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Objective: An increase in post-marital relationships has had adverse consequences. One of the 
consequences is family dissolution and the breakdown of social units (families). The present 
study aimed to study the processes and contextual factors of marital infidelity.

Methods: This qualitative study was conducted using the grounded theory method. The research 
population included couples who experienced marital infidelity. A total of 32 participants 
were selected using the purposive sampling method in 2019. We conducted semi-structured 
interviews with the participants to collect the study data, and the interviews continued until the 
data saturation. The collected data were systematically analyzed in three stages of open, axial, 
and selective coding.

Results: Analysis of the data collected revealed 51 codes extracted through open coding. 
Then, the extracted codes were merged into 10 categories via axial coding. These categories 
included four themes: the formation of the context of marital infidelity, predictions of marital 
infidelity, engaging in marital infidelity, and the consequences of marital infidelity.

Conclusion: Given that marital infidelity is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, the 
insights from this study can be used to develop models to identify and prevent predictors of 
marital infidelity.
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1. Introduction

ommitment in marital relationships 
is one of the most critical issues for 
couples in the current period. Couples 
engage in marital relationships and 
form a family with many hopes and 

usually tend to be optimistic about the success of their 
marriage (Koolaee, Motlagh, Esmaili, & Rahmatizadeh, 
2014). Couples also tend to see marital life as a channel 
for growth, prosperity, excellence, happiness, and peace 
for themselves and their children (Olson, DeFrain, & Sk-
ogrand, 2010). However, some marriages inevitably run 
into problems that end in divorce and separation. One 
of these problems is infidelity, which is the most critical 
threat to the functioning, stability, and continuity of mar-
ital relationships (Mark, Janssen, & Milhausen, 2011). 
Infidelity reduces couples’ trust and finally leads to ab-
solute mistrust (Farooq, & Fatima, 2018). Findings from 
field studies also indicated that one of the main causes of 
divorce is marital infidelity, which refers to mistrust in 
marital relationships (Baucom, Pentel, Gordon, & Sny-
der, 2017). Infidelity is a behavioral disorder that leads 
to abnormal and undesirable consequences and creates 
many problems for both the betraying and betrayed 
spouses. It may also lead to shock, disbelief, denial, 
beatings, murder, suicide (Fincham & May, 2017), mari-
tal crisis, dysfunctions in parenting roles, job problems 
(Gordon, Baucom, & Snyder, 2005), family breakdown, 
and the separation of couples (Jahan et al., 2017).

Marital infidelity is the crossing of marital boundar-
ies and the establishment of physical or emotional in-
timacy outside the marriage relationship (Özgun, 2010; 
Munsch, 2018) with the hope of satisfying one’s psy-
chological needs (Apostolou, 2019). Marital infidelity, 
especially in Eastern societies, causes a profound shock 
to the partner and family (Farooq, & Fatima, 2018). In 
modern societies, despite changes in boundaries of the 
emotional relationship, commitment and monogamy are 
still considered commonly accepted principles (Olson 
et al., 2010). Although marital infidelity is an unaccept-
able practice and a major fault in relationships, it is still 
a widespread phenomenon (Fife, Weeks, & Stellberg, 
2013). Tsapelas, Fisher and Aron (2010) reported that 
85% to 90% of the participants agreed with monogamy 
and the monopoly of sexual and emotional relations with 
the spouse. However, 70% were always worried about 
their partner’s infidelity, and many had experienced mar-
ital infidelity at least once. 

Another study in the United States found that 21% of 
men and 11% of women commit infidelity during their 
lifetime (Snyder, Baucom, & Gordon, 2007). Other stud-
ies have reported marital infidelity to be 44% in men 
and 25% in women (Wright, 1994). Stephanlo and Olla 
(2012; cited in Jones & Weiser, 2014) and Ein-Dor, Per-
ry-Paldi, Hirschberger, Birnbaum, and Deutsch (2015), 
in a study conducted in the United States, reported that 
21% to 25% of men and 11% to 15% of women had 
committed marital infidelity at least once in their life-
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time. However, Aivess and Esmith (2007; cited by Ts-
apelas et al., 2010), in a similar study conducted in the 
United States, concluded that the prevalence of marital 
infidelity among American women is 26% to 70% and 
among American men is 33% to 75%. Mark et al. (2011) 
found that one-third of men and one-quarter of women 
have experienced marital infidelity at least once in their 
lifetime. According to statistics released in the United 
States in 2014, 41% of American couples (either both 
couples or one of them) have committed physical or 
emotional infidelity. 

Although no specific study has addressed the preva-
lence and percentage of marital infidelity in Iran, many 
studies have reported cases of this crisis among couples 
(Koolaee et al., 2014). According to a study conducted 
in 15 provinces of Iran, marital infidelity was the cause 
of 67% of murders of men by their wives. Moreover, the 
most important causes of divorce in Iran in 2012 were 
marital infidelity, economic issues, and the addiction of 
couples. Also, ideological issues and family interven-
tions were the main reasons for divorce in 2013, fol-
lowed by marital infidelity and sexual dissatisfaction as 
the leading causes of divorce in 2014 (Khodabakhshi-
Koolaee, A., Bahrami, & Rasstak, 2017). 

