
Symposium S-H5 
 
Do we shape relationships or do relationships shape us? The dynamic interplay of 
personality and close relationships 
 
Saturday, February 15, 2014, 3:30 PM - 4:45 PM, Room 9 
 
Chair: Madoka Kumashiro, Goldsmiths, University of London 
Co-Chair: Ximena Arriaga, Purdue University 
 
Four talks highlight the importance of examining the dynamic interplay between personality and 
close relationships, by showing how personality influences relationships and how relationships 
can shape stable traits. The talks reveal new or counterintuitive findings for dispositional self-
regulatory traits, self-esteem, agreeableness, and attachment security. 
 
Tailoring Help to Fit: The Influence of Regulatory Mode in Social Support Contexts 
Justin V. Cavallo, E. Tory Higgins, Katherine Zee 
Wilfrid Laurier University; Columbia University 
Regulatory mode theory distinguishes between assessment and locomotion functions of self-
regulation. Assessment is the comparative element of goal pursuit that is characterized by 
concern with critical evaluation and making the “right” choice. Locomotion is the action element 
and is characterized by concern with movement from state to state without delay (Kruglanski et 
al., 2000). Individual differences in the relative emphasis placed on these states guide self-
regulation broadly, and the present research examines how such differences influence the 
interpersonal process of social support. Results from three studies reveal that while high 
locomotion providers offer more support than high assessment providers, this support is often 
poorly tailored to recipients’ needs. Consequently, recipients perceive high assessment helpers 
as more responsive than high locomotion helpers. The contrast between these findings and 
previous work (Kumashiro et al., 2007) suggests that support situations can afford locomotion 
and assessment-oriented partners differential opportunities to provide responsive help.  
 
 
Promotion and Prevention in Love: Regulatory Focus Complementarity and Relationship 
Well-Being 
Vanessa K. Bohns, Gale M. Lucas, Daniel C. Molden, Eli J. Finkel, Michael K. Coolsen, Madoka 
Kumashiro, E. Tory Higgins 
University of Waterloo; University of Southern California; Northwestern University; 
Shippensburg University; Goldsmiths, University of London; Columbia University 
In two studies, we examined the effects of individual differences in regulatory focus within 
romantic couples. Specifically, we explored the question of whether complementary (promotion-
prevention) or similar (promotion-promotion, prevention-prevention) pairings were more 
beneficial for relationships. We found that couples reported more positive relationship outcomes 
when they had complementary regulatory focus orientations. We theorize that the benefits of 
regulatory focus complementarity stem from the availability of both eager and vigilant strategies, 
which allow complementary couples to “divide and conquer” goal pursuits as a unit. We further 
suggest that goal congruence is a necessary moderator that allows a couple to capitalize on 
these advantages of complementarity. Despite volumes of research showing that similarity 
between partners benefits relationships, our findings suggest that similarity and 
complementarity are each beneficial within a restricted range of contexts: similarity is 
advantageous for establishing agreement on joint goals, while complementarity is advantageous 
for coordinating pursuit of those goals.  



 
 
Expressivity in close relationships: The dual importance of self-esteem and 
agreeableness 
Megan H. McCarthy, Joanne V. Wood 
University of Waterloo 
After a bad day, who talks to their loved ones? Previous research has revealed mixed findings 
regarding high self-esteem (HSE) people being more expressive of negative thoughts and 
feelings than their low self-esteem (LSE) counterparts. Self-esteem by itself may not be enough; 
rather, HSE may operate in conjunction with agreeableness in encouraging expressivity. Self-
esteem and agreeableness together promote feelings of security, which may encourage open 
emotional expression. Consistent with this, Study 1 (n = 236) showed that HSE/high agreeable 
participants were most expressive of negative emotions to a roommate after a bad day, and this 
interaction was mediated by participants’ perceptions of their roommate’s caring. When felt 
security was experimentally heightened in Study 2 (n = 270 romantic partners), the less 
expressive self-esteem/agreeableness combinations became more expressive. These findings 
redirect main effects models of self-esteem, and suggest an interaction model of personality 
variables that predict relational security and intimacy-promoting behaviors.  
 
 
The Filling-the-Void Model of Bolstering Attachment Security Over Time 
Ximena B. Arriaga, Madoka Kumashiro, Eli J. Finkel, Laura E. VanderDrift, Laura B. Luchies 
Purdue University; Goldsmiths, University of London; Northwestern University; Syracuse 
University; Daemen College 
Research on adult attachment styles overwhelmingly has treated attachment security as 
reflecting a stable individual difference that predicts important processes in intimate 
relationships. Our research examined the opposite process, whereby attachment security can 
be strengthened over time as a consequence of being in a relationship that fills security voids in 
an individual’s working models. A one-year, 3-wave longitudinal study (n=134 couples) 
supported divergent predictions about long-term versus concurrent associations of relationship 
perceptions and attachment dimensions. Attachment anxiety, primarily associated with hyper-
vigilance about a partner’s availability, declined over time more as a function of experiencing 
personal goals being validated than experiencing higher trust. Conversely, attachment 
avoidance, primarily associated with independence and self-reliance, declined more as a 
function of higher trust than personal goal validation. These longitudinal findings diverged from 
concurrent associations, suggesting that committed relationships offer a means of altering 
relatively stable individual differences.  
 


