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ABSTRACT 

 

Just as marriages occur in every culture, so does infidelity (Brown, 2001; Shackelford, 

2001). It is no wonder sexual affairs interest the human psyche. They are filled with drama, 

incorporating passion, sex, betrayal, jealousy, and anger. When it comes to infidelity, personal 

stakes run high and affairs may threaten the structure of the family. There have been numerous 

studies on the impact of infidelity on couple relationships. Yet, there have been few, if any, 

examinations of the ramifications of infidelity on children’s future relationships. Children often 

become more involved in parental affairs than most adults realize (Brown, 2001; Duncombe & 

Marsden, 2004). Parental affairs may create a deep disruption in family life, and the betrayal of 

commitment between parents may impact the level of commitment a young adult feels in their 

own romantic relationship. 

The focus of this study was to examine the influence of parental infidelity on college 

students’ level of commitment in romantic relationships. Parental infidelity was assessed on 

three levels: (a) adult children who are not aware of parental infidelity, (b) adult children who 

suspect parental infidelity, and (c) adult children who are confident of parental infidelity. 

Maternal infidelity was compared with paternal infidelity. The influence of maternal/paternal 

infidelity on the level of trust in romantic relationships, dysfunctional relationship beliefs, and 

commitment in relationships was also assessed. Social cognitive theory and cognitive-behavioral 

theory were utilized as the theoretical frameworks for this study. 

The sample consisted of 404 undergraduate college students in a large southeastern 

university. The respondents were asked to complete a survey consisting of demographic 

questions pertaining to the measurement of each variable. The instruments used were the Dyadic 

Trust Scale to assess level of interpersonal trust, Relationship Belief Inventory to assess level of 

dysfunctional romantic relationship beliefs, and the Commitment Inventory to assess the level of 

constraint and dedication commitment in a romantic relationship. Hypotheses were tested stating 

there would be no differences observed for levels of trust, dysfunctional beliefs, and commitment 

among the three levels of infidelity awareness. Four research questions about the relationship 

among the variables in this study for each of the three levels of infidelity awareness were also 

utilized. Hypotheses were addressed using a series of one-way analysis of variances. Research 

questions were addressed using multivariate analysis of variance, chi-square tests of 

independence, and hierarchical multiple regression. 
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The results indicated there were no significant associations between parental infidelity 

and level of commitment in college students’ relationships. In addition, there was no difference 

in level of trust or level of dysfunctional relationship beliefs for any of the three infidelity levels. 

Neither maternal nor paternal infidelity yielded any significant differences when degree of 

involvement in an affair was examined. Paternal infidelity did show a significant relationship 

with involvement in a current relationship. In that, individuals who reported knowledge of 

paternal infidelity were more likely to be involved in a current relationship. This study also 

revealed several gender differences such as a significant relationship among length of current 

relationship, length of longest relationship, and level of commitment for the women in this study. 

Implications for research, theory, and marriage and family therapy will be discussed. 

 

 



 1

CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Infidelity is becoming increasingly noted in clinical and research literature as well as 

media and the popular press. Yet the ramifications of infidelity on children and how it has and 

will affect their lives are rarely discussed, much less researched. This gap in the research 

illustrates a general lack of knowledge of children’s views on a topic that may hold deep 

significance in their lives. Children often know more and become more involved in parental 

affairs than adults realize (Brown, 2001; Duncombe & Marsden, 2004). Parental affairs may 

create a deep disruption in family life, in which the physical intrusion of another represents the 

betrayal of one parent on the entire family system (Carder, 1995; Duncombe & Marsden, 2003). 

When this is discovered, children must face family secrets parents feel impelled to keep from 

them. The betrayal of commitment between parents may impact the level of commitment a 

young adult feels in their own romantic relationship. This study examined the relationship 

between parental infidelity and college students’ reported commitment in romantic relationships. 

Statistics on the prevalence of affairs vary widely. Over 50 years ago, researchers 

(Kinsey, Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948, 1953) attempted to discover how common extramarital sex 

was in American society. Results estimated that one third of all married men and 26% of all 

married women engaged in extramarital sex at some point in their marriage. A more recent 

national study of 884 men and 1,288 women on the prevalence of extramarital sex, revealed that 

22% of men and 11% of women reported having engaged in extramarital sex in the past 12 

months (Wiederman, 1997).  

Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, and Michael (1994) reported results of their national survey 

and 3.8% of the currently married participants reported more than one sex partner during the past 

year. These authors also asked participants about lifetime experience of infidelity and found that 

24.5% of ever-married men and 15% of ever-married women reported having experienced 

extramarital sex at some point. However, 21% of the participants were interviewed with a child, 

spouse, or some other person in the room. It is possible the infidelity data were underreported in 

the Laumann et al. study. According to Shackleford and Buss (1997), estimates of marital 

infidelity can range from 26% to 70% of women and 33% to 75% of men. 
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More recently, attempts have been made to replicate previous studies on the prevalence 

of infidelity using more rigorous methods. In a national random sample of 4,118 participants, 

13.3% of individuals reported having engaged in extramarital sex (Atkins, Baucom, & Jacobson, 

2001). These statistics suggest there is no widespread agreement on the prevalence of 

extramarital relationships. However, infidelity continues to be a widespread challenge to 

marriage and family therapists because it produces a ripple effect that reaches the entire family 

system (Brown, 2001). 

How the affair is handled and the consequences of the affair may be as important as the 

affair itself. Families are affected by whether the affair is a family secret that no one is allowed 

to discuss, or the affair is discussed incessantly to gain a sense of closure (Brown, 2001). In some 

families, parents may tell their children more information than is needed. Parents may choose 

one extreme or the other. Those who try to keep the affair secret tend to rationalize their own 

shame and embarrassment by arguing that children will not understand the issues surrounding 

the affair or may mistakenly believe that it is possible for the affair to remain hidden. On the 

other hand, parents who tell children the details of the affair in an attempt to form an alliance 

with the child against the other parent, may lack appropriate boundaries (Brown, 2001). 

Many adult children have unresolved feelings about a parent’s affair that occurred in 

childhood (Brown, 2001). “Children’s symptoms of distress from an affair may persist – or may 

only emerge – after they reach adulthood. Indeed, children who are adults when one of their 

parents has an affair, or adults who learn of earlier parental affairs may continue to suffer 

deeply” (Duncombe & Marsden, 2004, p. 187), others may not suffer at all. There is a view that 

because children have grown up, parental affairs no longer matter. However, the hurt these adult 

children continue to experience reveals that the pain from infidelity has far reaching effects. It is 

a common assumption by many parents and researchers that what occurs between adults is not 

the business of children because they are too young to understand and distinguish fact from 

fiction. Unfortunately, researchers often question children’s feelings via their parents, which 

commonly results in optimistic views about the outcome of their reactions rather than the reality 

of the children’s experiences (Duncombe & Marsden, 2004). 

Children who become aware of a parents’ affair may show different reactions depending 

on which parent participated in the affair. Several examples from Reibstein and Richard’s (1992) 

study reveal children’s reactions to their parents after learning about the infidelity. One daughter, 
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upon learning her father’s mistress was pregnant, left home very angry at her father, and also at 

her mother for not standing up to him. Another example is a father, who had previously been 

warm and affectionate with his daughters, but briefly left home to continue an affair with another 

woman. The mother, who had previously been cold and aloof toward her daughters, turned to 

them for support and comfort. Although the father ended the affair and retuned home shortly 

after he left, the daughters still viewed him with contempt 30 years later. These examples show 

how children may express disapproval of their parents’ behavior. In addition, questions arise as 

to the influence these family disruptions have on children’s ability to securely attach in their own 

romantic relationships.  

In studying the possible effects of parental infidelity, it was important to examine the 

relationship between an adult child’s level of trust in romantic relationships and the existence of 

parental infidelity. Despite today’s more liberal attitudes regarding sex, a majority of Americans 

still view infidelity as the peak of disloyalty (Treas & Giesen, 2000). Spring (1996) explained 

that an affair has a traumatic effect on the marriage and the family because of its symbolic 

meaning. An affair symbolizes that the affair participant no longer “needs” his or her spouse, 

because someone has taken the place of the spouse emotionally and physically. Infidelity can be 

defined as an attack on the marital relationship that breaches trust between not only the spouses, 

but also the family members. Deception is usually part of infidelity, and in addition to the parent 

feeling betrayed, the child may also feel that trust has been shattered.  

The reactions suffered by children as a result of parental infidelity may depend on the 

disruption of family life, but in general, children’s reactions appear similar to those described in 

divorce literature (Duncomb & Marsden, 2004). Reibstien and Richards (1992) conducted one of 

the few empirically based studies on the impact of affairs on children. Many of the themes they 

found mirror children’s reactions to parental divorce. Children tend to become angry, blame one 

parent for the conflict, and suffer conflicts of loyalty. To adolescents, their parents’ behaviors 

seem to violate the generation gap and to shake their belief in the possibility of stable 

partnerships, resulting in responses of anger, depression, and withdrawal (Duncomb & Marsden, 

2004).  

At some point in life, nearly everyone experiences a type of committed couple 

relationship. Every society sanctions some form of marriage as a social institution and a level of 

commitment to the family as conceived in that culture. In modern American culture, 
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commitment to marriage and family is primary to overcoming many concerns, such as emotional 

distress, divorce, physical illness, unemployment, child care, elder care, and disability. 

Commitment contributes to the “continuity, cohesion, and cooperation necessary to maintain the 

complex organizations of various political, economic, religious, and ethnic groups into unified 

communities and nations” (Wyatt, 1999, p.53). It is clear that commitment is important 

personally, socially, and culturally.  

The development of commitment in romantic relationships has been routinely 

investigated (Stanley, 2002; Surra, Hughes, & Jacquet., 1999; Wyatt, 1999). Most researchers 

agree that the process of attraction and attachment precede the commitment to the relationship. It 

is also agreed that commitment has something to do with partners’ ideas on whether they are 

likely to stay together for the foreseeable future, social constraints, attitudes and beliefs about the 

relationship, and alternative attractions (Stanley, 2002; Surra et al., 1999).  

Commitment in romantic relationships may be related to the level of trust persons may 

have in their partners and the relationship as a whole. The existence of parental infidelity and 

how it affects a relationship in terms of the level of commitment experienced were investigated 

in the current study. Many studies have investigated what commitment is, how people 

experienced it, and why some people have trouble committing to a relationship (Rusbult, 

Wieselquist, Foster, & Witcher, 1999; Stanley & Markman, 1992; Wyatt, 1999). However, there 

were no previous published studies that assessed the relationship between maternal and paternal 

infidelity and college students’ reported commitment in romantic relationships. 

Theoretical Perspectives 

 In marriage and family therapy, like many other mental health disciplines, theories are an 

integral part of the profession, guiding both clinical practice and research. The theoretical 

frameworks utilized in this study provide a more complete understanding of parental infidelity 

and the relationship it has to college students’ reported perceptions of romantic relationships. 

Social cognitive theory was been incorporated to conceptualize how college students model their 

parents’ relationship behavior. Cognitive behavioral theory provided support for the relationship 

between parental infidelity and college students’ level of trust in relationships and level of 

dysfunctional relationship beliefs. 
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Social Cognitive Theory 

 Social cognitive theory has its historical roots in the behaviorism arena. In the 1950s, 

theorists began to shift away from the behavior of mice in boxes to humans in the social world. 

This shift is what led to the social cognitive approach, originally known as social learning theory. 

The change in terminology has developed over the past 25 years reflecting the idea that “thinking 

develops in social context; in other words, people acquire their thoughts about themselves and 

the world through social interaction” (Pervin, Cervone, & John, 2005, p.416).  

 Social cognitive theory has an emphasis on people as active agents and behavior as 

situation-specific. It contends that a primary determinant of peoples’ actions and emotions are 

the expectations about the future. People have expectations concerning the behaviors of others, 

rewards or punishments following certain behaviors, and their own abilities to handle stress in 

certain situations. A person’s expectation may vary considerably from one situation to another.  

It is concerned with the human capacity for self direction. As Pervin et al. (2005) state, “social-

cognitive theory provides a novel analysis of how people learn new patterns of behavior” 

(p.417). People have the capacity to influence their own destiny, to motivate, and to guide their 

own actions.  

Although, several personality scientists have made contributions to social cognitive 

theory, Albert Bandura is commonly known as the father of this theory. Bandura’s first graduate 

student was Richard Walters, and the two began a collaboration that resulted in identifying the 

central role of learning through the observation of others (Grusec, 1992). Their findings 

culminated in the books Adolescent Aggression (Bandura & Walters, 1959) and Social Learning 

and Personality Development (Bandura & Walters, 1963). The latter book laid the foundation for 

the social cognitive perspective on personality that is known today. 

Bandura’s most significant effort to formulate social cognitive theory is Social 

Foundations of Thought and Action (Bandura, 1986). This book “stands as the definitive 

statement of Bandura’s theoretical position” (Pervin et al., 2005, p.419). Bandura’s view of 

social cognitive theory is mainly concerned with how individuals operate cognitively on their 

social experiences and how these cognitive operations influence their behavior (Bandura, 1986). 

Bandura claims “humans are cognitive beings whose active processing of information from the 

environment plays a major role in learning and human development (Sigelman, 1999, p.38). 

Grusec (1992) explains things further: 
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Through this abstraction and integration, they mentally represent their environments and 

themselves in terms of certain crucial classes of cognitions that include response-outcome 

expectancies, perceptions of self-efficacy, and standards for evaluative self-reactions. 

These cognitions are believed to affect not only how they respond to environmental 

stimuli, but also the sorts of environments they seek out for themselves (p.781). 

There are four components that provide the basic foundation of social cognitive theory: (a) 

observational learning, (b) self-regulation and motivation, (c) self-efficacy, and (d) reciprocal 

determinism. These components play a crucial role in the acquisition of information about events 

and in the decision to use the information when making behavior choices (Grusec, 1992).  

Observational learning is simply when individuals learn by observing the behavior of 

others. People pay attention to another individual’s behavior and store the information in 

memory, if they are to imitate what they observed in the future (Bandura, 1986). Observational 

learning focuses on how people acquire new skills and knowledge. Bandura (1986) explained 

that people form an internal mental representation of what they observed and then recall that 

mental image at a later point. Their cognitive abilities enable them to learn complex behavior by 

observing a model perform the behavior. This process is also known as modeling.  

People can also learn what behaviors are socially acceptable and unacceptable by 

observing others. Individuals take note of whether the behavior learned has negative or positive 

consequences and use that information to decide whether or not to model it. It is important to 

note that observational learning does not imply imitating behaviors. Imitation refers to the exact 

replication of a behavior. Modeling refers to learning the general rules of behavior by observing 

others (Pervin et al., 2005). Those rules can then be used to self-direct various types of behavior.  

Bandura studied the observation of consequences to a model and discovered that in his 

research on aggressiveness in children, children were affected by what happened to the model. 

This suggested that children learned certain emotional responses vicariously by observing the 

model, known as vicarious conditioning. “It is not uncommon for individuals to develop strong 

emotional reactions toward places, persons, and things without having had any personal contact 

with them” (Bandura, 1986, p.185). The observed consequences to the behavior of others can 

influence an individual’s future performance. 

Self-regulation and motivation refers to the capacity people have to motivate themselves 

by setting personal goals, planning strategies, and modifying their ongoing behavior. Self-
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regulation is also about avoiding environmental distractions and emotional feelings that might 

interfere with one’s progress. Social cognitive theory emphasizes the “human capacity of 

foresight – our ability to anticipate outcomes and make plans accordingly” (Pervin et al., 2005, 

p.445). 

The concept of self-efficacy became important to Bandura during his studies of 

participant modeling in treating phobic disorders (Grusec, 1992). One outcome of his studies was 

the extent to which people’s perceptions of their own feelings of effectiveness determined 

changes in behavior. People develop specific beliefs about their own abilities and characteristics 

that guide their behaviors. This determines what they try to achieve and how much effort is put 

into their performance. Grusec (1992) states that  

beliefs about self-efficacy arise from the individual’s history of achievement in a domain, 

from observation of what others are able to accomplish, from attempts of others to mold 

feelings of self-efficacy through persuasion, and from consideration of one’s own 

physiological state during a task as a reflection of personal capabilities and limitations 

(p.782). 

Self-efficacy can influence the way people cope with disappointments and life stressors. People 

with high self-efficacy are better able to cope with stress than are people with low self-efficacy. 

Bandura summarized his findings of self-efficacy on motivation as follows: “Humans betterment 

has been advanced more by persisters than by pessimists. Self-belief does not necessarily ensure 

success, but self-disbelief assuredly spawns failure” (Bandura, 1986, p.77). 

Reciprocal determinism is the concept in social cognitive theory that acknowledges the 

relationship between the individual, the environment, and behavior. In its most basic form, 

causality is reciprocal. The individual, environment, and behavior are all causes of each another. 

These factors must be understood as a system that has mutual influence (Bandura, 1986). 

Cognitive Behavioral Theory 

Albert Ellis, Aaron Beck, and Donald Meichenbaum are commonly cited as the major 

cognitive-behavioral theorists. Although this section is entitled “cognitive behavioral theory,” the 

main discussion will be on Ellis’ rational emotive behavior therapy (REBT), largely because 

“REBT is regarded by many as one of the premier examples of the cognitive-behavioral 

approach” (Corey, 1996, p.379). Ellis developed REBT in 1955 and the basic premise of this 

approach is that people are disturbed not by things, but by their view of things (Dryden & Ellis, 
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1988). Emotions stem from beliefs and reactions to life situations. Similarly, Beck’s cognitive 

model explains that in order to understand an emotional episode, one must focus of the cognitive 

content of one’s reaction to the event or thought. Therefore, awareness of the development and 

the active role of an individual’s beliefs of self and the world is critical (DeRubeis & Beck, 

1988). 

People are capable of two kinds of thinking: rational and irrational. Rational emotive 

theory states that people can hold rational and irrational beliefs at the same time (Dryden & Ellis, 

1988). People often escalate their desires (rational beliefs) into demands (irrational beliefs). In 

REBT, to be rational, an individual must be (a) pragmatic, (b) logical, and (c) reality-based. All 

individuals are born with the ability for rational thinking (Dryden & Ellis, 1988). However, a 

strong tendency to escalate desires into dogmatic “shoulds,” “musts,” and “oughts” is where 

irrational beliefs set in (Corey, 1996). 

Irrational beliefs can take the following form:  

1. Awfulizing: The belief that a situation is more that 100 percent bad, worse than it 

absolutely could be. 

2. I-can’t-stand-it- is (low frustration tolerance): Not being able to envision enduring a 

situation or having any happiness at all if what they demand must not exist actually 

exists. 

3. Damnation: Being excessively critical of self, others, and life situations. 

4. Always-and-never thinking: The belief on the absolutes (I will always fail or I will 

never be loved) (Dryden & DiGiuseppe, 1990). 

On the flip side, rational beliefs take on the form of wishes, preferences, and desires. 

These beliefs do not escalate into dogmatic shoulds, musts, and oughts. There can be moderate 

evaluations of badness; the belief that it is bad, but not terrible. Statements of toleration such as, 

“I don’t like it, but I can bear it” are also viewed as rational. The REBT view is that humans are 

by nature fallible and probably not perfectible. “Humans naturally make errors and… often seem 

to defeat and destruct themselves in the pursuit of their long-range goals” (Dryden & Ellis, 1988, 

p.219). It is important that people accept their fallibility; “I am a fallible human being who 

cannot be given a single global rating.” People also need to be flexible in their thinking about the 

event or situation (Dryden & DiGiuseppe, 1990).  
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The A-B-C theory of personality is central to REBT theory and practice and serves to 

clarify the relationship between the situations a person experienced, the irrational beliefs the 

person has about the situation, and the consequences of the situation (individual’s behavior). 

Whereas A is the activating event, B is the belief about the event, and C is the behavioral 

consequence of the individual. A, however, does not cause C. B is the belief, rational or 

irrational, that causes C. (Corey, 1996). For example, if persons experience depression after 

being fired from their job, it is not being fired that caused the depression. It is the persons’ belief 

about being fired that causes them to be depressed. Another example could be a 16 year old who 

has just discovered that both her mother and her father had an affair during their marriage to each 

other. She concludes that the sanctity of marriage is a joke and at some point everyone “cheats.” 

The behavioral consequence of her belief may be a low commitment level in her own 

relationships. Her parents’ infidelity did not cause her decreased commitment in relationships, 

her own beliefs caused her to be less committed in relationships. The A-B-C framework may 

prove helpful when investigating the relationship between parental infidelity and dysfunctional 

relationship beliefs. Through this theory it can be concluded that people are responsible for their 

own emotional reactions.  

Donald Meichenbaum’s cognitive behavior modification is an alternative approach to 

Ellis’ REBT. Meichenbaum’s focus on the client’s learning to employ specific problem solving 

and coping skills is a form of cognitive restructuring (Meichenbaum, 1977). Cognitive 

restructuring therapy and semantic therapy are generic terms that refer to a variety of therapeutic 

approaches. The focus of therapy is on the irrational inferences and premises. This viewpoint 

offers an integrative approach of how to best conceptualize cognitive events and understand their 

role in behavior change.  

 Cognitive-behavior modification has a three-phase process of change. The first phase is 

self-observation and begins with clients observing their own behavior. In the first stages of 

therapy, negative self-statements and imagery plague the client. An important component of this 

phase of therapy is the clients’ willingness to listen to themselves. The clients must first realize 

that they are contributing to their depression through their negative thoughts and feelings 

(Meichenbaum, 1977). The second phase is having the client start a new internal dialogue. This 

new dialogue can serve as a catalyst for behavior change. As clients notice their maladaptive 

behaviors, they begin to see opportunities for adaptive behavioral alternatives. The third phase 



 10

involves clients learning new skills. This is an important phase in that it teaches clients effective 

coping skills that need to be practiced in real-life situations. Clients must also focus on the new 

internal dialogue and observing the outcomes. “The stability of what they learn is greatly 

influenced by what they say to themselves about their newly acquired behavior and its 

consequences” (Corey, 1996, p.348). 

The endorsement of certain dysfunctional beliefs about what makes relationships 

functional and healthy affects an individual’s ability to adjust within a relationship (Stackert & 

Bursik, 2003). Irrational thinking may lead to self-defeating behavior that may lead to poorer 

adjustment in relationships. Thus, the relationship between dysfunctional relationship beliefs and 

an individual’s reported commitment levels were investigated for this study.  

