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Abstract 

Exploring the mutual influence of self and relationship: A theory of 

couple identity negotiation 

Tracy Nai Kwang, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

Supervisor:  William B. Swann, Jr. 

 

Relationships can shape the self-concept, draw out unique aspects of an individual’s 

personality, and influence individual perspectives and goals. Yet the self is not a passive player in 

relationships as self-related goals and motives can also influence how relationships form and 

develop. While the field is replete with research on the unidirectional influence between self and 

relationships, surprisingly little has been done on synergistic effect of combined self and 

relationship influences. I present a new theory of couple identity negotiation that captures how 

two individuals in a relationship negotiate their independent identities to form a unified couple 

identity. I hypothesize that the process through which an individual and his/her partner merge to 

create a new couple identity is crucial in determining relationship longevity and satisfaction. I 

draw from social identity theory (Turner et al., 1987) and identity fusion theory (Swann et al., 

2009) to propose three models of couple identity negotiation: Model A involves the self being 

subsumed by the partner; Model B involves a negotiation wherein the self and partner both 

contribute to the couple identity; Model C the self subsuming the partner’s self. Study 1 tests the 

links between the different models to relationship outcomes, namely relationship satisfaction and 

commitment. Study 2 explores personality correlates of the models. Results demonstrate that 

couple identity negotiation models predict different levels of relationship quality. Furthermore, 

the models are not significantly correlated with personality variables, suggesting that the models 

are specific to the relationship, and are not driven solely by individual differences. 
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“No man is an island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the 

main” – John Donne 

 John Donne’s oft-quoted maxim highlights the interconnectedness among 

individuals, and emphasizes the need to study the individual within the social context. 

Indeed, researchers have recently begun to take heed of Donne’s maxim, exploring the 

interplay between the self and interpersonal relationships (see Vohs & Finkel, 2006; 

Wood et al., 2008). Two types of interplay have been explored. At one end of the 

spectrum, researchers have emphasized the influence of relationships on the self, even 

claiming that all self-processes operate in the service of obtaining and maintaining 

interpersonal relationships (see Leary, 2008). At the other end of the spectrum, 

researchers have emphasized the impact of the self on relationships, demonstrating that 

people form and maintain relationships in order to achieve desired self-related goals (e.g., 

Fitzsimons, 2006; Swann, De La Ronde & Hixon, 1994; Wright et al., 2002).  These two 

views have shaped the field’s perspective on self and relationships, even shaping the 

organization of one of recent texts on self and relationships (Vohs & Finkel, 2006). In the 

last few years, however, a more integrative view on the reciprocal nature of self and 

relationships has emerged (see Wood et al., 2008). The purpose of this paper is to explore 

the reciprocal nature of the self and relationships – how the self and relationship can 

mutually influence one another, creating a product that is greater than the sum of its parts, 

and to present some empirical evidence to support these claims. I begin by presenting a 

new approach to the process of identity negotiation in close relationships that is designed 

to bridge the two prominent viewpoints in the field. 

How relationships influence the self   

 William James famously wrote “a man has as many social selves as there are 

individuals who recognize him and carry an image of him in their mind” (1890/1950, p. 

294). With this quote, James claimed that the individual self changes depending on the 

context; in this case, the context is the relationship partner. This quote spurred a debate 

 over whether there really is a core self, or if individuals are simply “looking-glass  
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selves” (Cooley, 1902) that reflect the social world with which they interact. Goffman 

(1959) made the bold claim that there is no self, but that the self is merely an effect of an 

individual’s performance for their social audience. Depending on the different audiences, 

the self may vary greatly, and there are no unifying threads that tie those various selves 

together. While many of the prominent theories in the current field contain remnants of 

Goffman’s theory (e.g., impression management, see Leary & Kowalski, 1990; self-

enhancement, Baumeister, 1998), psychologists generally accept that there is a core self, 

but that self is perceived and expressed differently depending on the social situation (see 

Leary, 2006; Swann & Bosson, 2010). 

 Indeed, Andersen and Chen (2002) posited that close others, be it a romantic 

partner, friend, or family member, elicit a unique aspect of the self they call the relational 

self. The relational self, in short, is the self that stems from the unique role an individual 

plays with a specific other. The relational self can vary depending on the specific other, 

because different relationships bring out different sides of people. This viewpoint builds 

on a similar concept of relational schemas (Baldwin, 1992), or self-schemas that are 

activated within the context of relationship roles. Both lines of research posit that these 

selves or schemas are not only triggered in the physical presence of the close other, but 

that the individual can carry an internal representation of the close other that can 

influence their behaviors and cognitions in unrelated contexts (Glassman & Andersen, 

1999; Baldwin & Holmes, 1987).   

 Thus, close relationships can draw out a unique aspect of the self. This can 

include more than simply drawing out different aspects of one’s personality, but even 

extending to goals and appraisals. For example, when individuals are primed with a 

family member (i.e., their father), they increase their commitment to goals that are 

important to that family member (Shah, 2003). Furthermore, researchers have 

demonstrated a “goal contagion effect” in that individuals tend to start striving for the 

same things as those around them (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999). 

All of the effects discussed above are in a sense “surface-level” changes. That is,  
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although close relationships can elicit different sides of the core self, the theories 

discussed above assume that the core self persists. There have been suggestions, 

however, that romantic relationships may actually mold and shape the very essence of the 

self. In a provocative paper, Berger and Kellner (1964) claimed that people reconstruct 

their sense of realities within their marriages. Because marriage partners’ individual self-

concepts and behaviors bear on one another, this necessitates the couple to continually 

negotiate their identities to correlate with each other. For example, one person’s view of, 

say, a family member, will cause the partner to reevaluate and reconstruct how he or she 

views that same family member. This can extend to not only people around the couple, 

but also events and general values, until the couple eventually redefines and reconstructs 

both their personal and joint realities. 

 Without a doubt, romantic partners can play a significant role in shaping the self. 

The famous artist, Michelangelo, claimed that his role as a sculptor was simply to reveal 

the true form of the stone he was working with (Gombrich, 1995). Researchers have 

likened the partner and self to Michelangelo and the stone, respectively, suggesting that 

the partner plays an integral role in shaping the self toward or away from one’s ideal 

(Drigotas et al., 1999; Rusbult et al., 2009). According to Rusbult and colleagues (2009), 

partner affirmation can spur an individual toward his or her ideal self through a process 

of behavioral confirmation. A partner can induce the individual to act a certain way 

through creating opportunities for the individual to act in that way (Rosenthal & 

Jacobson, 1968; Snyder, Tanke, & Berscheid, 1977). Of course the Michelangelo effect 

only occurs when the partner and self both share the same ideals for the self. If the two 

ideals differ, the partner can induce the individual to act in a way that is in line with the 

partner’s ideal for the individual regardless of the individual’s ideals (Rusbult et al., 

2009). 

