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Desired attachment and breakup distress relate to automatic approach of 
the ex-partner 

Maarten C. Eisma *, Dan Tõnus, Peter J. de Jong 
Department of Clinical Psychology & Experimental Psychopathology, University of Groningen, Groningen, the Netherlands   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   
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A B S T R A C T   

Background and objectives: Romantic relationship breakups can lead to severe emotional disturbances including 
major depression. Anxious attachment and desired attachment with the ex-partner are hypothesized to elicit 
repetitive thought about the breakup and the former partner and attempts to reunite with (i.e. approach) the ex- 
partner, which fuel breakup distress. Since prior research on this topic has mostly used survey methodology, the 
study aim was to examine the relations between above-mentioned variables employing a behavioral measure of 
approach of the ex-partner. 
Methods: Automatic approach-avoidance tendencies toward the former partner were assessed with an Approach 
Avoidance Task (AAT). Sixty-two students (76% female) moved a manikin towards or away from stimuli pictures 
(ex-partner, matched stranger, landscape) as fast as possible based on the stimulus frame color (blue, yellow). 
Participants also completed questionnaires assessing anxious attachment, desired attachment, repetitive thought 
about the breakup (rumination) and the ex-partner (yearning), and breakup distress (prolonged grief symptoms). 
Results: Anxious attachment related positively to rumination and breakup distress. Desired attachment related 
positively to yearning, automatic approach bias toward the ex-partner, and breakup distress. Both anxious and 
desired attachment, rumination, yearning, and approach bias related positively to breakup distress. 
Limitations: The use of a student sample may limit generalizability. A correlational design precludes causal 
conclusions. 
Conclusions: Together with prior work, results suggests anxious attachment hampers psychological adaptation to 
a breakup by increasing the use of ruminative coping. Desire to retain an attachment bond with the ex-partner, 
expressed in yearning and approach of the ex-partner, may also worsen breakup distress.   

1. Introduction 

Romantic relationship dissolution is a negative life-event that may 
prompt substantial life-changes, such as moving, changing jobs, and 
social alienation (Davis et al., 2003). Breakups can be a major source of 
distress for young adults, eliciting various emotional disturbances, 
including anger and sadness (Sbarra, 2006). Generally, such emotional 
reactions are a natural and transient response to an interpersonal loss. In 
a minority, romantic relationship dissolution elicits high levels of anx-
iety, depression, and posttraumatic stress (e.g., Boelen & Reijntjes, 
2009; Chung et al., 2002; Field et al., 2009; Saffrey & Ehrenberg, 2007). 
Moreover, for some adolescents, a breakup precedes the onset of major 
depression and suicidal tendencies (Monroe et al., 1999). To help those 
experiencing severe mental health problems after a breakup, it is 

important to understand which mechanisms may make it more likely to 
develop these problems. 

Some researchers have examined associations between sociodemo-
graphic and breakup characteristics and mental health problems after 
relationship dissolution. For example, Field et al. (2009) showed that 
being female (vs. male), a shorter time since breakup, non-initiator 
status, feeling rejected and betrayed, and experiencing the breakup as 
unexpected (vs. expected) related positively to breakup distress (i.e., 
break-up related grief). Other researchers have confirmed that putative 
maladaptive traits (e.g., neuroticism), cognitions (e.g., negative beliefs), 
and coping strategies (e.g., rumination) relate to worse mental health 
outcomes after breakup (e.g., Boelen & Reijntjes, 2009; Chung et al., 
2002; Davis et al., 2003; Del Palacio-Gonzalez et al., 2016; Saffrey & 
Ehrenberg, 2007). Within the current investigation, we aimed to shed 
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light on the role of another individual difference variable presumed 
critical in psychosocial adaptation to relationship dissolution, namely 
attachment. 

Coping theories hold that attachment is a central factor in the 
development of mental health problems after interpersonal loss (e.g., 
LeRoy et al., 2019; Maccallum & Bryant, 2013; Shear et al., 2007). Ac-
cording to attachment theory, an infant’s relationship with their pri-
mary caregiver influences their attachment in social relationships later 
in life (Bowlby, 1973). Originally, researchers distinguished between 
three distinct attachment styles: secure, anxious, and avoidant (Ains-
worth et al., 1978). These different attachment styles translate into di-
mensions of attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance (Fraley & 
Shaver, 2000). A person with an anxious attachment style tends to be 
preoccupied with the partner, fears rejection, and worries about aban-
donment. A person with an avoidant attachment style tends to feel un-
easy with closeness, maintains emotional distance, and strives for 
excessive independence. A securely attached person scores low on both 
dimensions, keeping a healthy balance between dependence and 
independence. 

In adulthood, infant and caregiver bonds reflect in romantic re-
lationships; individual differences in attachment styles are expressed in 
relation to the romantic partner instead of a parent (Fraley & Shaver, 
2000; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). According to attachment theory, people 
in adults’ social environment serve attachment-related functions 
(Bowlby, 1982). Bowlby defined key attachment-related functions as 
proximity seeking (i.e., seeking the proximity of an attachment figure 
and resisting separation from this person), safe haven (i.e., an attach-
ment figure reduces distress and offers support during difficulties), and 
secure base (i.e., providing a core sense of emotional and psychological 
security) (Hazan et al., 2004). Among adults, a long-term romantic 
partner is typically a primary attachment figure at the top of their 
attachment hierarchy. Often, the partner fulfills most 
attachment-related functions whilst secondary attachment figures such 
as parents, siblings, and/or close friends are on the lower levels of the 
attachment hierarchy (Trinke & Bartholomew, 1997). Primary attach-
ment figures play an important role in maintaining felt security and help 
regulate a variety of bodily processes, including the control of body 
temperature, sleep-wake cycles, and general physiological activity 
(Polan & Hofer, 1999). 

The loss of a primary attachment figure often implies the loss of an 
important person towards one can direct one’s attachment needs and 
can elicit similar responses in adults to those seen in infants separated 
from their caregiver (Weiss, 1988; Leroy et al., 2019). For example, 
relationship dissolution may result in persistent recurrent thought about 
the loss (i.e., rumination) and the lost person (i.e., yearning), psycho-
logical disorientation, and separation distress. Some people may engage 
in searching behavior or repeated attempts to reunite with the 
ex-partner to restore the lost attachment bond (e.g., Davis et al., 2003; 
Weiss, 1988). Being unable to reunite with the ex-partner can recur-
rently elicit severe distress. Therefore, attachment theorists consider the 
restructuring of the attachment hierarchy in a way that one no longer 
desires to use the lost person for attachment-related functions critical for 
healthy adaptation to interpersonal loss (Bowlby, 1979; Hazan et al., 
2004). 

