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Abstract 

Existing research on grief suggests that bereavement and romantic dissolution share 

similarities in how individuals experience and manage the distress that follows these stressful 

events. The present research examines the individual differences in the grief responses 

experienced (i.e., regret behaviors, satisfaction with life) and coping strategies used (i.e., 

rumination behaviors) after a romantic breakup through the lens of attachment theory. A cross-

sectional online questionnaire was distributed in the Netherlands to collect data from 346 

participants. In addition to socio-demographic and romantic demographic questions, the 

questionnaire included the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS), 10-Item Rumination 

Response Scale (RRS-10), Regret Elements Scale (RES), and Adult Attachment Scale (AAS). 

The results showed that both attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance are associated with 

rumination and regret behaviors following a romantic breakup. Contrary to expectations, 

however, attachment avoidance was found to be positively associated with satisfaction with 

life while attachment anxiety did not appear to have a significant relationship with life 

satisfaction. Taken together, the findings suggest that individual differences in adult romantic 

attachment play a role in the grief responses experienced and coping strategies selected after 

romantic dissolution, demonstrating the need to consider attachment in the context of 

romantic grief. 

  



Introduction 

Empirical literature and anecdotes alike generally acknowledge a romantic breakup as 

being a common and severely distressing life event (Heshmati, Zemestani, & Vujanovic, 

2022). Importantly, a growing area of research suggests that the dissolution of a romantic 

relationship shares similarities with experiencing the loss of a loved one in that both are not 

only stressful but are frequently accompanied by the grieving process—a person’s emotional 

response to loss (Field, 2011; Mughal et al., 2023). Moreover, both experiences can elicit 

potentially disruptive symptoms typically associated with grief such as feelings of anxiety and 

depression as well as difficulties controlling intrusive thoughts (Reimer & Estrada, 2021; 

Field, 2011). These parallels between bereavement and breakup experiences indicate not only 

a need to cope with the stress of relationship dissolution but with the grief responses that may 

follow a romantic breakup (Field, 2011).  

Previous studies on stress and loss suggest an association between individual 

differences, depression or grief(-like) symptoms, and coping strategies following stressful life 

events (Verhallen et al. 2019; Marshall, Bejanyan, & Ferenczi, 2013). Namely, respective 

research regarding complicated grief and breakup reactions posits that these individual 

differences—including gender, age, and attachment style—are associated with different types 

of coping strategies (e.g., emotion-focused, problem-focused), which in turn are differentially 

associated with grief management and mental health outcomes in general (Davis et al., 2003; 

Huh et al., 2018; Caparrós & Masferrer, 2021). Yet, despite these similarities between the 

processes following bereavement and romantic breakups, there is still a dearth in the literature 

with few models examining these individual differences in coping strategies and grief 

responses in the context of relationship dissolution. 

Attachment theory is one such framework that may offer a more nuanced 

understanding of the individual differences in the symptoms and reactions that follow a 



romantic breakup. Extant research investigating the role of attachment in responding to and 

coping with romantic grief suggests that attachment style not only appears to impact the 

choice of coping strategies following a breakup but the personal and well-being outcomes of 

individuals after romantic dissolution (Marshall, Bejanyan, & Ferenczi, 2013; Davis et al, 

2003). These findings imply the importance of considering individual attachment differences 

when studying the multifaceted experience of romantic grief.  

An Overview of Attachment Theory 

Attachment theory derives from the work of John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth with 

infants and young children and is based on the idea of an evolutionary adaptation “whose 

function is to maintain a relatively steady state between an individual and his or her 

environment” (Bretherton, 1992; Bretherton, 1985, p. 7). According to this evolutionary basis, 

the attachment system is both a biological and behavioral system that motivates vulnerable 

individuals to engage in proximity- and support-seeking behaviors when exposed to distress 

(Bosmans & Borelli, 2022). This system serves to ensure that one’s needs for sufficient care 

and protection are met, therefore increasing the likelihood of surviving the perils of childhood 

(Simpson & Rholes, 2017).  

Attachment is often conceptualized as different types, commonly referred to as 

attachment styles or attachment orientations (Marshall, Bejanyan, Ferenczi, 2013). These 

attachment orientations are typically mapped along two dimensions of attachment insecurity: 

anxiety and avoidance. Based on varying dispositions in this two-dimensional model of 

attachment, research has historically distinguished between attachment orientations (Bowlby, 

1980; Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994). While there are many terms by which these dispositions 

are discussed, literature most commonly distinguishes between secure and insecure 

attachment (Simpson & Rholes, 2017). That is, individuals who exhibit greater attachment 

anxiety, attachment avoidance, or a combination of the two are typically considered to be 



more insecurely attached and those who demonstrate lower attachment anxiety and lower 

attachment avoidance are considered to be more securely attached (Rossi et al., 2023).  