 Perspectives and worldviews are just two examples of the many resources 

individuals can adopt from their partners (Aron & Aron, 1996, 1997). Over time, 

individuals can even begin to include their partner’s very identities into their own, 
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blurring the distinction between the self and partner (Aron et al., 1991). Slotter and 

Gardner (2009) found that one of the implications of including the close other into the 

self is that the self will spontaneously adopt traits and interests of the partner that were 

not previously associated with the self. In other words, in a relationship, the partner can 

actually restructure one’s self-concept. Not surprisingly, Slotter et al. (2010) found that 

following a romantic breakup, participants’ writing samples evidenced greater confusion 

of the self as well as a reduced number of non-redundant self-descriptors.  

 Thus we find in this section that relationships can draw out different aspects of the 

self. It can expand or limit one’s resources and influence one’s perspectives and goals. 

Furthermore, relationships can play a role in molding and shaping one’s self-concept so 

much so that upon relationship termination, one’s sense of self becomes diminished. 

However, the self does not simply play a passive role in relationships. In the following 

section, I review evidence of the self’s influence on relationships.   

How the self influences relationships 

Who people are and how they view themselves greatly affect the relationships 

they enter into. The first way the self can affect relationships is through influencing the 

goals the individual hopes to achieve through his or her relationships. These goals can 

determine both who people choose as romantic partners and how they interact with and 

perceive their partners. If these goals are being met in the relationship, couples tend to 

experience greater relationship quality; if the goals are not being met, there is a greater 

risk of relationship termination. The three main self goals -- or self-motives -- researchers 

discuss in the context of romantic relationships are self-enhancement (Baumeister, 1998; 

Brown, 1998; Sedikides & Gregg, 2003), self-verification (Swann, 1983; in press), and 

self-expansion (Aron & Aron, 1996, 1997; Aron, Norman, & Aron, 1998). Self-

enhancement refers to the desire to increase the positivity – or decrease the negativity – 

of self-views. The most prominent research that investigates the role of enhancement in 

relationships is Murray and Holmes’ work on relationship commitment. Specifically,  
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Murray and Holmes found that people commit to relationships only when their partners 

view them positively, and bolster their self-esteem (Murray & Holmes, 1997; Murray, 

Holmes, & Griffin, 1996, 2000).  

Self-verification, on the other hand, posits that people desire for others to see 

them as they see themselves. Self-verification operates similarly to self-enhancement 

when the self-views in question are positive; both self-motives predict that individuals 

will seek out positive feedback from others. However, when the self-views in question 

are negative, self-verification predicts that individuals will actually seek out partners who 

see them negatively while self-enhancement predicts that individuals will still seek 

positive feedback. Research has demonstrated repeatedly that individuals will choose 

interaction partners who verify their own self-views, even if the views are negative 

(Swann, Stein-Seroussi, & Giesler, 1992; Swann & Pelham, 2002; Chen, Chen, & Shaw, 

2004). Furthermore, individuals have been shown to experience greater marriage quality 

when their spouses verify their self-views, regardless of the valence of those self-views 

(Swann, De La Ronde, & Hixon, 1994).  

Self-expansion refers to the desire to increase one’s resources and self-concepts 

through taking on those of their partners. Research has shown that people used more self-

descriptive terms and experienced greater self-efficacy, just after entering into new 

relationships (Aron, Paris, & Aron, 1995). Furthermore, couples who engage in novel 

activities together report greater relationship quality (Aron et al., 2000).  

While self-enhancement, self-verification, and self-expansion are the three most 

prominent self-motives within relationship research, there are other goals that can greatly 

influence relationships. For example, self-determination theory assumes that people 

desire romantic partners who can help them achieve optimal functioning (La Guardia, 

2008), and self-regulation research has demonstrated that people feel close to those who 

facilitate their goal pursuits (Fitzsimons & Shah, 2008). 

Mutual influence between self and relationships 

 Most researchers concede that for every link explored between self and  
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relationships, the opposite causal pathway should be examined. For example, in 

attachment theory, it could be that childhood experiences lead to an individual orienting 

to a specific attachment style (relationships affect self), but then the resulting attachment 

orientation an individual carries can in turn affect the quality of future relationships (self 

affect relationships).  Furthermore, Aron posits in his self-expansion theory (Aron et al., 

2008) that feedback loops can occur in that having negative self-views can cause one to 

view their partners positively in comparison (self affect relationships), but that one can 

incorporate their positive views of their partner into their own self-concept, thereby 

raising the positivity of one’s own self-views (relationships affect self). While these links 

are well and good to explore, they are limited in that they assume that relationships affect 

all individuals equally. While the field is replete with research on the unidirectional 

influence between self and relationships, surprisingly little has been done on synergistic 

effect of combined self and relationship influences. In other words, when the self 

interacts with the relationship, the product is greater than the sum of the individual 

influences of self and relationship; self-processes can either diminish or magnify the 

influence of relationships on the individual. In the next section, I present a new theory 

that attempts to explore just that.  

A new theory of Couple Identity Negotiation 

 Expanding on both Berger and Kellner’s (1964) idea that the unique quality of a 

romantic relationship can facilitate a creation of a new identity, as well as Aron and 

colleagues’ (1991) inclusion of others in the self, I posit that the self and the partner fuse 

together to form a group identity called the couple identity. Note that the couple identity 

operates at the group level, which differs from the relational self which operates at the 

interpersonal level (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). At the interpersonal level, there is still a 

distinction between the self and other and the focus is solely on the individual self. In 

contrast, at the group – or collective – level, the self and other is no longer viewed as 

separate entities (see also Acitelli, 1993). Just as individuals do not distinguish between 

different women when they think of the group identity of being a woman, individuals  
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also do not distinguish between the self and partner when they think of themselves as a 

couple. In other words, the self and other are functionally equivalent in this unique group 

that consists of only two members. 

 Viewing the couple as a group level entity rather than an interpersonal level entity 

lends to a novel way of examining the process through which the couple identity is 

formed. As the personal self can influence and shape the relationship partner (self affects 

relationship), at the same time, the partner can influence and shape the personal self 

(relationship affects self). Furthermore, it is through this mutual shaping of one other 

between the partner and self that the couple identity emerges, a process that I call couple 

identity negotiation. 

Three Models of Couple Identity Negotiation 

 Anytime there are two forces -- in this case two identities -- at play, there is 

potential for unequal levels of influence to occur. One partner can have much greater 

influence than another, or each partner can have the same degree of influence on one 

another when forming the couple identity. What is especially interesting about unequal 

self and partner influences is that which partner is driving the couple identity can actually 

influence how the personal self interacts with the group self (couple identity) for each 

individual.  