In line with the above, people with an anxious attachment style, who 
are preoccupied with themes of rejection and abandonment, are more 
likely to ruminate about their ex-partner and the breakup which relates 
to more severe breakup distress (Davis et al., 2003; Saffrey & Ehrenberg, 
2007). Anxiously attached individuals also more often experience the 
desire to re-establish a relationship with an ex-partner (Cope & Mat-
tingly, 2021) and engage more in excessive attempts to reunite with the 
ex-partner (Davis et al., 2003). Notably, research on adult attachment 
and breakup outcomes has predominantly focused on attachment styles 
(i.e., how one generally relates to other people). Research on more dy-
namic aspects of attachment bonds following separation (i.e., how in-
dividual attachment bonds between persons change after breakup) is 

less common (for a review: Leroy et al., 2019). Nevertheless, such 
studies have yielded valuable information. For instance, they have 
shown that people often report the desire to direct needs for security, 
support, companionship, and reassurance towards a former partner, 
even when they were aware that these needs will no longer be met by 
this person (Perilloux & Buss, 2008; Sbarra & Emery, 2005). Further-
more, desired attachment, the extent to which one still desires the 
ex-partner to fulfill attachment related functions (i.e., 
proximity-seeking, safe haven, secure base) relates to more rumination 
and poorer psychological adjustment (Fagundes, 2012). 

In summary, both trait-like attachment constructs (e.g., attachment 
anxiety) and more dynamic attachment constructs (e.g., desired 
attachment), as well as related negative thinking styles (e.g., rumina-
tion) and behaviors focused on retaining closeness to the ex-partner (e. 
g., attempts to reunite), may contribute to breakup distress. Improving 
understanding of how these constructs interrelate may help identify who 
is at risk of breakup distress and what strategies may reduce breakup 
distress. To provide such an improved understanding, we identified 
limitations in the literature on this topic, which we aim to address. 

First, since past breakup research has generally focused exclusively 
on trait-like attachment constructs instead of dynamic attachment 
constructs, we use measures of both attachment anxiety and desired 
attachment. Second, given the strong phenomenological similarities in 
behavioral and emotional responses to breakups and bereavement (e.g., 
Burger et al., 2020; Papa et al., 2014), we apply validated measures to 
assess loss-related repetitive thinking (e.g., rumination, yearning) and 
distress (prolonged grief symptoms) to the context of breakups (cf. Field 
et al., 2009; O’Connor & Sussman, 2014). Third, breakup research suf-
fers from an overreliance on survey methodology. Surveys are subject to 
various biases, such as recall biases (for a review: Choi & Pak, 2005). 
Surveys generally do not take into account that some people may not 
accurately remember, or may be insufficiently able to report their actual 
behavior. Therefore, we will uniquely employ a behavioral measure to 
assess approach tendencies toward the ex-partner: a reaction time based 
Approach Avoidance Task (AAT; De Houwer et al., 2001; Krieglmeyer & 
Deutsch, 2010; Rinck & Becker, 2007). The AAT appears useful to study 
approach of the ex-partner following relationship dissolution, as it has 
been employed successfully to study the automatic approach (and 
avoidance) of stimuli related to a lost person in bereaved samples. For 
example, grief rumination related to an avoidance bias for pictures of 
the deceased combined with loss words in an AAT, consistent with the 
notion that rumination serves as a strategy to avoid the loss (Eisma et al., 
2015). Another AAT study provided preliminary evidence of an associ-
ation between prolonged grief symptoms and approach tendencies to-
ward names of deceased persons (Maccallum & Bryant, 2019). 

So, we aim to shed further light on the associations between 
attachment, breakup-related repetitive thought, automatic approach of 
the ex-partner, and breakup distress following recent romantic rela-
tionship breakups. First, we hypothesize that more anxiously attached 
people, as well those with a stronger desire to use the former partner as 
an attachment figure, will experience more breakup-related repetitive 
thought. Specifically, we expect them to ruminate more frequently 
about the causes and consequences of the breakup (e.g., “What could I 
have done to prevent the breakup?”) (e.g., Eisma & Stroebe, 2017; 
Fagundes, 2012; Saffrey & Ehrenberg, 2007) and to yearn more strongly 
for reunion with the ex-partner (e.g., “I imagine how wonderful we 
would be together right now”) (e.g., Cope & Mattingly, 2021; Eisma 
et al., 2020). Second, based on the theoretical and empirical link be-
tween anxious and desired attachment and self-reported attempts to 
reunite with the ex-partner (Davis et al., 2003; LeRoy et al., 2019), we 
expect these attachment constructs to relate positively to automatic 
approach of the ex-partner assessed with an AAT. In line with prior 
theorizing and research, we further predict that all aforementioned 
variables relate positively to breakup distress. 

M.C. Eisma et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
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2. Methods 

2.1. Participants 

We recruited university students because they frequently experience 
romantic relationship breakups, which can be the source of severe 
distress (e.g., Boelen & Reijntjes, 2009; Field et al., 2009; Del 
Palacio-Gonzalez et al., 2016). Participants were recruited in three 
ways: a) an online participant pool for undergraduate psychology stu-
dents at the first author’s institution, b) advertisements on information 
boards at the same university, and c) digital versions of the advertise-
ments adjusted to Facebook Ads (presented to Facebook and Instagram 
users in the region). Participants were considered eligible if they expe-
rienced a romantic relationship dissolution over the past 12 months. We 
chose this 12 month time limit because breakup distress reduces over 
time (e.g., Field et al., 2009). By including people who experienced a 
breakup recently, we ensured that the sample consisted of people with 
varying levels of breakup distress. Additionally, they had to be willing to 
send two portrait pictures of their ex-partner via a secure platform 
(www.wetransfer.com). We chose this platform over email because it 
can easily process large picture files. An a priori power analysis indi-
cated that for a point-biserial correlation using a one-tailed test, with a 
medium effect size (r = .30; Cohen, 1977), and an alpha of .05, 
G*Power3 (Faul et al., 2007) a sample size of 64 participants was 
necessary to achieve a power of .80. Near the end of the study, the lab 
had to be closed due to COVID-19. Therefore, we could only include 62 
of the desired 64 participants. Forty-seven participants (76%) were fe-
male and the mean age of all participants was 20.89 years (SD = 2.50). 
To retain optimal power, three people who experienced a breakup 
longer than 12 months ago were also allowed to participate: two expe-
rienced a breakup 14 months previously, one 24 months previously. 
Table 1 shows all sample characteristics. 