Marital infidelity refers to any hidden sexual or emo-
tional relationship that, if disclosed, can disrupt a cou-
ple’s relationship. Accordingly, marital infidelity is rec-
ognized as a growing crisis in Iran, which is associated 
with serious harm to the individual, marital, family, and 
social relationships and plays a major role in family 
dissolution and divorce (Khodabakhshi-Koolaee et al., 
2014). Consequently, marital infidelity is associated with 
catastrophic communication problems such as emotional 
death, emotional apathy, spousal mistrust, dysfunctions 
in parenting roles, job problems, communication dissat-
isfaction, communication maladjustment, less commu-
nication intimacy, and finally, divorce (Tsapelas et al., 
2015; Eindor et al., 2015; Jenkins, 2015). 

Marital infidelity also leads to mental disorders (post-
traumatic stress disorder, depression, anxiety, obsession, 
and nightmares) and physical disorders (gastrointestinal, 
cardiovascular, and respiratory problems) (Fincham & 
May, 2017). In addition, couples who undergo treatment 
for marital infidelity are more likely to separate and get 
a divorce than couples who refer for therapy for other 
problems (Hawkins, Willoughby, & Doherty, 2012). As 
a result, prevention of this socially harmful phenomenon 
improves the performance of couples involved in this 
phenomenon and reduces its adverse consequences on 
the family, child-rearing, and mental health of society. 

Moreover, it helps reduce the costs of mental and physi-
cal therapies associated with infidelity and decreases 
divorce rates. This issue underscores the importance of 
identifying the processes and contextual conditions of 
marital infidelity.

Brown (2013) argued that marital infidelity results from 
the interaction of several factors and processes that start 
from premarital life in the context of the paternal fam-
ily and continue to affect spouse selection and problems 
during marital life conducted a study entitled “Fam-
ily background and propensity to engage in infidelity” 
(Khodabakhshi-Koolaee et al., 2017). They concluded 
that there are associations between infidelity, family-of-
origin experiences, parental infidelity, family conflicts, 
and individuals’ infidelity beliefs. Marital infidelity is 
a multifaceted issue whose underlying factors cover dif-
ferent intrapersonal, interpersonal, and environmental 
aspects (Khodabakhshi-Koolaee et al., 2017). However, 
the reasons behind the formation of this problem are still 
not entirely known (Foster & Misra, 2013; Shackelford, 
Besser, & Goetz, 2008). 

Thus, given the increase in marital infidelity in the com-
munity, its psychological and social consequences, its 
impact on marital relations, and the structure of families, 
an analysis of contextual and underlying factors of this 
phenomenon seems essential. Besides, previous studies 
have revealed the necessity of identifying the factors in-
fluencing marital infidelity and the processes associated 
with this phenomenon in designing and implementing 
preventive and treatment programs to reduce this crisis 
and its destructive effects. Since the issue of marital infi-
delity is one of the most private individual-family issues, 
the exploration of its underlying factors is possible only 
through face-to-face conversation and interviews. 

Accordingly, the present study aims to examine con-
textual factors and processes of marital infidelity using 
a qualitative approach and based on the grounded theory 
by exploring the lived experiences of people who have 
been involved in this phenomenon. In addition, conduct-
ing scientific surveys to identify the factors associated 
with this problem and its consequences in society is es-
sential. Different studies have been conducted in other 
countries to explore the causes and factors underlying 
marital infidelity and identify effective treatment and 
prevention techniques. However, due to the high sen-
sitivity of marital infidelity, difficulty in accessing in-
dividuals who experienced or were involved in this is-
sue, and negative communal and regulatory reaction to 
people who commit it, there is little research on this issue 
in Iran. Also, experts and researchers have not seriously 
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paid attention to marital infidelity as a threat to the safety 
and health of individuals, families, and society. Thus, 
exploring the roots of this problem and planning to pre-
vent, reduce, and eliminate its underlying factors can 
effectively maintain and improve social health, order, 
and balance. Accordingly, this study aims to identify the 
processes and contextual conditions of marital infidelity.

2. Materials and Methods

The present study used a qualitative and grounded the-
ory approach to develop a scientific perspective through 
a systematic approach and direct use of data instead of 
making an inference based on previous assumptions and 
existing theoretical frameworks. A grounded theory ap-
proach requires using several stages of data collection, 
refinement, and review of relationships between infor-
mational categories. In qualitative studies, especially in 
the grounded theory approach, data are collected using 
exploratory interviews. Besides, data collection and anal-
ysis are performed simultaneously to extract the theory 
grounded in the data (Creswell & Báez, 2020).

Accordingly, to identify the processes and contextual 
factors of marital infidelity in this study, the narratives 
of couples who have experienced marital infidelity were 
examined by interviewing the couples. The participants 
were selected from those referred to courts of law and 
marriage and family therapy clinics, both private and 
public, in Tehran in late September 2019. To this end, 
the questions to be asked in semi-structured interviews 
were prepared by reviewing previous studies in the lit-
erature. Afterward, to examine the content and adequacy 
of the questions, they were reviewed by several marriage 
and family therapists and researchers. After preparing 
the final questions, the interviews were conducted with 
couples who had the experience of marital infidelity. 

The participants were selected using the purposive 
sampling method. The inclusion criteria for the couples 
were having experienced marital infidelity at least once 
in their marital life, being married for 1 to 10 years, hav-
ing no acute mental illness at the discretion of a psychia-
trist, and providing informed consent to participate in the 
study. To this end, persons who met the inclusion criteria 
and volunteered to participate in this study were select-
ed. The selection of participants continued until the data 
collected through the interviews were theoretically satu-
rated, i.e., no new information was observed with addi-
tional interviews with new participants. Accordingly, the 
data were saturated by interviewing 32 persons. The ex-
clusion criteria were being in divorcing process, being in 
love or sexual relationship with a third party, consuming 

alcohol and or drugs that may lead to high-risk behaviors 
such as infidelity.

