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Throughout 20 years of counselling, one of the most common and tragic human realities I have encountered in infidelity. The associated trauma and distress can incapacitate, immobilise and force us to question, at the deepest levels, our knowing of who we are and what is real in our world.
An extra-relational encounter is often packaged with an ego-stroking promise of the possibility of genuine authentic connection – driven by a desire to feed our relational hunger; our need to be truly seen and accepted for who we are. The greatest irony, however, is that infidelity, by definition, is based upon deceit, fantasy and secrecy. A dominant theme of this enticing dance is the quest to secure a soothing sense of reflected self – to successful present ourselves as we wish to be seen. This can offer relief and respite from our inner turmoil, but at what cost?
Research indicates that about 3-6% of relationships borne out of infidelity actually usurp the original relationship and survive (Pittman 1989, Lustermann 1998). These statistics are staggeringly low, but for many, the goal of publicly acknowledged commitment is low on the agenda, anyway. It would seem that infidelity presents in a variety of forms.
Definitions 
Different labels are used to identify the situation when someone in a committed relationship ‘gets too close and in the wrong way’ with someone other than the primary partner; ‘infidelity’, ‘affairs’, ‘unfaithfulness’, ‘extra-marital relationships’. Great debate exists amongst both clinicians and participants over the correct language to use to describe this relational intrigue; and what has to happen to earn the chosen term.
Lawson (1988) comments that for centuries adultery was only defined as the act of a married woman, but some considered it not adultery if it occurred in the daytime, or if the woman was over 50 years of age! Lawson further describes the writings of a legal scholar in 1935, who expressed the view that an act of adultery by a wife is, in fact, a revolt against the husband’s property rights.
Our cultural holding of this gender-difference is reflected in the common tags we apply. A woman attracts the labels slut, tart, trollup, prostitute, skanky hoe. A man attracts the labels stud, Casanova, Don Juan, Gigolo. Our vernacular betrays a very present patriarchal bias.
In some respects, this greater disparaging of the unfaithful woman is still a present reality. Research indicates that a betrayed man is more likely to leave his unfaithful woman, than a betrayed woman is to leave her unfaithful man. (Then, 1998). However, a range of social, financial and practical reasons also mitigate against a woman, in forcing her to stay and pursue a stance of tolerance, of not acceptance and forgiveness. Even so, culturally, we are more accepting of a man sowing his wild oats than of a woman being the town bike.

A search of the literature discovers a range of definitions:
Infidelity is a breach of trust, a betrayal of a relationship, a breaking of an agreement. (Pittman 1989)
An affair is a sexual involvement with someone other than the spouse, which is hidden from the spouse (Brown 1991)
The presence of sexual intimacy is the cornerstone of an affair (Pittman 1998)
An extramarital affair is a relationship between a person and someone else other than the spouse that has an impact on the level of intimacy, emotional distance and overall dynamic balance in the marriage (Moultrop 1990)
Just as affairs can be anything from ideational infidelity to decade long passionate involvement, the meaning off affairs can be equally variable (Smith 1991) 
...in the end, what matters is what matters to you. A breach of trust depends entirely on what you agreed to – or what you thought you agreed to (Abrahms Spring 1996)
Infidelity occurs when one partner in a relationship continues to believe that the agreement to be faithful is still in force, while the other partner is secretly violating it (Lusterman 1998)
Essentially infidelity is about dishonesty; the betrayal of trust, a compromise or breaching of boundaries that define what constitutes the relationship. These relational markers often exist in the realm of unspoken knowing – covert agreements to things such as monogamy, sexual and/or emotional exclusivity. It is the breaking of the agreement that constitutes infidelity (not whether or not sex has occurred). What is paramount is the construction of meaning of the clients and what they understand that has been breached. A good ‘rule of thumb’ is that if the extra-relational activity is a secret or withheld from the primary partner it is most likely infidelity.