Application of Theories to the Study 

 Social cognitive theory allowed for the analysis of the influence of parental behavior 

(infidelity) on the beliefs a child holds toward romantic relationships and level of trust in 

relationships. The concept of observational learning implies children can learn a behavior by 

merely observing parents perform the behavior. Children can also learn what types of behavior 

are and are not acceptable. For example, if a father’s extramarital affairs are ignored and mother 

never says anything, a little girl may come to believe that type of behavior is expected in a 

relationship. The act of a child discovering a parental affair can teach a child that relationships 

may not be safe. Thus, dysfunctional or irrational beliefs toward romantic relationships may exist 

and the willingness to commit to a relationship may be hindered.  

 Social cognitive theory was also be applied using the concept of vicarious conditioning. 

Children can develop a vicarious conditioned emotional response from observing their parents 

emotional response. A child may be very distrustful of either men or women, depending on 

which parent had the affair. Self-efficacy is used by Bandura (1986) to refer to people’s 

perceptions of their own capabilities for action in future situations. As stated earlier, people 

develop beliefs about their abilities and these beliefs guide their behavior. Perhaps children who 

have experienced parental infidelity may be less trusting in a romantic relationship based on their 

assumption that most men/women “cheat.”  

Cognitive-behavioral theory was applied by assessing individuals’ irrational or 

dysfunctional relationship beliefs. More specifically, Ellis’ A-B-C framework provided insight 

into the relationship between parental infidelity, dysfunctional beliefs, and level of commitment 
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in romantic relationships. The use of these approaches allowed an examination of: (a) the effect 

maternal or paternal infidelity may have on commitment in romantic relationships and (b) the 

cumulative effects of parental infidelity, level of trust in romantic relationships, and relationship 

beliefs on reported commitment in romantic relationships. 

Statement of the Problem 

 There have been numerous studies on the effects of infidelity on couple relationships. 

Yet, there have been few, if any, examinations of the effect infidelity can have on the children of 

the marriage and the implications it has on the children’s future relationships. This study 

investigated the influence parental infidelity has on an adult child’s commitment level in 

romantic relationships. In addition, comparisons were made for children who were aware of 

maternal infidelity, paternal infidelity, and children who were not aware of any parental 

infidelity regarding similarities and differences of the variables of level of trust in romantic 

relationships and dysfunctional relationship beliefs. 

Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1: There are no differences among college students (a) who are not aware of 

infidelity by their primary female caretaker, (b) who suspect but are not certain of infidelity by 

their primary female caretaker, and (c) who are confident of infidelity by their primary female 

caretaker in terms of the variables in question: 

a. level of interpersonal trust in a relationship as measured by the Dyadic Trust Scale 

(Larzelere & Huston, 1980). 

b. level of dysfunctional beliefs in romantic relationships as measured by the Relationship 

Belief Inventory (Eidelson & Epstein, 1982). 

c. level of commitment in romantic relationships as measured by the Commitment 

Inventory (Stanley & Markman, 1992). 

Hypothesis 2: There are no differences among college students (a) who are not aware of 

infidelity by their primary male caretaker, (b) who suspect but are not certain of infidelity by 

their primary male caretaker, and (c) who are confident of infidelity by their primary male 

caretaker in terms of the variables in question: 

a. level of interpersonal trust in a relationship as measured by the Dyadic Trust Scale 

(Larzelere & Huston, 1980). 
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b. level of dysfunctional beliefs in romantic relationships as measured by the Relationship 

Belief Inventory (Eidelson & Epstein, 1982). 

c. level of commitment in romantic relationships as measured by the Commitment 

Inventory (Stanley & Markman, 1992). 

Research Questions 

The research questions that guided the focus of this study are stated as follows: 

Research Question 1: What is the relationship between perceived parental infidelity and 

commitment level in a college students’ current romantic relationship? 

Research Question 2: What is the relationship between perceived parental infidelity and the 

degree of involvement in an affair in a college students current relationship? 

Research Question 3: What is the relationship between perceived parental infidelity and 

commitment level as mediated by level of trust and level of dysfunctional relationship beliefs? 

Research Question 4: What is the relationship between perceived parental infidelity and 

involvement in a current relationship as mediated by level of trust in a relationship and 

dysfunctional relationship beliefs? 

Definitions 

 The definitions have been presented here in order to clarify the terminology used in this 

study: 

An affair is defined as the perceived emotional and/or sexual involvement with someone 

other than one’s spouse and is usually kept hidden from the spouse. The key elements in an affair 

are extramarital, sexual, and secret. This study will not address open marriages or other 

consensual third party arrangements between partners.  

Infidelity refers to the perceived extramarital sexual activity that the mother and/or father 

may participate in. The terms affair and infidelity are used interchangeably throughout this study. 

Infidelity is defined as unfaithfulness, disloyalty, adultery, and a breach of trust. 

Parental Infidelity refers to the adult child’s perceived occurrence of a meaningful 

emotional and/or sexual relationship of a parent with a third party. 

Primary female caretaker includes whomever the adult child views as the female 

caretaker having the most involvement in their childhood.  

Primary male caretaker includes whomever the adult child views as having the most male 

participation in their childhood. 
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Perceptions of romantic relationships is a broad term which includes the variables of 

level of trust and irrational beliefs in romantic relationships, and the dependant variable of 

reported level of commitment in a romantic relationship in this study.  

Dysfunctional beliefs are the irrational beliefs individuals hold regarding romantic 

relationships. This includes the subscales of the Relationship Belief Inventory (Eidelson & 

Epstein, 1982) such as disagreement is destructive, mind reading is expected, partners cannot 

change, sexual perfectionism, and the sexes are different. 

Trust is defined as a firm belief or confidence in the honesty, integrity, reliability, and 

justice of another person or thing (Amodeo, 1994). 

 Commitment is defined as encompassing two constructs: personal dedication and 

constraint commitment. Personal dedication is the desire an individual has to continue the 

relationship, improve it, sacrifice for it, and to link personal goals to the relationship. Constraint 

commitment refers to the constraints that favor relationship stability by making ending the 

relationship more economically, socially, personally, or psychologically costly (Stanley & 

Markman, 1992). 

Assumptions 

 One of the primary assumptions that guided this study is that the respondents had the 

ability to report the information requested in an accurate manner. It was assumed they would do 

so to the best of their abilities. Another assumption was that that respondents had knowledge of 

parental infidelity if it occurred in their parents’ relationship and were willing to report it on the 

questionnaire. It was also assumed that the sample chosen was reflective of college students in 

the geographic location being examined. The final assumption was that infidelity can be 

unhealthy for families. This claim has been supported by much of the infidelity research (Brown, 

2001; Duncombe & Marsden, 2004; Harris, 2000; Lawson, 1988; Shackelford & Buss, 1997). It 

involves betrayal and can create confusing expectations for all involved. 

Limitations 

A main limitation of this study is the personal nature of the topic under investigation. 

People are often reluctant to talk about their sexual infidelities and the possibility arises that 

individuals may withhold information to protect their relationships (Brown, 2001). This may 

prove to be this case with children revealing information about their parents’ possible infidelities. 

On the other hand, participants may maximize the existence of infidelity in an effort to boast 
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about the sexually laden topic. The study instruments were self-administered and may have 

increased the risk of a socially desirable response set. Furthermore, identifying a large number of 

individuals who are aware of parental infidelity did pose a limitation. 

Delimitations 

 There were several delimitations for this study. This study was delimited to 

undergraduate students in the College of Human Sciences at Florida State University. The 

students were in various stages of relationships. This study was also delimited to students who 

were at least 18 years old and who may have had limited knowledge of their parents’ 

relationship. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

 The review of the literature for the relationship between parental infidelity and college 

students’ reported commitment in romantic relationships is divided into five sections. The first 

section of the literature review will present background information and research findings 

relevant to infidelity. Since there have been very few articles, if any, published on parental 

infidelity and its effects on children, this section will mainly address couple infidelity. The 

second section will focus on the topic of trust in terms of infidelity and romantic relationships. 

The third section of this review will address the concept of romantic relationship beliefs and how 

relationship beliefs may be understood from a social cognitive and cognitive-behavioral 

perspective. The final section of this literature review will focus on commitment in romantic 

relationships and the overall impact infidelity may have on commitment.  

Overview of the Study 

Extramarital affairs are a widespread challenge for marriage and family therapists 

because they produce a ripple effect that reaches the entire family system. The focus of this study 

was to assess the relationship between parental infidelity and college students’ reported level of 

commitment in romantic relationships as mediated by level of trust and relationship beliefs in 

romantic relationships. Social cognitive theory along with cognitive-behavioral theory was 

utilized to gain further understanding of the correlation between parental infidelity and college 

students’ perceptions of romantic relationships. 

Background on Infidelity 

Marriage is a complex union and couples tend to marry for a variety of reasons. Couples 

may marry for love, money, fear of being alone, and an assortment of other reasons. Every 

marriage has it complexities, and the hopes and dreams couples may have for their marriage is 

colored by what they have learned in their families of origin. However, sexual fidelity is almost 

always part of the agreement, whether verbalized or assumed (Cann, Mangum, & Wells, 2001; 

Shackelford & Buss, 1997; Treas & Giesen, 2000). 

Just as marriages occur in every known culture, so does infidelity (Brown, 2001; 

Shackelford, LeBlanc, & Drass 2000). Research suggests that more than 90% of Americans say 

infidelity is “almost always” wrong (Treas & Giesen, 2000). Despite many individuals’ good 
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intentions, estimates of marital infidelity range from 26% to 70% of women and from 33% to 

75% of men (Shackelford & Buss, 1997). It is no wonder sexual affairs interest the human 

psyche. They are filled with drama, incorporating passion, sex, betrayal, jealousy, and anger. 

When it comes to infidelity, personal stakes run high and affairs threaten the structure of the 

family and an individual’s sense of belonging (Brown, 2001). In a survey of marital therapists, 

infidelity was rated as the second most damaging problem couples face and the third most 

difficult to treat (Whisman, Dixon, & Johnson, 1997). 

The language used to describe infidelity seems to be fraught with negative meaning. 

Extramarital sex, relational transgressions, affairs, cheating, sexual infidelity, and emotional 

infidelity are all terms various researchers have used to refer to infidelity. Interestingly, most 

studies do not define infidelity (Cann et al., 2001; Cano & O’Leary, 2000; Harris, 2000; Olson, 

Russell, Higgins-Kessler, & Miller, 2002; Shackelford & Buss, 1997; Shackelford, Buss & 

Bennett, 2002; Wiederman, 1997). Therapists who write about the recovery process following 

infidelity and interventions used seem just as scattered on the correct terms as the researchers 

(Brown, 2001, Pittman, 1989; Spring, 1996). Therefore, the author of this study is using the 

terms “affair participant” and “spouse of affair participant” to describe the infidelity role of 

participants in the affair. The term affair participant is used here to identify the married person 

who has had the affair, and the term spouse of affair participant is used to identify the spouse in 

the marriage who has not engaged in an extramarital affair. In some marriages where there are 

dual affairs, each spouse is a participant. From this perspective, both the “cheating” spouse and 

the spouse who has been “cheated on” are components in a marriage that experiences infidelity. 

This study makes no attempt to assign blame or identify villains or victims, but to contribute a 

greater understanding of families experiencing infidelity.  

Who and Why of Affairs 

Affairs have and will always been around (Brown, 2001). As clinicians and researchers 

have discovered, infidelity can occur in any family and can take many forms. Infidelity can be 

either sexual or emotional, and can occur as a  either a “one-night stand” or a long-term romance. 

Anecdotally, tales circulate of affairs where no one gets hurt and the marital relationship actually 

improves as a result of the affair. Some therapists have stated that an affair is known to take the 

pressure off the marital relationship in that less is expected from one’s spouse and 

disappointment is lessened (Carder, 1995; Lawson, 1988). However, for many people in most, 
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infidelity carries high risk. It is the most universally accepted justification for divorce (Pittman, 

1989).  

The most significant predictor of an affair for women is marital dissatisfaction (Brown, 

2001). Women who are happy in their marriages are unaware of or disinterested in the 

opportunities for an affair. For men, affairs are more related to opportunity and prior 

justification. Sexual dissatisfaction in the marriage is a major complaint in men and often 

precipitates an affair. Therefore, it is not surprising that men’s affairs usually begin with sexual 

involvement with emotional involvement coming later. The opposite is true for women; 

emotional involvement often precedes sexual involvement (Brown, 2001).  

Infidelity can become a way for a woman to find emotional support or to overcome 

loneliness in her marriage. Studies show that women get more emotional satisfaction out of an 

affair than men, although they tend to feel more guilt (Subotnik & Harris, 1999). For women, the 

verbal expression of feelings and ideas is central to their feeling loved and desiring sex. Some 

women were aware of the power that sex had and used it to attract a man because they believed it 

would establish emotional intimacy (Carder, 1995). Sometimes the emotional potential of the 

marriage is already limited and that may be why the affair is sought. On the other hand, the 

potential for the marriage may be limited by the investment of emotional energy in the affair 

(Brown, 2001). 

Men may have affairs because they believe that the right to be unfaithful is a simple male 

prerogative, but often men have hidden agendas of avoiding intimacy (Brown, 2001). Men who 

are uncomfortable with intimacy may feel stifled or trapped in a relationship that becomes too 

emotionally close. Therefore, infidelity can become a way for a man to dilute or avoid emotional 

closeness with his wife. Alternating between both wife and mistress is a way of avoiding 

emotional intimacy with both women (Carder, 1995). 

Glass (1988) offers this reason for affairs: 

Affairs are often a chance for people to try out new behaviors, to dress in a different 

costume, to stretch and grow and assume a different role. In a long-term relationship, we 

often get frozen in our roles. When young couples begin at one level of success and go on 

many achievements, the new person sees them as they’ve become, while the old person 

sees them as they were (p.16). 
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The reasons for entering an affair are varied and can even be creative or absurd. 

According to Pittman (1989), one explanation he received from a client was that he was abducted 

by aliens and offered sexual opportunities with them. The client felt it was his patriotic and 

scientific duty to comply with the aliens’ philandering request. However entertaining the reasons 

may be, most therapists agree that affairs are more likely to develop during certain points in the 

marriage (Brown, 2001; Carder, 1995; Spring, 1996). An affair is most likely to develop: 

• Early in the marriage when the partners are struggling with issues of commitment and 

intimacy. 

• When the first or second child arrives and motherhood becomes the major focus for 

the wife. 

• When the children leave home. 

• When it becomes clear that no matter what the straying partner does, the spouse is not 

going to fit the idealized image (Brown, 2001, p.18). 

Certain factors have been associated with an increased risk of sexual infidelity (Treas & 

Giesen, 2000). For example, people living in central cities had an increased risk of extramarital 

sex that was 39% higher than people living in more remote areas. Living together before 

marriage also increased the odds of infidelity by 39%. Gender and race proved statistically 

significant as well. Being male increased the odds of infidelity by 79% and being African-

American raised them by 106%. Getting along with a partner’s family decreased the odds of 

infidelity by 26%. In a face-to-face survey, 2,870 English –speaking Americans ages 18- 59 for 

whom sexual infidelity had been possible were asked about social background, health, fertility, 

sexual activities, attitudes, and fantasies. Participants were also asked if they ever had 

extramarital sex and if they had sex with someone besides their partner in the last 12 months 

(Treas & Giesen, 2000).  

Types of Affairs 

 There are different types of affairs with separate meanings. According to Brown (2001), 

the type of the affair has to do with the interaction pattern between the two spouses and the 

issues underlying the affair. Each type of affair has a hidden message that is likely related to the 

underlying emotional reasons for the affair. “Consider the marital partners as a matched set, 

playing reciprocal roles in the same dance. Each type of affair has a characteristic pattern, 

marked by a difference in feelings, behavior, age, gender, and outcome” Brown, 2001, p. 30).  
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Pittman (1989) identified four types of affairs and placed them in categories of (a) 

accidental infidelity, (b) philandering, (c) romantic affairs, and (d) marital agreements. His four 

categories were divided on the basis on emotional energy. Brown (2001) identified five types of 

affairs; (a) conflict avoidance, (b) intimacy avoidance, (c) sexual addiction, (d) split-self, and (e) 

the exit affair. Although the categories have different names, the characteristics are quite similar. 

The conflict avoidance affair generally involved couples who cannot talk about their differences 

and/or disappointments and may use an affair as a way to get out from the “controlled 

amiability.” This type of affair usually occured fairly early in the marriage with couples who 

have never learned how to resolve conflicts. The conflict avoidance affair type is in Pittman’s 

(1989) category of marital arrangements where couples avoided solving a problem that scared 

them too much. In this type of marital arrangement, differences were put aside and resentment 

tended to pile up. The pressure built and without the verbal means to express the issues, the affair 

participants exploded into an affair that is eventually discovered. The affair was usually not a 

serious relationship and the real purpose was often to get the spouse’s attention (Brown, 2001). 

Pittman (1989) also placed the intimacy avoidance affair in his category of marital 

arrangements. This type of affair generally occurred after several years of marriage and both 

partners were more likely to be involved in affairs. This affair occurred when both spouses 

feared letting their guard down and becoming emotionally vulnerable. Recurrent arguments 

protected against exposing too much of oneself and one’s insecurities. The intensifying anger 

between the spouses was central to the intimacy avoidance affair and was used to explain and 

justify the affair (Brown, 2001). 

Sexual addiction (Brown, 2001) or philandering (Pittman, 1989) affairs were more likely 

to involve the husband as the affair participant and occurred at any stage in the marriage. These 

affairs were characterized by the affair participant dealing with emotional neediness by “winning 

battles and making conquests in the hope of gaining love” (Brown, 2001, p.37). Philanderers 

were mostly concerned with bodies and genitals and their primary emotion was anger. Many 

sexual addicts had experienced sexual abuse in childhood and the compulsive sexual behavior 

was an attempt to numb the pain and fill the emptiness. Among the various affair types, the 

sexual addict was the least likely to seek help (Pittman, 1989). 

The split-self affair typically occurred after the couple had been married for twenty years 

or more. The affair participants usually had never had a strong emotional bond with their spouse 
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and may have married to gain security, to leave home, or to legitimize a child on the way. In the 

split-self affair, the affair participants learned early in life to do the right thing and place other’s 

needs ahead of their own. The marriage was often empty, couples may or may not have shared a 

bedroom, and communication was limited. The affair was likely to be a serious even lasting 

years (Brown, 2001). Pittman (1989) labeled this affair type as a romantic affair where the 

emotional energy was in the romance and the rest of the world was hardly noticed. The primary 

emotion was love and all other appropriate emotions seemed to be absent. 

Brown’s (2001) final affair type was the exit affair. The purpose of the exit affair was 

typically to end the marriage. Often the individuals who participated in this type of affair were 

avoiding the responsibility for ending the marriage. For some people, an affair seemed easier 

than facing the spouse’s pain for ending the marriage. Many participants of the exit affair 

claimed they did not want their spouse to find out about the infidelity. However, when the 

primary reason for the infidelity was to have the other spouse take responsibility for ending the 

marriage, the affair participant, unconsciously or consciously, ensured the affair was discovered. 

Gender Differences in Infidelity 

 The reasons for affairs are varied and sometimes absurd. Most of the reasons given for 

having an affair have to do with the person having the affair rather than the spouse against whom 

the infidelity is being committed (Pittman, 1989). Whatever the reason, research has showed that 

men and women react to the infidelity in somewhat different ways. In general, when the spouse 

of the affair participant is a woman, she is more likely to try to rehabilitate the marriage 

following an affair, whereas when the spouse of the affair participant is a man, he is more likely 

to end the marriage following an affair and initiate a new relationship with a more presumably 

loyal partner (Spring, 1996). 

Men and women tend to assign different meanings to a partner’s infidelity. Women tend 

to hide their feelings and maintain silence when they feel they have been betrayed (Cano & 

O’Leary, 2000). Perhaps this is to maintain the appearance of harmony as a result of the societal 

message that it is a woman’s job to maintain her ties to others. A longitudinal study conducted by 

Brown and Gilligan (1992) reinforces the power of the societal message that women should be 

the peacemakers. At the age of eight, girls were asked how they felt about being mistreated by 

boys. All the girls were able to identify their anger and speak about their feelings; but 

somewhere around the age of twelve, when these same girls were asked the same questions, most 
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responded by saying, “I don’t know.” As some women grow older, many of them stop trusting 

their intuition when they have been deceived (Spring, 1996). 

Women may also be more willing to stay in a marriage with infidelity because divorced 

women tend to suffer economically more than divorced men (Spring, 1996). Women who have 

experienced a divorce are more likely to fill lower-level jobs or to earn less in comparable 

careers. For this practical reason, many women are more likely than men to “overlook” their 

partner’s infidelity. Men, on the other hand, are traditionally more financially secure and more 

confident that their partner can be replaced. Unlike women, men are less likely to fully define 

themselves in terms of the success of their relationships, thus they have less to lose when the 

relationship falls apart (Spring, 1996). 

Research has also found that women are also more likely to define themselves in relation 

to others and equate their self-worth with being loved (Cano & O’Leary, 2000). Women who had 

experienced a humiliating marital event, i.e. husbands’ infidelity, were six times more likely to 

be diagnosed with major depressive disorder than women who had not experienced a humiliating 

marital event. A comparison group design with 25 women who had experienced a humiliating 

marital event and 25 women who had not showed groups reported similar levels of marital 

distress (Cano & O’Leary, 2000). A similar longitudinal study with infidelity labeled as a severe 

negative stressor also reported an increase in depressive symptoms (Cano, Christian-Herman, 

O’Leary, and Avery-Leaf, 2002). One explanation for this could be a woman’s tendency to direct 

criticism inward rather than to project outward at others. “When a relationship falters or fails, a 

woman is more likely to get depressed and experience a diminution of self. It’s not just that she 

loses her partner, she loses herself” (Spring, 1996, p.33). 

 One of the more common gender differences found throughout the infidelity literature is 

associated with the incidence of infidelity. Men 55-65 years of age were most likely to report 

infidelity compared to men older or younger than this cohort. “It is important to note that these 

findings indicate that this cohort of men was more likely to have engaged in infidelity at any 

time in their lives, not necessarily between 55 and 65 years of age” (Atkins et al., 2001, p.741). 

Women 40-45 years of age at the time of these surveys were more likely to have reported ever 

having engaged in extramarital sex, while women older and younger than this cohort were less 

likely to report infidelity. Interestingly, according to these studies, the gender difference seemed 
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to have disappeared with participants less than 40 years of age (Atkins et. al. 2001; Weiderman, 

1997). 

