15 .82 

Relationship Centrality 5.38 1.10 .75 

Note. This table displays descriptive statistics for measures in Study 3 including mean 

(M), standard deviation (SD), and Cronbach’s alpha (α). MDistress Total (Segment1-

3)=Average level of distress across the total breakup recording (Segment 1-3); MSCC 

Total (Segment1-3)=Average level of self-concept clarity across the total breakup 

recording (Segment 1-3); N=176. 
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Table 10 

Study 3 – Bivariate Correlations Between Self-Report Measures 

Note. This table displays bivariate correlations between self-reported variables in Study 3 (***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, †.05>p<.09; 

95% CI). SEP=Self-expansion preference; EXP Subscale=Expander subscale; CON=Conserver subscale; SCC=Self-concept clarity; 

IOS=Inclusion of other in the self; Att. Anxiety=Attachment anxiety; Att. Avoidance=Attachment avoidance; Rel. Centrality = 

Relationship Centrality. 

 

 

 
1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  9.  10.  11.  12.  

1. SEP -            

2. EXP Subscale  .74*** -           

3. CON Subscale  -.83*** -.24*** -          

4. Rekindling  -.08 .07 .17* -         

5. Rebounding  -.02 .004 .03 .05 -        

6. SCC  .15* .03 -.19* -.24** -.17* -       

7. Loss of Self  -.23** -.16* .21** .41*** .07 -.58*** -      

8. IOS  .06 .10 -.01 .26*** -.08 -.17* .31*** -     

9. Distress -.18* -.08 .20* .39*** -.03 -.48*** .69*** .25*** -    

10. Att. Anxiety -.23** -.10 .25*** .24** .12 -.43*** .47*** .15* .53*** -   

11. Att. Avoidance .13 -.02 -.20** -.12 -.11 -.04 -.05 -.01 -.004 -.15† -  

12. Rel. Centrality -.05 .01 .08 .30*** .06 -.30*** .51*** .46*** .44*** .37*** -.13† - 
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 Table 11 

Note. This table displays bivariate correlations between self-expansion preference and average/variability of ratings in psychological 

distress across the total breakup trajectory and distinct segments (***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, †.05>p<.09). MDistress Total (Segment 1-

3)=Average level of distress across the total breakup recording (Segment 1-3); SDDistress Total (Segment1-3)=Average variability in 

distress across the total breakup recording (Segment 1-3). 

 

 

 

Study 3 - Bivariate Correlations: Self-Expansion Preference and Mean/Variability in Distress   

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.  9.  10. 11. 12.  

1. Self-Expansion Preference -            

2. Expander Preference .74*** -           

3. Conserver Preference -.83*** -.24** -          

4. Rekindling Desire -.08 -.07 .17* -         

5. MDistress Total -.18* -.03 .23** .30*** -        

6. MDistress Segment 1 -.02 -.03 -.001 .07 .59*** -       

7. MDistress Segment 2 -.16* -.03 .20** .21*** .79*** .28*** -      

8. MDistress Segment 3 -.20* -.01 .28*** .34*** .75*** .07 .45*** -     

9. SDDistress Total -.15† .02 .23** .14† .24*** -.26*** .50*** .26*** -    

10 SDDistress Segment 1 -.10 -.02 .12 .20* .28*** .22** .38*** .03 .46*** -   

11. SDDistress Segment 2 -.09 -.10 .22** .01 -.03 -.28*** .02 .15* .66*** .16* -  

12. SDDistress Segment 3 -.04 -.03 .04 .18* .20** .24** .31*** -.08 .47*** .43*** .35*** - 
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Table 12 

Note. This table displays bivariate correlations between self-expansion preference and average/variability of ratings in self-concept 

clarity across the total breakup trajectory and distinct segments (***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, †.05>p<.09). MSCC Total (Segment1-

3)=Average level of self-concept clarity across the total breakup recording (Segment 1-3); SDSCC Total (Segment1-3)=Average 

variability in self-concept clarity across the total breakup recording (Segment 1-3). 

Study 3 – Bivariate Correlations: Self-Expansion Preference and Mean/Variability in Self-Concept Clarity  

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.  9.  10. 11. 12.  