Incidence   
The majority of people seem to support monogamy and frown upon infidelity. The Australian Family profiles national survey carried out by the Australian Institute of Family Studies in 1997 found 98% of respondents’ favoured monogamy. The 1996 News Limited Great Australian Sex and Relationships Survey found 73% of men and 90% of women favour monogamy. Similar findings in other countries also support the claim (Pittman1989, Brown 1991, Abrahms Spring 1996).
When the incidence of infidelity is examined a very different reality emerges. Brown (1991) estimated that 70% of marriages experience and affair. Dr Eaker-Weil (cited in Then, 1998) estimates closer to 80%. The News Limited Great Australian Sex and Relationships Survey revealed that of the group who espoused monogamy, 40% of these respondents had had an affair. Lawson(1988) and Hite(1991) both estimate that 60-70% of married men and 50-60% of married women have had, are currently having, or will have participated in an affair.
Our cultural double standard, of simultaneous condemnation and encouragement of infidelity has a long history. Armstrong (1976) describes its origins in Europe of the 11th century – a logical necessity to the whole notion of courtly love (p. 9). By the 18th Century, the double standard was firmly entrenched – in high society both spouses enjoyed great independence, and nothing was more common than adultery. (p. 14)
It would seem that monogamy is not the norm and has not been for a long time!

What ‘Causes’ Infidelity?
Though much has been written in an attempt to explain the reasons infidelity happens and to profile the participants and the types of infidelity, I believe this is a largely futile quest. Essentially and simplistically infidelity is always about choice. Whether it is a choice regarding a solution to a perceived problem or crisis, or a choice about curiosity, self indulgence or emotional responsiveness – it is still a premeditated, cognitively determined deliberate decision. The existentialist in me cannot deny self-responsibility. For example the notion of something called Accidental Infidelity (Pittman 1989) somehow diminishes the pain, the damage, the intentionally. It denies what Frankl (1985) describes as the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitudes in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way (p.86).
The common reason cited for infidelity include dissatisfaction with the primary relationship, dissatisfaction with sex, family of origin pattern, lifecycle transitional crisis points, and media enhanced cultural norm that condones and promotes infidelity. (Thompson 1983, Brown 1991, Moultrop 1991, Vaughan 1989, Pittman 1989). These predisposing factors clearly influence our choices, but they do not excuse our decisions.
Infidelity is more to do with the individual than the quality of the relationship (Thompson 1984. Schnarch 1997). It is a reflection on how we travel our journey – how we resolve and manage issues such a differentiation, alienation, the need for intimacy and emotional connection.
This is not about judgement, collusion or condemnation.
It is about ownership and authenticity. Choice is always embedded in context – but it still remains a choice.
A study conducted at Deakin University in Australia in 2000 by Professor Marita McCabe concluded that people who cheat on their partners are often happy with their existing relationship and that sexual satisfaction has no impact on the decision to cheat. In this light, affairs are not necessarily a reflection on the relationship or the partner.
Clearly we are not ‘driven’ or ‘compelled’ to act on out attractions.

Types of infidelity
Clinical experience indicates that there are as many ‘types’ of infidelity as there are individuals. Each relationship is unique. While it can be helpful to identify the general function and the dynamics of a particular infidelity, it is far more useful to examine the meanings, roles, needs and expectations of those involved, both pre and post discovery. Labels serve a useful function as long as we adhere to the old family therapy adage that the map is not the territory.
Three particular themes or pattern of infidelity, warrant specific comment. 
Sexual or emotional infidelity?
 Thompson (1984) and McCabe (2000) found that men are more likely to engage in sexual infidelity and women are more likely to engage in emotional infidelity. Both studies conclude that an infidelity that is both sexual and emotional presents the greatest threat to the primary relationship – the romantic notion of falling in love.
Where emotional connection and sexual intimacy has occurred the infidelity takes on the form of a potent romantic attachment fuelled by powerful chemical changes in the body. Abrahams Spring (1996) describes this as a time of maximum deception. The body is swamped with amphetamine like chemicals that promote enchantment and idealised perceptions. The term ‘limerence’ was coined by American psychologist Dorothy Tennov (cited in King, 1998) to describe the euphoric, consuming, intense passions that mark the early stages of a romantic relationship. It is a chemically driven high that is often regarded as ‘love’. It is better described as infatuation and it typically lasts 6-12 months. Limerence tends to endure a little longer if the relationship is based on deficiency-led desire such as long distance relationships and infidelity.  
