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Abstract
Self-complexity, the extent that people experience themselves as having a number
of distinct and meaningful social roles, may have implications for young adults’ socio-
emotional adjustment to romantic life events. Based on prior research, we hypothesized
that participants who reported lower self-complexity would have worse adjustment to a
negative event (not having a date on Valentine’s Day) but better adjustment to a positive
event (having a date). Participants (N¼ 325) completed measures of self-complexity and
depression symptom severity at study entry. Approximately a month later, at the end of
the day on Valentine’s Day, they completed a measure of emotion-regulation strategies
and a reassessment of depression symptom severity. The hypothesized interaction was
statistically significant; self-complexity was associated with better emotion-regulation
(R2 ¼ .15, p < .001) and depression outcomes (R2 ¼ .05, p ¼ .001) for non-daters,
but worse outcomes for daters. Our findings suggest that self-complexity is related to
self-regulation and has implications for adjustment to a range of life events.

Keywords
Coping, depression, emotions, personality, self-concept

1 Department of Psychology, Tulane University, USA
2 Saint Peter’s University Hospital, USA
3 Rutgers University, USA

Corresponding author:

Laura M. Perry, Department of Psychology, Tulane University, 3035 Stern Hall, New Orleans, LA 70118, USA.

Email: lperry5@tulane.edu

J S P R

Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships

2020, Vol. 37(4) 1268–1281
ª The Author(s) 2019

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/0265407519893473

journals.sagepub.com/home/spr

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6144-6266
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6144-6266
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9967-4360
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9967-4360
mailto:lperry5@tulane.edu
https://sagepub.com/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407519893473
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/spr
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0265407519893473&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-12-17


Understanding how people respond to interpersonal life events is important for facil-

itating adjustment throughout the life span. While many types of relationships are

important across human development, romantic relationships gain particular importance

during early adulthood (Erikson, 1959; Scales et al., 2016) and can influence well-being

during and after this stage of development (Ramsey & Gentzler, 2015). Individuals at

this juncture face a barrage of romantic challenges related to developing intimacy (e.g.,

dating, balancing priorities, resolving conflicts) and enduring isolation (e.g., loneliness,

rejection, breakups; Breitenstein, Milek, Nussbeck, Davila, & Bodenmann, 2018;

LeFebvre, Blackburn, & Brody, 2015; Vannier & Sullivan, 2017). People differ sub-

stantively in how they adjust to these romantic life events (Marshall, Bejanyan, &

Ferenczi, 2013; Roberson, Norona, Fish, Olmstead, & Fincham, 2017; Zhang & Chen,

2017), and previous research has suggested that the organization of an individual’s self-

concept may determine whether individuals handle these events effectively (McConnell,

Strain, Brown, & Rydell, 2009). This investigation was designed to examine how the

self-concept is related to socio-emotional adjustment to romantic life events faced in

early adulthood.

Self-psychology research suggests that how people adjust to life events may depend

on their level of self-complexity—the extent to which individuals experience themselves

as having a number of distinct, meaningful social roles (e.g., friend, athlete, artist,

teacher; Linville, 1987). Researchers have often differentiated between negative life

events, situations generally viewed as negative or distress evoking, and positive life

events, situations that are generally desirable or uplifting (Anderson & Arnoult, 1989;

McConnell, Rydell, & Brown, 2009; Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg, 2002; Selye, 1975). Early

research on the relationship between self-complexity and adjustment to life events

focused on the affective extremity hypothesis, the idea that those with lower self-

complexity respond to life events with greater variation in affect and self-appraisal

than those with higher self-complexity (Linville, 1985). For example, when an indi-

vidual has few social roles, stress in one role may greatly affect their overall emotional

adjustment. Conversely, when an individual has many distinct social roles, stress in one

role may have no or little effect on overall adjustment. In initial experimental studies

where the affective extremity hypothesis was first proposed, increased self-complexity

was associated with decreased variability in affect in response to both positive (suc-

cessful completion of performance task) and negative (failed completion of performance

task) daily life events (Linville, 1985; Niedenthal, Setterlund, & Wherry, 1992) and

lower vulnerability to adverse consequences of stressful events (Linville, 1987).

