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Abstract

Background: Romantic relationships are quite common among 
young adults, and it has various outcomes, especially on 
psychosocial well-being. Currently, there is no data available from 
India. This study aimed to define love from the perspective of  
young adults and their beliefs associated with it and enumerate the 
reasons for the breakup of  romantic relationships.

Methodology: We conducted an online survey using ‘Google 
Form’, targeting young adults through social media. The self-
administered questionnaire had questions related to defining love, 
beliefs related to love, and the reasons for the first five breakups of  
the romantic relationship. We did thematic analysis for the 
qualitative data and descriptive data analysis for the quantitative 
data using ‘R’ software. Common words to describe love was 
analysed using ‘Word Counter’. 

Results: Among the 156 responses, 130 participants (83.3%) had 
any romantic relationship ever. The mean age of  the participants 
was 24.7 (SD-5). Most of  the participants were females (50%), 
having the highest educational qualification as graduation (36.6%), 
and with the current relationship as a single/post-breakup (50%). 
The top five common words used to describe love were - feeling (n 
= 26), person (n = 23), care (n=17), someone (n=17), feel (n=15). 
We were able to derive three definitions of  love from the 
respondents’ perspectives. The majority of  the participants (86.5%, 

n=135) believed that romantic love happens only 
once and reported that true love exists (68.6%). A 
total of  106 participants ever had a breakup of  
romantic relationships. The top five reasons for 
breakup were incompatibility, no feelings left 
(bored), cheating, long-distance relationship, and 
family did not approve. 

Conclusion: Love was mainly described as a positive 
feeling, with most of  the participants had belief  that 
it happens only once. The common reasons for 
breakup were incompatibility and no feelings left 
(bored). 
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Introduction

Falling in love and having romantic 
relationships is quite common among 
adolescents and young adults. Various 
outcomes (especially psychosocial well-
being) are related to romantic relationships 
(Gómez-López et al., 2019; Shulman and 
Connolly, 2013). The breakup of  a romantic 
relationship is a life event as it can change an 
individual's behavior and self-concept and 
induce emotional distress. It makes a person 
vulnerable to poor mental health (Slotter et 
al., 2010). A study has demonstrated that 
individuals with a recent breakup of  
romantic relationships have higher severity 
of  depression (-like state) than subjects with 
romantic relationships (Verhallen et al., 
2019). Various other studies have reported 
several negative effects of  the breakup of  
romantic relationships like stress, anxiety, 
substance abuse, low self-esteem and 
confidence, poor physical health (Chung et 
al., 2002; Fleming et al., 2010; Lewandowski 
Jr et al., 2006; Rhoades et al., 2011). However, 
another group of  studies has reported few 
positive effects after bouncing back from 
such traumatic experiences like a higher level 
of  functioning, interpersonal growth, make 
them stronger, self-cultivated, and wiser 
(Hebert and Popadiuk, 2008; Kansky and 
Allen, 2018; Marshall et al., 2013; Tashiro and 
Frazier, 2003). There are various studies on 
the effects of  the breakup of  romantic 
relationships, but there is a dearth of  
literature on reasons for the breakups of  
romantic relationships. Therefore to 
generate the evidence from India, we 
conducted this study. For many years love has 
been a cynosure for scholars, poets, 
philosophers, and artists. Several scientists 
have attempted various methods to 
understand love better and have tried to 
define it (Bode and Kushnick, 2021; 
Langeslag and van Strien, 2016; Seshadri, 
2016; Tobore, 2020). However, it has not 

been defined from the perspective of  the 
people. We conducted this study to define 
love from the respondent’s perspective and 
understand their beliefs related to love. 

Methodology 

This was a cross-sectional study conducted 
on the digital platform. A semi-structured 
questionnaire in the English language was 
created in Google forms. The questionnaire 
was self-administered and circulated through 
social media (WhatsApp, Instagram, and 
Facebook). We focused on enrolling the 
young adult (> 18yr) participants in the social 
circle of  the authors. The questionnaire 
contained details of  the participants like 
gender, age, and education. It contained 
questions about defining love, beliefs related 
to love, past and current romantic 
relationship details, reasons for the first five 
breakups, learnings from break up, dealing 
with a breakup, overcoming a breakup. This 
survey was conducted from 29th April 2021 
to 18th May 2021. The consent was taken 
from all the participants (digital mode), and 
the participants filled the questionnaire 
anonymously. Responses from the Google 
form were exported to MS Excel. For the 
quantitative data, descriptive analysis was 
done using R software (R core team, 2004). 
The variables were presented in the form of  
numbers and proportions. For the qualitative 
data, open coding was done by the two 
authors. Codes were further categorised as 
domains and themes. We did a thematic 
analysis. The authors had several discussion 
sessions to compile and derive a standard 
definition of  love from the responses. Any 
disagreement was resolved through 
consensus. For the formation of  the word 
cloud, we used the ‘word counter’ for the 
analysis (DataBasic.io, 2016).