Collecting data from the interviews and observations 
continued until the collected data were saturated and 
no new information was obtained with additional inter-
views. One of the signs of data saturation is to find out 
repetitive data in interviews and observations. Each in-
terview lasted between 45 minutes and an hour. Before 
starting the interviews, some necessary information was 
provided to the participants about the research procedure 
and confidentiality of the participants’ data as a require-
ment for compliance with ethical principles. Besides, 
written informed consent was obtained from the par-
ticipants. At the time of the interviews, the participants’ 
voices were recorded with their permission. Then, the 
recorded interviews were transcribed carefully word by 
word. In parallel with the interview process, the data 
were analyzed, and interviews with new participants 
were conducted until the data were saturated. The tran-
scripts of the interviews were then analyzed. 

A systematic method was used to analyze the content of 
the interviews and extract the related themes and catego-
ries. A systematic research design based on the grounded 
theory emphasizes the use of data analysis through open 
coding (to extract basic constructs), axial coding (to re-
veal codes, categories, and subcategories), and selective 
coding (to extract the core category). To this end, we per-
formed open coding based on the research variables, the 
questions asked in the interviews, and the participants’ 
statements. Then, axial coding was used to refine and 
separate the identified categories (the statements with 
similar meanings). Finally, selective coding was done to 
merge the categories into a coherent pattern. The crite-
ria proposed by Guba and Lincoln (1994) were used to 
ensure the trustworthiness of the data. Thus, to increase 
the data validity, the data collection and analysis were 
performed simultaneously until the collected data were 
theoretically saturated. 

The credibility of the data was checked by having the 
transcripts reviewed by the participants. This review 
helped the researcher better understand their experiences 
and increased the participants’ trust. The data confirm-
ability was ensured by reviewing the transcripts and 
reaching a consensus on the extracted codes and cate-
gories through member checks. Also, the dependability 
of the data was established through external checks and 
reviews of the collected data. Finally, the transferability 
of the findings was enhanced by interviewing additional 
persons and refining the data. Written informed consent 
was obtained from the participants for conducting and 
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recording the interviews, voluntary participation in, and 
withdrawal from the study. Also, the participants’ infor-
mation was kept confidential. 

3. Results 

The results showed that out of 32 people who experi-
enced marital infidelity, 21 were females, and 11 were 
males. The female participants’ mean age was 38.75 
years with a range of 26 to 56 years. Besides, the male 
participants’ mean age was 42.67 years with a range of 
29 to 61 years. The mean age of all couples was 39.71 
years. Furthermore, 15 participants had a diploma, 10 
had a bachelor’s degree, and 7 had high school and low-
er education. The participants married for 4 to 30 years 
with a mean of 18.9 years. Moreover, the participants’ 
length of marriage ranged from 16 to 30 years, and their 
average marriage length was 21 years. All participants 
had children, with 19 persons having one child, 9 having 
two children, and 4 having three children. A total of 21 
participants (including 11 men and 9 women) were em-
ployed, and the rest were unemployed or homemakers. 

All participants’ spouses were employed. The majority 
of the participants had moderate socioeconomic status, 
8 persons poor socioeconomic status, and 4 good socio-
economic status. The majority of the participants (18 per-
sons) reported that they knew their spouse through fam-
ily or friends; 7 participants met their spouse at work, 4 
at university, and 3 at a party. Besides, most participants 
(24 persons) reported that they were married out of love, 
and 8 people stated that they were married because of 
the family members’ insistence. Half of the participants 
stated that they were boyfriends or girlfriends before 
marriage, but half reported no premarital relationships. 
The participants also said that they spend an average of 
4.5 hours per day on social media. Most participants re-
ported that they watched movies and TV shows on satel-
lite channels infrequently, but all watched porn movies.

The majority of participants (23 persons) reported that 
they experienced marital infidelity for more than 5 years 
after marriage; 7 reported that they experienced marital 
infidelity for 2 to 5 years after marriage, and 2 people also 
reported that they had this experience less than two years 
after their marriage. Besides, 14 participants reported that 
they already knew a third person who had entered into 
a marital relationship with their spouse and 12 people 
reported that they met the third party at work or school 
and 6 people reported meeting the third person through 
online social media. The majority of participants (15 per-
sons) reported that their partner’s or their infidelity was 
exposed by checking cell phones and online chat rooms. 

Also, 10 persons stated that they learned about their 
partners’ cheating through their friends’ and relatives’ 
reports, and 7 people reported that they discovered part-
ners’ cheating accidentally when going to work or home.

Finally, most participants (21 persons) reported that 
their spouse was unfaithful, and 11 persons reported 
themselves committing marital infidelity.

The analysis of the participants’ experiences revealed 
51 codes (themes) that were extracted through open cod-
ing. The extracted codes were merged into 10 categories 
via axial coding. Finally, 10 main themes were identified 
through selective coding, as shown in Table 1.

As seen in the above Table, the process and contextual 
conditions of marital infidelity are divided into four main 
themes: the formation of the context for marital infidel-
ity, predictions of marital infidelity, engaging in marital 
infidelity, and consequences of marital fidelity.

This section provides examples of the participants’ 
statements about the main categories at the four levels 
of marital infidelity process inputs, marital infidelity 
process formation, marital infidelity process, marital in-
fidelity process outputs, and their related subcategories. 
Aliases were used in the participants’ statements. 

