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T
he topic of infidelity is a heated

one, which lends itself to a wide

spectrum of speculations, judg-

ments and emotional reactions. It also

leads to many questions such as: “How

could this have happened?” “Should I

stay or should I go?” “Can my marriage

be saved?” “Will I ever be able to get

past my anger?” and “Will I ever be able

to survive this divorce?” 

Defining Infidelity

To begin with, we must keep in mind

that what constitutes “infidelity” to one

person or couple, may not constitute “in-

fidelity” to another. The key factor that

bonds all definitions of infidelity is the

feeling of betrayal as an outcome. The

act occurs within a committed relation-

ship and is a violation of the agreed-upon

norms and boundaries (whether clearly

stated or implied) within that relation-

ship. It may be sexual and/or emotional.

It may be precipitated by either party in

the relationship. In a number of studies

conducted in 2005, it was found that

infidelity occurs in approximately 25%

of all relationships and tends to be initi-

ated by more men than women. In my

practice, I have found an equal propor-

tion of male and female betrayers. 

Infidelity is Often a Symptom

“How could this have happened?” is

a common and natural question; and not

a simple one to answer. Often, but not

always, “infidelity” is a symptom of an

underlying troubled relationship. The

“betrayer” is unable to cope with unre-

solved conflicting issues in the relation-

ship, be they emotional and/or physical.

Rather than choosing to tackle the issues

directly with her/his partner, he/she

chooses to seek out another partner in

secrecy. One example of an issue that I

have seen in my practice was of a man

who felt powerless in his relationship

with a critical and domineering wife.

Having a secret extramarital affair was

the only way he could find to assert his

independence. Another example was

a woman who no longer felt emotionally

or physically passionate about her

marriage, but feared hurting her partner

by telling him. Instead, she found

passion in a secret relationship with an-

other man.

A second possible source of “infi-

delity” is unresolved emotional issues

within an individual that are not directly

related to his/her marriage. These can in-

clude a history of childhood sexual

abuse, childhood emotional deprivation,

sexual identity issues, or an internal

struggle with feelings of self-worth.

Whatever the origin of the act of

infidelity, the resulting emotional

reactions in the “betrayed” cover a

wide spectrum, but tend to be consis-

tent across individuals. Shock, devas-

tation, anger, sadness, shame, anxiety,

self-doubt, confusion and a desire

for revenge are but a few. Some

com- mon emotions in the “betrayer”

include fear, sadness, guilt, remorse,

shame, anxiety, confusion and feelings

of worthlessness. 
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When the emotional impact of infidelity is unresolved, the divorce process can be turned into
a costly and stressful battle — one that lasts far beyond the end of the marriage. 
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Infidelity: Relationship at a
Crossroad

Once the act of infidelity is exposed,

the impact on the relationship is typi-

cally devastating to both parties. The es-

sential question that follows is: “Should

we recommit or quit?” Relationships

can be saved through couple therapy as

long as both parties are equally commit-

ted to the process. Having one party stay

at home while the other pursues therapy

will not ultimately save the relationship.

Both parties must be willing to invest a

high degree of effort over an extended

period of time, and “time” itself must

pass for true trust to be restored. On the

other hand, it is not unusual for one

party to choose to reconcile, while the

other chooses to end the relationship.

This will pose an extreme emotional

challenge to the partner who wishes to

work towards reconciliation. Many of

the reactions that I have described above

(e.g. shock, devastation, anger, sadness,

shame, anxiety, self-doubt, confusion

and a desire for revenge) will be intensi-

fied and further complicated by grief

and mourning.

The Potential Emotional Damage 

When a decision to divorce is made,

both partners will be experiencing a

“death,” and their emotional response

will be similar to the response to an

actual death of a loved one. Each indi-

vidual will enter a stage of grief and

mourning, which will be experienced to

varying intensities. If one person does

not want to let go while the other is

ready to quit, the former person may

suffer a more intense grief reaction,

which is typically characterized by feel-

ings of anger and depression. An un-

healthy divorce will most likely follow

if healthy grief work and the resolution

of feelings of betrayal are not achieved.