Gender has been the most commonly studied variable in infidelity research and most 

articles mention gender as a significant factor. However, one study examined sources of spousal 

and relationship costs that might increase chances of divorce as a consequence of infidelity 

(Shackelford and Buss, 1997). Participants completed surveys and were interviewed about each 

spouse’s mate value, attractiveness, personality, and the quality of the relationship. The 

participants also completed questionnaires rating the probability of ending their marriage given 

six types of infidelity: (a) flirt, (b) passionate kiss, (c) romantic date, (d) one-night stand, (e) brief 

affair, or (f) serious affair. No significant gender differences were found (Shackelford and Buss, 

1997). 

Emotional versus Sexual Infidelity 

Infidelity can have problematic consequences. The emotional reactions elicited in men 

can be particularly negative. The most frequent cause of wife-battering and wife-killing is male 

sexual jealousy (Shackelford et al., 2000). Jealousy has been defined as the thoughts and feelings 

that arise when a love relationship is threatened. It is a common emotion experienced by both 

men and women following suspicion or knowledge of an affair. Studies of jealousy have 

revealed a number of differences in men and women (Nannini & Meyers, 2000; Shackelford et 

al., 2000; Wiederman & LaMar, 1998). When women are jealous they tend to focus on the 

emotional involvement of their spouse with others. Men, however, become more preoccupied 

with the sexual aspect of the affair. One husband described his feeling of rage upon hearing 

about his wife’s infidelity, “I felt enraged, betrayed; I felt that there was some guy out there who 

knew all about me and who had beaten me. Even though I didn’t know who he was, he had won. 

I wanted to kill him” (Subotnik & Harris, p.98-99). 

Regarding the emotional reactions to sexual versus emotional infidelity, men scored 

higher on homicidal/ suicidal emotional reactions to sexual infidelity, whereas women scored 

higher on feelings of being undesirable/ insecure (Shackelford et al., 2000). Women reported 

greater anger, hurt, and jealousy for emotional infidelity than did men. Participants rated each 

emotion for how likely it was to occur following sexual and emotional infidelity. This research 

documented several differences in emotional reactions experienced on discovery of a partner’s 

sexual versus emotional infidelity. For example, both sexes endorsed the feelings of nauseated/ 
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repulsed as more likely to follow sexual infidelity and undesirable/ insecure feelings as more 

likely to follow emotional infidelity. 

Many studies have researched whether emotional infidelity or sexual infidelity is more 

distressing in terms of gender differences. Whereas, women were more distressed than men by 

emotional infidelity, men were more distressed by sexual infidelity (Cann et al., 2001; Cramer, 

Manning-Ryan, Johnson, & Barbo, 2000). The differences found among the genders were related 

to the notion that participating in one form of infidelity implied that the other had also taken 

place. For example, a man may be more distressed by his partner’s sexual infidelity because it 

implied that his partner was also emotionally unfaithful. Sexual infidelity may be more 

distressing for men than for women because men have evolved a mate-selection strategy that 

places a premium on sexual exclusivity which subsequently increases confidence of paternity 

(Cramer et al.,2000).  

The psychophysiological reactivity related to sexual and emotional infidelity has also 

been investigated (Harris, 2000). Heart rate, blood pressure, and electrodermal activity was 

measured while participants imagined a partner’s sexual and/or emotional infidelity. Sexual 

infidelity elicited greater reactivity in men then emotional infidelity. However, sexual imagery 

elicited greater reactivity from men even when infidelity was not involved. These findings 

suggest that perhaps the increased reactivity to sexual infidelity shown by men may not 

specifically be associated with greater jealousy.  

Men, in addition to displaying greater reactivity, also find it more difficult to forgive a 

sexual infidelity than an emotional infidelity and men are more likely to end the relationship 

following a sexual infidelity (Shackelford et al., 2002). In a forced-choice method participants 

indicated how difficult it would be to forgive their partner or how likely they would be to break 

up with their partner depending on whether the infidelity was sexual or emotional. Several 

researchers (Barash & Lipton, 2001; Begley, 1997; Harris, 2000) used an evolutionary 

perspective to explain why sexually infidelity may be more disturbing to men and emotional 

infidelity more disturbing for women. A man’s emotional involvement with a woman aside from 

his spouse increases the risk of him not providing his resources and assistance in raising 

offspring. A woman’s sexual involvement with someone other than her husband increases the 

risk of the husband being tricked into devoting his resources to another’s offspring. Women, 

however, cannot be tricked into raising another’s offspring; hence, there is little reason for them 
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to be concerned about their mate’s sexual unfaithfulness per se. Instead, anthropologically 

speaking, women face the risk of losing a mate’s resources and assistance in raising their 

offspring. 

 When the emotional involvement is present during infidelity, more risk is put on the 

marriage. Women view the emotional involvement of their husband’s affair as more devastating 

to the marriage. This could be explained by the assumption that a man’s emotional involvement 

is a proxy for his spending resources on another women (Harris, 2000). The risk of the affair 

participants returning to their lovers is another one of the many additional pressures that is 

placed on the emotionally involved affair. The marriage may be over, and the family dissolved 

(Spring, 1996). 

Interaction with the Family System 

Affairs in the family of origin. Affairs produce a ripple effect that reaches the entire 

family system. How the affair is handled is as important as the affair itself. An affair is more 

likely among those whose parents had an affair (Carder, 1995). A family history of infidelity 

may set the stage for future infidelities if new thinking patterns are not introduced. Amodeo 

(1994) relates the predisposition of infidelity to object-relations theory, stating that the first three 

years of life play the most crucial role in the ability to form satisfying, sustainable relationships 

as adults. “Emotional wounds carried from this period can make trust and intimacy precarious” 

(Amodeo, 1994, p.119). The impact of growing up in a household amid secrets, deceits, and 

constant threats to the marital stability can lead to children believing that type of behavior is 

considered “normal” and they can grow up expecting it and preparing for it (Pittman, 1989). 

Children and affairs. The possible involvement of children in parental affairs is rarely 

discussed, still less researched. This gap represents a general lack of research on children’s views 

that may deeply affect their lives. Perhaps not all affairs are damaging to children and many 

affairs result in family disruption and transition that may present children, as well as, adults with 

challenges and opportunities to grow (Duncombe & Marsden, 2004)  

The impact of parental affairs on children often continues throughout childhood and into 

adulthood though the reactions will depend partly on how badly family life is disrupted (Carder, 

1995). There are several factors of an affair that may impact a child. Some of them are (a) how 

long the affair was endured, (b) how many affairs took place, (c) how fearful or painful the affair 

was for the family, and (d) the child’s age at the time of the affair(s). All of these experiences are 
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hurtful and can be destructive to a child. Often these children are left with feelings of 

abandonment and lack of affection with little to no supervision. If parents were physically 

present, they were often emotionally unavailable (Brown, 2001; Carder, 1995). 

Despite parents’ best attempts at secrecy, children may still learn about affairs indirectly, 

when their parents exhibit changes in behavior such as becoming preoccupied or depressed. A 

qualitative study on the impact of divorce on children gathered information from the participants 

on the impact of parental affairs (Reibstein & Richards, 1992). Many of the divorces were 

blamed on affairs. Reactions to parental divorce found some young adults still struggling, years 

later to come to terms with their feelings about the parental affairs that lay at the heart of their 

parents’ divorce (Duncombe & Marsden, 2003). Young adults perceived themselves as searching 

for “the truth” about their parents divorce. These children felt as though the parents were trying 

to keep secrets from them though evasive talk, refusing to talk, or telling “lies.” One participant 

recalled 

I was round at a friend’s house, they’re family friends, and suddenly they said, “Don’t 

you mind about that woman?” I didn’t know what they were on about. They said my Dad 

had been having an affair with her for years – since I was a baby, in fact! I can’t believe 

it! (Holly, 18) (Duncombe & Marsden, 2003, p.194). 

When children are curious and parents refused to give much information, many children 

take it upon themselves to search for clues. Often found among the clues was evidence of an 

affair, evidence that may be all too graphic.  

When I was fourteen, I was searching around, and I found these photos – I can’t hardly 

bear to speak about it even now – I found these photos of my Dad and “her” doing…you 

know what… and there was a date of the back and I couldn’t believe it ‘cos it’s when I 

was only little! My Dad wouldn’t usually talk, but once when he was angry he said they 

split ‘cos Mum had an affair and he couldn’t forgive her. But I looked at these…I feel 

sick to think about it…(Simon, 19) (Duncombe & Marsden, 2003, p.196). 

Aftermath of an Affair 

Individuals that have been shaken by the infidelity of their partner may undergo a process 

of grieving similar to the stages of dying outlined by psychiatrist Elizabeth Kubler-Ross as cited 

in Amodeo (1994) and Brown (2001). The recovery from infidelity has also been compared to 

the life-wrenching readjustment that occurs after a loved one has died. This experience is often 
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the most painful and insulting for the spouse of the affair participant. Whether the marriage was 

brief or long-lived, the undermining of hope, trust, and innocence often jolts the spouse of the 

affair participant into a depression (Amodeo, 1994).  

 The societal emphasis on the victimizing nature of adultery encourages the spouse of the 

affair participant to immediately think of divorce as a remedy for an affair (Brown, 2001). 

According to Pittman (1989), divorce is unusual among established couples who are being 

faithful. He states that in long-standing marriages, over 90 percent of divorces that do occur 

involve infidelities. In a study conducted by Lawson (1988), divorce was the outcome in almost 

half of the affair cases. The more affairs a partner has, the more likely that the marriage will end 

in divorce. Among the marriages that end with an affair, most of the affairs end as well. Among 

the participants in Lawson’s study, less than 10% married their lover. However, according to 

many therapists (Brown; Spring, 1996), the legal arena is not an appropriate place to deal with 

affairs. “Emotional issues should be dealt within a setting that understands emotions” (Brown, 

p.26). What happens after the affair is discovered holds great significance for the eventual 

outcome of the marriage.  

The emotional process individuals often experience following the disclosure of an affair 

was investigated through a qualitative study that revealed three typical stages (Olson et al., 

2002). Participants included 13 individuals (11 females and two males) who had been in a 

marriage in which infidelity had occurred and was disclosed. Two of the participants were the 

one who had the affair in their relationship. The participants were interviewed by phone and 

interviews lasted from 45 minutes to two hours. All participants’ responses were coded into three 

phases of emotional processes. The first phase was the roller coaster, characterized by the intense 

negative, emotional responses. Olson et al. (2000) explained, 

This period of time following the disclosure often involved confronting the offending 

partner, expressing anger, and managing conflicting feelings. The response to the betrayal 

often led to strong feelings, ‘I hated my husband, I hated him. There was nothing he 

could say or do that would make me feel any different.’ (p.426) 

 Moratorium was the second phase and was characterized by less emotional reactivity and 

attempts to make meaning out of the infidelity. The third phase was named trust building in 

which the process of rebuilding trust, taking responsibility, increasing communication, and 



 27

forgiveness was explained (Olson et al., 2002). This research study offered a unique look at the 

effects of infidelity through the interviews of the participants.  

Perhaps the manner in which the infidelity is discovered affects the outcome of the 

relationship. Afifi et al. (2001) investigated this with a sample of 115 college students who had 

experienced infidelity in a dating relationship. The participants completed open-ended questions 

asking for information surrounding the infidelity and how the infidelity was discovered. 

Participants had four general categories to select the method of discovery: (a) unsolicited third 

party, (b) unsolicited partner discovery, (c) solicited discovery, and (d) red handed discovery. 

Participants then completed one question inquiring about their abilities to forgive their partners 

using a seven point Likert scale. Discovering the infidelity through solicited information seeking 

and catching the partner “red-handed” were found to be the most likely discovery methods to 

lead to relationship dissolution. 

Trust in Close Relationships 

Trust is defined as a firm belief or confidence in the honesty, integrity, reliability, or 

justice of another person or thing (Amodeo, 1994). “When I was fifteen, I was raped. That was 

nothing compared to your affair. The rapist was a stranger; you, I thought were my best friend” 

(Spring, 1996, p.9). Upon disclosure of the most traumatic of marital fears, the unfaithfulness of 

their previously trusted mate, many spouses frantically look for guarantees that it will never 

happen again. Although it may sound understandable, such guarantees failed to address the root 

cause of the infidelity (Carder, 1995). 

Choosing to engage in sexual behavior outside of the marital relationship may not be the 

worst thing that one might do to another, but it may certainly be the most confusing and 

disorientating and therefore the most likely to end or destroy the marriage – not because of the 

sex, but because of the secrecy and deception (Pittman, 1989). Why does infidelity often have 

such an enormous impact on the spouse of the affair participant? And what is the potential 

impact on the children? Perhaps since biblical times infidelity has been viewed as the ultimate 

ethical violation. Despite today’s more liberal attitudes regarding sex, a majority of Americans 

still view infidelity as the peak of disloyalty (Treas & Giesen, 2000). Spring (1996) explains that 

an affair has such a traumatic effect on the marriage because of its symbolic meaning. An affair 

symbolizes that the affair participant no longer “needs” their spouse, someone has taken his/her 
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place, emotionally and physically. Infidelity can be defined as an attack on the relationship that 

breaches trust between the spouses and perhaps the entire family system. 

 According to an evolutionary perspective provided by Cramer et al. (2000), men and 

women trust their partners will maintain the specific mate-selection criteria throughout the 

relationship. A women trusts that her partner will provide economic security for her and her 

children. A man trusts that his partner will endeavor to be healthy, attractive, and sexually 

accessible. Any violation of these trusts could be potentially disastrous and lead to further 

betrayals in the relationship. Regaining trust in the marriage after an affair does not happen 

overnight.  

The deception of an affair makes a tremendous psychological difference to the spouse of 

the affair participant. Rebuilding trust happens through building safety. The affair participants 

need to be willing to stop all contact with their former lover and be willing to share their 

whereabouts with their spouse along with answering any questions their spouse has about the 

affair. It is likely to be a long, painful process for both the spouse of the affair participant and the 

affair participant (Glass, 1988).  

Dysfunctional Relationship Beliefs 

 Competence in romantic relationships has significance for the individual and for society. 

Approximately 90% of all adults eventually marry, and around 50% of these marriages either fail 

or are marked by conflict and continuing unhappiness (Conger, Cui, Bryant, & Elder, 2000). 

Divorce or marital distress can have negative emotional, social, behavioral, or economic 

consequences for the entire family. Indeed, marital and family relationship difficulties are the 

primary motivation for seeking therapy services (Conger et al., 2000).  

 The beliefs one holds regarding how relationships function influence the way in which 

people relate interpersonally. Empirical research has demonstrated that dysfunctional or 

irrational beliefs hinder both individual adjustment and relationship satisfaction. Epstein and 

Eidelson (1981) found that measures of spouses’ relationship beliefs were associated with 

measures of marital maladjustment. Bradbury and Fincham (1988) also found that unrealistic 

relationship beliefs and relationship satisfaction were negatively correlated. That is, lower levels 

of relationship satisfaction were related to greater endorsement of irrational relationship beliefs.  

Differences in attachment style are also associated with irrational beliefs and relationship 

satisfaction (Stackert & Bursik, 2003). Analyses revealed significant negative correlations 
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between dysfunctional relationship beliefs and relationship satisfaction for both genders. 

Findings also showed that participants who described themselves as having either an anxious-

ambivalent or an avoidant adult attachment style endorsed more irrational relationship beliefs, as 

measured by the Relationship Belief Inventory (Eidelson & Epstein, 1982), than those with a 

secure adult attachment style. Participants with insecure attachments were more likely to report 

feeling unsatisfied in their relationships whereas securely attached participants reported higher 

levels of relationship satisfaction (Stackert & Bursik, 2003).  

 Empirical findings have demonstrated that many behaviors, beliefs, and emotional 

characteristics found to be predictive of marital outcomes are actually present in couple 

relationships before marriage (Conger et al., 2000). Meaning, couples appear to demonstrate 

specific behaviors and beliefs in their relationships before marriage that predict their current 

level of satisfaction with their relationship and the later degree of success in their marriage. The 

success or failure in romantic relationships may be influenced by beliefs one holds regarding 

relationships. 

The source of irrational romantic relationship beliefs remains unclear, although they may 

have their developmental origins within the family system. The concept of expectancies in social 

cognitive theory can be utilized to shed light on the development of relationship beliefs. Social 

cognitive theory contends that people have expectancies concerning topics such as the behavior 

of other people, the rewards or punishments that may follow certain behaviors, or abilities to 

handle certain stressors. This system of thoughts about the future involves peoples beliefs about 

what the world is actually like, what things should be like, and what things will probably be like 

in the future (Pervin et al., 2005).  

Cognitive-behavioral theory postulates that emotional distress stems from acceptance of 

irrational and self-defeating beliefs. “These beliefs depart from logical and reality based 

assumptions and lead to self-defeating behavior. They are conceptualized as enduring, 

generalized cognitive structures that are broad and philosophic in nature and can be applied to 

many content areas” (Stackert & Bursik, 2003, p. 1421).  

Commitment in Romantic Relationships 

The definition of commitment appears to be very similar in much of the literature 

(Stanley & Markman, 1992; Surra, Hughes, & Jacquet, 1999). Theorists generally agree that 

commitment has to do with “the consistent pursuit of a line of action over the long run” (Surra et 
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al., 1999, p. 126). Johnson (1978) points out the two common meanings for commitment. The 

sentence, “Sarah sure is committed to her career” conveys the sense of dedication. The sentence, 

“Sarah committed to do this, she can’t back out now” conveys the sense of obligation to continue 

a line of action.  

Stanley and Markman (1992) explain commitment as encompassing two related 

constructs: personal dedication and constraint commitment. Personal dedication is how 

committed partners are to one another whereas constraints are the things that might keep couples 

together when partners would rather leave. Constraints may be things that accumulate as 

relationships grow and make it hard to break up, such as financial responsibilities, children, 

social pressure, and a lack of alternatives. “Despite the connotation, constraints can have a 

positive function in the lives of couples because they can help prevent one or both partners from 

making drastic decisions that unravel investment during periods of intense unhappiness” 

(Stanley, 2002, p. 4) 

Personal dedication consists of the desire to maintain or improve the quality of the 

relationship for the benefit of both partners. Dedication has four important components: (a) a 

desire for a future together, (b) a sense of “us” or “we” or being part of a team, (c) a high sense 

of priority for the relationship, and (d) a willingness to sacrifice for the relationship (Stanley, 

Lobitz, & Dickson, 1999). Commitment is a long-term perspective that allows partners to 

whether the inevitable ups and downs in a relationship. Commitment is “making a choice to give 

up choices” (Stanley, 2002, p. 5).  

Several researchers have proposed their theories on how and why commitment develops 

in relationships (Johnson, 1978; Stanley, 2002; Stanley & Markman, 1992; Surra et al., 1999). 

Most agree that over the course of a relationship, couples progress through increasing levels of 

involvement. This typically includes getting acquainted, dating steadily, and becoming a couple. 

Each stage is associated with greater intimacy, exclusiveness, investment, and interdependency 

between partners. The investment of effort, time, and resources in a relationship is linked with 

greater commitment to the relationship (Montgomery, 2005). 

Commitment has received much attention both in theories of personal relationships and in 

research (Johnson, 1999; Stanley & Markman, 1992). The level of commitment a person has in a 

relationship holds great significance for the eventual outcome of the relationship. The Oklahoma 

Baseline Survey was a phone survey of 2300 Oklahoma residents, those who had been divorced 
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were asked about the things that led to divorce. They were given a list of ten items and asked 

whether each was a major contributor to their divorce. Surprisingly, 85% said that lack of 

commitment was the major reason for divorce. Infidelity and extramarital affairs came in at 58% 

(Johnson et al., 2002). 

Research also supports the importance of commitment (Johnson et al., 2002). Currently 

married participants were asked “Have you ever thought your marriage was in trouble?” Thirty-

four percent of participants said “yes.” Those who responded “yes” were then asked “Are you 

glad you are still together?” Ninety-two percent of participants said “yes.” Longitudinal data 

from the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) is consistent with the Oklahoma 

survey. Among the findings, of those who were very unhappy in their marriages at one point in 

time, two-thirds stayed together and were happy 5 years later (Waite, Browning, Doherty, 

Gallager, & Stanley, 2002). 

These findings suggest that perhaps many Americans believe that when times get rough 

in the marriage it is time to leave. Stanley (2002) states that “Americans generally believe that 

marriages don’t recover and that some choices are black and white: either hang on in stable 

misery (perhaps some people’s definition of commitment) or get out” (p. 3). Some marriages are, 

indeed, like that and for various reasons things will not improve. However, for many couples, the 

perseverance of commitment yields positive outcomes. 

Gender Differences in Commitment 

 There are a few ways in which men and women are similar with regard to commitment. 

A nationwide phone survey found that married men were just as committed as married women to 

their spouses (Stanley & Markman, 1997). Similar findings were reported in the Okalahoma 

Baseline Survey (Johnson et al., 2002), in that there were no significant differences between men 

and women in how trapped they felt in their marriage. However, cohabiting individuals are, on 

average, less committed to their partners than married individuals, even when controlling for 

length of relationship (Stanley & Markman, 1997). “Commitment to the institution of marriage 

does tend to differ between marrieds and cohabitors. More importantly, institutional commitment 

appears to be linked with interpersonal commitment (dedication) to the partner” (Stanley, 2002, 

p. 10). 

 Several studies assessing commitment levels in which gender is a measured variable 

report women feeling greater commitment to their partners (Murstein & MacDonald, 1983; 
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Sabatelli & Cecil-Pigo, 1985; & Singh & Khullar, 1989). Brewer (1993) found that husbands 

tend to struggle more with competing commitments, such as marriage and career, and feel more 

conflicted about their marital commitment than do wives. Interestingly, Brewer (1993) also 

found that commitment is related to males’ own level of satisfaction, but not that of their wives, 

whereas the wife’s commitment to the relationship is predictive of both her and her husband’s 

satisfaction. 

Commitment, Trust, and Infidelity 

Most people expect fidelity in their relationships (Treas & Giesen, 2000) and when that 

expectation is shattered, it undermines the trust, commitment, and love individuals may have in 

their relationships (Couch, Jones, & Moore, 1999). Trust may represent a partner’s perception of 

an individual’s commitment level. “Trust develops when a partner observes that the individual 

possesses feelings of commitment sufficient to motivate costly and effortful maintenance 

behaviors such as sacrifice, accommodation, or derogation of alternatives” (Rusbult et al., 1999, 

p. 444). Therefore, trust may be a mechanism by which people gauge one another’s feelings of 

commitment. 