The formation of the context for marital infidelity

The formation of the context for marital infidelity 
in the premarital life

The tense and disturbing environment of the paternal 
home, the cold relations of family members, strictness 
and control of comings and goings, etc., have caused 
some participants who had experienced marital infi-
delity, especially the women to surrender to marriage 
without interest and knowledge, to get rid of these prob-
lems and gain freedom. Also, some male participants 
acknowledged that their parental house was tense and 
without intimacy between family members. 

Maryam said: 

“We had cold relationships in the family. My parents 
did not have good relations. My comings and goings 
were controlled by my parents and brothers. I was not 
allowed to answer the phone. My mother was always 
getting on my nerve and beat me. I wished I could marry 
sooner and leave home” (Escape from home). 

Some participants engaged in extramarital affairs said 
that their parents had already cheated on their spouses 
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Table 1. The codes extracted via open, axial, and selective coding

Selective Codes (Categories) Axial Codes (Subcategories) Open Codes (Themes)

The formation of the context 
for marital infidelity

The formation of the context 
for marital infidelity in the 

premarital life 

Experiencing infidelity in the family of origin 

Having unfaithful friends

Having sexual and emotional relationships before marriage

Marriage as an escape from the paternal home

The formation of the context 
for marital infidelity when 

meeting the spouse and get-
ting ready for marriage 

Having sexual fantasies

Social media 

Watching porn movies

Curiosity

Availability

The formation of the context 
for marital infidelity during 

marital life

High expectations

Having misconceptions

Predictors of marital
 infidelity

Marital conflict/violent 
behavior 

Financial problems

Not paying alimony

Addiction

Impotence

Age disparity 

Disinterest 

Failure to meet sexual and emotional expectations

Having unusual sexual expectations

Return to the old love 

Revenge

Emotional apathy 

Lack of communication skills

Lack of commitment

Excessive relationships with colleagues, friends, and relatives

Inattention to each other’s needs

Lack of intimacy and love

Irritability and anger 

Disrespect and insult

Beating

Sexual apathy 

Ignorance of personal hygiene

Lack of sexual skills at the beginning and during intercourse

Refusal to have sex (frigidity)

The monotony of the relationship

Masturbation

Not enjoying sexual relations 
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and witnessed these events and their consequences in the 
family. This means that unfaithful parents affirm infidel-
ity and justify it to their children. 

Solmaz said:

“I remember when I was about 14 years old, one day 
my mother and I went shopping, and my mother became 
friends with the shopkeeper, and after that, they called 
each other. I was very upset about this, but later I realized 
that my mother was right because my father bothered 
her a lot.” 

Most unfaithful men and about half of the women sur-
veyed stated that they had an affair with the opposite 
sex before marriage, and some even had sex. This re-
lationship was also repeated by some participants after 
marriage, and since their marriage, they had the idea of ​​
having a relationship with the opposite sex. Therefore, 
premarital relationships include sexual and romantic re-
lationships. Infidelity was reported by the participants 
who did not have sex before marriage and those who had 
sex. The difference is that infidelity was more frequent 
in people who had sex before marriage. Failed past love 
was the most repetitive subset of the concept of past is-
sues, and it leads to marital infidelity in two cases. In the 
first case, the relationship with the old love was termi-

nated at the time of the decision to marry, and the rela-
tionship was resumed after a while. 

Sina said: 

“I had a lot of sex before I got married, and even my 
wife knew it, and we saw a counselor several times. She 
hoped I would give it up after marriage. She married me. 
I had no relationship for about a year, but I couldn’t stand 
it and started it again.” 

Hamzeh said:

“From the beginning of my marriage, I was always 
thinking about my girlfriends. I was friend with a lot of 
girls, maybe 30 girls or more. I had sex with a girl I had 
been friends with for 8 years. I loved diversity since I 
was single, and I was friend with several girls at the same 
time.”

Most of the participants stated that they had satellite 
dishes at home. More than half of them acknowledged 
the effect of movies shown by satellite channels on 
changing attitudes and starting and continuing an ex-
tramarital affair. Using characters in satellite channel 
movies and pornographic films as role models as well 
as watching some corrupt behaviors on the Internet and 

Selective Codes (Categories) Axial Codes (Subcategories) Open Codes (Themes)

Engaging in marital fidelity Parallel relationships 
Engaging in relationships with other people via social media

Engaging in sexual and emotional relationships with a third person

Consequences of marital 
fidelity 

Emotional divorce 

Desire to be alone

Depression

Physical diseases

Lack of fun and shared opinions 

Long silence

Expressing hatred and negative emotions

Divorce Separation

Trying to get back to normal 
life

Confessing to infidelity 

Accepting mistakes 

Regret

Trying to compensate

Seeing a counselor 

Forgiveness

Agreement to continue living together
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social media had led some individuals to engage in mari-
tal infidelity. 

Masoud said: 

“All people are engaging in such relationships. If you 
want to enjoy this short life, you have to be like everyone 
else and enjoy it. Don’t you see on movies and TV shows 
that things are higgledy-piggledy and everyone is doing 
these affairs?” 

Sarah said:

“Before I got married, I was very interested in satellite 
movies, especially those shown by Farsi 1. If the char-
acters in the movie cheated on their partners, I would 
put myself in their shoes and empathize with them. Early 
in my relationship with my brother-in-law, these movies 
helped me a lot to accept it.” 

