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Abstract
Breakups are common among emerging adults and are associated with elevated depressive and anxiety symptoms, especially in
the presence of attachment insecurities. Previous authors have suggested that inadequate coping strategies might explain this
association, yet this has not been examined longitudinally. This study examined the mediating role of five coping strategies (self-
help, approach, accommodation, avoidance, self-punishment) in the longitudinal associations between attachment insecurities
(anxiety, avoidance) and depressive and anxious symptoms in 196 emerging adults experiencing a romantic breakup. Measures
of pre-breakup attachment, post-breakup coping strategies (one-month post-breakup), and depressive and anxiety symptoms
(one- and three-month post-breakup) were administered. Results from a longitudinal autoregressive cross-lagged model
showed that pre-breakup attachment insecurities were related to higher depressive and anxiety post-breakup symptoms
through higher use of self-punishment and lower use of accommodation coping strategies. Findings highlight coping strategies as
potential intervention targets to promote the recovery of emerging adults experiencing breakup distress.
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Introduction

Between the ages of 18 and 25, emerging adults often engage
in several consecutive romantic relationships, which even-
tually allow them to determine what they wish for in a partner
(Arnett, 2004; Shulman & Connolly, 2013). The relationship
instability characterizing this period translates into a high
frequency of romantic breakups (Norona & Olmstead, 2017).
In a prospective study, Lantagne et al. (2017) observed that
more than a third (36.7%) of emerging adults experienced a
breakup over 12 months. A romantic breakup represents one
of the most challenging life experiences (Scully et al., 2000)
associated with increased psychological distress and a de-
cline in life satisfaction (e.g., Preetz, 2022). Considering that
early adulthood is a critical period for developing mental
health problems and romantic breakups are known triggers
(e.g., Monroe et al., 1999), a better understanding of the risk
factors contributing to breakup distress is warranted. Several
cross-sectional studies have identified attachment insecu-
rities as a direct risk factor for breakup distress (e.g.,
Brassard et al., 2018), while some authors (e.g., Leung et al.,
2011) have suggested inadequate coping strategies might
be involved. Yet, to our knowledge, no longitudinal
studies have examined this proposition, and none have

collected pre-breakup measures. Several authors thus em-
phasize the need to better understand the associations be-
tween attachment and post-breakup distress to identify
avenues of intervention likely to promote the recovery of
emerging adults (e.g., Brassard et al., 2018; Davis et al.,
2003).

Breakup Distress

Romantic breakups can affect mental health and result in
various psychological symptoms, such as depressive symptoms
(see Field, 2017, for a review), including dysphoric mood and
affects and the loss of motivation and interest in life (Derogatis,
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1993). A longitudinal study conducted by Keller et al. (2007)
revealed that 19.6% of the 1731 participants whose symptoms
met the criteria for major depression in the last year identified
that the main cause was a romantic breakup. Verhallen et al.
(2019) found that asmany as 26.8% of those who experienced a
breakup in the past six months reported depressive symptoms.
Romantic breakup can also cause or exacerbate anxiety (e.g.,
Boelen & Reijntjes, 2009), which includes symptoms of
nervousness, tension, panic attacks, and feelings of terror
(Derogatis, 1993). Carter et al. (2018) found that 29.7% of
university students reported anxiety symptoms following a
breakup.

Although post-breakup distress is frequent, most declines
in mental health following a breakup of non-cohabiting
partners would be temporary (i.e., less than a year Preetz,
2022). The intensity of distress would also vary according to
specific characteristics, namely relationship duration, betrayal,
time since breakup (Field et al., 2009), breakup initiator
(Carter et al., 2018; Davis et al., 2003; Field et al., 2009),
breakup unexpectedness, and involvement in a new rela-
tionship (Field et al., 2009). To identify who would be most at
risk for higher or prolonged post-breakup distress, Sbarra
(2015) suggested turning to attachment theory.

Attachment and Breakup Distress

Attachment theory postulates that representations of the self
and others formed through repeated interaction with attach-
ment figures during childhood remain, for most people, rel-
atively stable in adulthood (Fraley & Brumbaugh, 2004).
Brennan et al. (1998) conceptualized adult attachment inse-
curities as varying along two continuums. Attachment anxiety
is characterized by a negative self-image, excessive doubts
about one’s self-worth, chronic fear of abandonment, and a
constant search for proximity and reassurance. In response to
threat, or when the attachment figure cannot be reached, in-
dividuals with a high level of attachment anxiety tend to adopt
hyperactivating strategies, which involve seeking attention
through repeated demands for reassurance and closeness and
amplifying their distress (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). At-
tachment avoidance represents a discomfort with emotional
intimacy, a preference for self-reliance, and a relational dis-
trust based on a negative view of others. When a threat is
perceived, individuals with high levels of avoidance tend to
adopt deactivating strategies, which consist of denying their
attachment needs, avoiding dependence on others, and de-
taching themselves from negative emotions or thoughts likely
to activate their attachment system.

