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Associations between gender, age, emotional involvement, and
attachment style and reactions to romantic relationship dissolu-
tion were studied in a survey of more than 5,000 Internet respon-
dents. It was hypothesized that individual reactions to breakups
would be congruent with characteristic attachment behaviors
and affect-regulation strategies generally associated with attach-
ment style. Attachment-related anxiety was associated with
greater preoccupation with the lost partner, greater perseveration
over the loss, more extreme physical and emotional distress, exag-
gerated attempts to reestablish the relationship, partner-related
sexual motivation, angry and vengeful behavior, interference
with exploratory activities, dysfunctional coping strategies, and
disordered resolution. Attachment-related avoidance was weakly
and negatively associated with most distress/proximity-seeking
reactions to breakups and strongly and positively associated with
avoidant and self-reliant coping strategies. Security (low scores
on the anxiety and avoidance dimensions) was associated with
social coping strategies (e.g., using friends and family as “safe
havens”). Attachment insecurity, particularly anxiety, was
associated with using drugs and alcohol to cope with loss.

Keywords: breaking up; relationships; attachment style

The dissolution of romantic relationships has been
empirically associated with a variety of negative physical
and emotional responses, ranging from anxiety, depres-
sion, psychopathology, loneliness, immune suppression,
fatal and nonfatal physical illness or accidents, and
decreased longevity to immediate death through suicide
or homicide (see reviews in Gottman, 1994; Kiecolt-
Glaser & Newton, 2001). Although the empirical associa-

tion of relationship dissolution with physical and emo-
tional distress is well established, there have been few
attempts to examine behavioral responses and fewer still
to examine their unique links to individual-difference
variables.

The primary goal of the present research was to exam-
ine the relationship of adult attachment style (Fraley &
Shaver, 2000; Hazan & Shaver, 1987) to a constellation of
reactions to breaking up that are theoretically and
empirically linked to attachment anxiety and/or avoid-
ance. To date, there have been relatively few studies of
attachment style and reactions to relationship dissolu-
tion (e.g., Feeney & Noller, 1992; Simpson, 1990;
Sprecher, Felmlee, Metts, Fehr, & Vanni, 1998).
Although informative, these studies have focused mostly
on degree of distress rather than theoretically predicted
specific emotional and behavioral reactions. Our
research was designed to examine three primary dys-
functional reactions to dissolution: (a) extreme distress
and preoccupation with the lost partner, (b) ambivalent
acting out (strenuous attempts to reestablish the rela-
tionship, including sexual contact, combined with
angry, hostile, or violent behavior), and (c) dysfunc-
tional coping and lack of resolution of the loss.

Of these reactions, we are particularly interested in
the violent storm of ambivalent acting out that we expect
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to be associated with attachment anxiety. This pattern is
of particular interest because of the extremity of the
bereft person’s attempts to maintain or reestablish the
relationship while engaging in apparently contradictory
angry and hostile behavior toward the partner, despite
the contradictory and self-defeating effects of such
behaviors. The extremes of this ambivalent pattern can
be seen, for example, in the murder of romantic part-
ners, especially of women, which occurs primarily under
conditions in which the victim is leaving or threatening
to leave a relationship with a partner who wants to keep
the relationship intact (e.g., Bixenstine, 1999; Walker,
1979; Wilson & Daly, 1993).

Attachment theory provides a theoretical basis for
predicting this ambivalent mixture of hostility and
desire as well as other specific emotional and behavioral
responses. Thus, we will first provide a brief overview of
attachment theory and research and then turn to their
implications for emotion regulation and behavior fol-
lowing relationship dissolution.

Attachment Theory and the
Assessment of Attachment Style

Attachment theory was introduced by Bowlby (1973,
1980, 1969/1982) in a well-known series of volumes
titled Attachment and Loss. Empirical tests of the theory
were initially conducted by Ainsworth and her col-
leagues (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) in
studies of infant-mother attachment and were later
extended to the domain of romantic and marital rela-
tionships by Hazan and Shaver (1987). According to the
theory, evolution has equipped human beings with a
number of behavioral systems that increase the likeli-
hood of survival and reproductive success. Among these
behavioral systems are an attachment system, an explor-
atory system, a sexual mating system, and a caregiving
system.

Beginning in infancy, most people form emotional
attachments to one or more caregivers on whom they
rely for protection, comfort, and support. A security-
enhancing caregiver is one who provides a “safe haven”
in times of danger or stress and a “secure base” of opera-
tions when exploration is undertaken. If a person’s
attachment figures are sufficiently sensitive and respon-
sive, she or he will develop what the theory refers to as
positive internal working models of self and relationship
partners. These models have been shown to provide a
foundation for healthy peer relations and personal com-
petence (see review by Weinfield, Sroufe, Egeland, &
Carlson, 1999). If one or more attachment figures are
generally insensitive or unresponsive, the individual who
is attached to them develops negative internal working
models of self, relationship partners, or both. Different
patterns of insecure attachment can be identified based

on anxious or avoidant behaviors in close relationships,
anxious or avoidant responses to self-report question-
naires, and conscious and unconscious anxious or
avoidant responses in laboratory situations (see Feeney,
1999; Mikulincer & Florian, 2001; Shaver & Clark, 1994,
for reviews).

In Ainsworth et al.’s (1978) early studies of the infant-
mother relationship, three different patterns of attach-
ment were delineated: secure, anxious (or anxious/
ambivalent), and avoidant. Subsequent studies of both
infant and adult attachment (e.g., Bartholomew &
Horowitz, 1991; Main & Solomon, 1986) expanded the
number of patterns to four, with the fourth pattern
incorporating features of both anxiety and avoidance. In
the domain of adult romantic and marital attachment,
Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) called the four pat-
terns secure, preoccupied (with attachment), fearfully
avoidant, and dismissively avoidant. These authors also
showed that the four patterns could be arranged concep-
tually and empirically in a two-dimensional space.
Secure and dismissing adults differ from preoccupied
and fearful adults in having more positive models of self
and being less dependent on partners’ approval and less
anxious about abandonment. Secure and preoccupied
adults differ from both kinds of avoidant adults by being
more interested in and comfortable with closeness, inti-
macy, and interdependence. Brennan, Clark, and
Shaver (1998) constructed two highly reliable orthogo-
nal scales to assess dimensions similar to Bartholomew’s,
which Brennan et al. called attachment-related anxiety
and avoidance that we used in the present research.

Attachment and Regulation of Distress

Theoretically, the attachment system is activated by
any of three sources of distress: (a) threat to the person
(e.g., hunger, physical danger), (b) threat to a relation-
ship with an attachment figure (e.g., perceiving the fig-
ure as physically or psychologically unavailable), and (c)
challenging situations that motivate the person to use an
attachment figure as a secure base. When a person’s
attachment system is activated for any of these reasons,
the person will attempt to alleviate distress in ways char-
acteristic of his or her attachment style. The stronger the
activation of the attachment system, the more extreme
the characteristic behaviors are likely to be.