Building on Linville’s work, follow-up studies over the past 30 years have focused

largely on the beneficial aspects of self-complexity and demonstrated that higher self-

complexity is associated with generally positive psychological outcomes in student and

community samples. These outcomes include higher self-esteem (Luo & Watkins, 2009;

Lutz & Ross, 2003; Steinberg, Pineles, Gardner, & Mineka, 2003), more effective coping

strategies (Duhachek & Kelting, 2009; Hannah, Balthazard, Waldman, Jennings, &

Thatcher, 2013; Luo & Watkins, 2009), and better mental health (Chiu, Chang, & Hui,

2017; Haslam et al., 2008; Sønderlund, Morton, & Ryan, 2017). In particular, increased

self-complexity seems to be associated with increased adaptability and reduced distress

in response to a range of negative events (Brown & Rafaeli, 2007; Dixon & Baumeister,
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1991; Evans, 1994; Matthews, 2011; Morgan, 1994; Niedenthal et al., 1992; Slone &

Roziner, 2013). However, a handful of other studies have shown the opposite effect: that

lower self-complexity is related to higher well-being (Chiu et al., 2017; Clifford,

Hitchcock, & Dalgleish, in press; McConnell et al., 2005; Woolfolk, Novalany, Gara,

Allen, & Polino, 1995). Given these contradictory findings, the present study drew on

Linville’s (1985, 1987) original hypothesis and examined whether contextual factors,

namely whether an individual had experienced a negative versus positive life event,

could moderate the direction of these associations.

One meta-analysis attempted this, showing that in studies involving negative events,

lower self-complexity was associated with worse emotional adjustment, whereas in

studies involving positive events, lower self-complexity was associated with better

emotional well-being (Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg, 2002). Although mean effect sizes in

that meta-analysis were weak due to substantial heterogeneity across studies, those

findings suggest that self-complexity could buffer the effects of negative events and

diffuse the benefits of positive events. In addition, the findings suggest that the rela-

tionship between self-complexity and socio-emotional adjustment depends upon

whether individuals are experiencing positive or negative events. However, there is a

need for more follow-up studies with prospective designs explicitly testing this

hypothesis in response to both negative and positive events. One study (McConnel et al.,

2009) found that self-complexity was associated with better mood outcomes among

participants randomly assigned to receive negative feedback about themselves, whereas

self-complexity was associated with worse mood among participants who received

positive feedback. We believe that utilizing a real-world setting and facilitating real-time

data collection would be a unique contribution to this literature, providing an opportunity

to demonstrate an effect outside of the laboratory and contribute to the generalizability of

the findings.

The present investigation used a brief prospective design to examine the relationship

between self-complexity and later socio-emotional adjustment experienced by young

adults in reaction to a romantic life event. We chose Valentine’s Day as the romantic

event of interest because our prior data (Hoerger, 2012) suggested that, on average, it is a

positive event for daters and a negative event for non-daters. In both cases, the holiday

has been shown to evoke strong emotions in young adults and reveal individual dif-

ferences in emotion-regulation strategies (Morse & Nueberg, 2004). In examining

reactions to Valentine’s Day, we focused on two indicators of socio-emotional adjust-

ment thought to be influenced by self-complexity: situation-specific emotion-regulation

strategies and changes in depression symptom severity (Cohen, Spiegler, Young, Han-

kin, & Abela, 2014; Dixon & Baumeister, 1991; Duhachek & Kelting, 2009; Luo &

Watkins, 2009; McConnell, Strain, et al., 2009). Our investigation used data collected as

a part of a broader study on Valentine’s Day (Hoerger, 2012; Hoerger, Quirk, Chapman,

& Duberstein, 2012) and is unique from that research because it used previously una-

nalyzed qualitative responses to questions measuring self-complexity and examined

depression outcomes on Valentine’s Day. Although the majority of past research has

evaluated self-complexity using a version of Linville’s (1985) self-descriptive card-

sorting task (e.g., Brown & Rafaeli, 2007; Chiu et al., 2017; Clifford et al., in press;

Matthews, 2011; McConnel, Strain, et al., 2009), we designed a de novo assessment
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specifically for this study (see Method) that was intended to be efficient and conceptually

similar. In line with previous literature (Linville, 1985; McConnel et al., 2009;

McConnel, Strain, et al., 2009; Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg, 2002), we hypothesized a self-

complexity by event interaction, such that self-complexity would predict better socio-

emotional adjustment for non-daters and worse adjustment for daters.