1. Self-Expansion Preference -            

2. Expander Preference .74*** -           

3. Conserver Preference -.83*** -.24** -          

4. Rekindling Desire -.08 .07 .17* -         

5. MSCC Total .17* .11 -.16* -.21** -        

6. MSCC Segment 1 .10 .09 -.06 -.01 .61*** -       

7. MSCC Segment 2 .13† .10 -.10 -.19* .86*** .42*** -      

8. MSCC Segment 3 .16* .05 .19* -.25*** .75*** .09 .47*** -     

9. SDSCC Total -.02 .02 .05 .24** -.44*** -.14† -.46*** -.34*** -    

10. SDSCC Segment 1 -.06 -.02 .07 .16* -.35*** -.37*** -.39*** -.05 .57*** -   

11. SDSCC Segment 2 .004 .05 .03 .21** -.18* -.07 -.19* -.12 .61*** .27*** -  

12. SDSCC Segment 3 .03 .03 -.01 .24** -.17* .02 -.17* -.19* .58*** .31*** .41*** - 
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Table 13 

Study 3 – Expander/Conserver Subscales Predicting Distress and Self-Concept Clarity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. This table displays exploratory regression estimates for expander and conserver 

subscales predicting average levels and variability in self-concept clarity (***p<.001, 

**p<.01, *p<.05, †.05>p<.09). MDistress Total (Segment1-3)=Average level of distress 

across the total breakup recording (Segment 1-3); SDDistress Total (Segment1-3)=Average 

variability in distress across the total breakup recording (Segment 1-3). MSCC Total 

(Segment1-3)=Average level of self-concept clarity across the total breakup recording 

(Segment 1-3); SDSCC Total (Segment1-3)=Average variability in self-concept clarity 

across the total breakup recording (Segment 1-3). 

  

Outcome 
Expander Subscale Conserver Subscale 

β t    p β t p 

MDistress Total .03 .37 .70 .24 3.16 .002 

MDistress Seg.1 -.03 -.41 .68 -.01 -0.11 .92 

MDistress Seg.2 .02 .28 .78 .21 2.72 .01 

MDistress Seg.3 .06 .85 .40 .29 3.87 <.001 

SDDistress Total .08 1.10 .27 .25 3.32 .001 

SDDistress Seg.1 .01 .13 .90 .13 1.62 .11 

SDDistress Seg.2 .17 2.20 .03 .26 3.48 <.001 

SDDistress Seg.3 -.02 -.23 .82 .04 0.45 .66 

MSCC Total .07 0.91 .37 -.15 -1.90 .06 

MSCC Seg.1 .08 1.06 .29 -.04 -0.53 .59 

MSCC Seg.2 .08 1.02 .31 -.08 -1.03 .31 

MSCC Seg.3 .004 .06 .96 -.19 -2.43 .02 

SDSCC Total .04 .47 .64 .06 0.73 .47 

SDSCC Seg.1 -.01 -.08 .94 .06 0.82 .41 

SDSCC Seg.2 .06 .73 .47 .05 0.60 .55 

SDSCC Seg.3 .03 .42 .67 -.003 -0.04 .97 
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Table 14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. This table displays exploratory regression estimates for mean and standard 

deviation values of continuously rated distress and self-concept clarity predicting 

relationship rekindling desire (***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, †.05>p<.09).DistressTotal/Seg.1-

3=Average levels of (M) and variability in (SD) distress across the entire 6 minute 

breakup recording; SCCTotal/Seg.1-3=Average levels of (M) and variability in (SD) self-

concept clarity across the entire 6 minute breakup recording; 

 

 

 

 

Study 3 – Mean/Variability in Distress/Self-Concept Clarity Predicting 

Rekindling Desire 

 
M SD 

β t    p β t p 

DistressTotal .29 3.85 <.001 .07 .94 .35 

DistressSeg.1 .03 .41 .69 .19 2.50 .01 

DistressSeg.2 .21 2.82 .01 .004 .06 .95 

DistressSeg.3 .36 5.11 <.001 .21 2.96 .003 

SCCTotal -.13 -1.57 .12 .18 2.21 .03 

SCCSeg.1 .08 .98 .33 .18 2.28 .02 

SCCSeg.2 -.15 -2.05 .04 .18 2.33 .02 

SCCSeg.3 -.21 -2.83 .01 .20 2.74 .01 
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Appendix A: Figures 

Figure 1 

 

Self-expansion preference moderates the association between post-dissolution self-

concept clarity and relationship rekindling desire. 

  

Note. The graph above depicts the association between post-dissolution self-concept 

clarity (SCC)and relationship rekindling desire, moderated by self-expansion preference 

(SEP). The two-way interaction was significant (p = .01) such that the association 

between SCC and rekindling desire was stronger for individuals low (-1SD) versus high 

(+1SD) in self-expansion preference.  
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Figure 2 

CARMA Rating Interface and Scale 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. This image shows the interface participants will view when performing continuous 

rating of self-concept clarity and distress as they listen back to their accounts of a 

previous romantic relationship breakup.  