2.2. Procedure 

The study was approved by Internal Ethical Review Board of the first 
author’s institution (Registration number: PSY-1920-S-0128). Under-
graduate psychology students could register for a 1-h time slot via a 
participant pool website. Other participants could use a scheduling 
website. After registration, participants were reminded by email to send 
the researcher two portrait photos of their ex-partner. To protect the 

privacy of the ex-partner, we asked the participants to send the files via 
www.wetransfer.com, a secure file sharing system through which the 
recipient gains access only for a limited time after which the files are 
deleted. Participants also had to remove any details that could reveal the 
identity of the ex-partner (e.g., a person’s name in the file name) and 
were informed that the pictures would be deleted immediately after 
participation. 

In the laboratory, participants first read an information letter about 
the procedure of the study, including information on e.g., general study 
aims, data handling, and voluntariness. They could ask any questions 
they might have about the study. Subsequently, they provided written 
informed consent. First, participants filled out questionnaires about 
demographic and breakup characteristics. Second, they completed a 
series of psychological measures. Third, they completed an Approach 
Avoidance Task (AAT). Lastly, participants were asked how they had 
experienced the study, were debriefed about the research goals, and 
were offered either course credit or 15 euros for participation. Coun-
seling was available to participants, but no one showed strong emotional 
reactions or indicated a need for professional help. 

2.3. Questionnaires 

Sociodemographic and breakup-related variables. A self- 
constructed background questionnaire was used to assess demographic 
characteristics (gender and age) and characteristics of the breakup (ex- 
partner’s gender, expectedness of the breakup, relationship duration, 
time since breakup, and initiator status). 

Attachment anxiety. We used six items from the short form of Ex-
periences in Close Relationships Scale (ECR-S; Wei et al., 2007) to assess 
attachment anxiety. Participants indicated how they generally experi-
ence close relationships (e.g., “I need a lot of reassurance that I am loved 
by my partner.”). Participants indicated their agreement with items on a 
5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Please note that 
the 5-point scale resulted from an administrative error and diverges 
from the original 7-point scale. Research supports the reliability and 
construct validity of ECR-S (Boelen & Reijntjes, 2009; Wei et al., 2007). 
Subscale item scores were summed to create a total score (ranging from 
6 to 30). In our study, the reliability of this subscale was acceptable, α =
0.78. 

Desired attachment. To assess the extent to which participants still 
desired to use their ex-partner as an attachment figure, we used the 
WHOTO (Hazan & Zeifman, 1994). The items of the WHOTO assesses 
three attachment-related functions proposed by Bowlby (1982), i.e., 
proximity seeking (e.g., “Who is the person you most like to spend time 
with?”), safe haven (e.g., “Who is the person you want to be with when 
you are feeling upset or down?”), and secure base (e.g., “Who is the 
person you would want to tell first if you achieved something good?”). 
The WHOTO can test participants’ desire to use their ex-partner, 
compared to other close people, as an attachment figure (Fagundes, 
2012). Participants were asked to list up to five people (but no less than 
two) in the order of importance in response to six questions (two items 
per function). Next, to assess desired attachment, participants answered 
the following question for each item: “Even if you know you cannot or 
should not, if you could place your former romantic partner anywhere 
on the above list, where would you desire to put him or her?” Assigning 
the ex-partner to the first place, results in a score of 5 for the item. 
Assigning the ex-partner to the fifth place, results in a score of 1 for the 
item. If they exclude the ex-partner altogether, zero points are allocated 
for the item. Following Fagundes (2012), we used scores from all six 
questions to calculate an average desired attachment score. Several 
studies have offered support for the reliability and validity of different 
versions of the WHOTO (e.g., Fagundes, 2012; Fraley & Davis, 1997). In 
our study, the reliability was acceptable, α = 0.78. 

Rumination. To the best of our knowledge, there are no well- 
validated measures of breakup-related rumination. Therefore, we 
adapted a validated measure of grief rumination, the Utrecht Grief 

Table 1 
Sample Characteristics (N = 62).  

Demographic variables 
Gendera 

Female (%) 47 (76%) 
Mean ageb 20.89 (2.50) 

Breakup-related variables 
Gender of ex-partnera 

Male (%) 46 (74%) 
Expectedness of breakupa 

Expected (%) 34 (55%) 
Unexpected (%) 16 (26%) 
Both or neither (%) 12 (19%) 

Mean duration of relationship in monthsb 20.47 (16.23) 
Mean time since breakup in monthsb 6.73 (4.28) 
Who decided to end the relationship?a 

I did (%) 31 (50%) 
My ex-partner (%) 18 (29%) 
Both of us (%) 13 (21%) 

Psychological variablesb 

Attachment anxiety 16.97 (4.67) 
Desired attachment 1.74 (1.17) 
Rumination 34.40 (9.20) 
Yearning 18.55 (8.22) 
Breakup distress 40.89 (14.25)  

a Frequency with valid % in parentheses. 
b Mean with standard deviation in parentheses. 
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Rumination Scale (UGRS; Eisma, Stroebe et al., 2014b), to assess 
breakup-related rumination. The adapted UGRS comprises 15 items to 
assess recurrent and repetitive thinking about the causes and conse-
quences of the breakup. On a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never; 5 = very 
often), participants were requested to indicate the frequency of experi-
encing specific thoughts during the previous month. For example: “How 
often in the past month did you think about the consequences that the 
breakup has for you?” Research supports the reliability and construct 
validity the UGRS to assess grief rumination (Eisma et al., 2012; Eisma, 
Stroebe et al., 2014b). In our study, the internal consistency of the UGRS 
was good, α = 0.84. 

Yearning. To assess yearning for the ex-partner, we used the Dutch 
Yearning in Situations of Loss Short Form (YSL-SF; Eisma et al., 2020), a 
shortened 8-item version of the Yearning of Situations of Loss Scale 
(YSL; O’Connor & Sussman, 2014). The original YSL was developed to 
assess yearning following multiple types of interpersonal losses, 
including breakup. On a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never; 5 = always), 
participants were asked to indicate how often they feel what is described 
in the statements, e.g. “I find myself wishing that things could be the 
way they were when I was with …”. Research has supported the reli-
ability and construct validity of the YSL-SF in bereaved individuals 
(YSL-SF; Eisma et al., 2020). In our study, the reliability of the YSL-SF 
was excellent, α = 0.93. 