Several authors have highlighted the relevance of
studying attachment in the context of romantic breakups.
Indeed, past studies have consistently shown that attachment
anxiety is associated with greater breakup distress, whether it
is measured as depressive symptoms and suicidal ideation
(Brassard et al., 2018), physical and emotional distress
(Davis et al., 2003), or depressive symptoms and negative

affects (Fagundes, 2012). Results regarding attachment
avoidance are less consistent. Some studies have found no
associations (e.g., Brassard et al., 2018; Davis et al., 2003),
whereas another found that divorcees with attachment
avoidance reported a higher distress level, similar to those
with attachment anxiety (Birnbaum et al., 1997). Bourassa
et al.’s (2019) longitudinal study revealed that attachment
avoidance, but not attachment anxiety, predicted long-term
distress 4.5 years after a marital separation. The authors
suggested that the hyperactivating strategies typical of at-
tachment anxiety may result in short-term distress, whereas
the deactivating strategies typical of attachment avoidance
may be related to less short-term distress but worse long-term
outcomes.

Many researchers have emphasized the need to study the
mechanisms underlying the association between attach-
ment insecurities and breakup distress (e.g., Brassard et al.,
2018; Davis et al., 2003). In this regard, Simpson and
Rholes’ (2012) theoretical attachment-diathesis-stress
model suggests that individuals with distinct attachment
orientations respond differently to distressing situations
such as a breakup due to specific motivations and coping
strategies stemming from attachment insecurities. This
model postulates that the higher level of distress of indi-
viduals with attachment anxiety can be explained by their
unsuccessful attempts to reduce their distress through
hyperactivating strategies and emotion-focused coping
(e.g., rumination). Conversely, the higher distress of in-
dividuals with an avoidant attachment may be explained by
their attempts to contain their distress individually through
deactivation strategies and avoidance coping. This model
supports the relevance of studying coping strategies as an
explanatory factor for the links between attachment and
breakup distress.

Coping With Breakup Distress

Coping strategies are defined as cognitive and behavioral efforts
to manage, tolerate, and reduce stress (Lazarus & Folkman,
1984). Carver et al. (1989) defined 16 coping strategies that
Zuckerman and Gagne (2003) grouped into five categories: (1)
self-help coping (expressing emotion, emotional and instru-
mental support seeking) aims to maintain emotional well-being
under stress; (2) approach coping (active coping, planning,
suppression of competing activities) represents problem-solving
strategies; (3) accommodation coping (maintaining optimism,
acceptance, positive reframing, replacement) denotes attempts
to cope with adversity when the problem cannot be resolved; (4)
avoidance coping (denial, mental and behavioral disengage-
ment, other-blame) aims to move away from the problem; and
(5) self-punishment coping (self-blame, self-focused rumina-
tion) orients the individual towards negative thoughts and
emotions. Self-help, approach, and accommodation are adap-
tive coping strategies that negatively correlate with depressive
and anxiety symptoms, while avoidance and self-punishment
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are maladaptive coping strategies that positively correlate with
these symptoms (Zuckerman & Gagne, 2003).

Attachment, Coping, and Breakup Distress

Some studies have suggested that breakup distress in indi-
viduals with higher attachment anxiety can be explained by
maladaptive coping strategies, such as blaming oneself for the
breakup or protesting and ruminating about the lost rela-
tionship (Choo et al., 1996; Davis et al., 2003). Fagundes’
(2012) longitudinal study reveal that participants with high
levels of rumination report smaller emotional improvements
one-month post-breakup when they also have a high level of
attachment anxiety. In contrast, attachment avoidance is re-
lated to the use of self-reliance (e.g., low social coping) and
avoidance coping (e.g., avoiding ex-partner and new rela-
tionships) after a breakup (Davis et al., 2003), the latter being
associated with greater overall post-breakup distress (Wrape
et al., 2016). Several studies have also linked attachment
avoidance to distancing coping strategies, such as denial,
distraction, and behavioral or cognitive disengagement (see
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016, for review). The type of coping
used by avoidant individuals may temporarily mask the dis-
tress, resulting in low short-term distress but potentially higher
long-term distress.

Only a few cross-sectional studies have examined the
mediating role of coping strategies in the links between at-
tachment and breakup distress in emerging adults. Saffrey and
Ehrenberg (2007) observed, among 231 university students
who had experienced a recent breakup, the mediating role of
rumination in the links between attachment anxiety and lower
breakup adjustment (global distress, depressive and anxiety
symptoms). A study by Leung and al. (2011), conducted
among 250 Chinese and 144 Australian young adults who
recently experienced a breakup, revealed that avoidance and
self-punishment coping explained the links between higher
attachment anxiety and greater breakup distress, while ac-
commodation coping explained the links between low levels of
attachment anxiety and avoidance and lower breakup distress.