King comments, Extra marital affairs are real hot beds of limerence. Although the intense excitement and prolonged passion of an extramarital affair can feel like love, it is usually a matter of extended limerence. (p.107)
A defining feature of limerence is the idealised perceptions of the lover and the blindness of their faults. There is a tendency to get locked into a pattern of relating which keeps the specialness alive at the expense of reality. This created an unreal, euphoric infidelity bubble that excludes meta-awareness and persistently defies reality checks.
Internet Infidelity
In 1984William Gibson coined the term cyberspace in his science fiction novel Neuromancer. Cyberspace can be defined as a consensual hallucination where real experience is lost in the virtual. It represents a psychological extension of the individual’s intrapsychic world. Atwood and Schwartz (2002) define internet infidelity as: An infidelity that consists of taking energy of any sort (thoughts, feelings and behaviours) outside of the committed relationship in such a way that it damages interactions between the couple and negatively impacts the intimacy of the relationship.
Internet infidelity involves cyber-flirting (anonymous, overt sexual interaction); cyber sex (typing out sexually explicit words, sending sexually explicit material via the internet, and masturbatory behaviour); and cyber affairs, (deep emotional involvement and commitment marked by passion and intensity0. The vital element of internet infidelity is fantasy. The idealised positive qualities are projected onto the cyber partner, in a context where typical relational boundaries and non-verbal markers do not exist. Reality can not compete.  
Sexual Addiction
Some unfaithful partners excuse their infidelity as sexual addiction, and it may well be. It is useful to overview what actually constitutes this condition, to better facilitate a clearer assessment. The concept of sexual addiction first emerged amongst members of an AA group in Boston. A member of this group discovered this condition in the mid 1970’s. He reconceptualised his frequent masturbation, impersonal sex, emotional dependency and affairs as manifestations of a new disease that he called sex and love addiction (Carnes 1983). It is estimated that 6-10% of the population are sex addicts (Turner 1995). Sexual addiction is about sexual behaviour that is out of control. It is not driven by exaggerated desire. The compulsive behaviour is driven by lack of impulse control. The essential features include recurrent and intense sexual urges and the use of sex to achieve temporary relief from anxiety and psychic stress.
Many see sexual addiction as an addictive disease process (Carnes 1983, Goodman 1993). In this light this particular expression of infidelity requires specific therapeutic interventions that are beyond the scope of this paper.
The Impact of Infidelity
Specifically, this discussion concerns the discovery of infidelity and the impact that followa. Charny and Parnass (1995) concluded that affairs are correlated with a high rate of either subsequent divorce or long term marital processes that are characterised by negativity, dysphoria and uncertainty. They identify key reactions of the betrayed as feelings of abandonment, betrayal, rage and blows to personal and sexual confidence. Other authors (e.g. Abrahms & Spring, 1996) liken the reactions to those of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.
A search of the literature reveals little in terms of the impact on the betrayer. The lover fares a little better. Clinical research and comment focuses on the betrayed partner.
The Betrayer
the betrayer can experience a range of emotions. The more common reactions encountered in my clinical experience are guilt and shame, ambivalence or anger and defensive blaming of the partner.
Many betrayers are overwhelmed with guilt and remorse.
They have felt trapped in their own web of deceit, with no avenue to discuss the infidelity, except with the lover. Some clients report relief that it is finally over, finally exposed.
Suicidal ideation and self-loathing are often reported. The betrayer struggles to identify adequate explanations for their behaviour, both to their partner and to themselves. They question their integrity and even their sanity, particularly if the behaviour is out of character. Self-concept and self-esteem can suffer shattering blows. The struggle with intrusive ruminatory thoughts about the lover, oscillating between yearning for contact (to revisit the soothing aspects of the relationship) and intense regret and disgust at their behaviour. The shame and sorrow can fuel repentance and patient behaviour that aims (unsuccessfully) to recompense the partner and alleviate their own pain.