The formation of the context for marital infidel-
ity when meeting the spouse and getting ready for 
marriage

When a man is much older than his wife or vice versa, 
after a certain age, his sexual ability usually decreases, and 
he cannot meet the wife’s sexual needs. This point was 
stated by some of the participants in this study. 

Taqi said: 

“My wife and I were always arguing. She used to blame 
me. We had a child one year after the wedding. She was 
much younger and handsome than me. She always told 
me that I was a bad-tempered nasty old man. But I tried 
to tolerate everything.” 

Since this woman was older than her husband, they had 
some differences in terms of ideologies and interests. In 
addition, the woman was unable to meet her husband’s 
sexual needs. Furthermore, financially motivated mar-
riage is an issue pointed out by some participants. For 
instance, in many couples referred to the family court for 
infidelity, the wife had a better economic position. 

Fahimeh said: 

“My husband was a shop assistant. He always acted 
in a way that I thought he loved me. After 12 years, I 
learned that he had bought a bachelor pad with my mon-
ey and had sexual affairs with many women.” 

Women’s employment and their strong sexual desire 
made some women look instrumentally at marriage. In 

most of these marriages, women were much older than 
their husbands, and from the beginning, there had been 
no love between them. 

Fahimeh said:

“I was 35 years old, and my husband was 28 years old. 
This age disparity has led to many differences. For exam-
ple, he used to drive very fast and swerve. He wore bizarre 
sunglasses, usually preferred by coxcomb young men. I 
couldn’t satisfy him sexually. He was young anyway, and 
his age required him to do these things. I knew from the 
very beginning that he wanted me for my house and car.” 

One of the patterns of marriage pointed out by some 
participants was forced marriage. Mandatory social 
pressures such as girls’ old age, fear of remaining single, 
male unemployment, and the disturbing context of the 
family forced some people to marry. In society in general 
and in small communities in particular, the girl’s aging is 
stigmatized as a social anomaly. Many young girls have 
to marry to avoid being stigmatized as a spinster. 

Sahar said: 

“I was 18 years old, and I did not want to get married. 
I was forced to marry my cousin. I hated this marriage. 
My mother said that as all people in the family would 
talk about our marriage, we would be disgraced if I did 
not get married. I was not allowed to talk at all, and the 
whole family was determined to make this marriage hap-
pen. I resisted to the death, but it was of no use. I was just 
crying. They said I did not understand, and they intended 
to make me happy.” 

Usually, when a man loses his wife for some reason, 
especially when he has children, he runs into some prob-
lems. Besides, as remarriage is easier for men in Iranian 
society, people urge the man to remarry. 

Hamid said:

“Ten years ago, my wife died, and I had two children. 
My family members and relatives insisted that I must 
get married. They introduced a girl who was 15 years 
younger than me. I didn’t want to marry her. But they 
insisted that since there were some rumors about your 
marriage with her, you had to marry her.” 
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The formation of the context for marital infidelity 
during marital life

One of the most important factors influencing the par-
ticipants’ tendency to engage in marital infidelity was 
their low sexual satisfaction. 

Romina said: 

“My husband looked at me like a slave and only want-
ed me for sex, and he didn’t kiss and caress me while he 
was having sex with me.” 

Masoumeh said: 

“I’d like to have sex twice a week. We haven’t had sex 
for three months. I have had little sex with my husband. 
Sometimes it is once every six months. It’s been like this 
for about 10 years.”

The satisfaction of emotional needs in the marital re-
lationship is essential. In this study, most of the female 
participants and some male participants pointed to many 
problems in satisfying their sexual needs and considered 
it a reason for their infidelity. Although the lack of love 
and affection in the marital relationship is an important 
problem for both men and women, men like their love to 
be appreciated by their wives, and women are interested 
in receiving love from their husbands constantly and in 
different ways. 

Diana said: 

“My husband does not love me. After five years of liv-
ing together, I have reached the end of the line. I’m a 
young woman, I want a lot of love, but my husband does 
not understand me. Now I’m looking for love, but I don’t 
know where to find it. I regret why I married him. He 
is just caring for himself and stuffing his stomach with 
food. I reached the end of the line.” 

Samira said: 

“Believe me that he does not understand what love 
means at all! A man marries a woman to love her, so what 
do you think I should do when he does not? I should either 
marry another man or have affairs with another man.” 

In the post-marital phase, economic growth can be a 
factor leading to infidelity in men. However, some fe-
male participants admitted that they committed marital 
infidelity only because of the economic and financial 
problems and their husband’s unemployment that affect-
ed them and their families. 

Shiva said: 

“Eight years ago, my husband and I got married tradi-
tionally. We had a good life until he was very well off. 
At first, he was just dating women, but after a while, he 
told me that he had some concubines. As I loved him so 
much, I turned a blind eye to it. Because his factory had 
been transferred to a small town, I left university to be 
with him; maybe he would not do this again, but it was 
useless. I decided to divorce three years ago, but I found 
out I was pregnant. He promised not to do this, but he 
did not keep his promise. We saw a psychiatrist, and he 
said that my husband should take medicines. He behaved 
well for a while, but he stopped taking his medicines. I 
want to get out of his life”. 

Raha said: 

“There were other reasons, too. I had affairs with an-
other man because of the poverty and poor economic 
conditions. We had no money, and I saw my child was 
dying because of poverty and this miserable situation.” 

The husband’s addiction, unemployment, and socializing 
with addicted friends were reasons pointed out by some of 
the participants accounting for their marital infidelity. 