Breakup distress. In line with the work of a variety of researchers of 
relationship dissolution, we conceptualized breakup distress as breakup- 
related grief (e.g., Field et al., 2009; Marshall et al., 2013; Del 
Palacio-Gonzalez et al., 2016). The adaptation of grief measures has 
yielded valid measures of breakup distress (Field et al., 2009). Specif-
ically, we adjusted the Traumatic Grief Inventory-Self Report (TGI-SR; 
Boelen & Smid, 2017). The original TGI-SR contains 18 items. We 
adapted and used all the items except one (“I experienced a desire to die 
in order to be with the deceased”) because this would not apply after 
breakups. Participants indicated to what extent they experienced 
breakup-related distress on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never; 5 = always). 
An example item is: “I had trouble accepting the breakup”. Research has 
supported the reliability and validity of the TGI-SR. In our study, the 
adapted 17-item scale’s reliability was excellent, α = 0.92. 

2.4. Approach-avoidance task 

Briefly, in an AAT participants are repeatedly presented with 

different stimuli on a computer screen and instructed to move towards a 
given stimulus (i.e., approach) or move away from it (i.e., avoid) as fast 
as possible based on an unrelated characteristic of a stimulus (e.g., tilt of 
the frame) (Krieglmeyer & Deutsch, 2010; Rinck & Becker, 2007). A 
frequently used version of the AAT involves participants pressing keys 
on a keyboard to move a manikin toward or away from the stimulus 
(Krieglmeyer & Deutsch, 2010). A comparison is made between how fast 
one approaches and how fast one avoids the stimulus of interest versus 
comparator stimuli. The response time difference on approach and 
avoidance trials for stimuli of interest indicates the participants’ auto-
matic approach (i.e., faster approach than avoidance) and avoidance (i. 
e., faster avoidance than approach) tendencies towards the stimulus. 

Structure. The AAT is shown in Fig. 1. Participants were instructed 
to move a manikin towards or away from three different picture types 
(ex-partner, matched stranger, neutral) based on an unrelated stimulus 
characteristic (yellow frame, blue frame) in 144 trials. Stimuli were 
presented in pseudorandom order. Picture types were presented equally 
often and half of the stimuli were presented with a yellow frame and the 
other half were presented with a blue frame. The manikin-based AAT 
was chosen as prior research demonstrated that it is more reliable than a 
joy stick version of the AAT (Krieglmeyer & Deutsch, 2010). A break of 
30 s followed each set of 24 trials. Before the main task, participants 
completed a training round of six trials to practice the task with neutral 
pictures (i.e., stock photos of averaged male and averaged female faces). 
The mean completion time for the full AAT was 8 min. 

Stimuli. Three main picture types in portrait orientation were used: 
pictures of an ex-partner, pictures of strangers matched on age and 
gender with the ex-partner, and pictures of landscapes, which served as 
neutral stimuli. Pictures of strangers allow us to compare the effects of 
looking at pictures of the ex-partner versus pictures of another person. 
Pictures of landscapes allow us to compare the effects of looking at 
pictures of people compared to pictures without people. The pictures of 
ex-partners only displayed the ex-partner and were cropped if necessary 
to ensure that the face was centered. The pictures of strangers were 
selected from stock portrait photos of prior research on approach and 
avoidance tendencies in bereaved people (Eisma, Schut et al., 2014a; 
Eisma et al., 2015). The stock photos of strangers were selected from the 
following age groups: age 15–20, age 20–25, age 25–30, and age 30–35 
(ex-partners ages ranged from 16 to 31 years). Lastly, two stock land-
scape pictures, were selected as neutral stimuli. All pictures were resized 
to 354 × 532 pixels. 

Fig. 1. Picture series illustrating the required movement sequence from the beginning to the end of an approach trial – participant had to use the upward arrow key 
to move the manikin towards the picture of a stranger. Note. Participants used arrow keys to move a manikin towards or away from a picture of an ex-partner, a 
stranger, or a landscape. A yellow frame required moving towards the picture, a blue frame required moving away from the picture. In a randomized order, the 
manikin appeared an equal amount of times below and above the picture. The figure is illustrative of an approach trial, i.e. taking 4.5 steps to reach the frame, 
towards a picture of a stranger. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the Web version of this article.) 
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Computer task. In the AAT, participants use the index fingers of 
both hands to press the upward arrow key or downward arrow key (i.e., 
↑ or ↓) to move a manikin towards a picture (approach) or away from a 
picture (avoid). The picture stimuli were presented to the participants 
on a 27-inch computer screen with a pixel resolution of 1920 × 1080. 
Whereas the pictures themselves have the dimensions 354 × 532 pixels, 
the pictures are always embedded in a frame with the dimensions 405 ×
540 x 4 pixels for width, height, and thickness, respectively. As 
mentioned, the color of the frame was is either yellow (RGB: 255, 255, 0) 
or blue (RGB: 0,128,255) which signals whether the participant should 
move towards or away from the picture: pictures with a yellow frame 
indicated approach, pictures with a blue frame indicated avoidance. The 
space above and below the image is a quarter of the screen’s height. The 
manikin appears halfway between the spaces above or below the image, 
at 1/8th or 7/8th of the screen height. The manikin’s endpoint is 
reached in 4.5 steps (i.e., pushing an arrow key 5 times). In the approach 
trials, the manikin crosses the border of the picture with the 5th step; in 
avoidance trials, the manikin crosses the border of the screen with the 
5th step. The manikin appears an equal number of times either above or 
below the pictures in a pseudo-randomized order. 

Data reduction. We used reaction times (milliseconds until the first 
response) from the AAT task for our analysis. Following Veenstra and de 
Jong (2010), we excluded error trials (first response in the wrong di-
rection) and trials with reaction times below 200 ms to have meaningful 
response times. To minimize the impact of outliers, we used the median 
reaction times from the trials of each picture type (see e.g., Neimeijer 
et al., 2017). For each picture category, we averaged the median reac-
tion times for both approach trials and avoidance trials per participant, 
which resulted in an approach score and an avoidance score for all three 
picture types for each participant. Lastly, we calculated an approach bias 
for each type of picture for each participant by subtracting the approach 
score from the avoidance score (i.e., avoidance minus approach). For 
example, if a participant approaches pictures of the ex-partner faster 
than they avoid them, this results in a positive score, indicating an 
approach bias for the ex-partner. Conversely, a negative score would 
indicate an avoidance bias for the ex-partner. 

