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ABSTRACT 

ALEXANDRA E. SCHMIDT 

THE EFFECTS OF INFIDELITY AND INTERPARENTAL CONFLICT  

ON PREDOMINANTLY FEMALE ADULT CHILDREN:  

A CONTEXTUAL PERSPECTIVE 

 

MAY 2013 

Despite family therapy’s systemic principles, limited research addresses the 

impact of infidelity outside the couple sub-system. Since infidelity is often associated 

with conflict within the couple relationship, children may experience indirect 

consequences of parental infidelity that are more directly related to interparental conflict. 

The purpose of this exploratory quantitative study using the lens of contextual therapy 

was to gain more information about the relationship between interparental conflict and 

infidelity, focusing on vertical relationships between adult children and parents and on 

horizontal relationships between adult children and their partners. Results indicated that 

increased interparental conflict and the occurrence of mothers’ and fathers’ infidelity 

predicted lower vertical relational ethics. Fathers’ infidelity predicted decreased 

horizontal relational ethics; mothers’ and participants’ infidelities were not significant. 

The occurrence of adult children’s own infidelity partially mediated the relationship 

between fathers’ infidelity and horizontal relational ethics. Implications for clinical 

practice and recommendations for future research are discussed.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 Infidelity is an example of an event that often ignites serious relational conflict 

and propels couples into individual or conjoint therapy. According to various researchers, 

infidelity is one of the most frequently cited causes of marital conflict and subsequent 

divorce (Allen & Atkins, 2012; Amato and Rogers, 1997; Steiner, Suarez, Sells, & 

Wykes, 2011). A study by Whisman, Dixon, and Johnson (1997) revealed that therapists 

identified extramarital affairs as the third most difficult clinical issue to treat and second 

only to physical abuse in its damaging impact on the couple relationship.   

The phenomenon of infidelity is not isolated within North America. Rather, the 

connection between infidelity and divorce seems to be consistent across various cultures 

(Betzig, 1989). Estimates of the prevalence of infidelity within marriages vary greatly 

between sources. Self-report data from Treas and Giesen’s (2000) study revealed that one 

partner or both were sexually unfaithful to their spouse in about 11% of marriages. Buss 

and Shackelford (1997) estimated that approximately 20% to 50% of American women 

and 30% to 60% of American men participate in at least one sexual affair while married, 

while Brown (2001) suggested that approximately 70% of marriages experience an affair 

at some point in the relationship. In a recent analysis of nationally representative data 

from the General Social Survey, Allen and Atkins (2012) reported that a total of 17% of 

participants (14% of women and 23% of men) admitted to engaging in extramarital sex. 
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The immense variation in reported prevalence rates most likely stems from the varying 

operational definitions of infidelity and target populations utilized in these studies.   

Due to its recognition as an intricately difficult issue for both therapists and 

clients, a significant amount of research has been conducted over the past several decades 

regarding infidelity. The vast majority of research concerns various conceptualizations 

(e.g. Hall & Fincham, 2006; Janoff-Bulman, 1989), treatment approaches (e.g. Bagarozzi, 

2008; Baucom, Gordon, Snyder, Atkins, & Christensen, 2006; DiBlasio, 2000; Erzar & 

Simonic, 2010; Gordon & Baucom, 1998; Zola, 2007), ethical concerns about disclosure 

of client secrets (e.g. Butler, Rodriguez, Roper, & Feinauer, 2010; Butler, Seedall, & 

Harper, 2008), and attitudes towards infidelity (e.g. Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Glass 

& Wright, 1992; Treas & Giesen, 2000). Unfortunately, Blow and Hartnett (2005) 

concluded in their literature review that this wealth of information from empirical studies 

often has limited practical value for therapists and clients during the process of therapy.  

Statement of the Problem 

Despite family therapy’s foundation on systemic principles, there has been a 

dearth of research conducted within the field that addresses the impact of infidelity on 

members of the family outside the couple sub-system. Previously published research 

within the couple and family therapy field has primarily addressed the impact of 

infidelity on the couple relationship. Research that addressed the impact of infidelity on 

other family members can more easily be found in studies conducted by social and 
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evolutionary psychologists (e.g. Fenigstein & Peltz, 2002; Shackelford, Michalski, & 

Schmitt, 2004).  

Infidelity is unlikely to be an isolated problem within the couple relationship, and 

the phenomenon cannot be conceptualized in a neat, linear fashion. Rather, the processes 

of engaging in and disclosing an extradyadic relationship affect the entire nuclear family 

system, as well as co-workers, friends, and extended family members. The repercussions 

of infidelity can be extensive and long-lasting, affecting multiple generations (Sori, 

2007).   

With its emphasis on trust and perceptions of fairness across generations 

(Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1980), contextual therapy seems an appropriate fit, yet it 

has rarely been applied as a theoretical lens through which the impact of infidelity on the 

family system can be empirically studied. Mauldin (2003) presented one example of a 

case study in which premarital therapy addressed the issue of infidelity using a contextual 

framework. However, there is generally a lack of empirical research using the contextual 

theoretical lens.    

Statement of Purpose 

Few studies have explicitly examined the effects of parental infidelity on either 

young or adult children. It can be inferred that since infidelity is often associated with 

relational conflict and tension, children may experience indirect consequences of parental 

infidelity that are more directly related to expressions of relational conflict. Thus, the 

purpose of this exploratory study was to gain more information about the complex 
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relationship between interparental conflict and infidelity, focusing on vertical 

relationships, such as those between parents and their adult children, and horizontal 

relationships, such as those between the adult children and their partners (Boszormenyi-

Nagy & Krasner, 1986). The theoretical lens of contextual therapy was applied, with a 

special focus on relational ethics from the perspective of adult children. According to 

Boszormenyi-Nagy and Krasner (1986), relational ethics concerns merited trust that is 

earned through providing due care to family members.      

Hypotheses 

 This study explored parent-adult child relationships as influenced by parental 

infidelity and levels of interparental conflict. In addition, the study explored adult 

children’s relationships with their partners as influenced by parental infidelity and the 

adult child’s own engagement in infidelity. In this study, it was hypothesized that: 

 (1) Within relationships between adult children and their parents, higher levels of 

interparental conflict will be related to lower levels of vertical trust and justice and 

lower levels of vertical entitlement (see Figure 1). 

(2) Within relationships between adult children and their parents, the occurrence of 

parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of vertical trust and justice, loyalty, 

entitlement, and total vertical relational ethics (see Figure 1).   

(3) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of 

parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of horizontal trust and justice and 

lower levels of horizontal entitlement (see Figure 2).  
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(4) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of 

the adult child’s own infidelity will be related to lower levels of horizontal trust and 

justice, loyalty, entitlement, and total horizontal relational ethics (see Figure 2). 

(5) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of 

the adult child’s own infidelity will mediate the relationship between parental 

infidelity and levels of horizontal relational ethics (see Figure 3). 

 

 

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Hypothesized model for vertical relational ethics. 
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Figure 2. Hypothesized model for horizontal relational ethics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Hypothesized mediation model for horizontal relational ethics.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 A brief overview of contextual therapy, the theoretical foundation of this study, 

will be provided. In addition, literature related to the effects of infidelity and interparental 

conflict on children will be reviewed.  

Contextual Therapy 

Contextual therapy as founded by Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy can be conceptualized 

as a synthesis of interpersonal psychotherapy and classical models of family therapy 

(Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1980). Contextual therapy is a transgenerational model, 

and the approach emphasizes the trustworthiness and relational justice of families and 

other systemic relationships over several generations. According to Hibbs (1989), the 

family justice system relies heavily on the balance of giving and taking in relationships. 

Contextual therapy is distinctly strengths-based (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986), 

prioritizing resources over pathology.  

The Four Dimensions 

The contextual approach includes four major elements: factual predeterminants, 

human psychology, communications and transactions, and relational ethics. These 

elements are elegantly interconnected, and they cannot be considered separate entities 

within contextual therapy (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). The contextual 
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therapist takes each of these aspects of individual and family relations into account when 

working with an individual, couple, or family.   

Factual predeterminants consist of the biological, historical, racial, cultural, and 

personal facts of an individual’s life. The psychological dimension addresses the 

cognitive and emotional functioning of individuals within the family system. The 

transactional dimension draws from other classical models of family therapy and assesses 

familial communication patterns, triangulation, coalitions, boundaries, and issues of 

power and control (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). All of the first three 

dimensions are considered intimately tied into the development of the fourth dimension.   

Relational ethics, the fourth dimension, is considered the cornerstone of the 

contextual approach. Boszormenyi-Nagy (1986) proposed that relational ethics differs 

significantly from moral ethics. Rather than asserting a universal dichotomy between 

right and wrong values, relational ethics concerns one’s responsibility for consequences 

affecting others. Family members’ experiences of relational ethics are embedded within 

two types of trust: (a) the commitment of the family to meet the needs of the individual 

family members and (b) the responsibility of each family member to preserve the family 

(Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986).  

Leibig and Green’s (1999) study of relational ethics and loyalty in children 

demonstrated that children’s definitions of loyalty and perceptions of what they owe to 

family members change as they progress developmentally. Older children were more 

likely than younger children to consider the feelings and perspectives of others as they 
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made loyalty choices. However, children of all ages demonstrated only a vague 

understanding of how the concepts of family loyalty and responsibility for others are 

taught to them (Leibig & Green, 1999). This suggests that the concepts of family loyalties 

and responsibilities to others may be taught in ways that are more subtle than overt.    

Relational ethics is deeply rooted in the philosophical idea that it is only through 

intimate relationships that individuals are able to understand themselves and define their 

own identities (Buber, 1958). As individuals within an interdependent relationship 

interact, relational ethics requires both individuals to take responsibility for the 

consequences of their actions and to aim for fairness in the long-term give-and-take of the 

relationship. It is important to clarify that relational ethics does not involve a quid pro 

quo contract in which each individual’s contributions must be equal at the end of each 

day. Rather, the family ledger of relational debts and credits extends over many 

generations of the family’s heritage (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1980).    

Assumptions of the Theory   

 Boszormenyi-Nagy and Krasner (1986) asserted that contextual therapy is based 

upon two major premises: (a) the consequences of an individual’s actions can affect the 

lives of all those connected to him/her and (b) satisfactory relationships are inseparable 

from the consequences of individual decisions and actions. According to Boszormenyi-

Nagy (1986), “Once the trust of a child has been badly damaged, chances are that his or 

her children will grow even more mistrustful” (p. 197). The consequences of actions 
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fostering a sense of mistrust in the family are passed on from generation to generation, 

affecting more than just the immediate grouping of family members.     

 From the moment children are born, they rely on their parents for protection, 

comfort, and nurturance. Contextual therapists assert that children are entitled to due care 

and adequate parenting from their parents, a concept that is derived from object-relations 

theory (Lyness, 2003). Contextual therapy assumes that children have a right to give to 

their parents in developmentally appropriate ways, beginning in infancy. A child 

develops a sense of filial loyalty based upon the child’s recognition that his parent has 

cared for him. This recognition of care leads to a sense of obligation for the child to 

return care in some way to the parent (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973). Within 

intimate relationships, giving leads to earned merit. The satisfaction of giving to others 

helps young children, as well as adults, learn to validate themselves and to establish a 

sense of self worth through competent care for others (Goldenthal, 1993).  