These attachment orientations are associated with different developmental paths as 

well as unique patterns of emotion regulation and behavior in response to certain types of 

threatening and distressing situations (Bretherton, 1992; Simpson & Rholes, 2013). For 

example—compared to individuals who are more insecurely attached—those who are more 

securely attached appear to be more likely to appraise stressful situations as less threatening, 

hold optimistic expectations about their coping abilities, and engage in support-seeking 

behaviors in the face of distress (Belsky, 2002). Furthermore, individuals who exhibit greater 

attachment insecurity (e.g., attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance) often appear to 

experience more difficulties in adaptively coping with and processing negative emotions than 

individuals with greater attachment security (Huh et al., 2017). Namely, those who are more 

anxiously attached tend to engage in coping strategies that often exacerbate distress and those 

who are more avoidantly attached tend to adopt deactivation strategies to distance themselves 

emotionally and cognitively from the source of the distress (Belsky, 2002). 

Attachment Theory and Romantic Breakups 

Although literature maintains an evolutionary basis for attachment theory, research 

shows that the mechanisms of attachment function in relationship domains apart from that of 

the parent-child relationship (e.g., romantic partnerships, friendships) (Simpson & Rholes, 

2002). That is, over time and through increased attachment experiences, individuals develop 

mental records—or working models—of the way they are treated by various attachment 

figures (Lai & Carr, 2018; Simpson & Rholes, 2017). This implies that the development, 

regulation, and functionality of these attachment orientations are not limited to one’s 

immediate caregivers but extend to other significant others later in life such as romantic 

partners (Marshall, Bejanyan, & Ferenczi, 2013). Importantly, Bowlby himself posited that 



these working models impact the relationship expectations, attitudes, and beliefs of an 

individual and that these cognitions guide how the individual thinks, feels, and behaves, 

especially in the face of interpersonal distress (Simpson & Rholes, 2017). Moreover, 

contemporary research suggests that attachment may predict various aspects of the way an 

individual functions in a romantic relationship including the breakup strategies employed by 

the partner that initiates the breakup as well as the coping strategies adopted to manage the 

distress following the breakup (Marshall, Bejanyan, & Ferenczi, 2013; Collins & Gillath, 

2012; Simpson & Rholes, 2017). 

To illustrate, in a series of five studies examining the predictive role of attachment 

orientations with regards to the selection of breakup strategies, Collins and Gillath (2012) 

found that attachment avoidance was associated with greater use of indirect breakup strategies 

(e.g., distant/mediated communication) which may reflect the tendency of avoidantly attached 

individuals to avoid and disengage during relational conflict as well as maintaining emotional 

distance from close others. On the other hand, attachment anxiety was associated with greater 

use of strategies like positive tone, self-blame and de-escalation strategies which may reflect 

the tendency of anxiously attached individuals to try to maintain a relationship with their ex-

partners (Collins & Gillath, 2012).  

Attachment Theory and Grief Management 

Previous research suggests that different attachment orientations are linked to different 

emotional and cognitive grief responses that individuals experience after romantic dissolution 

(Kho et al., 2015; Simpson & Rholes, 2017; LeRoy et al., 2020). Regret is one such grief 

response that may follow romantic loss and can be conceptualized as comprising two 

components: affect and cognition, each relating to distinct mechanisms underlying the 

emotion of regret (Buchanan, et al., 2016). The affective component relates to the typically 

maladaptive affective experience resulting from the distress, while the cognitive component 



relates to a functional and preparatory cognitive experience often involving counterfactual 

thoughts (Epstude & Roese, 2008; Buchanan, et al., 2016). Studies have found that attachment 

orientation may influence the experience and outcomes of regret such that attachment anxiety 

may be predictive of higher levels of relationship regret and regret proneness in close 

relationships (Saffrey & Ehrenberg, 2007; Joel, MacDonald, & Plaks, 2011). Furthermore, life 

satisfaction—one component of subjective well-being, which can be described as an 

individual’s cognitive judgments of satisfaction and fulfilment in life—has not only been 

shown to generally decrease after a romantic breakup but also appears to be influenced by 

one’s attachment disposition in that attachment insecurity is associated with lower levels of 

life satisfaction (Karataş, Uzun, & Tagay, 2021, Diener et al., 1985; Rhoades et al., 2011; 

Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2011). 

