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ABSTRACT 

TRACY DENELL CHRISTIAN-CRUZ 

THE EFFECTS OF INFIDELITY ON LESBIAN RELATIONSHIPS 

MAY 2015 

Research has been conducted on heterosexual couples in terms of the effects of affairs or 

infidelity.  However, there is little information on infidelity or affairs among lesbian 

couples.  The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the effects of infidelity on 

lesbian couples.  An additional purpose of this study was to bring awareness to family 

therapists and mental health professionals about some challenges lesbian couples 

experience in their relationship.  The study consisted of interviews with 10 lesbian 

participants recruited using a snowball sampling technique.  Semi-structured interviews 

were conducted. In vivo coding, focused coding, and analytical memos along with 

member checking were used to analyze the data.  Three themes emerged.  First, infidelity 

due to distance and lack of attention, second was lack of trust, and third was the alteration 

of trust.  Additional research is needed to identify appropriate therapeutic models when 

working with lesbian couples who have experienced infidelity. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Over the past 30 years, a significant amount of research has been conducted on 

same-sex couples (Gottman et al., 2003; Hartwell, Serovich, Grafsky, & Kerr, 2012; 

Spitalnick & McNair, 2005).  Societal acceptance of gay and lesbian couples has changed 

over the past decades, along with an increase in state laws allowing gay and lesbian 

couples to form civil unions or marriages (Human Rights Campaign, 2010; National 

Conference of State Legislatures, 2013; Soloman, Rothblum, & Balsam, 2004; Wolf, 

2012).  Although federal laws define marriage as between a male and female (Monsma, 

2014), many states have now recognize same-sex unions.   

While much research has been conducted on the political aspects of same-sex 

unions, laws, gay male relationships, and various aspects of lesbian relationships; 

research on infidelity among lesbian is scarce (Clunis & Green, 2005).  Given the 

increase in civil unions and same-sex marriages the likelihood of dissolution of the 

relationship is high.  Kurdek (2004) found that compared to married heterosexual 

couples, lesbian partners reported more frequent relationship dissolution.  

Various researchers suggested that between 20% and 34% of couples will engage 

in extramarital sexual affairs at some point throughout their lives (Allen, Rhodes, Stanley 

Markman, Williams, & Melton, 2008; Weiderman, 1997; Whisman & Sydner, 2007).  

Infidelity violates the commitment of the relationship and often results in the loss of trust 

(Fife, Weeks, & Gambescia, 2008; Fife, Weeks, & Stellberg-Filbert, 2013).  In lesbian 
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relationships establishing trust is often difficult due to the risk of being open and sharing 

of emotions (Clunis & Green, 2005).  

Infidelity is one of the most common reasons that couples enter into therapy and 

one of the most difficult problems for therapists to treat (Atkins, Marin, Lo, Klann, & 

Hahlweg, 2010; Dupree, White, Olsen, & La Fleur, 2007; Fife, Weeks, & Gambesica, 

2008; Pittman & Wagers, 2005).  Given the limited research on treating lesbian couples 

who have experienced infidelity, there is a need to explore the effects of infidelity on 

lesbian relationships.  By exploring the effects of infidelity on lesbian relationships 

marriage and family therapists (MFT) will have a better understanding of the issues and 

challenges of these individuals.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the effects of infidelity on 

lesbian relationships.  Research has been conducted with heterosexual couples to examine 

the effects of infidelity.  However, there has been little research conducted on infidelity 

among lesbian relationships.  An additional purpose of this study was to bring awareness 

to marriage and family therapists about challenges lesbians experience in their 

relationship.  This study aimed to add to the growing literature addressing lesbian 

relationships from a social science perspective.  

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How does infidelity affect lesbians’ relationships? 

2. How is trust reestablished? 
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3. If trust is not reestablished, how does the relationship continue?  

Significance of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to discover the effects that infidelity has 

on lesbian relationships.  A search of the most prominent marriage and family therapy, 

couple, and lesbian journals yield minimal representation of articles about the effects that 

infidelity has on lesbian relationships.  This study was important for family therapists to 

understand the challenges of lesbians experiencing infidelity in their relationships and 

how they might aide in the recovery process.   

Definition of Terms 

The following terms were used throughout this study.   

1. Lesbian refers to a female who engages in sexual behaviors with other 

females or who self-identifies as lesbian (Spitalnick & McNair, 2005).   

2. Internalized homophobia is the process of internalizing negative 

stereotypes and expectations of homosexuality (Krestan & Bepko, 1980).  

3. Committed relationship is the decision to commit to the partnership and 

willingness to work through obstacles (Clunis & Green, 2005). 

4. Trust is defined as the level of confidence one has for a relationship 

partner (Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985).  

5. Infidelity is defined as a secret sexual involvement with someone other 

than one’s partner that violates commitment to the relationship (Gurman & 

Jacobson, 2002).  
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6. Lesbian couple is defined as two females who identify as being in a 

lesbian relationship, regardless of individual gender identity (Clunis & 

Green, 2005).   

7. Bisexual is defined as a person who self-identifies as being attracted to 

both males and females (Clunis & Green, 2005).   

8. Transgender refers to a person whose sexual identity characteristics differ 

from his or her biological gender, for example, male as female or female 

as male (Clunis & Green, 2005).   

9. Religion is represented by a person’s spiritual affiliations, behaviors, and 

beliefs (Olson, Cadge, & Harrison, 2006). 

10. Sexual involvement is engaging in genital to genital contact or genital 

stimulation (Horowitz & Spicer, 2013). 

11. Commitment is the promise two people make to each other to enter into a 

bonded relationship (Scott, 2011). 

Delimitations  

A delimitation of the study was geography because participant recruitment was 

limited to the north Texas area.  The research participants involved in this study 

identified as being in lesbian relationships.  Males who identified as gay, bisexual, or 

transgender were excluded.  Infidelity was defined in this study by sexual behavior and 

excluded emotional and cyber affairs.  The research participants had to be self-identified 

as being in committed lesbian relationships, regardless of individual gender identity.  All 
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participants volunteered for the purposive selective sampling and had to meet the 

research criteria, not random sampling.  

Limitations 

A limitation of the study was that the researcher sought to interview couples.  

However, due to difficulty recruiting couples, the researcher modified the study to recruit 

lesbian individuals who experienced infidelity by being unfaithful to their partners or 

betrayed by their partners.  The study was also modified to eliminate the requirement of 

couples residing together.  An additional limitation to this study was the limited number 

of research participants.  Another limitation to the study was infidelity as defined as 

sexual, not emotional or cyber.  The final limitation to the study was the participants self-

identified as lesbians and self-reported their experiences.   

Summary  

Although research on same-sex couples has increased over the past 30 years, there 

still remains little information on infidelity among lesbian relationships.  Previous 

research conducted on infidelity has been from heterosexual relationships (Blow & 

Hartnett, 2005).  Most states recognize same-sex union or marriages as legal.  Given that 

some lesbian relationships will experience infidelity, it is important for marriage and 

family therapists to understand the challenges of lesbian relationships and how they 

might aide in the recovery process.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, the literature supporting the purpose of the study is reviewed.  The 

purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the effects of infidelity on lesbian 

couples.  This chapter addresses the following: theoretical framework; historical context; 

individual identity development; lesbian couple development; challenges, barriers, 

support, and resilience; trust; infidelity in lesbian relationships; and therapy with lesbian 

couples.  The importance of understanding the development of identity, lesbian couple 

development will facilitate a better understanding of the historical context and the 

barriers that lesbians encounter.  It is important for marriage and family therapists (MFT) 

to understand the history of sexual identity and lesbian relationship development will 

allow therapist to understand the challenges that lesbians encounter.  Understanding these 

various developmental models will provide knowledge for MFTs seeking to develop 

more accurate assessments and treatment plans.  The chapter concludes with a summary. 

Theoretical Framework 

Society influences lesbian relationships through values, meanings, and the roles 

each partner portrays.  Most lesbians are raised in heterosexual families and communities 

(Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Braun, 2006).  Lesbians are not raised in communities with 

others like themselves with whom they can identify (Rosario et al., 2006).  The lack of 

role models leaves the lesbian population with little support or lack of expectation for a 

positive relationship or for any reinforcement of the lesbian identity.  Symbolic 
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interactionism (SI) theory can facilitate an understanding of the effects that lack of 

support and societal influences have on lesbian relationships.  The term symbolic 

interactionism was coined by Herbert Bulmer (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993; Prasad, 2005).  

SI emerged from the ideas of George Mead and Charles Cooley in the early 1900s 

(LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993).  In 1969, Bulmer interpreted Mead’s and Cooley’s 

philosophic concepts into social research language and developed core assumptions and 

concepts for the theory (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1997).   

SI refers to the meaning that individuals gain about the world through their 

interactions with their social and physical environments (Prasad, 2005; Rank & LeCroy, 

1983; Rosenbaum, 2009). SI is the connection between symbols (or meaning) and 

interactions that may be both verbal and non-verbal (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993).  Through 

interaction and role playing, individuals form definitions, symbols, meaning, and 

perspectives of others by processing the information within varied contexts (Meltzer, 

1972).  

The four concepts of SI include roles, identities, multiple realities, and negotiated 

order (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993; Pasad, 2005).  Roles are the socially defined 

expectations of behavior for individuals in social positions.  The meaning of the roles can 

change over time (Pasad, 2005).  These roles are connected to individuals’ self-images 

and create their identities.  These multiple identities become the source of reality and are 

influence by the interpretation of objects, actions, or circumstances (Pasad, 2005).  

Multiple realities are social constructs that change over time depending on the 

experiences and multiple roles.  Negotiated order is the relationship between the 
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individual and society (Daly, 2007).  Individual negotiate order through interactions with 

others and social constructs, thus moving from one role to another depending on the 

social setting and situation (Pasad, 2005; Rank & LeCroy, 1983).  

The three assumptions of SI are the following: (a) humans acting toward objects 

based on the meanings associated with these objects; (b) meanings being derived from 

social interactions with the larger society; and (c) meanings continuously changing based 

on interpretations associated with the objects (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993; Prasad, 2005).  

According to Rosenbaum (2009), SI occurs through the socialization of concepts and 

processing of realities as formed through the values and attitudes of individuals passed to 

the next generation through culture.  To facilitate a better understanding of the 

importance of SI theory within the gay and lesbian community, the historical context is 

addressed next. 

Historical Context 

In the early 1980s, researchers examined the gay and lesbian (GL) populations to 

focus on treatments for curing homosexuality or, at best, on defining homosexual identity 

(Cass, 1984; D’Augelli, 1994; Herek, 2004; Troiden, 1989).  Throughout GL literature 

various terms had been used to describe same-sex oriented sexuality.  The term 

homosexual became a part of the English and American lexicon in the 1950s (Levy, 

2009).  This term was operationalized in this study as a descriptor of the historical 

categories of sexuality; however, in today’s society the preferred terms for referring to 

homosexual individuals are gay for male and lesbian for female (American Psychological 

Association 2011; Levy, 2009).  GL in this study was defined as individuals engaged in 
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sexual relationships with members of the same-sex (Spitalnick & McNair, 2005).  Many 

models suggest that GL development occurs in stages, with the exception of D’Augelli’s 

(1994) model.   

Previous research showed that many therapists have difficulty working with 

lesbians (Ackbar & Senn, 2010; Bepko & Johnson, 2000). In SI theory, identities are 

developed from the individual’s perception of self.  By understanding sexual identity 

development and the development of lesbian relationship models, it is important for 

family therapists to have a general knowledge and to be able to contextualize these 

developmental models when counseling lesbian couples or individuals.  The models for 

GL identity development are addressed next. 

Individual Identity Development 

Identity development begins at infancy and continues throughout childhood.  

Identity becomes a major focus during adolescence (Calzo, Antonucci, Mays, & Cochran, 

2011; Kroger, 2002; Troiden, 1979).  Marcia (2002) described identity development as a 

two-step process.  The first step begins when the adolescent abandons childhood beliefs 

and starts exploring identity alternatives.  In the second step, the adolescent makes a 

commitment to his or her individual identity (Marcia, 2002).  

Identity developmental models were mainly developed for majority groups such 

as Whites, heterosexuals, and men (Hoffman, 2004).  Hoffman (2004) suggested that the 

literature lacks models of identity development for non-dominant groups.  Jordon and 

Deluty (1998) defined identity development as the internal development of self-definition 

and the external development of behaviors and attitudes.  Self-image is the underlying 
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building block for developing identity (Cass, 1984).  Several researchers posited that 

identity development, including sexual orientation identity, begins in adolescence 

(D’Augelli, 1994; Kroger, 2002; Troiden, 1989).  Each of the individual sexual identity 

development model is discussed, and this section concludes with a comparative 

discussion of their attributes. 