Contextual therapy also assumes that generations of families are bound together 

by invisible loyalties (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973). Special attention is paid to 

vertical relationships, such as those between parents and children, and horizontal 

relationships, such as those between spouses or other equals (Boszormenyi-Nagy & 

Krasner, 1986). In horizontal relationships, fairness is assumed to be achieved through 

the norm of reciprocity, put into action by both partners giving and receiving love, 

intimacy, nurturing, and fidelity (Grames, Miller, Robinson, Higgins, & Hinton, 2008). In 

vertical relationships, however, children of both sexes may give back to their parents by 
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caring for their parents in their old age and/or passing along adequate care to their own 

children (Dankoski & Deacon, 2000; Lyness, 2003). These equitable contributions help 

to balance the family ledger within the context of multiple generations.   

Therapeutic Practice 

Role of the therapist. The contextual therapist is actively empathetic with one 

family member after another in a technique known as multidirected partiality 

(Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). The therapist cannot entirely side with one client 

in every instance because that would risk alienating other members of the family, 

particularly in family therapy. Furthermore, the therapist must acknowledge the impact of 

therapeutic interventions on all people and systems with which the family members are 

involved, not just the client(s) present in the therapy session. The therapist recognizes the 

past injustices in each individual’s history, as well as the contributions that each family 

member has made to the family (Dankoski & Deacon, 2000). This active 

acknowledgement provides a model so that individuals can learn to credit others in their 

daily interactions, recognizing the resources that each family member contributes to the 

greater family system.  

 According to Boszormenyi-Nagy and Krasner (1986), it is also the responsibility 

of the contextual therapist to suggest more beneficial behavioral patterns and to offer an 

alternative model of family structure. However, it is solely the client’s decision to 

implement these suggestions. The autonomy of the client is crucial, and the therapist does 

not serve as an arbitrator of right and wrong. Nevertheless, the contextual therapist must 
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be directive at times, bringing to light examples of destructive entitlement, addressing 

business-like schemes that destroy close family relationships, and acknowledging the 

submerged issues that often bring about adversity in family conflict. Boszormenyi-Nagy 

and Krasner (1986) asserted, “Dialogue, not passivity, is the therapist’s most effective 

tool” (p. 403). 

Goals of therapy. In a response to criticism of his theory, Boszormenyi-Nagy 

(1997) clarified that the goal of contextual therapy is not to restore and preserve justice 

among family members. Rather, the goal of contextual therapy is to allow clients to 

determine their own definition of their individual needs and claims to fairness within 

relationships (Boszormenyi-Nagy, 1997). In other words, the desired outcome of 

contextual therapy is to empower clients to engage in exploration of multilateral fairness 

in their relationships, both within and outside the family (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 

1986).  

As stated by Dankoski and Deacon (2000), the goal is to “balance the ledger” and 

hold all family members accountable for their contributions, both positive and negative, 

to the family (p. 55). Family members in a well-functioning family are able to negotiate 

imbalances within the family ledger and to maintain an ultimate sense of accountability 

and fairness in their interactions with each other (Adams & Maynard, 2010). All families 

experience imbalances in some way. From the perspective of contextual therapy, growth 

is determined by families’ abilities to address disparities so that responsibilities are 

shared in an ethical manner. In a postmodern fashion, contextual therapists avoid 
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asserting a universal reality of what is good or fair for families (Boszormenyi-Nagy, 

1997). Priorities are not placed on the values of specific groups or cultures. This 

undoubtedly adds to the value of the contextual approach in working with clients of 

diverse ethnicities, religious affiliations, genders, and sexual orientations.     

 Similarly, contextual therapy aims to enable individuals to replace destructive 

entitlements with constructive entitlements (Goldenthal, 1993). Destructive entitlement is 

one way in which clients can attempt to correct injustices within their families. This type 

of entitlement is often born out of a sense of injustice that one did not get what one 

deserved, especially within the family of origin. Individuals who cling to a sense of 

destructive entitlement can be characterized by an acute insensitivity to others’ needs and 

blindness of personal responsibility for one’s actions. Spouses and children are especially 

likely victims of destructive entitlement (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). 

Unfortunately, this allows for the continuation of injustice into future generations. 

In contrast, constructive entitlement benefits the giver, as well as the receiver, by 

increasing self worth and interpersonal connection (Goldenthal, 1993). Responsible 

giving includes considering the impact of one’s actions on others (Boszormenyi-Nagy & 

Krasner, 1986). By opening clients’ eyes to issues of injustice and subsequent destructive 

entitlements, therapists help clients to resist blaming others for suffering and pain 

experienced.  

Clients also often engage in the process of exoneration, in which the individual 

aims to understand why he or she was not given his/her due, usually from the viewpoint 
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of the person blamed for the injustice. Exoneration helps to release the client from the 

grips of destructive entitlements, and it does not simply entail forgetting past hurts and 

injustices. Rather, it is a process of regaining emotional control and clarifying the details 

of the past (Dankoski & Deacon, 2000). In Hargrave’s (1994) conceptualization of 

forgiveness, exoneration – the process of gaining insight and understanding – may or may 

not accompany the decision to engage in overt forgiveness, which includes offering the 

offender the opportunity for compensation. From the perspective of contextual therapy, 

the therapeutic process of exoneration, whether or not it includes the opportunity for 

compensation through an overt act of forgiveness, helps to prevent relational injustices 

from spilling over into future generations.   

As therapists who work within a feminist framework, Dankoski and Deacon 

(2000) recognized the utility of Boszormenyi-Nagy’s distinction between therapeutic 

neutrality and multidirected partiality. Feminist theorists have applauded contextual 

therapy’s encouragement of the therapist to question critically the impact of therapeutic 

interventions on others, both within and outside the family system. For example, the 

contextual therapist would both hold an abusive parent accountable for his/her damaging 

actions and acknowledge the past mistreatment he/she may have faced (Dankoski & 

Deacon, 2000). This commitment to relational accountability with an empathetic 

understanding of core patterns reverberating throughout family generations is especially 

applicable to the process of exoneration and the prevention of injustice persisting in 

future generations.   
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Applications of Contextual Therapy 

Contextual therapy has previously been incorporated in therapy with grandparents 

who assume parental duties in raising their crisis-prone grandchildren (Brown-Standridge 

& Floyd, 2000); identifying the relationship among marital satisfaction, relational ethics, 

physical health and depression (Grames, Miller, Robinson, Higgins, & Hinton, 2008); 

understanding emotions in a Christian perspective of counseling (Hargrave & Williams, 

2003); utilizing family therapy as a part of substance abuse treatment (Soyez, Tatrai, 

Broekaert, & Bracke, 2004); working with aging families (Jones & Flickinger, 1985); and 

supporting end-of-life decision-making in families (Foster & McLellan, 2002). 

This thesis used the lens of contextual therapy to better understand the impact of 

infidelity on familial relationships, especially those between parents and adult children 

and between partners in relationships. Contextual therapy has seldom been used to 

address the problem of infidelity in couple and family therapy (e.g. Adams & Maynard, 

2010; Mauldin, 2003). Boszormenyi-Nagy (1986) asserted that the balanced, mutual co-

investment of both partners in a relationship is a key ingredient in establishing relational 

trust and responsibility. In relationships characterized by infidelity, both partners may not 

be equally invested in the relationship, and trust of one’s partner is highly likely to 

become a source of contention within the family. Previti and Amato (2004) proposed that 

the norm of sexual fidelity is closely related to the development of trust and intimacy in 

relationships. Infidelity threatens the foundation of trust upon which a committed 

relationship is built.  
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Using the frame of contextual therapy to understand complex family 

relationships, one assumes that what occurs between parents inevitably affects children. 

As Boszormenyi-Nagy and Krasner (1986) wrote, “A parent cannot help but exert a 

lasting, irreversible influence (positive and negative) on a child and his or her well-being, 

with all its attendant consequences for posterity” (p. 118). In addition, Boszormenyi-

Nagy and Krasner (1986) asserted that children chronically caught in a split loyalty 

between mutually mistrustful parents eventually come to lose a sense of trust in both 

parents. Thus, contextual therapy and its emphasis on relational trust and responsibility 

for the consequences of one’s actions affecting others is a useful fit when studying 

infidelity and its effects on the family system.  

Infidelity, Relational Conflict, and Parent-Child Relationships 

The empirical studies reviewed were limited to those that explicitly addressed the 

effects of extradyadic relationships and/or conflict between parents on the couple and/or 

their young or adult children. Previously published articles written in the English 

language from scholarly journals were reviewed from every database available through 

the Texas Woman’s University library website. In studies examining infidelity, both 

sexual and emotional relationships outside the couple relationship were considered.      

Relational Conflict and Infidelity  

It is often assumed that infidelity is associated with conflict within and the 

potential dissolution of a committed relationship. However, the connection between 

infidelity and conflict is much more complex than simply proposing that infidelity causes 
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conflict between committed partners and automatically leads to the ending of a 

relationship. In a 17-year longitudinal study, Previti and Amato (2004) concluded that 

infidelity is both a cause and a consequence of poor marital quality, which often includes 

hostile conflict between spouses. Unfortunately, no specific demographic data concerning 

the sample’s characteristics were provided, which calls into question the generalizability 

of the findings. In a qualitative study of couples who rebuilt their relationship after a 

spouse’s infidelity, participants reported an initial period of intense period of conflict and 

disturbing emotions before reaching a stage of forgiveness and motivation to create 

meaning out of a painful experience (Abrahamson, Hussain, Khan, & Schofield, 2012).  

 Conflict avoidance. Previously published literature linking infidelity and 

conflict has provided many unique perspectives on the interlocking roles of relational 

conflict and infidelity. Some literature has focused on the function of infidelity in 

avoiding conflict within a relationship. For example, Hertlein and Weeks (2011) drew 

upon Bowen’s family systems theory in recognizing the utility of an affair in temporarily 

decreasing anxiety within the couple relationship and relational conflict.    

Brown’s (2001) popular typology of affairs also included one type of affair as a 

way to avoid conflict within the relationship. According to Brown, affairs can provide an 

escape from uncomfortable tension, especially for individuals whose families of origin 

also avoided conflict. A partner engaging in this type of affair screams to his/her spouse, 

“I’ll make you pay attention to me” (Brown, 2001, p. 30). While this assumption appears 
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to have face validity, Brown’s speculations are based upon her clinical experience, not 

empirical data.   

Some empirical studies have corroborated Brown’s (2001) observations that 

infidelity can serve a conflict-reducing function in some relationships. For example, 

Goodboy, Myers, and Members of Investigating Communication (2010) identified 

infidelity as one example of a negative relational maintenance behavior. In their study of 

individuals currently in a committed romantic relationship, some participants reported 

engaging in infidelity to keep the relationship in existence by reducing conflict and to 

meet individual needs. Participants’ decisions to engage in infidelity were mediated by 

their levels of relationship satisfaction and level of commitment. In a quantitative study 

of 151 individuals, Dainton and Gross (2008) also examined the use of infidelity as a 

negative relationship maintenance behavior and found that it was negatively correlated 

with relationship satisfaction; the authors concluded that engaging in infidelity may be 

perceived as a way to maintain a relationship by providing rewards not found in the 

primary relationship. In addition, Roscoe, Cavanaugh, and Kennedy (1988) also proposed 

that infidelity can serve the function of allowing a partner to have his/her needs met 

outside the couple relationship.  