Currently, there are two main lines of work that describe how each individual 

reconciles their personal self and group self. According to social identity theory (Turner 

et al., 1987), the personal self and the group self operate in a zero-sum relationship. That 

is, as one level of self is activated, the other becomes inactive. Thus, as one increases 

their identity with their group, their individual self becomes less potent in guiding 

behavior. Of course, reversely, as one focuses more on their individual self, their identity 

with their group wanes. This functional antagonism between the personal self and group 

self may contribute to how the self can be shaped by romantic relationships (relationships 

affect self), or why the self can dictate the course of a romantic relationship (self affect 

relationship).  
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 The other line of research is the identity fusion theory (Swann et al., 2009). Unlike 

social identity theory, identity fusion posits that some individuals experience a sense of 

oneness with their groups. Furthermore, for those who fuse with their group, the personal 

self remains highly salient even when the group self is activated. That is, rather than 

viewing the personal self and group self as functionally antagonistic, the two levels of 

selves are viewed as functionally equivalent. There is a shared essence between the self 

and the relationship; whatever bolsters or threatens the group also bolsters or threatens 

the self, and whatever bolsters or threatens the self also bolsters or threatens the group. 

Accordingly, Swann and colleagues (2009) found that when the personal self was 

threatened, fused individuals were more likely to report taking extreme actions to defend 

their group. In this scenario, threatening the personal self was actually functionally 

equivalent to threatening the group, a pattern not predicted by social identity theory. 

Likewise in relationships, the personal self can remain extremely potent within the couple 

identity so much so that the personal self and the couple identity become functionally 

equivalent. 

I hypothesize that the interplay between the self and partner in forming the couple 

identity can have great effects on how the personal self functions within the couple self. 

Of course, while the amount of self vs. partner influences in couple identity negotiation 

range on a continuum, I categorize these differences into three main models. 

 Model A: The Forfeited Self.  In this model, the individual allows the partner to 

have more influence in forming the couple identity. The personal self, in other words, is 

subsumed by the partner, and “disappears” into the couple. This model can be likened to 

the social identity theory in that as the couple identity becomes more prominent, the 

personal self becomes less salient. The personal identity becomes almost entirely 

informed by the couple identity. Furthermore, forfeiting the self to the partner can have 

great implications on personal and relational outcomes. Because the personal self is 

passive in the relationship, self-goals are unable to be met, especially if they differ from 

relationship goals. For example, self may not be verified, because the self is not an active  
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player in the relationship. Moreover, because the couple identity is primarily composed 

of the partner identity, a breakup would leave the personal self subjectively feeling much 

smaller and with less clarity, requiring a painful process of self-restructuring. Thus, I 

hypothesize that those who report their relationship has highly characteristic of Model A 

would experience low relationship satisfaction (because their personal goals are not being 

met), as well as high relationship commitment (because the prospect of a breakup is 

extremely risky).  

Model B: The Negotiated Self.  In this model, the individual and the partner have 

equal influence on one another in forming the couple identity. The personal self 

negotiates with the partner self, and both have a say in the couple identity. This model 

can be likened to the identity fusion theory in that the personal self remains viable even 

within the couple, and whatever serves the couple serves the self, and vice versa. 

Furthermore, negotiating the self with the partner can have great implications on personal 

and relational outcomes. Because the personal self is an active player in the relationship, 

self-goals are met; not only that, but they are the same as the relationship goals. 

Moreover, because the couple identity is composed of both the self and partner, like 

Model A, a breakup would leave the personal self subjectively feeling much smaller and 

with less clarity, requiring a long and painful process of self-restructuring. One might 

argue that because the personal self is intact, recovery from a breakup might be relatively 

easier than that of Model A. However, because the self and the partner are so enmeshed 

with one another, the personal self would have to undergo a “sorting out” process 

between the partner and self before restructuring the self without the partner. This may 

result in an equally difficult, and potentially longer recovery process, than that of Model 

A. Thus, I hypothesize that those who report their relationship as highly characteristic of 

Model B would experience high relationship satisfaction (because their personal goals are 

being met), as well as high relationship commitment (because the prospect of a breakup 

is extremely risky). 

ModelC : The Imperialistic Self.  In this model, the individual has more influence  
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in forming the couple identity than the partner. The personal self, in other words, 

subsumes the partner, and characterizes the couple. Opposite of Model A, the couple 

identity becomes almost entirely informed by the personal identity. Furthermore, 

subsuming the partner can have great implications on personal and relational outcomes. 

Because the personal self is an active player in the relationship, self-goals are met; not 

only that, they take precedence over relationship goals. In this case, however, because the 

couple identity is composed primarily of the self, a breakup would potentially leave the 

personal self greatly untouched. Thus, I hypothesize that those who report their 

relationship as highly characteristic of Model C would report neither high nor low 

relationship satisfaction (because their relationships do not impact their personal goals), 

but will report low relationship commitment (because the prospect of a breakup is not 

very risky). 

Important to note is that although these models encompass simultaneous 

influences between self and relationships, they still occur on an individual level. That is, 

just because someone reports allowing the partner to dictate the couple identity (Model 

A), it does not mean that the partner will report being the one to dictate the couple 

identity (Model C). It could very well be that while one partner is allowing himself to be 

influenced as well as exerting influence over his partner (Model B), the partner remains 

passive and only receives influence (Model A). Moreover, I focus specifically on 

romantic relationships as researchers often find that romantic partners can influence the 

self beyond that of other relationships (see Slotter & Gardner, 2009). 

Preliminary Evidence 

 The goal of the current research is to validate that the self and partner can 

mutually influence one another to form one of three couple identity negotiation models, 

and demonstrate links between the different models to relationship outcomes, namely 

relationship satisfaction and commitment. An additional aim of the current research is to 

negate the idea that these models are individual differences; rather the couple identity 

negotiation process is unique to each relationship, and dependent on the synergistic effect  
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of the self and partner.  To explore my first hypothesis, my first study examined the 

relationship between the different models couple identity negotiation and relationship 

outcomes. In a correlational study, I tested both the strength of those relationships as well 

as mean differences among the couple identity negotiation models in both relationship 

satisfaction and commitment levels. 

Study 1 

Method 

Participants 

College Sample. Two hundred Introductory Psychology students (mean age = 

18.47; S.D. = 2.14) were recruited from The University of Texas at Austin. Participants 

were recruited on the basis of relationship status; only those who were currently in 

heterosexual romantic relationships participated in the study. The mean relationship 

length was 16.21 months (S.D. = 21.53 months).The sample consisted of 193 participants 

who were dating, 5 who were engaged, and 1 participant who was married. The sample 

consisted of 151 female (75.5%).The majority of the participants come from a Caucasian 

background (N = 108; 54.0%). Participants completed the study in exchange for course 

credit. 