Ambivalence is another possible reaction. The co-existence of feelings and commitment to both the partner and the lover create a genuine dilemma for the betrayer. The inability (unwillingness) to choose intensifies the pain for all involved. This infidelity can continue in a variety of patterns after discovery, from guilty intermittent contact, to established extra-relational arrangements (e.g. the acknowledged mistress). The indecision of the betrayer risks the loss of both the lover and partner.
The betrayer will often defend the infidelity and justify their reactions. This can often take the form of blaming the partner. The accusations provide a useful smoke screen and deflect responsibility. It is the partners’ inadequacies and failings that drove the betrayer to the lover. The betrayer can assume the stance of ‘angry victim’ in an ongoing power-and-control dance, which may not include the current lover.   
The Betrayed
The impact of discovery can be overwhelming for the betrayed partner. Infidelity can produce one of the most profound and potentially damaging blows to the sense of self.  Self worth and long-held views of the world stagger and buckle under the reality of betrayal. The immediate shock of discovery can produce the adrenaline driven fight/flight response – a confusing, disabling, physically and emotionally distressing flood of information that seems to defy cognitive processing and comprehension. 
It can be accompanied by the feeling of going crazy, and the depersonalized emotional state so common in PTSD. The body releases endorphins to block the pain. The numbed confused responses quickly turn to angry despair and exhaustion. The betrayed partner can experience a near permanent state of anxiety, consumed with tension, panic, dread, bitterness, intrusive, obsessive thinking, acute insomnia, hyper-vigilance and even panic attacks. The immune system can be compromised and the ongoing stress produce reactions such as hair loss, ulcers and eczema. The impact of the trauma is all the more difficult to bear, because the person to whom they might turn to ordinarily for security and comfort is the source of staggering, consuming pain.
The Lover
One of the prevailing characteristics of the ending of infidelity is the lack of conclusion; particularly for the lover. The experience of incompleteness and exclusion throughout the relationship is often compounded in the ending, and the majority of affairs do end upon discovery. (Pittmann 1989).
The Lover can experience a range of emotions. The grief and loss encompasses not just the ending of the relationship but also the loss of future hopes, dreams and expectations, particularly if the partnership was fuelled with promises of future exclusive commitment. The pain of the loss is compounded if the lover has been idealised and told repeatedly that they are everything the partner is not. Lovers can experience a sense of helplessness, aloneness and despair. They are often too embarrassed to discuss the relationship with others, and so are bound in isolation by secrecy. Anger is a typical reaction; with either the refusal to accept the end of the relationship and continuing to pursue the other, or the active desire to seek revenge.
Many lovers are quite self-disparaging. They blame themselves for their own foolishness in engaging in the relationship and for their naive hope that it could have worked. The pain of having co-created a situation where they feel used, disrespected and discarded can be intense and debilitating.
The Children
It is not in the scope of this paper to detail the very broad impact of infidelity upon the children involved – the children of the primary relationship, of the lover, and those born of the infidelity. As with any trauma, children experience anxiety symptoms and even regressive behaviours such as bed wetting and night terrors. The child may become withdrawn, may demonstrate anti-social behaviour (particularly to the betrayed parent). They may threaten suicide. Their world is shattered and they are marginalised and helpless, trying to weave together an understanding of the crisis from the emotional, behavioural and verbal fragments that are thrust upon them or that they intuitively collect.
It is essential not to overload young people with inappropriate information. Brief age appropriate facts that specifically promote aspects of the child’s safety and security are the primary focus. Details of the betrayal are not relevant. Children are also often lent on by one or both parents for support, or ignored and berated for bad behaviour. The emotional impact is huge and often misread by surrounding adults who are consumed in their own trauma and pain.
The Phases of Recovery
 	- A Clinicians map  
Finally, I would like to overview the five phases in the clinical process of recovery in the primary relationship, after the discovery of infidelity.