2.5. Statistical design 

Prior to the main analyses, we checked the assumptions of correla-
tion analyses. We visually inspected scatterplots for linearity and 
examined the existence of outliers with boxplots. To test our main hy-
potheses, correlations were calculated with SPSS, version 25.0 (IBM 
Corporation, 2017). Data and syntax for the analyses in this article are 
available via https://doi.org/10.34894/ZPXUTA. 

3. Results 

3.1. Preliminary analyses 

Approach Avoidance Task. The mean approach score, avoidance 
score, and approach bias for ex-partners, strangers, and landscapes are 
displayed in Table 2. Spearman-Brown split-half reliability was calcu-
lated between approach bias measures calculated of both AAT halves. It 
was acceptable for the approach bias towards the ex-partner, ρ12 = 0.75, 

yet very low for the approach biases toward pictures of landscapes and 
strangers, both ρ12’s < 0.10. 

Assumption checks. Scatterplots between the independent and 
dependent variables did not reveal violations of the linearity assump-
tion. No outliers were identified for any of the main variables under 
investigation. 

Associations of background variables with breakup distress. For 
exploratory purposes, we examined the associations between all socio-
demographic and breakup-related variables and breakup distress. One 
significant effect emerged: A longer time since the breakup related to 
less breakup distress, r(60) = − 0.29, p = .02. 

3.2. Main analyses 

Associations between all psychological variables are shown in 
Table 3. Anxious attachment related significantly and positively to 
rumination, but not to yearning and automatic approach of the ex- 
partner. Desired attachment was positively related to yearning and 
automatic approach of the ex-partner. Additionally, rumination, 
yearning, and automatic approach of the ex-partner were all signifi-
cantly positively related to breakup distress. 

As a sensitivity analysis, we also calculated the relations between 
anxious attachment, desired attachment, and breakup distress, on the 
one hand, and automatic approach of the landscape pictures, and 
automatic approach of pictures of strangers, on the other hand. No 
significant effects emerged. 

4. Discussion 

The present study aimed to elucidate the associations between 
attachment, repetitive thought (rumination, yearning), automatic 
approach tendencies toward the ex-partner, and breakup distress. Main 
findings were that attachment anxiety was positively associated with 
rumination and breakup distress. Desired attachment to the ex-partner 
related positively to yearning, automatic approach bias toward the ex- 
partner, and breakup distress. Attachment anxiety, desired attach-
ment, rumination, yearning, and automatic approach tendencies toward 
the ex-partner were positively related to breakup distress. 

The significant associations of attachment anxiety, rumination and 
breakup distress align with research demonstrating that attachment 
anxiety is a major contributor to psychopathology, in part due to 
increased engagement in maladaptive coping strategies in stressful times 
(for a review: Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012). More specifically, results 
converge with prior studies demonstrating that after separation 
anxiously attached adults are more inclined to engage in ruminative 
thought about the breakup, which in turn results in poorer psychological 
adaptation (e.g., Davis et al., 2003; Marshall et al., 2013; Saffrey & 
Ehrenberg, 2007). The lack of associations between attachment anxiety 
and yearning for the ex-partner and automatic approach of the 
ex-partner is more difficult to explain. It appears that a tendency to focus 
on themes of rejection and abandonment within close relationships in 
general does not relate to yearning for a specific lost person or to 
automatic behavioral approach toward the ex-partner. Scales measuring 
general attachment styles are designed to assess how people generally 
relate to others (e.g., Collins & Read, 1990; Wei et al., 2007). However, 
they do not sufficiently take into account potential interpersonal vari-
ation in attachment relations (e.g., someone could be securely attached 
to the mother, but insecurely attached to the partner) (Fraley et al., 
2011). Additionally, they not reflect dynamic changes in attachment 
relationships or thoughts and feelings toward specific persons. There-
fore, the findings regarding desired attachment, based on the changes in 
attachment hierarchies following breakup, appear more relevant to 
understand such changes. 

In line with our hypotheses, desired attachment (i.e., the extent to 
which one still wishes to use the ex-partner for attachment functions) 
related positively to yearning, automatic approach toward the ex- 

Table 2 
Avoidance and approach scores and approach bias for ex-partners, strangers and 
landscapes.   

Avoidance score 
(Mean (SD)) 

Approach score 
(Mean (SD)) 

Approach bias 
(Mean (SD)) 

Ex- 
partner 

648.19 (128.02) 569.24 (101.58) 78.95 (88.74) 

Stranger 623.64 (120.59) 597.95 (103.59) 25.69 (61.16) 
Landscape 656.88 (130.47) 594.04 (110.25) 62.83 (66.21)  
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partner, and breakup distress. The association between desired attach-
ment and yearning is logical. Yearning consists of both recurrent 
thoughts on how much better it would be if one would be reunited with 
the lost person and feelings of longing (Eisma et al., 2020). Moreover, 
yearning is considered a motivational aspect of seeking proximity to a 
lost person (Bowlby, 1980). The positive association between desired 
attachment and breakup distress supports the idea that the restructuring 
of the attachment hierarchy so that one no longer desires to use the lost 
person as an attachment figure facilitates healthy adaptation to inter-
personal loss (Bowlby, 1979; Hazan et al., 2004). It also corroborates 
prior research by Fagundes (2012) who previously demonstrated this 
association in a larger survey of adults who had experienced a recent 
breakup. The positive relationship between desired attachment and 
automatic approach bias toward the ex-partner was also notable. To our 
knowledge, this is the first time a positive association between desired 
attachment and a lab-based behavioral measure of approach of the 
ex-partner is demonstrated. We also found that automatic approach 
tendencies toward the ex-partner, as well as yearning, related positively 
to breakup distress. This complements work suggesting positive re-
lationships between insecure attachment and searching for the 
ex-partner, attempts to reunite with the ex-partner, and breakup distress 
(e.g., Cope & Mattingly, 2021; Davis et al., 2003; Weiss, 1988). 