Internet Sample.  One hundred sixty-five non-college participants (mean age = 

29.33; S.D. = 9.81) were recruited over a two month period (February to April 2009). 

Internet participants were recruited over the Internet via postings on Yahoo groups, 

Craiglist, and Facebook. Participants who completed the survey emailed the researchers 

to enter into a drawing for $50. Four participants were randomly drawn to win a $50 cash 

prize. The participants were then emailed for their address to be mailed the cash prize. 

The recruitment message read as follows:  

Are you currently in a romantic relationship?? The University of Texas at 

Austin is asking you to participate in a Psychology study on romantic 

relationships. We are interested in learning how people change in their romantic 

relationships. At the completion of your participation, you may enter a drawing to  
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win $50. 1 out of 75 will win. You must be at least 18 years old. Please come to 

[insert website] to fill out this survey. Thank you so much for helping us with this 

important research.    

 The survey was created and hosted by SurveyMonkey, and was restricted only to 

those who reported currently being in a heterosexual romantic relationship. Mean 

relationship length was 61.78 months (S.D. = 92.71 months). The sample included 103 

participants who were dating, 13 participants who were engaged, and 49 participants in 

married relationships. The final sample included 133 females (80.6%).The Internet 

sample was more diverse with fewer participants coming from a Caucasian background 

(N = 50; 30.3%). 

Procedure  

Couple Identity Models Measure. The participants completed an animated scale 

that was administered over a computer. The scale describes three models through which 

the Personal Self can fuse with the Partner Self. After describing the three models 

through both verbal descriptions and animations, participants rate how much each model 

describes them using a 7-point Likert scale (1=does not describe me at all, 7 = describes 

me greatly).  Participants then selected which model best described their relationship. 

Participants were also asked to rate on a scale of 1 to 7 (7 being most certain) how certain 

they were the model they chose best described their relationship (see Appendix). 

Relationship Satisfaction. Participants completed the 15-item version of the 

Semantic Differential (SMD; Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum, 1957). Items in the scale 

were measured using 7-point scales between two opposing adjectives about the 

relationship (e.g., satisfied-dissatisfied, pleasant-unpleasant), with higher scores indicate 

greater satisfaction. Cronbach coefficient alpha was .93. 

Commitment Level. Participants completed 48 items of the Commitment 

Inventory (Stanley & Markman, 1992). Items in the scale were measured using a 7-point 

Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). For the purposes of the current 

study, we included 8 of the validated subscales. Scores on the Availability of Partners  
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subscale indicated the extent to which participants felt like they were able to find other 

suitable partners in the case of relationship termination. Scores on the Social Pressure 

subscale refer to the level pressure from family and friends to maintain the relationship. 

Scores on the Structural Investments subscale indicate how enmeshed financial resources 

have become in the relationship. Scores on the Meta-commitment subscale indicate how 

committed the participants generally are to their commitments. Scores on the Couple 

Identity subscale indicate the degree to which the participants view them and their partner 

as one single entity. Scores on the Primacy of Relationship subscale indicate the priority 

the relationship holds in the participants’ lives. Scores on the Satisfaction with Sacrifice 

subscale indicate the amount of satisfaction the participants have in behaving 

altruistically toward their partner. Finally, scores on the Alternative Monitoring subscale 

indicate the level of attention participants pay toward potential, alternative partners. The 

subscales were balanced for wording, and half of the items in each subscale were reverse-

coded. In addition, we reverse-scored the Availability of Partners and Alternative 

Monitoring subscales so high scores would always indicated higher level of 

commitments. Finally, we collapsed the subscales into two main commitment types. 

Constraint Commitment consisted of the Availability of Partners, Social Pressures, and 

Structural Investments subscales. High scores refer to commitment that arises from a 

sense of obligation. Cronbach coefficient alpha for this subscale was .79. The rest of the 

subscales made up Personal Dedication. High scores refer to commitment that arises 

from the desire to improve the relationship for the joint benefit of both partners. 

Cronbach coefficient alpha for this subscale was .91. 

Results 

Table 1 shows the correlations among the three Models as well as all the outcome 

variables. Model A correlated negatively with Model B (r = -.16, p < .01), Model C (r = -

.31, p < .01), and relationship satisfaction (r = -.21, p < .01), and correlated positively 

with both constraint commitment (r = .13, p < .05), and personal dedication (r = .15, p < 

.01). Model B correlated negatively with Model C (r = -.27, p < .01), and positively with  
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satisfaction (r = .23, p < .01), constraint commitment (r = .14, p < .01), and personal 

dedication (r = .19, p < .01). Model C correlated negatively with personal dedication (r = 

-.25, p < .01).  

 

Table 1 

 

Study 1 Intercorrelations between Variables  

Subscale 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Model A - -.160** -.313** -.213** .128* .145** 

2. Model B  - -.269** .234** .145** .187** 

3. Model C   - .000 -.093+ -.251** 

4. Satisfaction    - .272** .500** 

5. Constraint     - .489** 

6. Dedication      - 

*p < .05 

**p < .01 

 

I first centered each of the predictor variables by subtracting the participant score 

from the sample mean. I then regressed each of the relationship outcomes variables on 

each of the three models separately, controlling for demographic variables (i.e., age, 

gender, race, Internet or college sample, and relationship length) (see Table 2).  
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Table 2 
 

Study 1 Summary Regression Analyses for Models Individually Predicting Different 

Relationship Outcomes Controlling for Demographic Variables 

  Variable  B  SE B  β  R
2
  

Satisfaction 

  Model A  -.087  .026  -.18**  .11  

  Model B  .155  .032  .25***  .14  

  Model C  .000  .028  -.00  .08  

 

Constraint 

Model A  .048  .023  .11*  .12 

  Model B  . 076  .030  .14*  .12  

  Model C  -.025  .025  -.05  .11 

 

Dedication 

Model A  .063  .024  .14**  .05 

  Model B  .112  .030  .20***  .07 

  Model C  -.099  .025  -.21*** .08 

*p  <  .05, **p  < .01, ***p < .001 

 

I then regressed each of the relationship outcome variables on all three models 

and their possible 2-way and 3-way interactions. I performed a hierarchical regression 

analysis, controlling for demographic variables in the first step, then entering the models 

in the second step, the 2-way interactions in the third step, and the 3-way interactions in 

the fourth step. Because I did not have any theories regarding the interactions between 

the Models, and there were no consistent patterns in the interactions for the different 

outcome variables, I reported only the main effects for the three models (see Table 3). 
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Table 3 
 

Study 1 Summary Regression Analyses for all Three Models Predicting Different 

Relationship Outcomes Controlling for Demographic Variables 

  Variable  B   SE B   β 

   

Satisfaction           

  

  Model A  -.063   .028   -.13* 

  Model B  .138   .035   .22***  

  Model C  .002   .030   -.01 

Constraint 

Model A  .061   .025   .14* 

 Model B  . 090   .032   .16** 

 Model C  .006   .027   .01 

 

Dedication 

Model A  .064   .025   .15* 

 Model B  .111   .032   .20** 

  Model C  -.060   .028   -.13*  

Note. R
2
 = .15 for Satisfaction; R

2
 = .16 for Constraint; R

2
 = .12 for Dedication. 