Present Study

Given the paucity of prospective breakup studies involving
emerging adults and measuring attachment and coping while
distinguishing psychological symptoms of depression and
anxiety, the current study proposes to examine the mediating
role of coping strategies (self-help, approach, accommodation,
avoidance, self-punishment) in the prospective links between
pre-breakup attachment insecurities (anxiety, avoidance) and
post-breakup distress (depressive and anxiety symptoms) in
emerging adults. The first hypothesis postulates that higher
use of avoidance and self-punitive coping and lower use of
accommodation coping at one-month post-breakup will me-
diate the link between pre-breakup attachment anxiety and
higher breakup distress in the short term and medium term

(one- and three-month post-breakup). The second hypothesis
suggests that higher use of avoidance coping and lower use of
accommodation coping at one-month post-breakup will me-
diate the link between pre-breakup attachment avoidance and
lower breakup distress in the short term (one-month post-
breakup) but higher breakup distress in the medium term
(three-month post-breakup). Self-help and approach coping
will be studied through an exploratory approach, although it
can be expected that individuals with attachment insecurities
will less likely use adaptive coping strategies. All hypotheses
and research questions will consider baseline levels of distress
(to isolate breakup distress from general level of distress,
Preetz, 2022) and four empirically supported potential co-
variates: gender (gender differences were found in post-
breakup distress, Carter et al., 2018; Field, 2017; Preetz,
2022), breakup initiator (being the initiator has been related
to lower post-breakup distress, e.g., Carter et al., 2018; Hunt &
Chung, 2012), presence of betrayal (related to higher distress,
Field et al., 2009), and involvement in a new relationship
(related to lower distress, Boelen & Reijntjes, 2009; Carter
et al., 2018).

Method

Participants

This study was part of a larger prospective study on re-
lationship trajectories among emerging adults approved by
the Institutional Review Boards of two Canadian univer-
sities. We recruited a community-based sample of 1385
Canadians aged between 18 and 25 years old, involved in a
romantic relationship, who understood French, and had
access to the Internet. Participants were followed over
12 months, and the sample for this study comprises those
who experienced a romantic breakup (14.2%) during that
time. The final sample includes 196 participants (163
women, 27 men, 6 non-binary or transgender individuals)
who were, on average, 21 years old (SD = 2.2). Most were
born in Canada (92.3%) and 33% completed a high school
diploma, 44% a college degree, and 19% a university
degree. Most participants were full-time students (71.4%),
while the others were employed (24.5%), unemployed
(3.1%), or on medical leave (1.0%). The majority identified
as heterosexual (74.0%), and a quarter identified either as
bisexual (12.2%), pansexual (5.6%), homosexual (4.6%),
in questioning (3.1%), or queer (.5%). Table 1 presents
information about the breakup context and previous rela-
tionship. Before the breakup, most participants were in a
relationship without cohabitation. Although most partici-
pants reported that they initiated the breakup, the majority
said it was unexpected and that it was their first breakup
with this partner. Most participants had no hope of re-
establishing the relationship, yet they had ongoing contact
with their ex-partner. At one- and three-month post-
breakup, 24.3% and 40.1% reported being in a new
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relationship, respectively. Of these, 39.1% reported that it
was with their last partner, and 60.9% with someone else.1

Procedure

Participants were recruited during the COVID-19 pandemic
from March 2020 to September 2020 using advertisements on
distribution lists (e.g., scientific organizations) and social
media (e.g., Facebook) in Quebec, Canada. Interested par-
ticipants were directed to Qualtrics, an online survey system,
to complete the eligibility questionnaire, a consent form, and
the first online questionnaires. Every two weeks over a year,
participants completed a short online survey that determined
whether a romantic breakup had occurred and, if so, they
completed questions about the breakup context. They were
then followed every two weeks for an additional six months,
during which relationship status, distress symptoms and
coping strategies were assessed. Thus, this study followed a
prospective design with three measurement times. Socio-
demographic characteristics, initial psychological distress,
and attachment insecurities were collected at baseline (pre-
breakup T1), coping strategies were collected one-month post-
breakup (T2), and distress symptoms were collected at both
one- (T2) and three-months (T3) post-breakup. All

participants were entered into a draw for a CAN$100 Amazon
gift card. Those who completed half or the entire study re-
ceived an electronic payment of CAN$75 or CAN$150 as
compensation for their time.

Measures

A sociodemographic questionnaire (e.g., gender, sexual ori-
entation, age), including questions about the nature of the
relationship (e.g., relationship length and status), was ad-
ministered. When a breakup occurred, information about the
breakup (e.g., initiator of the breakup, presence of betrayal)
was assessed. All questionnaires were in French and each
subscale presented adequate model-based omega composite
reliability (see Table 2).

Attachment. The 12-item short French version of Experiences
in Close Relationships (ECR-12: Lafontaine et al., 2016) was
used to assess attachment-related anxiety and avoidance. The
ECR-12 measures each dimension using six items on a seven-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). Each score is calculated by averaging the
items, with a higher score indicating a higher level of at-
tachment insecurity. The reliability (α = .74 - .84) and factorial

Table 1. Characteristics of the participants’ prior relationship.

