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Abstract
The following preliminary study aimed to gain a deeper understanding of the process of
experiencing and overcoming regret caused by the termination of a romantic relationship. This
was executed through a Constructivist Grounded Theory approach, making the participants
experts on the topic of how regret is defined in relation to romantic relationship breakups and
how regret can be overcome. There were five participants who took part in one-on-one
interviews that were then coded and compared to find overall themes within their stories. It was
found that overcoming regret requires personal growth which can be reached through hitting
three markers of progression: (1) self-care (physical focus); (2) understanding (cognitive focus),
and (3) acceptance (emotional focus). Other areas that stood out included the variable of time
and the concept of “ultimate low” moments. While there is very little research done on regret in
romantic relationships, this could be a useful steppingstone towards its solid foundation.
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Overcoming Regret Through Personal Growth 1

Introduction
While regret is a phenomenon experienced by all human beings, figuring out how to
move past it and/or overcome it is a daunting task for many, particularly in the realm of romantic
relationship break ups (Cupach et al., 2011). Regret is not a new topic in the world of research
and can be seen in multiple lines of exploration such as business models (Kahneman & Tversky,
1982), general decision making (Connolly & Zeelenberg, 2002), buyers’ remorse (Rosenzweig &
Gilovich, 2012), and understanding personality types (Cheek & Schwartz, 2016). These studies
focus on issues such as scenarios that make regret more likely (Beike, Markman & Karadogan,
2009), who experiences regret more often (Huang & Zeelenberg, 2012), methods to avoid regret
(Boninger, Gleicher & Strathman, 1994) and so on. One issue that appears to be overlooked time
and time again is the experience or process of overcoming or moving past the experience of
regret. This is compounded by a top-down approach to defining regret which privileges the
researcher’s perceptions of the phenomenon rather than that of the individuals who are
experiencing regret. This study aims to explore what it means to regret the termination of a
romantic relationship and what actions can be made to overcome or move past it.
Defining Regret
One of the initial challenges when comparing academic works involving regret is its
definition. While some are more popular than others, there is still no set definition of regret that
can be applied to various situations. Take, for example, these two commonly used dictionary
definitions of regret: 1) “sorrow aroused by circumstances beyond one’s control or power to
repair; an expression of distressing emotions” (Merriam Webster, 2019) and 2) “a feeling of
sadness, repentance or disappointment over an occurrence or something that one has done or
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failed to do” (Oxford University Press, 2019). One speaks of a very specific emotion (i.e.,
sorrow) caused by an inability to act while the other lists multiple emotions caused by one’s
decision to act or not. One speaks of the lack of control over a situation while the other focuses
about a feeling due to a choice made. While both definitions may be considered correct, their
separate meanings could lead to completely different assumptions depending on the context. For
example, if one definition was used to study post-purchase regret, the researcher and/or
participants may have a different understanding of regret than if the other definition was used. To
put it into context, imagine a scenario where participants of a study are asked to describe a
situation where they felt regret in relation to toaster shopping. If given the first definition of
regret, participants would describe feeling sorrow or distressing emotions due to not being able
to buy a toaster with no way to try again later. On the other hand, with the second definition
participants would describe sadness, repentance or disappointment due to having bought or not
bought a toaster. In both situations, “regret” in relation to toaster shopping would be described
but two different stories would emerge.
Regret is studied by researchers in multiple fields such as economics, psychology,
medicine, and business (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). In order for this research to be
generalizable (as its quantitative nature suggests it should be), operationalizing the definition of
regret is no small matter. Landman (1987) points out that the definition of regret has to be widereaching enough to be able to describe the many different areas of study it can be used in but it
also has to be limited in a way that separates it from similarly related terms. Initially in
psychology there was a heavy emphasis on regret being a product of solely cognition. Festinger
and Walster (1964) explained post-decisional regret as the outcome of being unable to justify
having made a choice with the desire to change one’s mind and choose an alternative option.
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Landman (1987) challenged this viewpoint. He argued that regret is also a very personal
evaluation involving mental distress which is often compared to other feelings and emotions.
This suggests that it is an experience that cannot be calculated using reason alone. With this in
mind, researchers shifted towards an understanding of regret as a combination of cognition and
emotion (Landman, 1987). Rather than it being one or the other, regret is described as a mixture
of both cognition and emotion working at the same time. One of the most influential perspectives
on regret concurred with this assessment. Kahneman and Tversky (1982) viewed regret as a type
of frustration that is created when a person realizes he or she could have gotten a better outcome
than what they have if they had acted differently. Their definition, created through the
observation of hypothetical business transactions, has been a foundational piece for further work
in regret research in many areas of study.
Ultimately, Zeelenberg and Pieters’ (2007) interpretation of past research and further
examples has allowed for more of a general consensus. They refuted the idea of regret as a basic
emotion due to its lack of accompanied facial expressions and the fact that infants do not show
signs of regret. They suggested that young children are unable to feel regret because they have
not yet developed the higher cognitive structures required to understand the possibility of a better
alternative to one's outcome. Based on this reasoning, they explain regret as a complex emotion
that requires developed cognition for understanding one's own situation and the possibility of
better alternatives (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007).
The definition of regret has transformed substantially in a short period of time; it has
been defined as a cognition, the brain’s response to reconsidering a previously made decision.
Then regret became a combination of both cognition and emotion in action; in realizing that an
alternative option would have been a better choice, people are immediately filled with frustration
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and this combination of thought and feeling was then labelled regret. In comparison, Zeelenberg
and Pieters’ (2007) definition of a cognitive-emotion requires an individual to have a certain
level of understanding of their situation in order to have an emotional realization that is regret.
All of these changes in the span of nearly thirty years have resulted in a multi-modal
understanding of regret and have influenced how we view it in modern day.
Factors that Predispose People to Experiencing Regret
The ways in which regret has been studied and understood in modern day is all thanks to
foundational social psychological theories and concepts that have been applied to a variety of
usually hypothetical “regret after decision making” scenarios. One of these prominent concepts
was Leon Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954). One group of individuals
who are highly prone to engaging in this kind of social comparison are those with maximizationfocused personality types, also referred to as “Maximizers” (Kokkoris, 2018). Festinger’s (1962)
Cognitive Dissonance Theory also informs people’s experiences of regret while Connolly and
Zeelenberg’s (2002) Decision Justification Theory expands on Festinger’s cognitive dissonance
work. These are the building blocks of regret research and its exploration could not have gotten
where it is today without them.
Social Comparison & Maximization
Social psychologist Leon Festinger had a great deal of influence on the understanding of
regret after decision making through his theories of social comparison and cognitive dissonance
(Festinger, 1954; Festinger 1962). Festinger (1954) introduced Social Comparison Theory to
explain people’s innate tendency to compare themselves to others. When unsure if one’s
opinions or abilities are up to expected standards, people will compare themselves to others to
address these uncertainties. This has to do with the pressures of social influence as well as a
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person’s natural competitive behaviour to reach similar or higher heights in comparison to those
around them. People have a drive to evaluate themselves on a social and personal level so they
compare their situation to those of others as well as what society expects of them to determine
their own worth (Festinger, 1954). For instance, a person might look at their house, comparing it
to other people’s houses and what society says is adequate for size, shape, colour before deciding
if their house is ‘good enough’. While social comparison theory was not used for regret research
at the time of its introduction, many researchers later found it to be a key in understanding the
experiences of people who are dealing with regret. For example, it was suggested that people
who are focused on the unrealistic desire of always having the best of a scenario, also known as
‘maximizer’ personality types, engage in constant social comparison to ensure that they are in
fact getting the perfection they feel they deserve (Cheek & Schwartz, 2016). Vahedi Moakhar,
Shafigh, Zerafat, and Sohae (2018) also found that the more a person compares their situation to
those of other people, the more regret they feel for the choices they have made.
The Influence of Maximization.
Having the personality type of a maximizer creates noticeable differences in regret in
comparison to a satisficer personality type. A maximizer is a person that always wants the best
out of every scenario and spends a lot of time and energy comparing options. It is always
troublesome making a decision and second guessing happens frequently. This means that even
after a decision is finally made, there is a high chance that a maximizer is going to look back at
that decision, question if the right choice was made and/or compare that decision to other
possibilities. All in all, the chance of regret is high in these situations. A satisficer, which is often
used in comparison to a maximizer, does not deal with such difficulties. Instead of spending so
much time and effort comparing every possibility, a satisficer is able to make a decision based on
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what is good enough at the time and be happy with it. There is no trouble moving forward and no
second guessing. This theorizing is supported by Kokkoris (2018) who found that as consumers,
satisficers are content with extrinsic life goals but are also alright with intrinsic ones as well
while maximizers only aim for more intrinsic life goals. Intrinsic life goals are goals within
themselves such as eating a meal because you are hungry. Extrinsic life goals are means to
reaching other goals such as eating a meal to broaden your knowledge about different foods. It is
suggested that maximizers prefer intrinsic life goals since they prefer to do activities that focus
more on the self and their own benefit as well as activities that give the individual the best of
every experience (Kokkoris, 2018).
