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Exploring the lived experience of parental infidelity
Lutfiye Salih and Sara Chaudry

Department of Psychology, City, University of London, London, UK

ABSTRACT
The current study explored the lived experience of parental
infidelity; how individuals make sense of this experience and
what its’ implications are. Qualitative data were collected from
individual, semi-structured interviews with six adult participants.
An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis methodology was
used and a critical realist epistemological stance was taken.
Analyses revealed findings of four master themes: adultification,
challenges in romantic relationships, the psychological experience
and the pathway to healing. These master themes were sub-
categorized into super-ordinate themes as follows: adultification –
becoming an emotional carer and awareness of parental sexuality,
challenges in romantic relationships – fear of abandonment and
relationship breakdown, intergenerational transmission of infidelity
and differentiation, the psychological experience – an everlasting
pain, the sense of self and loss: detachment and disconnection, the
pathway to healing – restoration through destruction, perspective:
intellectualization and understanding and honesty and openness.
Theoretical, research and clinical implications alongside limitations
and ideas for future research are discussed.
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Introduction

Infidelity has been defined as the ‘breach of trust and/or violation of agreed upon norms’
(Blow & Hartnett, 2005, p. 192) within a romantically, sexually and emotionally exclusive
monogamous relationship.

Various dimensions of infidelity within the relationship dyad have been researched.
Moller and Vossler (2015) have focused on defining infidelity as an empirical, theoretical
and therapeutic construct, Stewart (2017) has explored the implications of gender, atti-
tudes and attachment styles on the perception of infidelity and studies have investigated
the impact of infidelity on the partner who has been betrayed (Cano & O’Leary, 2000)
and how couples who have experienced infidelity can be helped therapeutically (Kessel
et al., 2007; Snyder et al., 2008). However, there has been less exploration of the experi-
ence of infidelity, for individuals outside of the relationship dyad, such as their offspring.

According to Lusterman (2005), parental infidelity may shatter the expectations children
had of their parents; the role models they believed would always provide a feeling of safety
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and security. Thus, when parents fail to meet these expectations, children are likely to experi-
ence distress.However, there remainunansweredquestions regardinghow this distressmaybe
manifested and what is truly encompassed in the lived experience of parental infidelity.

Adult romantic relationships

A predominant theme elucidated in the existing literature is the implications of parental
infidelity for the romantic relationships of adult offspring. Nogales and Bellotti (2009)
found that adult offspring who had experienced parental infidelity were likely to experience
difficulties in maintaining healthy romantic relationships. The study found that 70% of par-
ticipants stated that their experience of parental infidelity lessened their abilities to trust their
romantic partners. Gottman (2011) highlights the importance of having a strong sense of
trust within relationships and the fundamental role it plays, in both partners feeling safe,
secure and able to be open with one another. Amongst individuals who have experienced
parental infidelity, a weak or an entirely absent sense of trust within their romantic relation-
ships can reduce the level at which they are willing to allow themselves to be guided or sup-
ported by their romantic partners and/or are able to experience sexual curiosity. This
lessened sense of trust has also been found to be positively correlated with these individuals
being more likely to engage in infidelity themselves (Cramer et al., 2001) and this interge-
nerational transmission of infidelity is a themewhich has appeared throughout the literature
asmultiple studies have revealed a significant positive correlation betweenparental infidelity
and having engaged in infidelity behaviours (Havlicek et al., 2011; Weiser, 2013) or likeli-
hood to engage in infidelity (Platt et al., 2008; Weiser et al., 2017).

Further exploring the intergenerational influences of parental infidelity on the roman-
tic relationships of adult offspring, a limited amount of research has taken a more sys-
temic approach by adopting the ‘contextual therapy model’ framework and exploring
the role of ‘relational ethics’ (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). This framework
explores how the act of parental infidelity, a clear violation of trust and loyalty, may
influence adult offspring’s perceptions of relational ethics within their own romantic
relationships (Schmidt et al., 2016). Relational ethics within relationships of individuals
of the same generation, i.e. romantic partners are labelled ‘horizontal’, whilst relational
ethics within intergenerational relationships, i.e. parent–child relationships are labelled
‘vertical’ (Hargrave et al., 1991).

Schmidt et al. (2016) found a significant correlation between paternal infidelity and
lowered levels of ‘horizontal’ relational ethics. Similarly, Kawar et al. (2019) found that
participants who had been exposed to parental infidelity scored significantly lower,
than participants who had not, on the vertical relational ethics measures and on the hori-
zontal relational ethics measures, indicating that parental infidelity can negatively
influence individuals’ relationships with members of their family of origin and their
romantic partners.

Topic avoidance

Infidelity is a topic often regarded as ‘taboo’ (Baxter & Wilmot, 1985) and has been
shown to be completely immersed and entangled in secret keeping, privacy and topic
avoidance (Lusterman, 2005; Vangelisiti, 1994; Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997).
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Lusterman (2005) suggests that even if parents haven’t explicitly discussed with
offspring the fact that parental infidelity has taken place, the conflict and tension
between parents can still negatively impact children. For younger children, there may
be an unconscious response to parental anxiety or conflict, which can manifest in
their becoming whiny or increasingly irritable. For slightly older children of an adoles-
cent age, the experience may be one of becoming slightly aware of tension but feeling
unsure whether or not to question the source of the tension or to reveal any information
they have become exposed to. Adult children are much more likely to be fully aware of
the tension and explicitly question their parents regarding its source.

Thorson (2009) explored how individuals manage the information they become
exposed to, following parental infidelity and the potential enactment of ‘rules’, by
offspring, regarding the protecting of information of the providing of access to infor-
mation, about the parental infidelity. The study found that offspring described enacting
two ‘protection rules’ (Petronio, 2002), which were categorized as ‘external’; referring to
participants’ endeavours to protect information about the infidelity from individuals
outside of the family in an attempt to avoid ‘scrutiny’ and ‘internal’; referring to partici-
pants’ trying to protect the information about the infidelity, within the family, in order to
avoid other family members becoming upset.