Sexual Identity Development Models 

Cass Model 

The Cass (1979) model was the first published and one of the widely used models 

of sexual identity formation (Degges-White, 2012; McCarn & Fassinger, 1996).  The 

model became the foundation for later sexual orientation identity development models 

(Troiden, 1989; McCarn & Fassinger, 1996).  In the 1980s the Cass model was used to 

understand homosexual identity.  Cass (1984) described homosexual identity as the view 

of oneself through a cognitive process that holds sexual images and preferences about 

others.  Cass included both male and female homosexuals in this model of homosexual 

identity formation.   

There are six stages of homosexual identity development according to Cass 

(1984).  These stages include identity confusion, identity comparison, identity tolerance, 

identity acceptance, identity pride, and identity synthesis (Cass, 1984).  The identity 

development process involves the cognitive, behavioral, and affective dimensions (Cass, 

1984).  These dimensions are present in each individual at each stage.  

Identity confusion relates to the individual’s behavior or actions, feelings, and 

thoughts that may be perceived as homosexual (Cass, 1984).  The confusion derives from 
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the individual’s previous belief about his or her previous sexual orientation.  During this 

stage, the individual questions the assumptions of his or her presumed heterosexual 

orientation.  Cass (1979,1984) described three paths of development that the individual 

may choose, including the acceptance or rejection of the homosexual identity as well as 

the foreclosure on further development by proceeding no longer with the development of 

the homosexual identity.  

The second stage is identity comparison, during which the individual’s acceptance 

of a homosexual identity leads to clear feelings of alienation and an understanding of the 

differences between self and non-homosexuals.  The individual learns to accept the 

possibility of alienation based on having different desires from societal expectations and 

recognizes having different desires from the non-homosexual population.  In this stage, 

the individual may interact with other homosexuals as a way to reduce the alienation 

experienced within the non-homosexual world (Cass, 1984).   

During identity tolerance, the individual begins to develop a commitment to his or 

her homosexual self-image, to engage in social activities with other homosexuals, and to 

fulfill emotional, sexual, and social needs (Cass, 1984).  The individual’s selectiveness in 

interacting with others may be perceived as necessary more than as being desirable.  This 

activity is considered tolerance of the homosexual self-image.  Cass (1984) described two 

paths that can emerge during this stage when the homosexual self-identity emerges as 

either desirable or undesirable.  

Identity acceptance occurs when the individual emerges from the subculture of 

homosexuality (Cass, 1979, 1984).  The individual accepts his or her sexual orientation 
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and begins to disclose this information to selected individuals.  The individual may 

choose not to disclose his or her sexual orientation and may behave as a heterosexual if 

faced with possible negative reactions from others (Cass, 1979; Levy, 2009).  As part of 

acceptance, the individual develops a supportive network of homosexual friends and a 

lifestyle that includes homosexual culture (Cass, 1979, 1984).   

The identity pride stage is when the individual presents feelings of pride in having 

a homosexual identity and loyalty as a member of the homosexual group (Cass, 1984).  

During this stage, identity development may become dichotomized.  The dichotomization 

is derived from societal stigma against homosexuality and having to confront lack of 

equality for homosexuals.  This conflict leads to the final stage of identity synthesis.  

In the identity synthesis stage, the individual views himself or herself as a whole 

person rather than just having homosexual characteristics (Cass, 1984).  The individual 

develops a lifestyle in which sexual orientation is no longer hidden and disclosure is no 

longer an issue.  The view of self and others becomes synthesized into one integrated 

identity.  The individual behaves with authenticity based on this whole person identity.  

Today, Cass’ model remains one of the first homosexual identity development models. 

Although this model is not used in treatment, it remains the foundation for other identity 

models.  

Troiden Model 

Troiden’s (1989) model of homosexual identity development includes the 

following four stages: (a) sensitization, (b) identity confusion, (c) identity assumption, 

and (d) commitment.  These four stages are similar to Cass’ (1979) six stages.  
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Sensitization stage occurs as the individual feels marginalized and different from others.  

This stage occurs prior to puberty.  Identity confusion happens when the individual 

recognizes having feelings and engaging in behaviors that may be labeled by others as 

homosexual (Pruyn, 2011; Troiden, 1989).  This stage occurs in adolescence.  During this 

stage, the individual focuses on coping strategies that include denial, avoidance, repair, 

and acceptance (Pruyn, 2011).  Identity assumption stage occurs as the individual begins 

to have contact with others GLs (Troiden, 1989).  This stage occurs in early adulthood.  

The individual develops coping techniques to manage social situations in order to reduce 

social isolation (Pruyn, 2011).  The final stage of commitment occurs as the individual 

integrates and accepts his or her homosexuality (Troiden, 1989).  In this stage, the 

individual aims to engage into a same-sex committed relationship; identifies himself or 

herself as gay, lesbian, or bisexual; and strengthens his or her self-satisfaction and 

happiness (Pruyn, 2011).   

D’Augelli Model 

In this lifespan model of lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) identity development, 

D’Augelli (1994) described sexual identity development as a process by which LGB 

individuals emerge from many social exchange experiences found within different 

contexts over an extended, historical period.  Each process can operate independently of 

each other.  An individual may not experience all six processes (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005).  

This model is different from previous sexual orientation identity development models 

because it is nonlinear and may be used to understand the formation of the transgender 

identity.  D’Augelli believed that LGB individuals were taught from birth the normalcy 
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of the heterosexual identity, thus causing them to reject any homosexual characteristics 

within themselves that they would have otherwise acknowledged.  Individuals struggle 

both internally and privately with their sexual identity (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; 

D’Augelli, 1994, 2005).   

The rejection of the homosexual sexual identity occurs mainly due to lack of 

societal acceptance and heterosexism (Herek, 2004).  Heterosexism derives from the 

belief that normal development is heterosexual and represents any deviations from this 

identity as unnatural, disordered, or dysfunctional (D’Augelli, 1994).  D’Augelli (1994) 

proposed LGB sexual identity development to be a six stage process of existing 

heterosexual identity, developing a personal LGB identity status, developing a social 

identity LBG, becoming LGB offspring, developing an LGB intimacy status, and 

entering the LGB community.  

Exiting heterosexual identity occurs when the LGB individual recognizes that his 

or her sexual orientation is not heterosexual and discloses to others that he or she is LGB 

(Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; D’Augelli, 1994).  The next step in the process of LGB 

development is developing a personal status.  During this stage, the individual develops 

sense of personal acceptance of his or her LGB identity and begins to integrate into the 

LGB community.  This integration into the LGB community involves creating a large 

social support network during the third stage of developing an LGB social identity.   

Once the social support in the community has been established, the next stage in 

the process is to reintegrate into the family of origin.  During this stage, the goal is to 
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establish family support and acceptance.  Often times, parental relationships are disrupted 

once disclosure of sexual orientation has been revealed (D’Augelli, 1994).   

Developing an intimate LGB relationship is the fourth stage of the process.  In this 

stage, the emerging personal, couple specific, and community norms become adaptive.  

The lack of role models and successful examples of how to have an intimate LBG 

relationship within the LGB community may lead to uncertainty about being in a 

committed relationship.  The final process in LGB development is developing 

commitments to political and social actions and confronting the barriers in the LGB 

community (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; D’Augelli, 1994, 2005).  While D’Augelli’s model 

was encompassing of LGB individuals, the next model was developed to address 

lesbians’ specific identity formation experiences. 

McCarn and Fassinger Model 

The McCarn and Fassinger (1996) model for lesbian identity formation 

distinguishes between individual sexual identity and group membership identity.  

McCarn and Fassinger proposed four phases of lesbian identity formation and 

conceptualized the process of both identities, making a distinction between the 

personal/internal and reference group components of identity.  Sexual identity and group 

membership identity are parallel and allow developmental progress without disclosure.  

Each of the two identities’ phases includes awareness, exploration, deepening or 

commitment, and internalizing or synthesis (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996).   

McCarn and Fassinger individual sexual identity development.  The McCarn 

and Fassinger (1996) individual sexual identity formation’s Phase 1 of awareness is 
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similar to Cass’ (1984) stage of identity confusion.  This Phase 1 of awareness happens 

when the female becomes aware that her sexual feelings and desires are different from 

those of heterosexuals (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996).  Phase 2 of exploration involves the 

female examining the questions and feelings she began to feel during the awareness 

phase.  The individual explores her sexual feelings about other women.  The exploration 

may or may not be sexual in nature.  The deepening of commitment (Phase 3) involves 

the female recognizing and gaining self-awareness about her sexuality as lesbian.  She 

gains commitment to self-fulfillment as a sexual being.  This phase is similar to Cass’ 

two stages of identity acceptance and pride.  The final phase is internalization and 

synthesis with self-acceptance of her identity.  According to McCarn and Fassinger, 

women in this final phase have completed years of emotional and sexual self-exploration.  

McCarn and Fassinger group membership identity development.  Group 

membership identity development includes addressing social attitudes, desires, and the 

tasks of self and group labeling (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996).  In Phase 1’s awareness of 

group identity, the individual becomes aware that heterosexuality is not the universal 

norm and that others share a different sexual orientations (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996).  

The individual recognizes a GL community exists.  In Phase 2, exploration the individual 

strives to define her position within GL groups in terms of attitudes and memberships.  

The individual actively acquires knowledge about the GL community.  In the deepening 

and commitment phase (Phase 3), the individual gains an awareness of the value of and 

the oppression experienced by the GL community.  During this phase, the individual 
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creates a personal relationship with group members and becomes aware of the possible 

outcomes for obtaining membership in the group. 

In the final phase of internalization and synthesis, the lesbian woman has moved 

through the process of conflict and reevaluation and has identified herself as a member of 

the GL group.  The lesbian woman now has the ability to maintain her sense of self as a 

lesbian across contexts and has feelings of fulfillment and security (McCarn & Fassinger, 

1996).  Individual sexual identity development comparisons are discussed further in the 

following section. 

Comparison of the Individual Sexual Identity Development Models 

Although Cass’ (1984) and Troiden’s (1989) models are similar regarding GL 

development, Troiden’s model of sexual identity development begins in adolescence.  

D’Augelli (1994) described the coming out process as part of the model of sexual identity 

formation similar to processes provided by Cass and Troiden, particularly in regard to the 

emotional and social conflicts that GL individuals experience.  Cass and Troiden 

discussed the sexual identity development of gay males and lesbians, whereas D’Augelli 

focused on the process of sexual identity development mainly by LGB youth.  However, 

D’Augelli did incorporate information from the Cass and Troiden models.  McCarn and 

Fassinger (1996) provided the only model to focus on female development of lesbian 

sexual identity.  They designed an integrated model based on multiple models, including 

the Cass model.  Many of the theoreticians incorporate or elaborate on previous research 

findings as part of establishing their homosexual identity development models.  Lesbian 

couples development models will be discussed next.  
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Lesbian Relationship Development Models  

The transmission of values and attitudes from the family of origin influences the 

lesbian relationship and the lesbians’ views of self and their partners.  Societal awareness 

of GL people has increased over the past few years; however, GL individuals continue to 

be raised in social environments characterized as representing pervasive and internalized 

homophobia with expectations of their heterosexuality (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996).  

Lesbian and gay male couples’ relationships were not formally recognized within U.S. 

society (Soloman et al., 2004).  Since the beginning of the 2000s, there has been an 

increase in acceptance of GL relationships (Human Rights Campaign, 2010; McQueeney, 

2003; Wolf, 2012).   

In U.S. culture, same-sex couple’s relationship status is classified as legal (civil 

union and marriages) or non-legal cohabitation (Eden-Moorefield, Martell, Williams, & 

Preston, 2011).  The controversial debate over same-sex marriages continues in the 

courts, legislatures, religious institutions, businesses, and other U.S. establishments 

(McQueeney, 2003).  Even while the debate is ongoing, same-sex couples continue 

seeking ways to validate their relationship experiences through advocating for equal right 

such as same-sex marriages (Defense of Marriage Act [DOMA], 2014). 

Same-sex couple’s definitions for their relationships are generally derived from 

their understanding of heterosexual relationships (Bullock, 2004; Rostosky, Riggle, 

Dudley, & Wright, 2006).  Although same-sex couples may base the meaning of their 

relationships on heterosexual relationship norms, their views about and experiences with 

the roles of dating and courtship are not like those of heterosexuals (Rose & Zand, 2002).  



 

19 

Same-sex couples face multiple challenges in developing and maintaining relationships, 

including governmentally imposed barriers and heterosexual hegemony.  Same-sex 

couples are discouraged from engaging in committed relationships by socially dominant 

institutions. Individuals claiming to represent their social supports, and GLs efforts to be 

acknowledged tend to be met with stigma and discrimination (Kurdek, 2004; Rostosky, 

Riggle, et al., 2006).  The lack of role models for lesbian couples poses a challenge for 

lesbians desiring to form long-term, committed relationships (Rostosky, Riggle, et al., 

2006; Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2011).  The next section discussed same-sex 

couples’ development.  