A two-component model of maximization was developed in an attempt to better
understand the process maximizers use and how it can affect their decision making. (Cheek &
Schwartz, 2016). The first component of the model suggests that maximizers have a goal of
getting the best choice possible. This is a defining characteristic of a maximizer; it is not high
standards that defines them (seeing that anyone can have high standards and still settle), but
rather their intense inclination to have the absolute best of the best. The second component has to
do with constant searching. Maximizers not only seek alternatives for what they have but are also
continually comparing them and this combination of looking and pursuing is key to maximizing.
It has been suggested that maximizers face more regret in decision making because of their
constant social comparisons (Cheek & Schwartz, 2016). With this model giving so much insight
to the way a maximizer may think, having higher levels of regret are very probable. They spend
a great deal of time trying to make the best decision they possibly can but even once a decision is
made, the search for and comparison of alternatives can cause immediate regret for one’s
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choices. This suggests an unrealistic belief that one not only deserves but can also obtain
something better than what one has.
These beliefs are mirrored in the Social Exchange Theory of intimate relationships as
well wherein a person may have a high comparison level and a high comparison level for
alternatives (Thibault & Kelley, 1959 as cited in Miller, 2018). Miller (2018) describes
comparison levels as something people believe they are entitled to due to outcomes in the past.
Depending on what a person’s past relationships were like, they may expect the same or (always
in a maximizer’s perspective) an even better future relationship. A comparison level for
alternatives is used to determine if there are any alternatives to a person’s relationship that would
be more rewarding than the one they have at the moment (Miller, 2018). A maximizer will
always look for these alternatives since they are never satisfied unless they have “the best”.
Researchers Huang and Zeelenberg (2012) created a hypothetical scenario to observe the
differences in regret of maximizers and satisficers. They told participants that due to a decision
they had made, they had won a sum of money of a certain value but that they ‘won’ less money
than the overall possible winnings. With an expectation of how much they won, some
participants were later told they actually won more than expected (but still not the most they
could have won) while some won less than expected. Participants with a satisficer personality
had reactions that were to be expected; when actual winnings were higher than expected, less
regret was experienced and when actual winnings were the same or lower than expected, more
regret was experienced. The fact that they could have won more money only affected the
satisficers when they received less than expected. Maximizers, on the other hand, had completely
different results; no matter the level of expectation for monetary winnings, they were always
faced with an intense amount of regret. Maximizers are so set on having the best possibility that
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the fact they did not receive the maximum amount was all they could focus on. Huang and
Zeelenberg (2012) also gave the same hypothetical scenario to a group of participants but
additionally told them that their friend had won the highest possible winnings. Maximizers
continued to have high experiences of regret, so it was proposed that the use of social
comparison simply adds to the intensity of regret a person experiences (Huang & Zeelenberg,
2012).
Research supporting the influence of social comparison and maximization has been
conducted by Vahedi Moakhar and colleagues (2018). They found that the more a person
compares their decision to someone else’s, the more regret they face. They also explained that
when a person strives for perfection in their decision making, they are more likely to regret their
choice due to high and unreasonable expectations. It is easy to see how maximization can play
into regret including its frequency and intensity. This is such an important aspect that Zeelenberg
and Pieters (2007) recognize it in their Regret Regulation Theory 1.0, stating that the way people
individually experience regret is associated with their inclination to maximize and compare
alternatives. Research supports the idea of a positive correlation between how much a person
experiences regret and the extent to which they attempt to maximize their circumstances.
Cognitive Dissonance
The emergence of Cognitive Dissonance Theory was also a leap forward in terms of
understanding regret in relation to decision making. Festinger first introduced the concept of
dissonance at a symposium on cognition in 1955 but did not release the official theory on
cognitive dissonance until the year 1957. In a later volume defining his theory, Festinger (1962)
explained cognitive dissonance by laying out a simple scenario: a person takes time weighing the
good and bad qualities of two options. Although the person picks the choice they think is best,
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there is still a sense that the alternative option had good qualities while the chosen option had
bad qualities. The person experiences cognitive dissonance for feeling that he or she has chosen
an option that has some bad qualities and left an alternative option that had some good qualities.
This is a very unsettling physiological feeling that people are motivated to try to eliminate.
Festinger (1962) suggested two ways in which a person might act in order to diminish this
dissonance: 1) The person could either attempt to view the good qualities of the alternative
option as not so good or 2) the person could try to further justify what makes the chosen option
so much better than the alternative. In further research, Festinger and Walster (1964) determined
what could be considered a third possibility defined as a failure to diminish dissonance after
making a decision. When individuals were given the choice to change their mind after choosing
one option over the other, a significant number of participants (62%) changed their mind and
chose the alternative. This failure to justify one’s decision and instead overturn the choice was
referred to as post-decisional regret (Festinger & Walster, 1964).
The focus on justification as a tool for reducing cognitive dissonance continued however.
For example, advised by Festinger himself, Brehm (1956) verified that participants were able to
lower dissonance by raising the attractiveness of a chosen option and decreasing the
attractiveness of an alternative option. In the same study, Brehm discovered that the more
positive or attractive an alternative appeared, the more dissonance was experienced.
In later years, Decision Justification Theory was developed by Connolly and Zeelenberg
(2002) to understand the use of justification in preventing or lessening a person’s feelings of
regret. They identified two concepts that contribute to regret in decision making; 1) regret
requires a comparative assessment of what a person chose with the alternative options as well
as/or 2) a sense of self-blame for making an unfavourable decision. Not every event involving
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the experience of regret requires both concepts, but there is always at least one associated. If a
person is unable to properly justify why he or she made one choice over another, there are more
feelings of self-blame which leads to more regret (Connolly & Zeelenberg, 2002).
It is important to note that while Festinger’s contributions to regret were large and
influential, when speaking of regret he viewed it as solely cognition designed to reduce a
physiological experience of tension such as a ‘knot in the stomach’. This was most likely
influenced by the desire for Psychology to be cognitively based but this view inhibited the way
regret could be defined and thus understood in broader contexts. This is a good example of what
has made regret so hard to characterize; well-known researchers like Festinger have emphasized
regret as a cognitive aspect while belittling the possibility of psychodynamic explanations
(Landman, 1987). Downplaying such accounts could cause important conclusions on the subject
to be overlooked. As contemporary research has shown, regret is believed to involve more than
just cognition (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007).
Factors Impacting the Experience of Regret
Efforts have also been made to explain the process of coming to the point of regret.
Interestingly, there are several common theories and factors that influence the likelihood of
regret occurring and its potential impact including action versus inaction, lost opportunities, lack
of closure, counterfactual thinking, and self-efficacy.
Action Versus Inaction
The impact of regret and its connection to a person’s action or inaction has been
examined by several researchers. Gilovich and Medvec (1994), for example, observed a temporal
component to the experience of regret. They conducted five studies which clearly suggested that
short-term regret is highly associated with an action while inactions often result in more long-
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term regret. Research suggests that inactions generate such deeper long term regret due to a
sense of unknowing and incompleteness (Gilovich & Medvec, 1994). In other words, inaction is
a ‘could have been’ or ‘should have done’ with a potentially infinite array of alternative endings
that will always remain undetermined, indeed “they are bounded only by the imagination”
(Gilovich & Medvec, 1994, p.363). This suggests that individuals assume any alternative option
would have resulted in a more positive outcome than the one they chose which is very similar to
a bias in probability estimates (Weinstein, 1980). It is easy to see how inaction could cause
negative emotions in people as they reflect on a regretted situation: because they did not act, they
will forever wonder what could have happened if they did, and they assume the alternative
outcome would have been positive.