A notable null-result was the non-significant association between 
desired attachment and breakup-related rumination. Whilst counterin-
tuitive, it seems compatible with prior research demonstrating no re-
lations between desired attachment and reflection after a breakup 
(Fagundes, 2012). However, reflection is considered an adaptive rather 
than maladaptive type of depressive rumination (Treynor et al., 2003). 
Therefore, these findings may be difficult to compare. The 
non-significant association between desired attachment and rumination 
more broadly aligns with research in bereaved samples demonstrating 
that grief rumination is associated with avoidance of painful aspects of a 
loss, rather than approach tendencies (for a review: Eisma & Stroebe, 
2017). 

Clinically, findings suggest that it could be worthwhile to pay more 
attention to the “addictive” character of primary attachment relation-
ships and the consequences that this may have for coping with inter-
personal loss (for a review of neurological studies: Kakarala et al., 2020). 
Human beings are conditioned to seek closeness, with primary attach-
ment figures serving as important sources of social rewards (e.g., vali-
dation, safety) (Leroy et al., 2019; cf. Boddez, 2018). Our findings 
corroborate the view that people experiencing severe distress after 
separation may need to reshape attachment hierarchies and thereby 
reduce desire for (and approach tendencies toward) the ex-partner. On 
the one hand, this suggests that it might be useful to confront these in-
dividuals with the fact that reunion may be difficult or impossible (cf. 
Boelen et al., 2006). On the other hand, it could imply that it may be 
worthwhile to encourage them to choose and rely more on other or new 
attachment figures for the support previously provided by their 
ex-partners. The strong association between rumination and yearning 
with breakup distress further suggests that treatments targeting repeti-
tive thought may be helpful in reducing breakup distress (for a review of 
such treatments in other contexts: Querstret & Cropley, 2013). 

4.1. Strengths and limitations 

Strengths of our study include a comprehensive assessment of 
attachment-related and cognitive variables, as well as a reliable implicit 
behavioral measure of approach of the ex-partner in a sample of young 
adults who recently experienced a breakup. This enabled a unique, fine- 
grained examination of correlates of both attachment style (reflecting 
trait-tendencies in how one relates to others) and desired attachment 
(reflecting changes in individual attachment relations) after breakup. 

This study also had some limitations. First, our sample size was 
modest, implying that we lacked power to conduct complex multivariate 
analyses. Nevertheless, we had sufficient power to test our hypotheses 
and our sample size was comparable to other studies employing the AAT 
in samples who had experienced interpersonal loss (e.g., Eisma et al., 
2015; Maccallum & Bryant, 2019). Second, our sample predominantly 
consisted of heterosexual, highly educated females. It remains to be 
established if the present findings hold in older participants with lower 
education levels, different genders, and sexual orientations. Relatedly, 
attachment tendencies and individual responses to breakup may vary 
across social class, cultural backgrounds, and life-experiences. For 
example, students appear less likely than people from lower social 
classes to experience maltreatment during their youth (e.g., May-Chahal 
& Cawson, 2005). Therefore, the students within our sample can be 
expected to have more secure attachment styles (e.g., Stronach et al., 
2011) resulting in relatively less severe breakup distress. Third, a 
correlational design precluded conclusions about causal effects. While 
true experiments on the results of attachment styles are difficult to 
conduct, longitudinal designs may be possible. For example, using a 
repeated-measures design could enable the examination of in-
terrelations between temporal changes in desired attachment and 
approach bias toward the lost person. Fourth, since we did not 
randomize the presentation of our scales answering some questions may 
have influenced responses to other questions. For example, questions on 
breakup characteristics could have influenced answers on desired 
attachment. Fifth, while the present study provided preliminary evi-
dence of the reliability and criterion validity of our newly-developed 
AAT measure, a more comprehensive psychometric evaluation is war-
ranted. One line of inquiry could be to assess the associations between 
automatic approach of the ex-partner and social interactions with the 
ex-partner, as such interactions predict higher distress (O’Hara et al., 
2020). 

4.2. Conclusion 

In summary, this study provided a comprehensive inquiry into the 
relations between attachment anxiety, desired attachment, rumination, 
yearning, automatic behavioral approach tendencies towards the ex- 
partner, and breakup distress. Results support positive associations be-
tween attachment anxiety, ruminative coping and breakup distress. 
Additionally, we demonstrated that a continued desire for an attach-
ment bond with the ex-partner relates to intense, recurrent yearning for 
the presence of the missing person, automatic approach tendencies to-
ward the ex-partner, and breakup distress. Our research highlights the 
potential importance of attending to both trait-like and more dynamic 

Table 3 
Correlations between desired attachment, attachment anxiety, breakup distress, rumination, yearning, approach bias towards the ex-partner, approach bias towards 
strangers, and approach bias towards landscapes.   

Attachment anxiety Breakup distress Rumination Yearning Appr bias: ex-partner Appr bias: landscape Appr bias: stranger 

Desired attachment − .11 .28* .14 .34** .29* − .13 .06 
Attachment anxiety  .29* .35** .10 − .07 .06 − .18 
Breakup distress   .76** .64** .28* .13 .05 

Note. Approach bias was computed by subtracting median reaction times on approach trials from median reaction times on avoidance trials (i.e., avoidance minus 
approach). 
* = p < .05 (2-tailed); ** = p < .01 (2-tailed). 
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aspects of attachment in psychological adaptation to interpersonal loss. 
Moreover, this study demonstrated that combined use of self-report and 
reliable behavioral measures can add unique insights into psychosocial 
adaptation to interpersonal loss in young adulthood. 
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Del Palacio-González, A., Clark, D. A., & O’Sullivan, L. F. (2016). Cognitive processing in 
the aftermath of relationship dissolution: Associations with concurrent and 
prospective distress and posttraumatic growth. Stress and Health, 33(5), 540–548. 
https://doi:10.1002/smi.2738. 

Eisma, M. C., Rinck, M., Stroebe, M. S., Schut, H. A. W., Boelen, P. A., Stroebe, W., & van 
den Bout, J. (2015). Rumination and implicit avoidance following bereavement: An 
approach avoidance task investigation. Journal of Behavior Therapy and Experimental 
Psychiatry, 47, 84–91. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbtep.2014.11.010 

Eisma, M. C., Schut, H. A. W., Stroebe, M. S., van den Bout, J., Stroebe, W., & 
Boelen, P. A. (2014). Is rumination after bereavement linked with loss avoidance? 
Evidence from eye-tracking. PLoS One, 9(8), Article e104980. https://doi.org/ 
10.1371/journal.pone.0104980 

Eisma, M. C., Stelzer, E., Lenferink, L. I. M., Knowles, L. M., Gastmeier, S. K., 
Angelopoulou, M., & O’Connor, M. (2020). Wish you were here: The Dutch, German, 
and English yearning in situations of loss short form. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 
76(10), 1995–2014. https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.22977 

Eisma, M. C., & Stroebe, M. S. (2017). Rumination following bereavement: An overview. 
Bereavement Care, 36(2), 58–64. https://doi.org/10.1080/02682621.2017.1349291 

Eisma, M., Stroebe, M., Schut, H., Boelen, P., van den Bout, J., & Stroebe, W. (2012). 
Waarom is dit mij overkomen?’ ontwikkeling en validatie van de Utrechtse 
RouwRuminatieSchaal [Why did this happen to me? Development and validation of 
the utrecht grief rumination scale. Gedragstherapie, 45(4), 369–387. 