Results 

We received a total of  159 responses. There 
were three frivolous responses. Therefore, 
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Variables Frequency 

(percentage) 

Gender Female 

 

78 (50%)

Male 

 

75 (48.1%)

Third Gender 

 
3 (1.9%)

Highest 

educational 
qualification 

Higher secondary 
 

41 (26.3%)

Graduation
 

57 (36.6%)

Postgraduation 54 (34.6%)
Higher than post-graduation  4 (2.6%)

Relationship 
status at the time 
of  study

Married or officially engaged to love of  your life 
(love marriage)

 

16 (10.3%)

Married or officially engaged (arranged marriage)

 

15 (9.6%)

Single/post-breakup 78 (50%)

In romantic relationship / complicated 47 (30.1%)

Table 1: Gender, education, and relationship status of  the participants

Among the 156 participants, 130 participants 
(83.3%) had any romantic relationship ever. 
The mean age of  the first romantic 
relationship was 19.1yrs (SD-4.9), and the 
mean number of  romantic relationships 
(including current and past, n=130) was 2.4 
(SD-2.3). Among the participants, 107 

(68.6%) participants had a belief  that true 
love exists, 24 (15.4%) participants had a 
belief  that true love does not exist, and 25 
(16%) participants stated maybe or do not 
know. A majority of  the participants (86.5%, 
n=135) had a belief  that romantic love 
happens only one time and to look for a 
partner at school or college (59.6%) (Table 2).

Variables Frequency (percentage)

School / College 

 

93 (59.6%)

 

Work place 58 (37.2%)

 

Meet through common friends
 

59 (37.8%)
 

Don’t look out 
 

37 (23.3%)
 

Matrimony 20 (22.8%)  
Dating app 28 (17.9%)  
Neighbourhood

 
21 (13.5%)

 Library 1 (0.6%)

 Anywhere 1 (0.6%)

Table 2: Where a person should look for a romantic partner? (Multiple options, n=156)

they were not considered for the analysis. 
Data were analysed for 156 participants. The 
mean age of  the participants was 24.7 (SD-
5). The majority of  the participants were 
females (50%), having the highest 

educational qualification as graduates 
(36.6%) and with the current relationship 
status (at the time of  the study) as a 
single/post-breakup (50%) (Table 1).
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139 participants defined love. Five 
participants stated that love could not be 
defined or expressed in words. The top five 
common words used to describe love was - 
feeling (n = 26), person (n = 23), care (n=17), 
someone (n=17), feel (n=15) (Figure 1). The 
majority of  the participants reported love as 
a feeling (positive)-‘complete, special, 
wanted, liberated, comfortable, good, happy, 
warmth, blissful, beautiful feeling, butterfly 
in the stomach, feeling different, strong 
feeling, satisfied’. Among the participants 
defining love, 11.5% (n=16) had a negative 
perspective toward love (romantic love). The 
negative words used by the participants for 
love were - scam, waste, trap, dangerous, 
stupid, painful, myth, sacrifice. ‘Love’ was 
open for the participant’s interpretation, and 
the question was “Define ‘love’ according to 
you”. A majority of  the participants had 
defined love in terms of  romantic love. Only 
one participant mentioned parental love. We 
compiled the responses to derive three 
definitions of  love; two from a positive 
perspective and one from the negative 
perspective of  the respondents. 

Definition 1 (from a positive perspective) 
It is a bond or connection between two 
people/souls, having understanding, 
comfort, commitment, trust, compatibility, 
respect, freedom, affection, unconditional 
support and care, and accepting each other as 
it is.

Definition 2 (from a positive perspective) 
Love is an essential part of  life. It is a state of  
being and without any expectations. It is a 
selfless, effortless, and enjoyable duty. It is 
about friendship, companionship, mutual 
understanding, happiness, intimacy, giving 
priority to another person more than oneself, 
having unconditional care and support. It is a 
habit that helps a person grow.

