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“There is a crack in everything; that’s how the 
light gets in.” – Leonard Cohen

The single most destructive threat to a commit-
ted relationship is when one of the partners 
engages in a sexual relationship with another 

person. This is not an uncommon event. Conservative 
estimates suggest that about a quarter of women, and 
a third of men, have violated their marital commit-
ment to their partners. About 65 percent of marriages 
struck by infidelity end in divorce. 

The impact on the lives of those who practice in-
fidelity is enormous. It violates the integrity, trust, 
and commitment upon which marriage is based. 
When two people enter into a committed relation-
ship, they make a promise to love and honor each 
other. This involves making a heart-felt promise 
to work through the problems that are sure to arise 
within the relationship. To break that promise means 
dishonoring the trust of the person who has agreed 
to live with you and build a life together. When an 
extramarital affair is discovered, a crisis ensues. 
Now the question is – can this relationship contin-
ue? In more than half the cases, the relationship 
does end – but, depending on how this crisis is dealt 
with by both partners, the relationship does have a 
chance to continue. In some cases, this relationship 
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crisis serves as a watershed event that opens the door 
to self-examination and honest communication that 
may put the relationship on stronger ground. 

Whether infidelity leads to the negative outcome of 
the dissolution of the relationship or, at the other ex-
treme, a more positive outcome with a stronger com-
mitment and better communication depends on many 
factors. One important variable is whether the partner 
who is unfaithful came from a family with infidelity. 
People with parents who were unfaithful are at higher 
risk for infidelity within their own relationships – al-
though this is certainly not always the case, and many 
people from these families are determined never to re-
peat their parent’s mistake. Yet we learn many things 
in our families of origin, and one of those is to copy 
the behavior of our parents – and sometimes to act out 
our unresolved issues. 

Another factor that may determine whether a relation-
ship can survive infidelity is the nature of the affair. 
Some affairs lack any emotional commitment, while 
others involve a deeper level of intimacy and con-
nection than is found within the primary relationship. 
While a marriage or relationship may survive the 
former, as long as the underlying issues are brought 
out into the open and worked through, the latter type 
is not as hopeful. The couple would have to put in a 
great deal of work to save this relationship.  

The serial affair, for example, involves many one-
night stands or a series of affairs. This type of affair 
lacks emotional commitment and intimacy, and the 
motive is often sexual excitement. These affairs usual-
ly occur out of town or away from areas where friends 
might find out about them. A sex addiction might 
be present in serial affairs. Although a person who 
engages in serial affairs is not interested in establish-
ing an emotional investment with his or her partners, 
there is also a lack of attention paid to the vow of 
fidelity within the primary relationship – and this is a 
serious issue that must be addressed if the relationship 
is to continue. 

The more formidable threat to a primary relationship 
is the romantic long-term affair. In this case, there is 
an emotional commitment to an outside partner, and 

some of these affairs can last for several years. If the 
primary relationship is to have any chance of surviving, 
the affair should come to an end. If the affair were to 
continue, the straying partner would likely not have the 
emotional energy or motivation to repair the damage 
done to the main relationship. Some partners, however, 
allow the affair to go on and pretend not to know about 
it because they don’t want to end their primary relation-
ship – but the price they pay is a high one.

   Types of Affairs

There are many types of affairs, and couples should 
consider this information before making a decision to 
dissolve a marriage or other committed relationship.

Life Transitions. Relationships go through stages 
involving loss and then gain – and each of these tran-
sitions is accompanied by anxiety. The birth of a child, 
career demands, middle age, and retirement are typical 
life transitions that have an impact on each partner and 
on the relationship itself. When we enter into a com-
mitted relationship, we bring with us various idealized 
images of what our lives will be like and how we will 
relate with our partner. When these ideals are disrupt-
ed by a life transition, we experience anxiety – and 
sometimes one of the partners will handle the anxiety 
by finding a different partner, just so the ideal can be 
maintained. Rather than facing the anxiety, making 
the adjustment to the life transition, and giving up old 
ideals in order to make room for the new realities, a 
person may find a new love interest, all in a futile at-
tempt to avoid making necessary changes. 

Unrealistic Expectations. Our parents’ marriage 
serves as our role model for what we expect to find, or 
to avoid, in our own marriage. Our partners, similarly, 
bring their own set of expectations into the marriage 
– and often the two different expectations come into 
conflict. This conflict may not be apparent initially, 
but over time it becomes a major focus of the rela-
tionship. It is at this point that we may try to change 
the behavior of our partner so that it conforms to our 
own expectations. Trying to change our partner’s way 
of living, of course, is wrongheaded and usually only 
brings more conflict into the relationship. The better 
option is to examine our own expectations and to 



  Life After The Affair

Although many marriages are unable to survive infi-
delity, some do – and many of the surviving marriages 
emerge stronger after the crisis of infidelity. 