Thorson (2017) highlights the fact that the topic-avoidant nature of parental
infidelity presents a dilemma for offspring regarding whether to adopt an individual,
or a communal style of coping. Furthermore, Thorson (2017) explored how adult chil-
dren cope with their experiences of parental infidelity and convey their feelings of con-
demnation or unhappiness, regarding their parents’ behaviour, within a ‘topic avoidant
environment’. The study elucidated three strategies of coping: ‘communicative sanc-
tions’ which offspring place upon their parents, ‘acting out’ and ‘setting ground
rules’. Firstly, the communicative sanctions were categorized into: ‘withholding
address terms’, ‘withholding terms of endearment’ and ‘giving the silent treatment’.
Next, acting out was categorized into: ‘using the information’ which referred to partici-
pants’ using information about the infidelity to intentionally induce power, hurt or
embarrass the unfaithful parent and ‘outbursts’. Whilst the ‘outbursts’ did not
address the infidelity and continued to uphold the avoidance of this topic within the
family, it manifested in a way which ‘allowed the anxious “fever” to break’ (Thorson,
2017, p. 183) and therefore was experienced as a form of relief for participants.
Finally, the setting of ‘ground rules’; which was reported by participants as a mechanism
to cope with changes in the family structure, for example the developing relationship
with a step-parent or relational dynamics between new siblings.

In stark contrast to avoidance of the subject, Brown (2001) suggests that some parents
discuss the infidelity incessantly with their children. The reason for this may be that
parents are seeking closure, or it may be due to parents using this as a tool to create
new bonds and alliances with their children against the other parent. The latter can be
particularly problematic as it can result in children being exposed to inappropriate dis-
closures and/or feeling conflicted regarding their loyalty and thus feeling caught in
between their parents; a feeling which has been positively correlated with worsened
mental health (Schrodt & Afifi, 2007). This highlights that parental infidelity can affect
offspring, both, if the infidelity becomes a source of secrecy and topic avoidance or, is
discussed continually.
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Communication and the role of familial messages

Despite being very limited, there has been some exploration in the literature, of the mess-
ages that children receive frommembers of their family, following parental infidelity, and
the role this may play in the experience they have.

Thorson (2014) explored the impact of messages received following the discovery of
parental infidelity, on the extent to which offspring experience ‘feeling caught’. The term
‘feeling caught’ has been defined as an occurrence of triangulation; which children find
themselves in the middle of parental disputes (Schrodt & Afifi, 2007) and experience a
‘loyalty conflict’ when teams begin to form within the family system and are opposing
of one another (Emery, 1994). The study found that participants described received
messages, both passive and active, that were both discouraging of their ‘feeling
caught’; these were categorized as: ‘keeping conflict between the parents’, ‘there is no
good/bad guy’ and ‘change is good’ and encouraging of their ‘feeling caught’; these
were categorized as: ‘uncovering information’, ‘child as mediator’ and ‘managing other
family members’ opinions’.

In a similar thread, April and Schrodt (2018) explored the influence of disclosing par-
ental infidelity to offspring, in the style of ‘person-centred messages’, on the way in which
offspring then attribute responsibility and their willingness to forgive the infidelity. The
‘person-centredness’ of the messages of disclosure were assessed using an adaption of the
‘person-centred scale’, developed by Jones and Guerrero (2001) and included items
rating how sensitive, helpful, understanding, caring, warm and supportive, participants
perceived their parents’ messages of disclosure to be. The study revealed a significant
negative correlation between participants’ attribution of responsibility to the unfaithful
parent and their level of willingness to forgive. However, analyses revealed there to be
no significant correlation between the person-centredness of the messages of disclosure
and the level of the participants’ willingness to forgive their unfaithful parent and no sig-
nificant correlation between the person-centredness of the messages and the participants’
attribution of responsibility. In considering why these results may not have been signifi-
cant, the researchers highlight the fact that the situations in the study were hypothetical;
the participants had not experienced parental infidelity in their real lives, which may have
influenced the validity of the results.

Exploring a slightly different strand of communication, Thorson (2019) investigated
the impact of communication on adult children’s forgiveness of parental infidelity.
The study found that the likelihood of adult children forgiving their unfaithful parent
is higher if they receive a sincere apology from the unfaithful parent for the infidelity.
The study also found that a child’s empathy for the parent and a child’s ‘positively
valenced attributions’ for the causality of the parents’ infidelity were significant mediators
of forgiveness.

Much of the existing research has taken a quantitative approach; restricting the experi-
ence of parental infidelity to quantifiable variables and thus resulting solely in insight into
correlative associations in many cases. Taking a quantitative approach can reduce the
complexity and multifaceted nature of human experience, which qualitative researchers
can gauge the scope of, by immersing themselves into participants’ social worlds and
allowing them to communicate the sense they make of their experiences, in their own
words (Liamputtong, 2013). Amongst the qualitative research in this field, there is a
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gap in the literature for contemporary research which does not focus on a particular
thread or adopt a particular theoretical framework or lens. Though these studies have
generated very valuable knowledge, this can be somewhat restrictive of important
elements of the overarching experience. In addition, the existing literature predomi-
nantly takes a snapshot approach; the majority of the studies are looking at a particular
time period; for example, after concluding their research April and Schrodt (2018) have
reflected on the fact that the absence of significant results in their study may have in part,
been due to the fact that they only explored the experience of parental infidelity at the
stage of the infidelity being disclosed to offspring; concluding that an individual’s
needs may differ across different stages of the experience of parental infidelity.

These factors elucidate the gap in the literature for phenomenology; an in-depth
dynamic exploration of the overarching lived experience of parental infidelity.

In this research, the terms ‘child’ or ‘children’may refer to offspring of any age, unless
specified.

Materials and methods

Methodology

The study adopted an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith, 1996)
methodology.

This methodology draws on three key theoretical underpinnings: phenomenology,
hermeneutics and ideography (Smith et al., 2009).