Variables

n %

M (SD) (Range)

Relationship length at baseline (in months) 18.79 (32.51) (1.00–108.00)
Baseline relationship status
Not living together 122 62.20
Cohabitating, not married 71 36.20
Polyamory 2 1.00
Married 1 .50

Breakup initiator
Participant 91 48.70
Partner 58 31.00
Both 38 20.30

Expected breakup
No 118 63.10
Yes 69 36.90

Ongoing contacts
No 59 31.60
Yes 128 68.40

Previous breakup(s) with this partner
No 131 70.10
Yes 56 29.90

Presence of betrayal
No 137 73.30
Yes 50 26.70

Hope to re-establish the relationship
No 125 66.80
Yes 62 33.20
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validity of the ECR-12 scales (through confirmatory factorial
analyses) were established in six samples of French-Canadian
adults (Lafontaine et al., 2016).

Coping Strategies. Coping strategies were measured using the
revised version of the Coping Orientation to Problems Ex-
perienced (R-COPE; Zuckerman & Gagne, 2003), which was
translated into French (Gehl & Brassard, 2019) for the current
study using the back translation procedure (Vallerand, 1989).
The R-COPE includes 40 items measuring five subscales of
coping strategies (self-help, approach, accommodation,
avoidance, self-punishment). Each subscale includes eight
items rated on a four-point scale, ranging from 1 (I don’t do
this at all) to 4 (I do this a lot). Respective item ratings are
averaged to form five scores, with higher scores indicating
more frequent coping strategy use. Zuckerman and Gagne
(2003) demonstrated the convergent validity of the R-COPE
through positive links with similar constructs (e.g., perceived
control, procrastination) and supported its adequate reliability
for all subscales (α = .81 - .92).

Depression and Anxiety Symptoms. Depression and anxiety
symptoms were assessed by the French version of the Brief
Symptom Inventory (BSI; Derogatis, 1993; Gosselin &
Bergeron, 1993). Only the 12 items assessing depression
and anxiety symptoms were used. Items are rated on a five-
point scale describing how much the symptoms were dis-
tressing in the past week ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5
(extremely). Items are averaged to form global scores, higher
scores indicating a higher level of symptoms. The French
version of the BSI (Gosselin & Bergeron, 1993) showed
adequate convergent validity with MMPI scales and reliability
(depression: α = .85; anxiety: α = .81).

Data Analysis Strategy

The study variables were first checked for normality and
extreme values using SPSS 27. Preliminary correlations were
conducted to identify potential covariates among demo-
graphics, relationship- and breakup-related variables. Then,
using MPlus8 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017), the measurement
model’s adjustment and invariance through time were tested
before conducting the main analyses to support the scales’
psychometric properties. To test our main hypotheses, we
conducted an autoregressive cross-lagged (ARCL) model that
examined the longitudinal associations between attachment,
coping, and depressive and anxiety symptoms while con-
sidering the baseline level of these symptoms to account for
intra-individual stability. This model allowed the identifica-
tion of direct and indirect associations (using 1000 bias-
corrected bootstrap samples and 95% confidence intervals)
to test our mediation hypotheses. A robust weighted least
square estimator with mean- and variance adjusted statistics
(WLSMV) was used to account for the possible departure
from normality in ordinal items in MPlus. The model

adjustment was verified with four indices (Kline, 2016): a non-
significant chi-square, a Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and
Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) of .90 or more, and a Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) below .05. All
measurement and predictive models were estimated using the
full available information in the sample (Enders, 2010) via the
missing data algorithm implemented in Mplus for WLSMV
estimation (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2010).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Preliminary correlations aiming to identify potential co-
variates revealed that gender (1 = female, 0 = others) was
significantly related to post-breakup distress. The breakup
initiator, the presence of betrayal, and the involvement in a
new relationship were considered in an initial model, but none
of these were found to be related to breakup distress (T2, T3).
They were thus removed from the final model to maximize
statistical power. Preliminary measurement models were
tested (see supplementary Table). Tests of longitudinal
measurement invariance were conducted on the distress
measurement (depressive and anxiety symptoms) model
across the three time points to ascertain whether their prop-
erties remained unchanged. The factor structure of the non-
longitudinal measurement (attachment, coping) model was
also tested to ascertain psychometric adequacy. Overall, all
measurement models had an adequate fit, and the factors were
well-defined and reliable. The distress measurement model
was then combined with the non-longitudinal measurement
model. This combined model was re-specified as a predictive
model by replacing correlations with regressions to test the
mediation hypotheses.

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics and bivariate
correlations among all variables (latent factor) and the co-
variate (gender and baseline levels of depression and anxiety
symptoms). Correlations were consistent with expectations,
although attachment avoidance was not significantly related to
anxiety symptoms or avoidance coping at all three mea-
surement times. Identifying as a woman (gender) was related
to higher levels of attachment avoidance, self-help and ac-
commodation coping, supporting its inclusion as a covariate in
the final model.

Main Analyses

A three-step approach was adopted to test the longitudinal
associations between pre-breakup attachment insecurities,
post-breakup coping strategies, and depressive and anxiety
symptoms. In the first step, relations between variables were
estimated freely. In the second step, relations between vari-
ables at multiple time points were constrained to equality. In
the final step, the covariate was added. The parameter esti-
mates for the final auto-regressive cross-lagged model are

46 Emerging Adulthood 12(1)
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Table 4. Parameter Estimates From the Final Autoregressive Cross-Lagged Model.