Conflict communication. Markman, Rhoades, Stanley, Ragan, and Whitton 

(2010) proposed that how a couple communicates about and during conflict provides a 

powerful indicator of current and future functioning in the relationship. Thus, how 

partners communicate about conflict could make infidelity a likely possibility within the 
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relationship. Similarly, how the couple communicates about conflict generated by 

infidelity can have a significant impact on the future of their relationship. According to 

Moultroup (1990), infidelity can also draw attention to communication problems within 

the relationship.    

  Balderrama-Durbin, Allen, and Rhoades (2012) reported differences in 

communication, specifically with the use of a demand/withdraw pattern, between couples 

who had experienced infidelity and couples who had not experienced infidelity. The 

authors also distinguished between those couples whose infidelity was recognized by the 

partner and those whose indiscretions remained undisclosed to the partner. In their study, 

Balderrama-Durbin et al. determined that male and female demand behaviors, as well as 

male withdraw behaviors, occurred more frequently in couples with an undisclosed 

extradyadic involvement than in couples with a known case of infidelity or couples in 

which infidelity had not been reported by either partner.  

This result seems consistent with Atkins, Eldridge, Baucom, and Christensen’s 

(2005) assertion that couples with infidelity that remains undisclosed throughout couple 

therapy may actually experience more relational conflict and distress than couples who 

know about the occurrence of infidelity. The results from Balderrama-Durbin et al.’s 

(2012) study can also be linked to Schrodt and Afifi’s (2007) study of parental 

communication processes that predict adult children’s feelings of being caught between 

their parents. Schrodt and Afifi demonstrated that parental demand/withdraw patterns 

predicted young adult children’s feelings of being caught in between parents. This result 



   

 

20 
 

was true for both children from divorced and non-divorced parents. Thus, communication 

patterns between partners as influenced by the presence or absence of infidelity can have 

long-lasting effects on their children.     

Infidelity, conflict, and divorce. Numerous empirical researchers have addressed 

the relationship between various conflict-inducing marital problems and subsequent 

divorce. Amato and Rogers (1997) conducted a 12-year longitudinal study with a 

nationally representative sample. According to the results of this study, the strongest 

predictor for a couple’s choice to divorce was one or both partners’ participation in acts 

of infidelity. This appears to be a compelling conclusion at first glance. However, these 

authors did not clearly attempt to disentangle the effects of pre- and post-infidelity 

conflict levels on the couples’ choice to divorce, despite the use of a longitudinal study 

design. In a more recent study with a nationally representative sample by Allen and 

Atkins (2012), the authors found that extramarital sexual infidelity was linked to a higher 

likelihood of being divorced and remarried, divorced and not remarried, and separated. In 

this study, over 50% of individuals who participated in an extramarital sexual affair had 

divorced or separated from his/her spouse.    

On the other hand, results from studies such as Charny and Parnass (1995) have 

challenged the alleged connection between infidelity and divorce. Charny and Parnass 

proposed that the potential negative impact of an affair on the continuation of the 

marriage depends upon the participating partner’s level of investment in the extradyadic 

relationship. In addition, Buunk (1987) suggested that infidelity itself does not lead to the 
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ending of a marriage. Rather, the level of relational conflict generated by the act(s) of 

infidelity was an important factor in considering whether or not to continue the 

relationship (Buunk, 1987).          

Relational Conflict and Children  

Relational conflict is seldom contained within the couple sub-system. Rather, 

children are affected by both the direct and indirect effects of relational conflict. In their 

meta-analysis of 39 articles examining the effects of interparental conflict, Krishnakumar 

and Buehler (2000) determined that interparental conflict is, in fact, moderately 

associated with poor parent-child relationships. A multi-method longitudinal study by 

Davies, Sturge-Apple, Winters, Cummings, and Farrell (2006) suggested that children’s 

sense of security is more strongly rooted in their observations of the relationship between 

their parents than in the emotional relationship between parent and child. Other studies 

(e.g. Amato & Afifi, 2006; Platt, Nalbone, Casanova, & Wetchler, 2008; Siffert, 

Schwarz, & Stutz, 2012) have demonstrated that conflict between children’s parents also 

influences children’s perceptions of self and others. Thus, it is important to consider the 

far-reaching impact of parental conflict on the development of perceptions of trust and 

fairness – the foundations of relational ethics – in horizontal and vertical relationships.   

Effects on young children and adolescents. Interparental conflict affects the 

quality of parental involvement, choice of disciplinary strategies, and consistency of 

behavior. In a meta-analysis of studies examining the effects of interparental conflict on 

children 18 years of age and younger, Krishnakumar and Buehler (2000) proposed that 
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the association between interparental conflict and parenting behaviors is strongest in 

middle-class families with married parents, with daughters, and with children in middle 

childhood or adolescence. While it appears that the connection between interparental 

conflict and parenting behaviors is strongest for European-American families, it is 

possible that this is due to obtaining non-representative samples (Krishnakumar & 

Buehler, 2000). 

In a longitudinal study of parents and their four to five year-old children, Katz and 

Gottman (1997) found that the quality of parenting, parental communication about 

emotions, and regulatory physiology of both children and parents acted as complete 

buffers against marital conflict. However, none of these variables influenced children’s 

internalizing and externalizing behavioral problems. Thus, marital conflict was still 

associated with poor outcomes for children, despite the presence of buffering effects. On 

the other hand, parents who maintained warmth in their relationships with their children, 

used scaffolding and praise, practiced emotion coaching, and inhibited derogatory 

remarks toward their children tended to have children who were functioning at a higher 

level than the children of parents who did not practice these skills, even when the level of 

marital conflict was similar (Katz & Gottman, 1997). The results of this study suggested 

that while parental and child individual factors can serve as a potential buffer against 

detrimental outcomes for children, many children still experience behavioral difficulties 

that may be influenced by high levels of conflict between their parents.     
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Parents in high-conflict relationships are more likely to use harsh parenting 

techniques, which may prevent the child from developing a sense of trust in the parent as 

a caregiver (Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000). This hesitancy to trust sets the stage for 

problematic future relationships with both the parent and others. From a contextual 

perspective, trustworthiness ensures the sustainability of relationships over time. 

Individuals with a sense of being treated unjustly by their parents may be more likely to 

adopt a sense of destructive entitlement (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986).   

Conflict between parents also has an impact on the emotional connection between 

parents and children. Parents who are engaged in relational conflict may be less 

emotionally attuned to the needs of their children (Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000; 

Sturge-Apple, Davies, & Cummings, 2006). A year-long study of over 200 primarily 

White (77%) six year-old children and their parents demonstrated that parents who 

respond to conflict with their partners by withdrawing are especially likely to 

demonstrate a decrease in parental warmth (Davies et al., 2006). A study by Davies, 

Sturge-Apple, Woitach, and Cummings (2009) suggested that over a two-year period, 

increased interparental conflict contributed to a decrease in sensitivity to children’s 

distress and increased psychological control for fathers, but not for mothers. This sample 

included over 200 mothers and fathers of kindergarten children, with 77% of the 

participants identifying as White, followed by 17% Black, 4% Hispanic, and 1% Asian 

American. Davies et al. (2009) indicated that fathers were more vulnerable to this 

parental insensitivity following interparental conflict due to fathers’ increased 
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vulnerability to insecurity in the relationship with the child’s mother. Furthermore, this 

lack of parental attunement to emotional needs can also inhibit children’s neurological 

growth related to the development of self-esteem and self-confidence (Fishbane, 2007).  

On the other hand, Engfer (1988) suggested that parents who experience a great 

deal of conflict and rejection within the marital relationship may compensate by 

becoming overinvested in their children’s lives. In a systemically conceptualized study, 

Schermerhorn, Chow, and Cummings (2010) acknowledged the mutual influence of both 

children and parents on the dynamic interactions observed in interparental conflict. While 

there is some consensus that conflict between parents can contribute to the development 

of socioemotional difficulties in children, there exists a wide variety in the reports of 

specific effects of interparental conflict on young children and adolescents and the ways 

in which parent-child relationships are affected.     

Effects on adult children. The long-term impact of parents’ marital discord has 

also been demonstrated. In a longitudinal study of White young adults in the rural 

Midwest, parents’ behaviors towards each other when their children were adolescents 

predicted the children’s behaviors towards their own romantic partners when they were 

young adults (Conger, Cui, Bryant, & Elder, 2000). Amato and Booth (2001) determined 

through a longitudinal study with a nationally representative sample that levels of 

parents’ marital conflict were positively correlated with their adult children’s levels of 

marital conflict and that children’s marital relationships were sensitive to changes – 

positive or negative – in the parental marital relationship. Unfortunately, this study did 
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not clearly examine any interaction effects that may have emerged based upon the level 

of conflict, sex of the child, household income, or race of the child or parents.  

Beaton, Norris, and Pratt (2003) reported similar results, finding that conflicts 

between parents and their adult children affected the relationship between the adult child 

and his/her spouse. The majority of participants in this study identified as White and 

middle-class. Some of these parent-adult child conflicts may have been influenced by 

conflict between the adult children’s parents. Thus, interparental conflict can have a far-

reaching impact, affecting both the current parent-child relationship and the relationships 

of future generations. 

In addition, Riggio and Valenzuela (2011) determined in a study of Latino-

American undergraduate students that recollections of higher levels of interparental 

conflict were associated with poorer relationships with both mothers and fathers. The 

study’s results also suggested that high-quality relationships with mothers and fathers 

were associated with participants’ perceptions of greater social support and greater 

satisfaction with current social support, even when parental conflict and divorce were 

considered as a factor. Thus, a high-quality relationship between parent and adult child 

may help to mediate the potentially destructive impact of high levels of interparental 

conflict and parental divorce.   

Divorce and parent-child relationships. The relationship between marital 

conflict and divorce is considerably complex when assessing the parent-child 

relationship. While some spouses that engage in overt conflict do, in fact, choose to 
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divorce, this is not true for all marriages (Amato & Booth, 2001). Some high-conflict 

marriages stay intact, and some seemingly low-conflict marriages end in divorce. Due to 

the high societal prevalence of divorce, many studies have examined post-divorce 

relationships between parents and adult children. Sarrazin and Cyr (2007) concluded that 

the level of conflict in parents’ marriage was of more importance in determining 

children’s levels of adjustment than the parents’ marital status. Other studies (e.g. Amato, 

Loomis, & Booth, 1995; Booth & Amato, 2001; Long, Slater, Forehand, & Fauber, 1988) 

have found similar results.  

Post-divorce parent-child relationships may be influenced by gender. Both Riggio 

and Valenzuela (2011) and Yu, Pettit, Lansford, Dodge, and Bates (2010) reported that 

divorce was associated with improved relationships between mothers and daughters, 

though not between fathers and their children. In Riggio and Valenzuela’s study, this may 

be due to the fact that the sample included primarily female respondents, skewing the 

data. However, the same result was also reported in Yu et al., which included a much 

more balanced sample in terms of participants’ sex. In explaining this result, both sets of 

authors reported that this finding may be associated with the fact that more mothers than 

fathers maintain custody of children after divorce. Thus, children may develop a closer 

relationship with their mothers based upon proximity. It is also important to note the 

differences in ethnic make-up of the two studies’ samples. Riggio and Valenzuela’s study 

included all Latino American participants, and Yu et al. included a more diverse sample 

with 81% European American, 17% African American, and 2% other. Consistent with 
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recent research within the field, Riggio and Valenzuela reported that relationships 

between fathers and children may become more strained following parents’ divorce. 

