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Abstract

There are many causes for marital infidelity, one of which can be childhood traumas. The
purpose of this study was to determine the emotional and psychological dimensions of
childhood trauma in men and women who have marital infidelity. This study was a
qualitative study using semi-structured in-depth interviews with 12 individuals (7 females
and 5 males) who have marital infidelity. The participants had referred to the counseling
centers of Larestan city, Fars province, in 2018 due to marital infidelity. The infidelity lasted
for at least six months and had been approved by the participants and the counselor. The
subjects were selected by purposive sampling and the sampling continued until
participants' responses were saturated. Analysis of the present data from the interviews
was also conducted using the qualitative theory of the underlying theory. Interview analysis
results showed that individuals who have marital infidelity had serious emotional and
psychological damage in their childhood, including deprivation, helplessness, emotional
breakdown, intergenerational divide, and centralized parenting. The results of this study
showed that these disorders cause problems for people in childhood and adulthood and
different fields of life (educational, economic, social, adolescent, occupational, and marital
life). These findings, as well as their paradigm shift, can be used to identify as well as
prevent the damage that can potentially lead to infidelity in the family.
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Introduction

Infidelity can be defined as any violation of mutual marital obligations in which sexual or
emotional intimacy, or both, is met outside of marriage and without the consent of the partner
(Utley, 2017). Infidelity typically causes severe instability in the relationship, leading to a loss of trust
and increasing conflicts, and undermines a sense of unity and shared identity (Abdulrauf & Gholami,
2018). Many reasons for infidelity have been mentioned, such as neurosis, the quality of premarital
sexual partners, attachments, and some problems such as alcohol dependence and drug abuse
(Logue, 2013). Another factor influencing marital infidelity, which is rarely mentioned in the
literature, is childhood trauma, especially emotional and psychological abuse. Nearly 3 million
children in the United States experience some form of abuse each year, mostly by a parent, family
member, or other adult caregivers Although (van der Kolk, 2005). child abuse is often referred to

physical abuse, the American Academy of Pediatrics has recently identified psychological abuse
as one of the most common forms of child abuse (Hibbard, Barlow & MacMillan, 2012). Psychological
and emotional abuse indicates a defect in the attachment relationship between the caregiver and
the child; Emotional neglect and Verbal abuses result in insecure attachment that may affect the
intimate relationship in adulthood (Spinazzola, van der Kolk & Ford, 2018). However, a few studies
investigate the relationship between childhood abuses and marital infidelity in adulthood; and
little is known about how childhood experiences affect the psychological characteristics that may
lead to infidelity. Quantitative studies, on the other hand, cannot give deep information about
childhood abuse in unfaithful individuals, and to better understand, qualitative research is needed
to explore that from a phenomenological point of view. Therefore, this study was conducted to
investigate emotional and psychological childhood trauma in men and women who have marital

infidelity.

Methodology

A qualitative study using the grounded theory method was conducted. In grounded theory, a
theory emerges from the data in a natural setting and finally paradigm model arising from the
context of data instead of using data to analyze hypotheses arising from the research literature.
Because childhood abuse involves several dimensions, to investigate the phenomenon in more
depth, in this study, only two emotional and psychological dimensions of childhood trauma were
analyzed. A total of 12 men and women who have marital infidelity and were referred to

counseling centers of Lar City, Fars Province of Iran, in 2018 were selected by purposeful
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sampling method. Participants had at least school education and good cognitive ability to answer
the interview questions. Their infidelity included both emotional and sexual infidelity that at least
6 months prolonged. The participants voluntarily confess their infidelity and the infidelity is
confirmed by the counselor. A semi-structured interview was conducted to investigate the
childhood experiences of the participants. Data saturation was reached after 12 interviews (7 men
and 5 women). The interviews were analyzed by grounded theory using open, axial, and selective

coding.

Results and Discussion

The analysis of the interviews showed that the childhood trauma in the participants is classified
into 5 categories: deprivation, helplessness, Family breakdown, intergenerational gap, and
parental concentration outside the family. The findings showed that, in most participants, there
was a bad relationship with family members, especially the father. It seems that emotional
deprivation in childhood led to insecure attachment styles in participants that can affect their
intimate relationships in adulthood.

The findings of this study showed that all study participants had experienced some form of
emotional deprivation in childhood. However, due to the nature of the qualitative studies, it is not
possible to draw causal conclusions from these findings. No study was found to directly
investigate the relationship between childhood trauma and the tendency to infidelity in adulthood.
However, these findings are consistent with previous studies showing that childhood trauma leads
to negative psychological, behavioral, and social consequences in adulthood (vanMeter, Handley &

Cicchetti, 2020; Eisner & Malti, 2015).

Intervening conditions:
Intergenerational gap,
deprivation, Deprivation of
father’s affection
Causal Conditions:

Parental Central phenomenon: Strategies: Consequences:
concentration Family breakdown Inferiority feeling,

outside the family Failure Possibility of infidelity
Contextual conditions:
Lack of sufficient attention
Blaming

Fig 1. Paradigmatic model
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Generally, all the participants reminisced that they had a breakup in the family
relationship in childhood, so Family breakdown was selected as a central phenomenon in
the paradigm model (Fig 1). It seems that other childhood inappropriate experiences in
the participants typically related to the conflict in their families. Parental concentration
outside the family and parents' lack of attention to family relationships seemed to be the
cause of Family breakdown. Other phenomena such as deprivation, helplessness, and
intergenerational gap are considered contextual and intervening conditions in the
paradigm model. However, due to the proximity of these concepts to each other, it was
very difficult to fully distinguish them as contextual and intervening conditions. Finally,
it’s seemed that feelings of failure and helplessness lead to insecure attachment styles
and some psychological characteristics that could be the cause of infidelity in the
participants. However, as mentioned, causal inference from the findings is not possible

due to the qualitative nature of the study.

Conclusion

The paradigm model does not mean that the cause of marital infidelity of the participants
was due to extractive categories such as emotional deprivation, blame, and lack of
parental intimate relationship, etc, in general, a causal conclusion cannot be drawn from
a qualitative study. However, it can be said that because these categories were repeated
in the childhood experiences of all participants, may lead to behaviors in adulthood that
probably lead to marital infidelity; Therefore, according to the findings, it can be
concluded that emotional and psychological childhood trauma can lead to behaviors that
may result in marital infidelity in adulthood. However, more research, especially causal-
comparative studies, is necessary to ensure the causality of these categories. Also,
according to the paradigm model and common experiences of the participants, it is
possible to identify couples at risk of infidelity and take action for the therapeutic
interventions; or consider these categories in premarital screening to prevent marital
infidelity. One of the limitations of this study was the limited studies conducted to
investigate the relationship between childhood trauma and infidelity, which gave little

evidence to better explain the findings. Social and cultural factors may also have
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influenced participants' responses which limiting the generalization of findings to other

communities.
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2. underlying theory
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1. deprivation
2. helplessness
3. failure
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