Here are some typical case scenarios:

A male client was enraged with his

wife for pursuing an extramarital affair

and then asking him for a divorce. He

found that he could not let go of his

rage, and chose to use his 10 and 12

year-old children as a weapon against

his wife. He attempted to alienate his

children from her by continuously bad-

mouthing her to them (including telling

them that she cheated on him), and

evoking guilt in them when they chose

to spend time with her rather than him.

Furthermore, this client attempted to

gain full custody of his children and to

prove that his wife was an incompetent

parent. In reality, his wife was an ex-

tremely competent and compassionate

mother with whom the children had a

very strong and healthy bond.

This serves as a critical example of

how unresolved feelings of anger result-

ing from infidelity cannot only impede a

healthy divorce process, but can also

cause serious emotional damage to the

children. It is crucial that children are

given the freedom to bond equally with

both of their parents, regardless of

whether one parent betrayed the other.

The children should NEVER be told

about the betrayal, as then they will be

pressured to take sides. Furthermore,

each child feels that he/she is an exten-

sion of each parent. When one parent

bad-mouths the other, the child’s self-es-

teem is deeply injured.

Another case example would be a fe-

male client who caught her husband in

bed with another woman. This client

was suffering from feelings of inade-

quacy prior to the discovery. Her low

self-esteem predated her marriage. As

she found her husband distancing from

her in the last few months, her self-es-

teem plummeted. She decided to file for

a divorce based on infidelity but, at the

same time, concluded that it would be

best for her husband and three children

if she slid out of the picture as quickly as

possible. She therefore directed her

lawyer to give her husband 75% of the

assets, as well as full custody of the

children. Clearly her actions are not

only short-changing herself, but also

the emotional needs of her children to

have both parents present and active in

their lives.

A third example would be a male

client who always felt a deep sense of

emotional deprivation in his marriage.

In his eyes, his wife attended to every-

one else’s needs before his own. This

left him feeling chronically and deeply

hurt and enraged. To add insult to injury,

this man discovered that his wife was

having an affair with another man, after

which she asked for a divorce. In retali-

ation, the client was determined to “rob

his wife clean” of any equal division of

assets. In his mind, she “owed” him for

all the years that she deprived him emo-

tionally and for her recent affair. A

vicious legal battle followed.

A fourth example would be a male

client who engaged in an extramarital

affair for one year while continuously

feeling torn. On the one hand, he could

not exit the relationship, but on the other

hand he experienced extreme guilt and

shame. Finally, finding these emotions

unbearable, he broke up his relationship

with the other woman and approached

his wife with a full admission of guilt.

Witnessing her distraught state and ex-

periencing her intense rage, his feelings

of shame and guilt became unbearable.

As a means of alleviating the intensity

of his emotions, he entered the divorce

process with the intent of giving his wife

“anything” she wanted. This allowed her

to demand “everything” as a means of

discharging her anger.

All of the above examples address

clients who struggled with deep unre-

solved emotions resulting from the

cause and effects of infidelity. As a con-

sequence, each client entered into an un-

healthy divorce process. In the first and

third examples, both clients were moti-

vated by rage and a desire to gain 

revenge against their partners. In the

second and fourth examples, the clients

were motivated by feelings of extreme

inadequacy, shame and guilt. Such un-

healthy sources of motivation typically

create the basis for high conflict and

highly problematic divorce processes.

All family members suffer, including in-

nocent children. 

A Healthy Divorce is Possible

Psychotherapy can assist individuals

in gaining awareness of their unresolved

emotional issues, working these issues

through, and developing new skills to

cope with the reality of a dissolved mar-

riage. Upon completion of such work,

these individuals will be well-equipped

to enter a healthy divorce process. It

becomes a win-win situation for all

../CONTINUED ON PAGE 25
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For more information on infidelity
and divorce, please visit:

www.divorcemag.com/articles/
Infidelity/infidelityfaqs.html
www.divorcemag.com/articles/
I n f i d e l i t y / s i x - t y p e s - o f -
cheaters.html
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For more articles on co-parenting,
children and divorce, please visit:

w w w . d i v o r c e m a g . c o m /
articles/Children_and_Divorce/
coparentingrelationship.html 
w w w . d i v o r c e m a g . c o m /
articles/parenting_and_step-
families/best-interest-of-the-
child.html

•

•

life easier, or because you need a

physical relationship in your life, will

fail. These reasons make for brief re-

lationships and contribute to the 80

percent divorce rate for second-time

marriages.