These characteristic differences in affect regulation
are the bases of our hypotheses regarding attachment-
style differences in reaction to relationship breakups. In
brief, three primary strategies are associated with attach-
ment style: (a) open, empathic communication and
negotiation of one’s needs and desires with the attach-
ment figure (the secure strategy), (b) suppression of
attachment-related distress combined with self-reliance
(the avoidant strategy), and (c) a coercive strategy (e.g.,
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Crittenden, 1997) involving alternation between angry
demands and rebukes and coy or flirtatious attempts to
elicit what one needs from a partner (the anxious strat-
egy). Each strategy is assumed to stem from past experi-
ences with parents or other caregivers during childhood
as well as later experiences with romantic partners.

The secure strategy. The secure strategy is believed to
stem from past experiences indicating that open expres-
sion of needs elicits love and support. Generally, secure
individuals enjoy greater communication skills and pro-
vide superior caregiving to others (see reviews by Feeney,
1999; George & Solomon, 1999). They are more likely to
provide comfort to others in distress and to seek comfort
from others when distressed themselves. Thus, in the
context of relationship dissolution, we would expect
secure individuals to express their feelings openly to
their partner and to use friends and family as beneficial
sources of comfort. They also should be better able to
understand their partner’s point of view regarding the
breakup, which should allow them to respond in a less
histrionic or angry fashion than less secure individuals.

The avoidant strategy. Theoretically, avoidant individu-
als have learned (a) that others are unlikely to satisfy
their needs and (b) that open expressions of need may
be ignored or punished. This is believed to be the reason
for their unexpressive and self-reliant stance (see review
by Fraley, Davis, & Shaver, 1998). In the context of break-
ing up, this characteristic affect-regulation strategy
should be reflected in fewer emotional expressions of all
kinds (including pleading, angry outbursts, and seeking
social support), greater emotional avoidance (including
avoiding the partner and staying clear of other remind-
ers that could activate attachment needs), and greater
self-reliance and use of nonsocial coping strategies (such
as drinking and taking drugs).

The anxious strategy. Anxious or preoccupied individu-
als are thought to have learned what Crittenden (1992,
1997) termed a “coercive strategy” for eliciting care.
According to Crittenden, this strategy is characteristic of
children whose attachment figures are inconsistently
sensitive and available, causing the children to believe
that pleas and demands are necessary to get a caregiver’s
attention. In childhood, the coercive strategy includes
erratic alternation between aggressive/threatening
behavior (crying, screaming, throwing a tantrum) and
coy/disarming behavior (e.g., glancing eye contact, an
open-mouth smile with teeth covered, meek and inno-
cent expressions, cocking the head to the side). To the
extent that this analysis applies to anxious adults whose
relationships are breaking up, both aggressive and coy or
seductive behaviors may be employed in attempts to
restore the relationship.

The Attachment Perspective on Loss

In his 1980 volume Loss, Bowlby developed an attach-
ment-theoretical account of the process of grieving,
including individual differences in grief reactions. He
proposed that reactions to loss of an adult romantic part-
ner parallel those of a child confronted with the pro-
longed or permanent loss of a primary attachment fig-
ure. These reactions can be viewed in terms of three
rough, overlapping, and sometimes recurring phases.

Protest. The bereaved adult first exhibits forceful pro-
test reactions, designed to deter the attachment figure’s
departure or reestablish contact. These can include
overt reactions such as pleading, crying, anger, aggres-
sion, and searching and psychological reactions such as
disbelief that the person is gone and sensing the person’s
invisible presence. Bowlby noted that such reactions,
although seemingly inappropriate when a partner has
died, make sense in evolutionary context (see also
Archer, 1999) in that they tend to promote survival by
assuring the proximity of infants to their caregivers.
There may be no evolutionary provision for turning off
the search process when an attachment figure leaves per-
manently. Thus, real or perceived threats to the availabil-
ity of an attachment figure will activate such deeply
ingrained patterns of response as to virtually compel the
person to search for the lost figure and try to reestablish
contact (Fraley & Shaver, 1999), even when success is
unlikely or impossible, as when the partner has died.

Despair. Eventually, if protest behaviors repeatedly fail
to establish contact with the attachment figure and the
attached individual realizes that the person will never
return, protest increasingly gives way to despair (depres-
sion, sadness, disorganization, and withdrawal). For
both bereaved adults and children, this phase is charac-
terized by disturbances of sleeping and eating, social
withdrawal, profound loneliness, and intense sorrow
(Fraley & Shaver, 1999). The degree of despair differs as
a function of context (e.g., foreknowledge of the
impending loss), degree of attachment to the partner,
and individual differences in attachment style.

Detachment/reorganization/integration. In Bowlby’s
(1973) early theorizing, he referred to a final phase of
detachment marked by apparent recovery and gradual
renewal of interest in other activities and relationships.
In later theorizing, Bowlby (1980) used the term reorgani-
zation to connote the reorganization of representations
of the self and lost attachment figure so that both a con-
tinuing (but altered) bond and adjustment to changed
circumstances are possible. This notion is similar in
some respects to other perspectives on loss or bereave-
ment that emphasize the importance of meaning (e.g.,
see reviews in Neimeyer, 2001) and continuing bonds
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(Klas, Silverman, & Nickman, 1996). Extending this
analysis to the context of relationship dissolution, we can
expect that a relatively secure person may come to
believe that the relationship provided a learning experi-
ence, that the lost partner makes a better friend than
lover, or that the loss enhanced personal strength.

Individual dif ferences in “disordered mourning.”
Mourning may be disordered or disorganized such that
either the duration of the protest and despair phases or
the nature of behaviors during these phases becomes
dysfunctional. Bowlby (1980) identified two disordered
patterns of mourning, chronic mourning and absence of
grief, that correspond roughly to the subsequent notions
of anxious and avoidant attachment. The former pattern
includes perseveration in the protest and/or despair
stages of mourning, and the latter involves rapid pro-
gression to the detachment phase. Those in chronic
mourning are perpetually preoccupied with the lost
partner and unable to function normally without him or
her; those exhibiting absence of grief continue their nor-
mal everyday activities without conspicuous disruption
or overt expressions of sorrow, anger, or distress.

HYPOTHESES

The preceding overview of attachment theory and
research provides the basis for a series of hypotheses
about behavior during and following romantic/marital
relationship breakups. The first set of hypotheses con-
cerns protest reactions and distress.

Protest and Distress Reactions

Research with children (e.g., Ainsworth et al., 1978)
has identified the roots of the ambivalent storm of pro-
test reactions, vacillating between desire for the lost part-
ner and attempts to reestablish the relationship, on one
hand, and seemingly contradictory angry and violent
behaviors on the other. Ainsworth et al. noted this pat-
tern among anxious/ambivalent children, who dis-
played the most extreme distress and protest reactions
toward their parents in the Strange Situation test proce-
dure, including indices of distress (such as crying), prox-
imity seeking (such as pleading, clinging), and hostility/
aggression toward the parent (which Bowlby, 1973, inter-
preted as retributive anger). Avoidant children, in con-
trast, were characterized by the least extreme reactions
of these kinds, with secure children in between.

Although studies of reactions to relationship dissolu-
tion among adults have focused on greater distress reac-
tions among anxious adults (e.g., Feeney & Noller, 1992;
Fraley & Shaver, 1997; Simpson, 1990), the literature
regarding loss through death has turned up some evi-
dence of the association of attachment anxiety with the
ambivalent bipolar reactions of pining for the relation-

ship and being angry at the deceased partner (e.g.,
Bonnano, Notarius, Gunzerath, Keltner, & Horowitz,
1995).