Amato and Afifi (2006), on the other hand, suggested that children’s feelings of split 

loyalty between parents may be much more commonly found in mother-daughter 

relationships than in mother-son relationships or in fathers’ relationship with children of 

either sex.  

Parental Infidelity and Children  

Very few empirical studies within the field of family therapy have explicitly 

addressed the effects of infidelity on either adult or young children. When one considers 

non-empirical sources (e.g. Lusterman, 2005; Sori, 2007), there is additional information 

that addresses the effects of infidelity on children. Sources such as these provide opinions 

from clinical professionals based on case studies that specifically address working with 

children coping with parental infidelity. While these clinical opinions may serve as 

practical resources for professionals working with families affected by infidelity, non-

empirical sources are not included in this literature review. 

In a qualitative study of 5 males and 8 female participants, Thorson (2009) 

reported that participants were more likely to talk with their mothers than their fathers 

about infidelity that had occurred between their parents. The majority of the participants 

in this study identified as White, and ages ranged from 19 to 32. Thorson also studied 

how families maintained access and protection rules in determining how and when to tell 

their children about a parent’s infidelity. According to Thorson, parents and children 
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determined the fluctuating permeability of boundaries as they decided who to tell within 

the family and whether to let the family secret become known to others outside the 

family.  

In addition, Platt, Nalbone, Casanova, and Wetchler (2008) found that adult male 

(but not female) children who reported a father’s infidelity were more likely to report 

having engaged in infidelity themselves, which suggests the continuing influence of 

parental behavior. The sample used by Platt et al. contained primarily Caucasian (68%) 

participants, followed by African American (15%) and Hispanic (11%). This is consistent 

with Dadds, Atkinson, Turner, Blums, and Lendrich’s (1999) study, which showed that 

parents and children tend to use the same kinds of strategies to resolve conflict. Thus, if 

parents use infidelity as a way to avoid conflict within the relationship, it may be likely 

that their children will learn to do the same.   

Conclusion 

Several common limitations of these studies emerged. Of the studies examining 

the effects of interparental conflict and/or infidelity on adult children, several utilized a 

convenience sample composed of undergraduate students. While college students are a 

frequently-studied population, such students are not generally representative of the 

population at large. Most of the studies’ samples also included a majority of participants 

who identified as White or Caucasian. Thus, non-White groups were consistently 

underrepresented. Finally, most of the studies, even those drawing data from longitudinal 

studies, only examined participants’ attitudes towards parental relationships or 
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perceptions of interparental conflict at one point in time. This type of design limits the 

understanding of how adult children’s attitudes and perceptions may be related to their 

attitudes during their childhood, as well as how these processes change within individuals 

throughout adulthood. In addition, participants’ memories may be biased due to 

inaccurate recall of information.    

Based upon gaps in the literature identified in this brief review, this exploratory 

study aimed to gain more information about the complex relationship between 

interparental conflict and infidelity, focusing on vertical relationships – such as those 

between parents and their adult children – and horizontal relationships – such as those 

between the adult children and their partners (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). The 

theoretical lens of contextual therapy was applied, with a special focus on relational 

ethics from the perspective of adult children. In this study, it was hypothesized that: 

(1) Within relationships between adult children and their parents, higher levels of 

interparental conflict will be related to lower levels of vertical trust and justice and 

lower levels of vertical entitlement. 

(2) Within relationships between adult children and their parents, the occurrence of 

parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of vertical trust and justice, loyalty, 

entitlement, and total vertical relational ethics.   

(3) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of 

parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of horizontal trust and justice and 

lower levels of horizontal entitlement.  



   

 

30 
 

(4) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of 

the adult child’s own infidelity will be related to lower levels of horizontal trust and 

justice, loyalty, entitlement, and total horizontal relational ethics. 

(5) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of 

the adult child’s own infidelity will mediate the relationship between parental 

infidelity and levels of horizontal relational ethics. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 This study was conducted in a cross-sectional design, assessing participants’ 

attitudes at the time of completing a survey (see Appendix A). A quantitative design was 

selected to facilitate the use of statistical analysis to measure aspects of relational ethics 

and reports of interparental conflict, as well as to gain a moderately in-depth 

understanding of the circumstances surrounding parental infidelity. Since this study was 

exploratory in nature, a cross-sectional design was appropriate to inform the design of 

future cross-sectional or longitudinal studies.   

Assumptions  

 This study was based upon several assumptions. In accordance with the lens of 

contextual therapy, the study assumed that the consequences of an individual’s actions 

and decisions affect all those who are connected to the individual, especially those bound 

by intergenerational family loyalties (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). This study 

also assumed, based upon previously conducted studies (e.g. Amato & Rogers, 1997; 

Previti & Amato, 2004), that relational conflict is associated with infidelity. However, 

this study made no assumption of a linear cause-and-effect relationship between 

relational conflict and infidelity. In addition, this study assumed that participants were 

truthful and thorough in their responses to questions regarding reports of interparental 

conflict and infidelity committed by themselves and their parents. In this study, infidelity 
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was broadly defined as secretive emotional and/or sexual involvement with a person 

outside of a committed couple relationship that violates the partners’ agreement with each 

other.   

Participants 

  To be included in this study, participants had to identify as (a) being 18 years of 

age or older, (b) having biological parents who were married or living together for at least 

six months during the participant’s life, and (c) currently living in the United States. The 

sample included both individuals who identified their parent(s) as having engaged in 

infidelity and individuals who reported no knowledge of parental infidelity. Both males 

and females were included in the sample, and there was no upper age limit. 

Procedure 

Due to this study’s exploratory nature, convenience sampling was used. 

Participants were recruited through professional organizations, business and personal 

contacts, social networking sites, and an email sent to all students, faculty, and staff at a 

midsize public university in the state of Texas. An attempt was made to invite individuals 

from a variety of backgrounds in terms of race, sex, geographic location, religious 

affiliation, educational attainment, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, and other 

demographic variables. Potential participants received an electronic message or email (see 

Appendix B) containing a link to complete an anonymous online survey available through 

PsychData. PsychData is an online data collection service for the social sciences and 

utilizes encrypted data transfer. While convenience sampling does not typically yield a 
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representative sample, the researcher attempted to limit sampling error by gathering as 

large a sample as possible. To encourage an increased response rate, the researcher planned 

to send a follow-up email or message (see Appendix C) two weeks and one month after the 

initial introductory message; however, this proved unnecessary since a relatively large 

sample was obtained within one week of opening the survey online. As an incentive, 

participants were provided with the option of entering a drawing to win a $20 gift card after 

completing the survey. The drawing for the gift card was conducted within one month of 

closing the survey, and the winner was contacted by email with a link to an electronic gift 

card. Contact information provided by those who wished to enter the drawing was kept 

confidential and separate from survey data through a link to a separate survey through 

PsychData.      

The proposal for this study was submitted to and approved by the Texas Woman’s 

University Institutional Review Board (IRB; Appendix D). All recruitment materials, 

forms, and procedures adhered to IRB protocol. Participants completed the online survey at 

a time and location of their choosing. Participants reviewed the online informed consent 

form (see Appendix E) and indicated their willingness to participate in the survey by 

clicking “I agree” before beginning the survey. No paper copies of the survey or informed 

consent form were used. Based upon the nature of the topics being discussed, there was a 

risk that some participants might experience some emotional discomfort. Thus, participants 

were provided several resources to identify local mental health professionals if they needed 

a referral for services.   
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There is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all email, downloading, and 

internet transactions; however, the researcher took precautions to protect participants’ 

rights to confidentiality. All identifying information was kept separately from survey data 

and will be destroyed at the end of data analysis and reporting. To protect participants’ 

anonymity, name and contact information collected for the drawing was not connected to 

survey data at any time. Participation in the study was voluntary, and participants were 

provided the option to exit the survey at any time without penalty.   

Measures 

 The survey (see Appendix A) included original demographic questions and items 

from two previously published scales. 

Perceptions of Interparental Conflict-Intensity/Frequency Scale (PIC-I/F) 

The PIC-I/F (Kline, Wood, & Moore, 2003) is a 13-item scale assessing the 

intensity and frequency of interparental conflict. Four of the items are reverse-scored, and 

higher total scores indicate higher levels of interparental conflict intensity and frequency. 

The PIC-I/F uses a six-point Likert scale ranging from one (definitely false) to six 

(definitely true) for participants to rate how much each item resonates with their parents’ 

relationship. The PIC-I/F was derived from and is highly correlated with the original 51-

item Children’s Perceptions of Interpersonal Conflict scale (CPIC; Grych, Seid, & 

Fincham, 1992). This modified version has been specifically adapted for young adults 

from both divorced and non-divorced families. Since there are no subscales associated 

with this instrument, the total score was used in this study to measure the level of 
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interparental conflict and to calculate the effects of conflict on relational ethics within 

parent-adult child relationships. 

Kline et al.’s (2003) validation study included a sample of 375 undergraduate 

students at a small private university who were primarily White, single (99.9%) females 

(68.3%), with a mean age of 20.0 years (SD = 1.50). Twenty-five percent of participants’ 

parents were divorced; the remaining participants were from non-divorced families. 

According to Kline et al., the PIC-I/F has an internal consistency rating of α = .83 and has 

demonstrated a high degree of test-retest reliability between Time 1 and Time 2, r(55) = 

.93, p <.001. The researchers in that study also determined that the PIC-I/F is also 

positively correlated with the original CPIC, r = .86, p < .001. In this current study, the 

PIC-I/F also demonstrated an acceptable reliability of α = .94.   

Relational Ethics Scale (RES) 

The RES (Hargrave, Jennings, & Anderson, 1991) is a 24-item scale designed to 

measure contextual therapy’s construct of relational ethics, the sense of justice and 

fairness within families. The RES asks subjects to respond to questions using a five-item 

Likert scale format, ranging from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree). Twelve 

items are reverse-coded, and higher scores indicate higher levels of relational ethics. The 

RES includes subscales measuring vertical trust and justice, vertical loyalty, vertical 

entitlement, horizontal trust and justice, horizontal loyalty, horizontal entitlement, total 

vertical relational ethics, and total horizontal relational ethics. In contextual therapy, trust 

and justice provides the foundation for all other relational ethics constructs and is 
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evidenced by a balance of giving and taking in relationships (Hargrave et al., 1991). 

Loyalty can be defined as a sense of commitment to the relationship based upon merit 

earned by nature of being part of that relationship (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). 

Entitlement in the RES measures how individuals perceive whether they have received 

what they deserve from their family members and partners (Hargrave et al., 1991), with 

higher scores indicating a stronger belief that the individual received what he/she was 

due. All subscales, as well as the total score for the entire scale, were included in this 

study for the purpose of measuring various constructs related to relational ethics that may 

be influenced by interparental conflict and infidelity. Both vertical and horizontal total 

subscale scores were included to examine the adult children’s ratings of relational ethics 

within parent-adult child relationships (vertical) and partnered (horizontal) relationships.    