Predictor Outcome b (S.E.) β (S.E.)

Anxiety

Anxiety T1 Anxiety T2 .923 (.093)** .739 (.044)**
Attachment: Anxiety T1 Anxiety T2 �.155 (.111) �.089 (.061)
Attachment: Avoidance T1 Anxiety T2 �.033 (.084) �.018 (.046)
Coping: Self-help T2 Anxiety T2 �.110 (.085) �.068 (.051)
Coping: Approach T2 Anxiety T2 .019 (.087) .011 (.051)
Coping: Accommodation T2 Anxiety T2 .034 (.093) .022 (.060)
Coping: Avoidance T2 Anxiety T2 .144 (.097) .090 (.029)
Coping: Self-punishment T2 Anxiety T2 .245 (.080)** .158 (.050)**
Anxiety T2 Anxiety T3 .923 (.093)** .643 (.044)**
Attachment: Anxiety T1 Anxiety T3 �.155 (.111) �.112 (.078)
Attachment: Avoidance T1 Anxiety T3 �.033 (.084) �.023 (.059)
Coping: Self-help T2 Anxiety T3 �.110 (.085) �.085 (.065)
Coping: Approach T2 Anxiety T3 .019 (.087) .014 (.064)
Coping: Accommodation T2 Anxiety T3 .034 (.093) .027 (.075)
Coping: Avoidance T2 Anxiety T3 .144 (.097) .112 (.075)
Coping: Self-punishment T2 Anxiety T3 .245 (.080)** .197 (.064)**

Depression

Depression T1 Depression T2 .688 (.096)** .592 (.063)**
Attachment: Depression T1 Depression T2 .041 (.116) .026 (.074)
Attachment: Avoidance T1 Depression T2 �.007 (.096) �.004 (.059)
Coping: Self-help T2 Depression T2 �.108 (.086) �.073 (.058)
Coping: Approach T2 Depression T2 .067 (.078) .043 (.050)
Coping: Accommodation T2 Depression T2 �.160 (.080)* �.113 (.057)*
Coping: Avoidance T2 Depression T2 �.003 (.087) �.002 (.059)
Coping: Self-punishment T2 Depression T2 .267 (.070)** .189 (.047)**
Depression T2 Depression T3 .688 (.096)** .488 (.063)**
Attachment: Depression T1 Depression T3 .041 (.116) .030 (.085)
Attachment: Avoidance T1 Depression T3 �.007 (.096) �.005 (.068)
Coping: Self-help T2 Depression T3 �.108 (.086) �.085 (.068)
Coping: Approach T2 Depression T3 .067 (.078) .050 (.058)
Coping: Accommodation T2 Depression T3 �.160 (.080)* �.132 (.066)*
Coping: Avoidance T2 Depression T3 �.003 (.087) �.003 (.069)
Coping: Self-punishment T2 Depression T3 .267 (.070)** .219 (.057)**

Mediators

Attachment: Anxiety T1 Coping: Self-help T2 �.244 (.090)** �.227 (.080)**
Attachment: Avoidance T1 Coping: Self-help T2 �.397 (.099)** �.357 (.078)**
Attachment: Anxiety T1 Coping: Approach T2 �.273 (.103)** �.269 (.094)**
Attachment: Avoidance T1 Coping: Approach T2 �.201 (.085)* �.192 (.078)*
Attachment: Anxiety T1 Coping: Accommodation T2 �.476 (.104)** �.427 (.077)**
Attachment: Avoidance T1 Coping: Accommodation T2 �.377 (.094)** �.327 (.072)**
Attachment: Anxiety T1 Coping: Avoidance T2 .485 (.107)** .448 (.081)**
Attachment: Avoidance T1 Coping: Avoidance T2 .257 (.099)** .230 (.084)**
Attachment: Anxiety T1 Coping: Self-punishment T2 .562 (.109)** .504 (.076)**
Attachment: Avoidance T1 Coping: Self-punishment T2 .275 (.096)** .238 (.077)**

Control variables

Gender Anxiety T1 .158 (.146) .062 (.058)
Gender Anxiety T2 .158 (.146) .043 (.040)
Gender Anxiety T3 .158 (.146) .035 (.032)

(continued)
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reported in Table 4. The fit indices for the final model are
adequate (see supplementary table). The significance of in-
direct effects was tested via the calculation of 1000 bootstraps
95% confidence intervals (CI), and these effects were con-
sidered statistically significant when the confidence intervals
excluded zero.

Results from the ARCL model revealed that pre-breakup
attachment anxiety and avoidance (T1) were directly related to
higher use of self-punishment and avoidance coping (T2) and
to a lower use of accommodation, self-help, and approach
coping (T2). However, in the final multivariate model, only
self-punishment coping significantly predicted elevated de-
pressive and anxiety symptoms, while accommodation coping
significantly predicted lower depressive symptoms, but not
anxiety symptoms (see Figure 1). The model explains 49.7%
and 51.7% of depressive and anxiety symptoms at one-month
post-breakup, as well as 62.7% and 69% of depressive and
anxiety symptoms at three-month post-breakup. Identifying as
a woman (gender covariate) was related to higher levels of

attachment anxiety, self-help, approach, and accommodation
coping but to lower reports of self-punitive coping.