Eisma, M. C., Stroebe, M. S., Schut, H. A. W., van den Bout, J., Boelen, P. A., & 
Stroebe, W. (2014). Development and psychometric evaluation of the utrecht grief 
rumination scale. Journal of Psychopathology and Behavioral Assessment, 36(1), 
165–176. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10862-013-9377-y 

Fagundes, C. P. (2012). Getting over you: Contributions of attachment theory for 
postbreakup emotional adjustment. Personal Relationships, 19(1), 37–50. https://doi. 
org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2010.01336.x 

Faul, F., Erdfelder, E., Lang, A., & Buchner, A. (2007). GPower 3: A flexible statistical 
power analysis program for the social, behavioral, and biomedical sciences. Behavior 
Research Methods, 39(2), 175–191. https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03193146 

Field, T., Diego, M., Pelaez, M., Deeds, O., & Delgado, J. (2009). Breakup distress in 
university students. Adolescence, 44(176), 705–727. 

Fraley, R. C., & Davis, K. E. (1997). Attachment formation and transfer in young adults’ 
close friendships and romantic relationships. Personal Relationships, 4(2), 131–144. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.1997.tb00135.x 

Fraley, R. C., Heffernan, M. E., Vicary, A. M., & Brumbaugh, C. C. (2011). The 
experiences in close relationships—relationship structures questionnaire: A method 
for assessing attachment orientations across relationships. Psychological Assessment, 
23(3), 615–625. https://doi-org.proxy-ub.rug.nl/10.1037/a0022898. 

Fraley, R. C., & Shaver, P. R. (2000). Adult romantic attachment: Theoretical 
developments, emerging controversies, and unanswered questions. Review of General 
Psychology, 4(2), 132–154. https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.4.2.132 

Hazan, C., Gur-Yaish, N., & Campa, M. (2004). In W. S. Rholes, J. A. Simpson, & Eds 
(Eds.), What does it mean to be attached? (pp. 55–85). New York, NY: Guilford 
Publications.  

Hazan, C., & Shaver, P. (1987). Romantic love conceptualized as an attachment process. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52(3), 511–524. https://doi.org/ 
10.1037/0022-3514.52.3.511 

Hazan, C., & Zeifman, D. (1994). Sex and the psychological tether. In K. Bartholomew, & 
D. Perlman (Eds.), 5. Advances in personal relationships (pp. 151–177). London: 
Jessica Kinsley Publishers. Attachment processes in adulthood. 

IBM Corp. Released. (2017). IBM SPSS statistics for windows, version 25.0. Armonk, NY: 
IBM Corp.  

Kakarala, S. E., Roberts, K. E., Rogers, M., Coats, T., Falzarano, F., Gang, J., & 
Prigerson, H. G. (2020). The neurobiological reward system in prolonged grief 
disorder (PGD): A systematic review. Psychiatry Research: Neuroimaging, 303, 
111135. https://doi:10.1016/j.pscychresns.2020.111135. 

Krieglmeyer, R., & Deutsch, R. (2010). Comparing measures of approach-avoidance 
behaviour: The manikin task vs. two versions of the joystick task. Cognition & 
Emotion, 24(5), 810–828. https://doi.org/10.1080/02699930903047298 

LeRoy, A. S., Knee, C. R., Derrick, J. L., & Fagundes, C. P. (2019). Implications for reward 
processing in differential responses to loss: Impacts on attachment hierarchy 
reorganization. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 23(4), 391–405. https://doi. 
org/10.1177/1088868319853895 

Maccallum, F., & Bryant, R. A. (2013). A cognitive attachment model of prolonged grief: 
Integrating attachments, memory, and identity. Clinical Psychology Review, 33(6), 
713–727. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2013.05.001 

Maccallum, F., & Bryant, R. A. (2019). An investigation of approach behaviour in 
prolonged grief. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 119, 103405. https://doi.org/ 
10.1016/j.brat.2019.05.002 

Marshall, T. C., Bejanyan, K., & Ferenczi, N. (2013). Attachment styles and personal 
growth following romantic breakups: The mediating roles of distress, rumination, 
and tendency to rebound. PLoS One, 8(9), Article e75161. https://doi:10.1371/journ 
al.pone.0075161. 

May-Chahal, C., & Cawson, P. (2005). Measuring child maltreatment in the United 
Kingdom: A study of the prevalence of child abuse and neglect. Child Abuse & Neglect, 
29(9), 969–984. https://doi:10.1016/j.chiabu.2004.05.009. 

Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2012). An attachment perspective on psychopathology. 
World Psychiatry, 11(1), 11–15. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wpsyc.2012.01.003 

Monroe, S. M., Rohde, P., Seeley, J. R., & Lewinsohn, P. M. (1999). Life events and 
depression in adolescence: Relationship loss as a prospective risk factor for first onset 
of major depressive disorder. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 108(4), 606–614. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-843X.108.4.606 

Neimeijer, R. A. M., Roefs, A., Ostafin, B. D., & de Jong, P. J. (2017). Automatic approach 
tendencies toward high and low caloric food in restrained eaters: Influence of task- 
relevance and mood. Frontiers in Psychology, 8, 525. https://doi.org/10.3389/ 
fpsyg.2017.00525 