The RES was developed through a five-stage procedure, which began with 

defining relational ethics and related constructs in contextual therapy. Dr. Ivan 

Boszormenyi-Nagy, founder of contextual therapy, reviewed and approved of the face 

validity of all definitions. Once statements were generated for the RES and evaluated by 

a panel of experts in contextual therapy, the preliminary scale was tested in a pilot study 

with 290 individuals. The sample for this group of subjects was primarily female (68.0%) 

and White (85.2%), with an average age of 38.4 years (SD = 12.38). Seventy-two percent 

of participants were married, and participants identified themselves as working in a 

variety of blue-collar and professional jobs (Hargrave et al., 1991).  
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Then, a revised version was tested with another sample of participants to 

determine predictive validity. This sample included 80 participants who were primarily 

female (67.5%) with a mean age of 38.3 years. In the final stage, the scale developers 

established concurrent validity with the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976) 

and the Personal Authority in the Family System Questionnaire (PAFSQ; Bray, 

Williamson, & Malone, 1984). The RES has a reported overall reliability of α = .96, and 

reliabilities for the vertical and horizontal subscales range from .93 to .96 (Hargrave, 

Jennings, & Anderson, 1991). In a study further validating the RES, Hargrave and 

Bomba (1993) determined that participants’ age and history of marriage and divorce 

significantly affected scores related to horizontal and vertical ethics. In this current study, 

the reliability of the total RES was acceptable (α = .91), with reliabilities for the subscales 

ranging from .67 to .92.  

Hypotheses  

In this study, it was hypothesized that: 

(1) Within relationships between adult children and their parents, higher levels of 

interparental conflict will be related to lower levels of vertical trust and justice and 

lower levels of vertical entitlement. 

(2) Within relationships between adult children and their parents, the occurrence of 

parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of vertical trust and justice, loyalty, 

entitlement, and total vertical relational ethics.   
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(3) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of 

parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of horizontal trust and justice and 

lower levels of horizontal entitlement.  

(4) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of 

the adult child’s own infidelity will be related to lower levels of horizontal trust and 

justice, loyalty, entitlement, and total horizontal relational ethics. 

(5) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of 

the adult child’s own infidelity will mediate the relationship between parental 

infidelity and levels of horizontal relational ethics. 

Plan of Analysis 

 All analysis of data was conducted using SPSS 20 software. First, descriptive 

statistics were calculated to provide information about participants’ demographic and 

familial characteristics, especially those related to infidelity. Chronbach’s alpha 

procedures were used to analyze the internal consistency reliability of the total PIC-I/F 

scale, the total RES scale, and all 8 subscales of the RES.   

 Then, t-tests were conducted to identify differences on all nine outcome 

variables (horizontal trust and justice, horizontal loyalty, horizontal entitlement, vertical 

trust and justice, vertical loyalty, vertical entitlement, total horizontal relational ethics, 

total vertical relational ethics, and total relational ethics) based on participants’ sex. 

ANOVAs were used to identify any differences on all outcome variables (see above) 

based on participants’ race, parents’ current relationship status, religious preference, or 
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educational level. To determine whether the intensity and frequency of interparental 

conflict is related to participants’ ratings of relational ethics within the family, 

correlations were computed between the PIC-I/F total score and the nine outcome 

variables from the RES.    

A series of multiple regressions were used to address the interrelationship 

between interparental conflict, parental infidelity, and adult children’s perceptions of 

relational ethics. First, parent-child relationships were analyzed using a moderator model. 

According to Baron and Kenny (1986), a moderator model implies that a causal 

relationship between two distinct variables changes due to the presence of a moderator 

variable. Two moderator models were used: one to examine the effects of mothers’ 

affairs and one to examine the effects of fathers’ affairs. In the first step, the effects of 

demographic characteristics – adult child’s current age, sex, race, religious preference, 

and parents’ current relationship status – on vertical trust and justice, vertical loyalty, 

vertical entitlement, and total vertical relational ethics were calculated. In the next step, 

the occurrence of parental infidelity was added as a predictor. The third step included the 

level of interparental conflict as indicated by a total score on the PIC-I/F. In the fourth 

step, the interaction between the occurrence of parental infidelity and the level of 

interparental conflict was added, and the fifth step included the interaction between the 

child’s sex and parental infidelity. In accordance with Aiken and West’s (1991) 

recommendations, all continuous moderation variables were centered in order to 

minimize multicollinearity errors.  
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The basic moderation model for Hypotheses 1 and 2 is represented below in equation 1.1: 

(1.1) Vertical relational ethics = 1 Demographics + 2 Parental Infidelity  +               

3 Interparental conflict + 4 (Parental infidelity x Interparental conflict) + 5 

(Child’s sex x Parental infidelity) +  

  Second, relationships between adult children and their partners were analyzed 

using a mediator model. According to Baron and Kenny (1986), the following conditions 

must be met in a mediation model. First, the independent variable must affect the 

mediator in the first equation. In addition, the independent variable must affect the 

dependent variable in the second equation. Finally, the mediator must affect the 

dependent variable in the third equation. If these conditions are all met in the predicted 

direction, then the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable must be 

less in the third equation than in the second.   

In the first step of this regression model, the effects of demographic 

characteristics – adult child’s race, age at beginning of current relationship, length of 

current relationship, current partner’s sex, and religious preference – on horizontal trust 

and justice, horizontal loyalty, horizontal entitlement, and total horizontal relational 

ethics were calculated. In the next step, dummy variables reflecting the occurrence of 

mothers’ affairs and fathers’ affairs were added as predictor variables. The third step 

included the addition of the adult child’s own infidelity as a predictor.  
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The basic mediation model for Hypotheses 3, 4, and 5 is represented in the equation 

below: 

(1.2) Horizontal relational ethics = 1 Demographics + 2 Parental infidelity +  

          

       3 Adult child’s own infidelity +  

Conclusion 

Past research concerning the topic of infidelity has primarily addressed infidelity 

as an issue that mostly affects couples, without adequately taking into account the effects 

of subsequent conflict and relational instability on children. Similarly, the lens of 

contextual therapy has seldom been applied. Infidelity can be considered both a cause and 

a consequence of marital conflict (Previti & Amato, 2004). Previously conducted 

research has demonstrated that conflict between marital partners is often associated with 

harsh, inconsistent parenting (Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000; Riggio & Valenzuela, 

2011). When viewed through the lens of contextual family therapy, trustworthy care 

giving is the basis of earned merit and relational ethics within the parent-child 

relationship, which provides the foundation for other relationships.  

The purpose of this exploratory study was to gain more information about the 

complex relationship between interparental conflict and infidelity, focusing on vertical 

relationships, such as those between parents and their adult children, and horizontal 

relationships, such as those between the adult children and their partners (Boszormenyi-

Nagy & Krasner, 1986). The theoretical lens of contextual therapy was applied, with a 
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special focus on relational ethics from the perspective of adult children. A cross-

sectional, quantitative approach was used to gather data through an online survey. The 

study’s sample included both adults who identified their parent(s) as having engaged in at 

least one affair and adults who identified as having no knowledge of parental infidelity. 

The survey included original demographic and familial background questions, as well as 

questions from the Relational Ethics Scale (RES; Hargrave et al., 1991) and the 

Perceptions of Interparental Conflict-Intensity/Frequency Scale (PIC-I/F; Kline et al., 

2003). SPSS 20 was used to analyze all quantitative data.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Description of the Sample 

General Demographics    

A total of 806 participants responded to the survey. Cases were deleted if the 

participants did not provide information on whether their parents or they themselves had 

been involved in infidelity or did not complete the majority of questions related to 

interparental conflict and relational ethics. The final sample included 695 participants. 

Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 70 years, with 52.5% in their twenties (M = 30.62 

years, SD = 11.75). The sample was primarily female (91.2%), Caucasian/White (68.5%), 

and Christian (72.1%). Eighty-five percent resided in Texas, and the rest of the sample 

resided in 27 other states. See Table 1 for more detailed information regarding general 

sample characteristics.   

The majority of participants reported holding either a bachelor’s (34.0%), 

master’s (22.7%), or doctoral or professional degree (5.5%). Participants reported a mean 

household income of $67,066 (SD = $63,754.33), with 45.3% earning less than $50,000 

per year. Seventy-four percent reported being currently employed part-time or full-time, 

with 43.8% of the sample considering themselves primarily students and 33.1% reporting 

their general employment type as “professional.”  
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Table 1  

 

Demographic Characteristics of Participants  

 
Characteristic n % 

Sex   

     Female 634 91.2 

     Male 61 8.8 

 

Race 

  

     Black or African American 75 10.8 

     Native American or Alaskan Native 3 0.4 

     Asian or Asian American 41 5.9 

     White or Caucasian 476 68.5 

     Hispanic or Latino/a 72 10.4 

     Biracial or Multiracial 26 3.7 

     Arab or Middle Eastern 1 0.1 

     Other 1 0.1 

 

Education 

  

     Less than high school 1 0.1 

     High school/GED 26 3.7 

     Some college 155 22.3 

     Two-year college degree (associate) 81 11.7 

     Four-year college degree (bachelor) 236 34.0 

     Master’s degree 158 22.7 

     Doctoral degree 27 3.9 

     Professional degree (M.D., J.D.) 11 1.6 

 

Religious preference 

  

     Christianity 501 72.1 

     Judaism 1 0.1 

     Islam 12 1.7 

     Hinduism 9 1.3 

     Buddhism 5 0.7 

     Unitarian Universalism 6 0.9 

     Atheism 11 1.6 

     Agnosticism 13 1.9 

     Other 15 2.2 

     None 96 13.8 

     Chose not to answer  26 3.7 

 

Sexual orientation  

  

     Lesbian 14 2.1 

     Gay male 4 0.6 

     Bisexual female 27 4.1 

     Bisexual male 6 0.9 

     Heterosexual female 560 84.2 

     Heterosexual male 54 8.1 
Note. N = 695.
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Half (50.8%) of the sample had previously sought therapy or counseling. Of those who 

had previously been involved in therapy, participants reported seeking mental health 

services from individual counselors (40.1%), couple or family therapists (14.1%), 

psychiatrists (13.8%), and clergy (9.5%).      

Parental and Familial Relationships   

 The majority of participants reported their biological parents’ current 

relationship status as married (56.3%) or divorced (28.9%) with 7.5% indicating that one 

or both parents were deceased. For those indicating that their parents were divorced or 

separated (n = 233), participants reported an average age of 11.15 years (SD = 8.13) at 

the time of the separation. About half (49.4%) were under the age of 10 when their 

parents’ relationship ended. Parental relationships that ended in separation or divorce 

lasted an average of 15.70 years (SD = 9.75). For those indicating that their parents were 

currently married or living together (n = 425), parental relationships had lasted an 

average of 32.26 years (SD = 12.39). Participants primarily reported living with both 

biological parents (78.0%), with their mother only (10.8%), or with their mother and a 

stepfather (7.2%) for the majority of their childhood. 