A few studies have examined the construct of commitment when tested by infidelity 

(Forste & Tanfer, 1996; Johnson & Rusbult, 1989). Individuals who are more committed to their 

relationships devalued potential alternative partners, especially attractive and threatening 

alternatives (Johnson & Rusbult, 1989). A seven-month longitudinal study to examine reactions 

to everyday alternatives as they exist in everyday life included 17 males and 17 females involved 

in a romantic relationship. The mean age of the participants was 19.79, and the mean duration of 

their relationships at the start of the study was 4.15 weeks. The results showed that over time 

perceptions of alternative partners become increasingly less favorable (Johnson & Rusbult, 

1989).  

Individuals who reported themselves as being very committed to their partners under 

conditions of high threat were studied by exploring the devaluation of potential alternative 

partners (Johnson & Rusbult, 1989). In this experiment a computer dating service paradigm was 

used to manipulate two independent variables, attractiveness of alternatives (high, medium, or 

low) and personal versus impersonal evaluations of the target. Results revealed that the tendency 

to devalue alternative partners appeared to be directly mediated by variations in commitment to 

current relationships. Then the effects of variations in commitment were analyzed while 
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controlling for current relationship satisfaction in a role-playing experiment. Participants role 

played the part of an individual faced with an opportunity to meet and interact with an attractive 

alternative partner and were instructed to indicate degree of attraction. The results indicated that 

individuals who were more committed to their current relationships reported lower attraction to 

the alternative partner.  

Using sexual exclusivity as an indication of commitment, Forste and Tanfer (1996), 

examined commitment within dating, cohabitation, and marriage relationships. Findings showed 

that in terms of sexual commitment, cohabitation was more similar to dating than marriage. In 

addition, marriage itself increased commitment between spouses regardless of prior cohabitation, 

but cohabitation before marriage was associated with reduced sexual exclusivity after marriage. 

Although commitment does not need to include sexual exclusivity, it does serve as an indicator 

for commitment to the relationship.  

Role of Attachment and Commitment in Couple Relationship 

Attachment theory may provide an alternate framework for conceptualizing how attitudes 

toward romantic relationships and ideas concerning commitment originate as an adaptation to 

early social experiences. Through the course of development, patterns of attachment adjust as the 

individual assimilates new relational information (Stackert & Bursik, 2003). Bowlby (1969) 

conceptualized attachment throughout the lifespan, with children modulating attachment bonds 

to their parents across childhood and into adulthood, accordingly, attachment behavior 

characterizes “human beings from the cradle to the grave” (p.129). “These internal 

representations of attachment figures become intertwined with representations of the self and 

have pervasive effects on everyday thinking and behavior” (Stackert & Bursik, 2003, p. 1420). 

Indeed, Bowlby (1969) suggested that the nature of early relationships becomes a model for later 

relationships. This leads to perceptions and beliefs about oneself and others that influence social 

competence and romantic relationships throughout life. 

In the last two decades research has been devoted to examining how adult love 

relationships are related to early parent-child interactions. Hazan and Shaver (1987) explored 

attachment theory as a framework for understanding adult love relationships. They argued that 

early relationships have an impact on adult romantic relationships since romantic love is a 

process of becoming attached that is similar to child-caretaker attachments. The three attachment 

styles of secure, avoidant, and anxious-ambivalent, exist in adulthood and influence the ways in 
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which adults experience romantic relationships. For instance, secure individuals felt comfortable 

getting close to and depending on others and characterized their relationships by happiness, trust, 

and friendship. Anxious-ambivalent individuals experienced relationships marked by emotional 

highs and lows, jealousy, and obsessive preoccupation with their partner. They also reported a 

fear of abandonment and rejection. Avoidant individuals were characterized by a fear of intimacy 

and feeling uncomfortable with others (Hazan & Shaver, 1987; 1990). This research offers 

theoretical and empirical evidence for the relevance of attachment styles to romantic 

relationships.  

The attachment process has been linked with commitment in romantic relationships 

(Davis, 1999; Morgan & Shaver, 1999; Stanley, 2002). As a relationship develops, an emotional 

attachment will form. Strong attachments often lead to commitment. According to attachment 

theory, the child develops an affect-based idea of the self and relations between self and 

environment. “The world is thus perceived as secure and friendly or as insecure, frightening, and 

threatening” (Trommsdorff & Kornadt, 2003, p.290). Several studies have explored the 

relationship between attachment styles and romantic relationships (Brennan & Shaver, 1995; 

Collins & Reed, 1990; Feeney & Noller, 1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; 1990). In most of these 

studies attachment security was identified as a major variable that explains variation in the 

quality of dating and marital relationships. Even though attachment security is formed early in 

one’s life in interactions with primary caregivers, Bowlby (1988) argued that all meaningful 

interactions with significant others can influence beliefs about that significant other persons’ 

availability and supportiveness. There have also been a number of studies that have assessed the 

impact of infidelity on the couple relationship (Cramer et al., 2000; Harris, 2000; Shackelford & 

Buss, 1997; Shackelford, Buss, & Bennett, 2002). However, there have been no studies to assess 

the relationship between parental infidelity and commitment in romantic relationships. 

Attachment theory may be another theoretical view in which to assess the relationship between 

parental infidelity and perceptions of romantic relationships. 

A Social-Cognitive Perspective 

Much research has been aimed at how children gain knowledge of their social 

environment (Bandura, 1981). How do people learn new skills? How do people acquire 

particular beliefs and standards for evaluating behavior? One of the main tenants of social 

cognitive theory is the concept of observational learning, also know as “modeling.” The 
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proposition of observational learning is that young adults emulate the behaviors they see their 

parents demonstrate. As Bandura (1986) explained, people can form an internal mental 

representation of the behavior they observed, and then draw upon that mental image at a later 

point in life. Aside from recalling the behavior, people may also recall the feelings associated 

with that behavior. This may be one way in which people learn what types of behavior are 

acceptable and unacceptable in different social setting by observing the actions of others. 

In research on parental divorce and relationship aggression, a hypothesis has been that 

children are at an increased risk for future problems in relationships due to modeling behaviors 

(Conger et al., 2000; O’Leary & Cascardi, 1998; Sanders, Halford, & Behrens, 1999). Although 

there has been no direct evidence of observational learning negatively influencing children’s 

relationships, it has been inferred from the correlation between parental divorce and some 

characteristics of adult romantic relationships. There has been more direct evidence regarding 

modeling behaviors and family influences in studies on aggression in early romantic 

relationships (Burton, Miller, & Shill, 2002). Findings showed that children learn how to interact 

in relationships by observing the interaction between their parents.  

Vicarious conditioning is a process of learning emotional reactions through observing 

others. Although it must be recognized that children can learn from multiple models and may 

actively select which models they will emulate, parents no doubt have a strong influence on 

behaviors and emotional reaction associated with certain behaviors (Pervin et al., 2005). The 

process of observational learning and vicarious conditioning may explain the relationship 

between parental infidelity and the level of commitment in relationships. Children may have 

learned from their parents that it is not “safe” to commit to a relationship if they have witnessed 

the pain a parent has felt upon learning of infidelity. The level of trust and the beliefs associated 

with romantic relationships may also be explained using a social-cognitive perspective. 

Conclusion 

The focus of this chapter has been on the discussion of the relevant literature surrounding 

infidelity, trust in relationships, dysfunctional relationship beliefs, and level of commitment in 

romantic relationships. When examining the current literature on the research of infidelity, it is 

evident that the majority of the research has focused on the couple relationship. The gender 

difference in incidence of and emotional reactions to infidelity seemed to be the most widely 

researched areas of infidelity. There also seems to be a lack of consistency among researchers as 
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to what measures are best suited for collecting data. Some researchers used hypothetical 

situations of imagined infidelity, calling into question the generalizability of their results. Few 

studies on infidelity included participants who had actually experienced infidelity. 

The current state of infidelity research also indicates that more rigorous studies need to be 

conducted on the outcome of not only marital relationships but also of family relationships 

following infidelity. Investigating the resources and coping mechanisms families utilize 

following disclosure of infidelity could also be expanded. Outcome research to identify effective 

methods used to treat couples that have experienced infidelity should also be explored. There is 

little research available that reviews the cultural contexts that may influence the effects of 

infidelity. Future studies may also highlight the ways in which the experiences of ethnic groups 

differ from those of the majority. This is an area that has been largely ignored and could fill a 

gap in the current research.  

This study has added to the infidelity research by surveying college students’ who had a 

perceived occurrence of parental infidelity in their parents’ relationship. This study also provided 

more information to the possible relationship between parental infidelity and commitment level 

in romantic relationships. Social cognitive theory along with cognitive-behavioral theory was 

employed to provide further understanding of the variables of interest. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The focus of this study was to examine the influence of parental infidelity on college 

students’ level of commitment in romantic relationships. Parental infidelity was assessed on 

three levels: (a) adult children who are not aware of parental infidelity, (b) adult children who 

suspect parental infidelity, and (c) adult children who are confident of parental infidelity. 

Maternal infidelity was compared with paternal infidelity. The influence of maternal/paternal 

infidelity on the level of trust in romantic relationships, dysfunctional relationship beliefs, and 

commitment in relationships was also assessed. Social cognitive theory and cognitive-behavioral 

theory were utilized as the theoretical frameworks for this study. The discussion that follows 

includes sampling, instrumentation, data collection, and the analyses of data. 

 

Sample 

Sampling 

 The population of interest was undergraduate college students. The rationale behind using 

this population was that young adulthood is typically the first time individuals are establishing 

intimate and committed relationships. It is a time when most young adults develop the ability to 

become deeply attached to others outside of the family. “The quality of the intimate relationships 

that young adults make will be influenced by the marital relationships they have observed and 

the way they themselves have been treated” (Fulmer, 1999, p.215-216). Most undergraduate 

students are in the process of separating, physically and emotionally, from their parents. This is 

the time when most individuals think about the qualities they want in a relationship partner. 

Experiences from their family of origin often color their ideas concerning how relationships 

should function.  

Sample Size 

 In calculating the sample size for this study, the regression formula was utilized. 

Obtaining an adequate sample size for comparing sample means (μ) between three groups was 

based on three factors: (a) Type I error (alpha or α) – the probability of rejecting the null 

hypothesis (Ho) when the null is true, (b) Type II error (beta or β) – the probability of accepting 

the null hypothesis (Ho) when the null is false, and (c) the degree to which the null hypothesis 
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(Ho) is false, if it is false (effect size) (Brewer & Workman, 2003). For this study, the Type I 

error was set at 0.05 (α=.05) and the Type II error was set at 0.20 (β=.20). The effect size for 

determining significance given α=0.05 and β=0.20 was one half a standard deviation (ES=.50) 

and is considered standard in the social sciences. The probability of correctly rejecting a false 

null hypothesis (Ho) is referred to as “power” 1-β (1=one standard deviation) and was set at .90 

(Brewer & Workman, 2003). 

The usefulness of the regression equation depends on having a sample large enough to 

assure that any independent variable contributing 5 percent of explained variance of the model be 

significant at the .05 level. Thus, the required sample size for this study given a preset α, β, and 

ES, the following equation was used: 

   N>50 + 8(m)    (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001) 

In the above formula, m is the number of independent variables, 3 for this study. Therefore, the 

minimum required sample size was 222. 

Characteristics of the Sample 

Analyses of demographic data were conducted for the entire sample as well as 

information for male and female differences (see Table 1). The sample consisted of 405 

undergraduate college students, of which the majority of participants was female (84.9%), and 

between the ages of 19 and 21 with a mean age of 20.23 for females and 19.92 for males. An 

ANOVA revealed there were no significant differences between males and females regarding 

age. The racial and ethnic composition was mixed with the majority being White (62.4%) 

followed by Black (19.2%) and Hispanic (12.4%). A chi-square analysis was conducted and 

revealed a significant difference in racial and ethnic composition between males and females (χ2
 

= 13.279, df = 6, p = .039). In general, there were more black female participants (20.8%) 

compared to black male participants (10%). The sample was relatively distributed among 

freshmen through senior classes, although the mode was juniors for females and freshmen for 

males. Significant differences were not found among participants with regard to year in school. 
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Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of the Sample 

Variable Female 

n (%) 

Male 

n (%) 

Total 

N        (%) 

 

Gender 

 

 

343        (84.9) 

 

61      (15.1) 

 

404     (100.0) 

Age    

18 35        (10.2) 10      (16.4) 45       (11.4) 

19 89        (25.9) 18      (29.5) 107       (26.4) 

20 78        (22.7) 15      (24.6) 93       (23.0) 

21 75        (21.9) 9      (14.8) 84       (20.7) 

22 35        (10.2) 3        (4.9) 38         (9.4) 

23 and over 31          (9.0) 6        (9.8) 37         (9.1) 

Total   405     (100.0) 

    

Race/ Ethnicity    

American Indian/ Alaskan 

Native 

2          (0.6) 1        (1.7) 3         (1.0) 

Asian 6          (1.8) 3        (5.0) 9         (2.2) 

Black 71        (20.8) 6      (10.0) 77       (19.2) 

Hispanic or Latino 42        (12.3) 8      (13.3) 50       (12.4) 

Native Hawaiian/ Pacific 

Islander 

1          (0.3) 2        (3.3) 3         (0.7) 

White 213        (62.5) 38      (63.3) 251       (62.4) 

Other 6          (1.8) 2        (3.3) 8         (2.0) 

Total 

 

  402     (100.0) 

Year in School    

Freshman 69        (20.1) 21      (34.4) 90       (22.0) 

Sophomore 86        (25.1) 13      (21.3) 99       (24.4) 

Junior 109        (31.8) 15      (24.6) 124       (30.9) 

Senior 79        (23.0) 12      (19.7) 91       (22.2) 

Total 

 

  405     (100.0) 

 

 

 

Instrumentation 

 This study used four standardized assessment instruments and a demographic data sheet. 

The following instruments were used: (a) Dyadic Trust Scale, (b) The Relationship Belief 

Inventory, and (c) the Commitment Inventory. A demographic sheet was used to gather data for 
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a descriptive analysis. The following scales were chosen due to their adequate assessment of the 

variables in this study. 

Demographic Information Sheet 

 A demographic information sheet (Appendix A – Items 1-17) was completed by each 

participant to provide a description of each sample and provide personal information that may 

affect variables. Examples of demographic factors include: (a) age, (b) gender, (c) ethnicity, (d) 

belief or suspicion of parental infidelity, (e) age of participant when parental infidelity was 

initially suspected, and (f) consequences of the infidelity. 

Dyadic Trust Scale 

 The Dyadic Trust Scale (Appendix A – Items 18-25) was designed by Larzelere and 

Huston (1980) to assess the level of trust in romantic relationships. The scale contains a pool of 

57 items that have been borrowed or adapted from other scales that measure trust. Items were 

selected on the basis of: (a) item-total correlations and correlations between the items and social 

desirability, (b) direction of the wording, (c) repetitiveness of items’ contents, and (d) 

distribution of responses to each of the items. The items were selected and modified to fit the 

conceptual definition of dyadic trust and to be applicable for both dating and marriage 

relationships. The criteria were selected to maximize reliability and minimize social desirability, 

skewness, and repetitiveness in the final form of the scale. Eight items were selected for the final 

form and are scored on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from very strongly agree to very strongly 

disagree. Five of the eight items are reversed scored (items 3,4,5,7, and 8). The total dyadic trust 

score is the sum of the eight items. Higher scores reflect higher levels of trust in the relationship 

(Larzelere & Huston, 1980). 

 Reliability of the Dyadic Trust Scale has been established at .93 (coefficient alpha) for a 

heterogeneous sample of dating, married, and divorced partners (Larzelere & Huston, 1980), and 

from .85 to .88 on homogeneous samples of married couples. Construct validity was assessed by 

comparing Dyadic Trust Scale scores with alternate indices of love, intimacy of self-disclosure, 

and relationship status. Couple’s trust scores positively correlated with the tested indices 

mentioned and had low correlations with social desirability. Dyadic trust has excellent 

discriminant validity for correlations with love and for correlations with depth of self-disclosure. 

Not one of the correlations used for discriminant validity was significantly greater than zero (p < 

.05). Thus, this scale is considered highly reliable and unaffected by social desirability (Larzelere 
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& Huston, 1980). For this study, the Cronbach’s α was r = .88. Items from this scale were 

significantly correlated with items from the Commitment Inventory. 

Relationship Beliefs Inventory (RBI) 

 The Relationship Belief Inventory (Appendix A – Items 26-65) measures irrational or 

unrealistic beliefs regarding romantic relationships. The RBI is a 40 item, Likert scale 

questionnaire that assesses five dysfunctional beliefs (subscales) about romantic relationships. 

The five subscales are (a) disagreement is destructive, (b) mind reading is expected, (c) partners 

cannot change, (d) sexual perfectionism, and (e) the sexes are different (Eidelson & Epstein, 

1982).  

Sample items in the disagreement is destructive subscale include “When my partner and I 

disagree, I feel like our relationship is falling apart” and “I like it when my partner presents 

views different from mine.” Items from the disagreement is destructive subscale include 26, 31, 

37, 42, 47, 52, 57, and 62, with the items 42 and 62 being reverse scored. Examples from the 

mind reading is expected subscale include “People who have a close relationship can sense each 

other’s needs as if they could read each other’s mind” and “I do not expect my partner to sense 

all my moods.” Items from the mind reading is expected subscale include 27, 32, 38, 43, 48, 53, 

58, and 63, with items 27 and 32 reverse scored (Eidelson & Epstein, 1982). 

Partners cannot change items include 28, 33,34, 39, 44, 49, 54, 59, and 64, with items 33, 

39, 44, 54, and 59 being reverse scored. Examples from partners cannot change subscale include, 

“I do not expect my partner to be able to change” and “If you don’t like the way a relationship is 

going, you can make it better.” Representative items from the sexual perfectionism subscale 

include “A good sexual partner can get himself/herself aroused for sex whenever necessary” and 

“If my sexual partner does not get satisfied completely, it does not mean that I failed.” Items 29, 

35, 40, 45, 50, 55, 60, and 65 are from the sexual perfectionism subscale with items 35, 50, 55, 

and 60 being reverse scored. Finally, the sexes are different subscale includes “One of the major 

causes of marital problems is that men and women have different emotional needs” and “Men 

and women need the same basic things out of a relationship.” The sexes are different subscale 

includes items 30, 36, 41, 46, 51, 56, 61. Items 30, 46, and 51 are reverse scored (Eidelson & 

Epstein, 1982). 

The RBI was conceived from an initial list of 128 items generated through input from 20 

marital therapists who were asked to list those beliefs about intimate relationships that seemed to 
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cause the most difficulties for their clients. After further testing on individual-item variances, 

item-total correlations, and clarity of meaning, 12 items were selected to represent each of the 

five subscales. These 12 item scales were then administered to a second sample and further 

refined to 8 items per subscale. For each scale, approximately half of the items are positively 

keyed and one half negatively keyed. Response options are scored 0-5, and range from I strongly 

believe that the statement is false to I strongly believe that statement is true. Subscale scores are 

obtained by summing values associated with the 8 subscale items. RBI total scores range from 0 

to 200 with higher scores indicating a higher level of relationship belief dysfunction (Eidelson & 

Epstein, 1982). 

The Cronbach alpha coefficients for the five RBI scales ranged from .72 to .81. The alpha 

values for the disagreement is destructive, mindreading is expected, partners cannot change, 

sexual perfectionism, and the sexes are different subscales were .81, .75, .76, .72, and .72. 

Convergent validity was established by correlating the RBI and the Irrational Beliefs Test (IBT), 

which measures irrational beliefs about self. All five RBI subscales were significantly positively 

correlated with the IBT. Construct validity was evaluated by examining the correlations between 

the RBI scales and responses on the marital adjustment scores on the Lock-Wallace Martial 

Adjustment Scale. The correlations ranged from -.26 to -.53 (Eidelson & Epstein, 1982). For this 

study the overall Cronbach alpha was r = .79, with subscale reliabilities ranging from .56 to .76 

(disagreement is destructive r = .76, mindreading is expected r = .63, partners cannot change r = 

.65, sexual perfectionism r = .65, and the sexes are different r = .56).  

Commitment Inventory 

 The Commitment Inventory (Appendix A – Items 66-120) was developed by Stanley and 

Markman (1992) to assess the levels of commitment in personal relationships. Commitment is 

considered as two constructs: personal dedication and constraint commitment. Personal 

dedication refers to “the desire of an individual to maintain or improve the quality of his or her 

relationship for the joint benefit of the participants” (Stanley & Markman, 1992, p. 595). This 

includes working to continue the relationship, improving the relationship, sacrificing for it, 

investing in it, and linking personal goals to the relationship. Constraint commitment refers to 

forces that keep individuals in relationships regardless of their personal dedication. Constraints 

arise from external and internal pressures and favor relationship stability by making termination 
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of the relationship more costly. This can include economical, social, personal, or psychological 

costs of ending the relationship.  

Several dimensions that were found relevant to the personal dedication construct were 

included as subscales in this measure. Personal dedication subscales are as follows: meta-

commitment (item 109 and reverse scored 116), alternative monitoring (item 119 and reverse 

scored 111), relationship agenda (items 108, 112, and reverse scored 120), couple identity (item 

110 and reverse scored 115), primacy of relationship (item 107 and reverse scored 113 and 118), 

and satisfaction with sacrifices (item 114 and reverse scored 117). Meta-commitment is the level 

of commitment one has to commitments such as “I don’t make commitments unless I believe I 

will keep them.” Alternative monitoring refers to the respondent’s level monitoring alternative 

partners. Stanley and Markman (1992) state that “the more individuals are attracted to or attuned 

to other potential partners, the less their personal dedication to their current partners” (p.596).  

Relationship agenda is the degree to which an individual wants a relationship to continue. 

An example from this subscale is “I want this relationship to stay strong no matter what rough 

times we may encounter.” Couple identity refers to the degree to which an individual looks at the 

relationship as a team where the goal is to maximize joint outcomes. “I do not want to have a 

strong identity as a couple with my partner” is an example a negatively worded item from this 

subscale. The primacy of the relationship subscale refers to the priority level of the relationship 

and includes items such as “My relationship with my partner is more important to me than 

almost anything else in my life.” Satisfaction with sacrifices is the final subscale among the 

personal dedication construct. It refers to the feeling of satisfaction in doing things that are for 

the partner’s benefit (Stanley & Markman, 1992).  

The constraint commitment construct includes social pressure (items 80, 86, and reverse 

scored 66 and 103); termination procedure (items 76, 78, 100, and reverse scored 81, 95, and 

74); morality of divorce (items 69, 105 and reverse scored 89 and 96); concern for children’s 

welfare (items 70, 83, 91, and reverse scored 98 and 104); concern for partner’s welfare (items 

73, 79, 90 and reverse scored 67, 75, and 102); structural investments (items 93, 84 and reverse 

scored 72 and 99); alternative quality (items 87, 106, 68, and reverse scored 71, 77, 82, 85, and 

97); and availability of partners (items 88, 101, and reverse scored 92 and 94).  

