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Abstract

The degree to which self-esteem hinges on feedback in a domain is known as a contingency of self-worth, or engagement.
Although previous research has conceptualized engagement as stable, it would be advantageous for individuals to dynamically
regulate engagement. The current research examined whether the tendency to disengage from negative feedback accounts
for variability in self-esteem. We created the Adaptive Disengagement Scale (ADS) to capture individual differences in the
tendency to disengage self-esteem from negative outcomes. Results demonstrated that the ADS is reliable and valid (Studies
| and 2). Furthermore, in response to negative social feedback, higher scores on the ADS predicted greater state self-
esteem (Study 3), and this relationship was mediated by disengagement (Study 4). These findings demonstrate that adaptive
disengagement protects self-esteem from negative outcomes and that the ADS is a valid measure of individual differences in

the implementation of this process.
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In our social world, negative feedback is ubiquitous. At one
time or another, we will probably receive feedback that our
intelligence, strength, or attractiveness falls short of some
standard. How do we integrate this feedback into our sense
of self? As negative feedback, relative to positive feedback,
evokes stronger effects on well-being (Baumeister,
Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001), self-protective
responses to negative feedback should have important impli-
cations for self-esteem. The current research examined
whether individuals protect self-esteem by regulating
engagement. Specifically, we investigated whether self-
esteem is maintained by disengaging from negative feed-
back, and whether individuals systematically vary in the
implementation of this self-esteem maintenance process.

Domain Engagement

Domain engagement (alternatively referred to as “contingen-
cies of self-worth”) is the degree to which self-esteem hinges
on feedback in a specific domain, (Crocker, Luhtanen,
Cooper, & Bouvrette, 2003; Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). A
domain is a broad relational or performance category (e.g.,
family support), comprised of sub-categories (e.g., dad’s
support) and situations (e.g., dad attending my graduation).

When self-esteem is engaged in, or contingent on, domain
outcomes, evaluative feedback affects general feelings of
self-worth and well-being. For example, individuals engaged
in the academic domain show increased and decreased self-
esteem in response to positive and negative test feedbacks,
respectively (Crocker, Karpinski, Quinn, & Chase, 2003;
Crocker, Sommers, & Luhtanen, 2002).

Previous theoretical frameworks have typically viewed
domain engagement as stable, context-independent, and
resistant to change. Accordingly, research has examined
whether domain engagement predicts chronic health behav-
iors (Crocker, 2002), attachment styles (Park, Crocker, &
Mickelson, 2004), goal orientations (O’Keefe, Ben-Eliyahu,
& Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2013), and personality traits (Crocker,
Luhtanen, et al., 2003). However, Crocker and Wolfe (2001)
theorized that situational cues may influence engagement,
and empirical work has elucidated some situational factors
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that modulate engagement. For instance, presenting partici-
pants with pictures of thin models increases engagement
with attractiveness and approval from others (Strahan et al.,
2008), and subliminally priming participants with “father”-
related words increases engagement in domains in which
participants’ fathers want them to excel (Horberg & Chen,
2010). Thus, engagement appears to have both stable and
transient properties, although little is known about the
dynamics of engagement.

Adaptive Disengagement

Given that engaging in unsuccessful domains can diminish
self-esteem, one possibility is that dynamic engagement is an
important element of self-esteem maintenance. Specifically,
individuals may protect self-esteem by disengaging from
isolated instances of negative feedback, a process we refer to
as adaptive disengagement. This process is adaptive because
it involves responding to environmental cues with changes in
engagement. Furthermore, we posit that adaptive disengage-
ment may be used across a variety of situations and domains
by anyone motivated to maintain self-esteem.