This is also potentially linked to rumination, which is deep and constant thinking about
how one has not reached a goal. Cupach, Spitzberg, Bolingbroke and Tellitocci (2011) explain
that having not reached a goal can harm a person’s self-worth and thus cause increasing
rumination over time until the goal is either completed or eventually discarded. Having taken
action, the person would be left with little to no question as the outcome is directly known while
those who failed to act could ruminate indefinitely about the possibilities. This is not to say that
regret associated with action is necessarily any better however. Whenever a person regrets an
action they have made, it may affect them for a shorter period of time but the intensity may be
much greater (Gilovich & Medvec, 1994).
Differences in regret through action and inaction continued to be a common theme in
other areas of research such as “buyers’ remorse” in the business literature. Rosenzweig and
Gilovich (2012) found that people felt regret in relation to action when purchasing material items
while regret in relation to inaction was caused when people did not purchase an experience such
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as travelling or choosing to do nothing rather than something. Both action and inaction may be
able to cause regret, but the length of time for which the regretful situation would be
remembered and impact the individual’s life are significantly different.
Trying to justify an action versus justifying inaction is also quite different. Regret
Regulation Theory 1.0 was developed by Zeelenberg and Pieters (2007) through careful
reviewing of regret research. It consists of nine propositions of what defines regret such as its
cognitive-emotional properties, its use of comparison and different kinds of regret people face.
There is also a list of suggested decision-focused, attention-focused and feeling-focused methods
people may use, helpful or not, in an effort to diminish the effects of regret. An important takeaway from this theory is an emphasis on the idea that the occurrence of emotions governs
behaviour. It also states that regret can be caused by the choice to act or not act and that
justification for a decision can reduce regret. It is common to hear someone justify why they did
something but it cannot be so easy to justify doing nothing (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007).
Opportunity and Closure
This approach to justification shares commonalities with the Zeigarnik effect, the idea
that something left incomplete is more easily remembered and recalled compared to something
that is complete or finished (Gilovich & Medvec, 1994). An action may be considered more
complete than an inaction because it involves physically starting and finishing something. At
least in deciding to do something, a choice was made deliberately and with some level of
certainty. It is easy to find closure in a regrettable situation if you can compare your action to
simply not acting. Comparing an inaction to all of the possible actions that could have taken
place though is a much more difficult cognitive task, making closure harder to come by. An
inaction is thus brought to mind more often and harder to forget or “get over” due to lacking this
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sense of closure. It may be very hard not to regret what you consider to be a bad decision on your
part if it is constantly brought to mind.
It stands to reason then that the amount of opportunity to make change a person is faced
with can drastically affect the amount of regret they experience. The lost opportunity principle
(Beike, Markman & Karadogan, 2009) was created in juxtaposition to the future opportunity
formulation created by Rose and Summerville (2005). The lost opportunity principle focuses on
outcomes which could have been avoided or stopped at the time they took place but which is no
longer possible at the existing time. In other words, a person goes from having a strong chance of
executing an action to having little to no opportunity to act. Beike et al. (2009) found that people
who were unable to overlook a lost opportunity and find closure felt a greater intensity of regret.
They suggested that this increase was due to the feeling of a once possible opportunity no longer
being attainable. This makes sense given the importance people ascribe to the expectations they
have created. Having the belief that you yourself could have prevented an opportunity from
being ripped away could cause a sense of hopelessness towards the future opportunities (Beike et
al., 2009). This suggests the importance of reversibility in dealing with regret. In essence, the
more likely it is that an event cannot be changed or reversed, the more regret is felt (Vahedi
Moakhar, et al., 2018). When people experience or even imagine experiencing a circumstance
that gives them closure however, they feel less regret and have an easier time moving forward in
comparison to people who did not get that closure (Schwörer, Krott, & Oettingen, 2019).
Counterfactual Thinking
When actual closure is not possible, many people engage in counterfactual thinking to
deal with their regret. Counterfactual thinking is the act of creating and comparing alternative
options or scenarios to what a person has ended up with. Indeed, Huang and Zeelenberg (2012)
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consider regret to be a counterfactual emotion, meaning in order to experience regret the mind
first has to look back to process what happened and compare it to what could have happened in
that same scenario. Similarly, Boninger et al (1994) used the term counterfactual affect to
describe the combined feelings of blame and regret that people experience due to the use of
counterfactual thinking. Boninger et al (1994) found that participants in their study felt more
counterfactual affect when they attempted to use counterfactual thinking to change an
unfavorable event rather than leave it as it was. Focusing more on the future though with an
understanding that ‘what is done is done’, helped people to use less counterfactual thinking and
suffer less from its effects. Huang and Zeelenberg (2012) found that it is only when
circumstances are below expectations that a person starts going through the motions of
counterfactual thinking. If a situation goes better than expected, there is no need to use
counterfactual thinking and thus the feeling of regret is prevented.
The use of counterfactual thinking has also been studied extensively in business-related
models to attempt to understand regret through consumers’ eyes. Rosenzweig and Gilovich
(2012) looked at the difference between a singular item (something that is unique and one of a
kind) and an item that is interchangeable (something that is one of many and is able to be easily
replaced by other things). They found that singular items are most often experiential while
interchangeable items are usually material. For example, when given the choice to make an
experiential purchase such as buying a concert ticket, participants felt less regret when making
the decision to buy it. On the other hand, when given the choice to make a material purchase
such as an iPod shuffle, participants more often regretted their decision to buy it. (Rosenzweig &
Gilovich, 2012). This demonstrated how purchasing interchangeable items allows for more
counterfactual thinking and thus more regret from the buyer.

14

Overcoming Regret Through Personal Growth 15
Self-efficacy
Research has shown that having or not having self-efficacy, the confidence or belief in
one’s own ability to achieve something, can lead to different outcomes when it comes to
regretting a decision. People who have decided to end a relationship often have higher selfefficacy as well as a strong belief that they can repair the relationship if they were to choose to in
comparison to those who are broken up with (Cupach et al., 2011). There is definitely no sign of
regret, with total confidence in one’s decision. It is however possible to have self-efficacy if the
individual wants to reverse the breakup and get back together with their partner. Here selfefficacy is present to a degree at which the individual believes the relationship can be fixed along
with varying amounts of rumination from trying to work out what went wrong. In comparison it
has been found that the less self-efficacy a person has, the more regret they will face in decision
making (Vahedi Moakhar, 2018). If someone lacks confidence in their ability to make proper
decisions, this could explain why they are more likely to regret them.
Regret in Context: Romantic Relationships
When it comes to regret research specifically focusing on romantic relationships, there is
little to be found. The overall focus has been on sexual regret (Fisher, Worth, Garcia & Meredith,
2012), people’s feelings towards losing out on a romantic relationship and their efforts to restore
what has been lost (Cupach et al., 2011), and the influence of singlehood on people regretting
having terminated relationships (Senkans, McEwan, Skues and Ogloff, 2016). Although
important to the research, it is very evident that regret in relationships is an area of study that has
not yet been adequately explored.
Sexual Regret
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When it comes to regret, sex is a common theme in the existing research. Casual sex,
hookups, one-night stands etc… are all occurrences that are commonly related to regret. Fisher et
al (2012) refer to these as uncommitted sexual encounters involving vaginal, anal or oral sexual
acts that have been performed only once with an individual or that have been performed with an
individual the person has known for less than a day. Research suggests such encounters are
considered normal in college and university settings, yet there is quite a wide distribution of
feelings associated with it, ranging from satisfaction, happiness, and excitement to confusion,
discomfort, and regret or disappointment (Paul & Hayes, 2002). Regret in these situations is
more common when the quality of the sexual encounter is low, when the individuals taking part
are more intoxicated and for men in particular, if there was a lack of physical attraction (Fisher et
al., 2012). Focusing specifically on women, Eshbaugh and Gute (2008) conducted a study with
all female students at a United States university to consider the relationship between hookups
and sexual regret. More than three quarters of participants stated they held regrets due to their
sexual history, showing that while hookups are a very common occurrence, they still hold a
significant opportunity for regret.
Relating back to the concept of action versus inaction, Bendixen, et al (2017) found that
men in the United States and Norway felt more regret towards turning down opportunities
involving casual sex while women more often regretted taking part in casual sex. They suggested
that women may experience greater regret when taking part in any casual sex act because they
have more at stake than men. In the case of an accidental pregnancy for example, the woman
could be left with all of the parental obligations or face possible physical and/or psychological
burdens if she decides to end the pregnancy. This same study found that people who favoured
long term relationships were less likely to experience regret when turning down casual sex but
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more likely to regret when taking part in it (Bendixen et al., 2017). While the “why” of this was
not directly addressed, this was most likely due to the difference between restricted and
unrestricted sociosexual orientations; People with an unrestricted sociosexual orientation are
more willing to engage in sexual activities outside of a committed relationship while people with
a restricted sociosexual orientation prefer having relationships and a sense of closeness when
engaging in sexual activities with someone. People with a more restricted sociosexual orientation
then are more likely to regret casual sex as it is not something they are very comfortable doing in
the first place.