*p  <  .05, **p  < .01, ***p < .001 

 

Finally, I selected “exemplars” of each Model by categorizing participants by the 

model they selected as best describing them. 70 participants reported being Model A 

(19.2%), 218 participants reported being Model B (59.9%), and 76 participants reported 

being Model C (20.9%). To prevent any forced choice effects, I selected only those who 

rated themselves at least 2 Likert points higher on their choice Model than the other two 

Models. This left us with 48 individual categorized as Model A (18.8%), 158 individuals 

as Model B (62.0%), and 49 individuals categorized as Model C (19.2%). 

I then conducted a one-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) for each measure 

of relationship outcome, controlling for all the demographic variables. The independent 

variable, Model, involved three levels: Model A, Model B, and Model C.  

Relationship Satisfaction 

 I first regressed relationship satisfaction on each of the three couple identity 

models separately (see Table 2). Model A was negatively related to satisfaction, (β = - 

16 



 .18, p < .01) and Model B was positively related to satisfaction, (β = .25, p < .001). 

Model C was not associated to satisfaction, (β = -.00, ns). I then performed a hierarchical 

regression analysis on all three models together (see Table 3). Model A was negatively 

related to satisfaction, (β  = -.13, p < .05) and Model B was positively related to 

satisfaction, (β = .22, p < .001). Model C was not associated to satisfaction, (β = .01, ns).  

 Next, I ran an ANCOVA and found that couple identity models differed on 

satisfaction, F(2,224) = 13.27, p = .00. I ran pairwise comparisons on the three models 

and found that Model B participants reported higher satisfaction levels (M = 5.76, S.E. = 

.08) than Model A (M = 4.93, S.E. = .15; F(1,181) = 24.66, p = .00), and Model C (M = 

5.32, S.E. = .14; F(1,185) = 8.18, p = .01). Models A did not significantly differ from 

Model C on satisfaction, F(1,80) = 1.82, p = .18. Mean differences are shown in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. Model Differences in Mean Satisfaction Levels 
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Constraint Commitment 

 I first regressed constraint commitment on each of the three couple identity 

models separately (see Table 2). Models A and B were positively related to constraint, (β  

= .11, p < .05 and β = .14, p < .05, respectively). Model C was not related to constraint, 

(β = -.05, ns). I then performed a hierarchical regression analysis on all three models 

together (see Table 3). Models A and B were positively related to constraint, (β  = .14, p 

< .05 and β = .16, p < .01, respectively). Model C was not associated to constraint, (β = 

.01, ns).  

 Next, I ran an ANCOVA and found that couple identity models significantly 

differed on constraint commitment, F(2,217) = 5.92, p = .00. I ran pairwise comparisons 

on the three models and found that Model C participants reported lower constraint (M = 

3.50, S.E. = .12) than Model B (M = 3.98, S.E. = .07; F(1,178) = 11.80, p = .00) and 

marginally lower constraint than Model A (M = 3.83, S.E. = .13; F(1,78) = 3.18, p = .08). 

Models A and B did not differ on constraint dedication, F(1,175) = 1.08, p = .30. Mean 

differences are shown in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2. Model Differences in Mean Constraint Scores 
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Personal Dedication 

 I first regressed dedication commitment on each of the three couple identity 

models separately (see Table 2). Models A and B were positively related to dedication, (β  

= .14, p < .01 and β = .20, p < .001, respectively). Model C was negatively related to 

dedication, (β = -.21, p < .001). I then performed a hierarchical regression analysis on all 

three models together (see Table 3). Models A and B were positively related to 

dedication, (β  = .15, p < .05 and β = .20, p < .01, respectively). On the other hand, 

Model C was negatively related to dedication, (β = -.13, p < .05).  

 Next, I ran an ANCOVA and found that couple identity models significantly 

differed on personal dedication, F(2,218) = 18.37, p = .00. I ran pairwise comparisons on 

the three models and found that Model C participants reported lower dedication (M = 

4.46, S.E. = .12) than Model A (M = 5.38, S.E. = .13; F(1,79) = 28.10, p = .00) and Model 

B (M = 5.23, S.E. = .07; F(1,179) = 29.40, p = .00). Models A and B did not differ on 

dedication, F(1,176) = .98, p = .32. Mean differences are shown in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3. Model Differences in Mean Dedication Scores 
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Discussion 

Recall my hypotheses that individuals with relationships characteristic of Model 

A (the Forfeited Self) will report low satisfaction and high commitment, while 

individuals with relationships characteristic of Model B (the Negotiated Self) will report 

high satisfaction and high commitment, and finally individuals with relationships 

characteristic of Model C (the Imperialistic Self) will report neither high nor low 

satisfaction, but will report low commitment. The three different couple identity 

negotiation models behaved exactly as expected. The degree to which participants 

characterized their relationship as Model A, or the “Forfeited Self” predicted lower 

relationship satisfaction levels as well as higher commitment levels – both constraint 

commitment and personal dedication. This is not surprising as those who forfeit, or lose 

their selves in the relationships may draw their source of identity from the relationship, 

increasing their need to stay in the relationship. Furthermore, because they are not 

acknowledging their personal self and therefore sacrificing their personal needs for the 

sake of the relationship, they may experience lower relationship quality; in fact, high 

scorers on Model A report having the lowest levels of relationship satisfaction of all three 

Models.  

The degree to which participants characterized their relationship as Model C, or 

the “Imperialistic Self” was not related to relationship satisfaction levels or constraint 

commitment, but was related to lower personal dedication to the relationship. This 

finding is as expected because those who subsume their partner into their own selves to 

form their couple identity do not depend on their partners to fuel their identities. Thus, 

they are not as dedicated to their relationship and they do not have a tendency to report 

positive or negative relationship satisfaction.  

The degree to which participants characterized their relationship as Model B, or 

the “Negotiated Self” predicted higher relationship satisfaction levels as well as higher 

commitment levels – both constraint commitment and personal dedication. This is as 

expected as those who engage in a give and take with their partners to form their couple  
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identity fuse with their partner to form a couple identity that stays true to both members 

of the couple. Those who score high on Model B report the greatest satisfaction level, and 

they are also committed to their relationship because their sense of identity is enmeshed 

with their partner. 