Although previous research supports this possibility, dis-
engagement has primarily been studied as it pertains to cop-
ing with negative stereotypes. For example, previous
theoretical frameworks suggest that stigmatized individuals
maintain self-esteem by “selectively devaluing” domains in
which they face discrimination (Crocker & Major, 1989).
Similarly, empirical research has shown that individuals ste-
reotypically portrayed as low in intelligence disengage from
intellectual domains (Major & Schmader, 1998; Major,
Spencer, Schmader, Wolfe, & Crocker, 1998; Schmader,
Major, & Gramzow, 2001), and when negative stereotypes
are salient, negative feedback elicits domain disengagement
(Leitner, Jones, & Hehman, 2013). This focus on negatively
stereotyped individuals in the intelligence-testing domain
has stemmed from an effort to explain equivalent self-worth
between Whites and ethnic/racial minorities despite persis-
tent achievement gaps between the groups (Twenge &
Crocker, 2002). Although failure in non-stigmatizing
domains can decrease the pursuit of self-presentation goals
(Park, Crocker, & Kiefer, 2007), little is known about the
degree to which disengagement is a self-protective process
that buffers both stigma-related and non-stigma-related
threats to self-esteem.

Furthermore, research has shown that situational disen-
gagement is distinct from domain disengagement (Nussbaum
& Steele, 2007), yet existing measures only focus on static
levels of domain engagement. For instance, established mea-
sures index the degree to which a person bases self-esteem
on appearance or intelligence test scores, but the domain-
specificity of these items makes it impossible to predict pat-
terns of disengagement in situations for which no items were
created (e.g., feedback about physical health). Thus, the cur-
rent research examined individuals’ proclivity to disengage

from negative feedback independent of a specific domain
and the presence of stigma.

Current Research

A driving hypothesis of the current research is that adaptive
disengagement is a broad phenomenon not limited to nega-
tively stereotyped individuals, but rather is a process used by
anyone motivated to maintain self-esteem. Furthermore, we
hypothesized that the regulation of disengagement from situ-
ations is orthogonal to global domain disengagement. Thus,
a person who is highly engaged in a domain may still disen-
gage from isolated instances of negative feedback. Finally,
we hypothesized that individuals systematically vary in this
tendency to adaptively disengage from negative feedback.

Accordingly, we developed a measure that captured indi-
vidual differences in the proclivity to disengage self-esteem
from negative evaluations, the Adaptive Disengagement Scale
(ADS; see online supplemental material available at http://
pspb.sagepub.com/supplemental). Consistent with research
linking patterns of self-protection to stable personality traits
(Hepper, Gramzow, & Sedikides, 2010), we conjectured that
the tendency to adaptively disengage from negative outcomes
would be stable and trait-like over time, even though the spe-
cific domains in which individuals disengage will vary. Once
the ADS was established, we subsequently tested whether it
predicted individual responses to negative feedback. Although
both disengaging from negative feedback and engaging to
positive feedback may maintain self-esteem, we focus on dis-
engagement from negative feedback for several reasons. First,
compared with positive feedback, negative feedback elicits
larger changes in self-esteem (Nezlek & Gable, 2001). Second,
individuals are more motivated to avoid a negative self-defini-
tion than pursue a positive one (Baumeister et al., 2001).
Third, there is an upper limit to the level of self-esteem that a
person is motivated to attain; individuals try to augment self-
esteem whenever it is threatened below a baseline, but this
motivation ceases once self-esteem is restored (Tesser, Crepaz,
Collins, Cornell, & Beach, 2000). Finally, disengagement pro-
tects self-esteem from negative feedback, but greater engage-
ment does not augment the effect of positive feedback on
self-esteem (Leitner et al., 2013). Thus, as previous research
suggests that self-esteem maintenance is driven by disengag-
ing from negative feedback more than engaging with positive
feedback, we focused on capturing variability in the tendency
to disengage from negative feedback.