 Participants reported the additional presence of several common stressors in their 

families of origin, including parental substance abuse (22.9%), child or adult child 

substance abuse (16.0%), child abuse or neglect (14.1%), domestic violence (18.6%), 

death of a parent (14.2%), death of a child or adult child (7.1%), suicide of a parent 

(1.0%), and suicide of a child (0.4%). Forty-one percent of participants reported feeling 
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caught between their parents as a child, and 28% reported currently feeling caught 

between their parents as an adult. Seventeen percent reported currently feeling threatened 

when their parents argue.           

Parental Infidelity  

Mothers’ affairs. All information related to mothers’ infidelity is reported from 

the perspective of the adult child participants. Ten percent of participants reported that 

their mothers had engaged in an affair during their parents’ relationship; an additional 

3.6% indicated that they were not sure. Of those adult children reporting knowledge of 

maternal infidelity, participants indicated whether their mothers’ affairs were a one-time 

event (27.6%), an ongoing affair with one person (53.9%), or affairs with two or more 

people (18.4%). According to participants, the mean number of affair partners for 

mothers was 1.62 (SD = 1.16). Eighty percent reported their parents as married at the 

time of their mother’s infidelity, while 10.3% indicated that their parents were separated 

at the time. Seventy-eight percent reported their mother’s affairs ended five or more years 

ago (M = 15.19, SD = 11.83).  

Fifty-five percent of participants were between the ages of 10 and 19 years, and 

22.4% were under the age of 10 years when they learned of their mother’s infidelity  

(M = 15.61, SD = 7.28). Participants were most likely to have learned about their 

mother’s affair by finding out on their own (22.2%), being told by their parent not having 

the affair (19.8%), being told by a sibling (18.5%), or being told by the parent having the 

affair (14.8%). Participants indicated whether their mothers were involved in emotional 
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(19.5%), sexual (4.9%), or emotional and sexual affairs (50.0%). Sixty-three percent 

reported that their father was aware of their mother’s affair(s), and 28.9% reported being 

unsure. Forty-four percent of participants indicated that their parents had not yet worked 

through the impact of their mothers’ infidelity. For more information about mothers’ 

affairs, see Table 2.  

Fathers’ affairs. As with mothers, all information related to fathers’ infidelity is 

reported from the perspective of the adult child participants. Just over a quarter (26.3%) 

of participants reported that their father had been unfaithful during their parents’ 

relationship, and 8.9% indicated that they were unsure of whether this had occurred. Of 

those reporting knowledge of paternal infidelity, participants indicated whether their 

fathers’ affairs were a one-time event (18.1%), an ongoing affair with one person 

(32.6%), or affairs with two or more people (49.3%). The mean number of affair partners 

for fathers was 3.06 (SD = 3.32), compared to the mean of 1.62 partners reported for 

mothers. Similar to the data reported for mothers, 80.1% reported their parents as married 

at the time of their father’s infidelity, while 6.9% indicated that their parents were 

separated at the time. Eighty-six percent reported their father’s affairs ended five or more 

years ago (M = 15.99, SD = 11.14).  

Sixty-one percent were between the ages of 10 and 19 years, and 18.2% were 

under the age of 10 years when they learned of their father’s infidelity (M = 15.61,  

SD = 7.28). Participants were most likely to have learned about their father’s infidelity by 

being told by the parent not having the affair (39.7%), finding out on their own (22.7%), 
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being told by a sibling (8.3%), or being told by the parent having an affair (7.0%). This 

suggests that for mothers’ affairs, participants were most likely to learn about the affair(s) 

on their own, whereas they were most likely to learn about fathers’ affairs from their 

mothers (the parent not engaged in the affair). For both mothers and fathers, participants 

were more likely to be told by the parent not having the affair than from the parent who 

was actually engaging in infidelity. Participants indicated whether their fathers were 

involved in emotional (5.6%), sexual (23.3%), or emotional and sexual affairs (38.8%).     

Eighty-five percent indicated that their mother was aware of their father’s 

affair(s), and 10.6% reported being uncertain. This compares to 63% of fathers being 

aware of mothers’ affairs. Fifty-four percent of participants indicated that their parents 

had not yet worked through the impact of their father’s infidelity. For detailed 

information about fathers’ affairs, see Table 2.  

  In addition, a total of 26 participants (3.7%) indicated that both their mothers 

and fathers had engaged in infidelity at some point during the relationship. Of those in 

this group, participants’ parents were most likely to be divorced (50.0%), though some 

(26.9%) were still married. Seventy-six percent indicated that their fathers were aware of 

their mothers’ affairs, and 96.2% indicated that their mothers were aware of their fathers’ 

affairs. Information was not collected regarding which parent’s affair(s) occurred first or 

if the affairs occurred simultaneously.     
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Table 2  

 

Frequencies for Infidelity of Mothers, Fathers, and Participants 

 

Variable  Mothers (%) Fathers (%) Participants (%) 

 

Presence of infidelity  

   

     Yes 10.2 26.3 13.6 

     No 86.2 64.7 83.4 

     I’m unsure 3.6 8.9 3.0 

 

Status of affair(s) 
a 

   

    One-time event 27.6 18.1 44.7 

    Ongoing with one person 53.9 32.6 38.8 

    Multiple affairs  18.4 49.3 16.5 

 

Type of affair(s) 
a 

   

    Emotional 19.5 5.6 30.8 

    Sexual 4.9 23.3 22.1 

    Emotional and sexual  50.1 38.8 47.1 

    I’m not sure  25.6 32.3 0.0 

    

Number of affair partners 
a 

   

     One 53.8 35.8 66.7 

     Two  25.0 16.2 18.2 

     Three or more  15.0 47.1 11.1 

    

Partner aware of affair(s) 
a 

   

     Yes 62.7 84.7 41.3 

     No 8.4 4.7 49.0 

     I’m unsure  28.9 10.6 9.6 

Note. N = 695.  
a
 Percentages for specific details of affairs apply to those who answered “Yes” or “I’m 

unsure” when questioned about their parents’ or their own infidelity.  
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Participants’ Relationships 

 Eighty-four percent considered themselves heterosexual females, and 8% 

considered themselves heterosexual males. The majority of participants reported 

themselves as married (33.3%), single and not in a committed relationship (24.0%), or 

dating and in a committed relationship (22.5%). Of those currently in a relationship  

(n = 482), the mean relationship length was 8.22 years (SD = 9.22). The average age of 

participants at the beginning of their current relationship was 23.22 years (SD = 6.95). 

Fifty-one percent of participants’ current relationships had lasted less than five years, and 

89.0% indicated that their partner was male. Nineteen percent had been previously 

married and were divorced.         

Participants’ Infidelity 

 Participants also reported information about their own infidelity. Fourteen 

percent considered themselves as having been unfaithful during the course of their most 

current relationship, and 3.0% indicated that they were unsure whether they had been 

unfaithful. Of those who reported being unfaithful, 93.6% were female and 6.4% were 

male. This nearly reflects the makeup of the sample (91.2% female, 8.8% male). 

Independent samples t-tests revealed no significant differences between male and female 

participants of terms of participation in infidelity, type of infidelity, number of affair 

partners, or partner’s awareness.   

Of those who reported having engaged in infidelity, participants indicated 

whether their affair was a one-time event (44.7%), an ongoing affair with one person 
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(38.8%), or affairs with two or more people (16.5%). Participants reported an average of 

1.53 affair partners (SD = 1.20). Participants also indicated whether their affairs were 

emotional (30.8%), sexual (22.1%), or emotional and sexual (47.1%). Forty-nine percent 

indicated that, to their knowledge, their partner was unaware of their infidelity, and 9.6% 

reported being uncertain whether their partner knew. For more detailed information about 

participants’ infidelity, see Table 2.  

 Within the total sample, 69.0% percent indicated that they had never participated 

in a sexual act with someone other than their partner, and 18.8% indicated that they had 

done so in the first year of their relationship. Eighty-three percent reported that they had 

never engaged with someone other than their partner on an intimate emotional level that 

they considered being unfaithful, and 6.1% reported having done so in the first year of 

their relationship. Independent samples t-tests revealed no differences between male and 

female participants for the length of time between the beginning of the relationship and 

when they first engaged in emotional or sexual infidelity. Twenty-three percent reported 

having been unfaithful in a past relationship, and 4.9% were unsure whether they had 

previously been unfaithful in a past relationship.    

Relationships Between Demographics and Measures 

 For items on the Perceptions of Interparental Conflict-Intensity/Frequency (PIC-

I/F) and the Relational Ethics Scale (RES), the mean of surrounding points was used to 

replace missing values (Acock, 2005). Scores on the PIC-I/F can range from 13 to 78. For 

this sample, the overall mean score on the PIC-I/F was 39.21 (SD = 15.37). Scores on the 
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total RES can range from 24 to 120, and the mean score for this sample on the RES was 

92.59 (SD = 15.12). Mean scores for the total vertical relational ethics (M = 45.13,  

SD = 11.13) and total horizontal relational ethics (M = 47.47, SD = 7.74) subscales were 

similar. See Table 3 for more information about average scores of participants for the 

total and subscale scores of the PIC-I/F and RES, as well as Cronbach’s alpha values.  

 

 

 

Table 3  

 

Means and Standard Deviations for Interparental Conflict and Relational Ethics 

Measures  

 

Variable M SD α 

Interparental conflict      

     PIC-I/F Total  39.21 15.37 .94 

    

Relational ethics    

     Total RES  92.59 15.12 .91 

     Total vertical relational ethics 45.13 11.13 .92 

     Total horizontal relational ethics 47.47 7.74 .88 

     Vertical trust and justice 22.19 6.03 .87 

     Vertical loyalty 11.70 2.59 .76 

     Vertical entitlement 11.18 3.30 .85 

     Horizontal trust and justice 23.56 5.32 .88 

     Horizontal loyalty 12.64 1.93 .71 

     Horizontal entitlement  11.20 2.43 .66 

Note. N = 695.  
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In addition, Pearson product-moment correlations demonstrated that all subscales 

of the RES were positively correlated with each other and the total RES score. The level 

of interparental conflict as measured by the PIC-I/F was also significantly negatively 

correlated with all subscales and the total score on the RES. Interparental conflict was 

most strongly correlated with total vertical relational ethics [r(695) = -.52, p < . 001] and 

vertical trust and justice [r(695) = -.51, p < .001]. This indicated that higher levels of 

interparental conflict were associated with lower levels of overall vertical relational 

ethics. Consult Table 4 for more detailed information.   

Interparental Conflict 

One-way ANOVAs were used to determine differences in ratings of interparental 

conflict based upon adult children’s reports of parental infidelity. There were significant 

differences in ratings of interparental conflict for adult children’s reports of mothers’ 

infidelity, F(2, 692) = 9.35, p < .001, η
2
 = .03. Post-hoc testing using Bonferroni 

corrections indicated that adult children who were unsure of whether their mothers had 

engaged in an affair (M = 48.42, SD = 17.25) reported higher levels of interparental 

conflict than those who indicated no knowledge of maternal infidelity (M = 38.26,  

SD = 15.01), and those who reported that their mothers had engaged in infidelity  

(M = 44.02, SD = 15.93) also reported higher levels of conflict than those who reported 

that their mothers had not (M = 38.26, SD = 15.01). Differences between those who 

reported knowledge of mothers’ affairs and those who were unsure were not significant.   
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Likewise, there were significant differences in interparental conflict for adult 

children’s reports of fathers’ infidelity, F(2, 692) = 21.46, p < .001, η
2
 = .06. Results for 

fathers were similar to those found for mothers. Post-hoc testing using Bonferroni 

corrections indicated that adult children who were unsure of whether their fathers had 

engaged in an affair (M = 43.35, SD = 13.59) reported higher levels of interparental 

conflict than those who indicated no knowledge of paternal infidelity (M = 36.48,  

SD = 14.08), and those who reported that their fathers had engaged in infidelity  

(M = 44.52, SD = 17.24) reported higher levels of interparental conflict than those who 

reported that their fathers had not (M = 36.48, SD = 14.08). Differences between those 

who reported knowledge of fathers’ affairs and those who were uncertain were not 

significant.     