Clunis and Green Model 

The Clunis and Green (1988) model of same-sex couple development emphasized 

lesbian couple development along a linear 6-stage model.  The model starts with a pre-

relationship stage in which the individuals contemplate whether to devote time to getting 

the know each other.  The second stage is romance and involves the couple spending 

considerable amounts of time together while developing intense feelings for each other 

(Clunis & Green, 1988).  During the romance stage, the couple engages in high amounts 

of sexual activity and develops a closer relationship.  The romance stage usually occurs 

early in the relationship.  

In the third stage, the conflict stage, the couple seeks to establish balance between 

the sense of individuality and the commitment to the relationship.  During the conflict 

stage, the couple develops strategies for resolving conflicts while maintaining the 

relationship (Clunis & Green, 1988).  In the fourth state of acceptance, the couple 
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acquires a sense of stability in the relationship.  The couple gains a sense of awareness 

and acceptance for each partner’s flaws.   

Afterward, the couples enter the commitment stage.  In this stage, the couple 

develops trust while working to balance needs between each other because one partner’s 

needs could be the opposite of what the other partner needs.  In the final stage, 

collaboration, the couple constructs something that each can share beyond the 

relationship such as a baby, business venture, etc.  The creation of something new and 

beyond the dyad strengthens the relationship and proclaims outwardly an overall 

commitment to each other (Clunis & Green, 1988).  

Rose and Zand Model 

Rose and Zand (2002) studied lesbian couple formation in terms of scripts.  

Scripts represent a set of stereotypical actions derived according to cultural norms for 

guiding an individual’s feelings and behaviors during specific situations (Ginsberg, 

1988).  Rose and Zand (2002) described the romance, friendship, and sexually explicit 

scripts.  The romance script involves emotional intimacy and sexual attraction between 

two women.  The friendship script is believed to be the most common script during 

courtship among lesbians and involves making an emotional intimacy connection rather 

than a sexual intimacy connection (Rose & Zand, 2002).  In the friendship script, the two 

women become friends, fall in love, and establish a committed relationship.  The sexually 

explicit script involves a sexual and physical attraction between lesbians.  The intent of 

the sexually explicit script is engaging in sexual behavior.  The sole purpose of this script 

is to initiate sexual contact without commitment.  Rose and Zand revealed that courtship 
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was relevant to lesbians throughout the lifespan and that many lesbians had formed long 

term relationships using various scripts.  The two researchers further discovered that the 

friendship and romance scripts were highly desired, even though the sexually explicit 

script was widely practiced but not preferred.  

Blumer and Green (2011) suggested that linear models do not accurately reflect 

the development and maintenance of same-sex couple relationships.  Constant changes in 

society influence the way same-sex couples develop their relationships.  Previous stage-

based model research relied on quantitative data, and results were reported for the 

majorities, or dominant heterosexual groups, experiences.  The stage models neglect the 

uniqueness of each couple (Papalia et al., 2007) and led to the development of a context-

based model.   

Blumer and Green Snapshot 

Blumer and Green’s (2011) introduced the contextual model of lesbian and gay 

couple formation snapshot based on their own research and clinical experiences.  The 

authors integrated Clunis and Green’s (1988) six-stage model of lesbian couple 

development, McWhirter and Mattison’s (1984) six-stage model of gay male couple 

development, D’Augelli’s (1994) lifespan model of individual identity development, and 

Kurdek’s (1995) studies of couple functions. 

Blumer and Green’s (2011) snapshot encompassed the demographics and 

experiences of individuals, the initial meeting, the formation of the couple, maintenance 

of the couple, and couple conclusions.  Each of these processes involves a societal 

context within which misinformation and policies influence the same-sex couple’s 
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relationship including individual and couple visibility management as well as societal 

invisibility management (Blumer & Green, 2011; Green, Green, Blumer, & Murphy, 

2012).  

Initial Meeting and Dating 

Lesbians meet potential partners through many media, including personal 

advertisements, local bars, and friends (Bullock, 2004; Rose & Zand, 2002).  According 

to Bullock (2004), the primary locations for meeting other single, but interested, women 

are bars found within the lesbian community.  There are differences between the 

interactions in lesbian clubs and lesbian bars.  Lesbian clubs were designed for public 

sexual encounters (Bullock, 2004), whereas lesbian bars were designed to provide 

support for many emerging lesbians.  Lesbian bars provide a social network enabling 

women to develop strategies for meeting potential partners or friends.  Although lesbian 

bars are open to heterosexuals, the most accessible cruising grounds in the lesbian 

community are GL bars and clubs (Bullock, 2004). 

Bullock (2004) conducted a longitudinal study of lesbian cruising.  Bullock 

revealed the ultimate goal of cruising for many women is finding a partner for a long 

term relationship.  The cruising behavior, according to Bullock, is acceptable within the 

lesbian community for women seeking long-term relationships.   

Although little research on couple formation for lesbians is available in the 

literature, various avenues have been discussed about dating and commitment by GL 

individuals.  Dating is one way to initiate relationships.  However, the dating phase 

among lesbians is sometimes brief because serious courtships are usually preferred by 
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lesbians at the beginning of their relationships (Bullock, 2004; Rose & Zand, 2002).  

Lesbian couples enter into relationships with the expectation of longevity. 

Commitment 

The lack of support for entering a committed same-sex relationship, both 

economically and emotionally, represents a barrier and may weaken GL individuals’ 

commitments to their relationships.  Researchers have found that lesbians prefer long-

term committed relationships (Bullock, 2004; Burch, 2008; Rostosky, Riggle, et al., 

2006), and long term same-sex relationships are not uncommon.  A recent study funded 

by Green et al. (2012) reported that the average length of same-sex relationships in Iowa 

was over 14.5 years.  A majority (61%) of the 377 participants had been in their current 

relationships for 10 years or more, and 24.7% had been together for 20 or more years 

(Green et al., 2012).  

Rostosky, Riggle, et al. (2006) reported that same-sex couples consistently define 

commitment as a long-term, mutually beneficial, and satisfying intimate relationship.  

Kurdek (2004) concluded that same-sex couples operate on the same principles of 

heterosexual relationships but found a few differences between same-sex and 

heterosexual couples.  Kurdek found that lesbian couples reported more intimacy, more 

autonomy, more equality, and more frequent relationship dissolution than heterosexual 

married couples.  Lesbian couples are also more likely than gay males to choose to enter 

into a legally recognized committed relationship and prefer marriage (Kurdek, 2004; 

Gates, 2009).  These findings were similar to Gottman et al.’s (2003) finding that GL 

couples handle conflict more positively than heterosexual spouses.  Gottman et al. cited 
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that GL couples value equality and display fewer differences between power and status 

than heterosexual couples.   

Rostosky, Riggle, et al. (2006) conducted a qualitative study of same-sex couples’ 

meaning of commitment by interviewing 14 same-sex couples.  Rostosky, Riggle, et al. 

revealed that same-sex couples perceived commitment to involve investments, rewards, 

costs, and matches with their personal values and ideals.  These results were consistent 

with those found by Kurdek (1995).  The couples revealed that relational conflict and 

legal constraints affected their perceptions of each other and caused stress within their 

relationships.  Couples in the Rostosky, Riggle, et al. (2006) study defined commitment 

as monogamy with sexual and emotional intimacy, communication, and high relationship 

quality.  Relationships were based on those examples that were provided to them through 

their families of origin or influential non-family members (Rostosky, Riggle, et al., 

2006).  Same-sex couples are posited with various challenges and barriers that make it 

difficult for negotiation within relationships and society. A discussion of the issues faced 

by same-sex couples follows. 

Challenges, Barriers, Support, and Resilience 

The challenges and support experienced by lesbians in their relationships are a 

jumbled collection of issues including the status of same-sex marriage, the nature of 

fusion, internalized homophobia, religion, and social and family support.  The status of 

each of these topics as challenges, barriers, supports, and opportunities for resilience are 

discussed in turn in this section. 
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Same-Sex Marriage 

Same-sex marriages have increased during the 21st century worldwide and within 

the United States.  Only six countries recognized same-sex partnerships during the 20th 

century: Denmark, France, Iceland, Norway, Netherlands, and Sweden (Chamie & 

Mirkin, 2011).  By mid-2011, additional countries recognizing same-sex partnerships 

included Belgium, Canada, Spain, South Africa, Argentina, Portugal, and Mexico.  From 

2013 to 2014, the additional countries of Brazil, France, Uruguay, New Zealand, United 

Kingdom including England, Wales, Scotland, Luxembourg, and Finland legalized same-

sex marriages (Freedom to Marry Action, 2014; Roberts & Stark, 2014).  

However, the debate surrounding same-sex marriages in the United States has 

continued to be a controversial issue (Kurdek, 2004).  In May of 2012, the First Circuit 

Court of Appeals in Boston, Massachusetts declared DOMA unconstitutional (Barnes, 

2012), and in June of 2013, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled DOMA to be unconstitutional 

and opened up opportunities for state-recognized same-sex marriages to be recognized 

nationally (Rubin, 2013).  As of the end of 2014, 36 U.S. states as well as the District of 

Columbia legalized same-sex marriage.  The states in which same-sex marriage was 

legalized were Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, 

Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, 

Minnesota, Montana, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, 

North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Utah, 

Vermont, Virginia, Washington, West Virginia, Wisconsin and Wyoming (Chamie & 

Markin, 2011; Human Rights Campaign, 2010; National Conference of State 
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Legislatures, 2013; “Same-Sex Marriages,” 2015; Wolf, 2012).  Hawaii, Illinois, and 

New Jersey also recognized civil unions (National Conference of State Legislatures, 

2013).  In the U.S., over three-fifths of same-sex marriages occur among lesbian couples 

(Chamie & Mirkin, 2011; Gates, 2009).   

The definition of same-sex marriage is a union between two people of the same 

gender and sexual orientation (Gates, 2009).  Same-sex marriage, civil unions, and 

domestic partnership have similar definitions, while each state determines the benefits 

same-sex couples may receive depending on its laws.  Couples residing in states 

recognizing same-sex marriage receive the same rights and responsibilities as 

heterosexual couples under state laws (Wallrath, 2004).  Couples that reside in states 

offering civil unions are limited to state-level rights and responsibilities as written in state 

laws.  Couples who reside in states recognizing domestic partnerships have rights limited 

to the cities, municipals, and corporations allowing same-sex couples to have access to 

insurance benefits (Cox, 2004; Wallrath, 2004).  How each of these classifications was 

recognized federally remained to clarified as of the Supreme Court ruling against DOMA 

in June of 2013 (Rubin, 2013). 

The current political debate over same-sex marriage became more visible when 

President Obama announced his support for same-sex marriage in May of 2012 (Wallsten 

& Wilson, 2012).  Various opinions on whether or not same-sex couples should marry 

continues to be explicated in mass media and between political entities (Chamie & 

Mirkin, 2011; Weststrate & McLean, 2010).  The ability to legitimize same-sex 

relationships continues to be a major political, religious, and legal issue (Chamie & 



 

27 

Mirkin, 2011).  In other words, same-sex couples continue to face challenges from 

society through religious, legal, and political barriers as well as from their families of 

origin. 

Fusion: Myth or Fact 

Bepko and Johnson (2000) suggested that lesbian couples suffer from being 

socialized in traditional female ways and tend to over focus on their partners’ feelings or 

those of others without consideration for themselves, a phenomenon known as fusion.  

Fusion is the extreme degree of connectedness observed between lesbian couples 

(Spitalnick & McNair, 2005).  According to Krestan and Bepko (1980), fusion may 

develop when lesbian couples bond and support one another while reacting to social and 

political pressures, stigmata, and negative stereotypes.  Greene, Causby, and Miller 

(1999) found that fused lesbian couples had a desire to share friends, money, and material 

possessions.   

Ackbar and Senn (2010) studied the difference between closeness and fusion in 

lesbian relationships and found associations with variables including age, adult 

attachment, social support, outness, and relationship satisfaction.  Closeness was defined 

from a previous study as warmth, nurturance, physical intimacy, and time spent with 

partners (Werner & Green, 1999).  Fusion was defined as the partner’s feelings of anxiety 

about being apart from the partner, reactions to negative events, and jealousy and 

possessiveness with the other partner (Werner & Green, 1999).  Greene et al. (1999) 

found that age contributed to a greater amount of variance to the prediction of fusion than 

social support and outness.  Attachment style was also a predictor of fusion and 
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contributed to closeness.  Greene et al. (1999) reported that women with greater closeness 

experience greater satisfaction in their same-sex relationships. 

Internalized Homophobia 

The process of internalizing negative stereotypes and expectations or beliefs about 

same-sex attraction is known as internalized homophobia (Delonga et al., 2011).  With 

internalized homophobia, negative family and community attitudes are internalized by 

lesbians, and these internalizations may lead to lack of self-worth (Shildo, 1994; Spencer 

& Brown, 2007).  Internalized homophobia can lead individuals to reject the GL sexual 

orientation (Delonga et al., 2011; Frost & Meyer, 2009). 