Finally, we examined the degree to which adaptive disen-
gagement is driven by deliberate explicit processes or more
automatic implicit processes. Supporting the possibility that
adaptive disengagement involves implicit processes that
operate outside of conscious awareness, implicit processes
contribute to various forms of self-regulation, including self-
esteem maintenance (Bongers, Dijksterhuis, & Spears, 2009;
Leitner & Forbes, in press) and emotion regulation (Gyurak,
Gross, & Etkin, 2011). In addition, individuals who show
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explicit patterns of self-esteem maintenance also show
decreased physiological responses to stress, as indexed by
decreased blood pressure reactivity (Taylor, Lerner, Sherman,
Sage, & McDowell, 2003), cortisol reactivity (Taylor et al.,
2008), and vagal reactivity (Gramzow, Willard, & Mendes,
2008). Of greatest relevance to the current work, recent
research found that within 500 ms of processing negative
social feedback, high levels of adaptive disengagement pre-
dicted decreased neural activity in brain regions linked to
attentional processing (Leitner, Hehman, Jones, & Forbes,
2014). Thus, evidence suggests that although individuals can
consciously recognize their tendency to disengage from neg-
ative outcomes, they may be unaware of the ongoing disen-
gagement process when it is actually occurring.

Overview of Studies

Building on this framework, we generated items for the ADS
and demonstrated its satisfactory psychometric properties
(Study 1), before establishing its convergent and discrimi-
nant validity (Study 2). Studies 3 and 4 tested whether, in
response to negative social feedback, higher scores on the
ADS predicted disengagement to protect state self-esteem.
Studies 3 and 4 focused on the social domain given the pau-
city of engagement research in this area, even though indi-
viduals have heightened sensitivity to social feedback (Leary
et al., 2003). Finally, Study 4 examined whether the link
between ADS and disengagement from negative outcomes
was driven by more explicit or implicit processes.

Study I: Scale Development

To begin scale development, we first generated a list of
potential items for the ADS. We aimed to develop a brief
measure that could be easily administered, yet still capture
the tendency to disengage from negative feedback across a
variety of contexts. Items were adapted from and inspired by
previous measures of engagement (Crocker, Luhtanen, et al.,
2003), disengagement (Major & Schmader, 1998), self-
esteem (Rosenberg, 1965), and self-regulation (Brown,
Miller, & Lawendowski, 1999; Gratz & Roemer, 2004). To
be included, items had to (a) describe one’s ability to mini-
mize the impact of negative feedback on self-esteem (e.g.,
“When I perform poorly at something, I do my best to keep a
positive sense of self-esteem™), (b) describe one’s respon-
siveness to domain-independent situations (e.g., “When bad
things happen to me, I try not to feel bad about myself”), (c)
describe one’s tendency to respond to negative rather than
positive or neutral outcomes (e.g., “I am good at ‘shaking
oft” failures and keeping a positive attitude”), and (d) convey
adaptation (e.g., “I can adapt to almost any situation to main-
tain my self-esteem”). Importantly, we distinguished the cur-
rent items from other measures of engagement by focusing
on one’s proclivity to adapt to feedback, rather than one’s
static level of engagement in the domain.

This item generation process yielded an initial seven-item
scale. To determine whether these items captured the same
latent construct of adaptive disengagement, we conducted
confirmatory factor analyses on two unique samples. We
then assessed test—retest reliability of the ADS to determine
whether adaptive disengagement was a stable construct that
had trait-like properties.

Participants and Method

Participants were 1,559 introductory psychology students
from University of Delaware (706 male; M =18.82; 82%
White, 4% Black not of Hispanic origin? 1% Black of
Hispanic origin, 4% Hispanic, 6% Asian, 3% Other). In
Phase 1, 460 participants (212 male) completed the initial
seven-item ADS scale during a pretesting questionnaire ses-
sion in exchange for partial course credit. Participants used a
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) response scale and
were instructed to respond to the items as honestly as possi-
ble. In Phase 2, 1,060 participants (485 male) completed the
four-item ADS scale established in Phase 1. Phase 3 assessed
test—retest reliability by administering the four-item ADS to
39 participants (9 male) at two time points 3 to 4 weeks apart.
Participants in all phases were separate.