Mediations for the Attachment Anxiety – Post-Breakup Distress
Links. Results showed a mediating role of two coping strategies
(self-punishment, accommodation) at one-month post-breakup
(T2) in the associations between pre-breakup attachment
anxiety (T1) and post-breakup distress (depressive and anxiety
symptoms) at one-month (T2) and three-month post-breakup
(T3), while accounting for gender and baseline depressive and
anxiety symptoms. Overall, nine significant indirect effects
were found.

First, more anxiously attached individuals were more likely
to report using self-punishment coping following their
breakup, which in turn was related to higher depressive
symptoms at one-month (β = .110, 95% CI [.031, .212]) and
three-month post-breakup (β = .095, 95% CI [.028, .183]).
Higher use of self-punishment coping in individuals reporting
higher levels of attachment anxiety was also indirectly related

Table 4. (continued)

Predictor Outcome b (S.E.) β (S.E.)

Gender Depression T1 .025 (.136) .010 (.064)
Gender Depression T2 .025 (.136) .007 (.038)
Gender Depression T3 .025 (.136) .006 (.033)
Gender Attachment: Anxiety T1 .695 (.229)** .226 (.082)**
Gender Attachment: Avoidance T1 �.168 (.190) �.066 (.075)
Gender Coping: Self-help T2 .710 (.206)** .253 (.071)**
Gender Coping: Approach T2 .425 (.202)* .160 (.075)*
Gender Coping: Accommodation T2 .767 (.219)** .263 (.070)**
Gender Coping: Avoidance T2 �.160 (.235) �.057 (.083)
Gender Coping: Self-punishment T2 �.499 (.245)* �.171 (.082)*

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. b: unstandardized regression coefficient; β: standardized regression coefficient; S.E.: standard error. Gender was coded as 1 = female,
0 = others.

Figure 1. Autoregressive Cross-Lagged Model. Notes. Only significant path associations are depicted. The model included gender and
baseline levels of depressive and anxious symptoms as covariates. Correlations between the two attachment dimensions, the five coping
strategies, and the depressive and anxious symptoms at each time point are included in the model but not shown for simplicity.
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to more depressive symptoms at three-month post-breakup,
via higher depressive symptoms at one-month post-breakup,
β = .073, 95% CI [.036, .152].

Second, anxiously attached individuals reported more post-
breakup self-punishment coping, which in turn was related to
higher anxiety symptoms at one-month (β = .099, 95% CI
[.039, .187]) and three-month post-breakup (β = .079, 95% CI
[.037, .152]). The use of self-punishment coping in individuals
with higher levels of attachment anxiety was also indirectly
related to more anxiety symptoms at three-month post-
breakup, via higher anxiety symptoms at one-month post-
breakup, β = .065, 95% CI [.011, .141].

Finally, attachment anxiety was linked to less use of ac-
commodation coping, which was related to higher depressive
symptoms at one-month (β = .056, 95% CI [.012, .128]) and
three-month post-breakup (β = .048, 95% CI [.012, .118]), but
not to anxiety symptoms. The use of less accommodation
coping in individuals with higher levels of attachment anxiety
was also indirectly related to more depressive symptoms at
three-month post-breakup, via higher depressive symptoms
one-month post-breakup, β = .033, 95% CI [.007, .073].

Mediations for the Attachment Avoidance – Post-Breakup Distress
Links. Results from the ARCL model revealed that two coping
strategies (self-punishment and accommodation) at one-month
post-breakup (T2) also mediated the associations between pre-
breakup attachment avoidance (T1) and distress at both one-
month (T2) and three-month post-breakup (T3), while con-
trolling for gender and baseline depressive and anxiety
symptoms. Overall, five significant indirect effects were found.

First, individuals with higher attachment avoidance reported
higher self-punishment coping use, which was related to greater
anxiety symptoms, but not depressive symptoms, at three-month
post-breakup β = .038, 95% CI [.003, .090]. Higher use of self-
punishment coping in individuals with higher levels of attach-
ment avoidancewas indirectly related tomore anxiety symptoms
at three-month post-breakup, via higher anxiety symptoms at
one-month post-breakup, β = .035, 95% CI [.002, .085].

Second, high avoidant attachment was linked to less ac-
commodation coping, which in turn was related to greater
depressive symptoms at one- (β = .043, 95% CI [.008, .115])
and three-month post-breakup (β = .037, 95% CI [.006, .095]),
but not to anxiety symptoms. Lower use of accommodation
coping in individuals with higher attachment avoidance was
also indirectly related to more depressive symptoms at three-
month post-breakup, via higher depressive symptoms at one-
month post-breakup, β = .025, 95% CI [.008, .061].