Social pressure refers to the pressure that others may place on the couple to maintain the 

relationship. Termination procedure refers to the procedural difficulty in terminating the 
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relationship and includes items such as “The process of ending this relationship would require 

many difficult steps.” Morality of divorce pertains to the moral acceptability of divorce. An 

example item is “It is alright for a couple to get a divorce if their marriage is not working out.” 

Structural investments refer to those investments that have become intertwined in the 

relationship, namely financial investments. Alternative quality represents how the possible life 

changes would affect the respondent if the relationship ended. “I would lose very valued friends 

if this relationship ended” is an example from this subscale. The final subscale within the 

constraint commitment construct is the availability of partners’ focuses on the perceived 

availability of other potential partners (Stanley & Markman, 1992). 

The Commitment Inventory was tested in two studies. Study one included a sample of 

141 participants (79 females, 62 males) solicited from a variety of sources that included 47 

participants from church groups, 18 graduate school psychology students, 76 undergraduate 

psychology students, participants from the community. Most of the participants were either 

exclusively dating or married. Study two used a new, yet similar, sample to reassess the internal 

consistency of the subscales and the validity of the measure (Stanley & Markman, 1992).  

The Commitment Inventory contains 55 items among the 14 subscales. Each item is on a 

7-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” Half of the items are 

worded in the positive direction and half are worded in the negative direction. Higher scores 

reflect higher levels of commitment. The reliability of the personal dedication construct was .95 

and .92 for constraint commitment. All subscale reliabilities met or exceeded the .70 criterion 

and ranged from .70 to .91. Concurrent validity was assessed by correlating the Commitment 

Inventory with various commitment measures. All measures were significantly correlated with 

many Commitment Inventory subscales. Every personal dedication subscale was highly 

correlated with relationship satisfaction, while only one constraint scale did so. A series of 

ANOVAs were conducted to help clarify the relationship between the subscales, relationship 

satisfaction, and relationship stage. All three analyses on these variables revealed significant 

differences between the groups. Adequate internal consistencies were found for all subscales, 

and very good reliability coefficients were obtained for the personal dedication and constraint 

constructs (Stanley & Markman, 1992). The Cronbach alpha for the present study was overall  

r = .88, and for the personal dedication subscale r = .87, and r = .85 for the constraint 

commitment subscale. 
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Data Collection 

This study was designed to use a sample of undergraduate students. A survey was 

designed to gather information about each participant. The survey consisted of three standardized 

instruments used to assess each of the variables of interest. The survey also contained questions 

used to derive information from each participant regarding the relationship history of the 

participant and the parents of the participant. 

After obtaining permission for research on human subjects from the Institutional Review 

Board at Florida State University (Appendix B) and the Department Chairs of Family and Child 

Sciences and Nutrition and Exercise Science, instructors were contacted during the spring term 

2006 for individual permission to use their students as participants in this study. Of the 16 

instructors contacted, seven agreed to have the survey administered in their classes, one 

instructor taught two classes. Of the instructors that did not agree to participate, most instructors 

said they did not have the time to allow for research in their classroom. Four of the participating 

instructors were from the Department of Nutrition and Exercise Sciences; three were from the 

Department of Family and Child Sciences. Eight classes were chosen in which to administer the 

survey. These classes were selected based on the number of students enrolled in the class along 

with the willingness of the instructor to allow the researcher to collect data in the classroom. 

For those instructors who agreed to participate, an appointment was made to administer 

surveys during class time. Surveys were administered to all students in the classroom during 

allotted class time for each instructor. The researcher explained that the research was being 

conducted to examine parental infidelity and commitment levels of college students’ 

relationships. It was also asked that if a student completed the survey in another class visited by 

the researcher to please not complete a second survey. The majority of classes were upper 

division courses and therefore many students were enrolled in more than one course visited by 

the researcher. Approximately 70 students did not take the survey as a result of completing it in a 

previous class. Students were instructed that participation was voluntary and they could choose 

not to participate at any time. Approximately 40 students did not take the survey due to coming 

to class late and not having enough time or simply declining to participate. Participants were also 

informed that no identifying information would be used in reporting results. Students were 

encouraged to complete all questions.  
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A package was given to each participant containing the informed consent form, 

(Appendix C), scantron sheet, and survey (Appendix A). Students were also given number 2 

pencils to record their answer on the scantron sheet, when needed. The researcher collected the 

survey packets when the participants were finished.  

Data Analyses 

 Florida State University’s Assessment Services scanned the surveys and the data were 

then imported to the computer program, the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, Version 

14 (SPSS 14). The statistical procedures employed for data analyses were frequency 

distributions, measures of central tendency and dispersion, correlation, tests of significance, 

analysis of variance (ANOVA), multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA), chi-square test of 

independence, and hierarchical multiple regression.  

The two research hypotheses for this study used ANOVAs to test for significance. The 

purpose of the ANOVA is to determine whether the means of the dependent variable for each 

level of an independent variable are significantly different from each other (Wienfurt, 2001). For 

this study, the ANOVAs were used to test for differences in the dependant variables (a) level of 

trust, (b) level of dysfunctional beliefs, and (c) level of commitment in romantic, on the three 

levels of independent variables: (a) no infidelity, (b) suspect infidelity, and (c) confident of 

infidelity for both the mother and father of the participant.  

MANOVA was used to test for significance for research question one. A MANOVA is a 

technique used for situations in which there is more than one dependant variable and can detect 

when groups differ on a system of variables. “This is accomplished by finding a linear composite 

of the dependent measures that maximizes the separation between the groups defined by the 

independent variable, resulting in the most statistically significant value of the MANOVA test 

statistic” (Wienfurt, 2001, p.252). 

Research question two was tested using a chi-square test of independence. The chi-square 

test is used to assess the relationship between two nominal variables. To calculate the χ2
, the 

researcher constructed a contingency table, which displayed the number of individuals in each of 

the combinations of the two variables (Stangor, 2004). The minimum frequency thresholds for a 

2 X 2 table, expected frequencies in each cell should be at least 5. The outcome of the chi-square 

test may suggest whether the arrangement of data is likely to have occurred by chance and 

whether an association exists between the variables tested (Greenstein, 2001). 
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Research questions three and four were tested using hierarchical regression. Hierarchical 

regression is a series of simultaneous analyses that use the same criterion. In this study four 

analyses will be conducted. The change in R
2
 between analyses represents the proportion of 

variance in the criterion that is shared exclusively with the newly added variables. Hierarchical 

regression is a way of calculating semipartial correlations. An important consideration when 

using hierarchical regression is the order in which variables are entered into the series of 

analyses. It is the order that determines the variables that are being controlled. The order of entry 

is determined by the researcher. (Licht, 1995). 

 The hierarchical regression analyses for research question three was conducted as 

follows: 

Hierarchical Regression with Commitment in Current Relationship as Criterion Variable 

a. Block 1: Mother Fidelity or Father Fidelity + Commitment R R
2
 

b. Block 2: Mother Fidelity or Father Fidelity + Level of Trust + Dysfunctional 

Beliefs    R R
2
 ΔR

2 
 

The hierarchical regression analyses for research question four was conducted as follows: 

Hierarchical Regression with Involvement in a Current Relationship as Criterion Variable 

a.  Block 1: Mother Fidelity or Father Fidelity + Current Relationship R R
2
 

b.  Block 2: Mother Fidelity or Father Fidelity + Level of Trust + Dysfunctional 

Beliefs    R R
2
 ΔR

2
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate college students’ awareness of parental 

infidelity and the relationship it had on reported levels of commitment in romantic relationships. 

This study also sought to investigate the influence of maternal/ paternal infidelity on the level of 

trust in romantic relationships and dysfunctional romantic relationship beliefs. This chapter has 

been organized into three sections. The first section includes descriptive statistics and 

demographic characteristics for the sample, the second section incorporates statistical findings 

related to the hypotheses and research questions. The final section provides related findings and 

a summary of the chapter. 

Sample 

The sample consisted of 405 undergraduate college students who were either (a) not 

aware of maternal/ paternal infidelity, (b) suspected maternal/ paternal infidelity, or (c) confident 

of maternal/ paternal infidelity. The information in Table 2 has been presented to describe the 

characteristics of the three infidelity levels. The majority of males and females reported no 

parental affair, to their knowledge. Fewer males than females indicated that they suspected their 

mothers of having an affair, 15% of females suspected or were confident their mothers engaged 

in an affair versus 8% of males. When asked about the potential number of maternal affairs, 9% 

of females reported their mothers had one or more affairs while only one male reported his 

mother had one affair. More females than males suspected or were confident their mother 

engaged in an affair, 17% of females and 12% of males suspected or were confident of paternal 

infidelity. 

The relationship characteristics of the participants are reported in Table 3. A higher 

frequency of women reported they were involved in a dating relationship than were single. The 

distribution of men was similar for single and dating relationship status. However, 6.6% of men 

reported cohabiting versus 4.4% of women. There were no significant gender differences with 

regard to relationship status. Women were more likely to report ever having been in love, 82% of 

women reported being in love at some point while only 73% of men reported ever being in love. 
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Table 2 

Characteristic of Maternal and Paternal Infidelity Levels 

 No Affair 

Maternal     Paternal 

Suspect Affair 

Maternal   Paternal 

 

Confident Affair 

Maternal    Paternal 

Total Number of 

Suspect and 

Confident  

Males 

 

  55  41   2  4   4  8 18 

Females 

 

279  219 18  36 32  46 132 

Total 

 

335  261 20  40 36  55 150 

 

The mean length of present relationship was from one year to two years, median was one 

year to one and a half years, and mode was less than six months. The majority of participants 

reported having one (41.5%) or two (26.4%) romantic relationships in his or her lifetime, with a 

mean of 1.61, median and mode of one. Women tended to be in longer relationships than men, 

an ANOVA revealed significant gender differences in participant’s reported longest relationship 

(p = .003). The mode longest length of a female participant’s relationship was one and a half to 

two years, while the mode longest length of a male participant’s relationship was six months to 

one year. The mean was one and a half to two years. Significant differences were not found 

among age in first romantic relationship, although the mode for women was 18 years of age and 

the mode for men was 17 years of age. The mean response for age in first romantic relationship 

was 16.72. 

Table 4 presents the results of the affair characteristics of the students’ relationships. 

Significant gender differences were not found in the affair characteristics of the sample. A higher 

percentage of women than men reported having never had an affair in a relationship. A higher 

frequency of women than men also reported having an affair in a previous relationship, while a 

greater percentage of men reported an affair in a current relationship. Participants were also 

asked the frequency and type of affair (emotional versus sexual) they engaged in during a 

romantic relationship, women reported a higher percentage of having had an affair and their 

partner not knowing about the affair compared to men. Men were less likely to report having had 

an affair that was primarily emotional.  
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Table 3 

Relationship Characteristics of the Sample 

Variable Female 

n         (%) 

Male 

n          (%) 

Total 

N         (%) 

Present relationship status    

Single (no current 

relationship) 

129    (37.6)   28       (45.9) 158      (39.0) 

Dating 172    (50.1) 27       (44.3) 199      (49.1) 

Living together 15      (4.4) 4         (6.6) 19        (4.7) 

Engaged 13      (3.8) 0         (0.0) 13        (3.2) 

Married 12      (3.5) 2         (3.3) 14        (3.5) 

Other 2      (0.6) 0         (0.0) 2        (0.5) 

Total 

 

  405    (100.0) 

Length of present relationship    

Less than 6 months 55    (25.2) 17       (45.9) 72      (28.2) 

6 months to 1 year 40    (18.3) 4       (10.8) 44      (17.3) 

1 year to 1 ½ years 24    (11.0) 6       (16.2) 30      (11.8) 

1 ½ years to 2 years 34    (15.6) 3         (8.1) 37      (14.5) 

2 ½ to 3 years 25    (11.5) 3         (8.1) 28      (11.0) 

3 ½ to 4 years 18      (8.3) 1         (2.7) 19        (7.5) 

4 ½ to 5 years 10      (4.6) 1         (2.7) 11        (4.3) 

5 ½ to 6 years 5      (2.3) 1         (2.7) 6        (2.4) 

6 ½ to 7 years 3      (1.4) 0         (0.0) 3        (1.2) 

More than 7 years 4      (1.8) 1         (2.7) 5        (2.0) 

Total 

 

  255    (100.0) 

Ever been in love    

Yes 

 

278    (81.8)   44       (73.3) 322      (80.3) 

Number of love relationships    

None   50     (14.6)  11     (18.0) 62      (15.3) 

1 142     (41.4)  26     (42.6) 168      (41.5) 

2   98     (28.6)    9     (14.8) 107      (26.4) 

3   36     (10.5)    8     (13.1) 44      (10.9) 

4     6       (1.7)    3       (4.9) 9        (2.2) 

5     3       (0.9)    1       (1.6) 4        (1.0) 

6     3       (0.9)    0       (0.0) 3        (0.7) 

7     3       (0.9)    0       (0.0) 3        (0.7) 

8     0       (0.0)    0       (0.0) 0        (0.0) 

9     2       (0.6)    3       (4.9) 5        (1.2) 

Total 

 

  405    (100.0) 
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Table 3 

Continued 

Variable  Female 

n         (%) 

Male 

n          (%) 

Total 

N         (%) 

Length of longest relationship    

Less than 6 months   38     (11.4)  12     (20.3) 51      (13.0) 

6 months to 1 year   38     (11.4)  15     (25.4) 53      (13.5) 

1 to 1 ½ years   39     (11.7)    6     (10.2) 45      (11.5) 

1 ½ to 2 years   73     (22.0)  10     (16.9) 83      (21.2) 

2 ½ to 3 years   62     (18.7)    9     (15.3) 71      (18.1) 

3 ½ to 4 years   44     (13.3)    2       (3.4) 46      (11.7) 

4 ½ to 5 years   18       (5.4)    1       (1.7) 19        (4.8) 

5 ½ to 6 years     8       (2.4)    3       (5.1) 11        (2.8) 

6 ½ to 7 years     4       (1.2)    0       (0.0) 4        (1.0) 

More than 7 years     8       (2.4)    1       (1.7) 9        (2.3) 

Total 

 

  392    (100.0) 

Age in first relationship    

12 or younger   10       (3.2)    2       (3.6) 12        (3.2) 

13   10       (3.2)    0       (0.0) 10        (2.7) 

14   19       (6.0)    4       (7.3) 23        (6.2) 

15   39     (12.4)    7     (12.7) 46      (12.4) 

16   60     (19.0)    9     (16.4) 69      (18.6) 

17   62     (19.7)  15     (27.3) 77      (20.8) 

18   63     (20.0)    9     (16.4) 72      (19.5) 

19   34     (10.8)    3       (5.5) 37      (10.0) 

20     9       (2.9)    5       (9.1) 14        (3.8) 

21 or older     9       (2.9)    1       (1.8) 10        (2.7) 

Total   370    (100.0) 

    

 

 

 

The majority of the students’ surveyed reported there was no thought or temptation of 

ever having an affair in their relationship, almost one third reported they were tempted to have an 

affair, but had not acted on it, 12.4% reported there was third party involvement but it was 

minimal, 2.5% reported moderate involvement with a third party, and only one person reported 

strong involvement with a third party.  
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Table 4 

Affair Characteristics of the Sample 

Variable Female 

N        (%) 

Male 

n         (%) 

Total 

N         (%) 

Presence of an Affair in 

Students’ Relationship 

   

Never had an affair 214    (62.4)   36     (59.0) 251     (62.3) 

Had affair in previous 

relationship 

  89    (25.9)   14     (23.0) 103     (25.6) 

Had affair in current 

relationship 

  38    (11.1)   11     (18.0) 49       (12.2) 

Total 

 

  403   (100.3) 

Thoughts or Temptations of 

an Affair 

   

No risk of an affair 173    (56.9)   32     (56.1) 206     (56.9) 

Tempted but have not acted   84    (27.6)   17     (29.8) 101     (27.9) 

Third party, minimal 

involvement  

  38    (12.5)     7     (12.3) 45       (12.4) 

Third party, moderate 

involvement 

    8      (2.6)     1       (1.8) 9           (2.5) 

Third party, strong 

involvement 

    1      (0.3)     0       (0.0) 1           (0.3) 

Total 

 

  362   (100.0) 

Frequency and type of 

student affair 

   

Never had an affair 227    (66.2)   38    (62.3) 266     (65.6) 

Had one affair   47    (13.7)   10    (16.4) 57       (14.0) 

Had multiple affairs   31      (9.0)     7    (11.5) 38         (9.4) 

Had an affair and partner 

does not know 

  42    (12.2)     7    (11.5) 49       (12.1) 

Had a primarily emotional 

affair 

  34      (9.9)     3      (4.9) 37         (9.1) 

Had a primarily sexual affair   42    (12.2)     9    (14.8) 51       (12.6) 

    

 

 

 

Research Hypotheses and Questions 

The level of reported commitment in participants’ romantic relationships was the 

dependent variable for this study. There were two mediating variables thought to influence the 

level of commitment experienced by the respondents based on perception of maternal or paternal 
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infidelity. The mediating variables included level of trust in romantic relationships and level of 

dysfunctional romantic relationship beliefs. 

Research Hypothesis 1: There are no differences among college students (a) who are not 

aware of infidelity by their primary female caretaker, (b) who suspect but are not certain of 

infidelity by their primary female caretaker, and (c) who are confident of infidelity by their 

primary female caretaker in terms of the variables in question: 

a. level of interpersonal trust in a relationship as measured by the Dyadic Trust Scale 

(Larzelere & Huston, 1980). 

b. level of dysfunctional beliefs in romantic relationships as measured by the Relationship 

Belief Inventory (Eidelson & Epstein, 1982). 

c. level of commitment in romantic relationships as measured by the Commitment 

Inventory (Stanley & Markman, 1992). 

Analysis of variance was used to determine if the mean scores of maternal infidelity 

differed relative to the three variables within the research hypothesis. Due to the three levels of 

infidelity responses not being similar, cases were randomly pulled from the no infidelity group 

by a computerized program in SPSS. The findings from ANOVA procedures have been 

presented in Table 5. Potential scale ranges for each variable have been included in this table. 

The Tukey HSD values were used, unless otherwise noted in the text. 

The tests of hypothesis 1a yielded no significant difference among the three infidelity 

groups in terms of level of trust, with a mean score of 22.18 for students not aware of maternal 

infidelity, 20.11 for students who suspect maternal infidelity, and 20.58 for students confident of 

maternal infidelity. The difference between the three groups on level of trust was not significant 

(F = .918; df = 2; p = .403). The null hypothesis was accepted. 

In testing hypothesis 1b, significant differences were not found among the mean scores of 

the three groups of interest to this study in level of dysfunctional relationship beliefs. A mean 

score for students not aware of maternal infidelity of 89.44, a mean score for students who 

suspected maternal infidelity of 87.50, and a mean score of 80.68 for students confident of 

maternal infidelity resulted from the analysis. The difference among the three groups on 

dysfunctional relationship beliefs was not statistically significant at the .05 level (F = 2.620; df = 

2; p = .078).  
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Table 5 

Tests of Difference of Major Variables in Study Based on Maternal Infidelity (N = 166) 

Variable No affair 

mean 

Suspect 

affair 

mean 

Confident 

affair 

mean 

F value 

 

df F sig 

Level of 

Trust 

 

22.18 20.11 20.58 .918 2 .403 

Dysfunctional 

Beliefs 

 

89.44 87.50 80.68 2.620 2 .078** 

Level of 

Commitment: 

Constraint 

 

Dedication 

 

 

 

102.77 

 

52.73 

 

 

104.65 

 

54.35 

 

 

94.14 

 

55.96 

 

 

1.297 

 

.531 

 

 

2 

 

2 

 

 

.278 

 

.590 

*p<.05, **p<.1 

 

 

 

Potential scale ranges for each variable: 

Variable 

 

Scale  Ranges 

Level of Trust 

 

Dyadic Trust Scale  0 – 32 

Dysfunctional Relationship 

Beliefs 

 

Relationship Belief Inventory  0 – 200 

Commitment 

        Constraint 

        Dedication 

Commitment Inventory  

 0-240 

 0-90 

 

 

 

The tests of hypothesis 1c yielded no differences among the mean scores of the three 

infidelity groups in this study regarding level of commitment. Commitment was tested in two 

constructs, constraint commitment and dedication commitment. A mean score of 102.77 for 

constraint commitment and 52.73 for dedication commitment for students not aware of maternal 

infidelity, a mean score of 104.65 for constraint and 54.35 for dedication commitment for 

students who suspected maternal infidelity, and a mean score of 94.14 and 55.96 for the students 

confident of maternal infidelity resulted from this analysis. The difference among the three 
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groups on level of constraint commitment was not significant (F = 1.297; df = 2; p = .278). The 

difference among the three groups on level of dedication commitment was also not significant  

(F = .531; df = 2; p = .590). 

Research Hypothesis 2: There are no differences among college students (a) who are not 

aware of infidelity by their primary male caretaker, (b) who suspect but are not certain of 

infidelity by their primary male caretaker, and (c) who are confident of infidelity by their 

primary male caretaker in terms of the variables in question: 

a. level of interpersonal trust in a relationship as measured by the Dyadic Trust Scale 

(Larzelere & Huston, 1980). 

b. level of dysfunctional beliefs in romantic relationships as measured by the Relationship 

Belief Inventory (Eidelson & Epstein, 1982). 

c. level of commitment in romantic relationships as measured by the Commitment 

Inventory (Stanley & Markman, 1992). 

Analysis of variance was used to determine if the mean scores of paternal infidelity 

differed relative to the three variables within the research hypothesis. Due to the three levels of 

infidelity responses not being similar, cases were randomly pulled from the no infidelity group. 

The findings from ANOVA procedures have been presented in Table 6. Potential scale ranges 

for each variable have been included in this table. The Tukey HSD values were used, unless 

otherwise noted in the text. 

 The tests of hypothesis 2a yielded no significant differences among the three groups in 

terms in level of trust, with a mean score of 22.06 for students not aware of paternal infidelity, 

20.82 for students suspecting paternal infidelity, and 21.64 for students confident of paternal 

infidelity. The differences among the three groups on level of trust was not significant (F = .325; 

df = 2; p = .723). The null hypothesis for difference in level of trust based on the three levels of 

paternal infidelity was accepted. 