Results and Discussion

To verify that our proposed items were assessing the same
and intended factor, we conducted an initial confirmatory
factor analysis on data from Phase 1 using LISREL 9.1. A
latent factor was estimated from the seven items. Fit indices
were less than ideal, x*(14) = 226.67, p < .001, root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .182, compara-
tive fit index (CFI) = .845, normed fit index (NFI) = .837,
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = .128, and
factor loadings indicated that three items loaded weakly.
These items were removed. Fit indices of the final, four-item
scale revealed adequate fit, y*(2) = 14.21, p = .39, RMSEA <
.001, 90% confidence interval (CI) = [<0.001, 0.09], CFI >
999, NFI1=.999, and SRMR = .008 (Table 1). In Phase 2, we
replicated this factor structure and again showed that the
model had moderate fit, y*(2) = 14.21, p < .001, RMSEA =
.076, 90% CI = [0.04, 0.11], CFI = .994, NFI = .993, SRMR
= .014, indicating that these four items capture the same
latent construct. Although the upper bound of the CI of the
RMSEA exceeded .1 in Phase 2, the CFI, NFI, and SRMR in
both phases were within the bounds of acceptable models
(Sivo, Fan, Witta, & Willse, 2006). Thus, we interpret these
findings as evidence that the model fit the data moderately
well. Item scores were averaged to create a factor value,
where higher values reflect a greater tendency to disengage
from negative feedback.

Finally, Phase 3 determined whether adaptive disengage-
ment was stable over time. Indeed, for Phase 3 participants,
ADS scores at Times 1 and 2 were strongly related,
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Table I. Factor Loadings of the Adaptive Disengagement Scale in Study |.

Item M SD Standardized loading
| am good at “shaking off” failures and keeping a positive attitude. 4.58 1.53 8l
When | perform poorly at something, | do my best to keep a 4.75 1.36 77
positive sense of self-esteem.
| can adapt to almost any situation to maintain my self-esteem. 4.62 1.43 .85
When bad things happen to me, | try to not feel bad about myself. 4.74 1.37 .70

r(38) = .91, p < .001. These results support our hypothesis
that the degree to which a person disengages from negative
feedback resembles a trait, as it is stable over time.

In sum, results from Study 1 across 3 unique samples and
1,559 participants suggest that the four items of the ADS
assess a stable common factor reflecting the tendency to dis-
engage from negative feedback. Should this regulatory pro-
cess protect self-esteem from negative feedback, it should be
related to measures of well-being. In addition, it would be
important to distinguish the ADS from measures of stable,
domain engagement and other measures related to well-
being. Study 2 sought to address these issues.

Study 2: Convergent and Discriminant
Validity

The primary goal of Study 2 was to determine the convergent
and discriminant validity of the ADS. As high scorers on the
ADS should sever the link between negative feedback and
self-worth, we expected positive relationships between the
ADS and positive mental states. To that end, we indexed four
constructs associated with the successful adaptation to nega-
tive feedback: self-esteem, environmental mastery, self-
acceptance, and personal growth. We also expected negative
relationships between the ADS and measures of negative
mental states. Accordingly, we indexed three constructs
associated with the unsuccessful adaptation to negative feed-
back: self-consciousness, depression, and anxiety.
Furthermore, we anticipated that individuals scoring high on
the ADS would show an increased ability to regulate nega-
tive emotions in response to negative feedback. Thus, we
assessed three dimensions of emotion regulation: accepting
emotions, access to emotion regulation strategies, and con-
trolling impulses.

As we expect the ADS to capture a dynamic process, we
also examined whether it was distinct from measures of
static, chronic engagement. Accordingly, we assessed the
degree to which participants chronically engaged self-esteem
in six previously studied domains: approval of others,
appearance, competition, academic competence, family sup-
port, and virtue. As noted above, we expected that the ten-
dency to adaptively disengage would be weakly related to a
person’s level of chronic engagement in these domains.