Total Relational Ethics  

The influences of various demographic characteristics on adult children’s ratings 

of total relational ethics were explored. One-way ANOVAs were conducted for 

differences based upon participants’ race, religious preference, parents’ relationship 

status, and level of education. An independent samples t-test was used to calculate 

differences based upon participants’ sex and as a follow-up test for race. A Pearson 

product-moment correlation was also conducted to examine the relationship between 

participants’ age and total relational ethics.    

Race. A one-way ANOVA indicated that the race of participants was significantly 

related to scores on total relational ethics, F(7, 694) = 2.33, p < .05, η
2
 = .02. Due to 
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small cell size, post-hoc testing was unable to be conducted to distinguish differences 

between specific racial categories. Thus, an independent samples t-test was used to 

examine differences between White and non-White participants on measures of relational 

ethics. This revealed a significant difference between racial groups, t(693) = 2.05,  

p < .05. For total relational ethics, Whites reported a slightly higher level of total 

relational ethics (M = 93.39, SD = 15.11) than non-Whites (M = 90.88, SD = 15.05).  

Religious preference. In addition, a one-way ANOVA indicated that 

participants’ religious preference was linked to significant differences in total relational 

ethics, F(2, 692) = 4.17, p < .01, η
2
 = .01. Post-hoc testing with Bonferroni corrections 

revealed that those who reported Christian as their religious preference (M = 93.61,  

SD = 15.21) scored higher on total relational ethics than those who reported no religious 

preference (M = 89.53, SD = 89.53). Reports of total relational ethics between those who 

reported a Christian preference and those who reported a religious preference of 

something other than Christianity were not significantly different.   

Parents’ relationship status. A one-way ANOVA also indicated that parents’ 

current relationship status contributed to significant differences in participants’ ratings of 

total relational ethics, F(3, 691) = 27.72, p < .001, η
2
 = .11. Post-hoc testing using 

Bonferroni corrections indicated that participants whose parents were married  

(M = 96.62, SD = 14.46) scored higher on total relational ethics than those whose parents 

were separated or divorced (M = 86.15, SD = 13.81). Those whose parents were married 

(M = 96.62, SD = 14.46) scored higher on total relational ethics than those who were 
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never married (M = 85.69, SD = 15.45). Those who reported one or both parents being 

deceased (M = 93.65, SD = 14.44) also scored higher on total relational ethics than those 

who were separated or divorced (M = 86.15, SD = 13.81).  

Age. Finally, there was a significant negative correlation between participants’ 

age and total relational ethics, r(695) = -.11, p < .01, indicating that higher age was 

associated with lower ratings of relational ethics. Older participants tended to report 

lower levels of total relational ethics.   

Education and sex. A one-way ANOVA indicated that there were no significant 

differences in total relational ethics based upon participants’ level of educational 

attainment. An independent samples t-test revealed no significant differences in total 

relational ethics based upon participants’ sex.  

Vertical Relationships  

 One-way ANOVAs, independent samples t-tests, and Pearson product-moment 

correlations were used to examine differences between groups for race, religious 

preference, education, sex, age, and parents’ current relationship status. Dependent 

variables included vertical trust and justice, vertical loyalty, vertical entitlement, and total 

vertical relational ethics.   

Race 

A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant difference based upon race for scores 

of vertical loyalty, F(7, 687) = 2.03, p < .05, η
2
 = .02. No differences were found between 

groups for other vertical relational ethics scores. Due to small cell sizes, post-hoc testing 
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was unable to be conducted, so it is impossible to tell which differences between groups 

were significant. Across groups, Asians and Asian Americans generally scored highest on 

measures of vertical loyalty (M = 12.49, SD = 2.18), followed by Native Americans and 

Alaskan Natives (M = 12.33, SD = 1.53). A follow-up independent samples t-test 

revealed no significant differences between White and non-White participants on any 

vertical relational ethics variables.    

Parents’ Relationship Status 

A one-way ANOVA indicated that parents’ current relationship status contributed 

to significant differences in participants’ ratings of vertical relational ethics. There were 

significant differences between groups in vertical trust and justice, F(3, 691) = 39.55,  

p < .001, η
2
 = .15. Post-hoc comparisons demonstrated that those whose parents were 

married (M = 24.09, SD = 5.29) scored significantly higher than those who were 

separated or divorced (M = 18.99, SD = 5.79), as well as those who were never married 

(M = 20.63, SD = 5.57). Participants with one or both parents deceased (M = 22.04,  

SD = 6.74) also scored higher than those whose parents were separated or divorced  

(M = 18.99, SD = 5.79).  

Parents’ relationship status also contributed to significant differences in vertical 

loyalty, F(3, 691) = 32.21, p < .001, η
2
 = .12. Post-hoc comparisons with Bonferroni 

corrections demonstrated that those whose parents were married (M = 12.43, SD = 2.34) 

scored higher than those who parents were separated or divorced (M = 10.41, SD = 2.52), 

as well as those with one or both parents deceased (M = 11.46, SD = 2.72). Those whose 
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parents were never married (M = 11.55, SD = 2.45) scored higher than those with parents 

who were separated or divorced (M = 10.41, SD = 2.52). Finally, those with one or both 

parents deceased (M = 11.46, SD = 2.72) scored higher than those who were separated or 

divorced (M = 10.41, SD = 2.52).  

Vertical entitlement was also influenced by parents’ current relationship status, 

F(3, 691) = 21.72, p < .001, η
2
 = .09. Post-hoc comparisons with Bonferroni corrections 

revealed that those whose parents were married (M = 11.96, SD = 3.02) scored higher 

than those who were separated or divorced (M = 9.83, SD = 3.27), as well as those whose 

never married (M = 10.41, SD = 3.46). Those whose parents were deceased (M = 11.33, 

SD = 3.56) also scored higher than those whose were separated and divorced (M = 9.83, 

SD = 3.27).  

Finally, parents’ current relationship status was also related to differences 

between groups in total vertical relational ethics, F(3, 691) = 35.95, p < .001, η
2
 = .14. 

Post-hoc testing with Bonferroni corrections indicated that those whose parents were 

married (M = 48.49, SD = 9.96) scored significantly higher than those with parents who 

were separated or divorced (M = 39.43, SD = 10.53), as well as those with parents who 

never married (M = 42.56, SD = 10.48). Those with one or both parents deceased  

(M = 45.02, SD = 12.57) also scored higher than those whose parents were separated or 

divorced (M = 39.43, SD = 10.53).  
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Religious Preference 

A one-way ANOVA indicated that participants’ religious preference was linked to 

significant differences in vertical trust and justice, F(2, 692) = 9.74, p < .001, η
2
 = .03. 

Post-hoc testing with Bonferroni corrections revealed significant differences between 

specific groups. Christians (M = 22.80, SD = 5.80) scored higher on vertical trust and 

justice than those who listed no preference (M = 20.65, SD = 6.11), as well as those with 

another religious preference (M = 20.52, SD = 6.55).  

Religious preference also accounted for a significant difference in vertical loyalty, 

F(2, 692) = 13.24, p < .001, η
2
 = .04. Post-hoc testing with Bonferroni corrections 

revealed that Christians (M = 12.00, SD = 2.40) scored significantly higher on vertical 

loyalty than those who listed no preference (M = 10.83, SD = 2.93), as well as those with 

another religious preference (M = 10.96, SD = 2.84).  

 Vertical entitlement was also significantly influenced by participants’ religious 

preference, F(2, 692) = 5.13, p < .01, η
2
 = .02. Post-hoc testing with Bonferroni 

corrections revealed only one significant difference, with Christians (M = 11.43,  

SD = 3.26) scoring significantly higher on vertical entitlement than those who listed a 

preference other than Christianity (M = 10.50, SD = 3.33). 

Finally, participants’ religious preference was associated with a difference in total 

vertical relational ethics, F(2, 692) = 9.32, p < .001, η
2
 = .03. Post-hoc testing with 

Bonferroni corrections revealed that Christians (M = 46.25, SD = 10.75) scored 
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significantly higher than those who listed no preference (M = 42.11, SD = 11.65), as well 

as those with another religious preference (M = 42.37, SD = 11.60).  

Age 

There was a significant negative correlation between participants’ age and vertical 

trust and justice [r(695) = -.11, p < .01], vertical loyalty [r(695) = -.15, p < .001], and 

vertical entitlement [r(695) = -.09, p < .05], and total vertical relational ethics  

[r(695) = -.12, p < .01]. This significant difference indicated that increases in age were 

associated with decreases in vertical relational ethics.  

Education and Sex 

Based upon the results of a one-way ANOVA, there were no significant 

differences between groups in vertical relational ethics based upon participants’ level of 

educational attainment. An independent samples t-test revealed no sex differences on 

vertical relational ethics.  

Vertical Regression Analysis  

Linear regressions were used to explore Hypotheses 1 and 2:  

(1) Within relationships between adult children and their parents, higher levels of 

interparental conflict will be related to lower levels of vertical trust and justice and 

lower levels of vertical entitlement. 

(2) Within relationships between adult children and their parents, the occurrence of 

parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of vertical trust and justice, loyalty, 

entitlement, and total vertical relational ethics.   
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Step 1 of each model included demographic variables related to participants’ age, sex, 

race (dichotomously coded as White or non-White), religious preference (coded with 

dummy variables as Christian, other religion, or no preference), and parents’ current 

relationship status (coded with dummy variables as married, separated or divorced, never 

married, or one or both parents deceased). Step 2 included the occurrence of parental 

infidelity (coded as either yes or no). The cases belonging to participants who marked 

“unsure” were filtered out for this regression model to allow for dichotomous coding of 

parental infidelity. In Step 3, the level of interparental conflict as indicated by the total 

score on the PIC-I/F was added. The regression also included moderator terms of the 

interaction between parental infidelity and interparental conflict in Step 4 and the 

interaction between parental infidelity and participant’s sex in Step 5. Separate regression 

analyses were conducted to examine the influence of mothers’ versus fathers’ infidelity to 

examine potential influences that may be specifically related to the sex of the parent 

engaging in infidelity and the sex of the adult child participant.  

Vertical Trust and Justice 

 Hypothesis 1 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

parents, higher levels of interparental conflict will be related to lower levels of vertical 

trust and justice. Hypothesis 2 stated that within relationships between adult children and 

their parents, the occurrence of parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of 

vertical trust and justice.  
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Mothers’ infidelity. The moderator model for the relationship between 

interparental conflict and vertical trust and justice is: 

(2.1) Vertical trust and justice = 1 Demographics + 2 Mother’s Infidelity + 3 

Interparental conflict + 4 (Mother’s infidelity x Interparental conflict) + 5 (Child’s 

sex x Mother’s infidelity) +  

The sections related to vertical trust and justice from both Hypotheses 1 and 2 were 

supported. The overall regression model for the relationship between interparental 

conflict, infidelity, and vertical trust and justice was significant, F(12, 657) = 34.38,  

p < .001, adjusted R
2
 = .38.   