The influence of attachment can also be seen in how different individuals engage in 

specific coping strategies such as rumination, a common coping tactic that may be used 

following loss of other stressful life events (Saffrey & Ehrenberg, 2007). Rumination refers to 

the repetitive or recurrent thoughts about a past event, including different subtypes—namely 

brooding, considered to be a more negative and maladaptive form of rumination, and 

reflection, considered to be a more positive and adaptive form of rumination (Marshall, 

Bejanyan & Ferenczi, 2013; Kho et al., 2015). Research suggests that attachment insecurity, 

namely attachment anxiety, is strongly associated with more engagement in negative forms of 

rumination compared to other attachment orientations, indicating that attachment 

differentially affects the personal and interpersonal outcomes of rumination (Saffrey & 

Ehrenberg, 2007). 

Aims of the Present Study 

The current research investigates the differences in how individuals respond to and 

cope with the grief and distress following romantic breakups through the lens of attachment 



theory. That is, the present study seeks to bridge the gap in the literature on romantic grief by 

examining how attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance impact regret behaviors and life 

satisfaction experienced as well as the rumination behaviors individuals engage in following a 

romantic breakup. 

In accordance with existing attachment research, and considering the parallels between 

the experiences of bereavement and romantic loss, the following hypotheses were 

investigated: 1) High attachment anxiety leads to more engagement in rumination behaviors in 

comparison to high attachment avoidance, 2) Attachment anxiety is associated with negative 

cognitive and emotional grief responses such that high attachment anxiety leads to decreased 

SWL and increased regret, in comparison to high attachment avoidance, and 3) Attachment 

avoidance is associated with emotionally maladaptive coping strategies such that high 

attachment avoidance leads to increased engagement in rumination behaviors, and more 

specifically, brooding behaviors. 

Methods 

Study Design and Procedure 

The present study was part of a larger project on individuals’ reflections on past romantic 

relationships. This research used a cross-sectional design in which a voluntary and anonymous 

online questionnaire was conducted in the Netherlands between 1 and 20 June 2023. Ethics 

approval was provided for the study by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Behavioural and 

Social Sciences at the University of Groningen (PSY-2223-S-0433). 

Individuals who had experienced a romantic relationship that resulted in a breakup were 

invited to participate. A targeted ad with information regarding the research was distributed via 

the online Dutch research panel, Panel Inzicht. The sample size was determined upon reviewing 

similar studies and conducting a power analysis. Specifically, a sample size calculation was 



computed, and based on this, an approximate number of 300 participants was determined as the 

minimum sample size needed for the present study.  

The inclusion criteria for the study required that participants were aged 18 years old or 

older and indicated their willingness to share their reflections regarding a previous romantic 

relationship. Participants were first asked to provide their informed consent to participate in the 

study, after which they started the questionnaire. Those who completed the questionnaire were 

compensated 3 EUR for their time. Data were collected by the research team at a single time 

point while participants’ information was managed by the research panel, which also provided 

compensation for participating. 

The questionnaire took participants an estimated 20 minutes to complete. Information 

collected included socio-demographics, romantic demographics, romantic regrets, satisfaction 

with life, rumination behaviors, regret behaviors, and adult attachment. Romantic regrets related 

to the target relationship were examined using open-ended questions which were dichotomously 

coded by two coders. However, this data was not relevant to the hypotheses in question and 

were therefore not included in the present analysis. Moreover, the Satisfaction with Life Scale 

(SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985), 10-item Ruminative Response Scale (RRS-10) (Treynor, 

Gonzalez, & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2003), Regrets Elements Scale (RES) (Buchanan et al., 2016), 

and Adult Attachment Scale (AAS) (Collins & Read, 1990) were used to measure satisfaction 

with life, rumination behaviors, regret behaviors, and adult attachment, respectively. 

Measures 

Socio-demographic and romantic demographic information 

Information regarding participants’ socio-demographic characteristics were collected 

by asking age, gender (i.e., male, female, non-binary/third gender, prefer not to say), and 

sexual orientation (i.e., straight, gay/lesbian, bisexual, other). Romantic demographic 

characteristics were collected by asking participants to answer questions regarding the most 



recent romantic breakup that occurred in their life (e.g., “What were your expectations for the 

relationship?”, “How emotionally involved were you at the time of the breakup?”). The 

romantic demographic questions used in the present study were derived from the relationship 

characteristics questionnaire from Saffrey & Ehrenberg (2007). The questions regarding 

relationship length (i.e., “How long did your relationship last?”) and time since the 

relationship ended (i.e., “How long ago did the relationship break up?”) were answered by 

participants in number of months while the other questions were answered using 5-point 

Likert scales with the exception of "Who ended the relationship?” which was answered using 

a 7-point Likert scale (Saffrey & Ehrenberg, 2007) (see Appendix A).  

Cognitive and Emotional Grief Responses – Satisfaction with Life and Regret 

Satisfaction with life was measured with the SWLS, a widely used measure of global 

life satisfaction consisting of five items for which respondents rate their agreement on a 7-

point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) (Diener et al., 1985) (see 

Appendix B). Life satisfaction is a factor under the umbrella construct of subjective well-

being and is a more cognitive-judgmental process compared to other more emotionally driven 

factors (Corrigan et al., 2013; Diener et al., 1985). In the present research, the SWLS showed 

good reliability (a = .887), and final scores were computed as the mean of all items.  