Notably, adaptive disengagement shares theoretical simi-
larities with several other constructs related to self-regulation

and well-being, and Study 2 aimed to disentangle the ADS
from other measures. Specifically, the ADS shares similari-
ties with the Goal Disengagement Scale, which measures a
person’s tendency to disengage effort and commitment from
unattainable goals (Wrosch, Amir, & Miller, 2011; Wrosch,
Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003; Wrosch, Scheier, Miller,
Schulz, & Carver, 2003). However, the Goal Disengagement
Scale concerns one’s ability to disengage from goal pursuit,
rather than disengage self-esteem from negative feedback,
and these forms of disengagement may be independent. In
addition, adaptive disengagement shares similarities with
ego-resiliency (Block & Kremen, 1996), positive reinterpre-
tation of stressful situations (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub,
1989), and optimism (Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994), as
these measures are all associated with self-regulation and
positive mental states. However, ADS is distinct from these
other constructs, as only the ADS is designed to capture a
process that directly supports self-esteem.

Finally, it is important to note that trait self-esteem is
related to people’s motivation to self-protect in the face of
negative feedback. For instance, in response to negative
experiences, higher trait self-esteem predicts increased cop-
ing (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978), ego-resiliency (Cramer,
2000), and optimism (Scheier et al., 1994). As such, trait
self-esteem scales might already capture elements of adap-
tive disengagement tendencies, making the ADS a redundant
measure. However, we hypothesize that the conceptual
breadth of trait self-esteem measures render them ineffective
at capturing the specific processes through which people
maintain self-esteem. In contrast, we expect the ADS to
assess the specific tendency to adaptively disengage, above
and beyond its shared variance with trait self-esteem. Thus,
trait self-esteem is a useful covariate in examining whether
the ADS has unique predictive validity.

Accordingly, we evaluated the predictive validity of the
ADS by examining relationships between the ADS and mea-
sures of well-being while controlling for trait self-esteem,
ego-resiliency, goal disengagement, optimism, and positive
reinterpretation of stressful events.

Participants and Method

A total of 138 introductory psychology students from
University of Delaware (73 female; M,,, = 18.99; 82%
White, 5% Black not of Hispanic origin, 4% Black of
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Table 2. Measurements for Convergent and Discriminant Validity in Study 2.