Method

Participants and procedure

Participants were students (N ¼ 325; age: M ¼ 19.8 years old, SD ¼ 2.1; gender: 80%
female; race: 93% White) at a large Midwestern university who completed study mea-

sures as a part of a broader study (see Hoerger et al., 2012). In mid-January, participants

(N ¼ 339) completed measures of demographics, self-complexity, and current depres-

sion symptom severity. Then, a month later, on Valentine’s Day (after 8 pm), they

completed a qualitative measure of emotion-regulation strategies, a follow-up measure

of depression symptom severity, and indicated whether or not they had a date that day.

Participants (N ¼ 325) who provided complete data at both time points were included in

our analyses. Some participants reported having a date (daters: n¼ 88, 27%), which was

defined as a positive event, and most did not have a date (non-daters: n ¼ 237, 73%),

which was defined as a negative event. Relationship status was associated, though not

synonymous, with having a date on Valentine’s Day, w2 (1, N ¼ 325) ¼ 45.19, p < .001.

Sensitivity analyses examined whether findings were comparable across relationship

status and other demographic variables. All measures were completed online via Sur-

veyMonkey.com in order to facilitate real-time data collection (Hoerger & Currell,

2012).

Measures

Self-complexity. Acknowledging the variety of strategies for measuring self-complexity,

several studies have identified the importance of directly assessing the number of distinct

social role categories participants report experiencing (Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg, 2002;

Rafaeli-Mor, Gotlib, & Revelle, 1999). Accordingly, participants completed an open-

ended response task asking about their social roles, and a team of raters quantitatively

coded these qualitative remarks. Specifically, at study entry, participants were given

detailed task instructions and then asked brief qualitative questions about their most

important social roles. The instructions provided to participants defined a social role as

“an aspect or a piece of your identity that has unique behaviors, responsibilities, and

obligations (e.g., ‘uncle’ or ‘golfer’).” Participants were also given a word bank of 50

common social roles, such as “classmate,” “friend,” and “worker.” They were asked to

list, in rank order, the 10 most important social roles they currently experience in their

life, and the instructions stated that they could use terms from the word bank, other types

of social roles they identified on their own, or more specific social roles than the

examples provided. For example, one participant listed the following 10 social roles:

boyfriend, student, son, roommate, athlete, companion, classmate, worker, writer, and
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staff member. In contrast to prior studies, we focused on the number of distinct social

roles within a rank list of 10. This was in line with findings that suggested the mea-

surement of self-complexity should focus on the overlap between social roles rather than

the number of roles endorsed (Pilarska & Suchańska, 2015).

Past research has largely used Linville’s (1985) card-sorting task to operationalize

self-complexity, which defines a highly self-complex individual as someone who is able

to (a) identify multiple domains of social roles and (b) use unique adjectives and attri-

butes to describe each self-identified domain. Instead of that two-dimensional approach,

this study focused solely on the dimension of overlap, measuring the repetition of social

role categories in a participant’s list of 10. More recent studies have begun to move away

from measuring self-complexity as the distinctness of traits used to describe each domain

(Linville’s card-sorting task) and have instead attempted to measure the number of

independent, non-overlapping domains (Duhachek & Kelting, 2009; Haslam et al., 2008;

Luo, Watkins, & Lam, 2009; Sønderlund et al., 2017). The rationale is that the inde-

pendence of one’s social roles is not necessarily related to whether or not each role is

described in a distinct way (Luo et al., 2009). For example, an individual may be able to

recognize her role as a daughter and her role as a worker as distinct, non-overlapping

self-domains, but might still apply attributes such as “intelligent” or “achievement” to

both domains. Under Linville’s operationalization, this would lead to a lower self-

complexity score, whereas under our operationalization the individual might have a

higher self-complexity score due to the fact that “daughter” and “worker” would be

categorized in two different domains. However, whereas past studies asked participants

to self-report their perceived degree of overlap among self-identified domains (Duha-

chek & Kelting, 2009; Haslam et al., 2008; Luo et al., 2009; Sønderlund et al., 2017), we

enlisted the help of several study team members to first identify distinct domains based

on open-ended qualitative data, and then categorize participants’ responses based on

those domains.