Relational Goal Pursuit Theory
In terms of relationship-based regret, researchers have explored a person’s desire to
restore a terminated relationship using a modified version of the Relational Goal Pursuit Theory
(Cupach et al, 2011). While this theory has been applied to past research to explain stalking
(Cupach, Spitzberg, & Carson, 2000), Relational Goal Pursuit Theory instead used it to address
relationship pursuit more generally. Relational Goal Pursuit Theory explains a relationship as a
goal to obtain and someone who is a persistent relationship pursuer views the importance of this
goal as though it is vital to overall life happiness (Cupach et al., 2011). I would argue that the
importance of attaining this goal could cause a great deal of regret if a relationship were to not
succeed. A person may start to regret all of the decisions that lead up to the relationship
termination but, as Relational Goal Pursuit Theory explains, if they are a persistent relationship
pursuer, they will continue to believe they can make the relationship work. They will constantly
ruminate and experience strong negative feelings towards the relationship termination yet
rationalize this behaviour, believing it is necessary to fix the relationship (Cupach et al., 2011).
This could also be observed through the lens of a growth orientation in terms of implicit theories
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of relationships (Knee, 1998). An individual with a growth belief thinks any good romantic
relationship can withstand hardships as long as there is enough effort put in to work through
them (Knee, 1998). A terminated relationship could then deeply affect someone with a belief in
growth. That person would find it difficult to come to terms with the breakup, thinking they just
need to put more time and effort into it. Knee (1998) found that those who believed in growth,
compared to those who held a fixed theory, were more likely to oppose the termination of their
ended relationship, thinking nothing was overly wrong with it. This denial could lead to a
constant cycle of thinking ‘I can fix it; I just need to work harder’ and thus continuous suffering
could occur for the individual as well as their ex-partner.
Singlehood
When it comes to working through the regret that results from a terminated relationship,
being single does not make things easier. Senkans, McEwan, Skues and Ogloff (2016) created a
Relational Rumination Questionnaire which measured areas such as loneliness,
abandonment/rejection and break up while also incorporating different forms of rumination.
They found that in comparison to participants who were in a relationship, single people had
higher scores on everything including the three listed types of rumination: romantic
preoccupation, relationship uncertainty, and break up rumination. They suggested that people
who are single have a harder time getting over a past relationship in comparison to those who
found someone new and there is most likely an influence from society which views singlehood
as inherently negative (Senkans et al., 2016). Vahedi Moakhar and colleagues (2018) research
supporting a link between rumination and regret suggests that people in relationships may not
deal with factors related to regret since their attention is able to be focused on someone new that
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can fulfill their needs. A single individual though may be impacted by society’s influence and
focus on the fact that he or she is alone for some reason.
Another distinction to being single can be observed in a study by Boelen and Van (2010)
where they used a revised version of the Inventory of Complicated Grief by replacing references
of death with those of a romantic break up. This measured levels of grief from break ups as well
as the extent to which people felt their self-identity involved their ex-partner. It was found that
people who remained single after their most recent break up felt more breakup related grief than
others and felt more interconnectedness between themselves and their ex-partner (Boelen & Van,
2010). In certain circumstances such as having one’s partner terminate your relationship, grief
may be the primary emotion underpinning regret. People grieve losses and if someone believes
they have lost a relationship, that most likely involves feelings of responsibility for the decisions
that led to its termination. This is not to suggest that people in new relationships have not had
bad experiences, but perhaps compared to someone single, they have not had the same time,
attention or reason to acknowledge that loss, take responsibility, and feel that regret.
Limitations in the Existing Regret Research
While it may appear that the journey taken to understand regret has been moving forward
for some time now, that really is not the case. If anything, this journey has been moving
sideways, with researchers choosing definitions that best fit their interests and then plugging
them into different, often hypothetical scenarios. This has included areas such as business
models (Kahneman & Tversky, 1982), general decision making (Connolly & Zeelenberg, 2002),
buyer’s remorse (Rosenzweig & Gilovich, 2012), understanding personality types (Cheek &
Schwartz, 2016) and studying relationship dissolution (Cupach et al., 2011). Each gives their
participants a very cognitively-driven model of regret that fails to reconcile the emotional
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experiences of regret. Arguably, possible emotional aspects of regret are harder to engage with,
leading the overall understanding of regret to be misinterpreted before it can even be explored. I
suggest this limited perspective on defining and examining regret is taking away from the
experience of participants and thus researchers have been missing the mark they are aiming for.
While some have started to acknowledge emotion in the definition of regret (Landman, 1987;
Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007; Huang & Zeelenberg, 2012), it is still very much unexplored and is
its links to cognition are lacking in the research field.
While some prominent definitions exist, those who developed them (Kahneman &
Tversky, 1982; Festinger & Walster, 1964; Landman, 1987; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007) had
used as their sources primarily analyses of existing quantitative research studies. This could be
due to the contemporaneous belief that noteworthy psychological work must use the top-down,
scientific method rather than subjective, qualitative approaches even though the latter could give
more in depth results. This type of top-down processing automatically starts with the researcher’s
knowledge of the existing literature and its perspectives, which in this context leaves little to no
space for participants to share if they agree or disagree with the researcher’s definition of regret.
On the other hand, bottom up processing involves the researcher drawing conclusions based the
perspectives of the participants’ themselves. This means that previous researchers have been
trying to explain a complex phenomenon without really understanding how it is understood and
experienced from the perspective of those who are living with regret. In addition, to date the
issue of regret has not been examined from the perspective of recovery and the steps or process
through which people emerge from or overcome their experiences of regret.
While it may come as a surprise at first, the previous studies presented clearly show that
there is a considerable lack of research into regret and romantic relationships. As mentioned
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above, the bulk of research involving regret is focused on areas that have little or nothing to do
with people and relationships, let alone romantic ones. While each area of research is relevant for
regret in those specific scenarios, regret in relation to romantic relationships involves a greater
amount of depth. When including another person, not to mention someone you hold strong
feelings towards, the stakes are much higher than choosing whether or not to attend a concert or
buying a toaster. Some may consider research done on sexual regret to be a step in the right
direction but, once again, the absence of emotion avoids examining the telling ways people
experience regret. In the sexual regret studies, there is no emotional connection between the
individuals involved (Fisher et al., 2012) and it can be assumed that those feelings of regret do
not have the same intensity that comes with losing a loved one through a breakup. There is a
very straightforward message to take from this: regret in relation to losing a romantic partner
involves more than disappointment than a one-night stand and is not as simple as deciding what
to do when you have engaged in the impulse purchase of a toaster.
Another gap in the existing research is a lack of attention on the process of actually
overcoming regret. More often there are studies on what causes regret (Connolly & Zeelenberg,
2002) what makes regret more intense (Rosenzweig & Gilovich, 2012), and what makes regret
last longer (Gilovich & Medvec, 1994). There are some suggestions for ridding oneself of regret
such as Festinger’s (1962) cognitive dissonance reduction strategies but even so, this concept
may be too simplistic when trying to work through the complexity of a dissolved relationship
and the many emotional layers that come with it. This leaves research on overcoming regret to be
minimal at best and yet everyone experiences regret at one point or another. It is necessary then
to explore this avenue of research and try to understand how regret can be overcome when
avoiding or minimizing it is not an option.
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There is much to be learned from research that has been done on regret. For example,
there is a huge absence in recognizing participants’ understandings of regret which right from the
get-go can influence how regret is interpreted. Constantly there is a lack of emotion when
defining regret and uses of quantitative research methods make the experience of regret hard to
engage with. It is also evident that current studies on regret, while the only available
steppingstones as of present, cannot be used to comprehend regret in connection to the ending of
a romantic relationship. In order to gain this understanding, it is necessary to execute a
completely separate examination of regret due to the termination of romantic relationships. This
is something that needs to be addressed seeing how relationship termination is very common and
the foundations of relationship regret should not have to be based off of studies on post purchase
regret. It is is also necessary to recognize how to overcome regret; while studies focus on ways
to stay away from regret, that is not always an option and people cannot live in their regret
forever. The purpose of this study therefore is to gain a better understanding of how regret due to
the termination of a romantic relationship is defined by those who have experienced it and start
undercovering the approaches people use to overcome that regret successfully.