Regret behaviors were measured with the RES which is a tool developed for 

researchers to measure post-decisional regret. The RES conceptualizes regret as comprised of 

two distinct components—affect and cognition—and consists of ten items divided into two 

corresponding 5-item subscales each requiring a rating on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree) (Buchanan, et al., 2016) (see Appendix C). The reliability of the 

entire scale was good (a = .926) as well as both the affect (a = .898) and cognition subscales 

(a = .903). The final scores were computed as the mean of the of all the RES items and the 

means of the subscale items. 



Coping Strategies – Rumination 

Rumination behaviors were measured by short version of the RRS derived from the 

original 22-item scale developed by Nolen-Hoeksema & Morrow (1991). To address concerns 

regarding items that overlapped with depressive symptoms, Treynor and colleagues (2003) 

created the shorter 10-item version of the RRS (RRS-10). The RRS-10 conceptualizes 

rumination as comprised of two factors—brooding and reflection—and asks participants to 

indicate their agreement on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = almost never, 4 = almost always) (see 

Appendix D). The current study found the reliability of the scale to be good (a = .881) as well 

as those of the brooding (a = .826) and reflection subscales (a = .792). The final scores were 

computed as the mean of all RRS items as well as the means of the subscale items.  

Romantic Attachment 

Romantic attachment was measured by the AAS, a tool used to examine the different 

dimensions underlying adult romantic attachment and was developed to replace previous 

discrete categorical measures of attachment (Collins & Read, 1990; Hazen & Shaver, 1987). 

The AAS is comprised of two subscales which measure the attachment dimensions of anxiety 

and avoidance; the Anxiety subscale consists of 6 items while the Avoidance subscale consists 

of 12 items making a total of 18 items, each to be rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Not at 

all characteristic of me, 5 = Very characteristic of me) (Collins, 2008) (see Appendix E). In the 

current research, the reliability was fair for both the avoidance (a = .709) and anxiety 

subscales (a = .708). The final scores were computed as the means of the subscale items. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS Statistics 28.0. In all statistical tests, a 

p-value below 0.05 was considered significant. 

Socio-demographic and romantic demographic characteristics are reported 

descriptively. A correlational analysis was done for the questionnaire responses to examine 



1 The ages of two participants were excluded from the mean age calculation due to a likely 

error in their typed responses. 

correlations between the independent variable of adult attachment and the dependent variables 

of regret behaviors, satisfaction with life, and rumination behaviors. Specifically, a Pearson’s 

correlation test was conducted to reveal the relationships of the mean scores of the AAS 

subscale scores for attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety with the mean scores of the 

SWLS as well as the RES and RSS along with their subscales. 

Moreover, a series of multiple linear regression tests was conducted to explore the 

independent association of select socio-demographic and romantic demographic 

characteristics with the outcome variables of satisfaction with life, rumination behaviors, and 

regret behaviors as well as with adult attachment. 

Results 

Demographics 

 A total of 433 participants responded to the questionnaire. The final sample consisted 

of 346 individuals from whom complete data were collected. Information regarding 

participants’ socio-demographic characteristics is displayed in Table 1. Participants' ages 

ranged from 18 to 72 years (M = 39.92, SD = 10.38).1 Table 2 displays information regarding 

participants’ romantic demographic characteristics. 

Correlational Analysis 

Romantic Attachment and Grief Responses 

The results of a Pearson’s correlation test displayed in Table 3 reveal a positive 

significant relationship between SWLS mean scores and the mean score on attachment 

avoidance (r = .13, p < .05) but no significant relationship with attachment anxiety. This 

finding indicates that high attachment avoidance may lead to increased life satisfaction. The 

Pearson’s correlation also demonstrates positive significant relationships between total RES 

mean scores and the mean scores on both attachment avoidance (r = .40 p < .001)  

and attachment anxiety (r = .42, p < .001). Likewise, mean scores of both the RES Affect and



 

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics 

 Frequency 

 n (%) 

Gender (n = 346)  

 Male 157 (45.4) 

 Female 188 (54.3) 

 Non-binary/third gender 0 (0) 

 Prefer not to say 1 (0.3) 

Sexual Orientation (n = 346)  

 Straight 

 Gay/Lesbian 

 Bisexual 

 Other 

301 (87.0) 

13 (3.8) 

23 (6.6) 

9 (2.6) 

Cognition subscales are positively and significantly correlated with those of attachment 

avoidance (r = .39, p < .001; r = .34, p < .001) and attachment anxiety (r = .47, p < .001; r 

= .30, p < .001). Taken together, this suggests that high insecurity in both dimensions relates 

to increased engagement in regret behaviors generally as well as in both affect- and cognition-

specific regret behaviors. 