In our study, participants were defined as having greater self-complexity if they

reported a greater number of meaningfully different social roles. After reviewing each

participant’s list of social roles in detail, we identified 16 meaningful domains: athlete,

creative role (e.g., artist, writer), family member, friend, group member, helper, indi-

vidual, pet owner, religious role, roommate (or neighbor), sexual partner, significant

other, student, teacher, worker, and other. A team of six raters, including four psy-

chology post-graduates and two clinical psychologists, classified participants’ responses

along these domains (e.g., daughter and cousin were classified as “family member,” and

student and scholar were classified as “student,” etc.). Inter-rater agreement was

excellent across 19,500 total ratings (325 participants � 10 social roles � 6 raters), with

an intra-class correlation (ICC) of .98; inter-rater discrepancies were resolved by

consensus.

Emotion-regulation strategies. Participants’ emotion-regulation strategies were quantita-

tively coded based on their responses to a different open-ended question administered on

Valentine’s Day, which asked participants to outline the activities and events of their day

(Mdn ¼ 29, Interquartile range (IQR) ¼ 18–47 words). For example, within these

responses, participants described that they “drank wine alone,” “slept all day because
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[there was] no reason to stay up for anything,” “exchanged gifts,” “socialized with

friends,” “had a bit of a fight,” and “wore fancy dresses and had a good time.” As a part

of an emotion-regulation measure validation study (see Hoerger, 2012), participants’

responses were reviewed in detail, and four overlapping dimensions were identified as

salient: Social Problem Solving (skills in managing difficult interpersonal situations),

Behavioral Activation (active engagement in activities and events), Negative Rumina-

tion (reflecting on unpleasant aspects of the day), and Isolative Withdrawal (spending

time alone). A team of eight raters quantitatively coded participants’ qualitative

responses along each of these four dimensions, using a scale from�3 (strongly disagree)

to þ3 (strongly agree). Across 10,400 total ratings (325 participants � 4 domains � 8

raters), inter-rater agreement was excellent, ICC¼ .93. Finally, acknowledging potential

overlap, ratings were averaged across the four domains (after reverse-coding Negative

Rumination and Isolative Withdrawal) to yield a composite indicator of effective

emotion-regulation (a ¼ .91).

Depression symptom severity. Participants rated their depression symptom severity at study

entry (a ¼ .89) and again on Valentine’s Day (a ¼ .90) using the 20-item Center for

Epidemiologic Studies Depression scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977). They rated the extent

to which they were experiencing symptoms of depression (e.g., “I had crying spells”),

using a scale from 0 (rarely or none of the time) to 3 (most of the time). A total score for

depression symptom severity was computed by summing each of the 20 items, yielding a

range of possible scores from 0 to 60. In our sample, actual scores ranged from 1 to 48 at

study entry (M ¼ 14.52, SD ¼ 9.00) and from 0 to 43 at follow-up (M ¼12.33, SD ¼
8.87). In prior research, the CES-D has demonstrated construct validity, predictive

validity, and favorable item discrimination compared to the Beck Depression Inventory

(e.g., Zich, Attkisson, & Greenfield, 1990).

Analytic approach

Self-complexity was operationalized using the Index of Qualitative Variation (IQV; see

Kader & Perry, 2007; Kleit & Carnegie, 2011), a measure of categorical dispersion. The

IQV can range from 0 (complete homogeneity) to 1 (complete heterogeneity). In the

current investigation, the IQV represented the probability that two social roles randomly

selected from a given participant’s list would fall within different domains. Participants

whose social roles had less repetition and spanned a greater number of domains received

a higher IQV, indicating greater self-complexity.

