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The end of a romantic relationship or the dissolution of a marriage is a profoundly impactful life event, 
eliciting a wide range of emotional responses and psychological challenges. This article explores the 
art of letting go, drawing on psychological theories and evidence-based literature to understand the 
mechanisms and strategies that facilitate emotional recovery and personal growth. Key psychological 
perspectives include Kübler-Ross's stages of grief, Bowlby's attachment theory, and the impact of 
psychological distress on mental health. Cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) and Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy (ACT) are highlighted as effective therapeutic approaches, alongside 
mindfulness practices for emotional regulation. The role of social support and the importance of 
rebuilding social networks are discussed, with evidence indicating that strong social connections and 
professional counselling can significantly aid in recovery. Personal growth and resilience, including 
post-traumatic growth, self-reflection, and identity reconstruction, are emphasized as crucial aspects of 
moving forward. Practical strategies such as establishing boundaries, creating new routines, and seeking 
closure are outlined. The article also considers cultural and individual differences in coping with 
relationship dissolution. By leveraging these insights, individuals can navigate the complex process of 
letting go, ultimately achieving emotional recovery and personal transformation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The end of a romantic relationship or the 
dissolution of a marriage is a profoundly 
impactful life event that can elicit a wide range 
of emotional responses and psychological 
challenges. The process of letting go and 
moving forward, often termed as "relationship 
dissolution," involves significant emotional 
labor and psychological adjustment. This 
article explores the art of letting go, drawing on 
psychological theories and evidence-based 
literature to understand the mechanisms and 
strategies that facilitate emotional recovery and 
personal growth after the end of a romantic 
relationship or divorce. 

Understanding the Psychological Impact of 
Relationship Dissolution 

Emotional Responses to Relationship 
Dissolution: The breakup of a romantic 
relationship typically   triggers   a   cascade   of  
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emotional responses, including grief, sadness, 
anger, relief, and confusion. According to 
Kübler-Ross’s model, individuals often go 
through stages of grief-denial, anger, 
bargaining, depression, and acceptance - 
though not necessarily in a linear fashion.1 

These stages help contextualize the emotional 
turmoil experienced during the end of a 
significant relationship. A longitudinal study by 
Sbarra et al.2 examined the emotional trajectory 
of individuals following a breakup, revealing 
that the most intense emotional distress occurs 
shortly after the separation but tends to decrease 
significantly within six months. they highlights 
the temporal nature of emotional recovery, 
underscores the importance of patience and 
self-compassion during this period. 

Attachment Theory: Attachment theory, 
originally developed by John Bowlby and later 
expanded   by   Mary   Ainsworth,   provides  a 

Corresponding Author:  

Dr. Arif Ali, Associate Professor, Department of 
Psychiatric Social Work, Institute of Human 
Behaviour and Allied Sciences (IHBAS), New 
Delhi, 110095. Email: arifalipsw@gmail.com 

 

 EDITORIAL    

ABSTRACT 

How to Cite the Article: Singh A, Ali A. 
Mastering the art of letting go: Psychological 
pathways to recovery after breakups or divorce. 
Indian J Psychiatr Soc Work 2023;14(2):49-52. 



Singh & Ali: Mastering the Art of Letting Go 

Indian Journal of Psychiatric Social Work, 2023;14(2):49-52                                 50 

framework for understanding the impact of 
relationship dissolution.3 According to 
attachment theory, the bonds formed in 
romantic relationships mirror the attachment 
patterns established in early childhood with 
primary caregivers. Individuals with secure 
attachment styles tend to navigate relationship 
endings with more resilience, whereas those 
with anxious or avoidant attachment styles may 
experience heightened distress and difficulty 
letting go. A meta-analysis by Feeney and 
Monin4 supports this view, indicating that 
individuals with secure attachment styles report 
lower levels of post-breakup distress and higher 
levels of post-traumatic growth compared to 
those with insecure attachment styles. These 
findings suggest that attachment styles 
significantly influence how individuals cope 
with relationship dissolution and highlight the 
importance of fostering secure attachments. 