Creating a sense of safety and hope
The central task of the first stage of recovery is the establishment of a sense of safety in the clinical setting. This requires structure, validation, warmth, empathy, and a balance of acceptance and neutrality. The clients’ emotions are often raw and vulnerable, trust has been shattered and it is with great caution they venture forward. It is important that the therapist can hold and manage whatever the emotional climate, and demonstrate competence.
Admission and Remorse
The person who has acted dishonestly and betrayed trust must begin the process with the honest ownership of responsibility for their choices. This must be clean and clear with no justifying, excuses or blaming. This is foundational for relational recovery.
Normalise reactions
The discovery of infidelity creates trauma. It is most helpful to focus on the traumatic reactions before attempting to proceed to relationship issues. This can take several months. The attendant Post Traumatic Stress symptoms are persistent and intrusive. These need to be explained and normalised. Clients need to be resourced with strategies to manage hypervigilance, anger and panic. Gestalt grounding techniques, relaxation, visualisation, strategic interventions that prescribe the symptom and promote self control, and a range of CBT techniques, such as thought-stopping, are invaluable tools to manage the chaos. Contact with the lover must be addressed, especially if they are a work colleague, neighbour or family member.
The betrayer’s feelings must also be heard and normalised. Suicidality needs to be explored if the guilt and remorse are intense. Ambivalence needs to be identified. Angry justification is better addressed in the next phase. The betrayer must be slowed down in their desire to move forward past this painful stage. They are often consumed with the need to ‘put it behind them’ and move on to more philosophical questions such as why did it happen? And what’s wrong with me? Historical inventories that seek out causation and blame divert attention from the uncomfortable task at hand – a thorough post traumatic debriefing.
It is helpful to dedicate one session to a question/answer task. The betrayed partner is instructed to think carefully about the questions they need answered. The betrayer is instructed to think carefully about how they will answer. This process is facilitated by the therapist and provides a safe forum for both exploration and containment.
Review the Relationship
This stage is about exploring and identifying relationship strengths, difficulties and themes. It is not about excusing the betrayers’ actions. It encompasses and exploration of the history of the relationship including change and choice points. Goals for rebuilding are identified and negotiated.
A useful line of questioning at this point is to explore who the betrayer is when with the lover and who the betrayer is when with the partner. This exploration is about difference within the individual, and how this self-learning and awareness can develop new understandings in the primary relationship e.g. How are you different in the other relationship? What did you experience about yourself that you would like to bring back to the marriage? What does this say about you?
During this phase the couple typically makes the decision whether to rebuild or quit.
Restructuring
This process can take from 6 months to 2 years. It is a journey that sees the development of shared responsibility for both relationship dissatisfaction and for relationship change and growth. It is the stage where trust slowly rebuilds.

Conclusion
Infidelity is a major theme in human history. Its lure is like that of the Sirens of Greek mythology, who temped unwitting sailors. The enticing promise of passion and delight was irresistible and captivating. Just as these ancient mariners foundered on the shores or temptations and deceit, so the raft of infidelity crashed painfully and shockingly into reality. The shipwreck leaves betrayal and disillusion in its wake – and the task of rebuilding the brokenness into a new and stringer possibility.



References    
Abrahms Spring, J. (1996) After the affair: Healing the pain and rebuilding trust when a partner had been unfaithful, New Yrok, Harper Collins.
Armstrong, J. (1976) The Novel of Adultery, London, Macmillan.
Athanasiou, R., Shaver, P. & Travis, C. (1970), ‘Sex’, Psychology Today, July 39-52.
Brown, E.E. (1993) ‘the Open Secret’, The Family Therapy Networker, May/June.
Brown, E.E. (1991) Patterns of Infidelity and Their Treatment, New York, Brunner/Mazel.
Brown, E.M. (1989) ‘Getting the Message’, The Family Therapy Networker, May/June.
Carnes, P. (1984) Out of the Shadows: Understanding Sexual Addiction, Minneapolis, Compcare.
Charny, I.W. and Parnass, S. (1995) ‘The Impact of Extramarital Relationships on the Continuation of Marriages’, Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy, Vol 21, No.2 Summer.
Finzi, S.G. (1989) ‘Cosi Fan Tutte’ , The Family Therapy Networker, May/June.