Romantic Attachment and Coping Strategies 

 The Pearson’s correlation shows positive significant correlations between total RSS 

mean scores and the mean scores on the dimensions of attachment avoidance (r = .44, p 

< .001) as well as attachment anxiety (r = .49, p < .001). Furthermore, the results show that 

the mean scores for the RSS Brooding and Reflection subscales also share positive significant 

relationships with the mean scores on both attachment avoidance (r = .37, p < .001; r = .43, p 

< .001) and attachment anxiety (r = .44, p < .001; r = .47, p < .001). These findings imply that 

high attachment avoidance and high attachment anxiety relate to increased engagement in  

rumination behaviors generally as well as brooding and reflection behaviors. 



 

Table 2. Romantic demographic characteristics 

 Frequency 

n (%) 

What were your expectations for the relationship? (n = 346)  

 Short-term involvement 

 Somewhat short-term involvement 

 Moderate involvement 

 Somewhat long-term involvement 

 Long-term involvement 

13 (3.8) 

24 (6.9) 

80 (23.1) 

106 (30.6) 

123 (35.5) 

How emotionally involved were you in the relationship at the time of the 

breakup? (n = 345) 

 

 Superficially involved 

 Minimally involved 

 Somewhat involved 

 Moderately involved 

 Seriously involved 

14 (4.0) 

25 (7.2) 

97 (28.0) 

85 (24.6) 

124 (35.8) 

Who terminated the relationship? (n = 343) 
 

 Me 

 Mostly me 

 Somewhat me 

 Mutual 

 Somewhat partner 

 Mostly partner 

 My partner 

78 (22.5) 

25 (7.2) 

42 (12.1) 

75 (21.7) 

37 (10.7) 

37 (10.7) 

49 (14.2) 

Multiple Linear Regression 

For exploratory purposes, a series of multiple linear regression models were run to 

predict the outcome variables of SWLS scores, RSS and subscale scores, and RES and 

subscale scores, as well as AAS subscale scores from select socio-demographic and romantic 

demographic variables. That is, for the purposes of the current study, only the socio- 

demographic variable of gender as well as the romantic demographic variables pertaining to 



 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Attachment Insecurity Dimensions and Dependent Variables 

Variable N M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Avoidance 344 3.13 .53 —         

2. Anxiety 343 2.96 .72 .57** —        

3. SWL 343 4.37 1.28 -.13* .002 —       

4. Total 

Rumination 

346 2.23 .62 .46** .49** -.15** —      

5. Brooding 345 2.25 .68 .37** .44** -.23** .93** —     

6. Reflection 346 2.20 .65 .43** .47** -.04 .92** .71** —    

7. Total Regret 343 3.91 1.33 .37** .42** -.10 .56** .55** .48** —   

8. Regret (Affect) 343 3.71 1.45 .39** .47** -.11* .59** .58** .52** .92** —  

9. Regret 

(Cognition) 

343 4.12 1.45 .34** .30** -.07 .43** .43** -.36** .92** .68** — 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)  

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)  



 

Table 4. Multiple Linear Regression Analysis Predicting Total RES Scores  

Variable B SE β T P 

Constant 

Gender 

3.64 

-.11 

.70 

.14 

- 

-.04 

5.26 

-.74 

<.001 

.46 

Expectations for the relationship .02 .08 .02 .24 .81 

Emotional involvement .07 .08 .06 .88 .38 

Who ended the relationship? .11 .04 .18 3.14 .002 

Note. B, SE = unstandardized coefficients; beta (β) = standardized coefficients. 

Table 5. Multiple Linear Regression Analysis Predicting RES Affect Subscale Scores  

Variable B SE β T P 

Constant 

Gender 

4.13 

-.16 

.76 

.16 

- 

-.06 

5.45 

-1.02 

<.001 

.31 

Expectations for the relationship -.06 .09 -.04 -.68 .50 

Emotional involvement .03 .08 .02 .33 .74 

Who ended the relationship? .112 .04 .16 2.84 .01 

Note. B, SE = unstandardized coefficients; beta (β) = standardized coefficients. 

 

 

 



 

Table 6. Multiple Linear Regression Analysis Predicting RES Cognition Subscale Scores  

Variable B SE β t P 

Constant 

Gender 

3.14 

-.05 

.75 

.16 

- 

-.02 

4.17 

-.34 

<.001 

.74 

Expectations for the relationship .10 .09 .07 1.13 .26 

Emotional involvement .11 .08 .08 1.29 .20 

Who ended the relationship? .11 .04 .16 2.90 .004 

Note. B, SE = unstandardized coefficients; beta (β) = standardized coefficients. 