Sahar said: 

“Two years after our marriage, I realized that in addition 
to unemployment, my husband used drugs and paid less 
attention to me. Sometimes he had sex with me under 
dress. I, who was young and saw how other people were 
living, wanted not to lag, so I started finding a boyfriend.” 

Predictors of marital infidelity

Marital conflicts 

Marital conflicts were one of the reasons for marital 
infidelity. 

Susan said: 

“He always insulted me, humiliated me, and punished 
me emotionally. How much aggression! How much 
shouting! I never heard him talk to me kindly. He was 
always shouting at me.” 

Sahand said:

“Whenever there is a slight problem, my wife humili-
ates me very much and speaks very harshly and disre-
spectfully, as if I am her slave and she is the master. No 
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matter who is listening to her, she keeps saying that I’m 
the most helpless and clumsy man she has ever seen. She 
says that I’m so incompetent that I cannot handle even 
the smallest matter in life.”

Fahimeh said:

“This guy [her husband] did not socialize with anyone 
at all. He was at work all day. When he came home, he 
was either sleeping or having his nose in his cell phone. 
Then he suddenly started shouting. I wondered why all 
his life was work and playing with his cell phone. I had 
nothing to do but stare at walls and objects in the house 
and serve him. Alas, for a bit of attention and care for 
me! He was always tired or busy with work.” 

Emotional apathy

The present study results showed that emotional apa-
thy in most cases was a reason for the participants’ en-
gagement in marital infidelity. The themes associated 
with this concept are shown in Table 1. The following 
are examples of participants’ statements about emotional 
problems in their marital relationships. 

Diana said: 

“My husband does not love me. After five years of liv-
ing together, I have reached the end of the line. I’m a 
young woman with many desires. I want a lot of attention 
and love, but my husband does not understand me. Now 
I am looking for love, but I do not know where to find it. I 
regret why I married him. He just cares about himself and 
stuffing his belly with food. I reached the end of the line.”

“You have to be always alone. When your husband 
hurts your pride, you get tired. You need someone to talk 
to and understand you.” 

Most women who committed marital infidelity stated 
that they were often angry with their husbands and did 
not talk to each other because of misunderstandings and 
constant arguments and quarrels with their husbands. 

Mansoureh said: 

“We didn’t talk and were at tantrums at home most of 
the time, sometimes lasting two or three months. Six 
months ago, I did not talk to him for a month. I slept in a 
separate room. But he did not apologize to me. I did not 
talk to him and only made food for him. This affected me 
a lot and made me want to have affairs with other men 
because I learned that I could not really get a divorce and 
that he could not really satisfy me spiritually. I wondered 

this helped me to forget the things he did. I am on bad 
terms with him for four months a year and live in my 
father’s house. I am constantly going and coming.” 

The participants stated that they expected their spouses 
to pay attention to their feelings and emotions and to 
praise their appearance, clothing, and beauty, and to pay 
more attention in the presence of other people. They also 
stated that their expectations were met in most cases, 
and they have always faced unkindness and disregard by 
their spouses. This need was met mainly by sexual part-
ners, which was one of the reasons for their tendency to 
have extramarital affairs. 

Mohsen said: 

“Despite my wife’s disinterest and her rejection, I al-
ways did my best to attract her attention. I took her to 
travel, I bought many things for her … but my wife did 
not pay any attention to me, and she did not care. This 
made me very upset, but when I think about it, I wonder 
if I did not do these things, what should I have done. But 
I did not betray my wife and did not divorce her.” 

Some participants stated that they hated their spouses 
from the beginning of their marriage due to forced mar-
riages, and some even after marriage due to marital is-
sues and problems. 

Sahar said: 

“The biggest mistake in my life was marrying my hus-
band. I have regretted my marriage many times. I do 
not like to go to bed and sleep with her at all. We have 
been separated for months. I hate my life because I did 
not marry out of love. I do not love him at all. When he 
touches me, I want to shout. I go to bed early lest he asks 
to have sex. I’m just making excuses. I had to live with 
him because of the kids.” 

Some participants stated that not having time for a good 
emotional relationship with the wife, who expects the 
most love and expression of love from her husband, has 
caused the wife to fill this emotional gap by getting into 
relationships with bad friends. They filled this gap by 
bringing her into extramarital relations. 

Hamidreza said: 

“I was not home 24 days a month, and thus, my wife 
had to go to university to escape from loneliness and fill 
my absence.” 
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Sexual apathy

The study results indicated that sexual apathy was one 
of the reasons that made some participants engage in ex-
tramarital relationships. 

One of the most common problems in women’s sexu-
ality was their husbands’ premature ejaculation. They 
stated that despite having had this problem for several 
years, their husbands refused to seek treatment. 

Samaneh said:

“We have sex once every two months, and it takes only 
about 2 minutes. It has been like this since the beginning 
of our marriage. He has premature ejaculation. He does 
not arouse me, and I am not sexually satisfied.”

An analysis of the participants showed that men’s un-
awareness of preparing their wives before having sexual 
intercourse caused sexual dissatisfaction and apathy in 
some women. 

Susan said:

“Before having sex, he does not prepare me sexually. 
He just said, let’s do it. I told him what about me. When 
he was satisfied, he left me. I beg him to touch and caress 
me, but he does not pay attention. I was never satisfied 
sexually in my life.” 

Romina said: 

“My husband looked at me like a slave and only want-
ed me for sex, and he didn’t kiss and caress me while he 
was having sex with me.” 