Frankl, V.E. (1984) Mans Search for Meaning, New York, Washington Square Press.
Gibson, W. (1984) Neuromancer, New York, Ace Books.
Goodman, A. (1993) ‘Diagnosis and Treatment of Sexual Addiction’, Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy, Vol 19, No.3, Fall, pp. 225-251
Gottman, J. (1998) Why marriages Succeed or Fail, London, Bloomsbury Publishing.
Griffin, V. (1999) The Mistress: myths, histories and interpretations of the ‘other woman’, London, Bloomsbury Publishing.
Hite, S. (1991) the Hite Report on Love, Passion, and Emotional Violence, London, MacDonald Optima
Hurlbert, D.F. (1992) ‘Factors Influencing a Women’s Decision to End an Extramarital Sexual Realtionship’, Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy, Vol 18, No.2, Summer.
Kaslow, F. (1993) ‘Attractions and Affairs: Fabulous and Fatal’, Journal of Family Psychotherapy, Vol 4(4).
Kell, C. (1992) ‘The Internal Dynamics of the Extramarital Relationship: a Counselling Perspective’, Sexual and Marital therapy Vol 2.
 King, R. (1997) Good Loving Great Sex, Australia, Random House.
Kinsey, A.C., Pomeroy, W.B. &Martin C.E. (1948) Sexual behaviour in the Human Male, Philadelphia, WB Saunders. 
Kinsey, A.C., Pomeroy, W.B. &Martin C.E. (1953) Sexual behaviour in the Human Female, Philadelphia, WB Saunders.
Lake, T. & Hills, A.  (1979) Affairs; The Anatomy of Extramarital Affairs, London, Open Books.
Lawson, A. (1989) ‘Greener Pastures’, The Family Networker, May/June.
Lawson, A. (1988) Adultery. An analysis of love and betrayal, New York, Basic Books.
Lustermann, D.D. (1998) Infidelity – a Survival Guide, CA, New York, Norton.
Lustermann, D.D. (1989) Marriage At the Turning point, The Family Therapy Networker, May/June.
Muoltrop J.D. (1990) Husbands, Wives and Lovers, New York, Guildford Press.
Pittman, F. (1989) Private Lies: Infidelity and the Betrayal of Intimacy, New York, Norton.
Pittman, F. (1989) ‘What price Camelot?’, The Family Therapy Networker, May/June.
Register-Freeman, V. (1995) ‘A Computer Affair to Remember’ The Family Therapy Networker, Sept/Oct.
Rhodes, S. (1984), ‘Extramarital Affairs: Clinical issues in Therapy Social Casework’, The Journal of Contemporary Social Work, November.
Schnarch, D. (1997) Passionate Marriage, New York, Henry holt and Co.
Schneider, J.P. (1991) ‘How to recognise the signs of sexual addiction’, Postgraduate Medicine, Vol 90, No. 6, November 1.
Sluzski, C.E. (1989) ‘Jealousy’, The Family Therapy Networker, May/June.
Smith, T.E. (1991), ‘Lie to Me No More: Believeable Stories and Marital Affairs’, Family Process, Vol 30, June.
Sucotnik, R. &Harris, G.G. (1999) Surviving Infidelity 2ed edition MA Adams Media Corporation. 
Then, D. (1998) Women who Stay with Men who Stray, Sydney, Harper Collins.
Thompson, A.P. (1983) ‘Extramarital Sex: a review of the research literature’, Journal of Sex Research, 19(1), 1-22.
Thompson, A.P. (1984) ‘Emotional and sexual Components of Extramarital Relations’, Journal of Marriage and Family Therapy, 46, 35-42.
Turner, M. (1995) Addictions in Marital Relationship Therapy’, In Integrative Solutions – Treating Common Problems in Couple Therapy. (Eds. G.R. Weeks &I. Holf) New York. Brunner/Mazel.
Vaughan, P. (1989) the Monogamy myth, New York, Newmarket Press. 
Weiner-Davis, M. (1992) Divorce Busting, New york, Simon & Schuster.