The first course of action when you learn about your 
partner’s infidelity is to find a professional therapist 
who can be with you as you try to cope with the emo-
tional turmoil that accompanies this crisis. You will 
need to make rational decisions in a tumultuous time, 
and, depending on whether your decision is to end the 
relationship or to salvage it, your therapist will help 
you to go through the stages of the decision-making 
process in a supportive and confidential way. Many 
of us have no experience in how to rebuild our lives 
after devastation occurs, and therapeutic support is an 
invaluable part of the process. 

We need to examine why the affair occurred and then 
to make a decision about whether we feel we can 
remain in the relationship or not. We need to exam-
ine our partner’s motive for engaging in infidelity. 
We need to see how the affair is going to affect the 
relationship in the future, and whether we can live 
with that. We need to decide whether communication 
can be enhanced, or not, in the event that we decide 
to repair the problems. We need to examine both the 
positive and negative aspects of a divorce (in general, 
divorce is a profoundly painful experience for most 
people, including children). 

Consider the following – If you are mature enough to 
love, you should be mature enough to live up to the 
demands of your commitment to your partner. Life 
is never perfect. “The most valuable, most enduring 
lesson we can learn... is about facing our past with 
gratitude and our future with confidence, even as we 
carry with us the memories of dreams that never came 
true. There are other, more attainable dreams waiting 
for us.” (Rabbi Harold S. Kushner, in Overcoming 
Life’s Disappointments, 2006)  

This newsletter is intended to offer general information only and recognizes that individual issues may differ from these broad guidelines. 
Personal issues should be addressed within a therapeutic context with a professional familiar with the details of the problems. 
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make adjustments in our own behavior. But this may 
be difficult – and some people opt to go outside of the 
relationship in order to find someone who meets their 
own expectations. 

The Cry for Help. Some people have no intention of 
leaving their relationship, but they find themselves 
blocked in dealing with an unbearable aspect of the 
relationship. They may feel that they have exhausted 
all other options in trying to correct the problem, and 
they finally play their strongest card, which is to have 
an affair, and then let their partner know about the af-
fair – as if to say, “See, I’ve been trying to tell you all 
along how much I hurt. Now do you hear me?” Rath-
er than place the relationship in jeopardy through the 
acting out of frustrations, the better option is to work 
with a professional therapist to learn how to deal with 
frustration in a more productive way. 

Breakdown in Communication. During the course of 
a relationship there are often times when the two part-
ners stop communicating with the depth and intensity 
that characterized their earlier years. This could be 
because one partner feels that he or she has outgrown 
the other in terms of social activities, career advance-
ment, emotional growth, or intellectual pursuits. Or 
it could be because one of the partners is geographi-
cally removed, ill, or otherwise unavailable. Or there 
might be a sexual dysfunction, which could be due to 
a physical problem or lack of communication. Rath-
er than working on ways to enhance communication 
or correct the problem, one of the partners may turn 
outside the relationship to find another partner. 

The Exit Strategy. Some people have made a decision 
to leave their relationship and having an affair is their 
strategy for making the break. They have an affair in 
order to make their partner angry enough to initiate the 
breakup. Or some may see the affair as a way of getting 
into therapy so that the therapist can ease the transition 
into the dissolution of the relationship. And some may 
have an affair so that they have a source of support from 
their new partner as they go through the leave-taking. 
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Children are deeply affected by their parents’ divorce. They tend to handle the divorce better, 
however, when both parents cooperate and act in their children’s best interest. Both parents should 
be present when the children are told, and the mood should be calm, rational, and supportive. 
Hostility between the parents should be avoided. They should not be told about the affair at this 
time. Keep in mind that children often feel responsible for their parent’s divorce. They may feel 
that their misbehavior was the cause of the divorce. They need to be assured repeatedly, both when 
they are told about the divorce and then throughout the divorce process, that the divorce is not their 
responsibility, and that they will always be loved by both parents. 

Rona Subotnik and Gloria Harris, in their book, Surviving Infidelity, provide the following guide-
lines for helping children through the process of a divorce:

1. Children should be told of the decision jointly by both parents without hostility or anger.

2. They should not be put in the middle of adult conflicts by telling them of the affair. 

3. Children need to know they are not responsible for the breakup of the marriage.

4. Children should be told that it is the parents’ decision, and they cannot change it.

5. Children need to know their parents still love them even though they no longer love each other.

6. Children should be given concrete information about how their lives will change.

7. Parents should listen to children’s concerns, and try to minimize disruption in their lives.

8. Children should not be asked to take sides, carry messages, or become your confidants.

9. Children should be given permission to love and enjoy the relationship with your former spouse  
    and his or her family. Try to find positive things to say about them.  