 In the testing of hypothesis 2b, no differences were found among the mean scores of the 

three groups in this study regarding level of dysfunctional relationship beliefs. A mean score for 

students not aware of paternal infidelity of 87, a mean score of 82.85 for students suspecting 

paternal infidelity, and a mean score of 87.29 for students confident of paternal infidelity resulted 

from the analysis. The differences among the three groups on level of dysfunctional relationship 
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beliefs were not significant (F = .995; df = 2; p = .372). The null hypothesis for the differences in 

dysfunctional relationship beliefs based on the three levels of paternal infidelity was accepted. 

 

 

 

Table 6 

Tests of Difference of Major Variables in Study Based on Paternal Infidelity (N = 166) 

Variable No affair 

mean 

Suspect 

affair 

Mean 

Confident 

affair 

mean 

F value 

 

df F sig 

Level of 

Trust 

 

22.06 20.82 21.64 .325 2 .723 

Dysfunctional 

Beliefs 

 

87.00 82.85 87.29 .995 2 .372 

Level of 

Commitment: 

Constraint 

 

Dedication 

 

 

 

99.03 

 

53.54 

 

 

96.07 

 

52.19 

 

 

103.98 

 

53.02 

 

 

.899 

 

.103 

 

 

2 

 

2 

 

 

.409 

 

.902 

*p<.05 

 

 

 

 In testing hypothesis 2c, no differences were found among the mean scores of the three 

groups of paternal infidelity in level of constraint or dedication commitment. A mean score of 

99.03 for constraint commitment and 53.54 for dedication commitment for students not aware of 

paternal infidelity resulted from this analysis. For students who suspected paternal infidelity, 

mean scores of 96.07 and 52.19 were reported for constraint and dedication commitment. 

Students confident in paternal infidelity had mean scores of 103.98 for constraint commitment 

and 53.02 for dedication commitment. The differences among the three groups on level of 

constraint and dedication commitment were not significant. 

Research Question One 

 What is the relationship between perceived parental infidelity and commitment in a 

college students’ current romantic relationship? A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 

was used as the statistical test for this research question. Due to the three levels of infidelity 
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responses not being similar, cases were randomly pulled from the no infidelity group. Results 

from the analysis of maternal infidelity are displayed in Table 7. 

 

 

 

Table 7 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance of Maternal Infidelity and Reported Commitment  

 Constraint Commitment 

  M                      SD 

Dedication Commitment 

  M                           SD 

No Affair (n = 51) 102.82                26.63 53.41                     13.63 

Suspect Affair (n = 17) 104.65                22.31 54.35                     14.08 

Confident Affair (n = 25) 95.84                27.77 56.16                     12.72 

F ratio .278 .590 

* p<.05 

 

 

A multivariate test (Wilks’ .967; df = 4; p = .564) revealed no significant multivariate 

effect between level of maternal infidelity and commitment to a current relationship. A mean 

score of 102.82 for constraint commitment and 53.41 for dedication commitment for students not 

aware of maternal infidelity resulted from the analysis. Students who suspected maternal 

infidelity had mean scores of 104.65 for constraint commitment and 54.35 for dedication 

commitment. For students confident of maternal infidelity, mean scores of 95.84 and 56.16 were 

reported for constraint and dedication commitment. The results of the MANOVA tests among 

the three groups for paternal infidelity are displayed in Table 8. 

A multivariate test (Wilks’ .986; df = 4; p = .564) revealed no significant multivariate 

effect between level of paternal infidelity and commitment to a current relationship. A mean 

score of 99.14 for constraint commitment and a mean score of 53.67 for dedication commitment 

for students not aware of paternal infidelity resulted from the analysis. Students who suspected 

paternal infidelity reported means scores of 97.32 and 52.25 on measures of constraint and 

dedication commitment. Finally, mean scores of 104.84 and 53.89 resulted from the analysis on 

students who were confident of paternal infidelity.  
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Table 8 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance of Paternal Infidelity and Reported Commitment  

 Constraint Commitment 

  M                          SD 

Dedication Commitment 

  M                           SD 

No Affair (n = 51) 99.14                  27.52 53.67                     13.91 

Suspect Affair (n = 17) 97.32                  19.99 52.25                     13.13 

Confident Affair (n = 25) 104.84                  28.77 53.89                     15.35 

F ratio .409 .902 

* p<.05 

 

 

 

Research Question Two 

 What is the relationship between parental infidelity and the degree of involvement in an 

affair in a college students current relationship? A chi-square test of independence was 

conducted to assess the relationship between parental infidelity and degree of involvement in an 

affair. In order to meet the assumptions of the chi-square statistic in which the expected value 

must be 5 or greater, the infidelity categories of suspect and confident were collapsed. Results 

are reported in Table 9 for maternal infidelity and in Table 10 for paternal infidelity.  

 The calculated value for the chi-square assessing the relationship between maternal 

infidelity and degree of involvement in a college students’ relationship was χ2
 = 4.13; df = 2. For 

significance at the .05 level, the chi-square should be greater than or equal to 5.99. Therefore, the 

chi-square analysis of maternal infidelity and college students’ reported degree of involvement in 

an affair was not significant. 

 The calculated value for the chi-square assessing the relationship between paternal 

infidelity and degree of involvement in a college students’ relationship was χ2
 = 5.35; df = 2. For 

significance at the .05 level, the chi-square should be greater than or equal to 5.99. Therefore, the 

chi-square analysis of paternal infidelity and college students’ reported degree of involvement in 

an affair was not significant. 
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Table 9  

Chi-Square Analysis of Maternal Infidelity and Degree of Involvement in an Affair (N = 234) 

 No risk Tempted Third Party Total 

No affair 99 (95.8)
a 

67 (65.8)
a 

29 (33.3)
 a

 195 

Suspect/ 

Confident affair 

 

16 (19.1)
a
 12 (13.1)

a
 11 (6.6)

 a
 39 

Total 115 79 40 234 

a = expected frequency 

 

 

 

Table 10  

Chi-Square Analysis of Paternal Infidelity and Degree of Involvement in an Affair (N = 213) 

 No risk Tempted Third Party Total 

No affair 84 (76.6)
a 

51 (55.3)
 a

 22 (25.1)
 a

 157 

Suspect/ 

Confident affair 

 

20 (27.3)
 a

 24 (19.7)
 a
 12 (8.9)

 a
 56 

Total 104 75 34 213 

a = expected frequency 

 

 

 

Research Question Three 

 What is the relationship between perceived parental infidelity and commitment level as 

mediated by level of trust and level of dysfunctional relationship beliefs? In the first step, 

commitment was regressed on maternal infidelity. In the second step, level of trust and 

dysfunctional relationship beliefs as mediator variables were added along with present 

relationship status to the regression equation. Results of the regression analysis for maternal 

infidelity are displayed in Table 11. Results for the regression equation for paternal infidelity are 

displayed in Table 12. Due to the three levels of infidelity responses not being similar, cases 

were randomly pulled from the no infidelity group.  



 60

Table 11 

Hierarchical Regression Predicting Commitment Level from Maternal Level of Affair, Level of 

Trust and Dysfunctional Beliefs (N = 81) 

Block R B R R
2
 ΔR

2
 df F Sig 

1. Maternal  

    Affair Level 

 

-.069 -.02 .069 .005  1, 79 .378 .540 

2. Level of Trust 
 

    Dysfunctional  

    Beliefs 

.340** 

.161 

 -.073 

-.151 

.163 .027 .022 3, 77 .703 .553 

** p<.01 

 

 

 

 Maternal affair level was negatively related to commitment level and accounted for .5% 

of the variance in level of commitment in a college student’s relationship. When level of trust 

and dysfunctional beliefs were added in the second block, 2.7% of the variance in commitment 

level was accounted for by all predictor variables. The addition of level of trust and 

dysfunctional beliefs was not statistically significant, accounting for an additional 2.2% of the 

variance explained. However, level of trust was significantly correlated with commitment level 

in a relationship (r = .340). 

 

 

 

Table 12 

Hierarchical Regression Predicting Commitment Level from Paternal Level of Affair, Level of 

Trust and Dysfunctional Beliefs (N = 123) 

Block R Β R R
2
 ΔR

2
 df F Sig 

1. Paternal  

    Affair Level 

 

.075  .105 .075 .006  1, 79 .686 .409 

2. Level of Trust 
 

    Dysfunctional  

    Beliefs 

.446** 

-.077 

-.071 

-.023 

.097 .009 .003 3, 77 .380 .768 

** p <.01 

 

 



 61

Paternal affair level accounted for .6% of the variance in level of commitment in a 

college student’s relationship. When level of trust and dysfunctional beliefs were added in the 

second block, .9% of the variance in commitment level was accounted for by all predictor 

variables. The addition of level of trust and dysfunctional beliefs was not statistically significant, 

accounting for an additional .3% of the explained variance. Level of trust was significantly 

correlated with commitment level in a relationship (r = .446). 

Research Question Four 

 What is the relationship between parental infidelity and involvement in a current 

relationship as mediated by level of trust and relationship dysfunction? Hierarchical regression 

was used to investigate this research question. First, present relationship status was regressed on 

maternal infidelity. In the second step, level of trust and dysfunctional relationship beliefs as 

mediator variables were added along with present relationship status to the regression equation. 

Results of the regression analysis for maternal infidelity are displayed in Table 13. Results for 

the regression equation for paternal infidelity are displayed in Table 14.  

 

 

 

Table 13 

Hierarchical Regression Predicting Involvement in a Current Relationship from Maternal Level 

of Affair, Level of Trust, and Dysfunctional Beliefs (N = 92) 

Block R B R R
2
 ΔR

2
 df F Sig 

1. Maternal  

    Affair Level 

 

 .138  .211 .138 .019  1, 90 1.74 .191 

2. Level of Trust 
 

    Dysfunctional  

    Beliefs 

.172** 

.235** 

-.096 

-.240 

.270 .073 .054 3, 88 2.31 .081* 

*p<.1, **p<.001 

 

 

 

In the first block, maternal affair level accounted for 1.9 % of the variance in current 

relationship status with the R
2
 not being statistically significant, p = .191. When level of trust and 

dysfunctional beliefs were added in the second block, 7.3% of the variance in involvement in a 

current relationship was accounted for by all predictor variables. The addition of level of trust 
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and dysfunctional beliefs accounted for 5.4% of the variance explained and did not enhance the 

prediction. Level of trust and level of dysfunctional relationship beliefs were both positively 

correlated with college students’ involvement in a current relationship. 

 

 

 

Table 14 

Hierarchical Regression Predicting Involvement in a Current Relationship from Paternal Level 

of Affair, Level of Trust, and Dysfunctional Beliefs (N = 147) 

Block R B R R
2
 ΔR

2
 df F Sig 

1. Paternal  

    Affair Level 

 

.195**   .214 .195 .038  1, 145 5.75 .018* 

2. Level of Trust 
 

    Dysfunctional  

    Beliefs 

.176** 

.069 

-.100 

-.021 

.217 .047 .011 3, 143 2.35   .074 

*p<.05, **p<.001 

 

 

 

In the first step of the hierarchical regression analysis, present relationship status was 

regressed on paternal infidelity. Next, level of trust and dysfunctional relationship beliefs as 

mediator variables were added along with present relationship status to the regression equation. 

The model shows a significant relationship between paternal affair level and college students’ 

involvement in a current relationship (F= 5.75, df = 1, p < .05). Paternal infidelity accounted for 

3.8% of the variance in current relationship status. When level of trust and dysfunctional beliefs 

were added in the second block, 2.5% of the variance in involvement in a current relationship 

was accounted for by all predictor variables. The addition of trust and dysfunctional beliefs 

accounted for 1.3% of the explained variance and did not enhance the prediction. Paternal affair 

level and level of trust in a relationship were both positively correlated with involvement in a 

current relationship. 

Related Findings 

 To further understand the role of gender in this investigation, a series of ANOVAs were 

run to analyze the gender difference on the variables of interest (see Table 15). Although no 

gender differences were found in level of trust and level of dysfunctional relationship beliefs, 
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significant differences were found between males and females on the subscales of commitment. 

Whereas, men have higher levels of constraint commitment, women have higher levels of 

dedication commitment. Constraint commitment measures the forces that may lead a person to 

stay in a relationship that they might otherwise want to leave, and dedication commitment 

measures the desire for a future together and priority for the relationship. 

 

 

 

Table 15 

Comparison of Males and Females of Level of Trust, Dysfunctional Relationship Beliefs, and 

Commitment 

Variables   Females 

(n = 310) 

  Males 

(n = 57) 

F Value df F sig Reliability 

of  

Scale 

Level of Trust 22.18 22.51 .109 (1, 365) .741 .88 

Dysfunctional 

Beliefs 

 

83.95 88.65 3.701 (1, 337) .055 .79 

Commitment 167.44 172.67 .882 (1, 316) .348 .88 

 Constraint 100.29 109.81 5.839 (1, 327) .016* .85 

 Dedication 54.01 48.13 8.696 (1, 345) .003* .87 

*p<.05 

 

 

 

A regression analysis was also performed to analyze the association between gender, 

length of longest relationship, length of current relationship, and commitment. No significant 

relationships were found when the regression was conducted for males. However, there were 

significant relationships found when the regression was conducted for females. Table 16 displays 

the results of the regression analysis conducted for females. This analysis resulted in explaining 

15.2% of the variance in commitment for females. The model shows a significant relationship 

between length of longest relationship, length of current relationship, and commitment. 
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Table 16 

Regression Analyses Predicting Females Level of Commitment from Length of Longest 

Relationship and Length of Current Relationship (N = 183) 

Variable R B SEB β df F Sig 

Length of Longest  

Relationship 

 

.236 

 

-.962 

 

1.594 -.057 2, 180 16.095 .000* 

Length of Current  

Relationship 
.387 

 

6.482 

 

1.438 .427    

*p<.05 

 

 

 

 There were a number of related findings of interest in this study pertaining to the reported 

affair characteristics of the sample. Paternal infidelity was significantly correlated with maternal 

infidelity (r = .193). Presence of an affair in students’ relationship was also significantly 

correlated with paternal infidelity, r = .092, although maternal infidelity was not significantly 

correlated (r = .014).  

 Gathering information regarding the knowledge students’ had of their parent’s affair 

provided more descriptive data on the sample population. Out of the students who were aware of 

parental infidelity, 46% responded that their parents did not know the child was aware of the 

infidelity and 54% said their parents were aware they knew about the infidelity. When asked at 

what age the students first suspected parental infidelity, 38 responded 10 years old or younger, 

28 said between the ages of 11 and 14, 2.7% said they found out when they were 15 years old, 

and 9% of participants were between 16 years or older when they first suspected parental 

infidelity. 

 Males reported less frequency for having suspected their mother of having an affair than 

did females, 15% of females suspected or were confident their mother engaged in an affair 

versus 8% of men. When asked about the possible frequency of their mother’s affair, 9% of 

females reported their mother had one or more affairs while only one male reported mom had 

one affair. Males were also less suspecting or aware of paternal infidelity, 12% of males and 

17% of females suspected or were confident their father engaged in an affair.  
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 The survey also included a question regarding the outcome of the parental affair. While 

68% of students were not aware of a parental affair, 11% said their parents divorced as a result of 

the affair. Parents who did not divorce due to the affair comprised 6% of the sample population. 

There was similarity between participants reporting parents that stayed together after the affair 

and worked it out (5%) and parents stayed together and pretended nothing happened (4.8%).  

Summary 

 No relationships between parental infidelity and level of commitment in college students’ 

relationships were found. There was no difference in level of trust or level of dysfunctional 

relationship beliefs for any of the three infidelity levels. Hierarchical regression revealed a 

significant relationship between paternal affair level and involvement in a current relationship. In 

addition, paternal infidelity and level of trust were significantly correlated with involvement in a 

current relationship. Maternal infidelity yielded no differences when degree of involvement in an 

affair or involvement in a current relationship was examined. This study produced additional 

insight regarding the relationship and affair behaviors of college students, as well as college 

student’s perceived knowledge of parental infidelity. 

 Gender differences were found in levels of constraint and dedication commitment. Men 

had higher levels of constraint commitment than women. Women had higher levels of dedication 

commitment than men. These analyses show that much more information is needed to investigate 

influences on commitment levels of college students. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Purpose of the Study 

There have been numerous studies on the effects of infidelity on couple relationships. 

Yet, there have been few, if any, examinations of the effect infidelity can have on the children of 

the marriage and the implications it has on the children’s future relationships. This study 

investigated the relationship between parental infidelity and commitment level in romantic 

relationships. In addition, comparisons were made for children who were aware of maternal 

infidelity, paternal infidelity, and children who were not aware of any parental infidelity 

regarding similarities and differences of the variables of level of trust in romantic relationships 

and dysfunctional relationship beliefs. This chapter will further examine the results of this study, 

suggest limitations, and discuss the implications of the findings for research and practice. 

Summary of the Study 

 A survey design was used to investigate the relationship between parental infidelity, 

commitment, trust, and dysfunctional beliefs in romantic relationships. Social cognitive theory 

(Bandura, 1986) and cognitive behavioral theory (Dryden & Ellis, 1988) were incorporated as 

the theoretical frameworks of this study.  

The respondents were surveyed during the spring semester of 2006 at a major southern 

university. Data collection was achieved by gaining permission from several university 

instructors to administer the survey packets during the instructor’s approved class time. The 

survey packets contained the survey, informed consent letter, and a scantron sheet on which 

participants could record their answers. Over 400 surveys were collected within one month. The 

results and specifics of sampling were previously mentioned in Chapter Four. 

The questionnaire consisted of 17 demographic items plus one open-ended question. The 

remainder 103 items in the questionnaire were taken from the three scales used to measure the 

variables of interest to this study. The variables and their corresponding scales were the Dyadic 

Trust Scale to assess level of interpersonal trust in a relationship, Relationship Belief Inventory 

to assess level of dysfunctional romantic relationship beliefs, and the Commitment Inventory to 

assess the level of dedication and constraint commitment in a romantic relationship. 

Two hypotheses and four research questions were used in this study. The first hypothesis 

(Ho1) in this study was that there would be no differences in the observed scores for the variables 
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of interest (i.e., level of trust, level of dysfunctional relationship beliefs, and level of 

commitment) based on the participants’ knowledge of maternal infidelity. The second hypothesis 

(Ho2) was that there would be no differences in the observed scores for the variables of interest 

based on the participants’ knowledge of paternal infidelity. One-way analysis of variance was 

used to determine whether significant differences existed among the three infidelity groups (i.e., 

no affair, suspect an affair, and confident of an affair).  

The research questions for this study were stated as follows: 1) what is the relationship 

between perceived parental infidelity and commitment in a college students’ current romantic 

relationship; 2) what is the relationship between parental infidelity and the degree of 

involvement in an affair in a college students current relationship; 3) what is the relationship 

between perceived parental infidelity and commitment level as mediated by level of trust and 

level of relationship dysfunction; 4) what is the relationship between parental infidelity and 

involvement in a current relationship as mediated by level of trust in a relationship and 

relationship dysfunction? The research questions were addressed using multivariate analysis of 

variance, chi-square test of independence, and hierarchical multiple regression. The results 

indicated there were no significant associations between parental infidelity and level of 

commitment in college students’ relationships. There was no difference in level of trust or level 

of dysfunctional relationship beliefs for any of the three infidelity levels. Neither maternal nor 

paternal infidelity yielded any significant differences when degree of involvement in an affair 

was examined. Paternal infidelity did yield a significant relationship with involvement in a 

current relationship. In that, individuals who reported knowledge of paternal infidelity were more 

likely to be involved in a current relationship. In addition, paternal infidelity and level of trust 

were significantly correlated with involvement in a current relationship. This study also revealed 

several gender differences. There was a significant relationship among length of current 

relationship, length of longest relationship, and level of commitment with women. 

Discussion of the Findings 

Discussion of the model 

The results suggest that awareness of parental infidelity does not impact level of 

commitment, trust, or dysfunctional beliefs in a romantic relationship. However, examining the 

impact of parental infidelity on young adults’ romantic relationships is complex. There are many 

intervening events that may account for the results. Encompassing this complexity into research 
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by hypothesizing more global and explanatory models would be paramount to further 

understanding.  

The model focused on the awareness of parental infidelity and its potential impact on 

reported commitment in romantic relationships as mediated by level of trust and level of 

dysfunctional beliefs. There was no compelling theory to guide the focus of this study. However, 

due to the ideas of modeling behavior and parental influence on children as well as the variables 

chosen, social cognitive theory and cognitive behavioral theory were selected as the two 

theoretical frameworks to guide the focus of the study. The primary conceptual framework 

utilized was social cognitive theory that states that children model their parents’ behavior and 

learn how to react to certain situations based on how they observed their parents’ behavior. One 

difficulty with this theoretical model was the lack of assessing modeling behaviors in this study. 

The survey completed by participants did not include an instrument or demographic questions 

associated with modeling parental behaviors. Questions were included that focused on affair 

behaviors of participants and participants’ knowledge of parental affair behaviors. Perhaps 

parents could have completed a separate survey to capture a more accurate picture of parental 

affair behaviors or students could have responded to a generic survey as of the impact in parents 

as a role model.  

Incorporating the theoretical framework of cognitive-behavioral theory, knowledge of a 

parental affair will influence the level of trust and commitment, increasing dysfunctional 

relationship beliefs. While the cognitive behavioral concept of dysfunctional beliefs was tested 

with the Relationship Belief Inventory, there are many factors that were not assessed that may 

account for dysfunctional relationship beliefs. The specific limitations regarding theory are stated 

later in this chapter.  

Another aspect of the model for discussion is the relationship among parental infidelity, 

level of trust, level of dysfunctional beliefs, and level of commitment. Level of trust and level of 

commitment were significantly correlated however, there was no relationship found between 

parental infidelity and commitment. In another analysis, level of dysfunctional beliefs was 

significantly correlated with level of trust and level of commitment, yet no relationship with 

parental infidelity. Again, this may be because there are many intervening variables that were not 

accounted for in the model. With the possibility of various mediating effects, it is impossible to 

draw conclusions on the impact of awareness of parental infidelity within this model. 
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There are several ideas to strengthen this model for future research. Including 

developmental level at time of discovery, idealization of parent(s), closeness of parent(s), how 

upset were parent(s) regarding infidelity or discovery, and the consequences of the infidelity as 

moderator variables. In addition, measuring attitudes about relationships, marriage, and 

commitment may strengthen the model. It is important to note that although there are flaws with 

the current model, it is an important first step in the area of parental infidelity research.  