Definition 3 (from a negative perspective)  
Love is a scam, trap, and waste of  time. It can 
be stupid, dangerous, and blind. It is a 
physical and mental attraction; people take 
sexual advantages. It can be full of  pain, 
efforts, responsibilities, compromises, and 
sacrifices.

Figure 1: Word cloud showing the most common content words used to define love
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A total of  106 participants ever had a 
breakup of  romantic relationships. The 
mean age of  the participant at the time of  the 
first breakup of  a romantic relationship was 
20.1yrs (SD-5.1), and the mean number of  
breakups (n=106) was 2.2 (SD-2.4). The 
mean duration of  the shortest romantic 
relationship was 1.1 years (SD-1.5), and it 
ranged from 8 hours to 8 years. The mean 
duration of  the longest romantic relationship 
(current and past) was 4 years (SD-3.6), and it 
ranged from 3 months to 17 years. The most 
common learnings from the breakups were - 
‘do not trust anyone’ and ‘accept the reality 
and move on’. The other mentioned learnings 
were - nothing is permanent, understand what 
you want and your worth, do not rush into 
decisions, do not drag it, express yourself, do 
not cheat, do not get attached, love is eternal 
(never dies), maturity, love is not easy, love 
destroys you, stay single, do not let people 
take advantage of  you, do not compromise, 
maturity. One of  the participants (male, 
19yrs old) stated, “Love is an ideal situation, 
relationship is a fact. In the practical world, it 
is very difficult to find a ‘true love’. So, one 
should rather focus on finding a partner who 
stands at the same level in terms of  family & 
educational background, so that the 
relationship will be compatible & long-
lasting. While the hypothetical true love is 
eternal & everlasting. And finally, the biggest 
lesson I learnt is that nothing is permanent”.

The most common answer to ‘How to deal 
with a breakup’? was the distraction of  mind 
by keeping oneself  busy through music, 
sports/ gym, socializing, spending time with 
friends and family, focusing on hobby or 
studies, go for shopping, food, outing 
(vacation). Another standard answer was - 
‘give yourself  time to heal’. Few participants 
mentioned looking for a better relationship 
partner than a previous partner (rebound 
relationship). One of  the participants (male, 
27yrs old) stated - “Chocolates, ice cream, 

movies, novel, writing, painting, singing. 
Basically, doing things that make you happy 
and bring you a part of  the joy you felt being 
in the company of  the other person. And 
learning to let go in the meanwhile. Habits 
die hard, but time heals everything”. The 
popular answer to ‘How breakup can be done 
with less emotional damage’ was honest and 
clear communication. Participants also 
mentioned having a good closure with 
genuine reason, mutual understanding, and 
respecting each other. 

The top five reasons for breakup were - 
incompatibility, no feelings left (bored), 
cheating, long-distance relationship, and 
family did not approve (Table 3). Around 
one-fifth of  the participants were not aware 
of  the reasons. As the breakup number 
increased, the proportion for the reason as 
no feelings left (bored), cheating, and bad sex 
life increased. There was a decrease in 
proportion for incompatibility and inter-
religion issues, increasing the breakup. 
Though the proportion for the reasons like 
finding someone better, abusive relationship, 
inter caste issues, and do not know the reason 
remained high.

Discussion

We were able to derive three definitions of  
love based on the responses. Participants had 
negative and positive perceptions of  love. 
Therefore, we derived the definitions from 
both perspectives. Most of  the participants 
described love as a feeling, and our derived 
definitions of  love resonate with the 
previous few studies (Hendrick and 
Hendrick, 1986; Tobore, 2020). None of  the 
participants had defined love in terms of  
neurochemicals or scientific terminology as 
defined in the previous studies (Seshadri, 
2016; Young, 2009). Studies in the past have 
defined love after classifying it into various 
categories/types (Hendrick and Hendrick, 
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Lack of  time  

 

1 (1.9%)

 

7 (13.7%)

 

8 (24.2%)

 

0

 

0

Studies 1 (1.9%)

 

0

 

0

 

0

 

0

Realised it was not love 4 (3.8%) 0 0 0 0

Trust issues 1 (0.9%) 0 0 0 0

Didn’t receive the equal 
response (efforts) in return 

0 0 1 (3%) 0 0

Couldn’t move on from 
previous relationship 

0 0 0 0 1 (7.7%)