Thus, we expect the extremity of both distress and
protest reactions to be positively associated with attach-
ment anxiety and negatively associated with attachment
avoidance. These reactions should include indices of
distress such as physical symptoms, emotional
disregulation, self-blame or depression, and protest
reactions such as attempts to reestablish the relation-
ship, sexual desire, and attempts to reinvolve the partner
in sexual relations but also expressions of anger, blame,
and hostility toward the partner. Furthermore, we expect
the two contradictory poles of desire and hostility to be
positively associated with one another.

Preoccupation/Exploration

A second set of hypotheses concerns excessive preoc-
cupation with the attachment figure, which is theoreti-
cally associated with both attachment anxiety and avoid-
ance. Constant attention to or thinking about the person
and hypervigilance and sensitivity to cues regarding his
or her availability and responsiveness tend to be posi-
tively associated with attachment anxiety and negatively
associated with avoidance. For example, Mikulincer,
Gillath, and Shaver (2002) found that the mind gener-
ally turns automatically to mental representations of
attachment figures under conditions of threat. However,
more anxious adults seem to have these representations
active all the time, whereas more avoidant adults activate
them only under conditions of threat that are unrelated
to attachment (e.g., school failure) and actually inhibit
attachment-related representations when the threat has
to do with separation.

Thus, we expected relationship dissolution to cause
greater preoccupation with thoughts of the lost partner
among those higher in attachment-related anxiety. This
greater preoccupation should in turn lead to differences
in exploration of and engagement with the environ-
ment, just as anxious/ambivalent attachment in infancy
interferes with exploratory activities (Ainsworth et al.,
1978; Bowlby, 1973; Cassidy & Berlin, 1994).

Coping

Attachment style also is expected to affect the choice
of coping strategies during and following relationship
dissolution.

Social coping versus self-reliance. Coping with distress
through seeking contact with attachment figures is a fun-
damental feature of attachment behavior. Securely
attached infants express distress freely and both seek
and accept comfort from caregivers (e.g., Ainsworth
et al., 1978). In contrast, avoidant infants learn to sup-
press expression of distress and bids for support to avoid
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alienating potentially rejecting attachment figures and
instead tend to become compulsively self-reliant. Simi-
larly, secure adults employ attachment figures (includ-
ing friends) as safe havens under conditions of threat
(e.g., Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992), whereas
avoidant adults are more likely to pull away from part-
ners under threatening conditions. Thus, we expected
attachment insecurity, particularly avoidance, to be neg-
atively related to social coping strategies (such as talking
to friends) and positively related to self-reliance.

Self-medication. Previous research has indicated that
anxious and avoidant individuals are more likely than
secure individuals to use alcohol and drugs as a way of
regulating negative emotion (e.g., Brennan & Shaver,
1995; Cooper, Shaver, & Collins, 1998). Thus, we expect
such dysfunctional methods also to be used specifically
in the context of relationship dissolution.

Suppression/avoidance. Recall Mikulincer et al.’s
(2002) finding that avoidance is related to suppression
of thoughts of the attachment figure, particularly when
relationship threat is salient. These findings suggest that
avoidance will be related to attempts to suppress
thoughts or reminders of the lost partner; for example,
by avoiding encounters with the partner, dispensing with
objects and other reminders of him or her, attempting to
distract oneself through work or other activities, and per-
haps, for a time, staying away from related and similarly
painful situations such as seeking new relationship
partners.

Resolution

Whether a partner is lost through death or dissolu-
tion, one must eventually go on with life. Individuals dif-
fer, however, in both the manner and speed with which
they resolve losses.

Perseveration. Some people have extreme difficulty
resolving losses at all and persist in feeling distress, con-
tinuing desire to reestablish the relationship, and preoc-
cupation with the lost partner. Bereavement research
has shown that anxious individuals experience the most
distress over loss of a partner and recover less quickly, if
at all (see Fraley & Shaver, 1999, for review). Thus, we
expected that anxiety also would be associated with
perseveration in desire for or attempts to recover a part-
ner lost through relationship dissolution.

Integration. Several authors (e.g., Bowlby, 1980; Klas
et al., 1996; Schuchter & Zisook, 1993) have proposed
that successful resolution of bereavement (following the
death of an attachment figure) does not necessarily
involve detachment. Instead, an altered attachment
bond may persist, such as caring for the deceased person
and integrating thoughts, memories, and feelings about
the relationship into one’s self-concept and life while

being able to move on and live happily again. Such a con-
tinuing bond may serve important adaptive functions,
including continuity of identity, facilitation of coping,
and comfort and support during the transition to a new
life. This type of reorganization or integration should be
more likely for relatively secure individuals. Thus, we
expected those high in attachment anxiety or avoidance
to less often successfully transform the relationship into
a friendship or work relationship.

Disordered identity. Part of the integration process
involves reorganizing and redefining one’s conception
of self without (or in different relationship to) the other
person. Thus, we expected that to the extent integration
is difficult for those high in attachment anxiety, they
would report a greater sense of lack of identity following
loss of a partner.

Replacement. Paradoxically, we also expected attachment-
related anxiety to be associated with quicker attempts to
replace the partner. Because anxious individuals experi-
ence more distress and continuing attachment to their
lost partners, one might think they would be inhibited
from entering other relationships. There is substantial
evidence, however, that such people are highly moti-
vated to be in a relationship and that they experience
great distress when alone (e.g., Davis, 2000; Shaver &
Clark, 1994). They may therefore jump into a new rela-
tionship while still distressed about the loss of a previous
one. In contrast, as noted earlier, we expected avoidance
to be associated with avoiding new relationships for
some time after a breakup.

METHOD

Participants

Study participants were 1,868 male and 3,380 female
respondents (and 7 with unidentified gender) ranging
in age from 15 to 50 and distributed across the age
decades as follows: teens: 42.2%, 20s: 43.2%, 30s: 10.5%,
40 to 50: 4.1%. (We eliminated from the analyses all par-
ticipants who were younger than 15 or older than 50
years of age because age appeared to be related to many
variables and there were too few respondents in the very
young and older than 50 age ranges.) The majority were
Caucasian (77.7%), followed in order of frequency by
Other (6.5%), African American (6.2%), Hispanic
(4.3%), Asian (4.1%), and American Indian (.9%);
91.3% were heterosexual, 2.6% were homosexual, and
6.5% were bisexual.

Procedure

Our survey questionnaire was posted on the Internet
with the title “The Dating Survey IV: Breaking Up.” Par-
ticipants voluntarily followed links to the survey located
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in three subcategories of the Yahoo search engine. Invi-
tations to visit the Internet site were phrased as follows:
“Dating Survey—Participate in the first study of Internet
singles.” Categories with links to the survey included
Dating (under the parent category “Society and Cul-
ture/Relationships”), Tests and Experiments (under the
parent category “Psychology/Research”), and Surveys
(also under the parent category “Society and Culture/
Relationships”). Participants were not actively solicited
in any way. The survey included assurances that
responses would be completely anonymous once trans-
mitted. However, it also included a warning that (like all
online communications) responses were not secure
until transmitted.

