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Abstract

Background: Romantic breakup can lead to a wide range of clinical outcomes. Various factors have been
identified in different studies as causes of post-separation distress, among which negative emotions are one of the
most important variables perpetuating distress following separation.

Aim: The aim of this study was to identify the lived experience of negative emotions perpetuating distress
resulting from romantic breakup.

Method: This study was based on qualitative interviews with individuals who had experienced romantic breakup
and employed Bengtsson’s qualitative content analysis method. The study population comprised all individuals
with experience of romantic breakup in the city of Qom. Using purposeful sampling with maximum variation and
until saturation of the data, fifteen participants (10 women, 5 men) were examined via semi-structured interviews.
The data analysis procedure included the four stages of decontextualisation, recontextualisation, categorisation
and the compilation. The trustworthiness of the findings from the qualitative interviews was examined using the
four criteria of credibility, confirmability, transferability and dependability according to Lincoln, & Guba. To
achieve the criterion of dependability, the findings were evaluated by ten experts through calculation of the content
validity index (CVI).

Results: The research findings indicated that the negative emotions perpetuating romantic breakup distress
comprise relational wounds and threat to personal identity. Relational wounds included dependency (feeling of
dependence arising from affection, feeling of dependence arising from a physical relationship, longing for the
sweetness of the relationship, distress about the temporality of the ended relationship, and feeling of emotional
emptiness); anger (feeling of hatred and desire for revenge); humiliation (feeling of degradation, feeling of being
betrayed, feeling of being a loser, feeling of rejection and feeling of guilt); and threat to personal identity included
identity grief (longing for the lovable self and existential shame) and anxiety about the future (fear of failing again
and fear of remaining alone).

Conclusions: The results of this study can serve as a basis for developing therapeutic interventions and locally
adapted educational packages to reduce clinical symptoms resulting from romantic breakup.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Breakup in a romantic relationship can result in a range of clinical consequences. Various
factors have been identified in different studies as causes of distress after separation, and among
these factors negative emotions are one of the most important variables that perpetuate post-
separation distress. Despite the relative richness of the prior research in demonstrating the
association between sustaining negative emotions and romantic breakup, the bulk of the
existing literature has been conducted in cultural contexts outside Iran, and according to the
researcher's review, the nature of these emotions within Iran’s unique socio-cultural context
has not been systematically and qualitatively explored.

Despite the relative richness of the prior research in demonstrating the association between
sustaining negative emotions and romantic breakup, most of the existing literature has been
conducted in cultural contexts outside Iran, and, according to the researcher's review, the nature
of these emotions within Iran’s unique socio- cultural context has been less frequently
examined; whereas evidence from cross- cultural studies indicates that cultural systems play a
fundamental role in individuals’ interpretation of the nature of love, the emotional patterns
associated with it, the manner of confronting the collapse of romantic relationships, and the
coping strategies employed (Landis & O'Shea, 2000; Hatfield et al., 2001; Fisher & Jolly, 2004;
Buss, 2006; Goodwin, 2013; Karandashev, 2015).

Therefore, this body of findings underscores the need to investigate the lived experience of
sustaining negative emotions related to distress following romantic breakup within the
framework of Iran’s cultural context. In this study, sustaining negative emotions refer to
feelings that arise in the individual following romantic breakup and, instead of facilitating
processing and recovery from the event, entrap the person in a state of distress and functional
impairment.

Method

This study was based on qualitative interviews with individuals who had experienced romantic
breakup and on the qualitative content analysis (Bengtsson, 2016). The structure of the research
method is four stages including “the planning”, “data collection”, “data analysing” and
“creating a report and presentation of the result”. In the planning stage, the researcher employed
inductive content analysis and used the “unit of analysis” of the theme. In the data collection
stage, a semi- structured interview instrument was employed.

The interview questions were prepared through a review of theoretical sources, previous
studies, and consultation with professional experts, and their initial version was provided to the
supervising faculty members for review. The analysis method was carried out using four steps
of “decontextualisation”, “recontextualisation”, “categorisation” and “the compilation”. At this
stage, sub-categorie, categorie and theme were identified. The population comprised all men
and women residing in Qom city with a history of romantic breakup. The sampling method
used was purposeful sampling with maximum variation, applied to select “information-rich
individuals” for the study (Patton, 2002).

The sample size was determined based on saturation and comprised 15 participants in total
(10 women and 5 men). To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings derived from the study
interviews, the framework of Lincoln & Guba (1985) was employed. To achieve the criterion
of credibility, “member checking” and prolonged immersion in the data were used. In this
procedure, raw transcripts and coded interviews were sent to a number of participants to
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confirm the accuracy and precision of the results and, if necessary, to provide corrective
suggestions.