Most participants pointed to the spouse’s frigidity and 
impotence and not seeking treatment as one of the rea-
sons behind their sexual dissatisfaction.

Masoumeh said: 

“I’d like to have sex twice a week. We haven’t had sex 
for three months. I have had little sex with my husband. 
Sometimes it is once every six months. It’s been like this 
for about 10 years.”

Hamzeh said: 

“She did not allow me to have sex with her. We had sex 
only once, on the first night of our marriage. She told me 
she hated these things and asked me I have to give her 
my house , so she let me have sex with her.” 

Meisam said:

“The thing that bothered me the most was my impo-
tence. I couldn’t have sex with my wife for about three 
years. Our relation was like that of a prisoner and warder. 
I had just to control her so that she did not have affairs 
with anyone. My wife always blamed me and asked me 
to have sex with her, and she started fighting and quar-
reling at home.” 

Some participants stated that their intense sexual de-
sires and the inability of their spouses to meet their needs 
led to severe sexual dissatisfaction, anger, and irritabil-
ity. The sexual desires were so intense that some mas-
turbated, and in some cases, their spouses responded to 
their sexual needs with contempt.

Ali said:

“After a while, our sexual relationship got worse. She 
didn’t allow me to be satisfied at all. I was very dissatis-
fied with this issue, and since then, she started making a 
fuss at home.” 

Engaging in marital fidelity

Engaging in sexual relationships with a third per-
son

Monir said: 

“I suddenly ended up having affairs with someone oth-
er than my husband. I asked myself what I was doing. I 
really do not know what happened. But it happened, and 
I felt I was interested in him.”

Nahal said: 

“We had a problem with each other, and I hated him 
and needed someone to be with me to pull me out of this 
mire. It didn’t matter to me that I loved him. I finally 
found a boyfriend. Things got a little better for me tem-
porarily, but when I came home, I had to face the same 
terrible situation.” 

Mohsen said: 

“I really did not want to end up in this relationship, but 
I do not know what happened that I developed an inter-
est in her. I liked to talk to her, go out, and spend time 
with her.” 
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Mansoureh said:

“He humiliated me and blamed me so much that I could 
not stand him anymore. All this made me allow myself to 
make friends with someone else to escape this situation.” 

Ladan said:

“Little by little, I got emotionally interested in him. Be-
ing with him was like a new world for me.” 

Maryam said: 

“Most of the time, I was on bad terms with my hus-
band. He insulted and beat me. But I could not do any-
thing. His offenses and beatings made me hate him. Fi-
nally, I met a shopkeeper, and I am still taking revenge 
on my husband.” 

Engaging in parallel relationship

Saba said: 

“I was not really unfaithful, but I did not love him. 
There was no other choice because two months after the 
marriage, I realized that he was very bad-tempered and 
insulting. Still, my family members forced me to keep 
living with him because of nonsense prejudices and the 
belief that an engaged girl should not get a divorce as it 
will devalue her.”

Raha said:

“I could neither get a divorce nor do anything else. I 
had to enter into a relationship with someone else with-
out leaving my relationship with my husband.”

“There were other reasons, too. I had affairs with an-
other man because of the poverty and poor economic 
conditions. We had no money, and I saw my child was 
dying because of poverty and this miserable situation.” 

Sahar said: 

“I was not the type of person to make friends with 
someone other than my husband. Everything went hand 
in hand to make this happen. I was 18 years old, and I did 
not want to get married. I was forced to marry my cousin. 
I hated this marriage. My mother said that as all people 
in the family talked about our marriage, we would be 
disgraced if I did not get married. I was not allowed to 
talk at all, and the whole family was determined to make 
this marriage happen. I resisted to the death, but it was of 

no use. I was just crying. They said I did not understand, 
and they intended to make me happy.” 

Consequences of marital infidelity

Emotional divorce

Susan said:

“Right now, we have no emotional connection … and 
we got an emotional divorce so that when he wants to 
touch me, I have a disgusting feeling. But since I re-
ceived nothing from him and I waived my marriage por-
tion, I just want to find a change and get a divorce.”

Soheila said:

“We were just living in the same house. We did not ac-
cept the problems or just kept silent.” 

Saeed said:

“I had no trust in her, and I was really helpless to solve 
all this misery.” 

Saba said: 

“There was no verbal or emotional connection between 
us, and I preferred to run away from home.” 

Nima said:

“Our only problem was emotional divorce. I think I’m 
a flexible person that can get along with this situation. I 
told her that the only problem was that she did not listen 
to me and was stubborn. I told her we could not have a 
good life if she did not give up her arrogance. But she 
said that she was tired of this life, and neither I nor this 
life had any attraction for her. She said that she was tired 
of all these problems. To be honest, I could not get along 
with this situation. In fact, I was worn out and did not 
like our marital life.” 

Sahar said:

“I wanted to spend all my time with my child, and I 
didn’t want to be with him at all.”

Donya said:

“We didn’t have any sexual, physical, or verbal rela-
tionships. I think we just lived together in the same house 
but had no feelings for each other.” 
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Divorce

Samira said:

“There was no way but divorce, and we separated.” 

Morteza said:

“When I finally got a divorce, I felt that I was released 
forever from this dirty life that I was stuck in.” 

Sahar said:

“It was only a divorce that could get me out of this 
quagmire, and I didn’t want to stand him for a moment 
after I learned he betrayed me.” 

Mina said: 

“I tolerated this situation for the sake of my child, but he 
did not change. I found that the only way was separation.” 