Table 7. Multiple Linear Regression Analysis Predicting AAS Anxiety Subscale Scores  

Variable B SE β t P 

Constant 

Gender 

3.76 

-.13 

.38 

.08 

- 

-.09 

10.00 

-1.61 

<.001 

.11 

Expectations for the relationship -.03 .04 -.04 -.65 .52 

Emotional involvement -.06 .04 -.09 -1.38 .17 

Who ended the relationship? .02 .02 .07 1.22 .22 

Note. B, SE = unstandardized coefficients; beta (β) = standardized coefficients. 

 

 



 

Table 7. Multiple Linear Regression Analysis Predicting AAS Avoidance Subscale Scores  

Variable B SE β t P 

Constant 

Gender 

3.50 

-.09 

.28 

.06 

- 

-.09 

12.63 

-1.64 

<.001 

.10 

Expectations for the relationship .04 .03 .09 1.40 .16 

Emotional involvement -.06 .03 -.13 -2.01 .05 

Who ended the relationship? .03 .01 .13 2.28 .02 

expectations for the relationship, emotional involvement, and relationship termination were 

included as predictor variables in the exploratory multiple regression analysis tests.  

For the model predicting total RES scores, a significant regression equation was found 

(R2 = .04, F(4, 337) = 3.37, p = .01). Specifically, relationship termination significantly 

predicted total RES scores (β = .18, p = .002). Table 4 illustrates the details of the multiple 

linear regression test predicting total RES scores. Moreover, the models predicting RES Affect 

subscale scores (R2 = .04, F(4, 337) = 3.12, p = .02) and RES Cognition subscale scores  (R2 

= .05, F(4, 337) = 4.20, p = .002) were also found to be significant. It was found that 

relationship termination was a significant predictor of both RES Affect subscale scores (β 

= .16, p = .01) and RES Cognition subscale scores (β = .16, p = .004). Table 5 shows the 

details of the model predicting RES Affect subscale scores; Table 6 shows the details of the 

model predicting RES Cognition subscale scores. Furthermore, the model predicting AAS 

Anxiety subscale scores was found to be significant (R2 = .03, F(4, 337) = 2.73, p = .03), yet 

all of the predictors appear to be non-significant. Table 7 shows the models predicting AAS 

Anxiety subscale scores. Finally, the model predicting AAS Avoidance subscale scores was 



 

also found to be significant (R2 = .04, F(4, 338) = 3.10, p = .02). Namely, emotional 

involvement (β = -.13, p = .046) and relationship termination (β = .13, = .02) were found to 

significantly predict AAS Avoidance subscale scores. Table 8 displays the details of the 

multiple linear regression analysis predicting AAS Avoidance subscale scores.  The models 

predicting SWLS scores as well as RSS and subscale scores were found to be non-significant.  

Discussion 

The present study examined the interplay between adult romantic attachment, grief 

responses, and coping strategies following romantic dissolution. The results suggest that 

different attachment dispositions may affect the way that individuals emotionally and 

cognitively respond to as well as cope with the grief experienced after a breakup. 

 Namely, the findings support the hypothesis that attachment anxiety is positively and 

more strongly correlated with rumination behaviors than attachment avoidance. Moreover,  

both attachment insecurity dimensions were found to be significantly associated with 

Note. B, SE = unstandardized coefficients; beta (β) = standardized coefficients. 

brooding-specific rumination behaviors, thereby confirming both the first and third 

hypotheses regarding rumination. That is, the results suggest that both individuals with high 

attachment anxiety and high attachment avoidance tend to engage in rumination behaviors to 

cope with the end of a romantic relationship. This is in line with previous research which 

demonstrates that anxiously attached individuals may spend more time emotionally 

processing a situation in ways that may exacerbate rather than diminish distress (e.g., 

brooding) (Marshall, Bejanyan, & Ferenczi, 2013; Saffrey & Ehrenberg, 2007). Importantly, 

the findings align with studies showing that, despite their tendencies to emotionally distance 

themselves from distress, avoidantly attached individuals—like their anxiously attached 

counterparts—also engage in dysfunctional rumination behaviors (Marshall, Bejanyan, & 

Ferenczi, 2013; Lanciano et al., 2012). 