Internalized homophobia can affect romantic and non-romantic relationships, 

including friendships, social relationships, and familial relationships (Delonga et al., 

2011; Frost & Meyer, 2009).  Ross and Rosser (1996) developed a scale to measure 

internalized homophobia.  This scale was used to measure the relationship between 

internalized homophobia and sexual attraction, relationship satisfaction and length, social 

interactions with gay people, and disclosure.   

Szymanski and Chung (2001) developed the Internalized Homophobia Scale for 

Lesbians and showed that the strongest negative correlation occurs between social 

support and internalized homophobia.  Szymanski, Chung, and Balsam (2001) reported 

that lesbians who did not belong to GL groups or were conflicted about their sexual 

orientation demonstrated higher levels of internalized homophobia.  Szymanski et al. 

suggested that GL social support leads to a positive attitude about having a lesbian sexual 

orientation.   
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Spencer and Brown (2007) surveyed 53 lesbian couples about differentiation of 

self, internalized homophobia, and relationship satisfaction.  The two researchers 

concluded that couples with a high degree of internalized homophobia have significantly 

lower relationship satisfaction than couples with a lower level of internalized 

homophobia.  However, Spencer and Brown found no significant difference in 

relationship satisfaction between couples whose partners did not report the same low 

levels of internalized homophobia.  Spencer and Brown concluded that lesbian couples 

are not significantly more fused than any other randomly formed dyad relationship 

providing additional support for the myth of fusion in lesbian relationships as discussed 

in the previous section.  Spencer and Brown suggested that fusion may not be a necessary 

result for two women forming an intimate relationship.  

Frost and Meyer (2009) further demonstrated that internalized homophobia leads 

to increases in relationship problems.  These findings supported those of the previously 

discussed researchers (Shildo, 1994; Szymanski et al., 2001).  The lack of social and 

family support experienced by same-sex couples could potentially affect couples’ 

relationship commitments and the development of lesbians’ relationships.  Social and 

family support and acceptance may reduce internalized homophobia and increase 

relational commitment and formation (Shildo, 1994; Szymanski et.al, 2001). 

Social and Family Support 

Due to society’s marginalization of GL relationships, many GL couples lack 

family and social support (Clunis & Green, 2005; D’Augelli, 1994; Soloman et al., 2004).  

Non-heterosexual couples often find support outside of their immediate families through 
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their friends or within the GL community (Jordan & Deluty, 1998; McCarn & Fassinger, 

1996; Soloman et al., 2004).  Many lesbians continue to face rejection from close family 

members (Degges-White, 2012).  

Kurdek and Schmitt (1986) surveyed 44 married heterosexual couples, 35 

cohabitating heterosexual couples, 50 gay couples, and 56 lesbian couples about 

emotional support from family and friends.  Lesbians, along with their gay counterparts, 

expressed being less supported by family and more supported by friends.  Kurdek and 

Schmitt also found that lesbian and gay couples received less support from their 

immediate families than did married heterosexual couples. 

Kurdek (2005) described the lack of support from families to be related to family 

members having difficulty accepting both their GL family members and their GL family 

members’ GL partners.  Kurdek surmised this difficulty with acceptance was the result of 

family members hoping to avoid authentic discovery of the GL sexual orientation.  The 

lack of sexual orientation disclosure to immediate family members limits the social 

support felt by GL couples, resulting in them relying mostly on friends (Kurdek, 2005; 

Soloman et al., 2004).  Given the difficulties faced by GLs seeking familial support, the 

experience of being GL in a society whose religious institutions value heterosexuality 

bears consideration. 

Religion 

Organized religion is one of the most influential and powerful social institutions 

in the United States.  The United States contains various religious denominations and 

doctrines (Morrow, 2003).  Many mainstream religiously institutionalized doctrines have 
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condemned homosexuality with the message that gay males and lesbians are sinful and 

inferior (Morrow, 2003; Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, 2003; Tan, 

2005).  This condemnation affects many GL individuals as they struggle with their 

religious belief systems and their sexual identities (Maccio, 2010; Tan, 2005).  Although 

the majority of gay males and lesbians still claim religious affiliations (McQueeney, 

2009; Tan 2005), religious doctrine continues to be a major source of social oppression 

for many GL individuals in the United States (McQueeny, 2003; Morrow, 2003; Tan, 

2005).  The religious oppression of gay males and lesbians also occurs in other countries 

such as Iran, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia (Siraj, 2012).  Muslim and Islamic religions 

along with Anglican orthodox (e.g., Evangelical, Liberal, and Anglo-Catholic) doctrines 

condemn gays and lesbians and same-sex relationships (Brittain & McKinnon, 2011).  

Religion and spirituality tend to be used interchangeably in society.  Spirituality 

represents having a sense of meaning, purpose, and morality, but religion represents a 

system of standardized beliefs, practices, and experiences related to spirituality (Tan, 

2005).  Tan (2005) examined spirituality among gay males and lesbians and found that 

those identifying with a formal religion, in this case Protestants and Catholics, and 

attending regular services had higher levels of religious well-being compared to those 

who did not identify with a formal religion or attend services regularly.  

Rostosky, Otis, Riggle, Kelly, and Brodnicki (2008) explored religiosity and 

same-sex couples relationships.  Using the Intrinsic Religious Motivations Scale (Hoge, 

1972) and Relationship Adjustment Scale (RSA) (Hendrick, 1988) as well as religious 

affiliation information obtained from couples, Rostosky, Otis, et al. revealed that religion 
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and spirituality were important to GL individuals.  The majority of the participants 

claimed religious affiliations but did not attend worship services regularly.  Rostosky, 

Otis, et al. (2008) also demonstrated that the quality of the couples’ relationships was 

affected by their similarities or differences in their homogamy of intrinsic religiosity (i.e., 

motivation to be religious; Veenvliet, 2008) and religious/spiritual values; however, high 

levels of religiosity did not affect their relationships.   

Hansen and Lambert (2011) studied four rural lesbians on the loss and grief of 

religion and reported that religion was a major source of grief and loss for rural lesbians.  

The rejection they experienced due to church doctrine and the behaviors of fellow 

churchgoers and religious leaders left them feeling rejected by their faith due to accepting 

the GL sexual orientation.  However, they overcame these losses and gained a sense of 

acceptance primarily by viewing God as a being who loves unconditionally from a 

spiritual rather than a religious viewpoint (Hansen & Lambert, 2011).   

Although lesbian individuals have been socially and spiritually rejected according 

to some current religious doctrines, they continue to maintain spiritual beliefs and 

manage to find acceptance within themselves and within the community (Hansen & 

Lambert, 2011; McQueeney, 2003; Rostosky, Otis, et al., 2008).  Despite that internal 

effort, GLs face religious institutions that deny their human rights and fail to recognize 

same-sex couples.  Many GLs have created and adapted their own rituals for recognizing 

commitments within relationships (e.g., civil unions, holy unions, and marriage).  The 

increasing acceptance of GLs and same-sex couples in many churches has resulted in 
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modified ceremonies to include gay males and lesbians desiring to marry (Clunis & 

Green, 2005; McQueeney, 2003).  

Summary 

As seen in this section, lesbian couples face a variety of challenges from a lack of 

social, family, legal, and religious institution support.  Although significant changes in 

the religious, political, and legal arenas have been occurring, GLs continue to face 

challenges in these areas.  The majority of same-sex marriages happen among lesbian 

couples.  Some hypothesized reasons for this phenomenon include lesbians having 

greater financial need, the higher proportion of lesbian couples raising children, and 

lesbians as more likely to have monogamous relationships (Wallrath, 2004).   

Trust 

Trust in one’s partner has been shown to be essential for functioning 

relationships, and miscommunication in relationships leads to mistrust (Simpson, 2007).  

Trust is defined as the “belief by a person in the integrity of another individual” 

(Larzelere & Huston, 1980, p. 595).  The violation of commitment affects the exclusivity 

of the relationship resulting in loss of trust (Fife, Weeks, & Gambescia, 2008).  Infidelity 

is one of the most common problems presented in therapy (Fife, Weeks, & Gambescia, 

2008; Telford, 2004).  The following section addresses infidelity.  

Infidelity in Lesbian Relationships 

More than 85% of the population will get married in their life time (Campbell & 

Wright, 2005).  Various researchers suggested that between 20% and 34% and up to 45% 

to 60% of married individuals will engage in extramarital sex affairs at some point in the 
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life of the marriage (Allen et al., 2008; Gordon, Baucom, & Synder, 2004; Weiderman, 

1997; Whisman & Sydner, 2007).  Infidelity comes in many forms that include emotional 

affairs, physical affairs, and cyber affairs (Blow & Harnett, 2005; Mao & Raguram, 

2009).  Infidelity is defined as an emotional and/or sexual intimacy shared with someone 

outside the primary relationship (Fife, Weeks, & Gambescia, 2008).   

Although lesbians seek monogamous relationships, it can be difficult to 

distinguish between dating, commitment, and marriage when compared to heterosexual 

relationships.  Infidelity in lesbian relationships can be presented in several ways.  In the 

gay and lesbian community, some sexual relationships outside of a primary relationship 

may not be considered an affair or act of infidelity (Martell & Prince, 2005) based on the 

rules established and agreed upon between each partner.  Burch (2008) found that when 

the self-imposed rules in the relationship are broken then it may be a form of infidelity.  

These self-imposed rules are usually assumptions from one partner about how the 

relationship should function.   

According to Degges-White (2012), some friendships can represent the risk of 

infidelity for partnered lesbian couples.  Breaking of faith may be used to describe the 

definition of infidelity in lesbian relationship that can cause painful emotions, distrust, 

and anger (Burch, 2008).  Although there is a lack of a precise definition of infidelity in 

lesbian relationships, it can be concluded that the effects of infidelity can be similar to 

those experienced by heterosexual relationships following infidelity.  

Dijkstra et al. (2001) interviewed 99 lesbians and 138 gay males regarding which 

partner action of sexual or emotional infidelity would be the most upsetting.  Dijkstra et 
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al. revealed that lesbians chose their mate’s sexual infidelity as more upsetting than 

emotional infidelity, whereas emotional infidelity was the more upsetting event for gay 

males.  These differences present challenges for a therapist working with a lesbian couple 

working through the impact of infidelity on the relationship (Fife, Weeks, & Gambescia, 

2008; Telford, 2004).   

Therapy with Lesbian Couples 

Infidelity is one of the most common issues that brings couples to therapy and 

many therapists are challenged with finding treatment options (Atkins, Eldridge, 

Baucom, & Christensen, 2005; Dupree et al., 2007).  Therapists have worked with 

heterosexual couples, and over the last decade, therapists may have become more 

comfortable in their ability to work with GL clients.  Henke, Carlson, and McGeorge 

(2009) surveyed couple and family therapists (CFT) and concluded that many CFTs are 

not equipped to work with gay and lesbian (GL) clients.  Henke et al. also found that 

some of the therapists lacked the knowledge and skills to provide adequate treatment.  

Many therapists are not trained on the stereotypes and biases of GL cultures (Ackbar & 

Senn, 2010; Bepko & Johnson, 2000).  

Henke et al. (2009) also studied homophobia and the clinical competency of 

couple and family therapists with a sample of 741 clinical members of the American 

Association of Marriage and Family Therapy (AAMFT).  They found that lower levels of 

homophobia were associated with higher levels of ability, experience, and training.  

Henke et al.’s participants were confident in their abilities to work with GL clients and 

did not display prejudicial beliefs toward GL individuals.  
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Green, Murphy, and Blumer (2010) examined comfort levels of MFTs working 

with lesbian and gay males and the influence of their religious practices and support of 

GL human rights.  They found that higher levels of religious practice led to lower levels 

of support for GL human rights and lower levels of comfort with GL clients.  For MFTs 

who supported GL human rights, their levels of religious practice did not predict their 

levels of comfort in working with GL clients.  More politically liberal female MFTs 

supported GL human rights and were more comfortable working with GL clients (Green 

et al., 2010).  In this study, understanding the challenges that MFTs have when working 

with lesbian couples is likely to enable therapists to better assist and work more 

comfortably with this population of clients.  

Chapter Summary 

The majority of the research on infidelity over the past decade has involved 

heterosexual, middle aged, and educated Caucasian participants (Blow & Harnett, 2005).  

Although research exists examining heterosexual couples who have experienced 

infidelity, this study was designed to develop an understanding about the effects of 

infidelity among lesbians in committed relationships.  Lesbians face various societal 

challenges and barriers that influence their relationships.  Within their relationships they 

must create multiple identities and negotiate their roles in different social situations. 