The survey was introduced as follows:

The purpose of the survey is to learn more about what
causes our relationships to break up, and how we cope
with breakups when they occur. To examine this issue we
will be asking you a few questions about yourself, and
then some that address various issues regarding break-
ing up.

The questionnaire included the questions, “Are you at
your computer alone?” and “Have you ever sent a re-
sponse to this survey before?” Those who were not alone
or who had responded before were excluded from the
analyses, as were respondents who described a breakup
that occurred more than 5 years ago, which might have
been beyond the reach of clear memory.

Measures

Attachment style. Attachment-related anxiety and
avoidance were measured by heterogeneous 9-item sub-
sets of the two 18-item scales that comprise the Experi-
ences in Close Relationships measure (Brennan et al.,
1998). Alphas for the two shortened scales were .90 and
.85, only slightly lower than the usual reliabilities for the
full scales. The correlation between the two scales, which
are meant to tap orthogonal dimensions, was close to
zero, r(4,958) = –.004.

Measures of reactions to breaking up. At the beginning of
the breakups section of the survey, participants were
instructed as follows:

To answer the questions in the following section, think of
the breakup of your last relationship that had lasted for
some time before the breakup or in which you were seri-
ously emotionally involved. Do not refer to a relation-
ship that broke up after a few dates.

Measures of the following reactions were included: pro-
test reactions, including (a) wanting/trying to get the
person back (11 items, α = .89), (b) sexual arousal/de-
sire (3 items, α = .74), (c) anger/hostility/revenge (10

items, α = .84), and (d) physically hurting partner (1
item); preoccupation (9 items, α = .91); interference
with exploration (3 items, α = .70); distress reactions, in-
cluding (a) physical and emotional distress (15 items, α
= .94), (b) lost interest in sex (1 item), (c) self-blame (2
items, α = .63), (d) guilt (2 items, α = .83), and (e) part-
ner blame (2 items, α = .81); coping strategies, including
(a) social coping (1 item), (b) self-reliant coping (1
item), (c) self-medication (increased use of drugs or al-
cohol—2 items, reported separately), (d) suppression/
avoidance (3 items, α = .63), and (e) moving or changing
jobs to get away from the person; and resolution, includ-
ing (a) perseveration in wanting the lost partner (3
items, α = .83), (b) integration/redefinition of the per-
son in different relationship (2 items, α = .57), (c) lost
sense of identity (1 item), (d) replacement of the lost
partner (1 item), and (e) avoiding new relationships for
a long time (1 item).

Respondents completed demographic questions first,
followed by the attachment measures. Third, they indi-
cated who had wanted to terminate the relationship
(self, partner, or both), how long the relationship had
lasted, how long ago the relationship broke up, and how
emotionally involved they were with the person at the
time of the breakup. This latter issue was raised because
emotional involvement might be a somewhat independ-
ent contributor to intensity of reactions to the breakup.
Measures of reactions to breaking up were completed
last.

RESULTS

Before turning to tests of the hypotheses, it is impor-
tant to examine potential associations between attach-
ment style and predissolution relationship variables.
First, 2 (gender) × 3 (who initiated the breakup) analyses
of variance were conducted on the two attachment scales
and the question assessing emotional involvement in the
relationship. Gender was unrelated to attachment anxi-
ety or avoidance. However, women were significantly
more emotionally involved with their partners prior to
the breakups, Ms = 7.42, 7.25; F(1, 4918) = 32.03, p < .001.
Furthermore, those who initiated the breakup were
lower in anxiety, Ms = 3.92, 4.07, 4.69; F(2, 4774) =
156.83, p < .001, and emotional involvement, Ms = 6.95,
7.12, 7.80; F(2, 4918) = 140.22, p < .001, and higher in
avoidance, Ms = 3.82, 3.71, 3.59; F(2, 4918) = 13.77, p <
.001, than those who mutually initiated the breakup or
whose partners initiated the breakup.

Anxiety was positively related to emotional involve-
ment at the time of the breakup, r(5,015) = .17, p < .001,
and negatively related, although minimally, to the
amount of time in the relationship, time since the
breakup, and age, rs(5,020-5,065) = –.06, –.04, –.07, ps <
.001.

876 PERSONALITY AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY BULLETIN

 at SCARBOROUGH COLLEGE LIBRARY on November 5, 2009 http://psp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://psp.sagepub.com


In contrast, avoidance was negatively related to emo-
tional involvement at the time of the breakup, r(5,074) =
–.22, p < .001, and positively, although only weakly,
related to age, r(5,124) = .06, p < .001. Finally, emotional
involvement was positively related to time in the relation-
ship prior to breaking up, r(5,152) = .19, p < .001, and less
so, to age r(5,199) = .07, p < .001.

Tests of Hypotheses

Each reaction-to-breakup measure was subjected to
regression analyses in which independent variables were
entered in three blocks. The first block included age,
gender, time since breakup, person who initiated the
breakup, and emotional involvement in the relation-
ship. Measures of anxiety and avoidance were entered in
the second block and all two-way interactions in the
third. Time since breakup interacted with effects of anxi-
ety and/or avoidance for most analyses such that the
effects were slightly larger for more recent breakups.
However, comparing those who had broken up within
the past 3 months to the full sample, effects of anxiety or
avoidance were neither reduced to insignificance nor
inflated to significance, and regression coefficients
changed by .03 or less. Thus, time since breakup was
dropped from further analyses to simplify presentation
of the results.

Results are presented in Tables 1 through 3. Beta coef-
ficients and significance levels for main effects as well as
tests of significance for the overall regression equations
are included in each table—for the overall sample and
for both partner-initiated and self-initiated breakups.
Results for mutual breakups are not reported separately.

There were a number of small but significant interac-
tions where effect sizes were modified by a second vari-
able. These are not reported in the text except where the
effects of anxiety or avoidance are reduced to insignifi-
cance. We also will only selectively report effects of age or
gender where they are of particular interest, because
they are available in the tables but were neither pre-
dicted nor relevant to our hypotheses.

DISTRESS

We expected the degree of distress experienced to be
a function of emotional involvement at the time of the
breakup and anxiety. Table 1 summarizes the regression
analyses for four forms of distress: physical/emotional
distress, lost interest in sex, self-blame, and guilt. An
index of partner blame is included so that it can be con-
trasted with the self-blame measure.

As predicted, emotional involvement was significantly
associated with all indices of distress (βs ranged from .03
to .34, ps ranged from less than .05 to less than .001),
although the relationship was strongest for physical/
emotional distress and quite small for the index of self-

blame (see Table 1). Emotional involvement also was
associated with partner blame, β = .09, p < .001. Those
who initiated the breakup felt less distress, β = .25, p <
.001, but more guilt, β = –.28, p < .001, than those whose
partners initiated the breakup. As expected, attachment-
related anxiety was significantly associated with all indi-
ces of distress, βs = .11 to .34, all ps < .001, and with part-
ner blame, β = .09, p < .001. There were also small but sig-
nificant associations between attachment avoidance and
both self- and partner-blame such that avoidance was
associated with greater self-blame, β = .10, and less part-
ner blame, β = –.08.