The phenomenological school of thought aims to gain insight into the lived experience
of a phenomenon, as it occurs, from the point of view of the subject (Giorgi & Giorgi,
2003a). Edmund Husserl (1859–1938), the founder of transcendental phenomenology
believed that subjective human experience cannot be isolated from an objective world
(Zahavi, 2003). He took a critical view of the ‘knowledge claims’ made by science,
putting forth that ‘Lebenswelt’; the ‘lifeworld’; which refers to ‘the taken-for granted,
every-day life that we lead’ (Smith et al., 2009, p. 15) is a ‘precursor’ to scientific
enquiry (Smith et al., 2009). Husserlian phenomenology placed great emphasis on the
‘intentional’ relationship between ‘objects’ and the conscious experience (McIntyre &
Smith, 1989). Husserl believed that in order to truly understand the essentiality of this
subjective experience, one must take on a ‘phenomenological attitude’, which necessitates
the reflexive process of attending our gaze to each specific thing as it appears, rather than
as a part of a system in which it exists (Husserl, 1927). He proposed the ‘phenomenolo-
gical method’ which consists of ‘epoché’ ‘phenomenological reduction’ and ‘imaginative
variation’ (Moustakas, 1994). Epoché refers to the concept of ‘bracketing’ individual
biases, presuppositions, typifications, in an attempt to ‘invalidate’, ‘inhibit’ and ‘disqua-
lify’ (Schmitt, 1959, p. 239) our perceived validity of prior knowledge and experience.
Phenomenological reduction refers to the reduction of what is being presented, into
‘mere phenomena’ (Husserl, 1925/1977, p. 20); elucidating the content of what is
being consciously experienced (Willig, 2013). Finally, the ‘imaginative variation’ is a
reflective process in which one strives to understand ‘how’ and experience has come
to being, by considering various alternative structural elements such as time, spatial
and relational qualities (Brann, 1991).
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Hermeneutics is the theoretical study of interpretation; the implications of which,
have significantly impacted the development of IPA; an interpretative approach to
phenomenology. Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) believed that description and
interpretation are not distinct entities and that an individual’s access to the lived
experience is always by way of interpretation (Heidegger, 1962). He proposed that
the aim of phenomenology is dually perceptual and analytical; it is not only to
explore the meanings of what visibly appears before us, but also to examine meanings
which may exist latently; a process which requires interpretation (Moran, 2000). In
contrast to Husserl, Heidegger argues that sense-making is a dynamic and cyclical
process. He believes it is impossible to entirely bracket out ‘fore-conception’ each
time we encounter a new ‘object’, and whilst these presuppositions can inform our
understanding of new things, the new things can also elucidate the nature of these
presuppositions (Smith et al., 2009). This concept is highlighted in the theory of
the ‘hermeneutic circle’ (Gadamer, 1990; Schleiermacher, 1998) which refers to the
circularly process in which; to understand the whole, you must understand the
parts, and to understand the parts you must understand the whole; an integral
element of the IPA analytic strategy.

Idiography refers to the focus on specifics; the exploration of the phenomenon in great
depth, from individual viewpoints, within a given context (McLeod, 2015). Researchers
argue that nomothetic approaches fail to account for distinctive human dispositions
(Allport, 1961) or provide a detailed understanding of emotional, behavioural and
psychological processes at the individual level (Smith et al., 1995).

Rationale for this approach

It was believed that this research would be particularly well-aligned with this meth-
odology because of its compatibility with the theoretical underpinnings. Firstly, phe-
nomenology; the focus of the study is exploring the lived experience of the
phenomenon of parental infidelity. IPA allows participants to convey their experience
from their own perspective, without imposing restrictions such as preselected theor-
etical notions. This elucidates the significant aspects of a specific experience in a par-
ticular context (Larkin et al., 2006). The aim of this methodology is to explore the
meanings participants attach to their experience and gain insight into the process
involved in their sense-making (Larkin et al., 2011). This is consistent with the
aims of this research.

Next, hermeneutics; IPA posits that whilst the researcher can gain insight into this
experience, analyses will be an interpretation; mediated by the participant, researcher
and their interaction (Larkin & Thompson, 2012). This is consistent with the researcher’s
epistemological stance; as IPA does not deny the existence of a ‘reality’ but is concerned
with the nature and meaning of this reality for the subject, which was a core focus of this
research. ‘IPA is a version of the phenomenological method that accepts the impossibility
of gaining direct access to research participants’ life worlds’ (Willig, 2013, p. 87). It aims
to gain insight into the subjective, lived experience of a given phenomenon whilst recog-
nizing that the researcher’s views and assumptions will inevitably become constituents of
subsequent analyses, which must be acknowledged as an interpretation rather than a
direct depiction of the experience. This analytic process is referred to as a ‘double
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hermeneutic because the researcher is trying to make sense of the participant trying to
make sense of what is happen to them’ (Smith et al., 2009, p. 3).

Thirdly, idiography; the focus of this research was to elucidate a detailed under-
standing of each individual’s lived experience. This was identified as a fundamental
gap in the existing literature which this research aimed to address. This was also
important for the potential outcomes of this research by way of clinical implications;
for which an understanding of the individual, subjective, lived experience is
fundamental.

In addition, IPA has been found to be valuable in the study of subject matter which is
‘emotionally laden’ (Smith & Osborn, 2015, p. 1), which it was felt parental infidelity is.

Participants

Data collected from a purposive sample of six individuals who have experienced par-
ental infidelity was analysed. The justification of this sample size is based upon four
principles; ‘richness and volume of data’, ‘qualities of the analysis’, ‘pragmatic con-
siderations’ and ‘sample size guidelines’ as outlined by Vasileiou et al. (2018). This
is an IPA study, in which ‘small’ sample sizes are advocated for (Vasileiou et al.,
2018) because the theoretical and epistemological foci is to present an idiographic,
intensive analytic account of participants’ lived experiences. The number of partici-
pants follows sample size guidelines (Smith et al., 2009). It is also explained that in
IPA, a larger sample size should not be viewed as ‘better’ as the depth of reflection
and time required for successful analyses can be inhibited by larger samples (Smith
et al., 2009). The data collected from the individual interviews was deemed high in
richness and volume, extremely detailed and capturing of the complexity of the
experience. Pragmatic considerations were also important; with regard to feasibility
due to the significant time dedicated to each participant’s account and reflection
and an acknowledgement of the potential challenges to recruitment due to the sensi-
tive nature of the topic.

The demographic profile of the study was dependent upon the willingness of individ-
uals to volunteer their participation, as the aim of IPA studies is to obtain a ‘reasonably
homogenous sample’ (Smith et al., 2009, p. 3) whilst acknowledging pragmatism. In
addition, the ‘extent of this homogeneity varies from study to study’ (Smith et al.,
2009, p. 49). For this study, the homogeneity was based upon the experience of parental
infidelity and a criterion regarding the time since this experience took place, as these were
deemed ‘relevant’ (Smith et al., 2009). Criterion regarding other factors such as age,
gender and ethnicity were not set as there was no clear rationale elucidated by the existing
literature to do so (Table 1).