These identities and the meanings for their roles can change over time and be based on 

the meanings that they associate with their interactions and experiences within society.   
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this qualitative research was to explore the effects of infidelity on 

lesbian relationships.  The rapid expansion of national awareness about the gay, lesbian, 

and transgender population (Human Campaign, 2010; Kurdek, 2005; Wallsten & Wilson, 

2012) and the acceptance of civil unions, commitments, marriages, and families 

(Soloman et al., 2004; Wolf, 2012) has increased the likelihood that marriage and family 

therapists may encounter lesbian couples as clients facing the challenge of infidelity.  

Marriage and family therapists will need to understand the challenges and impact of 

infidelity on a lesbian relationship.  This phenomenological study was guided by the 

following research questions: 

1. How does infidelity affect lesbian relationships? 

2. How is trust reestablished? 

3. If trust is not reestablished, how does the relationship continue?  

In order to protect the participants, the researcher and the researcher’s advisor 

completed the National Institutes of Health (NIH) human subject training module and the 

Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR) training through Collaborative Institutional 

Training Institute (CITI).   The researcher applied for and received permission to perform 

the study through the Texas Woman’s University Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The 
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peer reviewer was a former research assistant who also provided the NIH human subject 

training certificate for the IRB application.   

Participants 

The study sample consisted of 10 lesbian participants recruited using a snowball 

sampling technique.  The snowball sampling technique is a form of non-probability 

sampling often used to recruit participants from specific populations for qualitative 

inquiries (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Browne, 2005).  The snowball technique enabled 

access to lesbian couples through personal contacts, social networks, and professional 

and personal organizations (Browne, 2005).  One advantage of the snowball technique 

was the ability of the participants to self-identify as lesbians.  One of the disadvantages of 

the snowballing technique was that participants selected were based on the particular 

group and not randomly selected (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Browne, 2005).  

Informed Consent 

In this study the participants completed an informed consent form (Appendix A) 

and a short demographic data form (Appendix B) prior to the interview.  The informed 

consent form discussed the benefits and risks of the research.  Participants were given a 

copy of the informed consent, and the researcher kept a copy.  The researcher informed 

participants that participation was voluntary and they could withdraw from the study at 

any time without penalty.   

To protect participants from any risk, participants were provided a list of local 

therapists (Appendix C).  The list of referrals was obtained from the AAMFT Therapist 
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Locator directory and Psychology Today and included counselors’ names, addresses, 

phone numbers, and lists of specialties.  The referral list was used in the event any 

participant experienced discomfort and needed referral to therapy to continue processing 

their infidelity experiences with a professional.  After each interview, the researcher 

answered any of the participant’s questions.  The researcher kept all identifying 

information about the participants confidential.   

To ensure confidentiality, data were collected in face to face interviews and stored 

in a locked file box and transported in an automobile to the researcher residence where it 

was secured in a locked file cabinet.  Data collected using Skype were stored in a secured 

locked file cabinet at the researcher residence.  Skype is a free web-based 

videoconferencing tool (Guichon & Cohen, 2014).  Data included field notes, 

transcriptions, and audio tapes and were destroyed 3 years after the study.  

The demographic forms were kept in a separate file from the transcripts.  The 

researcher transcribed the audiotaped interviews verbatim.  The transcripts were coded 

using numerical symbols to protect the confidentiality of the participants.  Only the 

researcher’s advisor and researcher heard any of the interview recordings.  The peer 

reviewer only read the written interview transcripts.   

Data Collection 

Recruitment flyers (Appendix D) were distributed to the local gay and lesbian 

organizations at the University of North Texas (UNT); Texas Woman’s University 

(TWU); Parents, Families and Friends, Lesbians, and Gay (PFLAG); and Resource 
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Center of Dallas.  The researcher recruited participants through social networks including 

Facebook and Craigslist.  The participants met the following criteria for participation: (a) 

identify as being in a lesbian relationship; (b) involved in a committed relationship with 

the current partner for 2 or more years; (c) reside in the same household; (d) one or both 

partners have engaged in sexual behaviors with another individual outside of the 

committed relationship; and (e) both partners must agree to participate in the interview.  

Each couple had the opportunity to recommend additional couples who fit the criteria in 

order to increase the likelihood of effective snowball sampling.  The researcher later 

modified the study to include lesbian individuals who had experienced infidelity either as 

the offender or non-offender.  The researcher eliminated the residence and partners 

interview together criteria.  

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with the participants 

either face-to-face or via Skype.  Participants contacted me through email and/or 

telephone.  When a participant contacted the researcher via email, the researcher 

responded to her by telephone.  The researcher informed participants of the risk of 

potential loss of confidentiality in all email and other Internet-based interactions.   

The researcher screened participants using a script (Appendix E) to confirm they 

met the criteria for the study.  If the participants qualified, the participants chose the date, 

time, and location for the interview, but the researcher ensured the mutual safety of the 

participants and the researcher by contributing to the choice of the locations for the 
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interviews.  In other words, the interviews (Appendix F) were conducted in a mutually 

agreed upon and comfortable meeting space or via Skype.   

Each interview was scheduled for 60 minutes.  No interview exceeded one hour.  

The participants were encouraged to ask questions throughout the interview.  Prior to 

starting the audio recording of the interview, the researcher obtained permission to record 

the participants.  The interviews were audio recorded using a digital voice recorder.  

Interviews posited challenges, such as triangulation, over stepping of boundaries, and 

confusing the roles of researcher versus therapist (Roulston, DeMarrais, & Lewis, 2003)   

The significance with interviewing lesbians was gaining insight about their 

relationship patterns.  According to SI, the guided theory of the study each individual 

ascribes different meanings to events, objects, and actions (Prasad, 2005).  In terms of 

infidelity within a lesbian couple’s relationship, the meanings derived from the 

experience dictated the individual participants’ reactions to the event.  Since meanings 

were derived from larger society, the individual adaptations that occurred due to 

attributions of meaning about infidelity led to behaviors and responses in reaction to 

infidelity.  The researcher used the following open-ended questions to guide the 

interview:  

1. What led up to the infidelity event? 
a. How long did it last? 
b. Who was the other party? 
c. Did you know the person with whom your partner had the affair with? If 

so, under what circumstance? 
 

2. How was the infidelity event discovered? 
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3. What was your initial reaction?  

a. Describe how you confronted her. 
b. How did she respond to the confrontation? 

 
4. What were the reasons given for the infidelity? 

 
5. How has this event affected your relationship? 

a. Communication 
b. Sexually 
c. Intimacy 

 
6. Described the events that occurred after the event? 

a. Did you seek therapy? 
b. Did you end the affair? 

 
7. How was trust reestablished? 

 
8. How did you know that you had reestablished trust again for your partner? 

 
9. (If trust was not reestablished) What are some reasons you have continued the 

relationship? What are some reasons the relationship ended?  
 

10. How did you contribute to fostering the affair? 
 

The interview questions allowed participants to express their experiences and 

perceptions of infidelity (Ivey, 2012).  In addition, the researcher hand-recorded field 

notes throughout each interview and wrote reflections about each interview within 24 

hours of its completion.  Each interview included numerical coding for the participant to 

ensure confidentiality.  Field notes included observations, impressions of the setting, 

participants, and the nonverbal behaviors interaction patterns (Ivey, 2012; Saldana, 

2013).  After each interview, the researcher debriefed by calling a colleague but did not 
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discuss identifying information about any participant and completed the field notes by 

adding post-interview reflections.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis took place after each interview.  Data analysis included preparing 

and organizing the data and coding (Creswell, 2007; Saldana, 2013).  Coding was the 

transition process from data collection to data analysis (Saldana, 2013).  Coding of 

qualitative data required using short phrases or summarizing participant’s responses 

(Saldana, 2013).  The data included interview transcripts, field notes, observation notes, 

and analytic memos (Saldana, 2013).   

The researcher used the in vivo coding method in the first cycle of analysis.  In 

vivo coding, also known as verbatim coding, allowed for honoring participants’ voices 

and preserving their interpretations, symbols, and meanings of the event (Creswell, 2005; 

Saldana, 2013).  Once the data were initially coded in the first cycle of the coding 

process, the researcher continued to analyze the data using the focused coding method in 

the second cycle of the coding process.  Focused coding allowed for searching for 

frequent or significant codes and develop categories or themes from the data.  After the 

researcher analyzed the data, the transcribed data were also reviewed for accuracy by the 

peer reviewer to ensure reliability. The researcher observations and reflections were 

collected in field notes and post-interview reflections as a means for triangulating the 

interview data (Ivey, 2012; Saldana, 2013).  
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The data’s trustworthiness included credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability (Bowen, 2005; Morrow, 2005; Shenton, 2004).  Credibility in qualitative 

research relates to the data’s internal consistency, or the rigidness of the data (Morrow, 

2005).  Credibility was achieved in this study through observational field notes, peer 

debriefing, and researcher reflexivity.  Transferability refers to findings from the research 

that can be applied to other studies and settings (Bowen, 2005; Morrow, 2005).  The 

researcher provided thick descriptions of the phenomenon to improve transferability.   

Dependability refers to the consistency of the data across time and relates to how 

the findings are processed (Morrow, 2005). Dependability and confirmability were 

addressed in this study through the use of an audit trail, and transcriptions of the 

interviews were reviewed for judging the accuracy of the coding by researcher’s advisor 

and a colleague as part of the peer review process.  An additional step to ensure 

confirmability was member checking.  Member checking involved telephoning the 

participants to follow up on the interviews and to check for accuracy of the themes 

observed.  The participants were asked if the emergent themes accurately and adequately 

reflected their thoughts.  If the themes were not adequate, the researcher sought 

clarification during member checking to revise the themes.  Charmaz (2006) stated that 

data are saturated when the gathering of new data no longer produces new insights and no 

new properties or patterns emerge.  Saturation in this study was met when newly 

emerging themes or categories discontinued occurring. 
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Position of Researcher 

The researcher was a doctoral candidate in the family therapy program at the 

Texas Woman’s University.  The researcher was a divorced, African American, 

heterosexual female.  While completing the study the researcher married, but remained a 

strong advocate for diversity and equality among minority groups.  The researcher had 

several years of experience working with marginalized groups in counseling and 

academic settings.  The researcher interest in the current study stemmed from personal 

knowledge and awareness of the oppression of minority groups and the desire for 

equality for everyone.  

Mitchell (2011) suggested that upon completion of interviews, researchers should 

reflect on any emotional responses by writing in research journals and discussing their 

experiences with research colleagues.  In this study, the researcher acknowledged and 

addressed any emotions with analytical notations and debriefed with a research advisor or 

colleague.  Finally, to maintain the role of the researcher during each interview, the 

researcher provided participants with a referral list of qualified therapists from the 

AAMFT and Psychology Today.  

Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative research was to discover the effects of infidelity on 

relationships of lesbians.  The participants had to meet specific criteria in order to 

participate in the study.  The study was modified to include lesbian individuals who 

experienced infidelity or committed the act of infidelity (unfaithful).  The data were 
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collected through semi-structured interviews conducted with volunteering participants 

recruited through snowball sampling.  The interviews were conducted either face-to-face 

or via Skype.  All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim.  Data were 

coded, or categorized, in two cycles.  The first cycle required the use of the in vivo 

coding method, and the second cycle required use of focused coding methods.  The use of 

analytical memos and member checking ensured the study’s trustworthiness and offered 

opportunities for triangulation.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the effects of infidelity on 

lesbian relationships.  An additional purpose of this study was to bring awareness to 

family therapists about some of the challenges lesbians experience in their relationships 

amidst infidelity.  The study closed gaps and added to the growing literature addressing 

lesbian relationships from a social science prospective.  The study answered the 

following research questions: 

1. How does infidelity affect lesbians’ relationships? 

2. How is trust reestablished? 

3. If trust is not reestablished, how does the relationship continue?  

A description sample of the women interviewed is provided in the first section.  

The second section discusses the themes that emerged from the responses of the 

participants.  The researcher modified the study to include responses from individual 

lesbians who experienced infidelity due the difficulty in recruiting couples.  In this 

modification, the researcher added an additional question about the participants’ 

contribution to the fostering of the relationship to obtain the perspective of the individual 

instead of the couple.  The researcher met face-to-face with two interviewees and by 

Skype for eight of the interviewees.  Participant confidentiality was protected by 
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assigning each participant a numerical code.  One research assistant reviewed the 

transcript for validating the common themes.  

Description of Study Participants 

The researcher interviewed 10 self-identified lesbian individuals who experienced 

infidelity (n = 2) or were unfaithful (n = 8) and were in a relationship for two or more 

years at the time of the relationship. The researcher modified the study to eliminate 

couples residing together and the plan for interviewing only couples.  Each participant 

was assigned the numerical code prior to the interview.  Numerical codes were 1 to 10 to 

represent each participant in the study.  The 10 women’s ages ranged from 21 to 40 years 

with a mean age of 30.1 years.  The median age of the participants was 29.5 years, and 23 

years of age was the mode.  The standard deviation between the ages was 7.18 years.  