To sum up the findings, it seems as if individuals who prioritize the self are not 

highly committed to their relationships, but do not suffer poor relationship quality. Those 

who forfeit the self and those who negotiate the self are highly committed to their 

relationships. However, while those who negotiate the self to form their couple identity 

are committed to very satisfying relationships, those who forfeit the self end up being 

committed to very dissatisfying relationships.  

Study 2 

The second aim of the current research is to examine whether these models are 

individual differences, or if the couple identity negotiation process is unique to each 

relationship.  To explore this question, my second study examined the relationship 

between the different models of couple identity negotiation and the Big-Five Personality 

Dimensions (McCrae & John, 1991). Personality traits are individual differences that 

remain relatively stable across time and situations, and have been associated with 

differing levels of relationship quality (Heller, Watson, & Ilies, 2004). Indeed, it is 

intuitive that embodying high levels of, say, agreeableness would facilitate positive 

relationship outcomes. Relationship researchers are often interested especially in the trait 

of neuroticism (i.e., having high or low emotional stability), as it is strongly associated 

with how negatively people interpret their partner’s behaviors (Karney et al., 1994) as 

well as poor conflict resolution skills (McNulty, 2008). The Big-Five Personality 

dimensions have also shown to be predictably linked to individual orientations such as 

attachment styles (Shaver & Brennan, 1992). In short, if personality dimensions are 

linked to couple identity negotiation models, it suggests that these models may simply be 

another individual orientation that influences relationship outcomes. If there is little or no  
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relationship between personality and the models, which is what I predict, the models may 

extend simply beyond the effects of the self, and are a product of the unique synergistic 

effect of the self and partner in each relationship. 

Method 

Four hundred forty-two participants (mean age = 31.41; S.D. = 10.83) were 

recruited over a three week period (January 26 to mid-February 19, 2010). Participants 

were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, a validated source of online 

participants (see Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, in press for a review) and paid ten cents 

for completing the survey.  

 The survey was created and hosted by SurveyMonkey, and was restricted only to 

those who reported currently being in a heterosexual romantic relationship. Mean 

relationship length was 76.14 months (S.D. = 89.71 months). The sample included 170 

participants who were dating, 28 participants who were engaged, and 147 participants in 

married relationships; 97 participants did not indicate their relationship type. The final 

sample included 228 females (51.2%). Most of the participants came from a Caucasian 

background (N = 264; 59.7 %). 

Procedure  

Couple Identity Models Measure. Participants completed the same scale described 

in Study 1.  

Personality traits. Participants completed the 10-item measure of the Big Five 

dimensions (TIPI; Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003). Items in the scale were measured 

using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Disagree strongly, 7 = Agree Strongly). The TIPI 

contains two questions for each of the Big Five dimensions: extraversion (α = .64); 

agreeableness (α = .49); conscientiousness (α = .63); emotional stability (α = .73), and 

openness to experience (α = .40) with higher scores indicating that greater extent to 

which the traits apply to the participants. As reported above, all the Cronbach coefficient 

alphas were low, but this is typical of two-item subscales (see Gosling et al., 2003). 
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Results 

 Table 4 shows the correlations among the three Models as well as the five 

personality dimensions. The correlations among the three Models replicated the results of 

Study 1: Model A correlated negatively with Model B (r = -.14, p < .01), Model C (r = -

.23, p < .01), and Model B correlated negatively with Model C (r = -.30, p < .01). Across 

the board, there was very little correlation between either of the three Models and the Big 

Five Dimensions. The only significant correlation at p < .05 was that of Model C and 

Conscientiousness (r = -.13).   

 

Table 4 

 
Study 2 Intercorrelations between Variables  

Subscale 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Model A - -.137** -.226** -.051 .023 -.044 -.091+ -.086+ 

2. Model B  - -.296** .008 -.005 -.029 .087+ .082 

3. Model C   - .011 -.071 -.129* -.100+ .087+ 

4. Extraversion    - -.003 .064 .164** .193** 

5. Agreeableness     - .146** .390** .266** 

6. Conscientious      - .345** .113* 

5. Emotional           

Stability 
      - .193** 

6. Openness        - 

*p < .05, **p < .01 

 

I first centered each of the predictor variables by subtracting the participant score 

from the sample mean. I first regressed each of the personality traits on each of the three 

models separately, controlling for demographic variables (i.e., age, gender, race,  
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relationship type, and relationship length) (see Table 5).  

 

Table 5 
 

Study 2 Summary Regression Analyses for Models Individually Predicting the Big Five 

Dimensions Controlling for Demographic Variables 

  Variable  B  SE B  β  R
2
  

Extraversion 

  Model A  .000  .045  .00  .03  

  Model B  -.025  .058  -.03   .03  

  Model C  -.010  .046  -.01  .03  

  

Agreeableness 

Model A  .020  .037  .03  .09 

  Model B  . 023  .047  .03  .09  

  Model C  -.053  .038  -.08  .10 

 

Conscientiousness 

Model A  -.019  .036  -.03  .09 

  Model B  -.017  .046  -.02  .09  

  Model C  -.041  .037  -.06  .09 

 

Emotional Stability 

Model A  -.071  .042  -.09+  .07 

  Model B  . 101  .054  .11+  .07  

  Model C  -.062  .044  -.08  .06 

 

Openness 

Model A  -.047  .034  -.08  .04 

  Model B  .062  .044  .08  .04 

  Model C  .054  .035  .09  .04 

+p  <  .10 

 

I then regressed each of the personality dimensions on all three models and their 

possible 2-way and 3-way interactions. I performed a hierarchical regression analysis, 

controlling for demographic variables in the first step, then entering the models in the 

second step, the 2-way interactions in the third step, and the 3-way interactions in the  
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fourth step. Because I did not have any theories regarding the interactions between the 

Models, and there were no consistent patterns in the interactions for the different outcome 

variables, I reported only the main effects for the three models (see Table 6). 