Table 1. Summary of participant demographics.
Age Occupation Ethnic origin Gender

65 Retired English Male
23 Student English Female
59 Psychologist Welsh Female
25 Student South African, Belgian, German Female
29 Student English Female
35 Editor English Female
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Inclusion criteria

. Parental infidelity could bematernal or paternal infidelity as the existing literature has not
revealed sex effects meriting the exclusion of either. Infidelity referred solely to sexual
infidelity as emotional infidelity appears to be harder to define (Fenigstein & Peltz, 2002).

. Participants had to have discovered their parental infidelity at least 10 years prior to
data collection. The rationale for this was two-fold. Firstly, upon consideration, a
10-year period was considered to be a sufficient amount of time to have processed
the experience, reducing the likelihood of participation inducing distress. Secondly,
in order to explore participant’s dynamic experience of parental infidelity, it was
felt that a period of at least 10 years since discovery, would have allowed for some
reflection upon the experience, which would be valuable for the research.

. Participants had to be over 18 as this research is exploring the experience of adults.

Exclusion criteria

. Individuals currently suffering from a severe mental health issue(s). It was felt that as
parental infidelity is a sensitive topic, the potential risk of harm may be heightened.

. Individuals known to the researcher

Data collection

Data was collected using one-to-one semi-structured interviews. This is the favoured
method for IPA as it enables participants to voice their individual perspectives by speak-
ing freely about their experiences, resulting in rich, in-depth data and the evolution of
narratives in an authentic way as opposed to highly structured interviews which
impose a fixed structure, into which participants must constrain their experience (Reid
et al., 2005). The interview duration ranged between 55 and 95 min. Each participant
was interviewed once; multiple interviews were considered but are typically more
useful in longitudinal research or ‘before-and-after’ studies (Smith et al., 2009). An
initial interview schedule (Appendix), outlining a small number of open-ended questions
was constructed, to ensure that whilst interviews remained participant-led and the sche-
dule was used flexibly, sufficient data, relevant to the research question, was being col-
lected. To avoid ‘post-positivizing’ (Ponterro, 2005) the questions were not literature
led. The formulation of each question was evaluated on: relevance to the research, con-
tribution to the interview dynamic and ethicality (Kvale, 1996b). The order of questions
was guided by Spradley (1979); starting with descriptive questions before inviting an eva-
luative stance. Prompts were included as a tool. The researcher made notes in the
reflexive journal before and after each interview.

Procedure

Individuals interested in taking part contacted the researcher via e-mail. Individuals were
screened for suitability as outlined above. All the individuals the researcher was contacted
by were eligible to take part. Each person was sent a participant information sheet, an
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informed consent form and it was requested that they consider their participation for at
least 24 h, in order to encourage careful consideration and processing of the information
provided. After that time, participants contacted the researcher to confirm their wish to
participate and a date, time and location for the interview was set. At this stage, participants
were asked to consider if there were any topics they were not willing to discuss and if so, to
outline these. No issues arose at this stage. Once participants arrived at the interview, an
introduction and an informal discussion about the interview took place. Participants
were given an opportunity to ask questions and informed consent was obtained. Once
each interview was over, participants were debriefed. Participants were asked to reflect
on their experience of participation and if they had any questions. No further support
was required at this stage, but if it had been, this would have been arranged.

A reflexive journal was kept by the researcher throughout the entire process of the
research; to aid the reflexive process.

Ethics

This research has been conducted in accordance with the British Psychological Society
code of human ethics (BPS, 2014) and ethical clearance has been obtained. It was recog-
nized that parental infidelity is a sensitive topic, the potential impact of which, was
important to address. Prior to the interview, participants were asked if there were any
topics they were not willing to address and participant well-being was monitored
throughout. At the end of each interview, provided that participants were interested,
the potential therapeutic implications this research could have and the way in which it
could potentially help other individuals who have also experienced parental infidelity
were discussed. This was implemented because participants have shown less aversion
to sensitive topics if they feel the outcome will be worthwhile (Lewis & Graham, 2007).

It is recognized that interpreting participants’ experiences involves a process of the
researcher digesting and metabolizing the original material, which leads to something
being added to, i.e. ‘transforming’ said material (Willig, 2012) resulting in a ‘blend of
meanings, articulated by both participant and researcher’ (Lopez & Willis, 2004,
p. 703). It is fundamental that the researcher address ‘ownership’. The researcher
acknowledges that the interpretations may say an equal amount or more, about the
researcher, as they do about the participants. Furthermore, the researcher recognizes
the ‘considerable distance’ between the original data and any claims made about its
meaning. The researcher honours and values the integrity of participant’s narrative
accounts in their own right and endeavours to explore and amplify the layered meanings
associated with their experience (Willig, 2012).

Analytic strategy

Data was transcribed verbatim. The analytic strategy was guided by the heuristic struc-
ture outlined by Smith et al. (2009).

Each transcript was read multiple times. The first time for each, the audio of the inter-
view was simultaneously listened to.

Annotations of elements which felt particularly interesting or important were noted
on the right-hand side margin. Annotations were categorized; by noting them in
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different colours, black, red and blue for three groups: ‘descriptive’, ‘linguistic’ and ‘con-
ceptual’, respectively. Descriptive comments were phenomenological in nature, referring
to insight into the content. Linguistic comments were concerned with language, such as
metaphors, in relation to conveying content. Here, it was considered whether the mean-
ings of words used by participants were the same as they were for the researcher. Con-
ceptual comments were interpretative in that focus was shifted from the specifics to an
overarching understanding.

Next, the identification of ‘emergent themes’, noted in green on the left-hand side
margin. The aim here was to map the ‘interrelationships’ between the annotations made
during the ‘initial noting’ stage, but not base this solely on concrete chunks of the transcript
but rather on the learning obtained through the annotation of the entire transcript. The key
at this stage was to: ‘speak to the psychological essence of the piece and contain enough
particularity to be grounded but enough abstraction to be conceptual’ (Smith et al., 2009).

For each participant, all emergent themes in chronological order, were listed and the
process of clustering to develop sub-themes began. To do this, a range of methods were
used; abstraction, polarization and numeration. Numeration was explored as it was felt
that the frequency at which a theme emerges may reflect the importance to the individ-
ual, though this was done tentatively as it was not felt that frequency is a sole reflector of
importance. This stage was processed cyclically to ensure generated themes remained
representative of the original text. Once emergent themes were clustered, ‘sub-themes’
were given a descriptive label which encompassed all the emergent themes in that
cluster and in order to reflect upon internal consistency, were each placed in a table
with corresponding page/line numbers and key words. If it was felt that an emergent
theme no longer appeared to be directly relevant to the research question, it was not
included in any clusters.