Stop asking negative questions that

deserve self-pity. If you ask, “Why

me?” or “Why doesn’t she love me?”

your mind will find the answer, and

you won’t like it.

Ask questions that result in positive

actions or answers, such as, “What

can I do to help myself adjust?” or

“What can I do to improve my life?”

Stop thinking of reconciliation. Any

time this happens, hit your hand with

a hammer until the desire is gone.

Give yourself time to adjust. Tomor-

row will be better, and before you

know it, you’re over it.

Make sure both you and your children

are adjusting. Do not let depression last

for a long period of time. If you need

help, get it.

Go at your own pace, stay comfort-

able, and prepare for the fact that the first

six months to a year are the hardest.

Don’t expect perfection from yourself

or your children. If you make a mistake,

try again.

This article has been edited and ex-
cerpted with permission from the book
The Ultimate Survival Guide for the Sin-

gle Father by Thomas J. Hoerner, pub-
lished by Harbinger Press. © 2004.
Thomas J. Hoerner is the custodial fa-
ther of three and the Executive Liaison
for Fathers for Equal Rights in Dallas,
Texas. He specializes in balancing a ca-
reer, home, family and social calendar,
defiantly living a fully functional 
life. You can purchase the book at 
amazon.com.
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w w w . d i v o r c e m a g . c o m /
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research, which shows that good contact

results in reduced conflict between par-

ents. Rather than seeing hostility as a dis-

incentive to shared parenting, it’s better

to view it as an indicator of needing a

better parenting plan. 

In the face of parental tensions, chil-

dren tend to align themselves with one

parent, implying that the other parent is

at fault. This is a potentially misguided

assumption as to what the child’s be-

havior means: it confuses the picture

for parents and their advisers, and

should not be the basis for alterations in

the arrangement.

Key Messages

Myths need to be challenged and real-

ities need to be faced.

Children need two homes when they

have two separated parents.

Organize the program to suit your cir-

cumstances, not vice versa.

Infants require special consideration

when making a shared parenting

arrangement.

Shared parenting allows both parents

to be hands on.

Both quality and quantity are impor-

tant in parenting.

This article has been adapted with
permission from the book Shared Parent-

ing: Raising Your Children Coopera-

tively After Separation. Copyright ©
2009 by Jill Burrett and Michael Green.
Published by Celestial Arts, an 
imprint of Ten Speed Press, a division 
of the Crown Publishing Group, 
Berkeley, CA. For more information 
visit www.crownpublishing.com and
www.tenspeed.com. 
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family members. In my clinical practice,

I have had the privilege of facilitating

this process for many clients.

At this point I must add a cautionary

statement. It is tempting for many indi-

viduals who are going through the di-

vorce process, especially one that

evolves around infidelity, to reach out

only to non-professionals for emotional

assistance. Friends, family members and

lawyers can act as good sounding boards

and reliable sources of support. A trained

psychotherapist, however, possesses the

professional and objective skills needed

to help individuals tackle their emotional

obstacles in a deeper and more funda-

mental way.

The disclosure of infidelity in a mar-

riage is a traumatic event for most indi-

viduals. Both the “betrayer” and the

“betrayed” are frequently challenged on

deep emotional levels. If reconciliation

is chosen by both partners, these emo-

tions can be addressed and resolved in

couple therapy, and the marriage can

be saved. On the other hand, if the

choice is to dissolve the marriage and

these emotions are left unresolved, they

can easily motivate individuals to

pursue unhealthy and high-conflict di-

vorces. All family members will be in-

jured. Seeking professional help through

psychotherapy can prevent these pain-

ful consequences. 

Aida Seetner has been working in
the field of adult mental health since
1979. As a Registered Marriage and
Family Therapist, for the past 13 years
Aida has helped individuals and couples
who are struggling with the challenges
and consequences of infidelity. Aida
currently has a private practice at
Leaside Therapy Centre in midtown
Toronto. For more information, please
visit www.leasidetherapycentre.com/

therapists/aida-seetner.
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