Limitations of the findings 

In examining this study’s findings, it is imperative to review the threats to internal 

validity. The concept of internal validity was first introduced by Campbell (1957), then 

Campbell and Stanley (1963) expanded the definitions; and finally, Cook and Campbell (1979) 

elaborated to describe ways in which extraneous factors can present alternative explanations of 

research outcomes. These alternative explanations can conceal the true effect of the independent 

variables on the dependent variables. According to Shadish, Cook, and Campbell (2002) threats 

to validity represent “specific reasons why we can be partly or completely wrong when we make 

inference about covariance, about causation, about constructs, or about whether the causal 

relationship holds variations in persons, settings, treatments, and outcomes” (p. 39). The results 

reported in this study should be interpreted with caution due to several threats to internal validity 

that are outlined below.  

Demand characteristics. A common threat to internal validity occurs when the participant 

is able to guess the research hypothesis. Demand characteristics demonstrate the aspects of the 

research that allow participants to predict the intended outcome of the study and perhaps give 

socially desirable responses in an attempt to cooperate with the researcher (Stangor, 2004). The 

purpose of this research was clearly stated on the informed consent letter given to each 

participant and read by the researcher. It is possible participants guessed what the researcher was 

examining and completed the survey with the intention to help the researcher support the 

hypotheses. When demand characteristics are present, the internal validity of the study is 

threatened because results of the dependent measure might be due to participants’ desire to 

please the researcher.  

Experimenter bias. This type of threat to internal validity is generally reserved for 

experimental research. Experimenter bias results when the experimenter is aware of the research 

hypothesis and may inadvertently treat research participants in different conditions differently, 
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thus an invalid confirmation of the hypothesis is created (Stangor, 2004). In regard to this study, 

the researcher expected to find significant differences among the infidelity levels and thus may 

unknowingly had a bias entering into the research.  

History. Naturally occurring events may affect the outcome of the study and influence the 

measures of the dependent variable (Greenstein, 2001). This research was conducted within one 

month at the end of the spring semester in 2006. During that time, the subject of infidelity was 

frequently cited in the media and popular press. One popular morning show featured a week long 

segment on infidelity and how to bounce back. Another reality show, popular with college 

students, featured a couple struggling to overcome infidelity. In addition, many entertainment 

magazines featured articles of celebrity infidelity, perhaps glamorizing the subject. It is not 

known whether these shows and magazines influenced this studys’ outcome but the possible 

threat to internal validity should be noted. Random sampling would have controlled for the 

history threat to internal validity. 

Instruments. Reliability refers to the consistency of a measure (Greenstein, 2001). The 

reliability of the Dyadic Trust Scale and Commitment Inventory were both .88 yet the reliability 

of the Relationship Belief Inventory was .79, with some subscales as low as .56. With lower 

reliability, there is cause for concern with stability of the measure. It is possible that if students 

were surveyed again in three months, the results could be vastly different. 

The Commitment Inventory may not have been the best measure for the sample. The 

majority of questions focused on higher level commitment issues such as family and finances. 

College students may not be focused on family acceptance of a mate or financial constraints 

related to a romantic relationship. Perhaps another measure that focused on dating commitment 

may have been a more appropriate assessment of reported commitment in college students’ 

relationships. 

The measurement of parental infidelity may have also threatened the internal validity of 

the study. The assessment of parental infidelity in this study was rudimentary and may not have 

captured all aspects of the variable. There was only one question inquiring about parental 

infidelity. There were six choices for participants with the first three focused on maternal 

infidelity and the last three focused on paternal infidelity. The levels of awareness were (a) not 

aware of infidelity, (b) suspect infidelity but not certain, and (c) confident of infidelity. The 

possibility arises of losing crucial data as a result of the measure of parental infidelity. Currently, 



 71

there is no known scale that measures parental infidelity. Perhaps the concept of infidelity could 

be refined and an interval level scale developed to capture the true measurement.  

In addition, data were collected using a survey and a scantron sheet, which were provided 

for students to record their answers. College students often use these sheets to record answers for 

exams and quizzes. This may have limited the results, as students may experience an overuse of 

scantron sheets. Some students may have rushed to fill in answers and did not devote full 

attention to the questions. All data were collected from the sample using self-report measures. It 

was assumed that participants answered the survey honestly. Although students were given an 

informed consent form that reported they did not have to participate, some students may have felt 

an obligation to participate since the surveys were given during class time. Also, due to the 

sensitive nature of the questions, some students may have felt pressure to give socially desirable 

responses, yielding biased results. 

The length of the survey instrument itself was also a likely factor in some students not 

completing the survey. Generally, the amount of time to complete the entire survey was 20 

minutes. In some classes, students began the survey at the beginning of class, and instructors 

would either tell students they could leave after completing the survey or begin lecture once the 

majority of students had turned in their survey. In either case, some students may have been 

distracted or not motivated to complete the survey. Other surveys were being conducted during 

the same semester in the college for which 51 students out of this sample had also participated. 

This may have added another deterrent to motivation to complete this research survey. 

Maturation. The changes in participants as a result of the passage of time may have had 

possible effects on the dependent variables. The mode age of discovery of parental infidelity was 

10 years old or younger. The participants were 19, 20, and 21 years old meaning more than 10 

years may have passed since discovering parental infidelity. Perhaps the passage of time muted 

the outcome of the dependent variables. If the participants discovered infidelity at a later age and 

therefore closer to the time of the survey, perhaps more of an impact on trust, dysfunctional 

beliefs, and commitment would be noted. There is so much variability that must be accounted for 

in the results that maturation and developmental changes of the participants since time of 

discovery must be mentioned as a possible threat to the internal validity of the study. 

Selection. This study was conducted with a convenience sample of undergraduate college 

students. The sample was obtained by surveying undergraduate classes at a large southeastern 
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university. In addition, four of the eight classes sampled were courses offered to the entire 

undergraduate population of the university for liberal studies credit. The sample included 

students in various majors and there was no randomization in sampling procedures, which may 

have affected the findings. The best way to control for sampling/ selection threats to internal 

validity is random sampling. 

It is possible that students able to attend a major university come from higher functioning 

families. Families that are higher functioning may have developed skills to overcome stressful 

situations and therefore parental infidelity may not have a measurable impact on relationship 

commitment. These families may have more resources such as therapy or outside interests that 

can dilute an upsetting family event. The relationship of the parents to the child is not known and 

therefore may have also affected findings. Children that feel supported and close with their 

parents may make sense of a parental affair in a way that does not impact their own romantic 

relationships. 

The question arises as to whether undergraduate students were the best sample for this 

study. The majority of participants were not involved in higher level committed relationships. 

Although the mode of students was at the junior class level, the mode relationship length was 

less than six months. Perhaps most college students are not yet thinking of marriage and 

commitment and thus, not reflecting on their parents’ relationship. In addition, it is not known 

exactly how much time passed since discovering parental infidelity. The mode age of first 

discovery was 10 years old or younger. This means that more than 10 years may have passed 

between discovering parental infidelity and completing the survey. There are many factors in that 

amount of time that could have affected the dependent variables. Therefore, the results cannot be 

generalized to the entire population of young adults who are aware of parental infidelity.  

Discussion of the Hypotheses and Research Questions 

 This research provided insight from a sample of undergraduate college students who were 

aware of maternal and/ or paternal infidelity. College students aware of parental infidelity were 

compared to college students not aware of parental infidelity on levels of trust, dysfunctional 

beliefs, and commitment level in romantic relationships. To test the hypotheses in this study, 

comparisons were made among the three levels of awareness of parental infidelity for all the 

variables of interest. The means between the three levels of infidelity awareness were similar, 

showing maternal or paternal infidelity has little to no impact on level of trust, beliefs, or 
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commitment for this population of college students. It may be that respondents were not invested 

in their current relationship to the extent that trust, beliefs, and commitment become a factor. The 

mode length of current relationship was less than six months. Perhaps the sample population did 

not have a commitment mindset, and therefore parental infidelity level was not an issue. On the 

other hand, it may be that presence of parental infidelity does not make a difference. 

 The research questions were assessed using multivariate analysis of variance, regression, 

and chi-square test of independence. Research question one examined the relationship between 

maternal and paternal infidelity and commitment in a romantic relationship. No significant 

differences were found among the three levels of infidelity awareness. There are several ideas as 

to why differences were not found in this analysis. The analysis included students who were 

currently in a romantic relationship; however the nature of their commitments was not clear. The 

level of relationship commitment of college students is likely different from the level of 

commitment to a relationship that comes with marriage, children, or financial joining. While 

61% of the population surveyed were involved in a relationship, only 7% of those were either 

engaged or married. Perhaps results would be different if more students in higher-level 

committed relationships were surveyed. Moreover, the sample population had a higher reported 

incidence of engaging in affairs than the majority of previous research on infidelity rates (Atkins 

et al., 2001; Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953; Laumann et al., 1994; Wiederman, 1997). In their current 

or previous relationship, 41% of men and 37% of women reported having an affair in a previous 

and/or current relationship. 

 The second research question analyzed the relationship between parental infidelity and 

degree of involvement in an affair in a college students’ relationship. For this question, students 

responded to the level of affair risk they experienced in their own relationships. Students could 

choose response options of: (a) no risk of an affair, (b) tempted to have an affair but did not act 

on it, (c) did have an affair and it was minimal involvement, (d) did have an affair and it was 

moderate involvement, or (e) did have an affair and it was severe involvement. Results showed 

the relationship between parental infidelity and level of affair risk was not significant. Perhaps 

the definition of affair was not clear or was interpreted differently by students. Another difficulty 

with this research question is that possibly a student was unfaithful in a previous relationship, but 

not the current relationship. Including previous relationship history may have produced different 

results. 
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Research question three tested the relationship between perceived parental infidelity and 

commitment level as mediated by level of trust and level of dysfunctional relationship beliefs. 

Again, significant relationships were not found. However, level of trust was significantly 

correlated with level of commitment (r = .340). This finding supported the idea that the higher 

level of commitment to a relationship, the higher level of trust in that relationship. 

The final research question explored the relationship between parental infidelity and 

involvement in a current relationship as mediated by level of trust and dysfunctional relationship 

beliefs. This regression produced interesting results. Level of trust and current relationship 

involvement were significantly correlated, showing those involved in a current relationship were 

more likely to have higher levels of trust in a relationship. There was a significant relationship 

between paternal affair level and involvement in a current relationship. Therefore, those who 

reported their fathers having had affairs were more likely to be involved in a relationship. It 

would be helpful to understand how infidelity was perceived, or more information concerning 

the relationship of the father to the child. Most of the respondents were female and perhaps 

women aware of a father’s affair are more insecure and thus drawn into romantic relationships. 

On the other hand, a woman aware of her father’s infidelity may believe she can spot the signs of 

an unfaithful man, thus reducing her chances of infidelity in her relationship. 

Overall, it appears from the results of this study that parental infidelity does not have any 

significant impact on levels of commitment, trust, or dysfunctional beliefs in college students’ 

romantic relationships. Before jumping to the conclusion that parental infidelity is an 

inconsequential event for children, it is important to investigate explanations for the findings.  

There were no significant relationships between parental infidelity and the reported 

commitment level of college students’ relationships. As stated previously, the sample population 

mainly consisted of individuals who reported being single or dating and the mode of current 

relationship length was less than six months. The seriousness of the dating relationships was not 

known and the students sampled were most likely involved in less committed relationships. 

Evidence for this is the high report of infidelity in previous or current relationships. This study 

found that 41% of men and 37% of women reported being unfaithful in their current and/or 

previous relationship. Most research has found 11% to 26% of women reporting infidelity and 

20% to 30% of men reporting infidelity (Atkins et al., 2001; Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953; Laumann 

et al., 1994; Wiederman, 1997). Shackelford and Buss (1997) estimated infidelity ranges from 
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26% to 70% of women and 33% to 75% of men engage in an affair at some point in a 

relationship. In addition, the Commitment Inventory had many questions related to family and 

financial gain or loss in the relationship. It is possible the assessment chosen did not accurately 

capture commitment levels in dating or less serious relationships for the sample population. 

 Another possibility for the findings regarding parental infidelity could be the amount of 

time that may have passed since first learning of infidelity. Other questions that could have been 

included in the survey are whether the family or individual sought therapy or other support 

systems. Did they speak to anyone about the affair, or what is the relationship between unfaithful 

parent and child? It is possible the media has glorified infidelity and it is an accepted behavior in 

society. Many reality shows that are geared toward college students have shown examples of 

infidelity. As the data from this study suggest, it may not make any difference whether parents 

engage in extramarital affairs. It may have no effect and either is “no big deal” or that over time 

the original hurt is healed. This may be good news to parents who have engaged in infidelity; 

perhaps no long term damage has been done. 

 The related findings on gender differences are of interest and supported by previous 

research. Men have higher levels of constraint commitment and lower levels of dedication 

commitment than women. To reiterate the different types of commitment, constraint 

commitment focuses on the forces that may lead a person to stay in a relationship that they 

otherwise might want to leave. Financial commitments, family investment, social pressure, or 

simple convenience fall under constraint commitment. Dedication commitment focuses on a 

desire for a future together, a sense of being part of a team, and a high priority for the 

relationship.  

Previous research on constraint and dedication commitment support the findings in this 

study that women, regardless of relationship length, reported higher levels of dedication 

commitment than men (Stanley, 1992). Several cross-sectional studies of individual college 

students have found that females invest more in relationships and label themselves as more 

committed than males (Duffy & Rusbult, 1986; Floyd & Wasner, 1994; Jemmott, Ashby, & 

Lindenfield, 1989). In the current study, women reported more interpersonal commitment to 

their relationship.  

 It was also found that length of current relationship and length of longest relationship 

were significantly related to levels of commitment for women. Research supports the idea that 
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over the course of a relationship, couples progress through levels of involvement and intimacy 

(Rostosky, et al., 1999). In addition, the investment of effort, time, and resources in a 

relationship is linked with greater commitment to the relationship over time (Rusbult et al., 1999; 

Stanley, 1992, 2002). 

Theoretical Implications and Suggested Future Research 

 The data that resulted from this study add to the literature and state of the science of 

infidelity research. There were also implications for research and practice derived from these 

data. The following discussion has been provided for the purpose of furthering the knowledge 

base for those who study and provide therapy to families that have experienced infidelity. 

Implications for Theory 

This study used social cognitive theory and cognitive behavioral theory in an attempt to 

understand college students’ relationship behaviors as influenced by parental infidelity. One of 

the basic tenets of social cognitive theory is that individuals operate cognitively on their social 

experiences and these cognitive operations influence behavior (Bandura, 1986). Social cognitive 

theory involves the way people may think about the world. One set of thoughts involves beliefs 

about what the world is actually like and what things may be like in the future. When beliefs are 

directed to the future they become expectancies. According to this theory, a primary determinant 

of one’s actions and emotions is one’s expectations about the future. Using social cognitive 

theory to further understand the data from this study, it may be that parental infidelity is not a 

“big deal” and does not have long term effects on a child’s view of relationships. However, the 

infidelity event can be perceived differently depending on the situation. The child’s reaction may 

have to do with how the child makes sense of the event or how the parents reacted to the event. 

The closeness the child feels to the unfaithful parent may affect the child’s reaction to the 

infidelity. How the child discovered the parental infidelity and the age of the child at discovery 

may also be factors in processing the parental affair. When asked the age of discovery of parental 

infidelity, 31% reported finding out before the age of 10. In addition, the outcome of the parental 

infidelity may also affect how a child perceives the affair. In this study, of the students aware of 

parental infidelity, 10.8% reported their parents divorce was related to their parents’ affair, while 

5.9% reported their parents divorce was not due to their affair.  

 The application of cognitive behavioral theory for this study was to aid in further 

understanding of the influence parental infidelity may have on a college students’ dysfunctional 
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relationship beliefs. The basic premise of cognitive behavioral theory is that people are disturbed 

not by things, but by their view of things (Dryden & Ellis, 1988). Ellis’ rational emotive 

behavioral therapy (REBT) emphasizes, “our emotions stem mainly from our beliefs, 

evaluations, interpretations, and reactions to life situations (Corey, 1996, p.320). Children aware 

of parental infidelity did not have higher levels of dysfunctional relationship beliefs than children 

who were not aware of parental infidelity. The infidelity variable did not make any difference 

when measuring for dysfunctional relationship beliefs. Given the premise behind cognitive 

behavioral theory, parental infidelity may not be disturbing to many children. Children may have 

a way of making sense of the event or by realizing their relationship is different from their 

parents’ relationship.  

Limitations. When examining previous research on infidelity, it became clear there was 

no compelling theory to guide the focus of this study. Developments in social cognitive theory 

have been well grounded in experimental research conducted on the social behaviors of humans. 

However, the majority of social cognitive research has focused on aggression and the effects of 

parents and mass media. It is traditionally known as a psychology theory and very little family 

therapy research has incorporated this theory. While this could lead to explorations linking 

traditional psychology theories with family therapy research, it proved to be a limitation in the 

current study. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, a design and theoretical limitation of this study was 

the lack of a measurement in assessing modeling behaviors. There was no instrument included in 

the survey to measure the degree or frequency of students modeling mothers’ or fathers’ 

behaviors. Therefore, it is difficult to conclude the extent of modeling behaviors. In addition, the 

link between social cognitive theory and commitment levels in a young adult’s relationship was 

not supported by previous research. Therefore, it is impossible to use the results of this study in 

support of social cognitive theory.  

Cognitive behavioral theory is more commonly thought of as a theory for therapy rather 

than a theoretical model. The concept of irrational or dysfunctional beliefs in cognitive 

behavioral theory led to the inclusion of the dysfunctional relationship beliefs variable in the 

model. Although the dysfunctional relationship beliefs variable was correlated with commitment, 

there was no relationship with parental infidelity. There are many experiences to account for a 

person’s dysfunctional relationship beliefs that were not accounted for in this model. For 
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example, past relationship experiences or level of family functioning may impact beliefs 

associated with romantic relationships.  

Additional theories. Awareness of parental infidelity has little to no previous research; 

therefore it was necessary to investigate the theoretical basis of marital infidelity research. The 

dominant theory found in the research articles on marital infidelity was an evolutionary theory in 

which the researchers discussed infidelity in terms of gender differences from an evolutionary 

perspective (Cann et al., 2001; Cramer et al., 2000; Harris, 2000; Shackelford et al., 2002; 

Shackelford et al., 2000; Shackelford & Buss, 1997). Stress and coping theory was another 

theory found in a few marital infidelity research studies (Bonanno et al., 2002; Cano et al., 2002; 

Wang & Amato, 2000). The use of attachment theory has been the basis for many parent-child 

relationship studies, though not yet seen in infidelity research. Evolutionary theory would not 

have been the best fit with this study’s model due to the fact that gender difference in infidelity 

was not a major variable. However, it is important to explore attachment and stress and coping 

theories as they may have fit better with the model. 

Attachment theory, mentioned in chapter two as a possible alternate theory, may provide 

additional insight for the findings in this study. Although the level of attachment was not studied, 

perhaps a reason for parental infidelity not having a significant impact on young adults’ romantic 

relationships is the level of closeness or attachment felt toward parents. If a child feels securely 

attached to the caregiver, parental infidelity may not be viewed as a threat to the family 

relationship. On the other hand, if a child is not securely attached, it can also be possible they 

feel no connection to the caregiver resulting in loss of connection in their own romantic 

relationships. It would prove interesting to add the dimension of attachment to future studies on 

parental infidelity. 

 Stress and coping theory might be another viable theory for this study. Family stress and 

coping theory provides a general framework to study any stressful family event and depends on 

three factors: (a) accumulation of stressors, (b) resources for coping with stress, and (c) 

definitions of the stressor event (Wang & Amato, 2000). Applying this theory to parental 

infidelity, the first stage can represent the discovery of a parents’ affair. The knowledge of a 

parent’s infidelity can set in motion many fears, such as whether parents will get a divorce, how 

will the infidelity impact the entire family, how marriage is then interpreted by the child, and 

whether it is safe to trust anyone. As Wang and Amato explain “when individuals must adapt to a 
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large number of negative life changes in a sort time, it may overwhelm their ability to cope, thus 

leading to decrements in psychological functioning and well-being” (p. 656). 

The next stage, resources for coping with stress, could include family support, financial 

independence, education, employment, and problem-solving skills. The third factor in family 

stress and coping theory as applied to parental infidelity is the individual’s definition of the 

event. This can include how the individual makes meaning out of the event. According to 

Bonanno et al. (2002), individuals who hold negative views of the world may react with greater 

distress following a loss. The stressor event may confirm their negative world view and 

contribute to their increasing distress. Using this theory, perhaps one reason for the findings of 

this study is the definition participants held of the infidelity event. When there are common 

themes used to study a particular problem, the results of the findings become more generalizable. 

Attempts to explain the same phenomenon through a multitude of theories leads to different 

variables being selected, different definitions, and different interpretations of the same results.  

Implications for Research 

 There were several implications for research derived from this study. This study provided 

information that could prove useful in conducting future studies on the impact of infidelity on 

families and on college students’ relationship perceptions. Few studies, if any, have been 

conducted on the relationship between parental infidelity and relationship behaviors of their 

children. Perhaps there is no relationship and parental infidelity does not have an affect on 

relationship behaviors. On the other hand, this study has uncovered interesting findings that 

could be explored in greater detail.  

 A qualitative study could elicit more detail in the discovery of parental infidelity and the 

perception of the infidelity to the children. This type of in-depth inquiry may assist in developing 

a solid theoretical basis for research. Siblings could be interviewed separately, along with 

assessments of family functioning completed by all household members. A longitudinal study 

that gathers information on the processing of the event over time may assist in controlling for the 

various mediating effects that impact perceptions of romantic relationships. 

 Future studies can investigate the possible positive effects of infidelity. The ability to 

reassess one’s choices, view things differently, demonstrate resiliency, or realize priorities may 

be long term effects of infidelity. Following a family or couple through the ups and downs of 
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discovery and eventual outcome of infidelity may provide a more complete picture of the impact 

of infidelity. 

A future study could include a measure of perceptions of infidelity, along with infidelity 

itself. It would be interesting to explore the differences in perception of infidelity along the 

lifespan. One may surmise that infidelity is more meaningful or heartbreaking in a marriage than 

in a college romance. This could explore how the infidelity event is perceived and how an 

individual makes sense of the event may hold great significance for how one responds to the 

event. It would also prove interesting to incorporate gender and racial differences regarding 

perceptions of infidelity. 