 

However, contrary to expectations, the results do not support the hypothesis that 

attachment anxiety is negatively correlated with satisfaction with life. Rather, the study did 

not find a significant relationship between attachment anxiety and life satisfaction. However, 

attachment anxiety was found to be positively correlated with regret behaviors. Rather, the 

results suggest that individuals who score highly on attachment avoidance may experience 

increased levels of life satisfaction. This contradicts existing research which demonstrates that 

both dimensions of insecure attachment are negatively linked with satisfaction with life while 

attachment security is more positively associated with satisfaction with life following stressful 

life events (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2011; Temiz & Cömert, 2018). Importantly, while this 

study found that both dimensions of attachment insecurity hold significant relationships with 

each of the measured variables, attachment anxiety is more strongly correlated with all 

measured variables with the exception of satisfaction with life, with which attachment 

avoidance shares a significant positive correlation. This implies that, compared to attachment 

anxiety, attachment avoidance may be associated with even greater life satisfaction, a finding 

which supports existing literature suggesting that avoidantly attached individuals experience 

less emotional distress than those who are anxiously attached (Simpson & Rholes, 2017). 

Future studies may find it of interest to further examine the differences between attachment 

orientations in terms of life satisfaction and other dimensions of subjective well-being. 

Additionally, the current study explored the predictive relationships between specific 

socio-demographic and romantic demographic variables and the outcome variable measures 

of SWLS scores, total RSS and subscale scores, total RES and subscale scores, as well as 

AAS subscale scores. The socio-demographic variable of gender was chosen as a predictor 

variable in line with established literature suggesting that it may be helpful to consider the 

consequences of romantic attachment within the context of gender roles (Pietromonac & 

Carnelley, 1994). The results of the present study did not with this literature in that a 



 

significant predictive relationship was not found between gender and any of the outcome 

variables, which indicates that there does not appear to be a gender difference. One possible 

reason for this is that the gender differences in attachment may be less robust than other 

sociocultural factors such as the cultural context and social roles by which the participants 

function (Schmitt, 2003). In line with this, future research may find it helpful to consider 

additional sociocultural factors.  

The romantic demographic variables of expectations for the relationship, emotional 

involvement, and relationship termination were chosen in line with the work of Saffrey & 

Ehrenberg (2007) on attachment and romantic post-relationship adjustment. There appeared to 

be no predictive relationship between expectations for the relationship and any of the outcome 

variables. However, relationship termination appeared to be a significant predictor of total 

RES scores as well as both RES subscale scores, suggesting that the perceived initiator of the 

breakup—that is, which partner individuals perceive as having ended the relationship—may 

predict engagement in regret behaviors as well as attachment avoidance. Another noteworthy 

finding of this exploratory analysis is the predictive relationship that was found between AAS 

Avoidance subscale scores and both emotional involvement and relationship termination. This 

is of particular interest since established literature posits that attachment plays a predictive 

role in the experience and reactions of an individual following a romantic breakup (Davis et 

al, 2003), yet the present research suggests an inverse relationship. Future research may find it 

worthwhile to further examine these relationships.  

Limitations 

Firstly, while the cross-sectional design of the present study allowed for greater ease in 

recruiting participants and collecting data, cross-sectional studies are limited in their ability to 

establish causal relationships; therefore, only correlational information can be derived from 

the results (Wang & Cheng, 2020). Preferably, the study’s hypotheses would be investigated 



 

by means of an experimental design which comprises conditions based on attachment 

orientations. Moreover, given that the inclusion criteria for the study was general in that the 

questionnaire was made open to individuals who 1) are 18 years or older, 2) experienced a 

romantic breakup and 3) indicated that they were willing to reflect upon this romantic breakup 

experience, the time that had passed since the breakup was not controlled for. Along with the 

nature of a self-report questionnaire, this may pose limitations in terms of the participants' 

responses to the romantic demographic questions as well as the Likert scale questions, since 

the human memory is fallible and subject to the influence of one’s experiences over time as 

well as gradual change and degradation (Lomas, Ayodeji, & Brown, 2023).  

Furthermore, this study was conducted in the Netherlands, and while the population 

from which the participants were recruited largely speaks English, Dutch remains the 

predominantly spoken language in the country. This being so, because the questionnaire was 

created and distributed only in English, it is possible that there were participants who did not 

fully understand the questions that were asked due to barriers in language and understanding 

of the content. Creating and distributing the questionnaire in both languages may have 

remedied this issue. Additionally, in terms of the demographics of the sample, the majority of 

participants reported a heterosexual orientation, and therefore, the results may not be as 

relevant to non-heterosexual individuals and romantic partnerships. The existing gap in the 

literature centered around attachment in non-heterosexual partnerships and its implications on 

romantic grief demonstrate a need for future studies focused on this demographic. 