Psychological Distress and Mental Health: 
Research indicates that the end of a romantic 
relationship can lead to significant 
psychological distress, manifesting as 
depression, anxiety, and a decline in overall 
well-being. The loss of a partner often results in 
feelings of rejection and lowered self-esteem, 
which can contribute to mental health 
challenges. A study by Sbarra and Emery5 
found that individuals who experienced recent 
romantic breakups were at a higher risk for 
major depressive episodes, particularly if they 
had a history of depression. Furthermore, the 
stress associated with divorce has been linked 
to increased physiological stress responses, 
such as elevated cortisol levels, which can have 
detrimental effects on physical health.6 
Understanding these emotional and 
psychological responses is crucial for 
developing effective coping strategies. 

Cognitive and Behavioural Approaches to 
Letting Go 

Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy: Cognitive-
behavioural therapy (CBT) is a widely used 
approach that can be highly effective in helping 
individuals cope with the end of a relationship. 
CBT focuses on identifying and modifying 
negative thought patterns and behaviors that 
contribute to emotional distress. For example, 
cognitive restructuring techniques can help 
individuals challenge irrational beliefs about 
self-worth and the permanence of their pain, 
fostering a more balanced perspective. A 

randomized controlled trial by Cohen et al.7 
demonstrated the efficacy of CBT in reducing 
symptoms of depression and anxiety in 
individuals who had recently experienced a 
romantic breakup. Participants who received 
CBT reported significant improvements in 
mood and overall functioning compared to 
those who received only supportive therapy. 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy: 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) 
emphasizes the importance of accepting one’s 
emotional experiences rather than attempting to 
avoid or suppress them. ACT encourages 
individuals to engage in values-based actions 
and mindfulness practices, which can help them 
let go of past relationships and build a fulfilling 
life independent of their former partner. A study 
by Hayes et al. 8 found that ACT was effective 
in reducing psychological distress and 
increasing psychological flexibility in 
individuals dealing with romantic relationship 
dissolution. Participants who underwent ACT 
reported higher levels of acceptance and 
commitment to personal values, which 
facilitated their emotional recovery. 

Mindfulness and Emotional Regulation: 
Mindfulness practices, such as meditation and 
mindful breathing, have been shown to improve 
emotional regulation and reduce symptoms of 
depression and anxiety following relationship 
dissolution. Mindfulness helps individuals stay 
present, reducing rumination over past events 
and promoting acceptance of the present 
moment. A study by Keng et al. 9 found that 
mindfulness-based interventions significantly 
reduced emotional distress in individuals who 
had recently experienced a breakup. 
Participants reported decreased levels of 
rumination and increased emotional clarity, 
highlighting the effectiveness of mindfulness 
practices in fostering emotional recovery. 

Social Support and Interpersonal Strategies 

The Role of Social Support: Social support is 
a critical factor in the process of letting go after 
a romantic relationship ends. Friends, family, 
and support groups provide emotional comfort, 
practical assistance, and a sense of belonging, 
all of which can buffer against the negative 
effects of relationship dissolution. The quality 
of social support, including the ability to 
communicate openly and receive empathetic 
responses, is crucial for effective coping. A 
study by Cohen and Wills10 found that 
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individuals with strong social support networks 
experienced less emotional distress and better 
overall well-being following relationship 
dissolution. This underscores the importance of 
cultivating and maintaining supportive 
relationships during times of emotional 
upheaval. 

Rebuilding Social Networks: The loss of a 
partner often necessitates the reconfiguration of 
one’s social network. This can be particularly 
challenging in the case of divorce, where 
mutual friends may become divided. 
Rebuilding and expanding social connections 
can provide new sources of support and 
opportunities for social engagement, which are 
important for emotional recovery. Research by 
Sprecher et al. 11 indicates that individuals who 
actively sought to expand their social networks 
after a breakup experienced greater emotional 
recovery and reported higher levels of life 
satisfaction. Engaging in new social activities 
and forming new friendships can help 
individuals move forward and build a fulfilling 
post-relationship life. 

Professional Support  

Therapy and Counselling: Professional 
support from therapists and counsellors can 
provide structured guidance and a safe space for 
individuals to process their emotions and 
develop coping strategies. Therapists trained in 
relationship and grief counselling can offer 
specialized interventions that address the 
unique challenges of relationship dissolution. A 
study by Wallerstein and Blakeslee 12 

highlighted the long-term benefits of 
therapeutic intervention for individuals going 
through divorce. Participants who received 
therapy reported better emotional adjustment, 
improved co-parenting relationships, and a 
more positive outlook on their future. 