PROTEST REACTIONS

The fifth through eighth sections of Table 1 summa-
rize regression coefficients for the four protest variables.
As expected, both emotional involvement, βs = .26, .11,
.10, .04, ps < .001, and attachment anxiety, βs = .20, .18,
.20, .06, ps < .001, were associated with the two proximity-
seeking variables of wanting/trying and sexual arousal
and the two hostile indices of anger/hostility/revenge
and physically hurting. Similar patterns were obtained
for both partner-initiated and self-initiated breakups
(see Table 1). The strongest associations were with want-
ing and attempting to regain the lost partner, whereas
the weakest associations were with reports of physically
hurting the lost partner, which was unusual in this sam-
ple (see below).

Two gender differences are of interest. First, women
were less likely, β = –.14, p < .001, to report sexual
arousal/desire. However, women were more likely to
report anger/hostility, β = .11, p < .001, and violence
(among those whose partners initiated the breakup, β =
.05, p < .05).

Because violence was an extremely low-base-rate
behavior in our sample, we performed a separate analy-
sis to examine differences in anxiety and avoidance lev-
els among those who reported violence and those who
did not. The 9-point ratings of “physically hurt him/her”
(not at all true to extremely true) were recoded such that not
at all true was coded as 0 and all other responses were
coded as 1. Then, 2 (physical violence, i.e., hurt or didn’t
hurt) × 3 (who initiated the breakup) analyses of vari-
ance, with anxiety and avoidance as dependent vari-
ables, were conducted.

As expected, attachment anxiety was higher among
those who hurt their partners than among those who did
not, Ms = 4.53 (yes) and 4.18 (no), F(1, 4652) = 56.37, p <
.001. The interaction of violence with who initiated the
breakup was not significant, indicating that regardless of
how the breakup was initiated, those who were physically
violent with their partners were higher in attachment
anxiety than those who were not. Avoidance did not dif-
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fer between those who did and did not hurt their
partners.

ASSOCIATION BETWEEN DESIRE
AND ANGER/HOSTILITY

Although desire for the relationship to continue and
extreme anger/hostility toward the partner might seem
logically incompatible, we expected them to go hand in
hand, as explained by Bowlby (1973) in Attachment and
loss: Separation, Anxiety, and Anger. To examine this
hypothesis, we first examined the zero-order correla-
tions between the four protest variables. All proved to be

significantly positive (r s = 3814-4775) and ranged from
.07 to .48, all ps < .001). The correlations between want-
ing/trying to get the person back and sexual arousal
(.47), anger/hostility/revenge (.21), and physical vio-
lence (.11) were all significant. Similarly, those between
hostility/revenge and sexual arousal (.11) and physical
violence (.30) were significant. The relationship
between sexual arousal and physical violence was small
(.07).

Second, a regression analysis was performed to exam-
ine the relationship of gender, age, initiation of breakup,
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TABLE 1: Distress/Protest Reactions to Breaking Up: Regression Coefficients for Total, Partner-Initiated Breakup, and Self-Initiated Breakup
Samples

Emotional
Type of Reaction Gender Age Who Initiated Involvement Anxiety Avoidance

Distress reactions
Physical/emotional distress –.01 –.01 .25*** .34*** .34*** .03**

Partner initiated .01 .00 .37*** .41*** –.01
Self-initiated –.01 .02 .38*** .32*** .05*

Lost interest in sex .06*** .07*** .13*** .21*** .11*** .10***
Partner initiated .04 .08** .19*** .13*** .09***
Self-initiated .08** .11*** .21*** .05* .09**

Self-blame –.11*** –.10*** –.06*** .03* .11*** .10***
Partner initiated –.07*** –.08*** .08*** .18*** .09***
Self-initiated –.13*** –.13*** –.02 .01 .08***

Guilt –.11*** –.06*** –.28*** .17*** .14*** .01
Partner initiated –.15*** –.08*** .13*** .18*** .04
Self-initiated –.05 –.06* .19*** .09*** –.03

Partner blame .09*** .15*** –.03 .09*** .09*** –.08***
Partner initiated .09*** .15*** .03 .02 –.08***
Self-initiated .07** .15*** .12*** .09*** –.08***

Protest reactions
Want/try to get back –.03 –.10*** .38*** .26*** .20*** .01

Partner initiated .01 –.10*** .30*** .29*** –.03
Self-initiated –.07** –.10*** .31*** .12*** .03

Sexual arousal –.14*** –.07*** .14*** .11*** .18*** .05*
Partner initiated –.07** –.05 .06* .22*** –.01
Self-initiated –.20*** –.05 .18*** .12*** .09***

Anger/hostility/revenge .11*** –.02 .06*** .10*** .20*** .02
Partner initiated .14*** –.00 .09*** .17*** .05*
Self-initiated .08*** –.02 .11*** .19*** .00

Physically hurt .02 –.01 –.02 .04* .06*** .02
Partner initiated .05* .02 .01 .09*** .01
Self-initiated .02 –.03 .06* .04 .03

Preoccupation –.03* –.02 .33*** .37*** .27*** .08***
Partner initiated .00 –.03 .38*** .36*** .03
Self-initiated –.04 .02 .44*** .23*** .12***

Exploration/interference –.03* –.04** .14*** .25*** .20*** .00
Partner initiated –.02 –.05* .23*** .21*** –.02
Self-initiated –.01 –.02 .27*** .19*** .01

NOTE: Men were scored as 1, women as 2. Initiation of breakups was scored as 1 (self), 2 (both), and 3 (partner). Ns = 4484-4889 (total), 2018-2175
(partner-initiated), and 1682-1838 (self-initiated). For the variables of sexual arousal and lost sexual interest, respondents were selected based on
having had a relationship involving sexual intercourse. Distress reactions: Significance levels for the regression equations were as follows: Fs(6, 3258-
4883) = 523.90, 62.91, 31.92, 80.19, 40.31, ps < .001 (total); Fs(5, 1458-2170) = 206.60, 21.40, 26.55, 34.03, 13.48, ps < .001 (partner initiated); Fs(5,
1248-1833) = 122.90, 19.32, 13.46, 19.19, 21.73, ps < .001 (self-initiated). Protest reactions: Significance levels for the regression equations were as fol-
lows: Fs(6, 3228-4545) = 429.15, 299.75, 60.76, 4.59, 429.15, 159.52, ps < .001 (total); Fs(5, 1436-2056) = 109.83, 97.74, 26.54, 4.12, 177.07, 52.01, ps <
.001 (partner-initiated); Fs(5, 1234-1692) = 46.07, 21.93, 22.71, 2.48, 117.89, 45.97, ps < .001, except for the third from last analysis, where p =.03
(self-initiated).
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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emotional involvement, anxiety, avoidance, and want-
ing/trying to get the person back as predictors of angry/
hostile/vengeful behavior. In addition, a second analysis
examined predictors of wanting/trying to reestablish
the relationship, including hostility as a predictor.

The regression predicting desire was significant, F(7,
4516) = 379.37, p < .001. Desire was significantly pre-
dicted by all variables except avoidance, βs = –.04 to .37,
ps ranging from .01 to less than .001, including the
Anger/Hostility/Revenge measure, β = .19, p < .001.