Seeing a counselor and trying to get back to nor-
mal life

Zahra said:

“It was tough work to forgive him, but he regretted it. I 
did not want to ruin my life. We referred to a counselor 
and did everything to get our happiness back.” 

Mohadaseh said: 

“Anyway, I made a mistake; I was really sorry; I was 
not such a person. It was the first time I made such a mis-
take. I wanted to compensate for it, and I did my best.”

Babak said:

“When my wife realized about my affairs, she did not 
talk to me for a long time, but she forgave me because 
she knew I regretted it and I love her. We are doing our 
best to make our lives better.” 

Back to normal life

Zahra said: 

“Thank God that this nightmare is over forever, now I 
feel really happy. I do not want to think about this even 
for a moment.” 

Saeed said:

“It’s good we didn’t get divorced. Anyway, everyone 
can make mistakes in life. We forgave each other for the 
sake of our life and gave a new life to our lives, and now 
we have no problem.”

Hamid said:

“Although it was hard to return to normal life after all 
that happened, I proved to my wife that I love her and that 
it was just a childish mistake, and my wife is really good.”

Figure 1. The process and contextual conditions of marital infidelity
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Mohsen said:

“It’s been about two and a half years now since that 
event. I don’t like to talk about it. But I’m happy that it’s 
over and we’re back to our normal life. I don’t allow our 
life and happiness to be endangered.” 

As seen in Figure 1, marital infidelity from formation, 
engagement, and adjustment generally takes place in 
four stages: the formation of the context of marital infi-
delity, predictions of marital infidelity, engaging in mari-
tal infidelity, and the consequences of marital infidelity. 

4. Discussion 

The present study explored the process and contex-
tual conditions of marital infidelity. The analysis of the 
participants’ interviews indicated that marital infidelity 
from formation, engagement, and adjustment generally 
takes place in four stages: the formation of the context of 
marital infidelity, predictions of marital infidelity, engag-
ing in marital infidelity, and the consequences of marital 
infidelity. Previous studies have shown several factors 
accounting for the formation of infidelity in marital re-
lationships. For example, Satples, (2012) and Jackman 
(2015) reported that the personality traits such as extro-
version and narcissism could serve as factors underlying 
marital infidelity. Besides, lack of internal adherence to 
religious beliefs can be a factor accounting for people’s 
tendency to engage in marital infidelity (Khodabakhshi-
Koolaee et al., 2017).

Adherence to religious beliefs, mutual respect, and 
couples’ knowledge of each other can increase the dura-
bility and stability of their marriage (Jamalnik, Falsafine-
jad, Khodabakhshi-koolaee, 2020). Turliuc and Scutaru 
(2013) showed that the absence of dynamic relationships, 
sexual dissatisfaction, and lack of attractiveness could be 
other underlying factors of infidelity in marital relation-
ships. Abbasi, Gholamzadeh Jofreh & Morgan (2020) 
reported six main themes related to marital infidelity 
among Iranian women: partners’ emotional issues, cul-
tural and social factors, substance abuse, partners’ psy-
chological issues, financial worries, and sexual concerns 
(Abbasi et al., 2020). Spousal violence and communica-
tion problems are other factors associated with infidelity 
among men and women. For example, Majumdar (2018) 
showed that young women resort to online infidelity to 
avoid conflicts and spousal violence (Majumdar, 2018).

The poor economic situation and financial problems 
faced by couples were other causes of infidelity in marital 
life. For example, Wanjiru et al. showed a negative rela-

tionship between a spouse’s monthly income and infidelity. 
The lower the family income, the greater the involvement 
of the spouse in infidelity (Wanjiru, Ireri, & Menecha, 
2020). Family-of-origin experiences, parental infidelity, 
family conflicts, and individuals’ infidelity beliefs.

Overall, the present study showed that marital infidel-
ity begins in the premarital stages. This outcome is due 
to the individuals’ personality traits and religious beliefs. 
Then it continues with choosing and getting to know the 
spouse, followed by the risk factors after marriage and 
during marital life, all leading to marital infidelity. The 
contextual conditions for marital infidelity are developed 
due to marital conflicts, emotional apathy, sexual dissat-
isfaction, economic problems in the family, and physi-
cal and verbal violence experienced by spouses. Marital 
infidelity is formed by engaging in relationships with a 
third person and starting parallel relationships. 

The consequences of marital infidelity include emo-
tional divorce, divorce or seeing a counselor, and trying 
to return to a normal life. However, these steps are not 
completely independent of each other, and there are re-
ciprocal relationships between them. For instance, get-
ting into relationships with a third person increases the 
emotional and sexual apathy between couples, which 
can have consequences such as emotional divorce, di-
vorce, or referring to a counselor. These findings reveal 
the need for paying more attention to the issue of marital 
infidelity and identifying the process and contextual fac-
tors accounting for marital infidelity. Accordingly, it is 
essential to develop and implement effective programs 
to prevent and reduce the incidence of marital infidelity. 
Besides, future studies can explore risk factors for mari-
tal infidelity in larger samples. 

5. Conclusion

The present study showed that marital infidelity is a com-
plex and multidimensional phenomenon, and people tend 
to engage in marital infidelity for various reasons. There-
fore, this phenomenon must be dealt with by considering 
these complexities, and a single solution cannot be offered 
to everyone. The four main stages of marital infidelity of 
formation of the context of marital infidelity, predictions 
of marital infidelity, engaging in marital infidelity, and the 
consequences of marital infidelity are interrelated.
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