The stages outlined above were repeated for each participant.
Each sub-theme was then written out and the researcher assigned a different colour to

each participant and marked each post-it which had one of their sub-themes, with that
colour. This was so that when clustering the sub-themes was completed, it could easily be
detected whether each participant had been included in each cluster, in order to ensure
that each ‘master’ theme, was representative of every participant. To get to this stage, one
all sub-themes, from each case were laid out, the researcher began to search for patterns;
where the connections, commonalities and divergences lay. Once all sub-themes had
been clustered, a ‘master’ table of these themes was created.

Results

The data has been clustered into four master themes, each of which is then divided into
super-ordinate themes. Each master theme is organized around an exploration of the
lived experience of parental infidelity, the sense-making process and the meanings indi-
viduals have attached to this experience (Figure 1).

Adultification

This master theme encapsulates participants’ experiences of early exposure to adult
themes or behaviours and/or the adopting of adult-like roles, traits or responsibilities.
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Becoming an emotional carer
Participants detailed experiences of having to become an emotional carer for their parent
(s) in distress. This role appears to have been a heavy burden for participants; an experi-
ence which elicited feelings of fear that something may happen to their distressed parent,
guilt if they felt they were not able to attend to their parents’ emotional needs and also
anger and retrospective resentment, toward both the unfaithful parent and the betrayed
parent, for calling upon them to take on this role. It was also an experience which elicited
a dilemma for offspring between attending to their distressed parent, or their own
emotional needs, which often resulted in participants internalizing their emotions due
to fears of becoming an added stressor for the betrayed parent. The role encompassed
children tending to parents’ distress which manifested in different ways, for example,
attending to parents’ emotional needs and/or making important family decisions.

Figure 1. Representation of master and super-ordinate themes.
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I had to look after a depressed mother when I was seven years old, I had to get her out of bed
you shouldn’t be doing that when you’re seven. I was worried that she was going to kill herself.

Awareness of parental sexuality
Participants described parental infidelity resulting in their obtaining of information
about their parents’ sexual behaviour. This was experienced by participants, as painful
and extremely uncomfortable; a pain and discomfort which participants experienced
as unknown to, or disregarded by, their parent(s).

I remember a particular row my dad said something of a sexual nature (…), some sort of
reference to him in bed or something (…) and I remember feeling quite shackled about that.

Information about their parents’ sexual behaviour became known to participants in two
forms. The first was explicit conversations parents had about sexual behaviour, most
commonly during the conflict in which the betrayed parent addressed the unfaithful
parent’s extra-marital sexual activity. The second was implicit in that a participant
described witnessing the unfaithful parent being affectionate with the new partner;
behaviour of the unfaithful parent which had not been seen before. Furthermore, one
participant described beliefs that early exposure to information about sexual behaviour
led to the participant having a highly sexualized way of conversing, which resulted in
the participant being reprimanded for this, multiple times.

Colleagues used to say, ‘your conversation is quite sexualised’ (…) and I used to think why
am I so sexualised in my discussion with other people? It clearly comes from being made
aware of my parents’ sexuality.

Challenges in romantic relationships

Fear of abandonment and relationship breakdown
Participants described experiencing deep and incessant fears of their romantic relation-
ships breaking down. This experienced encompassed fears of being suddenly abandoned
by a romantic partner, difficulties with trusting a romantic partner, concerns about
having to overcompensate in relationships due to fears of being labelled with negative
identities such as ‘damaged goods’ or ‘daddy issues’ and/or questioning the meaning,
necessity and value of marriage.

I do remember being incredibly nervous that he would leave me. I just remember feeling so
needy.

I wonder if I wish that I’d not found out, maybe I wouldn’t have hated men so much and
mistrusted them so much.

I worry that men would think I’m damaged goods, because I’ve come from the infidelity life.

I’ve never been married, I don’t really have a desire to be (…) because I know how awful it
can be if it goes wrong and you’re left.

Intergenerational transmission of infidelity
Participants explored their experiences of infidelity within their own romantic relation-
ships. The narratives fell into two distinct categories: having been unfaithful, or having
been cheated on.

12 L. SALIH AND S. CHAUDRY



It appears that the experience of having been cheated on was one which had a
strong, emotional impact on participants who described it as being a difficult,
world-ending experience. This experience also appeared to be directly associated
with the parental infidelity, as participants described having actively hoped to avoid
making the ‘same mistakes’ their betrayed parent. These participants also described
the idea of being unfaithful themselves, as unfathomable; a moral issue they strongly
oppose.

I would have gone back actually to my 21 year old self (…) in a relationship with someone
that was unfaithful and (…) been like ‘get out’ don’t repeat the same mistakes.

I would never cheat on somebody because for me that is one of my morals. I think it’s
wrong.

On the other hand, participants who had been unfaithful described their questioning
of why they would do this; a confusion surrounding the lack of sense it makes to them
and/or revealed feelings of deep guilt and regret.

I was unfaithful to my partner (…) and I felt absolutely dreadful for weeks afterwards.

Differentiation
The analyses elucidated the importance participants placed on differentiating between
themselves and their unfaithful parent and/or differentiating between their romantic
partners and their unfaithful parent.

It appeared that reflecting on how distinctly different one’s partner is, to their unfaith-
ful parent, can serve as a reassurance for participants that they are in a solid, stable
relationship, the breakdown of which, they need not fear.

He is so honest and transparent (…) he’s just worlds away from my father (…) really solid
and consistent, and my dad never, ever was.

Furthermore, it appeared that participants experienced a hyper-vigilance toward investi-
gating whether their romantic partner shared any similarities with their unfaithful
parent, and the identification of any of these, regardless of how general the similarity,
were consistently seen as the negative aspects of the partner.

There were good times, he did remind me of my dad sometimes though (…) he very much
liked sport (…) and he watched a few of the same TV programmes (…) which was always
really a little bit weird.