However, although the overall regression was again
significant, F(7, 4516) = 59.96, p < .001, only gender, β =
.10, p < .003, attachment anxiety, β = .20, p < .001, and
wanting/trying to get the person back, β = .15, p < .001,
predicted angry/hostile/vengeful behavior. (Without
the desire variable in the equation, emotional involve-
ment was a significant predictor of the hostility measure;
but this relationship disappeared when the desire vari-
able was included.) Clearly, the theoretical link between
processes of proximity seeking/attempting to reestab-
lish the relationship and the experience/expression of
anger were supported in these analyses.

PREOCCUPATION/INTERFERENCE

Both emotional involvement, βs = .37, .25, ps < .001,
and attachment anxiety, βs = .27, .20, ps < .001, were asso-
ciated with stronger preoccupation with the lost partner
and interference with exploratory activities such as
school and work, as can be seen in the first two sections of
Table 2. Preoccupation and interference also were stron-
ger among respondents whose partners initiated the
breakup, βs = .33, .14, respectively, ps < .001.

COPING STRATEGIES

Table 2 summarizes regression analyses for social (vs.
self-reliant), avoidant, and self-medicating coping
strategies.

Social versus self-reliant coping. As predicted, anxiety was
positively and avoidance negatively associated with social
coping, βs = .14, –.17, ps < .001, whereas avoidance was
positively associated with self-reliant coping, β = .20, p <
.001. In addition, respondents whose partners initiated
the breakup and those higher in emotional involvement
were slightly more likely to use social, βs = .12, .22, ps <
.001, and less likely to use self-reliant coping, βs = –.04,
–.04, ps < .01.

Avoidant coping. The third and fourth sections of Table
2 summarize regression coefficients for coping by avoid-
ing the former partner and taking the extreme actions of
moving to another town or changing jobs to avoid the
person. For the latter measure, only those who reported
having a job before the breakup and being older than 21
(i.e., those who might be able to move if they desired)
were included.

The expected association of attachment avoidance
with the measure of avoiding the partner was small but
significant only for those whose partners initiated the
breakup, β = .07, p < .01. Attachment anxiety was associ-
ated with avoiding the person, but only for self-initiated
breakups, β = .11, p < .001. Those whose partners initi-
ated the breakup, β = –.09, p < .001, and those more emo-
tionally involved with their partners, β = –.10, p < .001,
were less likely to avoid former partners.

Results for the measure of moving or changing jobs to
avoid the partner were similar but even weaker (see
Table 2). However, in contrast to results for the more
general measure of avoidance, emotional involvement
was positively related to the tendency to move or change
jobs to avoid a former partner, β = .13, p < .001. Similar to
physical violence, moving and changing jobs are low-
base-rate behaviors. We therefore performed analyses of
variance to assess differences in emotional involvement
and attachment-related anxiety and avoidance between
those who did and those who did not move and those
who did and did not change jobs. The 9-point scales were
recoded such that not at all was coded as 0 and all other
responses were coded as 1.

Those who changed jobs to avoid their partner were
higher in attachment anxiety, Ms = 4.62, 4.23, F(1, 3235)
= 20.53, p < .001, and avoidance, Ms = 3.81, 3.69, F(1,
3267) = 3.93, p < .05, and emotional involvement, Ms =
7.68, 7.43, F(1, 3324) = 4.64, p < .05, than those who did
not. Similarly, those who moved to avoid the person were
higher in anxiety, Ms = 4.40, 4.18, F(1, 1997) = 7.72, p <
.006, and emotional involvement, Ms = 7.82, 7.45, F(1,
2056) = 11.78, p < .001, than those who did not. Avoid-
ance was not related to moving to avoid the person.

Self-medication. The final two sections of Table 2 con-
tain coefficients for coping through drugs or alcohol.
Only respondents who reported using alcohol before
the breakup were included in the alcohol analysis, and
only those who used drugs prior to the breakup were
included in the drug analysis. As expected, both anxiety,
βs = .13, .19, ps < .001, and avoidance, βs = .08, .14, ps <
.001, were associated with both alcohol and drug use fol-
lowing a breakup.

RESOLUTION

Table 3 presents regression results for five measures
of resolution of the loss.

Perseveration/lost sense of identity. As can be seen in the
top two sections of Table 3, both perseveration and lost
sense of identity were higher among those whose part-
ners initiated the breakup, βs = .29, .16, ps < .001, those
higher in emotional involvement, βs = .35, .30, ps < .001,
and those higher in attachment anxiety, βs = .13, .25, ps <
.001, as expected.
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Integration. Also as expected, continuing to relate to
the partner, but in a different role (integration), was
negatively associated with both anxiety and avoidance,
although the associations were small, βs = –.05, –.06, ps <
.001.

Replacement. As expected, attachment anxiety was
associated with a tendency to jump immediately into a
new relationship, β = .17, p < .001. This tendency also was
greater among those who initiated the breakup, perhaps
because they were already beginning or contemplating
another relationship while they were breaking off the
old one, β = –.15, p < .001.

Avoidance of new relationships. As expected, attachment
avoidance was associated with the tendency to avoid new
relationships after the breakup, β = .15, p < .001. This ten-
dency also was associated with age, partner-initiated
breakups, emotional involvement, and attachment anxi-
ety, βs = .11, .14, .19, .07, ps < .001. Thus, it appears that
more anxious respondents tended either to swear off
relationships or immediately jump into a new one.

DISCUSSION

Although a few studies have shown that attachment
anxiety is associated with enhanced distress upon rela-
tionship dissolution (Feeney & Noller, 1992; Fraley &
Shaver, 1997; Simpson, 1990; Sprecher et al., 1998), the
present study provides the first demonstration of
attachment-related reactions to breakups ranging from
protest through coping to eventual resolution.

Distress. Bowlby (1969/1982) proposed that threat to
the availability of an attachment figure would result first
in distress, varying in magnitude partly as a function of
the degree of attachment to the attachment figure. Con-
sistent with this expectation, we found that people who
reported more emotional involvement with their part-
ners at the time of the breakup exhibited greater distress
of all kinds, including both physical and emotional dis-
tress, lost interest in sex, self-blame, and guilt. Similarly,
those whose partners initiated the breakup reported
greater physical/emotional distress and lost interest in
sex but less self-blame and guilt.
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TABLE 2: Coping Strategies: Regression Coefficients for Total, Partner-Initiated Breakup, and Self-Initiated Breakup Samples

Emotional
Type of Reaction Gender Age Who Initiated Involvement Anxiety Avoidance

Social: Talk friends/family .15*** –.02 .12*** .22*** .14*** –.17***
Partner initiated .20*** –.01 .12*** .13*** –.21***
Self-initiated .12*** –.03 .27*** .14*** –.14***

Self-reliant: Handle self without friends/family –.15*** .02 –.04** –.04** .01 .20***
Partner initiated –.17*** .01 –.01 .02 .17***
Self-initiated –.12*** .05 –.07** .01 .21***

Avoidant
Avoid person –.00 .10*** –.09*** –.10*** .08*** .05**

Partner initiated –.03 .11*** –.05* .00 .07**
Self-initiated –.02 .10*** –.15*** .11*** .04