Personal Growth and Resilience 

Post-Traumatic Growth: While relationship 
dissolution can be a source of significant 
distress, it can also lead to personal growth and 
increased resilience, a phenomenon known as 
post-traumatic growth (PTG). PTG involves 
positive psychological changes that occur as a 
result of struggling with highly challenging life 
circumstances. Individuals may develop a 
greater appreciation for life, enhanced personal 
strength, improved relationships, and a deeper 
sense of purpose. A study by Tedeschi and 
Calhoun 13 found that individuals who 

experienced significant personal growth 
following a traumatic event, such as divorce, 
reported higher levels of life satisfaction and 
well-being. This suggests that the process of 
overcoming adversity can lead to profound 
personal transformation. 

Self-Reflection and Self-Improvement: The 
end of a relationship provides an opportunity 
for self-reflection and personal improvement. 
Engaging in introspective practices such as 
journaling or therapy can help individuals 
understand their patterns in relationships, 
identify areas for personal growth, and set goals 
for the future. This process can lead to a 
stronger sense of self and better preparedness 
for future relationships. A study by Pennebaker 
14 found that expressive writing about the 
breakup experience helped individuals process 
their emotions and gain insights into their 
relationship patterns. Participants who engaged 
in regular journaling reported lower levels of 
distress and greater emotional clarity. 

Building a New Identity: One of the key tasks 
in letting go of a past relationship is the 
reconstruction of one’s identity. This involves 
redefining oneself outside the context of the 
former relationship and discovering new roles, 
interests, and passions. Identity reconstruction 
can be facilitated by engaging in new activities, 
pursuing personal interests, and setting new life 
goals. Research by Slotter et al. 15 suggests that 
individuals who actively work on building a 
new identity following a breakup experience 
greater emotional recovery and resilience. This 
process helps individuals establish a sense of 
autonomy and self-worth independent of their 
former partner. 

Practical Strategies for Letting Go 

Establishing Boundaries: Setting clear 
boundaries with a former partner is crucial for 
emotional recovery. This may involve limiting 
contact, avoiding social media interactions, and 
refraining from discussions about past 
relationship. Establishing boundaries helps 
individuals create the necessary emotional 
space to heal and move forward. A study by 
McCullough et al. 16 found that individuals who 
implemented clear boundaries with their ex-
partners reported lower levels of emotional 
distress and greater progress in their recovery. 

Creating New Routines: Developing new 
routines and engaging in activities that promote 
well-being can help individuals rebuild their 
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lives after a breakup. This includes establishing 
healthy habits such as regular exercise, 
pursuing hobbies, and engaging in social 
activities. New routines provide structure and a 
sense of purpose, which are important for 
emotional recovery. A study by Lucas 17 found 
that individuals who adopted new routines and 
engaged in regular physical activity reported 
lower levels of depression and anxiety 
following relationship dissolution. 

Seeking Closure: Seeking closure, whether 
through a final conversation with a former 
partner or through personal reflection, can help 
individuals make sense of the relationship and 
its end. Closure provides a sense of finality and 
helps individuals let go of lingering emotions. 
A study by Boelen and van den Bout 18 found 
that individuals who achieved a sense of closure 
after a breakup experienced less prolonged 
grief and greater emotional recovery. This 
suggests that closure is an important step in the 
healing process. 

CONCLUSION 

The process of letting go after breakup of a 
romantic relationship or divorce is complex and 
multifaceted, involving emotional, cognitive, 
and social adjustments. By understanding the 
psychological impact of relationship 
dissolution and employing evidence-based 
strategies for recovery, individuals can navigate 
this challenging life event and emerge stronger 
and more resilient. The insights provided by 
psychological theories and therapeutic 
approaches, coupled with practical strategies 
for letting go, offer a comprehensive roadmap 
for achieving emotional recovery and personal 
growth. Ultimately, the art of letting go is not 
just about moving on from the past, but about 
embracing the future with hope and renewed 
purpose. 
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