In analyses, we examined descriptive statistics for the frequency and dispersion of

participants’ social roles across domains and examined the main effects of self-

complexity (IQV) and dating status (0 ¼ non-dater, 1 ¼ dater) on effective emotion-

regulation as well as changes in CES-D depression symptom severity from study entry to

Valentine’s Day (M ¼ �2.19, SD ¼ 6.23, range ¼ �34.00 to þ18.00). Next, we

examined the self-complexity by dating status interaction in predicting emotion-

regulation strategies and depression outcomes. To clarify significant interaction

effects, subgroup analyses were conducted for daters and non-daters to examine self-
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complexity’s relationship with effective emotion-regulation, each of the four domains of

emotion-regulation strategies, and changes in depression symptom severity.

Finally, sensitivity analyses were conducted to examine the stability of findings

across analytic assumptions. For example, self-complexity was operationalized in sev-

eral ways: the IQV, the total number of domains of social roles listed (from the entire list,

the top five social roles, and the top three roles), and the number of times a participant

repeated their most common social role category (reverse coded). Of these, the IQV had

the highest convergent correlations (see Online Supplementary Table 1 for correlation

matrix). Additionally, principal component analysis (PCA) was used within each sub-

group (daters and non-daters) to linearly combine all dependent variables (depression

symptom severity and up to four measures of coping strategies) that had statistically

significant zero-order findings into a single overall indicator of socio-emotional

adjustment. We examined the correlation between self-complexity and socio-

emotional adjustment in each subgroup (daters and non-daters).

Results

Descriptive overview

Participants’ social role domains are summarized in Table 1, with family member,

student, and friend being the most common roles. Their lists of social roles spanned an

Table 1. Self-identified social role domains most important to college student participants.

Frequency listed as
top social role

Frequency listed within
top 10 social roles

Social role domain Count (%) Count (%)
Family member 175 (53.8) 954 (29.4)
Student 43 (13.2) 504 (15.5)
Friend 31 (9.5) 416 (12.8)
Worker 3 (0.9) 241 (7.4)
Significant other 31 (9.5) 199 (6.1)
Helper 3 (0.9) 195 (6.0)
Roommate (or neighbor) 1 (0.3) 167 (5.1)
Sexual partner 3 (0.9) 92 (2.8)
Creative role (e.g., artist, writer) 4 (1.2) 87 (2.7)
Religious role 19 (5.8) 82 (2.5)
Athlete 1 (0.3) 77 (2.4)
Pet owner 1 (0.3) 75 (2.3)
Group member 0 (0.0) 34 (1.0)
Teacher 0 (0.0) 29 (0.9)
Individual 6 (1.8) 9 (0.3)
Other 4 (1.2) 89 (2.7)
Total 325 (100.0) 3,250 (100.0)

Note. N ¼ 325. Each participant made an ordered list of their top 10 social roles. A team of raters reviewed all
3,250 of these qualitative responses and reliably coded each response into 1 of 16 salient social role categories.

1274 Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 37(4)



average of 6.67 social role categories (SD ¼ 1.19; ranging from 3 to 9 categories listed),

meaning that some participants were very low on self-complexity (only three meaningful

categories) and others high on self-complexity (identifying 9 meaningful categories).

The IQV (a composite indicator of self-complexity) was an average of .85 (SD ¼ 0.06,

ranging from 0.62 to 0.93 across participants), indicating there was an 85% chance that

two social roles randomly selected within a participant’s list would fall within different

categories.

Effective emotion-regulation strategies

The zero-order correlation between self-complexity and effective emotion-regulation

was r ¼ .18, p ¼ .001, and daters experienced more effective emotion-regulation than

non-daters, d ¼ .83, t(323) ¼ 6.53, p < .001. However, these main effects were qualified

by a hypothesized interaction that was statistically significant. In regression, self-

complexity (b ¼ .10, p ¼ .08), dating status (b ¼ .35, p < .001), and their interaction

(b ¼ �.14, p ¼ .01) predicted effective emotion-regulation, R2 ¼ .15, p < .001. For

daters, self-complexity was associated with less effective emotion-regulation in the

domain of social problem solving; in contrast, for non-daters, self-complexity was

associated with more effective emotion-regulation across all domains (see Table 2; see

Online Supplementary Figure 1 for an interaction plot).