Move/change jobs –.01 .01 –.06* .13*** .06* .06*
Partner initiated –.01 .01 .15*** .11** .06
Self-initiated .02 .01 .13** –.02 .05

Self-medication
Alcohol –.11*** –.06** .04* .20*** .13*** .08***

Partner initiated –.16*** –.05 .18*** .14*** .08**
Self-initiated –.06 –.08* .20*** .12*** .08*

Drugs –.15*** –.10** .03 .21*** .19*** .14***
Partner initiated –.13*** –.04 .19*** .20*** .16**
Self-initiated –.13*** –.15** .25*** .18** .18**

Drugs/alcohol –.11*** –.11*** .03 .20*** .13*** .10***
Partner initiated –.14*** –.11*** .18*** .14*** .11***
Self-initiated –.06 –.13*** .21*** .13*** .11***

NOTE: Men were scored as 1, women as 2. Initiation of breakups was scored as 1 (self), 2 (both), and 3 (partner). For the alcohol and drug ques-
tions, respondents were selected to report having drunk or used drugs prior to the breakup (Ns = 1704, 795, 622 for alcohol; 2391, 1096, 893 for
drugs). For the measure including changing jobs or moving to avoid the person, respondents were selected to be older than 21 and to have had a job
at the time of the breakup (Ns = 759, 339, 298). For other measures, Ns = 4541-4549 (total), 2018-2175 (partner-initiated), 1682-1838 (self-initi-
ated). Significance levels for the regression equations were as follows: Fs(6, 759-4883) = 162.65, 58.34, 26.13, 6.22, 36.95, 16.87, ps < .001 (total);
Fs(5, 334-2057) = 57.11, 26.01, 9.01, 6.20, 19.16, 7.74, ps < .001 (partner initiated); Fs(5, 293-1833) = 63.72, 28.23, 14.05, 2.08, 11.88, 7.74, ps < .001,
.001, .001, .07, .001,.001 (self-initiated).
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Our results replicate previous findings of an associa-
tion between attachment anxiety and enhanced distress
due to relationship threats of all types, ranging from
temporary separation to permanent dissolution through
breaking up or death (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Feeney &
Noller, 1992; Fraley & Shaver, 1999; Simpson, 1990).
Unlike previous research, however, the present data
reveal a link between some distress reactions and avoid-
ance. In particular, avoidance was associated with
enhanced self-blame (and reduced partner-blame) and
lost interest in sex.

Anger and desire. Bowlby (1988) argued that both anxi-
ety and anger are natural and effective responses to
threat to any important relationship. Anger (in the right
amount, time, and place) can deter dangerous behavior,
disloyalty, or neglect and coerce the partner into exhibit-
ing the desired behavior. Bowlby further argued that
maladaptive family violence or aggression can be under-
stood as exaggerated versions of attachment behaviors
that (when more appropriate in form or level) are poten-
tially functional. Thus, anger or aggression derived from
relationship anxiety may be rooted in an attempt to pro-
tect the relationship but become so extreme as to
threaten it instead.

Crittenden’s (1997) analysis of the “coercive” strategy
suggests that angry/aggressive strategies for maintain-
ing contact or eliciting caregiving are particularly char-
acteristic of anxious/ambivalent/preoccupied individu-
als. Furthermore, her analysis of the association between
anxious attachment and the aggressive pole of the coer-
cive strategy has been clearly supported in studies of

both infants and adults. For example, Ainsworth and her
colleagues (Ainsworth et al., 1978) reported that both
anxious and avoidant attachment in infants was associ-
ated with greater displays of anger toward the parent
(although avoidant infants tended to display greater
anger at home but not in the Strange Situation). Adult
partner violence (physical and verbal), however, has
been associated with preoccupied and fearful attach-
ment (both involving high attachment anxiety) but not
with dismissing attachment (e.g., Dutton, 1998).

Furthermore, although not framing their research in
attachment terms, Downey, Feldman, and Ayduk (2000)
provided evidence that “rejection sensitivity” (defined as
the disposition to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and
intensely react to rejection by significant others) pre-
dicted dating violence among those who were highly
invested in the relationship. They also reviewed evidence
showing that rejection is often a trigger of male violence
toward romantic partners (see also Bixenstine, 1999;
Walker, 1979; Wilson & Daly, 1993).

The association between attachment anxiety and
angry responses to relationship threat has also been
clearly articulated in the bereavement literature. Bowlby
argued, for example, that ambivalence during bereave-
ment manifests itself as both yearning for the deceased
and anger over being abandoned. Some support for this
prediction was provided by Bonnano et al. (1995), who
showed that ambivalence regarding the lost partner was
associated with facial expressions of both anger and sad-
ness when a person was talking about his or her loss.
Unlike a dead partner, however, a live but unavailable
partner provides a ready target for angry responses.
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TABLE 3: Resolution: Regression Coefficients for Total, Partner-Initiated Breakup, and Self-Initiated Breakup Samples

Emotional
Type of Reaction Gender Age Who Initiated Involvement Anxiety Avoidance

Perseveration –.07*** –.07*** .29*** .35*** .13*** .04**
Partner initiated –.04 –.08*** .31*** .20*** .02
Self-initiated –.07** –.03 .43*** .08*** .05*

Lost sense of identity –.03* –.07*** .16*** .30*** .25*** –.01
Partner initiated –.03 –.07*** .34*** .28*** –.05**
Self-initiated –.02 –.05* .30*** .24*** .01

Integration .02 –.13*** .05*** .06*** –.05*** –.06***
Partner initiated .04 –.16*** .04 .03 –.07**
Self-initiated .04 –.12*** .09*** –.08*** –.05*

Look for new partner –.06*** –.04* –.15*** –.08*** .17*** –.07***
Partner initiated –.03 –.01 –.05* .14*** –.01
Self-initiated –.09*** –.07** –.09*** .20*** –.11***

Avoid new relationships –.01 .11*** .14*** .19*** .07*** .15***
Partner initiated –.00 .14*** .18*** .09*** .09***
Self-initiated –.01 .13*** .18*** .03 .18***

NOTE: Ns = 4477-4554 (total), 2053-1838 (partner initiated), 1658-1698 (self-initiated). Significance levels for the regression equations were as fol-
lows: Fs(6, 4471-4548) = 322.68, 252.86, 21.93, 42.32, 87.67, ps < .001 (total); Fs(5, 2034-2054) = 71.39, 121.57, 16.22, 9.23, 30.73, ps < .001 (partner-
initiated); Fs(5, 1248-1833) = 73.79, 66.83, 11.04, 25.32, 25.91, ps < .001 (self-initiated).
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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The present results further supported the theoretical
link between anger and desire in that all positive and
negative protest reactions were positively associated with
one another. Those who most wanted their partner back
were also most hostile and aggressive—as further shown
by the association of reported emotional involvement
with the partner at the time of the breakup and the
strength of both angry/hostile response and desire for
the lost partner.