Table 1 displays the mean, median, mode, and standard deviation of all ages in the study.  

Table 1 

Mean, Mode, Median, and Standard Deviation for the Ages of the Participants 

M SD Mdn Mode Minimum Maximum 

30.1 7.18 29.5 23 21 40 

 

All participants identified as female for gender and sex.  Six of the participants, or 

60%, were African American.  Three participants, or 30%, were Caucasian.  One 

participant (10%) considered her race to be other.  Participants’ levels of education 

ranged from one participant (10%) finishing the 11th grade to one participant (10%) 
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earning a master’s degree.  Two, or 20%, held a high school diploma.  Three or 30% had 

finished some college.  One, or 10%, had an associate degree, and two, or 20%, had a 

bachelor’s degree.  

The participants reported a variety of occupations.  They reported working as the 

following: sales agent, dispatcher, receptionist, bank teller, cashier, administrative 

assistant, manager, and unemployed.  Two participants worked as customer service 

representatives.  The individual women’s income displayed a range: 30% earned $0 to 

$12,000 (n = 3), 10% earned $12, 201 to $20,000 (n = 1), and 60% earned $20,001 to $ 

50,000 (n = 6).  Participants’ levels of education and income levels are listed in Table 2.  

Table 2 

Participants’ Characteristics 

Variable n % 

Highest Level of Education   

11th Grade 1 10 

High School 2 20 

Some College 3 30 

Associate 1 10 

Bachelor 2 20 

Masters 1 10 

Income Levels   

$0-$12,000 3 30 

$12,001-$20,000 1 10 

$20,001- $50,000 6 60 
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When asked to identity their religious or spiritual preferences four participants or 

40% were nondenominational, 30% were Christian (n = 3), 20% were Baptist (n = 2), and 

10% were Catholic.  Service attendance ranged from none to monthly with 40% weekly 

(n = 4), 20% once a month (n = 2), 10% often (n = 1), and 30% do not attend (n = 3). 

When asked if they read or listened to religious materials, 30% said daily (n = 3), 30% 

said weekly (n = 3), 10% said twice a week (n = 1), 10% said once a week (n = 1), 10% 

offered sometimes (n = 1), and 10% replied none (n = 1).  However, all participants 

reported praying daily. 

Themes 

Infidelity affected the communication, intimacy, and trust in each relationship and 

was the main reason for discontinuing the relationship.  There were only two (20%) 

participants who continued in their relationships, whereas 80% of the participants 

discontinued their relationships.  There were three themes that emerged from the data (a) 

infidelity due to distance and lack of attention, (b) loss of trust, and (c) alteration of trust.  

Participants who were engaged in the act of infidelity reported that distance and 

lack of attention were the main reasons for committing infidelity.  Thus, theme one is 

distance and lack of attention.  The participants who experienced infidelity reported a loss 

of trust as the main reason for discontinuing the relationship, leading to theme two loss of 

trust.  The unfaithful participants reported the distortion of trust occurred when they 

attempted to reconcile their relationships.  The third theme is alteration of trust.   
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Theme One: Infidelity due to Distance and Lack of Attention 

One reason that partners engaged in sexual relationships outside of their own was 

because of distance and lack of attention.  The busyness of different schedules and 

demands of work created distance in their relationship and/or loss of attention in 

maintaining the relationship.  The 23-year- old dispatcher (Participant 2) explained that 

the “busyness of daily life” contributed to her decision to seek out another relationship.  

“We just had two different schedules so I had a lot of down time, so it gave me more 

space and opportunity to let them spark my interest” (Participant 2).  The 26-year-old 

receptionist felt that the distance and being away from her partner led to her decision to 

be intimate with someone else: “I was away ... in the army ….  It was the long distance” 

(Participant 3). 

Several of the participants found their partners’ excessive traveling or business 

obligations were reasons for developing other relations.  The 40-year-old manager 

(Participant 8) found the excessive travel of her partner impacted her relationship and 

influenced her decision to see another person.  “She didn’t spend enough time at home 

and didn’t ever want to make love” (Participant 8).   

The 33-year-old administrative assistant (Participant 7) attributed her infidelity to 

lack of attention.  “I was not getting enough attention from my companion, so I found it 

elsewhere” (Participant 7).  The 38-year-old teller (Participant 5) cited the reason for her 

infidelity event as “feeling lonely and lack of sex….  She would … travel several times 

during the week 3 to 4 days at a time” (Participant 5).  
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Finally, Participant 9, the 25-year-old customer service representative, reported: 

“I cheated because I felt that she was not available.  She worked long hours and did not 

want to spend time with me.”  The lack of attention and distance in the relationship 

emerged in this study as the main reason for the participants to engage in the act of 

infidelity.  When asked about the role that each participant had in fostering of the 

relationship, many of the participants cited that they could have communicated with their 

partners about their need to spend more time together and establishing boundaries in the 

relationship.  

Theme Two: Loss of Trust 

When questioned about the effect that infidelity had on their relationships many 

reported changes in trust, sexual intimacy, and communication as result.  For example, 

Participant 1, the 36-year-old salesperson, found that after the infidelity event there was a 

loss of trust and jealousy from her partner:  

She didn’t trust me, and we just started drifting apart.  Every time you look up she 

bring it up.  I told her it happened one time, one night.  Every time you look up 

she [was] bringing it up.  Every time you look up. 

Participant 1 continued to state that their sexual relationship ceased to exist.  “She didn’t 

want to be with me anymore sexually ... She didn’t want me touching her.  Everything 

just wasn’t the same” (Participant 1).   
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Participant 2, the 23-year-old dispatcher, reported that after the infidelity event 

she changed even though her partner wanted to continue the relationship.  “I changed.  I 

wasn’t as affectionate.  I really did not want go out on dates and stuff” (Participant 2). 

Another example of the loss of trust was the 38-year-old bank teller (Participant 

5) who stated that after the infidelity event the relationship changed.  She explained that 

her partner became more jealous, and there was an increase in sexual intimacy.  “She is 

noticeably more jealous now than before the incident.  Sexually, she is definitely more 

adventurous now as that was another reason for why infidelity happened” (Participant 5).   

For participants who experienced infidelity there was also a loss of trust.  The 23-

-year old cashier said, “More so trust … The reason the relationship ended was lack of 

trust.  Knowing that I could not trust my partner meant I was not truly happy” 

(Participant 6).  While the 40-year-old manager (Participant 10) observed a lack of trust 

and felt betrayed.  “I no longer trusted her.  I could not understand how she could betray 

me like that” (Participant 10).   

Participants not only observed a loss of trust but also a decrease in 

communication and intimacy within their relationships.  The 33-year-old administrative 

assistant (Participant 7) observed a decrease in communication and intimacy following 

the infidelity event.  “We hardly ever talk anymore.  We have sex once every month, 

because she does not trust me.  We are not intimate with each other anymore” 

(Participant 7).  The 25-year-old customer service representative (Participant 9) observed 

a decrease in communication and intimacy.  “Our communication was affected.  She 
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became distant and would question everything I did.  As far as sexually, it decreased.  We 

would engage in activity once a month.  There was no intimacy” (Participant 9).  

While the participants observed changes in communication, intimacy, and trust, 

there were a few participants who observed positive changes in communication and 

intimacy.  Participant 3, the 26-year-old receptionist, saw that trust was affected; 

however, there was an increase in the communication. “Umm.  She didn’t trust me at first 

… made it stronger.  Our communications is better.  We are pretty intimate.  I did learn to 

appreciate her more” (Participant 3).   

Participant 9, the 36-year-old customer service representative, witnessed an 

increase in intimacy in their relationship.  “She prefers to go everywhere with me now…  

We make love more often now and try new toys all the time to keep it spiced up” 

(Participant 8).  Although, many of the relationships were terminated because of the loss 

of trust, there were a few participants who attempted to reestablished trust and reconcile 

their relationships.  

Theme Three: Alteration of Trust 

When asked about reestablishment of trust after the infidelity, most of the 

participants (n = 8) in the study reported that trust was not reestablished in the 

relationship.  While other participants (n = 2) reported that reestablishing of trust took 

time.  When the participants discussed their relationships after the infidelity, either the 

relationship was terminated immediately, terminated after attempt to reconcile, or 

continued.  Essentially, alteration of trust is the theme. 
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Participants who committed acts of infidelity attempted to reestablished trust 

afterwards; however, some were not successful due to loss of trust.  Participant 1, the 36-

year-old salesperson, stated that the relationship ended after they tried to move past the 

infidelity event.  She said, “We just started slowly drifting apart.  I even got to where I 

stopped sleeping with her …getting to the point where I wanted to stop doing everything 

with her.  She just turned me off slowly but surely” (Participant 1).   

Participant 2, the 23-year-old dispatcher, ended her relationship after trying to 

maintain the relationship:  

To be honest with you I don’t know why she trusted me again.  It was so she 

would question things…I just realized I was not really interested in her like I was 

before and then we ended up being in two separate cities, so it worked out even 

better because I had moved and everything around me was just changing and I 

was working all the time and going to class.  I just didn’t see a need for the 

relationship anymore.  I didn’t want to be with her anymore.  

The 38-year-old bank teller (Participant 5) stated that trust was not reestablished.  

“Lack of trust and continued infidelity.  We definitely don’t do the group hang outs 

anymore” (Participant 5).  The 23-year-old cashier also stated that trust was not 

reestablished:  

The reason the relationship ended was lack of trust. Knowing that I could not trust 

my partner meant I was not truly happy … Tried to work things out, however that 

did not work out so we ended the relationship (Participant 6).  
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For participants who decided not to terminate their relationship, they reported that 

trust was not reestablished and that they knew that it would take time for their partner to 

trust them again.  Participant 7, 33-year-old administrative assistant, said, “We did not 

establish it.  Every time I go somewhere without her, she thinks I am cheating … She still 

doesn’t … She still do not trust me, and I am perfectly fine about that.”  

Those participants who were able to continue their relationships after the act of 

infidelity found the reestablishing of trust to be a challenge.  The 26-year-old receptionist 

reported her partner has begun to trust her, but it has taken time:  

She still struggles with trust.  She trusted me a little more.  I was immature; it was 

a game at first.  I had to prove myself.  She left and went to Miami. I had to 

convince her I was serious by being truthful and leading more by examples 

(Participant 3). 

The participants who experienced infidelity did not attempt to reestablish trust.  

The 40-year-old manager reported the following:  

After the affair I asked her to move out.  She wanted to go to a counselor and 

work on our relationship, but I told her I did not want to.  I no longer trusted her.  

I could not understand how she could betray me like that (Participant 10). 

The 23-year-old customer service representative ended her relationship and 

questioned the reason her partner sought affection elsewhere:  
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I broke it off with her so that she could be with the girl … Because I don’t like 

being lied to and honesty and loyalty are my big things.  I rather you be honest 

with me about the situation before hand (Participant 4).  

Although, many of the participants terminated their relationship after the infidelity event 

a few were able to reconcile and reestablished trust. 

Summary 

This chapter described the results of this qualitative study that was designed to 

explore the effects of infidelity on lesbian relationships.  The three themes that emerged 

were infidelity due to distance and lack of attention, loss of trust, and alteration of trust.   

The participants in this study identified as lesbian and experienced infidelity, 

whether by engaging in sexual behavior with another person other than their primary 

partner or discovered that their partner had sexual relations with other people.  Many of 

the participants engaged in sexual relationships because of the lack of attention felt they 

received from their partners, whereas others were unsure of the reason their partner 

engaged in sexual relations with others.  The relationships were affected in terms of 

communication within the couple and distortion of trust and intimacy.  The end results 

for many of the participants were the termination of the relationship.  Although some 

participants attempted to reconcile their relationships, because of the inability to 

reestablished trust the relationship ultimately ended. In the current study, the participant’s 

view of relationships derived from their families of origin which were mainly 

heterosexual.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSIONS, LIMITATIONS, REFLECTIONS, IMPLEMENTATIONS, AND  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the effects of infidelity on 

lesbian relationships.  An additional purpose of this study was to bring awareness to 

family therapists about some challenges lesbians experience in their relationships.  The 

study filled in a gap and added to the growing literature addressing lesbian relationships 

from a social science perspective.  

A qualitative phenomenological method was employed to collect and analyze the 

data.  The researcher interviewed 10 self-identified lesbians individually to gain 

perspective about their life experiences related to infidelity.  Each interview was audio 

recorded and transcribed.  The data were analyzed to find emerging themes.  This chapter 

discusses the findings and conclusions from the data.  The researcher provide a reflection 

on the study.  Limitations of the research are included as well as implications for 

marriage and family therapists’ professionals.  Finally, recommendations for future 

research are offered.  