 

Table 6 
 

Study 2 Summary Regression Analyses for all Three Models Predicting the Big Five 

Personality Dimensions Controlling for Demographic Variables 

  Variable  B   SE B   β 

   

Extraversion            

  Model A  -.009   .048   -.01 

  Model B  -.027   .063   -.03  

  Model C  -.018   .051   -.02  

 

Agreeableness 

Model A  .010   .039   .02  

  Model B  . 004   .051   .01 

  Model C  -.050   .041   -.07 

 

Conscientiousness 

Model A  -.038   .038   -.06  

  Model B  -.047   .050   -.06 

  Model C  -.061   .040   -.09 

 

Emotional Stability 

Model A  -.077   .044   -.10+  

  Model B  . 055   .058   .06 

  Model C  -.067   .047   -.09 

 

Openness 

Model A  -.022   .036   -.04  

  Model B  .072   .047   .09  

  Model C  .064   .038   .10+  

Note. R
2
 = .03 for Extraversion; R

2
 = .10 for Agreeableness; R

2
 = .10 for 

Conscientiousness, R
2
 = .08 for Emotional Stability, R

2
 = .05 for Openness 

+p  <  .10 

 

Finally, as in Study 1, I selected “exemplars” of each Model by categorizing  
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participants by the model they selected as best describing them. 105 participants reported 

being Model A (23.8%), 240 participants reported being Model B (54.2%), and 97 

participants reported being Model C (21.9%). These distributions are comparable to those 

of Study 1. To prevent any forced choice effects, I selected only those who rated 

themselves at least 2 Likert points higher on their choice Model than the other two 

Models. This left us with 55 individual categorized as Model A (22.3%), 137 individuals 

as Model B (55.4%), and 55 individuals categorized as Model C (22.3%). 

I then conducted a one-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) for each of the 

Big Five Personality dimensions, controlling for all the demographic variables. The 

independent variable, Model, involved three levels: Model A, Model B, and Model C.  

Extraversion 

 I first regressed extraversion on each of the three couple identity models 

separately (see Table 5). Models A, B, and C were not significantly related to 

extraversion (β = .00, -.03, and -.01, respectively). I then performed a hierarchical 

regression analysis on all three models together (see Table 6). Again, none of the models 

were related to extraversion, (β  = -.01, -.03, and -.02, respectively.  

 Next, I ran an ANCOVA and found that couple identity models did not 

significantly differ on extraversion levels, F(2,171) = .078, p = .93, η = .001. Thus, 

extraversion was not related to scores on the couple identity negotiation models, nor were 

mean scores on extraversion different among the three models.  

Agreeableness 

 I first regressed agreeableness on each of the three couple identity models 

separately (see Table 5). Models A, B, and C were not significantly related to 

agreeableness (β = .03, .03, and -.08, respectively). I then performed a hierarchical 

regression analysis on all three models together (see Table 6). Again, none of the models 

were related to extraversion, (β  = .02, .01, and -.07, respectively.  

 Next, I ran an ANCOVA and found that couple identity models did not  
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significantly differ on agreeableness levels, F(2,171) = 341, p = .71, η = .004. Thus, 

agreeableness was not related to scores on the couple identity negotiation models, nor 

were mean scores on agreeableness different among the three models.  

Conscientiousness 

 I first regressed conscientiousness on each of the three couple identity models 

separately (see Table 5). Models A, B, and C were not significantly related to 

conscientiousness (β = -.03, -.02, and -.06, respectively). I then performed a hierarchical 

regression analysis on all three models together (see Table 6). Again, none of the models 

were related to conscientiousness, (β  = .06, -.06, and -.09, respectively.  

 Next, I ran an ANCOVA and found that couple identity models did not 

significantly differ on conscientiousness levels, F(2,171) = 310, p = .73, η = .004. Thus, 

conscientiousness was not related to scores on the couple identity models, nor were mean 

scores on conscientiousness different among the three models.  

Emotional Stability 

 I first regressed emotional stability on each of the three couple identity models 

separately (see Table 5). Model C was not significantly related to emotional stability (β = 

-.08). However, Model A was marginally negatively related to emotional stability (β = -

.09, p < .10), and Model B was marginally positively related to emotional stability (β = 

.11, p < .10). I then performed a hierarchical regression analysis on all three models 

together (see Table 6). Again, while Models B and C were not negatively related to 

emotional stability, (β  = .06 and -.09, respectively, Model A was marginally negatively 

related to emotional stability (β = -.10, p < .10).  

 Next, I ran an ANCOVA and found that couple identity models did not 

significantly differ on emotional stability levels, F(2,171) = 2.141, p = .12, η = .024. 

Thus, only Model A was marginally negatively related to emotional stability, and mean 

scores on emotional stability did not differ among the three models.  

Openness to Experience 

 I first regressed openness on each of the three couple identity models separately  

27 



(see Table 5). Models A, B, and C were not significantly related to openness (β = -.08, 

.08, and .09, respectively). I then performed a hierarchical regression analysis on all three 

models together (see Table 6). Models A and B were not related to openness, (β  = -.04 

and .09,  respectively), but Model C was marginally related to openness (β = .10, p < 

.10). 

 Next, I ran an ANCOVA and found that couple identity models marginally 

significantly differed on openness, F(2,171) = 2.60, p = .08. I ran pairwise comparisons 

on the three models and found that Model A participants reported lower openness (M = 

4.84, S.E. = .18) than Model B (M = 5.33, S.E. = .12). However, Model A did not differ 

from Model C (M = 5.31, S.E. = .22; F(1,71) = 1.56, p = .22), or did Model B differ from 

Model C, F(1,130) = .016, p = .90. Mean differences are shown in Figure 4.  

 

Figure 4. Model Differences in Mean Openness Scores 
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Discussion 

 I expected that the three couple identity negotiation models would not be related 

to the Big Five Personality dimensions. In sum, the results supported my hypothesis. One  

of the only two marginally significant relationships existed between low emotional 

stability and Model A, or the “Forfeited Self,” which may in part be explained by the 

juxtaposition between being more dedicated to their relationship, yet experiencing lower 

relationship satisfaction. While it could be that neurotic people choose these relationships 

to perpetuate their chronic negative affect, it also could be that the mismatch in 

commitment and satisfaction produces the very negative emotions that are characteristic 

of neurotic individuals. Furthermore, the finding that those who classify themselves as 

Model A also report lower Openness than the other two models may point to why those 

individuals are less likely to leave dissatisfying relationships. They are less open to new 

experiences and are less inclined toward variety and unconventional values, leaving them 

to choose the safety and security of staying in their current relationships – even if the 

relationship is not fulfilling - over the risky option of starting over anew. 

 The other marginally significant relationship existed between openness and 

Model C, or the “Imperialistic Self.” This is not surprising as those who score high on 

openness tend to demonstrate creativity, a need for variety, and unconventional values, as 

well as intellectual interests (McCrae & John, 1991). It could very well be that high 

scorers of Model C are not as tied to their relationships because of their need for variety 

and change. Furthermore, those individuals also demonstrate intellect, whether it is 

manifested in high scholarship or artistic ability. This intellectual tendency may fuel the 

individual’s self-concept, eliminating the need for them to draw their identity from their 

romantic partners. Important to note, however, is that these conjectures are all based on a 

marginally significant relationship between openness and Model C scores. 

To sum up, my findings demonstrate that the three couple identity negotiation 

models were not significantly related to any of the Big Five Personality Dimensions. This 

suggests the possibility that the models are specific to the relationship; the same person  
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may not integrate their identities with their partners the same way across every 

relationship they engage in.  