Discussion

Using a longitudinal design, this innovative study examined the
prospective associations between pre-breakup attachment in-
securities and post-breakup depressive and anxiety symptoms
via five coping strategies among a community-based sample of
emerging adults. The longitudinal autoregressive cross-lagged

model yielded two main original findings: attachment-related
anxiety and avoidance were related to more severe depressive
and anxiety post-breakup symptoms through (1) a higher use of
self-punishment coping and (2) a lower use of accommodation
coping. These findings help understand why attachment in-
securities increase the risk of experiencing greater distress
following a romantic breakup in emerging adults.

Attachment Anxiety, Coping, and Distress

In line with our first hypothesis, pre-breakup attachment anxiety
was indirectly related to greater breakup distress (both de-
pressive and anxiety symptoms) in the short term and medium
term (one- and three-month post-breakup) through higher use of
self-punishment coping. These coping strategies were the most
frequently employed by, and most deleterious for, individuals
with attachment anxiety, as indicated by larger effect sizes.
These results are consistent with past research showing that
individuals with high levels of attachment anxiety tend to use
maladaptive coping strategies, such as rumination (Fagundes,
2012) and self-blame (Choo et al., 1996), to deal with the loss of
their romantic partner. Results also support past cross-sectional
studies’ findings revealing that self-punishment coping (Leung
et al., 2011) and rumination (Saffrey & Ehrenberg, 2007) ex-
plain the link between attachment anxiety and breakup distress.
Consistent with the hyperactivation of their attachment system
explanation and Simpson and Rholes’ (2012) attachment-
diathesis-stress model, the coping strategies employed by
anxiously attached individuals appear to increase their breakup
distress, explaining its maintenance over time.

In partial support of our first hypothesis, pre-breakup
attachment anxiety was indirectly related to more de-
pressive, but not anxiety, symptoms at one- and three-
month post-breakup through lower use of accommoda-
tion coping. These findings corroborate the results of
studies evidencing that individuals with high levels of
attachment anxiety have difficulties accepting the end of a
romantic relationship (e.g., Sbarra, 2006). Thus, consistent
with attachment hyperactivation, these individuals tend to
show a persistent preoccupation with the loss and seek to
re-establish the relationship (Davis et al., 2003) rather than
move toward accepting and reframing the situation. In a
study of emotional recovery following a breakup, Sbarra’s
(2006) results show that breakup nonacceptance is a sig-
nificant predictor of poor sadness recovery in individuals
with attachment anxiety. This difficulty in accepting the
end of a relationship appears related to sadness and de-
pressive symptoms, but not psychological activation and
anxiety symptoms. These results might also be understood
in light of the negative self-image of anxiously attached
individuals. Indeed, the breakup may have confirmed their
fears and representations of themselves as not deserving
love from others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016), which could
lead to despair, resignation, and doubts about their chances
of finding love again.
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Attachment Avoidance, Coping and Distress

Pre-breakup attachment avoidance was indirectly related to
more anxiety symptoms at three-month post-breakup through
higher use of self-punishment coping. Although this finding
may seem surprising, it aligns with Birnbaum et al.’s (1997)
results in a divorce context, which showed that self-defeating
thoughts explained the link between attachment avoidance
and psychological distress. These authors suggested that the
avoidance strategies used by avoidant individuals when
coping with minor stresses are ineffective when facing the loss
of an attachment figure. Thus, in the presence of a destabi-
lizing or difficult breakup, it is possible that their coping
strategies become less effective, leading them to resort to
unusual strategies of self-blame and rumination, but to a lesser
extent than individuals with attachment anxiety. Another
possible explanation could be the pandemic context in which
this study took place. During their breakup, the avoidantly
attached individuals may have been deprived of their usual
distancing coping, which includes distraction (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2016), leaving more space for rumination. Consid-
ering this is an unusual strategy for them, it may have led to
more anxiety symptoms. However, this explanation is ten-
tative and would necessitate further empirical validation.

Results also revealed that attachment avoidance was
indirectly related to more depressive, but not anxiety,
symptoms at one- and three-month post-breakup via a
lower use of accommodation coping (optimism, accep-
tance, positive reframing, replacement). This result is
partially consistent with our second hypothesis and Leung
et al.’s (2011) cross-sectional results. Although they found
no link between attachment insecurities and accommo-
dation coping, their results revealed that accommodation
coping explained the links between secure attachment and
lower post-breakup distress, suggesting that secure indi-
viduals would more frequently use this type of coping. This
result is also consistent with attachment theory, which
states that attachment avoidant individuals have more
negative and pessimistic attitudes (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2016), which might be exacerbated after the loss of a
romantic partner, resulting in low accommodation coping
and higher depressive symptoms. The pandemic context
may also have exacerbated their negative view of others
and the world, as the restrictions limited contacts and
opportunities for social interactions after their breakup.
Finally, the deactivation of their attachment system may
have refrained their acceptance of the loss and their
mourning process (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016), resulting
in higher negative affects and depressive symptoms.

