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The present study aimed to explore the developmental antecedents of distress
following romantic breakup in Iranian society and was conducted as a
qualitative study using Bengtsson’s method of qualitative content analysis.
The population comprised all men and women residing in Qom who had
experienced a romantic breakup in 2025. Using purposeful sampling with
maximum variation and based on Saturation, semi-structured interviews
were conducted with 15 participants (10 women and 5 men). Data were
analysed according to Bengtsson's qualitative content analysis method in
four main stages: decontextualisation, recontextualisation, categorisation,
and the compilation. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, four
criteria Credibility, Confirmability, Transferability, and Dependability —
were examined according to the Lincoln, & Guba, model. To achieve
Dependability, ten experts were asked to assess the findings by calculating
the content validity index (CVI). The findings indicated that the
developmental antecedents of distress following romantic breakup consisted
of 15 subcategories, 3 categories, and 1 theme. These categories were: family
relationship turmoil (chronic tension in relationships among family
members, parental separation or divorce, witnessing parental infidelity,
disrupted relationship with the parent of the opposite sex); maladaptive
parenting patterns (persistent blaming, perfectionism, conditional affection,
insufficient attention and affection, excessive imposition of restrictions, lack
of adequate restriction and supervision, pattern of threat and abandonment,
pampering, favoritism among children); and sexual psychological harm
(sexual abuse, early exposure to sexual concepts). The results of this study
provide an appropriate basis for designing indigenous preventive and
therapeutic interventions to reduce the clinical symptoms arising from it.
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Exploring the Developmental Antecedents of Distress Resulting from Romantic Breakup: A Qualitative
Study

Extended Abstract
Aim

Understanding the roots of distress resulting from romantic breakup requires a developmental perspective on
the process of forming romantic relationships. Based on extensive evidence (e.g., Eichelsheim et al., 2019; River
et al., 2022), the foundations of the quality of interpersonal relationships in adulthood are significantly rooted in
an individual's childhood and adolescent experiences. Despite ample evidence indicating an association between
childhood experiences and the quality of romantic relationships, fewer studies have directly examined these factors
in distress resulting from romantic breakup in adulthood, and the scarcity of studies focused on the subject
literature has created a clear gap in this field. Moreover, a large portion of these studies have been conducted in
non-Iranian cultural contexts, and cross-cultural studies indicate that culture affects individuals' understanding of
love, their emotions, the way they confront romantic breakup, and their coping strategies (Goodwin, 2013;
Karandashev, 2015). These findings underscore the necessity of examining the developmental antecedents of
distress resulting from romantic breakup with regard to the cultural characteristics of Iran. This study focuses
solely on the "developmental antecedents" that the researcher has identified as antecedents of distress resulting
from romantic breakup and does not address factors that merely lead to separation. In light of the foregoing, the
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aim of this study is to investigate the developmental antecedents of distress resulting from romantic breakup in
Iranian society.
Methodology

This study was conducted through qualitative interviews with individuals who had experienced a romantic
breakup, employing Bengtsson’s (2016) qualitative content analysis method. The data analysis stage was carried
out in four stages: decontextualization, recontextualization, categorization, and the compilation. The population
comprised all men and women residing in the city of Qom with experience of romantic breakup. In this approach,
purposeful sampling with maximum variation was employed. The sample size was determined based on the
principle of saturation and, in total, 15 individuals (10 women and 5 men) constituted the sample. Interview
questions were developed relying on a review of the theoretical scope, examination of the research background,
and consultation with experts in the relevant field, and the preliminary version was presented to supervisory
professors for feedback. To ensure the trustworthiness of the qualitative interview results, the four criteria
credibility, confirmability, transferability, and dependability were examined according to the Lincoln, & Guba
(1985), model. To achieve dependability, ten experts were asked, using three forms, to evaluate the extent to which
the findings related to the intended content by calculating the content validity index (CVI).
Findings

