&L
N2 ;
Ezl i ?
] o Sociology of Social Institutions Volume 12. Issue 25. Spring and Summer 2025. Pages 283 to 313.

Research Paper
A Qualitative Study of the Perception and Experience of Marital Infidelity
Ahmad Kalateh Sadati™ ®, Zahra Mirjalili® ®, Zeinab Saboohi Golkar? ®

! Associate Professor, Department of Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran.
asadati@yazd.ac.ir
2 Ph.D Student, Department of Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran.

zm.mirjalili@gmail.com
3 Ph.D Student, Department of Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran.

zeinab.saboohi98@gmail.com
d 10.22080 /ssi.2025.28609.2261

Received:

February 10, 2025 Abstract

Acclepted: Objectives: Marital infidelity is a significant factor contributing to the instability and
Apr.ﬂ 20, 2025 breakdown of family structures. Given the fundamental importance of the family unit,
Available online: understanding the dynamics of infidelity can provide valuable insights for researchers and
August 30, 2025 related institutions. Therefore, the present study aims to explore and analyze the

experiences of infidelity among both women and men. Methods: This qualitative study was
conducted in Yazd in 2024. The research sample consisted of 14 individuals, both women
and men, who had experienced infidelity. Participants were selected through purposeful
snowball sampling. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews and analyzed using
thematic analysis. Findings: The results of this study indicated that infidelity is associated
with family dynamics, perceptions of individual failures in marital life, and sexual
promiscuity. Participants consistently reported experiencing a sense of risk in this context.
The main themes identified in this research include "behavioral inertia, "unbalanced
institutions, "risky life”, and “poor self-correction”. Conclusion: The findings indicate that
perceptions of infidelity are closely linked to fantasies and sexual ideals within marital
relationships, as well as to family life and the individual context of experiencing
unconventional relationships. Infidelity represents a risky area that poses significant
threats to both the physical and mental health of individuals. The overarching theme of this
research is the Normative-Moral Decline, which suggests that the systems and institutions
that once regulated and controlled sexuality—such as religion and family—have lost their
influence, effectiveness, and authority. In light of these results, it is recommended that
social and cultural policymakers, in collaboration with counseling centers, develop and
implement comprehensive awareness and education programs aimed at strengthening
Keywords: family foundations, managing marital conflicts, and promoting the sexual and mental health
Family, Marital infidelity, of individuals. These programs should address the underlying factors contributing to
Unstable institution, Poor infidelity, enhance couples' communication skills, and foster a safe and intimate
self-correction ?Str;(;il:r)llziearle within families. Additionally, reinforcing religious and moral norms in society
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Marital infidelity is a complex issue with
destructive impacts on individual and
social life, profoundly affecting mental and
emotional well-being. In Iran, cultural
shifts and technological advancements
have made this phenomenon a serious
challenge for the family institution, with
some studies attributing rising divorce
rates to it. In cities like Yazd, this trend is
on the rise. Marital infidelity refers to
breaching the marriage vow through
sexual or emotional relationships with
someone other than one’s spouse, often
accompanied by secrecy and a breach of
trust. This phenomenon can lead to
depression, anxiety, and reduced life
satisfaction, and from a societal
perspective, it contributes to increased
divorce rates and challenges in child-
rearing. Despite evidence of increasing
infidelity, precise statistics remain limited.
Existing research primarily focuses on
psychological aspects and less on the
social and cultural factors influencing
infidelity. Given the importance of family
and social changes, understanding the
factors contributing to infidelity within a
specific cultural context like Yazd, a city
with a strong traditional fabric, is crucial.
In addition to psychological factors, social,
cultural, familial, individual, relational,
economic, and media factors also play a
role in infidelity. Infidelity threatens family
stability and increases anxiety and distrust
in society. This phenomenon can lead to
widespread consequences, including
post-traumatic stress disorder,
depression, anger, decreased self-esteem,
and divorce for couples and their children.
In religious cities like Yazd, due to
demographic and cultural changes,
studying infidelity is  particularly

important. The primary goal of this
research is to discover and analyze the
understanding and experience of infidelity
among men and women engaging in it in
Yazd, to find appropriate solutions to
mitigate this phenomenon.

2. Methods

This qualitative study, utilizing thematic
analysis, was conducted in Yazd in the year
2024. Participants included men and
women who had experienced infidelity,
selected through purposive and snowball
sampling wuntil data saturation was
achieved (12 primary participants and two
supplementary interviews). Semi-
structured interviews were conducted
with full adherence to ethical principles,
including obtaining informed consent and
ensuring confidentiality of information.
General questions were posed regarding
infidelity experiences, their underlying
reasons, and post-infidelity attitudes to
gather richer data.

3. Results

The findings of this research indicate that
the phenomenon of infidelity is associated
with several factors, including family
circumstances, the perception and
experience of individual failures in marital
life, and promiscuous sexual behaviors.
Participants in the study consistently
spoke of a “risky existence” in this context.
The main themes identified include:
“behavioral laxity,” “unbalanced
institution” (referring to the family), “third
party” (the third person in the
relationship), “risky existence,” and “poor
self-correction” (referring to insufficient
efforts to improve the relationship). Data
analysis suggests that participants have a
dual (both positive and negative)
emotional and cognitive perception of
marital infidelity. This means that while
expressing remorse, they see themselves
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in a situation where the possibility of
repeated infidelity exists. In general,
marital infidelity can have different
individual and social roots among women
and men. In men, a desire for variety in
sexual relationships is more apparent,
starting from illegitimate relationships
within the family and with relatives and
extending to relationships with divorced
women and sometimes other women in
the sexual sphere. In contrast, women
mainly turn to a third party who meets
their emotional needs because they feel
emotionally disconnected from their
spouses. Although initially, many women,
due to guilt and fear of exposure, try to
focus more on their lives and spouses, over
time, the stigma of infidelity fades for
them. This situation leads to the
suspension of marital relationships, and
spouses prefer to continue their emotional
and sexual relationships outside the
marital framework. Although some
spouses, after the discovery of infidelity by
their partner, regret it and go through the
path of forgiveness, some continue to
maintain out-of-bounds relationships and
are not dissatisfied with this situation.

4. Conclusion

Based on the findings, the perception of
infidelity is specifically linked to sexual
fantasies and ideals in  marital
relationships on one hand, and family life
and the individual context of experiencing
unconventional relationships on the other.
The experience of infidelity, as a high-risk
area, seriously threatens the physical and

mental health of individuals. The
overarching theme of the research is the
decline of normative-value systems, which
means that religion and family, as systems
and institutions regulating and controlling
sexuality, have lost their influence,
effectiveness, and authority. Given the
results, it is recommended that social and
cultural policymakers, in collaboration
with counseling centers, develop and
implement comprehensive awareness and
education programs in the areas of
strengthening the family foundation,
managing marital conflicts, and promoting
the sexual and mental health of
individuals. These programs should
address the underlying factors of infidelity
while helping to strengthen the
communication skills of couples and
create a safe and intimate atmosphere in
the family. Furthermore, strengthening
religious and ethical norms in society is a
grave necessity.
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