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HEALING A BROKEN HEART  

A “broken heart” is not merely a metaphor—it is a multidimensional 

psychological, neurological, and physiological response to the loss of a 

significant attachment, such as a loved one, relationship, identity, or dream. 

 

1. Attachment Theory Perspective 

From an attachment theory standpoint (Bowlby, Ainsworth), a broken heart reflects the 

disruption of an attachment bond. 

Humans are biologically wired for connection; when a bond breaks: 

 The brain interprets this as threat and danger. 

 The attachment system becomes activated, leading to seeking, protest, and 

sometimes despair. 

 Emotional pain is the mind’s signal of a lost attachment, similar to how physical 

pain signals injury. 

A broken heart is therefore the psychological injury caused by the loss of an attachment 

figure or attachment safety. 

 

2. Neuroscientific Perspective 

Neuroimaging studies show that social rejection and romantic loss activate the 

same neural circuits as physical pain, particularly: 

 Anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) – associated with the emotional component of 

pain. 

 Insula – linked to distress and perception of bodily states. 

 Nucleus accumbens – involved in craving and withdrawal (similar to addiction). 
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This is why: 

 Rejection hurts. 

 Loss creates withdrawal symptoms similar to substance dependence. 

 People may feel “obsessed” or unable to stop thinking about the lost person. 

Breakups/loss literally create a neurochemical imbalance involving: 

 Dopamine reduction 

 Oxytocin loss 

 Stress hormones like cortisol increasing 

The result is an intense mix of emotional and physical symptoms. 

 

3. Psychological and Emotional Processing 
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A broken heart often involves: 

3.1 Grief responses 

 Shock 

 Denial 

 Anger 

 Bargaining 

 Sadness 

 Meaning-making 

 Acceptance (though not always linear) 

3.2 Identity disruption 

Because relationships shape identity and future plans, the loss may create: 

 Narrative collapse (“My life no longer makes sense”) 

 Role confusion 

 Loss of daily structure 

 Disorientation 

3.3 Cognitive distortions 

 “I will never love again.” 

 “It must have been my fault.” 

 “I’m unworthy / unlovable.” 

These are common but not reflective of objective reality—they reflect the “injured mind” 

trying to understand the loss. 
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4. Physiological and Somatic Effects 

There is a medical condition called Takotsubo cardiomyopathy, often referred to 

as Broken Heart Syndrome, where acute emotional stress causes the heart 

muscle to weaken temporarily. 

Symptoms may include: 

 Chest pain 

 Shortness of breath 

 Palpitations 

 Fatigue 

This demonstrates the mind–body unity: emotional trauma can manifest physiologically. 

Even without Takotsubo syndrome, heartbreak triggers: 

 Sleep disruption 

 Appetite changes 

 Immune suppression 

 Muscle tension 

 Gastrointestinal issues 

This is because the brain and body are still in threat mode. 

 

5. Trauma and Emotional Memory Perspective 

Loss can create a trauma response when: 

 The event is sudden 

 The attachment is deep 
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 The loss threatens identity or safety 

In these cases: 

 The amygdala becomes hyperactivated 

 The nervous system stays in fight/flight/freeze 

 The mind struggles to integrate the event into long-term memory 

This is why people may experience: 

 Intrusive memories 

 Rumination 

 Avoidance 

 Emotional numbness 

 Hypervigilance 

A “broken heart” can therefore be understood as attachment trauma. 

 

6. Meaning-Making and Post-Loss Growth 

Heartbreak can lead to: 

 Increased emotional maturity 

 Greater self-awareness 

 Reconstructed identity 

 Enhanced empathy 

 Strengthened relationships 

 Re-evaluation of life values 

This is known as post-traumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun). 



Shieldmentalhealth.co.za  6 

 
Growth does not invalidate pain—both can coexist. 

7. Healing Mechanisms (Evidence-Based) 

Research identifies several healing pathways: 

7.1 Rebuilding attachment safety 

 Supportive social connections 

 Therapy 

 Healthy community 

7.2 Emotional processing 

Allowing grief to unfold without suppression. 

7.3 Cognitive restructuring 

Challenging unhelpful thoughts; rebuilding narrative coherence. 

7.4 Somatic regulation 

 Breathwork 

 Gentle movement 

 Grounding 

 Sleep restoration 

7.5 Meaning reconstruction 

Understanding the loss in context of personal identity and life story. 

 

In Summary 

A “broken heart” is a biopsychosocial response to the rupture of an attachment bond, 

involving emotional pain, neurological changes, cognitive disruption, and physiological 

stress—followed by a process of adaptation, reorganization, and potential growth. 