The demographic characteristics of the participants with maximum variation ranged in age from 15 to 42 years,
education level from elementary to doctorate, relationship duration from 1 week to 3 years and 3 months, marital
status single or separated, and love trauma questionnaire score from 20 to 27. The findings indicated that the
developmental antecedents of distress resulting from romantic breakup comprised 15 subcategories, 3 categories,
and 1 theme. These categories were: family relationship turmoil (chronic tension in relationships among family
members; parental separation or divorce; witnessing parental infidelity; disrupted relationship with the parent of
the opposite sex); maladaptive parenting patterns (persistent blaming; perfectionism; conditional affection;
insufficient attention and affection; excessive imposition of restrictions; lack of adequate restriction and
supervision; pattern of threat and abandonment; pampering; favoritism among children); and sexual psychological
harm (sexual abuse; early exposure to sexual concepts). Family relationship turmoil refers to unhealthy and
harmful interaction patterns among family members during developmental years which, by creating distorted
images of relationships, undermine the foundations of forming future relational models. Maladaptive parenting
patterns include inefficient behavioral styles of primary caregivers in childhood that, by disrupting attachment
processes, self-concept, and emotional regulation, weaken the developmental foundations of relationship
management. Moreover, sexual psychological harm focuses on developmental experiences related to sexual
boundaries that, through violent or premature violation of physical and psychological borders, leave profound
consequences on the formation of sexual identity and intimacy patterns. The degree of correspondence of each
subcategory with documentation, the alignment of each subcategory with its category, and the alignment of each
category with the theme, as measured by the Content Validity Index (CVI), were evaluated by ten experts and
found to be 0.80 or higher, exceeding the critical CVI value of 0.78; therefore, the correspondence of all
subcategories with documentation, the alignment of all subcategories with categories, and the alignment of each
category with the theme were confirmed. The final diagram of the developmental antecedents of distress resulting
from romantic breakup, derived from qualitative interviews, is presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 2. Developmental Antecedents of Distress Resulting from Romantic Breakup
Conclusion
Many psychoanalytic-derived studies consider the formation of personality and human identity to result from
childhood experiences (Reuben et al., 2019). In the study by Chen et al. (2017), abusive and contradictory



Y R0 9 Ml (riimo ). A Cand I U by 3 Sodioj it 53T

relationships in childhood predicted negative health outcomes across the lifespan, and emotionally safe and
meaningful relationships in childhood correlated with health in adulthood. Empirical studies by Jamshidian Naeini
et al. (2024) and Dindoost et al. (2023) have identified unresolved parent—child relationships and impaired family
functioning as contributing factors to romantic breakup-related distress. Likewise, Xia et al. (2018) reported that
family climate and parenting practices shape the development of romantic relationships in adulthood. Consistent
with Dinero et al. (2008) and River et al. (2022), the quality of the parent—child relationship within the family of
origin significantly influences later romantic functioning: children of divorced parents are at a significantly higher
risk of marital dissatisfaction, reduced commitment, and even divorce compared to peers (Amato & DeBoer, 2001;
Uggla, 2025). Among the limitations of the study is that data were based on participants’ retrospective accounts;
therefore, the possibility of recall bias and reinterpretation of experiences exists. The qualitative method and
Purposeful sampling with maximum variation limit the generalizability of the findings; the findings reflect the
perspectives of participants in the examined sample and may differ in other populations. Furthermore, the cross-
sectional study design does not allow definitive causal inference; for investigating causal relationships,
longitudinal or comparative studies are recommended. Finally, it is suggested that a more comprehensive model
of the etiology of romantic breakup be developed. It is also recommended that a process-based model of the
developmental Antecedents in the etiology of romantic breakup be studied, such that the relative position of each
factor within this process model is specified. Moreover, developing a measurement instrument based on the
developmental antecedents identified in the present study—to assess the predisposition to post-breakup distress—
represents a promising avenue for applied research. The creation of an intervention package grounded in these
developmental antecedents for use by clinical practitioners and parent-education programs, aimed at reducing
clinical symptoms following romantic breakup and enhancing preventive interventions, is also recommended.
Keywords: developmental antecedents, etiology, love trauma, qualitative content analysis, romantic breakup
Ethical Considerations

In the present study, ethical considerations such as confidentiality of information, informed consent, and
voluntary participation were taken into account. Furthermore, the present research protocol, with the identifier
IR.QOM.REC.1404.013, has been approved by the Ethics Committee of Qom University.
Acknowledgments and Funding

This article is derived from the first author’s doctoral dissertation in psychology at the Research Institute of
Hawzah and University. Appreciation is extended to all participants in this study. The present research received
no financial support.
Conflict of Interest

According to the authors’ declaration, this article has no conflict of interest.