General Discussion 

The purpose of the current research was to explore how the process of forming a 

couple identity can impact relationship quality. While it has been well documented that 

the relationship can shape the self (Berger & Kellner, 1964; Rusbult et al., 2009; Aron & 

Aron, 1996, 1997), and that self-related goals and motives can influence behavior within 

relationships (see Leary, 2008), researchers rarely take into account the concomitant self-

motives and goals of the individual within the relationship. How the partner and self 

merge their identities can greatly influence the potency of the self within the relationship, 

which then in turn impacts the quality of one’s relationship. The study proposed three 

different models of how the self and the partner can merge together. The self can be 

subsumed by the partner (Model A); the self can negotiate a couple identity that 

acknowledges the unique qualities of both  partners (Model B); or the self can subsume 

the partner (Model C) to form the couple identity. Study 1 demonstrated that some people 

perceive each of the three models as describing their relationship. About 20% of the 

sample reported being Models A, and another 20% reported being Model C. The 

remaining 60% reported being Model B. 

Model A and Model C both exemplify the unidirectional influence processes 

emphasized by social identity theory (Turner et al., 1987).  If the self is subsumed by the 

partner to form the couple identity, the self is no longer a viable source of influence in the 

relationship. Thus, the self is inhibited in its ability to achieve personal goals (i.e., 

enhancement, verification, etc) in the relationship, which in turn leads to decreased 

relationship quality (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996; Swann, De La Ronde, & Hixon, 

1994). Accordingly, those who reported higher scores on Model A experienced decreased 

relationship satisfaction. However, because they are subsumed in the relationship, 

relationship termination would be extremely risky as the personal self would have to  
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undergo a painful restructuring process. Thus, high scorers of Model A should report 

high commitment to the relationship despite decreased relationship quality. Indeed, the 

results were in line with this reasoning in Study 1. On the other hand, if the self subsumes  

the partner, the partner is no longer a viable source of influence in the relationship. Thus, 

those who report higher scores on Model C should report lower commitment, and their 

satisfaction level is unrelated to their relationship. This was also found in Study 1.  

Model B exemplifies the identity fusion theory (Swann et al., 2009), wherein the 

self and the relationship are functionally equivalent. Because the self and the partner 

equally contribute to the relationship identity, what serves self serves the relationship. 

Unlike Model C, however, what serves the relationship also serves the self. 

Consequently, as both self goals and relationship goals can be met simultaneously, the 

individual experiences higher relationship satisfaction and commitment. 

Study 2 explores whether these Models can be predicted from the Big Five 

Personality factors and found that there was no significant relationship between 

personality and the Models. One trait that is of special interest to relationship researchers 

is emotional stability as it is often associated with relationship outcomes (Karney et al., 

1994; McNulty, 2008); however, Study 2 found that the trait is only marginally 

associated with Model A. Furthermore, levels of emotional stability were not different 

among participants who endorsed each of the three models. 

Limitations 

A potential critique of the current line of research is that it is merely correlational 

and no causation can be deduced from the current data. Moreover, the current studies did 

not examine the discriminant validity between the couple identity models and other 

related constructs such as closeness, interdependence, and attachment styles. Finally, the 

Big Five Personality Dimensions are only one aspect of individual differences that can be 

tested. Other individual differences such as identity strength, narcissism, self-concept 

clarity, and self-motivations should also be investigated in future work. Regardless, the 

current work is promising as it demonstrates that controlling for age or relationship  
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length among other variables, a simple pictorial measure of different models of self-other 

merger can reliably predict both relationship satisfaction and commitment.  

Implications and Conclusions 

 How the self and partner merges to form the couple identity has potentially 

significant implications for research in both the areas of self and relationships. 

Specifically, for those who study how relationships can mold and shape the self, it is 

important to remember that the self still plays a viable role in that process. Even if the 

relationship is able to shift one’s goals and motives over time, if the goals and motives an 

individual brings into the relationship remains unfulfilled, the individual can experience 

decreased satisfaction in the relationship. On the other hand, although people’s prior 

goals and orientations can greatly impact the relationships they enter into as well as how 

they relate to their partner, it is important to account for the role of the relationship in 

shifting those goals and orientations. 

While researchers have long heeded John Donne’s maxim that “every man is a 

piece of the continent,” accounting for the relational context when examining the 

individual, the current research highlights the need to remember that the continent is still 

composed of individual men. The self can influence the partner, and the partner can 

influence the self, but the two directions of influence together form a synergistic whole 

that is greater than the sum of its parts. Breaking relationships up into simpler 

components (self vs. relationship influences) may sometimes be more practical or 

feasible; however, in the real world relationships cannot be parsed apart so simply. If 

relationship research is to have real and practical external validity, it is crucial to capture 

the synergistic effects between the self and partner. The current research is hopefully only 

the first step toward that end.   
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Appendix. Couple Identity Negotiation Scale 
 

People often face expectations of what it means to be a relationship partner. These 

expectations may or may not correspond to who they feel they are in their daily lives. For 

example, your partner's expectations of what you should be like as a relationship partner 

(partner self) may be that you stay home more with your partner. Your personal self, or 

who you are outside of a relationship, may be someone who likes to go out often.  

We propose three models of how the partner self and personal self fuse together: 

 

Model A: My relationship is very important to me. In the relationship, I have found 

myself striving to meet expectations of what it means to be a good relationship partner, 

even if it meant sacrificing personal preferences. 

 

 

 

 

Model B: My relationship is very important to me. In the relationship, I have found 

myself compromising expectations of what it means to be a good relationship partner 

with who I believe myself to be. 
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Personal Self 

Couple Identity 

Partner Self 

 

Personal Self Partner 

Self 

Couple Identity 
Personal Self Partner Self 



Model C: My relationship is very important to me. In the relationship, I have found 

myself striving to stay true to myself, even if it meant choosing not to meet expectations 

of what it means to be a good relationship partner. 

 

 

 

                             

Using the following scale, indicate how much each model describes the relationship 

between you and your partner. 

   Does not describe    Describes me  

        me at all      greatly 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

MODEL A O O O O O O O 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

MODEL B O O O O O O O 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

MODEL C O O O O O O O 

Bubble in which of the three diagrams BEST describes your relationship (A, B, or C): 

   MODEL A         MODEL B                MODEL C 
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Personal Self 

Couple Identity 

Partner Self 

Couple Identity 
Couple Identity 

Personal Self 

Partner Self 

 

Partner Self Personal Self 
Couple Identity 

Personal Self 

Partner Self 



How certain are you that the diagram you just picked truly describes your relationship? 

Not at all certain    Extremely certain 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

O O O O O O O 
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