M.C. Eisma et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2018.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2018.04.006
https://doi:10.1002/smi.1219
https://doi:10.1002/smi.1219
https://doi.org/10.1080/15325024.2017.1284488
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2850.2006.00013.x
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref11
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref11
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.01.157
https://doi:10.1002/0470011815.b2a00001
https://doi:10.1002/smi.929
https://doi:10.1002/smi.929
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref16
https://doi:10.1037/0022-3514.58.4.644
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407520962849
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167203029007006
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167203029007006
https://doi.org/10.1080/02699930125883
https://doi.org/10.1080/02699930125883
https://doi:10.1002/smi.2738
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbtep.2014.11.010
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0104980
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0104980
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.22977
https://doi.org/10.1080/02682621.2017.1349291
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref26
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10862-013-9377-y
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2010.01336.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2010.01336.x
https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03193146
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref31
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref31
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.1997.tb00135.x
https://doi-org.proxy-ub.rug.nl/10.1037/a0022898
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.4.2.132
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref36
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref36
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref36
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.52.3.511
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.52.3.511
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref38
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref38
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref38
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref39
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref39
https://doi:10.1016/j.pscychresns.2020.111135
https://doi.org/10.1080/02699930903047298
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868319853895
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868319853895
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2013.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2019.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2019.05.002
https://doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0075161
https://doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0075161
https://doi:10.1016/j.chiabu.2004.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wpsyc.2012.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-843X.108.4.606
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00525
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00525


Journal of Behavior Therapy and Experimental Psychiatry 75 (2022) 101713

8

O’Connor, M., & Sussman, T. J. (2014). Developing the yearning in situations of loss 
scale: Convergent and discriminant validity for bereavement, romantic breakup, and 
homesickness. Death Studies, 38(7), 450–458. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
07481187.2013.782928 

O’Hara, K. L., Grinberg, A. M., Tackman, A. M., Mehl, M. R., & Sbarra, D. A. (2020). 
Contact with an ex-partner is associated with psychological distress after marital 
separation. Clinical Psychological Science, 8(3), 450–463. https://doi:10.1177/21 
67702620916454. 

Papa, A., Lancaster, N. G., & Kahler, J. (2014). Commonalities in grief responding across 
bereavement and non-bereavement losses. Journal of Affective Disorders, 161, 
136–143. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2014.03.018 

Perilloux, C., & Buss, D. M. (2008). Breaking up romantic relationships: Costs 
experienced and coping strategies deployed. Evolutionary Psychology, 6(1), 164–181. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/147470490800600119 

Polan, H. J., & Hofer, M. A. (1999). Psychobiological origins of infant attachment and 
separation responses (pp. 162–180). New York, NY, US: The Guilford Press. 

Querstret, D., & Cropley, M. (2013). Assessing treatments used to reduce rumination 
and/or worry: A systematic review. Clinical Psychology Review, 33(8), 996–1009. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2013.08.004 

Rinck, M., & Becker, E. S. (2007). Approach and avoidance in fear of spiders. Journal of 
Behavior Therapy and Experimental Psychiatry, 38(2), 105–120. https://doi.org/ 
10.1016/j.jbtep.2006.10.001 

Saffrey, C., & Ehrenberg, M. (2007). When thinking hurts: Attachment, rumination, and 
postrelationship adjustment. Personal Relationships, 14(3), 351–368. https://doi-org. 
proxy-ub.rug.nl/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2007.00160.x. 

Sbarra, D. A. (2006). Predicting the onset of emotional recovery following nonmarital 
relationship dissolution: Survival analyses of sadness and anger. Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin, 32(3), 298–312. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0146167205280913 

Sbarra, D. A., & Emery, R. E. (2005). The emotional sequelae of nonmarital relationship 
dissolution: Analysis of change and intraindividual variability over time. Personal 
Relationships, 12(2), 213–232. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1350-4126.2005.00112.x 

Shear, K., Monk, T., Houck, P., Melhem, N., Frank, E., Reynolds, C., et al. (2007). An 
attachment-based model of complicated grief including the role of avoidance. 
European Archives of Psychiatry and Clinical Neuroscience, 257, 453–461. https://doi. 
org/10.1007/s00406-007-0745-z 

Stronach, P. E., Toth, S. L., Rogosch, F., Oshri, A., Manly, J. T., & Cicchetti, D. (2011). 
Child maltreatment, attachment security, and internal representations of mother and 
mother-child relationships. Child Maltreatment, 16(2), 137–145. https://doi:10.11 
77/1077559511398294. 

Treynor, W., Gonzalez, R., & Nolen-Hoeksema, S. (2003). Rumination reconsidered: A 
psychometric analysis. Cognitive Therapy and Research, 27(3), 247–259. https://doi. 
org/10.1023/A:1023910315561 

Trinke, S. J., & Bartholomew, K. (1997). Hierarchies of attachment relationships in 
young adulthood. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 14(5), 603–625. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407597145002 

Veenstra, E. M., & de Jong, P. J. (2010). Restrained eaters show enhanced automatic 
approach tendencies towards food. Appetite, 55(1), 30–36. https://doi.org/10.1016/ 
j.appet.2010.03.007 

Wei, M., Russell, D. W., Mallinckrodt, B., & Vogel, D. L. (2007). The experiences in close 
relationship scale (ECR)-short form: Reliability, validity, and factor structure. 
Journal of Personality Assessment, 88(2), 187–204. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
00223890701268041 

Weiss, M. A. (1988). Planning education and research: Retrospect and prospect. Journal 
of Planning Education and Research, 7(2), 96–98. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0739456X8800700210 

M.C. Eisma et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2013.782928
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2013.782928
https://doi:10.1177/2167702620916454
https://doi:10.1177/2167702620916454
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2014.03.018
https://doi.org/10.1177/147470490800600119
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref58
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0005-7916(21)00078-1/sref58
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2013.08.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbtep.2006.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbtep.2006.10.001
https://doi-org.proxy-ub.rug.nl/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2007.00160.x
https://doi-org.proxy-ub.rug.nl/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2007.00160.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167205280913
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167205280913
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1350-4126.2005.00112.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00406-007-0745-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00406-007-0745-z
https://doi:10.1177/1077559511398294
https://doi:10.1177/1077559511398294
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023910315561
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023910315561
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407597145002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2010.03.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2010.03.007
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223890701268041
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223890701268041
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X8800700210
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X8800700210

	Desired attachment and breakup distress relate to automatic approach of the ex-partner
	1 Introduction
	2 Methods
	2.1 Participants
	2.2 Procedure
	2.3 Questionnaires
	2.4 Approach-avoidance task
	2.5 Statistical design

	3 Results
	3.1 Preliminary analyses
	3.2 Main analyses

	4 Discussion
	4.1 Strengths and limitations
	4.2 Conclusion

	Funding
	Author statement
	Declaration of competing interest
	References