Methods
Participants
Five people participated in this study, four of which were female and one male. All
participants lived in Canada at the time interviews were conducted, they all discussed
heterosexual relationships and ranged in age from early twenties to sixties. All participants stated
to have experienced regret after the termination of a romantic relationship and had felt they had
overcome/moved past that regret. Interview times varied between participants leading some
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participants to having more material to give thus they are quoted more often than others.
Pseudonyms are used throughout to protect participants’ anonymity.
“Megan” is a young woman in her early thirties who is currently in a new romantic
relationship. She described the aftermath of her breaking off her relationship of ten years, one
year of which she spent married to her partner. She terminated her relationship three years ago.
Her interview lasted for approximately 35 minutes.
“Hailey” is a young woman in her mid-twenties who is currently single and recounted her
experience of breaking up with her long-term boyfriend. Her interview also took around 35
minutes.
“Peter” is a young man in his early twenties who is currently single and shared his
experience of being broken up with by his long-term girlfriend. His interview lasted for 35
minutes.
“Samantha” is in her mid-forties and shared her experience of breaking up with her
husband of sixteen years. Her interview lasted just about 30 minutes and her relationship
termination took place two years ago.
“Victoria” is an older professional woman who has spent the last 13 years single after her
husband of eighteen years ended their marriage. Her interview took approximately 75 minutes.
Data Collection Procedure
Before any data collection took place, this study was reviewed and approved by the
University of Prince Edward Island Research Ethics Board (For letter of approval refer to
Appendix A). Participants were recruited through the electronic distribution of posters that
outlined the aim of study and were presented on public Facebook sites. The only requirements
for participation were that the individuals had experienced regret after the termination of a
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romantic relationship (regardless of who had ended the relationship) and felt they had
overcome/moved past that regret. People interested in participating were invited to reach out to
the primary investigator through the email provided on the poster. Those interested were sent an
electronic copy of a consent form and a participant invitation/information letter which explained
in detail the importance of this study, the requirements of participation, the questions that would
be discussed, how an individual could participate and confidentiality and anonymity
specifications such as the following: participation was completely voluntary and individuals
could stop their participation at any time without penalty; any identifying information collected
would remain confidential; and a summary of the study’s findings could be emailed to interested
participants that provided their contact information.
Once participants gave their written consent, each participant took part in a one on one
semi-structured interview with myself, the primary investigator, which lasted anywhere from 30
to 75 minutes. All interviews were conducted over video conferencing (Zoom) and were video
recorded for later transcribing and coding. Once interviews were transcribed, each participant
was given a pseudonym in an attempt to keep as much anonymity as possible. Given my
constructivist grounded theory approach, questions asked during interviews were designed to
allow participants to share their full experience of feeling and working through the regret caused
by their terminated romantic relationship. Questions touched on the change of feelings over time,
how regret could be overcome and what might inhibit someone from moving past regret in a
romantic relationship. For the complete list of interview questions please refer to Appendix B.
Analysis Strategy
Constructivist Grounded Theory
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I used constructivist grounded theory as a guide through every step of this research
process. A constructivist perspective assumes that people compose the realities that they are a
part of. This method gives priority to the phenomenon being studied within the context in which
it occurs for a full understanding (Charmaz, 2006). The term ‘grounded theory’ also
demonstrates the researcher’s role in developing theory from the use of detailed analysis of given
data. There can be a constant interaction with the researcher and the participants even deep into
the analyzing process as the researcher goes back and forth over the data. Since the definition of
regret is still very unexplored with various ideas of what it means, constructivist grounded theory
gives lots of room for input from participants. Through being interviewed they were able to be
considered experts in the subject of regret after the termination of a romantic relationship. This
combination of the participants’ shared viewpoint and the researcher’s active pattern seeking is
what will induce overall themes and thus findings in the study.
Analysis Process
There are several steps to the coding process in constructivist grounded theory that work
to help the researcher define what is happening in the data and to attempt to understand its
meaning. In contrast to quantitative approaches where codes are predetermined and then
subjected to statistical analysis, in constructivist grounded theory codes emerge from the data as
the researcher interprets it using constant comparison within and between interview transcripts
(Charmaz, 2006). Systematic analysis of the data in this study therefore consisted of initial,
focused and theoretical coding as each step of data collection was completed (Charmaz, 2015).
The first phase of the analysis is referred to as initial coding. This requires a very open
mind as the researcher does a close, line by line reading of the data to create codes and find ideas
for further data collection. There is also the use of constant comparative methods at each level of

25

Overcoming Regret Through Personal Growth 26
the analysis between different sets of data as well as between codes from the same data sets. The
next phase of coding is focused coding which involves taking the more significant and recurrent
codes from the first phase to guide a deeper examination of the current data and subsequent data
collection (Charmaz, 2006). The last phase in analyzing is theoretical coding. Here the researcher
identifies connections between categories that were created through focused coding and works
on creating tentative theories that explain the patterns in these categories. While initial coding
separates data into individual codes with their own meanings, these last coding steps compare all
of the codes together to create overarching themes and subthemes. Once major themes and
subthemes emerge, these are presented as the findings of the study. In normal circumstances,
data collection would only end when the researcher believes to have reached theoretical
saturation or the point at which gathering more data about a theoretical category no longer yields
further insights into the emerging grounded theory. Due to time restraints and the fact that this is
a preliminary study, saturation may not have been reached but major themes were still found.
Findings
As you can see from Figure 1, there were many commonalities between the experiences
of these five very different individuals. These include an “ultimate low” which ended the
relationship, definitions of regret, a second “ultimate low” that sparked the personal growthbased recovery process. This process involved moving from an increased focus on self-care, to
cognitive understanding of the events and emotions, and finally progressing toward an emotional
acceptance of the new reality based on a positive view of the future.

26

Overcoming Regret Through Personal Growth 27

27

Overcoming Regret Through Personal Growth 28

The “Ultimate Low #1: Regret Begins”
Each of my participants noted that the person who broke off the relationship (either
themselves or their partner) experienced an “ultimate low” in their life which fueled the
realization that they needed to end their relationship. For some this was a slow slide into the
realization to end the relationship or a single sparking event, within or even in their life outside
the relationship, which brought them to this conclusion.
Three out of five participants (Megan, Hailey and Samantha) broke up with their partners
and they each experienced an ultimate low to some extent. Hailey experienced a single sparking
moment that led to her breaking off her relationship. She shared, “I was going through a difficult
time in my life and he was like a big crutch to me”. After seeing her partner very distraught from
trying to help her through her hardship she came to the conclusion to end things; “I didn’t feel
that was fair for me to put him in that position and put my stuff on him”. Megan also described
her experience, “I got to a point where I had a lot of things going in my life that weren’t okay.
My career, um uh my married life, my heart was broken, my soul was broken, I wasn’t happy in
any way, shape or form”. With this single sparking realization of her unhappiness, Megan came
to the conclusion, “Um so at the time, the regret that I felt about ending things um won over the
regret that I would have if I hadn’t ended things”. For Samantha it was a slow slide out of the
relationship; while staying with her partner for a number of years knowing the relationship
would eventually end, she started noticing more unhappiness through her taking part in certain
activities: “I would over eat or I would drink or I would cheat on him and it was just a way of
kind of deflecting or putting my pain sort of in another area you know or turning it physical or
making it whatever”.
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The remaining twoparticipants (Peter and Victoria) were broken up with and while they
themselves did not experience an ultimate low leading up to the breakup, there were telling signs
that partners did. While Peter did not share anything specific on his ex-partner’s low period, he
did explain her struggle within the relationship. He described his ex-partner as being very
insecure and having trust issues that made her so upset, she ended up terminating the relationship
in a quick, sparking moment. Victoria’s partner also had a sparking moment that led to ending
their marriage. She could tell he was acting differently for a while, but it was not until a few days
after their wedding anniversary that he admitted he no longer wanted to be married. While this
shocked her at first she realized later on how unhappy he was with his life. For example, she
described how he was not where he wanted to be with his career; “he was miserable because he
wasn’t making progress so that didn’t help”. Even after they were separated, she would notice
something off; “You know when someone is really actively miserable? Just the way that they’re
standing, you can tell; just the tension and so on and that’s what I responded to and felt”. More
importantly for my purpose, both Peter and Victoria experienced regret at the moment of
breakup, their ultimate low..