Category Measure Response scale Sample item No. of items o
Well-Being Self-Esteem (Rosenberg, 1965) | (strongly disagree) to 4 | take a positive attitude 10 .82
(strongly agree) toward myself.
Environmental Mastery (from the PWBS; | (strongly disagree) to 6 | am quite good at managing 3 .54
Ryff & Keyes, 1995) (strongly agree) the responsibilities of
everyday life.
Self-Acceptance (from the PWBS; Ryff & | (strongly disagree) to 6 When | look at the story of 3 77
Keyes, 1995) (strongly agree) my life, | am pleased with
how things have turned out.
Personal Growth (from the PWBS; Ryff & | (strongly disagree) to 6 For me, life has been a 3 .65
Keyes, 1995) (strongly agree) continuous process of
learning, changing, and
growth.
Self-consciousness (from the RNPI Costa & | (does not describe me at all) | often feel inferior to others. 8 .70
McCrae, 1992) to 9 (describes me very well)
Depression (from the RNPI; Costa & | (does not describe me at all) | have a low opinion of myself. 8 .80
McCrae, 1992) to 9 (describes me very well)
Anxiety (from the RNPI; Costa & McCrae, | (does not describe me at all) | often feel tense and jittery. 8 79
1992) to 9 (describes me very well)
Goal Disengagement (Wrosch, Scheier, | (almost never true) to 5 If | have to stop pursuing an 4 .84
Miller, et al., 2003) (almost always true) important goal in my life, it is
easy for me to reduce effort
toward the goal.
Ego Resiliency (Block & Kremen, 1996) | (does not apply at all) to 4 | am generous with new 14 75
(applies very strongly) friends.
Positive reinterpretation and growth (from | (I usually don’t do this at all) [When in a stressful 4 79
the COPE; Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, to 4 (I usually do this a lot) experience] | look for
1989) something good in what is
happening
Optimism (Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994) 0 (strongly disagree) to 4 I'm always optimistic about 8 77
(strongly agree) the future.
Emotion Regulation Difficulty controlling impulses (from the | (almost never: 0%-10%) to 5 When I'm upset, | feel out of 6 .85
DERS; Gratz & Roemer, 2004) (almost always: 91%-100%) control.
Limited access to emotion regulation | (almost never: 0%-10%) to When I'm upset, it takes me a 8 .88
strategies (from the DERS; Gratz & -5 (almost always: long time to feel better.
Roemer, 2004) 91%-100%)
Non-acceptance of Emotions (from the | (almost never: 0%-10%) to 5 When I'm upset, | feel guilty 6 .90
DERS; Gratz & Roemer, 2004) (almost always: 91%-100%) for feeling that way.
Static Engagement to Approval of others (from the CSWS; | (strongly disagree) to 7 My self-esteem depends on the 5 .83
Specific Domains Crocker, Luhtanen, et al., 2003) (strongly agree) opinions others hold of me.
Appearance (from the CSWS; Crocker, | (strongly disagree) to 7 My sense of self-worth suffers 5 .85
Luhtanen, et al., 2003) (strongly agree) whenever | think | don’t look
good.
Competition (from the CSWS; Crocker, | (strongly disagree) to 7 Doing better than others gives 5 91
Luhtanen, et al,, 2003) (strongly agree) me a sense of self-respect.
Academic Competence (from the CSWS; | (strongly disagree) to 7 My self-esteem is influenced by 5 77
Crocker, Luhtanen, et al., 2003) (strongly agree) my academic performance.
Family Support (from the CSWS; Crocker, | (strongly disagree) to 7 It is important to my self- 5 77
Luhtanen, et al,, 2003) (strongly agree) respect that | have a family
that cares about me.
Virtue (from the CSWS; Crocker, Luhtanen, | (strongly disagree) to 7 My self-esteem would suffer if 5 .85

et al., 2003)

(strongly agree)

| did something unethical.

Note. Responses for each scale were averaged. PWBS = Psychological Well-Being Scale; RNPI = Revised NEO Personality Inventory; DERS = Difficulty in Emotion Regulation

Scale; CSWS = Contingencies of Self-Worth Scale.

Hispanic origin, 1% Hispanic, 2% Asian, 6% Other) com-
pleted measures for partial course credit. Participants com-
pleted the four-item ADS scale, o = .85, and 20 other
measures. Table 2 presents these measures, response scales,
sample items, number of items, and Cronbach’s alphas.

Results and Discussion

As hypothesized, results indicated that the ADS corre-
sponded with increased positive mental states and decreased
negative mental states (Table 3). Participants scoring higher

on the ADS reported greater levels of self-esteem, environ-
mental mastery, self-acceptance, and personal growth.
Greater adaptive disengagement also predicted decreased
self-consciousness, depression, and anxiety. Furthermore,
greater ADS scores corresponded with greater ability to reg-
ulate emotions, suggesting that adaptive disengagement may
contribute to reduced negative affect in the face of negative
events.