The criterion of confirmability was secured by the researcher’s refraining from imposing
preconceptions, biases, and personal attitudes during data collection and analysis. To achieve
the criterion of transferability, efforts were made to select participants from diverse age,
occupational, educational, and social backgrounds. To satisfy the criterion of dependability,
experts were asked to examine the findings derived from the interviews by calculating the
content validity index (CVI).

Results

Participants were selected by purposeful sampling with maximum variation and were
demographically aged 15 to 42 years, with education ranging from primary school to Ph. D,
relationship duration from 1 week to 3 years and 3 months, marital status (single or separated)
and scores on the Zarbeh-e Eshgh questionnaire in the range of 20-27. The results of the study
indicated that the negative emotions sustaining distress resulting from romantic breakup are
classified into two factors: relational wounds and threat to individual identity. Relational
wounds are emotions that arise directly from interactions and shared memories with the partner
and, by focusing on what transpired between the two individuals, cause the perpetuation of
pain and disruption in processing the breakup.

These factors include dependency (feeling of attachment due to affection, feeling of
attachment due to a physical relationship, longing for the sweetness of the relationship,
suffering from the transience of the ended relationship, and feeling of emotional emptiness);
anger (feelings of hatred and desire for revenge); and humiliation (feelings of degradation,
feeling betrayed, feeling of being a loser, feeling of rejection, and feeling of guilt). Threat to
individual identity is a set of internal emotions that, instead of focusing on interaction with the
other, concentrate on self- image and cause the individual to question their worth and abilities.

Here, the questions of “Who am I” and “What future do I have” define the emotional
framework. This factor also includes identity sorrow (longing for the lovable self and
existential shame) and future anxiety (fear of failing again and fear of being alone). In the
validity assessment, the degree of congruence of each sub-categorie with the documentation,
the degree of fit of each sub-categorie with the categorie, and the degree of fit of each categorie
with the theme in the content validity index (CVI) were evaluated by 10 experts at 0.8 and
above and exceeded the critical CVI value of 0.78; therefore, the congruence of all sub-
categorie with the documentation, the fit of all sub-categorie with the categorie, and the degree
of fit of each categorie with the theme were confirmed.

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to explore the lived experience of the negative emotions
sustaining distress following romantic breakup. The first theme is “relational wounds,” which
includes the categorie “dependency.” Its sub-categories, including “feeling of attachment due
to affection,” correspond with excessive dependency (Stanley et al., 2010); and “feeling of
attachment due to a physical relationship” corresponds with loves based solely on desire
(Yalom, 2020).

“Anger” is another categorie of relational wounds, whose sub-categorie “feeling of hatred”
aligns with the studies by (Asayesh et al., 2021; Simmel, 2011), and whose sub- categorie
“desire for revenge” is consistent with the studies by (Boon et al., 2011; Yaghoobnezhad,
2021). In the categorie “humiliation,” the sub-categorie “feeling of degradation” corresponds
with the finding of Zamanshoar et al. (2022); the sub- categorie “feeling of being a loser”
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corresponds with Brumbaugh & Fraley (2015); and “feeling of rejection” corresponds with the
findings of Field et al. (2009).

The second theme of the negative emotions sustaining distress in this study is “threat to
individual identity,” in which the categorie “identity sorrow” corresponds with shame and guilt
after separation in Kelly (2018), and the categorie “future anxiety” also includes “fear of being
alone,” which can be explained within Maslow’s framework of the need for love and belonging
(Alizadeh, 2022).

Conclusion

The present study, emphasizing the two components “relational wounds” and “threat to
individual identity,” showed that the lived experience of the negative emotions sustaining
distress following romantic breakup are not merely transient emotional reactions, but are
structurally aligned with the fundamental components of personality functioning in the
alternative model of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. Analysis of
this phenomenon reveals that “relational wounds” systematically correspond to impairment in
the interpersonal domain, whereas “threat to individual identity” may represent manifestations
of deficiencies in the self domain (American Psychiatric Association, 2022).

Limitations

The study information was obtained from participants’ retrospective accounts, and therefore
the potential influence of memory bias and reinterpretation of experiences exists. The
qualitative nature and the use of purposeful sampling limit the generalizability of the findings;
that is, the results reflect the perspectives of the individuals who participated in the present
sample and may differ in other populations. Additionally, the cross-sectional design of the
research does not permit firm causal inferences.

Future Studies

Future research should explore causal relationships through longitudinal or comparative studies
and work toward developing a comprehensive etiological model. Additionally, processual
examination of the factors, the development of survey instruments based on negative emotions
sustaining distress, and the design of educational-therapeutic packages for intervention and
prevention are recommended.
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