An important takeaway from this is that even though some participants did the breaking
up while some were broken up with and even though some relationships were slow slides while
others were sparking moments, they shared this one commonality; an ultimate low of some sort
took place in each story and is what ultimately led to each relationship’s end and the beginning
of their experience of regret.
Regret Defined
In order to more fully understand how each participant experienced and were able to
overcome regret, it was necessary to first understand what regret meant to them. Articulating
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their definition of regret was challenging for all five participants. The feelings of regret from
those who broke off their relationships focused on doubt in one’s decision whether that be the
timing, reasoning or way the breakup played out. For example, Megan did not wish to go back to
the relationship, but she did share being scared thinking she would never have another chance at
love, “Um I felt that I’d never find love, like being in love[…]”. Hailey shared thoughts she
would normally deal with; “also, I’ll kind of get that wave of man I wish I appreciated it more at
the time and um I wish it ended differently or I wonder what it would be like if it didn’t end at
all. Like that definitely had come up”. Samantha also looked at her second guessed her decision,
“I wonder what it would be like if I had stayed, wonder even now what it would be like if I went
back um today, tomorrow or I even contemplate twenty years from now. You know?”. On the
other hand, those who were broken up with dealt with feelings of shock and denial. Peter spoke
about his inability to take in what had happened after the breakup:
“I was talking to her and I couldn’t get over how I felt because I didn’t let myself
process it. I was saying to myself, ‘I should be good for her, I should improve, I should
try to do this’ and I was only thinking about her, I never actually thought about myself
on it”.
Victoria also described the breakup in general as “coming out of left field” as she did not expect
it at the time. She shared her response to her relationship ending saying, “That was one of the
most powerful and painful parts of the experience because I had no clue. Didn’t know what I’d
done wrong, didn’t know how to fix it”.
Regardless of the role they played though, each participant’s story of regret involved a
focus on the past, engaging in blame, wishing to change one’s decision and feeling as though
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there was unfinished business. Victoria was able to explain regret as an experience of focusing
on the past in manner so vivid and relatable that I decided to name the title of this study after it:
“[...] to me regret always feels like you’re trying to drive while looking in the rear-view
mirror [...] Because you’re focused on the past. It’s like, what did I have? How did I lose
it? Can I get it back?”.
Most of the participants described in some way regret as being connected to the past. Peter said,
“well for me right now it’s a longing of what was in the past and wish you could have done
things differently”. Hailey talked a great deal about looking back at how the breakup unfolded
and wishing she could go back in time to communicate her feelings better;
“Like I I didn’t even use words. I remember just seeing him and he just looked at me and
he knew what was happening and we didn’t even exchange words and it was like really
heart breaking because we kind of like hugged and that was it”.
Victoria explained regret to her is constantly looking back and wondering what she did wrong or
telling herself, “if only I had done this”. For Megan, the relationships between regret and the past
had to do with reliving a part of her childhood. She realized she had been repeating history by
having a partner that had similar personal issues to that of a family member.
Experiences of blame went hand in hand with distinguishing regret from other emotions. There
was often a belief in times of regret that the individual did something to cause the breakup so
then they felt there must be a way to “fix it”. Victoria explained, “there was that sense of regret
while a lot of it has to do with apportioning blame to me because regret doesn’t feel like it
applies to other people and the idea that somehow it’s still fixable”. Peter also found himself at
fault for everything involving his breakup.
“I blamed myself in every sense of the word. I never tried to actually think of it outside
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the box. I would keep saying, “I messed up, it’s my fault, I did everything wrong, I
should have been so much better than I was”
While Samantha did not talk about blaming herself, she did mention her what she believes her
ex-partner’s feelings towards the breakup are; “I think he knows that he has a big part of blame
in it, but I wish he understood that it wasn’t all his fault”.
When defining regret Hailey also shared, “So in that particular relationship, I know when
I look back on it, I feel like it’s almost unfinished. Or like there’s waves that I’ve gone through
that makes it feel like it’s unfinished”. While she was the only participant to say this outright,
there was an overall sense from others that this was the case for them as well.
Regret was also described as strongly wishing to have made different decisions.
Samantha who, as stated earlier on, had broken off her relationship with her partner stated,
“So, it’s not the whole process, it’s not the whole relationship. It’s when it comes down
to the decision point; ‘should I have not done that?’, ‘should I have stayed instead?’”.
The “Ultimate Low #2: I Can’t Live Like This Anymore”
After the breakups took place and regret settled into their lives, participants appeared to
have experienced a second “ultimate low”, separate from the first. This low was in response
specifically to the regret of the relationship termination. Both those who did the breaking up and
those who were broken up with talked about reaching a rock bottom period of time when they
realized they did not want to live in the misery of their regret anymore. From this point on,
participants began to take the steps needed to climb out of the pit of regret they had dug
themselves into.
Considering once more the three participants who ended their relationships, their second
ultimate low involved dealing with the negative repercussions of their decision. Hailey described
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her experience this way, “I almost liked sitting in that depression like the self-destructive, feeling
sorry for yourself kind of attitude which I definitely think like hindered that process”. Megan’s
experience also involved powerful emotions,
“Um feeling like I ended it because I had to, so I felt selfish. I felt like I failed in some
aspects. Um like a lot of people were disappointed in me. [...]Um I felt a lot of despair at
the time because I felt like, oh my god I just lost nine years of my life”.
Samantha described crying for days over causing other people pain through the breakup but,
“[...]over time I started to let go of some of that and recognize that there was healing to come
through those feelings of pain for other people”.
The participants that who broken up with (Peter and Victoria) experienced their second
ultimate low as more feelings of shock and denial. Peter dealt with a combination of events that
led to his ultimate low; along with the breakup he lost his home (he had lived with his partner’s
family), and the position at his job. He described how he dealt with everything,
“It was literally no joke; I’d be like eating my junk food and you know I hate to say it but
it’s almost the stereotype you know. Eating on the couch, watching like sad movies
basically. I blamed myself in every sense of the word”.
It was only when he realized he was allowed to feel the way he did and not everything from the
breakup was on him, he was able to start moving forward. While unable to pinpoint her exact
ultimate low there was a key period of time when Victoria experience reoccurring negative
emotions. She explains, “I cried- God I cried so much. I thought ugh this is never ever ever- this
is the worst thing. And I couldn’t see a way to move past it and I was devastated”. What ended
up helping Victoria to realize how she felt and how she could feel better was when her ex-partner
(whom she had been in constant dialogue with since the initial breakup) ignored her suddenly;
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“[..]he refused to speak to me for two weeks and all of a sudden, I felt better and I went
‘…oh. So, he’s what’s been making me feel so lousy!’. That was really important
because that meant that I started to get a little bit of a perspective on my regret.”
Overcoming Regret: Personal Growth
Once this second ultimate low emerged, participants were able to begin their journey
down the road to recovering from their regret. Overall the major theme taken away from this
preliminary study is focused on the development of personal growth which ultimately leads to
overcoming regret (see Figure 1). While their experiences of regret were not identical, all of
these participants followed a common path of progression from experiencing regret to “moving
on” or “overcoming” regret. All five participants described a process of personal growth which
progressed through and was scaffolded by three key areas: (1) Self-care, (2) Understanding, and
(3) Acceptance. It is important to understand that these are not steps or stages that an individual
will spend a certain allotted time at, rather they are disproportional pieces of a progression that
will vary depending on the individual. It is also common for the individual to move back and
forth between these three areas constantly until they have thoroughly overcome their regret. In
the end however, these three areas emerged for all five participants in the order presented here.
Self-care
In order to work towards overcoming regret caused by the termination of a romantic
relationship my participants indicated there must first be a shift in focus towards the self as well
as welcoming support from others, such as friends, family, colleagues or counsellors. Focusing
on the self involved participants turning their attention inwards and listening to their physical
bodies and what they needed. Examples of focusing on the self included going to the gym,
practicing yoga, horseback riding, going on vacation, and spending time with loved ones. Peter
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shared, “I was in good shape and then I let myself go [after the breakup]. So, I started going to
the gym and I started playing lacrosse again as much as I could”. For Hailey it was about putting
time towards mindful activities; “I think one of the things that helped me would be like yoga,
meditation and all that”. She explained that turn upward started with being more mindful and
focusing on gratitude rather than self-destruction. Victoria, talking about her experience with
horse riding explains, “the riding was physically very good for me, intellectually very good for
me, and emotionally very good for me”. These activities involving a focus on the self were a
crucial component to their self-care.