Reasons for breakup First 

break up 

(n=106)

Second 

break up 

(n=51)

Third 

break up 

(n=33)

Fourth 

break up 

(n=15)

Fifth 

break up 

(n=13)

Incompatibility / Fighting 
frequently 

32 (30.2%) 7 (13.7%) 10 (30.3%) 1 (6.7%) 1 (7.7%)

Long distance relationship

 

31 (29.2%)

 

9 (17.6%)

 

5 (15.2%)

 

1 (6.7%)

 

2 (15.4%)

Cheating 22 (20.8%)

 

10 (19.6%)

 

5 (15.2%)

 

5 (33.3%)

 

5 (38.5%)

No feelings left /Bored

 

28 (26.4%)

 

4 (7.8%)

 

4 (12.1%)

 

5 (33.3%)

 

4 (30.7%)

Don’t know the reason

 

21 (19.8%)

 

6 (11.8%)

 

7 (21.2%)

 

3 (20%)

 

3 (23.1%)

Inter religion issue

 

9 (8.5%)

 

7 (13.7%)

 

0

 

0

 

0

Inter-caste issue

 

11 (10.4%)

 

0

 

2 (6.1%)

 

1 (6.7%)

 

1 (7.7%)

Age difference 

 

0

 

1 (2%)

 

1 (3%)

 

0

 

0

Economic differences

 

3 (2.8%)

 

0

 

1 (3%)

 

0

 

0

Family didn’t approve 

 
14 (13.2%) 1 (2%)

 
3 (9.1%)

 
1 (6.7%)

 
1 (7.7%)

Found someone better
 

9 (8.5%)
 

2 (4%)
 

2 (6.1%)
 

1 (6.7%)
 

1 (7.7%)

Abusive relationship
 

11 (10.4%) 9 (17.6%)
 

1 (3%)
 

1 (6.7%)
 

0

Bad sex life 3 (2.8%) 2 (4%) 0 1 (6.7%) 1 (7.7%)

Table 3: Reasons for breakup(Multiple options)
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1986; Lopez-Cantero, 2018; Tobore, 2020). 
In our study, love was not subdivided into 
types as a majority of  the participants 
defined it in terms of  romantic love. The 
beliefs related to love were mainly related to 
the positive perspective about love as the 
proportion of  participants having a positive 
perspective about love was higher. A 
nationwide survey conducted in Britain 
found the most familiar reasons for divorce 
and co habitations were reasons related to 
communication, relationship quality issues, 
and followed by cheating (Gravningen et al., 
2017). We found additional reasons like inter-
religion, inter-caste, and family disagreement. 
This difference could be due to the 
differences in the cultural backgrounds and 
beliefs of  the participants. Most participants 
mentioned distraction of  mind as a solution 
to deal with the breakup of  romantic 
relationships, and few mentioned dating a 
better partner (rebound relationship). This 
was similar to the findings of  Marshall and 
others (Marshall et al., 2013).

In this study, we defined love from the 
respondents’ perspective and studied their 
beliefs related to it. These findings are vital to 
understanding the current beliefs and 
behaviour of  young adults related to 
romantic love. To our knowledge, this was 
the first study from India on love and 
romantic relationships. In the future, further 
studies can be conducted in India to study the 
outcome of  romantic relationships in terms 
of  the psychosocial well-being of  young 
adults. The anonymous online mode of  this 
study might have reduced the social 
desirability bias towards the sensitive/personal 
questions. However, complete anonymity 
also resulted in few frivolous responses. In 
our study, the questionnaire was self-
administered, which may have its limitation 
of  variations in interpretation of  the 
questionnaire. The authors have a medical 
background and have limited experience in 
social sciences. It might have affected the 

interpretation of  the results. The addition of  
in-depth interviews with participants and a 
study of  their personality traits could have 
better understood the topic. Due to the 
limitations of  the online surveys, we could 
not report the response rate, characteristics 
of  non-respondents, and sampling 
methodology (Ameen and Praharaj, 2020; 
Andrade, 2020; Singh and Sagar, 2021). 
Therefore findings from this study cannot be 
generalised as the participants may not be 
true representatives of  the general 
population. 

Conclusion 

Most of  the participants described love as a 
positive feeling. More than two-thirds had a 
belief  that it happens only once, and true love 
exists. Few participants had a negative 
perspective about love. The common 
reasons for breakup were incompatibility and 
no feelings left (bored).
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