Contrary to our hypotheses, avoidance coping did not
mediate the prospective association between attachment in-
securities and post-breakup distress when all coping strategies
were considered together. This finding aligns with Birnbaum
et al.’s (1997), who found no association between attachment
insecurities, distancing coping and post-divorce distress. Still,

it contrasts with Leung et al.’s (2011) cross-sectional results,
revealing that attachment styles marked by higher attachment
anxiety (preoccupied, fearful) were related to post-breakup
distress through avoidance coping. Cultural differences be-
tween the samples, the timing of the post-breakup measures,
the fact that some of Leung et al.’s participants did not ex-
perience a breakup, and the use of different measures of at-
tachment and distress might explain these discrepancies. More
precisely, our results show that individuals with higher levels
of attachment insecurities reported higher use of avoidant
coping following their breakup; however, using these strat-
egies did not explain their level of distress over and above
higher self-punitive and lower accommodation coping strat-
egies. This result suggests that anxiously attached individuals
use avoidance strategies, potentially to temporarily relieve
negative emotions and distress that have become over-
whelming due to rumination and self-blame (Leung et al.,
2011), while avoidant individuals likely use them as a way to
deactivate their attachment system. Yet, these strategies play a
smaller role in explaining their distress, which might be ex-
plained by the lack of awareness of their distress when using
avoidance coping. The fact that the distinct avoidance coping
strategies (e.g., mental disengagement, denial, blaming others)
were not considered might also explain the lack of associa-
tions with distress. Finally, avoidance coping might work for
some individuals but not for others or work sometimes but not
all the time, depending on another moderating variable.
Further research is warranted, especially among avoidantly
attached young adults, since our results contrast with the
attachment-diathesis-stress model (Simpson & Rholes, 2012).

Limitations and Future Directions

The longitudinal design of this study made it possible to
follow emerging adults through a romantic relationship
breakup, in both the short term and medium term. Pre-breakup
measures of distress and attachment insecurities allowed to
accurately measure the breakup-related distress and to prevent
elevated levels of attachment insecurities if measured after the
breakup (Birnbaum et al., 1997; Fagundes, 2012). This study
is among the first to distinguish depressive and anxiety
symptoms following a breakup. Our findings, however, rely
on a relatively small sample size, which may have limited the
detection of small associations due to low statistical power.
The breakup rate in the larger study was lower than expected,
possibly due to a volunteer bias attracting participants with
fairly positive relationships (Demir et al., 2017). The entire
study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, which
may have favored the maintenance of certain relationships,
due to a reluctance to break up by fear of the loneliness,
considering few social contacts during this period. The
pandemic may also have exacerbated distress symptoms,
despite controlling for initial distress, and limited the use of
some coping strategies, such as avoidance. Keeping indi-
viduals who renewed their relationship with their ex-partner in
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the sample may have mitigated post-breakup distress2. Nev-
ertheless, some attachment system’s activation and post-
breakup distress may persist despite the renewed presence
of the former partner. Although the simultaneous study of five
coping categories in multivariate analyses represents a
strength, another limitation concerns the groupings of coping
strategies, which may have obscured distinct and specific
effects of each coping strategy on distress. Finally, the over-
representation of women and the grouping of non-women
together represent limitations to the generalization of our
findings, despite controlling for gender. Future studies should
replicate these results in a non-COVID context and on larger
samples with varied genders. They could also examine the
distinct coping strategies among the larger coping categories,
especially for avoidance coping. Future studies are warranted
on other potential mediators (e.g., self-esteem, loneliness) or
moderators (e.g., social support) of the associations between
attachment insecurities and breakup distress.

Implications

Our findings emphasize the role of attachment insecurities and
coping strategies in both short term and medium term post-
breakup distress. These findings encourage therapists to inquire
about attachment insecurities, coping strategies, and depressive
and anxiety symptoms when assessing young adults’ post-
breakup distress. As for treatment, therapists could target
awareness of attachment-related tendencies (hyperactivation or
deactivation) and coping strategies. This focus might help
individuals recognize the high psychological costs of self-
punishment coping when dealing with a loss. Interventions
could also help insecure young adults improve their coping
strategies by replacing maladaptive coping strategies (e.g., self-
punishment) with adaptive coping strategies (e.g., accommo-
dation). In this sense, self-compassion has been shown to
counter the self-punitive coping employed by young adults
experiencing a breakup (Soltani & Fatehizade, 2020; Zhang &
Chen, 2017). Finally, these findings could be used to help
develop preventive psychoeducation programs surrounding
romantic breakups in young adults, as transitions between
relationships in emerging adults are opportune times to reduce
risk factors and enhance relational and mental health protective
factors (Vennum et al., 2017).
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Notes

1. Preliminary t test revealed that, at one-month post-breakup,
participants that renewed their relationship with their ex-partner
reported less anxiety symptoms (M = 1.26, SD = .36) than youth
that started a new relationship (M = 1.88, SD = .94) (t = 3.074,
p = .004, d = .73), but no differences were found in depression
symptoms (t = .75, p = .455). At three-month post-breakup, no
differences were found between these two groups in either
depression (t = .92, p = .361) nor anxiety symptoms (t = 1.46,
p = .151).

2. A second model was tested without the participants who have
renewed their relationship with their ex-partner. This model yield
similar results and did not differ from the current model, so we
retained all participants and kept the model with our complete
dataset.
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