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Highlights

e The aim of this study was to analyze disclosed marital infidelity among Iranian middle-aged
men by identifying its contexts, mediators, strategies, and consequences.

e  The findings indicated that communication deficiencies (emotional frustration and monotony)
and midlife crisis were the main causal factors, while individual justifications (temporary
emotions, marital problems, and external factors) served as mediating conditions, and the
strategies of managing the situation led to consequences such as new decisions and emotional
reactions.

e The conceptual model can contribute to a better understanding of infidelity and the design of
appropriate counseling interventions.

Extended Abstract

Introduction: The family, founded upon the marital bond, represents one of the most significant
relationships in human life and constitutes the primary emotional and legal commitment that couples
undertake in adulthood (Rothman et al., 2021). Middle age, typically spanning ages 40 to 60, is a
developmental stage characterized by specific challenges and tasks (Staudinger & Block, 2001). During
this period, individuals often experience what is termed a "midlife crisis"—an emotional state of doubt
and anxiety where individuals realize that half their life has passed, typically accompanied by reflections
on lifestyle choices and feelings of unfulfilled potential (Moloudi & Abdollahzadeh, 2023). Middle-aged
individuals may face significant challenges due to lifestyle changes and transformations in cognitive and
emotional structures (Movahed & Hosseini, 2018). The marital relationship during midlife can serve as
both a stabilizing and stressful factor (Hacken & Shipak, 2006), potentially leading to crises such as
marital infidelity. Infidelity represents a violation of commitment in an intimate relationship that leads
to various levels of emotional or physical intimacy with someone outside the relationship (Aviram et al.,
2005). It encompasses multiple forms including sexual infidelity, emotional infidelity, combined
infidelity, and virtual infidelity (Kitar et al., 2017). Research consistently demonstrates that emotional
dissatisfaction, monotony in marital relationships, and midlife crisis are key factors contributing to
marital infidelity. Individuals who feel that their marriage quality does not meet their expectations
typically experience dissatisfaction and become vulnerable to infidelity (Shackelford et al., 2008). This
study seeks to analyze revealed marital infidelity among Iranian middle-aged men by identifying its
contexts, mediators, strategies, and consequences, thereby contributing to a deeper understanding of this
phenomenon within the Iranian cultural context.
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Methodology: This qualitative study employed a data-based approach following the systematic
grounded theory methodology of Strauss and Corbin. The research population comprised all middle-aged
men who had experienced marital infidelity and had referred to counseling centers in Mashhad during
the first six months of 2024. Theoretical saturation was achieved after conducting 11 in-depth semi-
structured interviews. Participants were selected through criterion-based purposive sampling with
inclusion criteria including: age range of 45-60 years, legal marriage with a spouse to whom they had
been unfaithful, absence of cognitive problems, couples not separated, minimum education of high
school diploma, no substance abuse, not currently receiving psychological treatment, and at least one
month since their last psychological treatment. The research aimed to develop a conceptual model of
marital infidelity through open, axial, and selective coding procedures following the systematic approach.
Interviews were conducted face-to-face and analyzed using constant comparative analysis. Ethical
considerations including voluntary participation and anonymity were carefully observed throughout the
research process.

Findings: The analysis revealed a comprehensive conceptual model of marital infidelity among middle-
aged men, organized into several key categories. Causal Conditions included problems related to the
family of origin (family interference, lack of support), problems at the beginning of marriage (incorrect
marriage, past complications, insufficient time together, unappreciated efforts, different life attitudes,
forced marriage), problems during marital life (conflicts, daily arguments, unmet expectations, lack of
affection, disrespect), and parent-child relationship problems (unhealthy parenting behaviors, paternal
aggression, marital instability affecting children). Contextual Conditions encompassed attitudinal
problems (lack of understanding, lack of respect, increasing expectations), relationship and
environmental factors (negative interaction patterns, in-law interference, social pressures, homogeneity
of relationships), and social support deficits. Intervening Conditions included emotional factors (anger,
frustration, emotional coldness, emotional deprivation), insults and disrespect, physical problems
(chronic illness, sexual dysfunction), behavioral reactions (desire for distance, lack of spousal support,
withdrawal, repeated arguments), fusion with family of origin (parental support of the offending spouse),
and involvement in parallel relationships (intimate workplace relationships). Strategies employed after
the revelation of infidelity included primary symptoms (inattention to spouse, weakened communication,
focusing on children), desire to leave the relationship (avoiding conversation, suggesting separation,
spending time away from home), suspicious behaviors (secret spending, continued contact with the
partner), decreased relationship quality (reduced sexual intimacy, increased anger and aggression), and
efforts to control and manage the situation. Consequences included psychological-emotional damages
(loss of motivation, indifference, guilt, lack of trust, psychological pressure), and reactions toward
children and life (guilt toward children, decreased communication with children, increased time away
from home, neglect of parental responsibilities). The conceptual model demonstrates that infidelity is not
caused by a single factor but emerges from the complex interaction of individual, relational, social, and
cultural factors.

Conclusion: This research provides a comprehensive understanding of marital infidelity among Iranian
middle-aged men through a data-based qualitative approach. The findings demonstrate that marital
infidelity is a multifaceted phenomenon with deep psychological, social, and cultural roots. The most
significant causal factors identified were emotional failure and frustration, monotony in marital
relationships, and midlife crisis. The conceptual model highlights that communication deficiencies
(emotional frustration and monotony) and midlife crisis serve as primary causal factors, while individual
justifications (temporary emotions, marital problems, and external factors) function as mediating
conditions. The strategies for managing the situation lead to consequences such as new decisions and
emotional reactions. The role of social and cultural influences, including social pressures to prove power
and attractiveness, appears significant in shaping infidelity behaviors among middle-aged men. This
research not only identifies the reasons for infidelity but also examines its consequences on family and
social relationships. The findings indicate that the process of marital infidelity has distinct stages, each
of which should be considered in the intervention process. Understanding these mechanisms not only
helps prevent infidelity but also provides a foundation for improving the quality of marital relationships.
Counseling and psychological interventions can be highly effective in recognizing and managing these
factors. The conceptual model presented can contribute to better understanding of infidelity and the
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design of appropriate counseling interventions. This study had several limitations including sample
limitation to counseling center clients in Mashhad, reliance on self-report data, and the qualitative nature
limiting generalizability. Future research should conduct quantitative studies with larger and more
diverse samples from different regions of Iran, examine comparative studies across different age groups,
and investigate the role of cultural-religious factors as moderating variables.
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