Similarly, the identification of similarities between oneself and one’s unfaithful parent
appeared to be a source of anxiety for participants, whilst the identification of distinct
differences, even if the difference did not show the participant in a positive light,
between oneself and one’s unfaithful parent appeared to serve as a reassurance that
the participant was a loyal person, incapable of hurting others so deeply.

I actually got bored which also really worries me because I’m like, oh my God! I must be like
my dad in some way.

We’re completely different (…) he’s not like me, therefore I won’t be a cheater (…), I
couldn’t put someone else through that.

JOURNAL OF FAMILY STUDIES 13



The psychological experience

An everlasting pain
Participants explored the meanings they have attached to the magnitude of their experi-
ences of parental infidelity and the ever-lasting nature of its consequences. As an overall
experience, participants described parental infidelity as having been one of emotional
turmoil encompassing: sadness, confusion, isolation, pain, fear, anger, emotional aban-
donment and trauma and mental health difficulties.

It caused a lot of emotional turmoil (…) I was very upset. I felt confused, isolated and (…)
powerless. I remember the feeling of being so scared I’d get stress nose bleeds.

For many, many years I did actually just end up crying every single night (…) I was so
depressed I couldn’t get out of bed.

That’s what caused the alcoholism: the emotional abandonment.

An element which pervaded participants’ narratives was that parental infidelity is an
experience of great enormity and ever-lasting emotional implications; a ‘life-changing’
experience which an individual explores ‘over the years’, with the power to ‘shape’ and
‘destroy’ one’s entire existence and leave behind an ever-lasting pain one is never able
to forget.

It sticks with me so much to this day. It was 100% a factor and the start of what became a
very long road of mental health issues.

I’ll never really forget what happened, I don’t think you can. It shaped who I am as a person,
without a doubt.

It’s a life-changing thing.

It was the major event of my life and it had a very very negative impact. The pain never really
goes away.

The sense of self
Participants explored the influence parental infidelity has had on their sense of self; their
identities, their self-esteem and their self-worth.

One dimension of this finding was that participants described feeling that the parental
infidelity was a personal attack on them; a betrayal of the family as one entity, rather than
solely the betrayed parent. This elicited feelings for participants of being unlovable, not
good enough, being worthless and having been replaced; feelings which led to mental
health difficulties and were further exasperated if the unfaithful parent had more children
following his/her infidelity.

I felt like it was a personal attack, he’s my father (…) if my dad can’t love me then are other
people going to love me (…) there must be something wrong with me if my dad can’t stick
around at home, he doesn’t like me.

Two participants also described feelings of shame. For one, this was due to beliefs that the
participant had failed to care for the participant’s father sufficiently, following the
mother’s betrayal. For the other participant, this referred more to a shame regarding
the father’s behaviour which she felt would elicit judgement from others against the
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participant’s family; a shame the participant appeared to use professional and academic
success to compensate for. Further on identity and the sense of self, participants
described feelings attached to derogatory labels such as ‘broken home’ and ‘daddy
issues’ which participants described as having negatively impacted their self-worth.

I’m kind of ashamed that I never really saw my father’s perspective on it.

Two participants also experienced feelings of blame; either as a result of being explicitly
blamed by the betrayed parent for the unfaithful parent’s behaviour, or by implicitly
taking on blame and deeming oneself to not have been ‘good enough’ to prevent the
unfaithful parent from being unfaithful.

She did blame us actually, ‘if you’d been better behaved, he wouldn’t have left’. It made me
feel like a piece of dirt really, it made me feel worthless.

For one participant, parental infidelity was also a catalyst for a lack of self-confidence
around peers and potential romantic partners, which the participant holds responsible
for the participant’s lack of long-lasting friendships and relationships.

Loss: detachment and disconnection
Participants explored their experiences of loss and detachment. One dimension of this
was the loss of, and detachment from, deep relational connections and the understanding
of their identity as a family.

For some participants, the detachment from the unfaithful parent was an active
choice, which appeared to serve as a means to detach from the negative implications
of the infidelity, as a whole. One way in which this manifested itself, was by participants
referring to the unfaithful parent by their first name rather than ‘mum’ or ‘dad’, or by
these monikers interchangeably. For other participants, the detachment was experienced
as having been rejected or forgotten by the unfaithful parent, who would only make time
to connect in order to resolve the parent’s own guilt.

I absolutely disconnected from him, I was there in body but not in spirit (…) wouldn’t look
at him, I wouldn’t talk to him.

… he’s only going to do things for his self-interest, he might feel better if like ‘I’m doing my
daddy duties, seeing my daughter’.

The experience of detachment from deep relational connections was not restricted to
the unfaithful parent, but for some participants also included the loss of their connection
to the betrayed parent and/or to siblings, as participants experienced having to pick a
‘team’ between the two parents, thus losing connections with those who were not
‘teammates’.

The experience of loss also extended to other family members who had been aware of
the infidelity before participants themselves, thus experienced as a further familial
betrayal and to peers who participants experienced as being unable to understand or
share the pain they were experiencing.

I remember feeling very disconnected from my peers at school, I remember girls being very
giggly, and silly, and carefree and I just couldn’t engage with that because I had this other
stuff going on that felt a lot more serious.
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Another dimension of loss was participants’ experiences of an overarching loss of
trust in those around them; an ‘obsessive’ need to question the honesty and
motives of those around them and a fear of their trust being manipulated for the
gain of others.

It completely shatters your trust in people, it puts into question, truths.

The pathway to healing

The study elucidated three factors which participants found to be pivotal in their ability
to heal.

Restoration through destruction
The first factor was participants’ experiences of recognizing the positive, restorative con-
sequences of parental infidelity. This had three dimensions. The first, was infidelity
leading to resolution of a turbulent marriage, not necessarily the end of the marriage,
but the turbulence within that marriage and therefore and end to participants’ experi-
ences of witnessing parental conflict and parental distress; in its place, gaining a sense
of freedom to live a happier life.

things are actually better without him, because he was grumpy (…) and self-centred. I guess
there was some kind of freedom that came with him leaving.

The second dimension was the learning; the knowledge that participants feel they have
acquired from the experience of parental infidelity. This was predominantly concerning
romantic relationships; their understanding of what a healthy relationship should
encompass and which behaviours should or should not be tolerated.

It’s certainly been a massive learning experience, I’ve learned a lot about me and I’ve learned
a lot about relationships (…) what’s healthy, what’s not healthy.