Support from others included important people being there for the participant financially
in times of hardship (often stemming from the breakup), offering moral support, and keeping
participants from focusing on negative ways of thinking. For example, Victoria explained, “I had
huge amounts of support[...] I think that was something that was critical. It was absolutely key”.
While important in self-care, support from others did not need to be extremely intensive
or “hands on”. Megan described, “I had to do all of that work myself [...] but the people around
me [...] they were there to catch me when I fell. Or to just- just being there, just knowing that
they loved me no matter what”. Hailey supports this concept as well stating, “I mean the process,
like the internal struggle I had, that was all individual” and later adding, “so indirectly, people
helped me um but I did experience it individually I’d say”. Samantha also explains how while
she reached out for support from others, she realized no one would understand her situation other
than her so she worked through it individually with that understanding.
Peter shared his thoughts on the consequences of not having that support system; “Like, I
wanna say initially you need the support system because if you don’t have it, you’re going to get
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crushed, you’re going to force yourself to go into that dark spot of I messed up so bad, I’m a
loser, I deserve this”.
Before being able to work through the areas of understanding and acceptance in the
progression of personal growth, a certain level of self-care is required which, once again,
depends on the individual and their situation. As observed in each participant, they experienced a
period of time full of mostly pain and shock and a struggle to grasp the changes that went on
around them. Without that time to regroup oneself, grasp the knowledge that you are not alone,
and understand that you have the strength to continue on your own with backup if needed, you
risk the chance of falling back into the pit of regret. Without taking care of the physical self, it
can be a challenge to work through the more cognitively and emotionally dynamic areas of
progression.
Understanding
While support from other people is of great importance in restoring an individual’s
physical health, participants have pointed out that rationally and reasonably working through
regret can only happen on an individual level. This second area of progression has a greater
cognitive emphasis as it requires a high degree of reflection and consideration of how and why
certain actions and emotions took place. It involves participants realizing that getting over regret
has nothing to do with “fixing” anything; it has to do with understanding that they can only
control themselves and how they handle situations that come up in their life.
Participants were able to engage in such mindsets through outputs such as journaling, meditation,
as well as simply taking time to address reoccurring emotions and feelings. Methods such as the
above listed gave participants the tools to rationally interpret their roles and reasonings in their
part of the breakup. For example, explaining how she felt about breaking up with her partner
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Samantha said that while it was “easily the hardest thing I’ve ever done”, there is a solid
understanding that neither partner could have grown individually if that relationship had
continued. She explains this stating, “I think I’m more self-sufficient now” and ““he’s a better
parent now than he was before”.
Understanding was also uncovered when examining how each individual reacted during
the breakup. For example, when Hailey realized the significance of her emotions: “That was the
first relationship [...] I didn’t really think about my decisions before I made them. I kind of did
stuff out of emotion”. Peter also expressed his understanding of the roles each partner tried to
play with little luck saying, “we were kids trying to be adults”. All of these examples display
how participants were able to take a step back and fully grasp their role during and after their
relationship terminations.
In order to progress to any type of acceptance in overcoming regret, it has been
demonstrated in this preliminary study that an individual must reach a certain level of
understanding about themselves and their role in their breakup and the regret that followed. As
stated earlier, it is still possible to move throughout the three progressions of this process but in
order to fully overcome regret by reaching complete acceptance, participants have shown that a
certain degree of understanding (which varies with each individual) is essential.
Acceptance
Through the findings of this preliminary study, it is suggested that this last portion of
progressing through personal growth is the ultimate requirement for overcoming regret.
Participants who reached this step were able to not only understand their situation cognitively but
most importantly they were able to grasp their new reality and let go of their regret on a deeper,
more emotional level. Participants that appeared to experience full acceptance gave telling signs
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such as the manner at which they were able to talk about their past relationship; rather than
blaming oneself over events related to the breakup, the participant was able to shift to taking full
responsibility for their part in it. They also demonstrate a clear shift from being focused on the
past to being focused on the present and future. There is a realization that there is no need to live
in the past where the terminated relationship is. Another key sign of full acceptance is the shift
from wanting to fix or change what has happened to recognizing that what has happened is over
with and accepting the current circumstances.
Acceptance can be observed where participants clearly express their being alright with
the relationship being over and looking forward to the future rather than looking back at the past.
For example, Megan stated, “It’s done. It’s over, it’s finished, there’s nothing I can do about it
now [...] and I’m okay with that”. This shows acceptance at the fullest length with no need to go
back to the past. Peter explains how he is, “Accepting that it did happen. My feelings were kind
of real but it’s time to move forward”, while also later wishing his ex-partner the best of luck in
the future. From Hailey who blamed herself for ending a relationship that at first she did not
think needed to end, she reached a realization: “[...] ultimately like I do know that I needed to
end it at the time so that I could learn from that because that regret I guess did help me
understand that hey you can let people help you, you can let people in”.
With a combination of these three markers of progression towards personal growth, the
participants of my study were able to overcome the regret they had been experiencing from the
termination of a romantic relationship. While support is still necessary in many ways, this
process is very much individual and internal. Personal growth is not wanting to fix something
when you cannot and thinking you are a failure because of it but rather understanding that you
cannot control another person’s thoughts, feelings and behaviours.
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The Variable of Time
With this being a model of awakening, it is important to note that every participant spent
very different periods of time reaching that state of full understanding and acceptance. Getting
over regret ranged from a few months for a couple participants to one year, four years to even
around ten years. With every individual experiencing different kinds of regret with different
reasonings for feeling that regret, the role time played for each participant varied. Experiencing a
slow slide or single sparking moment can again be used for a better explanation. For example,
some participants spent a great deal of time (slow slide) in the process of understanding. Victoria
noted, “it just took a very long time for my new life to grow up in such a way that the regret of
the old life couldn’t spoil it or distort it”. Meanwhile due to a significant health crisis within the
family (single sparking moment), Megan was able to jump to acceptance fairly quickly saying,
“Nothing else mattered including the feelings I had about ending that relationship. It was like, all
hands on deck for mom and nothing else mattered. And I truly mean that, all those feelings just
went away”. Others felt that age and the time of their life they were at played a huge role in
timing. For example, Hailey shared, “I only seriously started getting into that [self-care] years
after the relationship ended. [...] I think it did take a lot longer then, just because I was younger,
and I almost liked sitting in that depression like the self-destructive, feeling sorry for yourself
kind of attitude which I definitely think like hindered that process”. No matter what the
circumstances, time was a common variable for every participant and it played a different part
for each of them depending on various factors. What is certain is that in these five people’s
experiences, overcoming regret was not something that could be rushed or forced and some
participants required significantly more time than others to achieve full acceptance and overcome
their regret.
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Discussion
This was a preliminary study that focused on understanding how five individuals were
able to overcome the regret they experienced due to the termination of a romantic relationship.
While their experiences of arriving at this state of regret varied somewhat, all five participants
demonstrated a common process of personal growth through the development of three areas:
Self-care, Understanding and Acceptance. Self-care required varying degrees of support of
others as well as a shift of focus onto the self. Understanding has to do with the participant
rationally and reasonably knowing how and why they acted and felt certain ways during the
breakup. Lastly, acceptance is when participants are able to make a shift from blaming
themselves to being able to take responsibility for their actions. There is no longer a need to “fix”
what has happened but rather accept things for the way they are and look forward to a bright
future past the terminated relationship.
How does this relate to previous research on regret more generally? When describing
how they experienced regret, all participants were able to give some sort of example of
comparing their current situation with if the breakup did not occur and varying degrees of selfblame for what happened which reflects the premise of Connolly and Zeelenberg’s (2002)
Decision Justification Theory; when a person is unable to justify their action/role in a situation, a
combination of comparing and self-blame leads to feelings of regret. There was also a constant in
defining regret in ways that involve both cognition and emotion which reflects Zeelenberg and
Pieters’ (2007) definition from their Regret Regulation Theory 1.0. Also mirroring this theory,
participants experienced regret due to acting or not acting during a situation.
Another interesting finding was the combination of cognition and emotion required to
overcome regret. Landman (1987) suggested the importance of cognition (understanding) in
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order to feel emotion (acceptance) of regret, so while he was focused on defining regret, it
appears that our participants’ experiences support his ideas. This can be seen in their scaffolding
acceptance (emotional) on a fuller understanding (cognition) of both the relationship termination
and their response to it.
My participants also appear to have experienced counterfactual thinking which caused
both regret and blame, thus suggesting support for Boninger et al’s (1994) term “counterfactual
affect” as appropriate for this area of research. An example of this can be observed with Peter; he
explained how he would think about what he could have done differently before the breakup
which quickly led to blaming himself for everything that went wrong in the relationship. This
constant overthinking and blame intensified the regret he felt over his relationship termination.