Discussion of Findings 

 Prior to this study, there was one other study that addressed infidelity in same-sex 

relationships (Worth et al., 2002); however, no one previously focused specifically on 

lesbian relationships.  As similarly discussed by Beals, Impett, and Peplau (2002), the 
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participating lesbians in this study entered into romantic relationships with the 

expectation that the relationship would be long lasting.  The analysis of the interviews 

highlighted the three themes of infidelity as relating to distance and lack of attention, loss 

of trust, and alteration of trust.   

Theme One: Infidelity Due to Distance and Lack of Attention 

Infidelity can destroy trust between partners and disrupt relationships 

(Druckerman, 2007).  Beals et al. (2002) concluded that having alternative availability 

such as a potential romantic partner, devotion of time to friends or work, and enjoyment 

when alone contribute to the relationship longevity.  Beals et al.’s conclusion 

contradicted other research that found that lesbians who perceive having more 

alternatives available were less committed in their relationships (Duffy & Rusbult, 1986; 

Kurdek & Schmitt, 1986).   

In the current study, the available alternatives led participants or their partners to 

seek attention outside of the primary relationship.  For example, Participant 7, the 33-

year-old manager, said the primary reason for having an affair was because her partner 

was not giving her enough attention.  This finding is similar to Martell and Prince’s 

(2005) finding in a case study in which the unfaithful partner had an emotional affair that 

distance and withdrawal from one partner led the other partner to seek attention outside 

the relationship.   
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Theme Two:  Loss of Trust  

Trust in one’s partner has been shown to be essential for functioning 

relationships, and miscommunication in relationships leads to mistrust (Simpson, 2007).  

Trust is an essential part of a relationship, and without trust, relationships do not last.  

Individuals who experienced infidelity felt betrayed and no longer trusted their partners.  

The participants’ main reason for terminating their relationships in which infidelity 

occurred was loss of trust.  Participant 10, the 40-year-old manager, observed loss of trust 

and felt betrayed.   

Although not all of the relationships were terminated immediately, those who 

attempted to reconcile did so because of the desire to continue their relationships.  In the 

end, these relationships were dissolved.  These findings were similar to Charney and 

Parnass’ (1995) study on infidelity among martial couples in which spouses who were 

betrayed experienced loss of trust and belonging and an increased urge to leave their 

partners.  However, the couples remained together.  In the current study many of the 

participants terminated their relationships after the infidelity, while two out of 10 couples 

attempted to remain together.  

Theme Three: Alteration of Trust 

Communication influences relationship satisfaction and quality (Cusack, Hughes, 

& Cook, 2012).  Alteration of trust represented how difficult it was to reestablish trust in 

a relationship after trust was violated through infidelity.  Attempting to reestablish trust 

affected some of the participant’s communication and included increased jealousy.  
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Participant 1, a 36-year-old salesperson, found that after the infidelity event, loss of trust 

and jealousy from her partner was present.  Participant 3, a 26-year-old receptionist, saw 

that trust was affected.  Participant 3 reported her partner over time began to trust her: 

“She still struggles with trust.  She’s trusted me a little more.” 

The data suggested that in lesbian relationships, trust is an essential ingredient for 

longevity.  When trust is destroyed, reestablishing trust appears to be an almost 

insurmountable challenge.  Rebuilding trust is a lengthy process and requires patience 

and honest communication (Fife, Weeks, & Gambecia, 2008).  In Martell and Prince’s 

(2005) case study the lesbian couple was able to reestablish a level of trust and remain 

together after attending couples therapy.   

Conclusion 

Three research questions guided this qualitative study as follows: (a) how does 

infidelity affect lesbian relationships, (b) how was trust reestablished, and (c) if trust is 

not reestablished, how does the relationship continue?  The following are conclusions 

drawn from the data analysis and the emerging themes.   

In this study, infidelity affected the relationships of all of the participants.  Those 

participants who decided to seek relations outside of the committed partnership betrayed 

the trust of their partners.  After their partners discovered the infidelity, the relationship 

changed and reestablishing trust was difficult or impossible.  Many of the interviewees 

admitted to failing to communicate their needs with their significant others.  While others 

stated they discussed their desires for more attention from their partners but did not 
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receive what they asked for.  The current study findings are similar in some aspects of 

Abrahamson, Hussain, Khan, and Scholfield’s (2012) findings about rebuilding 

relationships after infidelity.  Abrahamson et al. found that one reason affairs occurred 

was lack of attention; this finding is concurrent with the present study.  Although, 

Abrahamson and colleagues studied married heterosexual couples, it appears lack of 

attention leads both heterosexual and lesbian partners to seek attention elsewhere.  Thus, 

the inability to reestablish trust tends to result in the termination of the relationships for 

both lesbian and heterosexual couples.  

Trust was predicted to be one of characteristics that affected the participants’ 

relationships.  Because trust is an essential part to the success of and satisfaction in any 

relationship, any disruption could lead to the termination of the relationship.  Given that 

most of the participants relationships were terminated immediately due to loss of trust, as 

described by Participant 4 who was honest and loyal and found without that trust she 

could no longer continue the relationship. 

Some participants believed that although they had committed the act of infidelity, 

they did not want to relinquish their relationships.  These participants endeavored to 

reestablish trust with their partners.  However, they found that reestablishing trust would 

take time and not be easy.  The Abrahamson et al. (2012) findings were different from the 

current study in terms of reasons for maintaining and reestablishing trust in the 

relationship.  Abrahamson et al. found that many of the participants were motivated to 

rebuild their relationships because they had children, property, or more time invested in 
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the relationship.  These reasons were not found in the current study.  Although there are 

similar findings between heterosexual research and the current research, it is difficult to 

compare these findings due to various societal factors and symbolic interactions (SI), 

including marriage, children, and acceptance of lesbian relationships.   

The SI theoretical lens was used to understand the themes about trust.  SI involves 

a connection between symbols or meanings and interactions that may be both verbal and 

nonverbal (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993).  The three assumptions of SI include the 

following: (a) humans acting toward objects based on the meanings associated with these 

objects, (b) meanings being derived from social interactions with the larger society, and 

(c) meanings continuously changing based on interpretations associated with the objects 

(LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993; Prasad, 2005).   

SI assumes humans act toward objects based on meanings associated with objects.  

In this study, meaning was associated with the relationship object.  Each participant had 

her own perception of what a healthy relationship entailed, just as societal rules for 

romantic relationships have been imposed on lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) 

individuals (Leeker & Carlozzi, 2014).  Due in part to the reality that most LGB children 

are raised by heterosexual couples, their understanding and definition of infidelity derives 

from their environment.  Society has a negative view of infidelity.  With this dominant 

societal structure and symbolism in mind, the participants in this study terminated their 

relationships because of the meaning that they associated to the infidelity events.  Their 

interpretations of the events guided their decision making.  The meaning of their 
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relationships changed because of their experiences and interpretations of the infidelity 

events.  Trust and communication changed after each participant’s infidelity event.  

Through the symbolic interaction lens, the change was based on the meaning associated 

with the relationship prior to the infidelity event. In the current study, the participant’s 

view of relationships derived from their families of origin which were mainly 

heterosexual. The participants developed relationships based on the heterosexual 

perspective. 

Finally, the women in this study were able see how their actions affected their 

relationships and understood the consequences that occurred because of their actions.  

While some attempted to reconcile, it was evident that once trust in the relationship as it 

was defined prior to the infidelity event was destroyed, there was no way to fully repair 

the damage that had been done to the relationship. 

Researcher’s Reflection on the Qualitative Study 

In this qualitative study, as the researcher, I played a significant role in the data 

collection and served as the primary instrument.  My reflection in the study was 

important to the quality of the research and enhanced the understanding and interpretation 

of the data.  As the researcher conducting the study, I was an educated, married, 

heterosexual African American woman.  I married during the data collection phase.  I had 

to set aside all bias to complete this study including my belief that LGB individuals do 

not attend church.  In the beginning of the study, I had limited knowledge about the gay 

and lesbian community, but my awareness and knowledge expanded alongside 



 

65 

conducting the study.  To increase trustworthiness authenticity, a colleague was asked to 

review the transcripts and coded data.   

Gathering of data was a challenge due to the sensitive nature of the topic.  It was 

hard to obtain lesbian couples interested in interviewing together.  Thus, the study was 

modified to include interviewing only individuals one-on-one and to eliminate the 

requirement of the couple residing together.  Once the study was modified, it was still a 

challenge to obtain participants.  I advertised at numerous places including bars and clubs 

in the Cedar Springs area of Dallas known for its gay and lesbian community, nationwide 

on Craigslist, Back Page, and the Dallas Voice’s newspaper and online editions.  I also 

advertised at the Cathedral of Hope, the largest lesbian and gay church in Dallas.  I 

contacted some smaller churches without success.  The data were ultimately collected 

using the snowball technique.   

In interviewing the participants, I had to prompt some participants for additional 

details while others volunteered abundant details about their infidelity experiences.  I 

struggled with the roles of therapist and researcher.  At times, I wanted to ask questions 

not included on the predesigned interview questions as part of the purpose of the study.  

Ultimately, I maintained my researcher role and avoided switching into the role of the 

therapist.  One of the challenges in being a qualitative researcher involved dealing with 

emotions and conflicts over roles (Roulston, DeMarrais, & Lewis, 2003).  Being able to 

separate the role of the researcher versus the role of therapist during an interview could 

have posed a challenge during the study (Nunkoosing, 2005).  Therefore, I avoided 
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slipping into the role of therapist by maintaining clear boundaries as a researcher and 

recognizing the potential for emotional distress to occur (Mitchell, 2011).  Secondly, my 

behaviors and reactions could have influenced the interviews (Nunkoosing, 2005), 

requiring maintenance for and awareness of this potential dilemma and my steadfast 

adherence to the interview script.   

Limitations 

This research provided valuable information about the effects of infidelity on 

lesbian relationships.  The lived experiences that these participants shared have reduced 

the gap in literature about infidelity in lesbian relationships.  A few limitations affected 

the study.  

One limitation to this study was the limited number of research participants.  The 

study consisted of interviews with 10 self-identified lesbian individuals who had been in 

relationships for 2 or more years and had experienced infidelity.  None of the individuals 

were randomly selected.  Instead, they were recruited through a snowball sampling 

technique.  

Another limitation was the use of the semi-structured interview format for data 

collection.  The study targeted a specific group of lesbian individuals who experienced 

infidelity; therefore, the meanings provided by the participants might not represent other 

groups, such as gay males or heterosexuals, who were not represented in the sample.  The 

phenomenological nature of the study limited the general conclusions able to be drawn 

from the findings.  An additional limitation in this study related to my initial aim to 
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interview couples; however, due to the difficulty in recruiting couples, I had to modify 

the study to interview individuals.  A final limitation inherent in this phenomenological 

study was the participants’ self-reports of their lived experiences as the data were not 

derived from objective measures.  Therefore, the findings should not be quantified or 

compared to results seen in quantitative studies about this topic. 

Implications for Marriage and Family Therapists  

Infidelity has been one of the top reason couples seek counseling (Atkins, Marin, 

et al., 2010; Atkins, Yi, Baucom, & Christensen, 2005).  Whisman, Dixon, and Johnson 

(1997) reported infidelity to be one of the most difficult problems to treat.  Thus, it is 

essential for marriage and family therapists to understand the effect of infidelity in 

lesbian relationships.  

In this study, the relationships were terminated due to the infidelity and its effect 

on trust.  By understanding that trust is gravely affected in the lesbian relationship after 

infidelity has occurred, marriage and family therapists can provide tools for couples to 

restore trust and can assist couples with processing their emotions.  Helping couples learn 

communication and problem solving skills is common in couple therapy (Fife, Weeks, & 

Gambiscua, 2008).  Many therapists can use this study’s information to advance the 

importance of counseling for repairing and restoring relationships by designing 

interventions that facilitate communication and intimacy.  

Another implication is for marriage and family therapists (MFT) to develop a 

systemic approach that focus on the individual and couples to promote healing in the 
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relationship.  An additional implication for MFTs is to develop treatment plans that focus 

on forgiveness and treatment plans based on the needs of the unique couples.  An 

additional implication involves MFTS needing to pay attention to the significance of 

social context in the therapeutic relationship.  As a final implication, MFTs are 

encouraged to develop relationships within lesbian communities to promote the 

availability and usefulness of counseling resources. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Although this study filled a gap in the growing body of literature about lesbian 

relationships, it also provided information on the effects of infidelity on lesbian 

relationships that existed for 2 or more years at the time of infidelity.  The following are 

recommendations for future study: 

1. Future researchers could examine the effects of infidelity on gay, bisexual, 

and transgender relationships to determine the transferability of the current 

results.  

2. Future researchers could identify appropriate therapeutic models for working 

with lesbian couples who desire couples therapy in order to restore trust. 