The third dimension was that parental infidelity can serve as a tool for success; a moti-
vator for academic and/or professional achievement or a builder of personal resilience.

having a mum suicidal and having to get her out of bed when you’re seven (…) I do think it
has made me resilient, I can cope.

Perspective: intellectualization and understanding
The second factor was the importance of participants’ intellectualizing their parents’
infidelity in order to gain some understanding of causality and an ability to empathize
with the unfaithful parent. This experience had two main dimensions. The first was par-
ticipants’ evolving understanding of the difficulties within their parents’ marriage which
may have led to infidelity.

She found intellectual and emotional and sexual solace in another person.

The second was participants drawing upon knowledge of their unfaithful parents’ early
years; early life experiences, which may have impacted their inter-personal dynamics and
thus faithfulness in romantic relationships.
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I’ve accepted it, and I kind of actually understand it, I understand it he’s had health problems
and he had a tough background… a tough life. I can see why he’s done it, I don’t like it, but
(…) it makes sense.

Whilst participants reflected on how fundamental understanding through intellectualiza-
tion was to their sense-making process and their journey toward acceptance and healing
and the resolution of negative emotions, predominantly anger, it was important for some
participants to emphasize that their understanding did not equate to their approval or to
the diminishing of the painful implications of the infidelity, entirely.

Honesty and openness
The third factor was the importance of honesty and openness. Once again, this finding
had multiple dimensions. The first was participants’ experiences of parents failing to
be honest and open about the infidelity and what changes this may elicit within the
family. This led to participants feeling confused and disorientated and was the start of
many years of seeking clarity elsewhere.

The second was participants’ experiences of having been asking to maintain secrecy
surrounding the infidelity, either being asked to keep information provided by the
unfaithful parent, from the betrayed parent, or being asked by the betrayed parent to
keep the infidelity a secret from peers within the wider circle due to fears of judgement
from the community, surrounding this ‘taboo’ topic. This resulted in participants feeling
hurt and offended that they were asked, by adults, to do this and/or resulted in partici-
pants having outbursts in which they reveal the infidelity and/or internalizing their
emotions, one participant attributing responsibility of the development of her self-
harming, to this internalization.

The first time I self-harmed was when I was nice and this was the whole ‘you can’t tell
anyone’, and I was like oh my God I don’t know what to do with all my feelings. I was
just like I can’t handle the emotional pain so I took it out in physical pain.

On the other hand, participants discussed the positive implications of having had honest,
open conversations with parents about the infidelity. This resulted in the resolution of
negative emotions, a gaining of the clarity necessary for the emotional processing of
this experience and one participant described holding her mother’s openness about
infidelity, solely responsible for her not having had any difficulties with trusting others.

Discussion

Clinical implications

Adultification
This finding aligns itself with Burton (2007) who theorized four different stages of child-
hood adultification. The findings suggest that it is important within individual clinical
work, family or systemic therapy, to help families recognize that it is inappropriate for
children to take on the role of an emotional carer for a distressed parent. Clinicians
should encourage parents to maintain appropriate emotional boundaries with children
and not call upon them to be carers, confidantes or ‘safety buffers’, as the study shows
that for offspring, this can have multiple negative consequences, some of which may
be elucidated much later in life.
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In clinical work, it will be important to acknowledge that the consequences of
infidelity are not restricted to the parameters of the relationship dyad and recognize
that the entire family system may be impacted. Thus, it is important to facilitate a safe
space in which offspring can express their emotions and do not feel these emotions
need to be internalized. Clinicians should be aware that it is common for a distressed
parent to become emotionally overwhelmed during this time, which might lead to
parents becoming emotionally unavailable and thus, creating a space within which chil-
dren feel like a burden or an added stressor for the distressed parent. These dynamics can
be addressed in systemic/family therapies.

In addition, findings suggest that it is important for children, to have the extent of
their distress as a result of the infidelity, acknowledged by both the betrayed and the
unfaithful parent. This can be addressed in systemic/family therapies.

Further, it is important to differentiate the relationship between the parents them-
selves and the relationship between each parent and his/her offspring. Systemic/family
therapies can facilitate this distinction and effectively highlight the fact that these two
relationships are entirely separate entities and therefore it is important for offspring to
feel they hold the right to respond to each parent in the way that feels authentic to
them. Clinicians can help families understand that a child’s relationship with each
parent should not be dependent on the child’s feelings towards, or relationship with,
their other parent.

In addition, it may be effective for clinicians to hold in mind that the assuming of this
role in early life, may relate to the way in which an individual responds to the distress of
others, later in life, which may relate to difficulties they experience at present.

Next, the current study has found that an awareness of parental sexuality, explicit and/
or implicit, can have negative consequences for a child’s emotional well-being, sexual
development and relationship with one or both parents. Therefore clinicians can high-
light for families that it is important to keep this topic out of children’s awareness.
Where this is accidental, for example if a child overhears a conversation between his/
her parents with such content, it may be helpful for clinicians to facilitate a space in
which parents acknowledge that this will have been an unpleasant experience for the
child.

Challenges in romantic relationships
This theme highlights the role parental infidelity can play in the difficulties adult
offspring experience in their own romantic relationships. This finding provides
support for earlier research which has shown that an experience of parental infidelity
may relate to difficulties adult offspring experience in their endeavours to maintain
healthy romantic relationships (Cramer et al., 2001; Nogales & Bellotti, 2009).

Understanding the way in which parental infidelity may relate to specific challenges
can be particularly useful knowledge for clinicians working therapeutically with
couples or with individuals who are presenting with relationship difficulties.

The findings suggest that it is imperative for offspring to be recognized as their own
entity; differentiated from either the parent, betrayed or unfaithful, as comparisons or
suggestions of resemblance, can trigger various manifestations of anxiety and concern.
Similarly, it has transpired that even the sharing of very general characteristics such as
enjoying watching sport on television, between adults’ romantic partners and their
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unfaithful parent can elicit anxiety for individuals who have experienced parental
infidelity, which could in-turn elicit problems within their romantic relationships.
Based on the fact that the characteristics which may trigger these concerns appear to
be very general, it may remain unknown to individuals and their partners that this is
serving as an elicitor of anxiety, thus this knowledge may be particularly valuable for clin-
icians to hold in mind.