When explaining decisions for terminating her relationship, Megan explained that the
regret she felt for not doing it would have been higher than her regret for ending the relationship.
Samantha also shared that she knew if she did not end her relationship neither her or her partner
at the time could have grown individually. She knows now that if she did not end the
relationship, she would have regretted that more than actually going through with the breakup.
These two comparisons of an action causing short-term regret while an inaction would cause
long term regret supports Gilovich and Medvec’s (1994) temporal pattern to the experience of
regret.
While my participants recounted experiences of regret and recovery which suggest
support for several of the theories studied in general regret research, there were concepts that
were not found in these “regret after relationship termination” narratives. This suggests that
while the concepts from studies focused on business models (Kahneman & Tversky, 1982),
general decision making (Connolly & Zeelenberg, 2002), buyer’s remorse (Rosenzweig &
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Gilovich, 2012) and sexual regret (Paul & Hayes, 2002) properly illustrate regret in their own
specific scenarios, they are not a good enough foundation for understanding overcoming regret
from a terminated romantic relationship. Something as intense and complicated as losing a
cherished relationship cannot be understood through taking a survey or telling participants how
they can avoid or lessen their regret by following a step by step formula. There is so much to be
explored in terms of regret and relationships, specifically with romantic relationship termination,
and perhaps this exploratory study is the first step in that direction.
Limitations & Future Research
While a great deal of information was obtained throughout the duration of this
preliminary study, it is important to acknowledge the small number of individuals who
participated. While very much aware that five participants are likely not enough to reach
theoretical saturation, I believe it cannot be a coincidence that there were so many similarities
concerning the road to recovery from regret experienced by such a diverse group of people. It
will be important to collect more qualitative data in order to better understand the process of
overcoming regret due to the termination of a romantic relationship and refine/expand the model
proposed here. It is however a solid starting point for a research topic full of potential.
With this study being the first of its kind in comparison to the already existing literature,
there are still many questions surrounding it to be explored. I believe we need to learn more
about how people who do the breaking up experience regret differently from those that are
broken up with. The link between regret and guilt also needs attention to more fully
understanding recovery from a painful relationship breakup.
Conclusion
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My five participants suggest that their experiences of getting over regret caused by the
termination of a romantic relationship had little to do with the partner or relationship itself but
was all about the individual and how they personally grew from the experience. For them,
overcoming regret was an internal process that required a certain degree of support from others.
It was a shift within the individual that replaces assigning blame with a willingness to take
appropriate responsibility for their situation. They no longer experience a sense of helplessness,
hopelessness and desire to “fix” things; instead there is a knowledge that one can take control
and make decisions about what every individual has power over, the self. This is not so much a
deliberate action but more a process of awakening. This is not to say that the experience is
always pleasant, but it does lead to personal growth and a greater understanding of what the self
can endure.
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Appendix A
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PARTICIPANT INVITATION AND INFORMATION LETTER EMAIL
(will be posted on Facebook)
You are invited to participate in a research project on "Regret in Romantic Relationships”
conducted by Raena Parent under the supervision of Dr. Stacey MacKinnon (Department of
Psychology; University of Prince Edward Island).
Why is this research important? Regret is a normal part of human relationships. Experiencing
regret when a relationship ends can be a painful, but not insurmountable process which can lead
to personal growth. The purpose of this study is to better understand how regret is experienced in
relation to a terminated romantic relationship including the thoughts and feelings associated with
that regret as well as understand how people manage to overcome those regrets. While the study
of regret takes place in multiple fields of research such as business models (Kahneman &
Tversky, 1982), general decision making (Connolly & Zeelenberg, 2002), buyer’s remorse
(Rosenzweig & Gilovich, 2012), understanding personality types (Cheek & Schwartz, 2016) and
studying relationship dissolution (Cupach, Spitzberg, Bolingbroke & Tellitocci, 2011), the
definition of regret itself continues to be shaped by the researchers rather than attempting to
define it through the eyes of their participants. Therefore, it is necessary to ask participants
taking part in research how they conceptualize regret and how it affects them specifically. Only
then can research move towards a common understanding of what defines regret after
relationship termination has occurred and fully grasp how someone can move past regret.
What are the requirements for participating? These 30-60 minute one on one interviews are
designed to explore how a person can overcome regret after the termination of a romantic
relationship. The only requirement for participation is that the individuals have experienced
regret after the termination of a romantic relationship (regardless of who ended the relationship)
and who now feel they have overcome/moved past that regret.
What will we be discussing? Specifically, we are interested in: 1) How you experienced regret
in relation to the breakup; 2) When looking back at the relationship that ended, how would you
define regret in that situation; 3) Did the regret you felt from the breakup change over time and if
so how; 4) At what point in time did you feel you overcame the regret you felt; 5) Was your
journey through overcoming regret more of an individual one or did you have some help; and, 6)
In your opinion, what could stop a person from getting over their regret from a terminated
relationship? By better understanding how individuals managed to experience and eventually
overcome regret after a terminated relationship we will be more equipped in understanding the
process used to work through and move past the experience of regret.
How can I participate? All one on one interviews will take approximately 30 to 60 minutes to
complete and will be audio recorded to ensure accuracy during the transcription process. These
interviews will take place via video call.
Confidentiality & Anonymity. Your participation in the research project will pose no harm to
you and is entirely voluntary. You may stop your participation in the research project at any
time, without penalty or prejudice. Any identifying information collected in the course of this
project will remain confidential. All electronic data will be stored on our private, secure virtual
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research environment (VRE) and hard copies will remain in Dr. MacKinnon’s locked office on
the UPEI campus. A summary of the results of the study will be emailed to interested
participants who provide their contact information. A pseudonym will be used in place of your
actual name in the dissemination of the results of the study so you will not be easily identified
from any of your responses. The audio-recording of the one on one interviews will be destroyed
immediately after being transcribed and verified. Only Raena Parent and Dr. Stacey MacKinnon
will have access to the data resulting from this research project. All data resulting from the
research project will be retained for a period of five years after the completion of the project,
after which time the electronic files will be deleted and hard copies confidentially shredded.
If you have any questions or concerns about this research project, you may consult with Raena
Parent (rparent@upei.ca) or Dr. Stacey MacKinnon (smackinnon@upei.ca).
This research project has been approved by the UPEI Research Ethics Board. Any concerns
about the ethical aspects of your involvement in this research project may be directed to
reb@upei.ca or (902) 620-5104.
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM
I consent to participating in research on "Regret in Romantic Relationships” conducted by Raena
Parent under the supervision of Dr. Stacey MacKinnon (Department of Psychology; University
of Prince Edward Island).
I understand that my participation involves a one on one interview which will take approximately
30 to 60 minutes and which will be video recorded.
I have read and understood the material about this study in the Information Email, and
understand:
1. My participation in the study is entirely voluntary;
2. I may discontinue my participation at any time without any adverse consequences;
3. My responses will be kept confidential within the limits of the law and a pseudonym will be
used for the purposes of anonymity for the purposes of using quotes from the transcripts during
dissemination of the results.
4. I understand that the one on one interview is being recorded, the audio recording is
confidential and that it will be destroyed after it has been transcribed and verified.
5. Once all data have been submitted and identifiers removed, I will no longer have the
opportunity to request that my data be removed from the study;
6. I have the freedom not to answer any question included in the research;
7. I may have a copy of the signed and dated consent form to keep.
Any questions or concerns about this study can be directed to Raena Parent (rparent@upei.ca) or
Dr Stacey MacKinnon. This research has been approved by the UPEI Research Ethics Board. I
understand that I can contact the UPEI Research Ethics Board at (902) 620-5104, or by email at
reb@upei.ca if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this study.
Participant’s name (please print):
Participant’s signature:

_______________________________________________

___________________________________________________

Date: _____________________
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Appendix B
Interview Guide
o In as much detail as possible, can you explain how you experienced regret in relation to
the breakup?
o When looking back at the relationship that ended, how would you define regret in that
situation?
o What did you regret? Losing the person? The relationship?
o Did the regret you felt from the breakup change over time? If so, how?
o At what point in time did you feel you overcame the regret you felt?
o Was there a tipping point/something that led to this?
o Was your journey through overcoming regret more of an individual one or did you have
some help? Explain.
o In your opinion, what could stop a person from getting over their regret from a terminated
relationship?
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