Preoccupation. Related to strength of desire for a lost
partner is strength of preoccupation in thinking about
him or her. Relationship anxiety is associated with
higher resting levels of preoccupation with an attach-
ment figure (Mikulincer et al., 2002) and with enhanced
preoccupation under conditions of relationship threat
(e.g., the temporary absence of mother in the Strange
Situation) (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Studies of bereave-
ment have also shown that relationship anxiety is associ-
ated with “chronic mourning” and preoccupation with
the dead partner (see review by Fraley & Shaver, 1999).
Consistent with these earlier findings, in the present
study, preoccupation was greater among those whose
partners initiated the breakup, those who were more
emotionally involved with their partners, and those high
in attachment anxiety.

Exploration. Studies of infant attachment identified
the link between preoccupation with the attachment fig-
ure and reduced exploration of the environment (e.g.,
Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1973; Cassidy & Berlin,
1994); later, Hazan and Shaver (1990) showed that anx-
ious attachment in adulthood is associated with reduced
exploration in the arena of work. Similarly, the present
research linked attachment anxiety to interference with
exploration in the form of school or work. Also as
expected, such interference was greater for those whose
partners initiated the breakup and those more emotion-
ally involved with their lost partners.

Clearly, the patterns of reactions to threat to an
attachment relationship characteristically associated
with attachment anxiety and avoidance appear in reac-
tions to the dissolution of romantic relationships. First,
the results provided support for the expected relation-
ship between attachment-related avoidance and self-reli-
ant, nonsocial coping strategies. Avoidant attachment
was associated with less use of friends and family and
greater self-reliance, as expected. Furthermore, avoid-
ance was associated with avoidance of the former part-
ner, even to the extent of changing jobs (although the
relationship was necessarily small, given the low base rate
of changing jobs). Unexpectedly, attachment anxiety
was also associated with avoidance of the partner, includ-
ing both moving and changing jobs to avoid the person.
Although apparently inconsistent with greater proximity

seeking and attempts to maintain the relationship
among those higher in attachment anxiety, the tendency
to avoid the partner may be characteristic of what
Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) called fearful
avoidants, who are high in both anxiety and avoidance.

Coping. Generally, we expected both anxiety and
avoidance to be associated with dysfunctional coping
strategies. Perhaps the most dysfunctional strategies are
self-destructive strategies such as use of drugs or alcohol.
As expected, use of these strategies was associated with
both forms of attachment insecurity.

The use of all forms of coping might be more likely
and more intense among people who experience
greater distress. In line with this reasoning, those whose
partner terminated the relationship, those who were
more emotionally involved in the relationship, and
those high in attachment anxiety were more likely to
seek support from friends and family and to use drugs or
alcohol. Thus, it may be that those who experience the
most distress also must try harder, in any way compatible
with their characteristic distress-regulation strategies, to
soothe the distress of the breakup, including the use of
drugs or alcohol.

In contrast, although avoidance was not associated
with enhanced distress, it was associated with specific
characteristic coping strategies, all of them involving
self-reliance and avoidance. Both avoidance of former
partners and self-medication may be attempts to sup-
press attachment-related thoughts and feelings. In fact,
there is some evidence that avoidants (particularly those
low in anxiety) can successfully suppress attachment-
related distress—if they can avoid direct reminders of
the relationship (Fraley et al., 1998; Fraley & Shaver,
1997).

Resolution. As explained in the Introduction, in his
later theorizing, Bowlby (1980) renamed the final phase
of grief “reorganization” to convey that representations
of the self and the lost attachment figure are reorganized
in ways that may allow a continuing (but altered) emo-
tional bond in conjunction with adjustment to changed
circumstances. We expected persons high in anxiety to
be most apt to suffer disorganization of their own identi-
ties in the absence of the lost partner. Furthermore, we
expected both anxious and avoidant persons to be less
likely to integrate the ex-partner into their lives in an
altered form of attachment, such as friendship or work-
ing relationships.

The first expectation was clearly supported. Relation-
ship anxiety was strongly associated with reports of a lost
sense of identity without the former partner. The second
prediction received only weak support. That is, there
were small negative associations between both anxiety
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and avoidance and integration of the lost partner into a
different role relationship.

Chronic mourning. Bowlby (1980) mentioned attachment-
related differences in chronic mourning, or
perseveration in the protest and/or despair stages of
mourning. Similar to Freud (1917/1957) and others
(e.g., Lazare, 1989; Sanders, 1993), Bowlby (1980)
argued that chronic mourning, or “complicated
bereavement,” derives from anxious/ambivalence
toward the lost partner. Thus, we expected attachment
anxiety to be associated with prolonged, exaggerated,
and dysfunctional protest and despair reactions (i.e.,
chronic mourning). And in fact, those who were higher
in anxiety and those who were more attached to the lost
partner (i.e., were higher in emotional involvement or
who did not initiate the breakup) reported greater
perseveration in desire for the lost partner.

Replacement. Consistent with their insecurity, however,
those higher in attachment anxiety also reported a
greater tendency to search immediately for a replace-
ment for the lost partner. Generally, those high in attach-
ment anxiety tend to feel uncomfortable when not in a
romantic relationship and report higher motivation to
be in a romantic relationship (e.g., Davis, 2000). It seems
likely that relationships formed under these desperate
conditions would be unusually troubled later on, which
may be a reason for the high breakup rate of relation-
ships formed by people high in attachment-related anxi-
ety (Shaver & Clark, 1994).

LIMITATIONS

Our Internet methodology allowed us to achieve a
greater number of respondents and greater sample
diversity than that of the more usual studies of college
students. The sample is not representative of any particu-
lar population, however; it was biased toward young
computer users and people interested in relationship
issues. Moreover, participants described memories of
past relationship breakups. However, although autobio-
graphical memory can be unreliable (e.g., Conway &
Pleydell-Pearce, 2000), and specifically memory for reac-
tions to loss can become distorted over time (e.g., Safer,
Bonanno, & Field, 2001), the present observed effects
remained significant and unaltered for breakups occur-
ring less than 3 months before the survey. Another con-
cern—that unmonitored participants may have been
frivolous while completing our questionnaire—can be
assuaged by noting that the coefficient alphas were high
for the multi-item measures and the results formed a the-
oretically predictable and sensible pattern.

Finally, it would clearly be desirable to examine simi-
lar measures prospectively to establish clear causal
effects of attachment style on reactions to breakups and

to rule out the reverse possibility that breakup processes
affected attachment style. However, although the possi-
bility that the nature of the breakup caused differences
in attachment style cannot currently be ruled out, there
is no foundation for predicting the full range of reverse
effects. For example, it is not clear how coping through
self-medication versus socially, becoming vengeful or
violent, or feeling a lost sense of identity would cause
changes in attachment style. Thus, the causal role of
attachment style in determining reactions to breaking
up remains highly plausible. Moreover, two previous
studies of attachment style and reactions to breaking up
were prospective in nature (Feeney & Noller, 1992;
Simpson, 1990). Similar to our study, they both found
predictable associations between anxiety, avoidance,
and distress. The second specifically found that breaking
up did not affect attachment style. Furthermore, at least
one study of stability in attachment style (Scharfe &
Bartholomew, 1994) showed that while positive interper-
sonal life events predicted change in attachment style,
negative interpersonal life events did not. Nevertheless,
our hypotheses certainly deserve to be tested longitudi-
nally, and the present study provides a rich guide for
such future research.
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