Next, as the findings suggest that parental infidelity can lead to challenging views on
marriage, it may be valuable for adults who have experienced parental infidelity, for clin-
icians to facilitate an open, safe therapeutic space in which they are encouraged to discuss
their views on marriage, the meanings they attach to this experience and what their fears
and concerns surrounding this long-term commitment may be.

In addition, regarding implications within a broader context, this research also high-
lights the negative consequences societal labelling such as: ‘damaged goods’ and ‘daddy
issues’ can have and elucidates the value of working towards diminishing their existence
in our society.

The psychological experience
The findings of this study suggest that the validation of this experience is paramount; the
acknowledgement that it can be an enduringly painful trauma experience, potentially
impacting various aspects of one’s life, may be a fundamental part of an individual’s
process of healing. This is compatible with Lusterman (2005) who suggests that parental
infidelity is an experience of trauma and is likely to elicit feelings of pain, fear and con-
fusion. Unique to this study, however, was the highlighting of the ‘ever-lasting’ pain eli-
cited by parental infidelity and the magnitude of the implications of parental infidelity for
participants’ entire lives. Therefore, a fundamental element of the therapeutic work with
individuals and/or families who have experienced parental infidelity is likely to be
empathy and validation of the magnitude of this experience and the long-lasting pain
it can elicit.

The findings have also elucidated the influential role parental infidelity can have on a
child’s loss of self-esteem. As demonstrated by the participants, this loss of self-esteem
and self-worth can have serious negative implications for a child’s mental health.
Thus, clinicians should hold in mind that it is imperative for children to understand
that they are not one with the betrayed parent; that they are a separate entity and that
their parent’s infidelity is not a personal attack nor is it a reflection of their worthiness
of love; a belief which can become enacted in their own relationships. To aid this under-
standing and work towards ensuring children do not feel abandoned, it may be helpful,
particularly in family/systemic therapies, for parents, in particular the unfaithful parent,
to be encouraged to reassure their children of their love, spend time with the children to
the extent to which they did before the discovery of the infidelity and endeavour to build
new bonds with children; making them feel included in life changes, such as moving into
a new home, or new dynamics such as moving onto a new relationship or having more
children.

Moreover, findings also suggest it is important for children to understand and recog-
nize that their parents’ behaviour is not a reflection of their character, personality or
determinant of the way in which they will behave in their own relationships. Therefore,
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it may be important for clinicians to hold in mind that this may be a concern and there-
fore facilitate a therapeutic space in which this can be explored.

Furthermore, a fundamental part of the therapeutic work should be ensuring that chil-
dren understand they are not to blame or responsible for the behaviour of their parent(s).
It is important to ensure that parents are not blaming children due to their own
emotional turmoil and for clinicians to remain aware that children may have a tendency
to blame themselves and thus, to address this if it appears these dynamics are arising.

In addition, it is crucially important for clinicians to recognize that for children, the
experience of parental infidelity can lead to multiple simultaneous losses, despite this
perhaps not being clear for others to recognize, and may take time and therapeutic
work, to process.

The pathway to healing
This master theme highlighting three specific elements which participants described as
fundamental to their process of healing was a unique finding of the current study.
This theme elucidates the fact that regardless of how the positive implications of parental
infidelity may manifest themselves in an individual’s life, it may be a crucial piece of the
puzzle when it comes to the process of healing. Whilst parental infidelity can be a trau-
matic time, the current study suggests that there may be restorative elements of the
experience and it may be important, particularly for clinicians, to understand, that facil-
itating a space to recognize, acknowledge and reflect on these elements may be an
effective way to re-frame this experience for clients.

Furthermore, it may be helpful for clinicians to encourage clients to intellectualize the
infidelity; to explore thoughts about why the unfaithful parent may have behaved in this
way. This certainly does not in any way suggest that offspring should avoid the affective
response elicited by the infidelity, but rather, to take various perspectives in order to gain
a deeper insight which may aid the process of understanding and acceptance to some
extent.

In addition, the current study highlights how painful and traumatic having to main-
tain topic-avoidance and secrecy and thus internalizing emotions, can be for children and
as a result, the negative implications this can have for their mental health. Therefore, it
may be important for clinicians to hold in mind that honesty is fundamental. Family/sys-
temic therapies may be particularly valuable here; by creating a therapeutic space in
which open, honest conversations about the infidelity and its potential subsequent
ramifications can be had, without imposing rules on children about keeping secrets or
upholding topic avoidance. This can relieve children of negative emotions and protect
children from some of the negative implications of the absence of honesty. It is also
important to note, that this honesty and openness should be thought-out, to ensure it
is always in the best interest of the children and not being used as a tool to relieve the
parent(s) of distress or to manipulate children’s loyalties toward either parent.

Limitations of the current study and suggestions for future research

The findings from this study have been derived from a small sample size, therefore the
generalization of the findings and/or the making of broader claims need to be
approached with caution.
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Next, it may be worth noting that all participants had some form of educative experi-
ence in Counselling, Psychology or research in the Social Sciences field. This may have
increased participants’ willingness to discuss the topic or partake in psychological
research, or further, may have increased participants’ knowledge of Counselling and Psy-
chotherapy and/or the emotional processing of traumatic events, which may have
influenced the way in which they were able to discuss and reflect upon their lived experi-
ence of parental infidelity. Thus, in future, researchers could perhaps utilize a stratified
sampling method in order to deliberately ensure a more representative sample of individ-
uals who have experienced parental infidelity.

Moreover, the IPA methodology has been critiqued for being highly dependent on
participants’ use of language; their ability to articulate the meanings they have attached
to their lived experiences (Willig, 2001). Therefore, there may have been elements of par-
ticipants’ experiences which they were unable to articulate. Thus, this research could
perhaps be extended by adopting multiple methodological approaches; triangulating
the parental infidelity phenomenon.
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Appendix

Interview schedule

. What prompted you to take part in the study?

. Could you tell me a little about your childhood and adolescence – what was growing up like for
you?

. Can you tell me about your experience of parental infidelity?

. What was your initial reaction?

. Do you feel there has been a change in how you feel about your experience over time? (If so,
how?)

. Do you feel your experience has changed you in any way?

. Imagine your mother/father had committed the infidelity instead of your mother/father (delete
as appropriate), would that feel different?

. Are there positive and negative aspects of your experience?

. Looking back now, what, if anything, would you say to that [child/adolescent/age dependent on
when infidelity was discovered]?

. If you were the interviewer, what would you have asked, which I haven’t asked you?
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