Although the ADS shares theoretical similarities with self-
esteem, optimism, goal disengagement, and ego-resiliency,
results indicated that these measures were not redundant.
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Table 3. Zero-Order and Partial Correlations Between Adaptive Disengagement Scale and Other Measures in Study 2.

r with ADS while controlling for

Ego- Goal Positive All

Measure r with ADS  Self-esteem  resiliency disengage Optimism  reinterpret  controls
Well-being

Self-esteem 57 AZeE 567 210% AgrrE

Ego-resiliency A7 24%F ATk AR 26%F

Goal disengagement .0l -.0l -.0l -.02 .01

Optimism 67 AT 55w 66T S4rx

Positive reinterpret 52k AQE A40HFE 54k .32k

Environmental mastery 58k .39#kk 50k 58k ] koo ATHEE 24%F

Self-acceptance 5[k 21% .39k S50k .18* Ak 1

Personal growth 23%k et 13 22%k 12 .02 .02

Self-consciousness —.50%+* =30k =39k =50 =24 —AqERE = 90%

Depression —.65%F* — 42 —.56% =64 =34k -5k — 28wk

Anxiety =57 — 42 = 49rx =57k —.30%¥k* =55k — 34k
Emotion-regulation

Difficulty controlling impulses —. 55k —.36%Fk =5k —.54wrk —.30%Fk =.50%FF =9k

Limited emotion regulation strategies —.58¥kk — 42wk —.54Hkk =59k =30k —49%Rk =T

Non-acceptance of emotions —.45wFk =32k —.38Hkk — 43wk —.24%F -4 5%k
Static engagement

Approval of others —.25%F -210* ik -.26%F —.22%k -210% -.20%

Appearance —. 35wk -.20% —.24%F —. 36k -.19% —.27%F -.15f

Competition -.09 -210* =11 -.09 -.17* -.07 -.18%

Academic competence -.19* —.23%* —.26%* -.20* —.25%* -.19* —.26%wk

Family support -.03 -.07 =11 -.04 - 19% =11 -.20%*

Virtue .05 -.05 .03 .03 -.03 -.08 -.12

Note. ADS = Adaptive Disengagement Scale.
th < .10.%p < .05. ¥p < .01.*p < 001.

Specifically, the ADS predicted important indicators of well-
being and emotion regulation above and beyond trait self-
esteem, optimism, goal disengagement, and ego-resiliency.
Notably, the predictive power of the ADS became weaker
when these other constructs were partialled out, suggesting
that existing measures might tap into elements of the adaptive
disengagement construct, but the ADS may capture adaptive
disengagement tendencies with greater sensitivity than exist-
ing measures.

Furthermore, results indicated that the ADS is a stronger
predictor of negative than positive mental states. Specifically,
when we controlled for a set of variables related to well-
being, the ADS remained a significant predictor of decreased
self-consciousness, depression, anxiety, and difficulty regu-
lating emotions, whereas the positive correlations between
the ADS and self-acceptance and personal growth became
non-significant. These findings suggest that adaptive disen-
gagement uniquely contributes to well-being by creating a
buffer from negative outcomes. However, a limitation of
Study 2 is that we did not directly test whether the ADS pre-
dicts how a person responds to negative and positive out-
comes. Indeed, an ideal test of our hypotheses would be if
ADS predicted self-esteem more strongly in the face of nega-
tive than positive feedback. Accordingly, Studies 3 and 4

aimed to manipulate feedback valence, and test whether the
ADS is especially predictive of self-protection from negative
feedback.

Finally, we obtained support for the hypothesis that the
ADS is distinct from measures of static domain-specific
engagement. More specifically, the ADS was uncorrelated
with static engagement in three domains, and only moder-
ately correlated with static engagement in three domains
(mean absolute value of significant s = .26). We expected
this finding, as previous measures of engagement capture
static domain engagement, whereas the ADS captures a per-
son’s tendency to disengage from negative situations. ADS
most strongly predicted domain engagement in the appear-
ance domain. One possible explanation for this finding is
that participants receive more negative feedback in the
appearance domain than other domains. Indeed, body dis-
satisfaction has remained pervasive among college-aged
individuals (Grabe & Hyde, 2006), and repeated negative
feedback might eventually elicit more global domain
disengagement.

In sum, Study 2 demonstrated that the ADS converges
with other measures of subjective well-being, has unique
predictive power above and beyond related constructs, and
diverges from measures of static domain engagement.
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