3. Future researchers could use survey methods to study a larger sample size.  

4. Future researchers could use a quantitative instrument that measures trust in 

relationships. 

5. Future researchers could examine the effects of infidelity on lesbian couples 

in relationships that had lasted 10 or more years.  
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6. Future researchers could measure the emotional impact of infidelity on lesbian 

relationships.  

Summary  

This chapter included a discussion, conclusions, limitations, researcher 

reflections, implications, and recommendation for future research.  The effect of 

infidelity on lesbian relationships needs an ongoing dialogue.  More research is needed to 

fully understand the significant impact of infidelity on lesbian relationships.  

Understanding the deleterious effect that infidelity has on lesbian relationships is 

important for family and marriage therapists and mental health professionals.  Having a 

general understanding of its effect on trust and the difficulty that many couples have 

trying to reestablish trust can help MFTs and other counseling professionals develop 

appropriate and efficacious treatment plans.  Finally, additional research is needed to 

identify appropriate therapeutic models when working with lesbian couples who have 

experienced infidelity.  
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TEXAS WOMAN’S UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 
Title: The Effects of Infidelity on Lesbian Relationships  
 
Investigator: Tracy Christian, MS……………………………………tchristian@twu.edu  214/597-3087 
Advisor: Glenn Jennings, EdD……………………………………gjennngs@twu.edu  940/898-2695 
 
Explanation and Purpose of the Research 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study for Ms. Christian’s dissertation at Texas Woman’s 
University. The purpose of this research is to determine the effects that infidelity has on lesbian 
relationships. You have been asked to participate in this study because you identified as being in a lesbian 
relationship and are in a committed relationship where one or both partners have displayed infidelity. This 
research will help inform mental health professionals so they are better prepared to work with lesbian 
couples.   
 
Description of Procedures 
 
In order to be a participant in this study, you must be at least 18 years of age or older, in a committed 
relationship for two or more years, live in the same household as your partner, have experienced infidelity 
with your current partner, and you and your partner both agree to participate in the study. You and the 
researcher will decide together on a private location where and when the interview will happen. You will 
review and sign this document and be given a copy to keep. The researcher will complete a demographic 
form for each of you. You will be asked to spend one to two hours of your time in a face-to-face interview 
with the researcher. The researcher will ask you questions about your relationship and the infidelity event. 
The interview will be audio recorded and typed word for word so that the researcher can be accurate when 
studying what you have said. The researcher will also take notes throughout the interview. After the 
researcher has reviewed the transcript of the interview and completed her analysis, you will have the 
opportunity to provide feedback. Your total time commitment for this research will be no more than 2 ½ 
hours. 
 
Potential Risks 
 
The researcher will ask you questions about infidelity and your relationship. A possible risk in this study is 
emotional discomfort and fatigue. You will be given a list of counseling resources in case you would like to 
follow up with a mental health provider. You may take a break at any time. You may stop the research 
process at any time and reschedule. Participant is voluntary and you may withdraw from the project at any 
time without penalty. 
 
Another risk in this study is loss of confidentiality. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is 
allowed by law. The interview will be held at a location that you and the researcher have agreed upon. 
Participant name, contact information, and other demographic information will be kept separate from the 
transcript and audio materials. All identifying information will be kept by the researcher and her advisor on 
password protected computers in locked offices. Informed consent forms, demographic forms, transcripts, and 
audio tapes will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in a the locked office of the researcher. Only the researcher, 
her advisor, and a colleague will review the transcripts of your interview.  

_____________ 
Initials 

Page 1 of 2 
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Loss of anonymity is also a risk. You will choose the location of the interview. Your name will not be 
associated with your transcript. Codes will be used on the transcripts to identify the interview. Pseudonyms 
will be used in any transcription to protect your identity. 
 
Names and other identifying information will not be used in any publications, workshops, or other 
presentations of the research results. There is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all email, 
downloading, and internet transactions. All identifying information, documents, and audio tapes will be 
destroyed at the end of the study or by 5/31/16. Participation is voluntary and participants may withdraw from 
the project at any time without penalty. 
 
The researchers will try to prevent any problem that could happen because of this research. You should let 
the researchers know at once if there is a problem and they will help you. However, TWU does not provide 
medical services or financial assistance for injuries that might happen because you are taking part in this 
research. 
 
Participation and Benefits 
 
Your involvement in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at any time 
without penalty. You will receive access to information of local couple and family therapists and 
counselors. There are no other direct benefits from participating in this study. The results of this study will 
inform mental health professionals so they can work more effectively with lesbian couples. If you would 
like to have a summary of the results sent to you, the researcher will send them to you via mail or email.* 
 
Questions Regarding the Study 
 
You will be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep. If you have any questions about the 
research study you should ask the researchers; their phone numbers are at the top of this form. If you have 
questions about your rights as a participant in this research or the way this study has been conducted, you may 
contact the Texas Woman’s University Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at 940-898-3378 or via e-
mail at IRB@twu.edu. 

 
 
_______________________________________________________ _______________ 
Signature of Participant       Date 
 
 
*If you would like to know the results of this study tell us where you want them to be sent: 
 Printed name: _________________________ 
 
Email: __________________________ 
or 
Address: 
 
________________________________ 
 
________________________________ 
 
________________________________      Page 2 of 2 
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Participant Code: ________ 

1. Sex: Partner A.  ___________  Partner B. _________ 

2. Gender: Partner A.  __________  Partner B. ________ 

3. Current Age: Partner A.____________  Partner B. ___________ 

4. How long have you been in the relationship?  ___________ 

5. Highest level of education:   Partner A. __________  

Partner  B. __________ 

6. Race: Partner A.___________  Partner B. _________ 

7. Do you have any children? Partner A.  ___________ 

a. If so how many children?  ___________ 

b. How were the children conceived?  ___________ 

8. Do you have any children? Partner B.  _________ 

a. If so how many children?  ___________ 

b. How were the children conceived? ___________ 

9. What is your religious or spiritual preference?  

a. Partner A___________ 

b. Partner B____________ 

10. How often do you visit a place of worship for a religious services? 

a.  Partner A.___________ 

b.  Partner B.___________ 

11.  How often do you pray? _____________________________________ 

12. How often do you watch a religious program on the television or listen to a religious 

program on the radio? _______________________________________ 

13. What is your current occupation?  

a. Partner A______________ 

b. Partner B _______________ 
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14. What is your annual income? Partner A 

____________ $0- 12,000 

____________ $12,001- 20,000 

____________ $20, 01- 50,000 

____________ $50,001- 70,000 

____________ $70,000 + 

15. What is your annual income? Partner B 

____________ $0- 12,000 

____________ $12,001- 20,000 

____________ $20, 01- 50,000 

____________ $50,001- 70,000 

____________ $70,000 + 

16. (a) Who had a relationship outside of your relationship?  (b) How long did the outside 

relationship last?  

Partner A (a) ____________ (b) ____________ 

Partner B (a) ____________ (b) ____________ 
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COUNSELING RESOURCES  
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The Counseling and Family Therapy Clinic 
Human Development Building (HDB) 114 
Texas Woman’s University 
Denton, TX  
940-898-2600 
 
 

Judith Cannon, PhD, LMFT (2 locations)  
630 E. Southlake Blvd. 
Southlake, TX 76092 
                  or 
1409 S Lamar St. #416 
Dallas, TX 75215 
214-728-9557 
 

Jenny Streit-Horn, MS, LPC, NCC 
1124 N. Locust  
Denton, TX 76210 
940-382-6141 
 

Mary Anne Reed, PhD 
1409 S Lamar St #416 
Dallas, X 75215 
214-428-0322 

Ron Wilkinson, PhD 
3131 Turtle Creek Boulevard, Ste 1022 
Dallas, TX 75219 
214-522-9909 
 

Joy Allen, LCSW, MDiv 
4200 S. Hulen St. Ste 654 
Fort Worth, TX 76109 
817-732-4200 

Glenn Jennings, EdD, LMFT-S, LPC-S 
1610 Mistywood 
Denton, TX 76209 
940-382-8437 
 

Martha Graham, MA, LPC 
903 E 18th Street, Ste. 102 
Plano, TX 75074 
214-697-2931 

Find a Therapist 
www.psychologytoday.com 
 

Therapist Locator 
American Association for Marriage and Family 
Therapy 
112 South Alfred St.  
Alexandria, VA 22314-3014 
703-838-9808 
http://www.therapistlocator.net/iMIS15/therapistlocator 
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You may qualify to participate in a research study about the experience of infidelity in 

lesbian relationships. 

Your Chance to Contribute 

HAVE YOU EXPERIENCED INFIDELITY IN YOUR 
LESBIAN RELATIONSHIP? 
 

Participation Criteria 
• Have you been in a lesbian 

relationship? 
• Were you involved in a 

committed relationship for 
2 or more years? 

• Has one or both partners 
engaged in sexual 
behaviors with another 
individual outside of the 
committed relationship? 

“The purpose of the study is to hear about your 
experiences as a lesbian who have experienced 
infidelity in order to provide therapists with 
information about working with lesbian 
couples who have had this experience.” 

If interested in this study or 
have questions, please contact 
me:  

Our conversation will be audiotaped and may take 90 
minutes to complete at a mutually agreed upon location or 
will set a time to communicate via Skype. Your name and 
other identifying information will not be used and only be 
known to me. Your participation is voluntary and you may 
withdraw at any time. Including your initial call and follow 
up, total time commitment maybe 2 ½ hours.  

 
Tracy Christian, M.S.  
214-597-3087 or 
Tchristian@twu.edu 

There is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all 
email, downloading, and internet transactions. If you 
have questions about your rights as a participant in this 
research or the way this study has been conducted, you 
may contact the Texas Woman’s University Office of 
Research and Sponsored Programs at 940-898-3378 or 
via e-mail at IRB@twu.edu. 
 

 

Faculty advisor: Glen Jennings 
gjennings@twu.edu 
940-898-2695 

mailto:IRB@twu.edu
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Researcher: Hello, my name is Tracy Christian, thank you for responding to my 

research flyer.  Let me tell you a little about me.  I am a doctoral candidate 

at Texas Woman’s University where I am completing this research as a 

part of my degree.  The purpose of my research is to explore the 

challenges and the effects that infidelity has on the relationship.  My major 

is family therapy, and as a family therapist, I am interested in 

understanding some challenges lesbian couples face, such as infidelity.  

Let me ask you a few questions to determine that you meet the research 

criteria: 

1. How long have you and your partner been in a committed 

relationship? 

2. Do you currently reside in the same house hold? 

3. Have you or your partner experienced sexual infidelity in the current 

relationship?  If so, was it you or your partner?  

Participant: Responds. 

Researcher:  Okay. Thank you. Your participation in this project is voluntary, and you 

may withdraw at any time without penalty.  Let me explain the research 

process.  When I meet with you and your partner, each will need to sign an 

informed consent form.  This form gives me permission to talk with you 

and provides information about any potential risk.  I will provide you a list 

of local therapists in case you do experience any discomfort because of the 

questions asked during the interview.  
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I will also complete a short demographic form.  To complete both 

the informed consent and the demographic form should take anywhere 

from 10 to 15 minutes. Then, I will conduct the interview.  The interview 

will be recorded and transcribed word for word.  This interview, however, 

is limited to no more than two hours.  After I have analyzed the data, I will 

contact you and your partner to check for the accuracy of the data and to 

ensure that what I understand from the interview represents your thoughts 

and feelings.  The follow-up call should take 10 to 15 minutes; with this 

said, the total time for interviews and follow-up is 2 hours and 30 minutes. 

Do you have any questions about the research or me? (Answer all 

questions).   

Would you and/or your partner be interested in participating? (If yes, then 

a time and place is scheduled).  

Please provide me with your partner contact information so that I may 

obtain their consent also. 

Thank you for your time. I look forward to meeting with you both on (re-

state the date, time, and location).  Goodbye. 

Researcher: If a potential participant says no, I will ask if they know of anyone else 

who may want to participate in the study as follows:  

Thank you for taking the time to talk with me, and if you know of 

anyone else who might be interested in participating in the study, I 

would appreciate you please passing on my information to her. 
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1. What led up to the infidelity event? 

a. How long did it last? 

b. Who was the other party? 

c. Did you know the person with whom your partner had the affair with? If, 

so under what circumstance? 

2. How was the infidelity event discovered? 

3. What was your initial reaction?  

a. Did you confront her? 

b. How did she respond to the confrontation? 

4. What were the reasons given for the infidelity? 

5. How has this event affected your relationship? 

a. Communication 

b. Sexually 

6. Described the events that occurred after the event. 

a. Did you seek therapy? 

b. Did you end the affair? 

7. How was trust reestablished? 

8. How did you know that you have reestablished trust again for your partner? 

9. (If trust was not reestablished) What are some reasons you have continued the 

relationship? What are some reasons the relationship ended?  

10. How did you contributed to fostering of the affair? 
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