 Another possible area for future research would be to measure the nature of commitment 

in various stages of a non-marital relationship. Investigate what commitment means to children 

of divorced parents, still married parents, and infidel parents. Stanley (1992, 1997) has 

conducted several research studies on the nature of commitment in relationships and how the 

genders differ in their approach to commitment. A future study could expand on that by 

including the variable of infidelity. In addition, a qualitative study may provide rich descriptions 

and more detail on the process of discovering that a parent has been unfaithful. 

 More research on infidelity and family process would contribute to the field of marriage 

and family therapy. Questions such as how did you find out, what did you do after you found 

out, who was most affected by the news, and who was least affected, would gather meaningful 

information from every member of the family. Future research that incorporates families and 

children will shed more light on the possible effects of infidelity, as this phenomenon is ever 

present in our culture. 

Implications for Practice 

 Marriage and family therapists will inevitably be faced with couples that have 

experienced infidelity or adult children needing to process their parents’ infidelity. As stated 

before, what happens following the discovery of infidelity holds great significance for the 

eventual outcome of the marriage as well as for the family (Atwood & Seifer, 1997). Several 

therapists have written books addressing the trauma and recovery of infidelity (Amodeo, 1994; 

Brown, 2001; Lawson, 1988; Pittman, 1989; Spring, 1996; Subotnik & Harris, 1999). However, 

there has been no outcome research on interventions used with couples who attend therapy to 

heal their relationship following infidelity. 
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 Atwood and Seifer (1997) suggest a four-stage social constructionist model to therapists 

assisting couples who have experienced infidelity. The four stages are (a) joining the family 

meaning system, (b) inviting the couple to explore their present meaning system, (c) inviting the 

couple to expand their meaning system, and (d) stabilizing the new meaning system. The authors 

based their model on socially constructed meaning systems stating that a “person’s reality is 

maintained by developing a personal sense of self that is congruent with the social constructions” 

(Atwood & Seifer, p.61). Applied to infidelity, the meaning that an affair has for couples is 

determined by their sociocultural environment. That environment equips them with ways of 

understanding and making sense out of the affair.  

 Infidelity has been conceptualized as interpersonal trauma and a multitheoretical 

approach for addressing the characteristic responses to infidelity has been developed (Gordon & 

Baucom, 1999). The treatment model consists of three stages: (a) dealing with the impact of the 

infidelity, (b) a search for meaning, and (c) recovery or moving forward. These stages build on a 

model of forgiveness and involve cognitive-behavioral approaches to relationship difficulties. 

Gordon and Baucom describe forgiveness as a process that is the root of successful recovery 

from an extramarital affair. “People who globally state that they have forgiven, but have not 

engaged in the forgiveness process… have more dysfunctional marriages than people who have 

completed the forgiveness process” (p.386).  

 The qualitative research conducted on infidelity has provided further information on the 

treatment for infidelity (Olson, Russell, Higgins-Kessler, & Miller 2002). Research has revealed 

emotional reactions that individuals’ experience following the disclosure of infidelity. The 

information gained from their qualitative research provided rich descriptions of the trauma 

infidelity might cause. This adds to the research in that identifying the possible reactions can 

help therapists normalize their clients’ feelings of rage and confusion in an effort to make 

meaning out of the infidelity.  

Summary and Conclusions 

 In conclusion, very few studies have been published that investigate the relationship 

between college student relationship behaviors and the presence of parental infidelity. It may be 

that, similar to this study, there have not been many significant findings, thus not many published 

articles. However, all information can add to the knowledge base regarding the impact infidelity 

may have on the entire family. This study revealed parental infidelity has no significant impact 
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on the variables studied within the sample population. However, the results of this study should 

be interpreted with caution due to several limitations uncovered during the analysis of the results. 

 This study was an important first step in exploring awareness of parental infidelity. It has 

identified other areas for researchers and therapists to examine when researching or counseling 

family members that have experienced infidelity. First and foremost, it is important to identify 

the perception one may have of infidelity. While it may shake the foundation for one individual, 

it may be just a ripple in the ocean for another. 
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1. What is your gender?      Mark only one response 

(0) Male 

(1) Female 

 

2. What is your age?      Mark only one response 

(0) under 18 years  

(1) 18 years old 

(2) 19 years old 

(3) 20 years old 

(4) 21 years old 

(5) 22 years 

 (6) 23 years and over 
 

3. What is your year in school?      Mark only one response 

(0) Freshman  

(1) Sophomore 

(2) Junior 

(3) Senior 

(4) Graduate Student 

 

4. What is your racial/ethnic group?      Mark all that apply 

(0) American Indian or Alaskan Native 

(1) Asian  

(2) Black or African American 

(3) Hispanic or Latino 

(4) Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

(5) White 

(6) Other, _____________ 

 

5. What is your present relationship status?      Mark only one response 

(0) Single 

(1) Dating 

(2) Live-in 

(3) Engaged 

(4) Married 

(5) Divorced 

(6) Other, ___________ 

 

6. If married or in a committed relationship, how long have you been with your current partner? 

      Mark only one response 

(0) less than 6 months 

(1) 6 months to 1 year  

(2) 1 year to 1 ½ years 

(3) 1 ½ to 2 years 

(4) 2 ½ years to 3 years 

(5) 3 ½ years to 4 years 

(6) 4 ½ years to 5 years 

(7) 5 ½ years to 6 years 

(8) 6 ½ years to 7 years 

(9) more than 7 years 
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7. Have you ever been in love?      Mark only one response 

(0) No 

(1) Yes 

 

8. How many love relationships have you been involved in?      Mark only one response 

(0) None 

(1) 1 

(2) 2 

(3) 3 

(4) 4 

(5) 5 

(6) 6 

(7) 7 

(8) 8 

(9) 9 or more 

 

9. What is the length of your longest romantic relationship?      Mark only one response 

(0) Less than 6 months 

(1) 6 months to 1 year  

(2) 1 year to 1 ½ years 

(3) 1 ½ to 2 years 

(4) 2 ½ years to 3 years 

(5) 3 ½ years to 4 years 

(6) 4 ½ years to 5 years 

(7) 5 ½ years to 6 years 

(8) 6 ½ years to 7 years 

(9) More than 7 years 

 

10. How old were you in your first love relationship?      Mark only one response 

(0) 12 years old or younger 

(1) 13 years old 

(2) 14 years old 

(3) 15 years old 

(4) 16 years old 

(5) 17 years old 

(6) 18 years old 

(7) 19 years old 

(8) 20 years old 

(9) 21 years old or older 

 

Please answer the following questions about your romantic relationships. 

*Note: An affair is defined as having an emotional and/or sexual relationship with 

  someone other than your partner. 
 

11. Have you ever had an emotional and/or sexual affair while in a romantic relationship? 

      Mark all that apply 

(0) No. 

(1) Yes, in my previous relationship. 

(2) Yes, in my current relationship.  
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12. To what degree do you define the risk or presence of an affair in your current relationship? 

      Mark only one response 

(0) No thoughts or temptations 

(1) Tempted but have not acted 

(2) There is a third party and the involvement is minimal. 

(3) There is a third party and the involvement is moderate. 

(4) There is a third party and the involvement is strong. 

 

13. Mark all that apply (to the best of your knowledge): 

(0) I have never had an affair. 

(1) I have had one affair. 

(2) I have had multiple affairs. 

(3) I have had an affair, but my partner is unaware of it. 

(4) I have had an affair and the affair was primarily emotional/romantic. 

(5) I have had an affair and the affair was primarily physical/sexual. 

 

Please answer the following questions, to the best of your knowledge, about your parents’ 

relationship, in terms of when your parents were married and living together: 
Mark all that apply 

14. Regarding your parents relationship: 

(0) My mother was not involved in an affair, to the best of my knowledge. 

(1) I suspect my mother was involved in an affair but am not certain. 

(2) I am confident my mother was involved in an affair. 

 

(3) My father was not involved in an affair, to the best of my knowledge. 

(4) I suspect my father was involved in an affair but am not certain. 

(5) I am confident my father was involved in an affair at some point in his marriage. 

 

Mark all that apply (to the best of your knowledge): 

 

(6) I believe my mother has had one affair. 

(7) I believe my father has had one affair. 

(8) I believe my mother has had multiple affairs. 

(9) I believe my father has had multiple affairs. 

 

15. Do you believe your parents were aware that you knew of the affair?  

(0) No 

(1) Yes 

(2) Does not apply 

 

16. How old were you when you first suspected an affair in your parents’ relationship?  

      Mark only one response 

(0) My parents have not had an affair, to the best of my knowledge. 

(1) 10 years old or younger 

(2) 11 years old 

(3) 12 years old 

(4) 13 years old 

(5) 14 years old 

(6) 15 years old 

(7) 16 years old 
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(8) 17 years old 

(9) 18 years old or older 

 

17. If either of your parents engaged in an affair during their marriage, what was the eventual outcome?      

       Mark all that apply 

(0) My parents have not had an affair, to the best of my knowledge. 

(1) My parents divorced and it was probably due to the affair. 

(2) My parents separated and it was probably due to the affair. 

(3) My parents divorced and it had nothing to do with an affair. 

(4) My parents separated and it had nothing to do with an affair. 

(5) My parents stayed together and worked things out. 

(6) My parents stayed together and pretended nothing was wrong. 
 

Please mark the scantron form with the number that corresponds to how strongly you agree or 

disagree with the statement. 
 

 

 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

18. My partner is primarily interested 

in his (her) own welfare. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 

19. There are times when my partner 

cannot be trusted. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 

20. My partner is perfectly honest 

and truthful with me. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 

21. I feel that I can trust my partner 

completely. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 

22. My partner is truly sincere in 

his/her promises. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 

23. I feel that my partner does not 

show me enough consideration. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 

24. My partner treats me fairly and 

justly. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 

25. I feel that my partner can be 

counted on to help me. 

 

0 1 2 3 4 

 

 

The statements below describe ways in which a person might feel about a relationship with another 

person. Please mark the space next to each statement according to how strongly you believe that it is true 

or false for you.  
 

 Strongly 
False 

False Probably 

False 

Probably 

True 

True Strongly 

True 

26. If your partner expresses 

disagreement with your ideas, s/he 

probably does not think highly of 

you. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 



 88

 Strongly 
False 

False Probably 

False 

Probably 

True 

True Strongly 

True 

27. I do not expect my partner to 

sense all my moods.  
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

28. Damages done early in a 

relationship probably cannot be 

reversed. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

29. I get upset if I think I have not 

completely satisfied my partner 

sexually. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

30. Men and women have the 

same basic emotional needs. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

31. I cannot accept it when my 

partner disagrees with me. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

32. If I have to tell my partner 

that something is important to 

me, it does not mean s/he is 

insensitive to me. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

33. A partner can learn to become 

more responsive to his/her partner’s 

needs. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

34. My partner does not seem 

capable of behaving other than s/he 

does now. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

35. If I’m not in the mood for sex 

when my partner is, I don’t get upset 

about it. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

36. Misunderstandings between 

partners generally are due to inborn 

differences in psychological 

makeups of men and women. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

37. I take it as a personal insult when 

my partner disagrees with an 

important idea of mine. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

38. I get very upset if my partner 

does not recognize how I am feeling 

and I have to tell him/her. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

39. A partner can learn to become 

more responsive to his/her partner’s 

needs. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

40. A good sexual partner can get 

himself/herself aroused for sex 

whenever necessary. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 
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 Strongly 
False 

False Probably 

False 

Probably 

True 

True Strongly 

True 

41. Men and women probably will 

never understand the opposite sex 

very well. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

42. I like it when my partner 

presents views different from 

mine. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

43. People who have a close 

relationship can sense each other’s 

needs as if they could read each 

other’s minds. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

44. Just because my partner has acted 

in ways that upset me does not mean 

that s/he will do so in the future. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

45. If I cannot perform well sexually 

whenever my partner is in the mood, 

I would consider that I have a 

problem. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

46. Men and women need the same 

basic things out of a relationship. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

47. I get very upset when my partner 

and I cannot see things the same 

way. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

48. It is important to me for my 

partner to anticipate my needs by 

sensing changes in my moods. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

49. A partner who hurts you badly 

once probably will hurt you again. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

50. I can feel OK about my 

lovemaking even if my partner does 

not achieve orgasm. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

51. Biological differences between 

men and women are not major causes 

of couples’ problems. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

52. I cannot tolerate it when my 

partner argues with me. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

53. A partner should know what you 

are thinking or feeling without you 

having to tell him or her. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

54. If my partner wants to change, I 

believe that s/he can do it. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 
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 Strongly 
False 

False Probably 

False 

Probably 

True 

True Strongly 

True 

55. If my sexual partner does not get 

satisfied completely, it does not 

mean that I have failed. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

56. One of the major causes of 

marital problems is that men and 

women have different emotional 

needs. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

57. When my partner and I disagree, 

I feel like our relationship is falling 

apart. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

58. People who love each other know 

exactly what each other’s thoughts 

are without a word every being said. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

59. If you don’t like the way a 

relationship is going, you can make it 

better. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

60. Some difficulties in my sexual 

performance do not mean personal 

failure to me. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

61. You can’t really understand 

someone of the opposite sex. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

62. I do not doubt my partner’s 

feelings for me when we argue. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

63. If you have to ask your partner 

for something, it shows that s/he was 

not “tuned into” your needs. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

64. I do not expect my partner to be 

able to change. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

65. When I do not seem to be 

performing well sexually, I get upset. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

66. Men and women will always be 

mysteries to each other. 
 

0 1 2 3 4 5 
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Please answer each question below by indicating how strongly you agree or disagree with the idea 

expressed related to your marriage or dating relationship. Mark any number from 0 to 6 to indicate 

various levels of agreement or disagreement with the idea expressed. Please respond to each item. 
 

 Strongly 

Disagree 

  Neutral   Strongly 

Agree 

66. My friends would not mind it if 

my partner and I broke up (or 

divorced). 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

67. If he/she had to, my partner 

could get along just fine without 

me.  

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

68. It would be difficult to make 

enough money to support myself if 

we broke up or were divorced.  

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

69. Except when a spouse dies, 

marriage should be a once-in-a-

lifetime commitment. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

70. Kids need to have their parents 

together, even if they do not get 

along. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

71. If we ended this relationship, I 

feel fine about my financial status. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

72. This relationship has cost me 

very little in terms of physical, 

tangible resources. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

73. Even if I desired leaving, I 

would feel horribly guilty to leave 

my partner at this point in our lives. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

74. If I wanted to leave my partner, 

having to explain it to the children 

would not be terribly difficult.            

(If no children, mark 6) 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

75. I would not stay in this 

relationship (if I wanted to leave it) 

out of concern for what my leaving 

would do to my partner. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

76. The steps I would need to take 

to end this relationship would 

require a great deal of time and 

effort. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

77. I would still have many options 

for a good life if, for any reason, 

we were no longer together. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 



 92

 Strongly 

Disagree 

  Neutral   Strongly 

Agree 

78. Determining who gets custody 

of the children would be a 

tremendous difficulty if we 

divorced. (Mark 0 if you have no 

children) 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

79. I could not bear the pain it 

would cause my partner to leave 

him/her, even if I really wanted to. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

80. It would be difficult for my 

friends to accept it if I ended the 

relationship with my partner. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

81. It would be relatively easy to 

take the steps needed to end this 

relationship. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

82.  I would not have trouble 

supporting myself should this 

relationship end. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

83.  When there are children 

involved, it is important to stay in a 

marriage even if you are unhappy 

together.  

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

84.  I would lose money, or feel 

like money had been wasted, if my 

partner and I broke up (divorced). 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

85.  My life would probably be 

satisfying with or without my 

partner. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

86.  My family really wants this 

relationship to work.  
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

87.  I would lose very valued 

friends if this relationship ended. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

88.  I would have trouble finding a 

suitable partner if this relationship 

ended. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

89.  If a couple works hard at 

making their marriage work but 

find themselves incompatible, 

divorce is the best thing they can 

do. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

90.  I would feel guilty for 

“ruining” my partner’s life if I 

ended this relationship. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
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 Strongly 

Disagree 

  Neutral   Strongly 

Agree 

91.  Most children are greatly 

harmed by divorce.  
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

92.  I believe there are many people 

who would be happy with me as 

their spouse or partner. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

93.  I have put a number of 

tangible, valuable resources into 

this relationship. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

94.  Though it might take awhile, I 

could find another desirable partner 

if I wanted or needed to. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

95.  I do not think that the actual 

legal steps of getting a divorce 

would be all that demanding in this 

day and age. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

96.  It is all right for a couple to get 

a divorce if their marriage is not 

working out. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

97.  I would not have any problem 

with meeting my basic financial 

needs for food, shelter, and 

clothing without my partner. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

98.  It is not wise to stay married 

“for the sake of the children.” 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

99.  I have put very little money 

into this relationship.  
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

100.  The process of ending this 

relationship would require many 

difficult steps. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

101.  I am not very attractive to the 

opposite sex.  
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

102.  If I really felt I had to leave 

this relationship, I would not be 

slowed down by concerns for how 

well my partner would do without 

me.  

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

103.  My family would not care if I 

ended this relationship. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
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 Strongly 

Disagree 

  Neutra

l 

  Strongly 

Agree 

104.  Children can get over divorce 

easier than most people think. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

105.  A marriage is a sacred bond 

between two people which should 

not be broken. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

106.  I cannot imagine how my life 

could be as good without my 

partner as it is with my partner. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

107.  My relationship with my 

partner is more important to me 

than almost anything else in my 

life. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

108.  I want this relationship to stay 

strong no matter what rough times 

we may encounter. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

109.  I do not feel compelled to 

keep all of the commitments that I 

make. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

110.  I like to think of my partner 

and me more in terms of “us” and 

“we” than “me” and “him/her.” 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

111.  I think a lot about what it 

would be like to be married to (or 

dating) someone other than my 

partner. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

112.  My relationship with my 

partner is clearly part of my future 

life plans. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

113.  My career (or job, studies, 

homemaking, childrearing, etc.) is 

more important to me than my 

relationship with my partner. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

114.  It makes me feel good to 

sacrifice for my partner. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

115.  I do not want to have a strong 

identity as a couple with my 

partner. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

116.  I don’t make commitments 

unless I believe I will keep them. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 
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 Strongly 

Disagree 

  
Neutral 

  Strongly 

Agree 

117.  Giving something up for my 

partner is frequently not worth the 

trouble. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

118.  When push comes to shove, 

my relationship with my partner 

often must take a back seat to other 

interests of mine. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

119.  I am not seriously attracted to 

anyone other than my partner. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

120.  I may not want to be with my 

partner a few years from now. 
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 

 

SPECIAL SECTION 
Please place your answer to the following questions in the SPECIAL CODING section of the 

scantron form (it is located on the front of the form under the name section). 

A. Have you ever taken FAD 2230: Family Relationships?  

(0) No 

(1) Yes 

 

B. If yes, what term did you take FAD 2230? 

(0) Currently taking the class – Spring 2006 

(1) Fall 2005 

(2) Summer 2005 

(3) Spring 2005 

(4) Fall 2004 or earlier 

 

C. If you are currently taking FAD 2230, are you involved in a Friday breakout 

section? 

(0) Yes 

(1) No 

 

Is there anything else you feel we need to know regarding trust, commitment, relationship 

beliefs, or affairs? Please write your comments below. If you need additional space you can use 

the back page. 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX B 

HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE APPROVAL 

 



Office of the Vice President For Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2763 
(850) 644-8673 . FAX (850) 644-4392 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

Date: 11/15/2005 

To: 
Kirsten Greene 
5615 Lunker Lane 
Tallahassee, FL 32303 

Dept.: FAMILY & CHILD SCIENCE 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

Re: Use o f  Human Subjects in Research 
Influence of Parental infidelity on Adult Children's Commitment in  Romantic 

Relationships 

The forms that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the proposal 
referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretaly, the Chair, and two members of the Human 
Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Exempt per 45 CFR § 46.101(b) 2 and has been 
approved by an accelerated review process. 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 
weigh the risk t o  the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential 
risk and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which 
may be required. 

If the project has not been completed by 1111412006 you must request renewed approval for 
continuation of the project. 

You are advised that any change in protocol in this project must be approved by resubmission of the 
project to the Committee for approval. Also, the principal investigator must promptly report, in writing, 
any unexpected protilems causing risks to research subjects or others. 

By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department andlor your major professor is 
reminded that helshe is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving human 
subjects in the department, and should review protocols of such investigations as often as needed to 
insure that the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Protection from Research Risks. The 
Assurance Number is IRB00000446. 

Cc: Carol Darling 
HSC No. 2005.933 

97



 98

 

 

APPENDIX C 

LETTER OF INFORMED CONSENT 
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Dear Student: 

 

I am a Ph.D. student in the Florida State University College of Human Sciences Marriage and 

Family Therapy program. Under the direction of my professor, Carol Darling, Ph.D., I am 

conducting a research study to assess the influence of parental infidelity on adult children’s 

commitment in romantic relationships. 

 

If you are 18 years or older, I would like to invite you to participate in this study. Participation 

involves the completion of the attached scales and demographic information. Completing these 

documents should not take more than 20 to 30 minutes of your time. Please know that your 

participation is completely voluntary. Should you choose not to participate or discontinue your 

participation once you begin, you will not be penalized in any way. However, should you choose 

to participate, your responses will be helpful in developing an understanding of the influence of 

parental infidelity on adult children’s romantic relationships. 

 

Your participation in this research study will be anonymous. The information obtained during the 

course of this study will remain confidential to the extent allowed by law. That is, no one will be 

able to link your identity to your responses. The results of this study may be published; however, 

individual responses will not be identified, because all responses are anonymous. 

 

It is not anticipated that your participation in this study will expose you to any risk, discomfort, 

or distress. However, if, for any reason, you feel uncomfortable while completing these 

questionnaires, please feel free to discontinue your participation. If you would like to speak with 

a counselor regarding your feelings, you may talk to me or you can contact the Student 

Counseling Center at 644-2003 or the Center for Marriage and Family Therapy at 644-1588.  

 

Thank you in advance for your participation and for your contribution to this research project. If 

you decide not to participate, please return your blank survey materials in the attached envelope. 

Submission of the completed questionnaires will be understood to be your consent to participate. 

 

If you have any questions concerning this research study, please call me at 850-562-8623, or 

email me at kristygreene@hotmail.com. If you have questions regarding rights as research 

subjects or research-related injuries, you may call the Institutional Review Board at 644-8633 or 

Carol Darling, Ph.D. at 850-644-4429 or email her at cdarling@mailer.fsu.edu.  

 

Thank you, 

 

Kristy Greene, M.A. 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:kristygreene@hotmail.com
mailto:cdarling@mailer.fsu.edu
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APPENDIX D 

PERMISSION TO USE INSTRUMENTS 
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