  

Not At All Distressed 

Very  Distressed 
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Figure 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. This figure displays comparisons between average mean ratings of distress across 

pre- (Segment1), during- (Segment 2), and post-(Segment 3) dissolution narratives.  
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Figure 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. This figure displays comparisons between average standard deviation in ratings of 

distress across pre- (Segment1), during- (Segment 2), and post-(Segment 3) dissolution 

narratives.  
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Figure 5 

 

Note. This figure displays comparisons between average mean ratings of self-concept 

clarity across pre- (Segment1), during- (Segment 2), and post-(Segment 3) dissolution 

narratives.  
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Figure 6 

 

Note. This figure displays comparisons between average standard deviation in ratings of 

self-concept clarity across pre- (Segment1), during- (Segment 2), and post-(Segment 3) 

dissolution narratives. 
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Appendix B: Survey Measures 

Self-Expansion Preference Scale 

(Hughes et al., 2020) To what extent do you agree with each of the following: 

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4, = neutral, 5 = slightly agree, 

6, = agree, 7 = strongly agree) 

1. I enjoy doing new things.  

2. I like to learn new skills.  

3. I embrace the opportunity to do things I’ve never done before.  

4. I am always ready for the next adventure.  

5. I am happiest when engaging in new skills.  

6. I find doing the same activities all the time boring.  

7. I enjoy seeing the world from new perspectives.  

8. I think it’s important for my identity to evolve over time.  

9. I like people or situations that challenge me to think differently about myself.  

10. I enjoy adding new attributes or characteristics to my sense of who I am.  

11. I seek out things that allow me to think about the world in new ways.  

12. I embrace changes to who I am.  

*13. I find familiarity comforting.  

*14. I enjoy doing familiar activities.  
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*15. I am a person who prefers a lot of familiarity in my life.  

*16. I find comfort in maintaining things the way they are.  

*17. I am happiest engaging in skills that I already know how to do.  

*18. I get overwhelmed when I have to do an activity I’ve never done before.  

*19. I am someone who doesn’t like to change myself very much.  

*20. I enjoy doing things that confirm my existing views of the world.  

*21. I avoid perspectives that challenge the way I see myself.  

*22. I like to maintain my identity by doing things that confirm it.  

*23. I do not think adding new attributes or characteristics to my sense of self is 

important.  

*24. I don’t like when people or situations force me to change who I am. 
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Retrospective Relationship Rekindling Desire  

(Cope & Mattingly, 2021) Think back to after your relationship with _________ ended. 

To what extent did you do the following? (1 = not at all, 2 = very little, 3 = somewhat, 4 

= a fair amount, 5 = a great deal) 

1. I tried to rekindle my relationship with ___________. 

2. I found myself wanting to be with ___________. 

3. I tried to spend time with ___________. 

4. I did things I used to do with ___________ to remind me of our relationship. 
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Self-Concept Clarity 

(Campbell et al., 1996) Think back to how you felt after your romantic relationship with 

______ ended. Indicate how strongly you agreed or disagreed with each of the following 

statements: 

(1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = slightly disagree, 4, = neutral, 5 = slightly agree, 

6, = agree, 7 = strongly agree) 

*1. On one day I might have had one opinion of myself and on another day, I might have 

had a different opinion. 

*2. I spent a lot of time wondering about what kind of person I really was. 

*3. Sometimes I felt that I was not really the person I appeared to be. 

*4. When I thought about the kind of person I had been in the past, I was not sure what I 

was really like. 

5. I seldom experienced conflict between the different aspects of my personality. 

*6. Sometimes I thought I knew other people better than I knew myself. 

*7, My beliefs about myself seemed to change very frequently. 

*8. If I were asked to describe my personality, my description might have ended up being 

different from one day to another. 

*9. Even if I wanted to, I don't think I could have told someone what I was really like. 

10. In general, I had a clear sense of who I was and what I was. 
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*11. It was hard for me to make up my mind about things because I didn't know what I 

wanted. 

*12. My beliefs about myself often conflicted with one another. 
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Psychological Distress 

(Santor & Coyne, 1997) Below is a list of some ways you may have felt or behaved after 

breakup. Indicate how often you have felt this way since your relationship 

with ___________ ended by checking the appropriate response. Please only provide one 

answer to each question. 

(1 = rarely or never, 2 = some of the time, 3 = occasionally, 4 = most or all of the time) 

1. I have been bothered by things that usually don't bother me.  

2. I had trouble keeping my mind on what I was doing.  

3. I felt depressed. 

4. I felt that everything I did was an effort. 

*5. I felt hopeful for the future. 

6. I felt fearful. 

7. My sleep was restless. 

*8. I felt happy. 

9. I felt lonely. 

10. I could not ‘get going’.  
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Appendix C: IRB Approval Letters 

IRB Approval Letter Study 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

153 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