Depression symptom severity

Depression symptom severity scores reduced on average from study entry (M ¼ 14.52,

SD ¼ 9.00) to follow-up (M ¼ 12.33, SD ¼ 8.87), d ¼ .25, t(323) ¼ 6.53, p < .001. In

Table 2. Correlations between self-complexity and socio-emotional adjustment on Valentine’s
Day differ among daters and non-daters.

Outcome measure

Daters (n ¼ 88) Non-daters (n ¼ 237)

M SD

Correlation (r)
with

self-complexity M SD

Correlation (r)
with

self-complexity

Effective emotion-regulation 4.85 2.68 �.19 1.77 4.10 .20**
Social problem solving (þ) 1.09 0.97 �.29** 0.52 1.00 .18**
Behavioral activation (þ) 1.45 0.60 �.07 0.47 1.16 .22***
Negative rumination (–) �0.87 1.11 .19 �0.22 1.11 �.15*
Isolative withdrawal (–) �1.44 0.51 �.03 �0.58 1.30 �.18**

Depression symptom severity (D) �3.49 6.81 .24* �1.70 5.94 �.13*

Note. N ¼ 325. (þ) ¼ effective emotion-regulation strategy; (–) ¼ ineffective emotion-regulation strategy; (D)
¼ change; SD¼ standard deviation; CES-D¼Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression. The four emotion-
regulation scales had a possible range from�3 toþ3, with higher numbers indicating more use of the emotion-
regulation strategy. Effective emotion-regulation is the sum of the four emotion-regulation indicators, after
reverse coding ineffective emotion-regulation strategies. Depression symptom severity is the change in CES-D
scores from study entry to Valentine’s Day, with higher scores reflecting increases in depression severity.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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particular, 64% of participants experienced a reduction in depression symptom severity

during the study period, whereas 24% experienced an increase. The zero-order corre-

lation between self-complexity and changes in depression symptom severity was non-

significant, r ¼ .06, p ¼ .29. Daters (study entry: M ¼ 13.22, SD ¼ 9.25; Valentine’s

Day: M¼ 9.73, SD¼ 8.31) experienced more favorable changes in depression symptom

severity than non-daters (study entry: M ¼ 15.00, SD ¼ 8.87; Valentine’s Day: M ¼
13.30, SD¼ 8.90), d¼ .29, t(323)¼ 2.31, p¼ .02. These findings were also qualified by

a hypothesized interaction that was statistically significant. In regression, self-

complexity (b ¼ .01, p ¼ .87), having a date (b ¼ .16, p ¼ .01), and their interaction

(b ¼ .18, p ¼ .01) were used to predict reductions in depression symptom severity, R2 ¼
.05, p¼ .001. Self-complexity was associated with worse depression outcomes for daters

and better depression outcomes for non-daters (see Table 2; see Online Supplementary

Figure 2 for an interaction plot).

Sensitivity analyses

In a sensitivity analysis, PCA was used to derive a summary indicator of socio-emotional

adjustment, based on the linear combination of dependent variables that had statistically

significant findings for daters (social problem solving and depression symptom severity)

and non-daters (all four coping strategies and depression symptom severity). The cor-

relation between self-complexity and this overall indicator was examined in each sub-

group. Results were consistent with our primary analyses, showing that self-complexity

predicted worse socio-emotional adjustment for daters and better adjustment for non-

daters (see Online Supplementary Table 2).

Discussion

This investigation describes how self-complexity moderates young adults’ socio-

emotional adjustment to romantic events on Valentine’s Day. As hypothesized based

on prior research (McConnel et al., 2009; McConnel, Strain, et al., 2009; Rafaeli-Mor &

Steinberg, 2002), lower self-complexity was predictive of worse socio-emotional

adjustment in the context of a negative event (not having a date on Valentine’s Day),

and better adjustment in the context of a positive event (having a date). The investigation

was unique in that it involved quantitatively coding thousands of qualitative responses

and used a prospective design to examine adjustment to a developmentally salient real-

world event. Our design provides a conceptual replication of past research conducted in

the laboratory that used a more traditional operationalization of self-complexity. Find-

ings hold direct implications for the role of self-complexity in emotion-regulation with

positive and negative events.