Finally, with regards to the materials used, the current research used the original Adult 

Attachment Scale as developed by Collins & Read (1990) rather than the revised Adult 

Attachment Scale whose questions utilize language that is more specific to romantic 

relationships than that of the former (Collins, 1996). In addition, the present study found the 

reliability of the AAS subscales to be merely fair which may be in part due to the decision to 



 

compute only two attachment dimensions—attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance—

rather than to score according to the three original subscales of CLOSE, DEPEND, and 

ANXIETY. While the alternative scoring based on only two dimensions allows for insight on 

the two-dimensional characterization of attachment popular in the literature, the original 

scoring has been shown to be more sensitive to differences in attachment and decreases the 

chance of false positives (Collins & Read, 1990).  

Conclusion 

 In the present study, attachment avoidance was significantly correlated with life 

satisfaction while both dimensions of attachment avoidance were significantly associated with 

regret as well as rumination, suggesting that attachment insecurity may differentially lead to 

grief responses and may result in increased engagement in maladaptive coping strategies after 

a romantic breakup. Considering the methodological limitations of the study in addition to the 

inconsistent findings in the existing literature, future research should continue examining the 

implications of an attachment-based framework for romantic grief. That is, the current 

findings demonstrate a need to further investigate the possible predictive relationships 

between the different dimensions of attachment, grief management, and mental health 

outcomes as well as the respective effects of attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance on 

these measures. 
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Appendix A 

Romantic demographic questions 

What were your expectations for the relationship?  

Short term 

involvement 

Somewhat short 

term involvement 

Moderate 

involvement 

Somewhat long 

term involvement 

Long term 

involvement 

1 2 3 4 5 

How emotionally involved were you in the relationship at the time of the breakup?  

Superficially 

involved 

Minimally 

involved 

Somewhat 

involved 

Moderately 

involved 

Seriously 

involved 

1 2 3 4 5 

Who terminated the relationship?  

Me Mostly me 
Somewhat 

me 
Mutual 

Somewhat 

partner 

Mostly 

partner 

My 

partner 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 



 

Appendix B 

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) 

 
1 

Strongly 

disagree 

2 

Disagree 

3 

Slightly 

disagree  

4 

Neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree 

5 

Slightly 

agree 

6 

Agree 

7 

Strongly 

agree 

In most ways 

my life is close 

to ideal. 

       

The conditions 

of my life are 

excellent. 

       

I am satisfied 

with my life. 

       

So far I have 

gotten the 

important 

things I want in 

my life. 

       

If I could live 

my life over, I 

would change 

almost nothing. 

       

 



 

Appendix C 

Regret Elements Scale (RES) 

 
1 

Definitely 

disagree 

2 

Disagree 

3 

Somewhat 

disagree 

4 

Neutral 

5 

Somewhat 

agree 

6 

Agree 

7 

Definitely 

agree 

I am experiencing self-blame about 

the way I made my decision. 

       

I wish I had made a different 

decision 

       

I am experiencing self-blame        

I would have been better off if I had 

decided differently 

       

I feel like kicking myself        

Things would have gone better f I 

had chosen another option 

       

I feel sorry        

I should have decided differently        

I feel guilty        

Before, I should have chosen 

differently 

       



 

Appendix D  

Rumination Response Scale (RRS) 

How often do you…? 

 
1 

Never or 

almost never 

2 

Sometimes 

3 

Often 

4 

Always or 

almost always 

Think “What am I 

doing to deserve this?” 

    

Analyse recent events 

to try and understand 

why you are bothered 

    

Think “Why do I 

always react this way?” 

    

Go away by yourself 

and think about why 

you feel bothered 

    

Write down what you 

are thinking and 

analyse it 

    

Think about recent 

situation, wishing it 

had gone better 

    

Think “Why do I have 

problems other people 

don’t have 

    

Think “Why can’t I 

handle things better?” 

    

Try and understand 

why you are bothered 

    

Go someplace along to 

think about your 

feelings 

    



 

Appendix E 

Adult Attachment Scale (AAS) 

 
1 

Not at all 

characteristic 

of me 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

5 

Very 

characteristic 

of me 

I find it relatively easy to get 

close to others. 

     

I do not worry about being 

abandoned. 

     

I find it difficult to allow 

myself to depend on others. 

     

In relationships, I often worry 

that my partner does not 

really love me. 

     

I find that others are reluctant 

to get as close as I would like. 

     

I do not worry about someone 

getting to close to me. 

     

I find that people are never 

there when you need them. 

     

I am somewhat 

uncomfortable being close to 

others. 

     

In relationships, I often worry 

that my partner will not want 

to stay with me. 

     

I want to merge completely 

with another person. 

     

My desire to merge 

sometimes scares people 

away. 

     

I am comfortable having 

others depend on me. 

     

I know that people will be 

there when I need them. 

     

I am nervous when anyone 

gets too close. 

     



 

I find it difficult to trust 

others completely. 

     

Often, partners want me to be 

closer than I feel comfortable 

being. 

     

I am not sure that I can 

always depend on others to be 

there when I need them. 

     

 