Our results revealed an interaction effect, in which self-complexity was either ben-

eficial or burdensome depending on whether the experienced event was negative or

positive, respectively (McConnell et al., 2009; Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg, 2002). In

partial support of the buffering hypothesis (Linville, 1985, 1987), lower self-complexity

was associated with less effective emotion-regulation and worse depression outcomes

for those experiencing the negative event of being dateless on Valentine’s Day.
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Consistent with the buffering hypothesis, awareness of a broad range of social roles may

diffuse the impact of any particular negative event. Perhaps this awareness leads to the

identification of more effective or a greater number of social support sources, boosting

social problem solving and behavioral activation as viable emotional regulation strate-

gies in the face of adversity, and leading to less isolative withdrawal. Additionally, self-

complexity may capture a tendency toward cognitive flexibility (Lutz & Ross, 2003),

which could be a protective factor against engaging in negative rumination (McCracken,

Barker, & Chilcot, 2014; Owens & Deerakshan, 2013). On the other hand, results also

demonstrated that lower self-complexity was associated with more effective emotion-

regulation and better depression outcomes for those experiencing the positive event of

having a date on Valentine’s Day. These results are consistent with previous research

suggesting that lower self-complexity leads to better adjustment to positive events

(McConnell et al., 2005, 2009; McConnel, Strain, et al., 2009; Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg,

2002), perhaps because attention to a broader range of social roles reduces engagement

in enjoyable aspects of the present situation or reduces attention and effort toward sol-

ving stressful aspects of positive situations. Those high in self-complexity may also

experience more difficulty reconciling competing demands.

The present study had several strengths and limitations. Strengths included our focus

on an affectively charged event developmentally salient for college students, the high

reliability in the coding procedures, and the collection of real-time adjustment data on

Valentine’s Day. Limitations included our use of a non-clinical, relatively homogenous

sample of college students, and our focus on one particular type of romantic event.

Therefore, generalizability to clinical samples, older and more diverse populations, and

other types of life events warrant further study. Our study also used a novel, untested

measure that focused on one dimension of self-complexity, distinctness between social

roles, and did not focus on the number of social roles. Therefore, our findings on self-

complexity may be specific to the one-dimension hypothesis of self-complexity.

Additionally, our measure of self-complexity may have been unable to differentiate

between some subtle variations in complexity (e.g., a “sister, granddaughter” would be

coded as no more complex than a “sister, sibling” because all involved family roles,

despite that the latter seems less complex). Thus, to the extent our coding procedures

were insensitive to subtle differences, our study might underestimate real-world effects.

This work has implications for future studies exploring conceptual issues in self-

psychology, experimental manipulations, and longer term outcomes. To begin,

reviews have called attention to the need for greater conceptual clarity in “self” research

(Damian & Robins, 2012; Klein, 2012). The present findings suggest that self-

complexity is in some way associated with the self-regulation of emotions in response

to events, and future studies might employ factor analysis to clarify how different “self”

constructs (e.g., self-representation, self-awareness, self-differentiation, self-esteem,

etc.) are related. Additionally, future studies might examine potential experimental

manipulations for modifying one’s level of role awareness and emotional reactivity,

which have been found to be associated with greater well-being (Guerrero & Lysaker,

2013). Follow-up research should also be conducted examining the developmental

underpinnings that affect emotion-regulation in individuals high and low in self-

complexity, with particular attention to social problem-solving skills. For example,
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perhaps individuals low in self-complexity are less likely to learn to alter their focus

when confronted with social stressors, and people high in self-complexity could benefit

from strategies that help them navigate competing role demands. Finally, future research

might examine the relationship between self-complexity and longer term outcomes

across various contexts, including relationships, education, and work, as self-complexity

could have implications for adjustment to a range of life events (Cheng & Gruhn, 2014;

McConnell, Shoda, & Skullborstad, 2012).

In conclusion, our study found that lower self-complexity was associated with worse

adjustment to a negative life event but better adjustment to a positive life event. Future

studies should aim to explore the emotion-regulation strategies employed by individuals

where self-complexity proves beneficial as well as burdensome.
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