The age of the participant (β = -.13, p < .01), religious preference of Christianity 

(β = .14, p < .01), and whether parents were separated or divorced (β = -.27, p < .001) 

emerged as significant predictors in Step 1, and they remained significant even when the 

occurrence of mother’s infidelity (β = -.16, p < .001) was entered into the equation in 

Step 2 and when the level of interparental conflict (β = -.17, p < .05) was added as a 

predictor in Step 3. When interparental conflict was added as a predictor, the occurrence 

of a mother’s infidelity was still a significant predictor. When the first moderator variable 

(Mother’s infidelity x Level of conflict) was entered into model in Step 4, all previously 

significant predictors remained significant, but the moderator term did not have a 

significant effect on vertical trust and justice. The second moderator (Mother’s infidelity 

x Adult child’s sex) was also not significant. In the final model, the age of the participant  
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(β = -.14, p < .001), religious preference of Christianity (β = .12, p < .01), parental 

separation or divorce (β = -.22, p < .001), mother’s infidelity (β = -.11, p < .01), and the 

level of parental conflict (β = -.43, p < .001) were all significant predictors of the level of 

vertical trust and justice present in the relationship between the adult child and the parent, 

as reported by the adult child.  

This finding demonstrates the influence of several variables on vertical trust and 

justice. Increased age and the presence of parental separation or divorce predicted lower 

levels of vertical trust and justice, while a religious preference of Christianity predicted 

higher levels of vertical trust and justice. As hypothesized, both higher levels of 

interparental conflict and the occurrence of a mother’s infidelity also served as predictors 

of lower levels of vertical trust and justice.  

Fathers’ infidelity. The moderator model for the relationship between 

interparental conflict and vertical trust and justice is: 

(2.2) Vertical trust and justice = 1 Demographics + 2 Father’s Infidelity + 3 

Interparental conflict + 4 (Father’s infidelity x Interparental conflict) + 5 (Child’s 

sex x Father’s infidelity) +  

The sections related to vertical trust and justice from both Hypotheses 1 and 2 

were supported. The overall regression model for the relationship between interparental 

conflict, infidelity, and vertical trust and justice was significant, F(12, 620) = 35.14,  

p < .001, adjusted R
2
 = .39. 
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In the first model, the participant’s age (β = -.13, p < .01), Christian religious 

preference (β = .17, p < .001), parental separation or divorce (β = -.28, p < .001), and 

parents’ relationship status of having never been married (β = -.10, p < .05) served as 

significant predictors of vertical trust and justice. When the occurrence of a father’s 

infidelity (β = -.22, p < .001) was added as a predictor in Step 2, parental relationship 

status as never married was no longer significant; all other previously significant 

demographic variables remained significant. When the level of interparental conflict  

(β = -.45, p < .001) was added in Step 3, demographic variables remained significant, as 

did the occurrence of a father’s infidelity. When the first moderator term (Father’s 

infidelity x Interparental conflict) was added in Step 4, the moderator was not significant, 

but both infidelity and interparental conflict remained significant. The second moderator 

(Father’s infidelity x Adult child’s sex) was also not significant. In the final model, 

participants’ age (β = -.12, p < .001), Christian religious preference (β = .13, p < .01), 

parental separation or divorce (β = -.21, p < .01), father’s infidelity (β = -.14, p < .001), 

and level of interparental conflict (β = -.44, p < .001) were significantly related to vertical 

trust and justice. 

These findings suggest that multiple variables influence vertical trust and justice. 

Increased age and the presence of parental separation or divorce were related to lower 

levels of vertical trust and justice, while a religious preference of Christianity predicted 

higher levels of vertical trust and justice. In support of Hypotheses 1 and 2, both the 
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occurrence of fathers’ infidelity and higher levels of interparental conflict were 

associated with lower levels of vertical trust and justice.      

Vertical Loyalty  

  Hypothesis 2 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

parents, the occurrence of parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of vertical 

loyalty. The effects for mothers’ and fathers’ infidelity are reported separately.      

Mothers’ infidelity. The moderator model for the relationship between 

interparental conflict and vertical loyalty is: 

(2.3) Vertical loyalty = 1 Demographics + 2 Mother’s Infidelity + 3 Interparental 

conflict + 4 (Mother’s infidelity x Interparental conflict) + 5 (Child’s sex x 

Mother’s infidelity) +  

The sections related to vertical loyalty from Hypothesis 2 were partially 

supported. The overall regression model for the relationship between interparental 

conflict, infidelity, and vertical loyalty was significant, F(12, 657) = 26.29, p < .001, 

adjusted R
2
 = .31.   

The age of the participant (β = -.17, p < .001], religious preference of Christianity 

(β = .18, p < .001), and whether parents were separated or divorced (β = -.24, p < .001) 

emerged as significant predictors in Step 1, and they remained significant even when the 

occurrence of mother’s infidelity (β = -.10, p < .01) was entered into the equation in Step 

2 and when the level of interparental conflict (β = -.39, p < .001) was added as a predictor 

in Step 3. When interparental conflict was added as a predictor, the occurrence of a 
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mother’s affair was still a significant predictor. When the first moderator variable 

(Mother’s infidelity x Level of conflict) was entered into the model in Step 4, 

participants’ age, Christian religious preference, parental separation or divorce, and 

interparental conflict remained significant, while the presence of mother’s infidelity was 

no longer significant. The first moderator term itself was not significant. The second 

moderator term (Mother’s infidelity x Adult child’s sex) was also not significant. In the 

final model, the age of the participant (β = -.18, p < .001), religious preference of 

Christianity (β = .16, p < .001), parental separation or divorce (β = -.21, p < .01), and the 

level of parental conflict (β = -.38, p < .000) were all significant predictors of the adult 

child’s perceived vertical loyalty.  

This finding indicates that multiple variables influence ratings of vertical loyalty. 

Increased age and the presence of parental separation or divorce predicted lower levels of 

vertical loyalty, and a religious preference of Christianity predicted higher levels of 

vertical loyalty. As hypothesized, the occurrence of a mother’s infidelity also served as a 

predictor of lower levels of relational ethics, but only until the interaction between 

mothers’ infidelity and interparental conflict was included as a predictor. An increase in 

levels of interparental conflict also predicted a decrease in vertical loyalty.  
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Fathers’ infidelity. The moderator model for the relationship between 

interparental conflict and vertical loyalty is: 

(2.4) Vertical loyalty = 1 Demographics + 2 Father’s Infidelity + 3 Interparental 

conflict + 4 (Father’s infidelity x Interparental conflict) + 5 (Child’s sex x Father’s 

infidelity) +  

The sections related to vertical loyalty from Hypothesis 2 were supported. The 

overall regression model for the relationship between interparental conflict, infidelity, 

and vertical loyalty was significant, F(12, 620) = 28.08, p < .001, adjusted R
2
 = .34.   

The age of the participant (β = -.17, p < .001], religious preference of Christianity 

(β = .21, p < .001), and whether parents were separated or divorced (β = -.25, p < .001) 

emerged as significant predictors in Step 1, and they remained significant even when the 

occurrence of father’s infidelity (β = -.16, p < .001) was entered into the equation in Step 

2 and when the level of interparental conflict (β = -.40, p < .001) was added as a predictor 

in Step 3. When interparental conflict was added as a predictor, the occurrence of a 

father’s affair was still a significant predictor. When the first moderator variable (Father’s 

infidelity x Level of conflict) was entered into model in Step 4, all previously significant 

variables remained significant, and the moderator term was not significant. The second 

moderator term (Father’s infidelity x Adult child’s sex) was also not significant. In the 

final model, the age of the participant (β = -.17, p < .001), religious preference of 

Christianity (β = .18, p < .001), parental separation or divorce (β = -.20, p < .01), the 

occurrence of a father’s infidelity (β = -.08, p < .05), and the level of interparental 
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conflict (β = -.41, p < .001) were all significant predictors of adult children’s ratings of 

vertical loyalty.  

This finding demonstrates that several variables influence ratings of vertical 

loyalty. Increased age and the presence of parental separation or divorce predicted lower 

levels of vertical loyalty, and a religious preference of Christianity predicted higher levels 

of vertical loyalty. A higher level of interparental conflict was also a significant predictor 

of a lower level of vertical loyalty. As hypothesized, the occurrence of a father’s 

infidelity also was related to lower levels of vertical loyalty.  

Vertical Entitlement 

  Hypothesis 1 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

parents, higher levels of interparental conflict will be related to lower levels of vertical 

entitlement. Hypothesis 2 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

parents, the occurrence of parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of vertical 

entitlement.    

Mothers’ infidelity. The moderator model for the relationship between 

interparental conflict and vertical entitlement is: 

(2.5) Vertical entitlement = 1 Demographics + 2 Mother’s Infidelity + 3 

Interparental conflict + 4 (Mother’s infidelity x Interparental conflict) + 5 (Child’s 

sex x Mother’s infidelity) +  

The sections related to vertical entitlement from Hypotheses 1 and 2 were 

supported. The overall regression model for the relationship between interparental 
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conflict, infidelity, and vertical entitlement was significant, F(12, 657) = 21.97, p < .001, 

adjusted R
2
 = .27.   

Participants’ age (β = -.12, p < .01], religious preference of Christianity (β = .10, 

p < .05), and whether parents were separated or divorced (β = -.24, p < .01) emerged as 

significant predictors in Step 1, and they remained significant even when the occurrence 

of mother’s infidelity (β = -.13, p < .01) was entered into the equation in Step 2 and when 

the level of interparental conflict (β = -.42, p < .001) was added as a predictor in Step 3. 

When interparental conflict was added as a predictor, the occurrence of a mother’s affair 

was still a significant predictor. Religious preference was no longer significant in Step 3. 

When the first moderator variable (Mother’s infidelity x Level of conflict) was entered 

into the model in Step 4, all previously significant variables remained significant. Neither 

the first moderator term nor the second moderator term (Mother’s infidelity x Adult 

child’s sex) was significant. In the final model, the age of the participant (β = -.13,  

p < .001), parental separation or divorce (β = -.20, p < .01), occurrence of mother’s 

infidelity (β = -.09, p < .05), and the level of parental conflict (β = -.41, p < .001) were all 

significant predictors of the adult child’s perceived vertical entitlement.  

This finding suggests that several variables influence vertical entitlement. 

Increased age and the presence of parental separation or divorce predicted lower levels of 

vertical entitlement, and a religious preference of Christianity predicted higher levels of 

vertical entitlement until the level of interparental conflict was taken into account. As 
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hypothesized, both the occurrence of mother’s infidelity and higher levels of interparental 

conflict predicted a lower level of vertical entitlement.  

Fathers’ infidelity. The moderator model for the relationship between 

interparental conflict and vertical entitlement is: 

(2.6) Vertical entitlement = 1 Demographics + 2 Father’s Infidelity + 3 Interparental 

conflict + 4 (Father’s infidelity x Interparental conflict) + 5 (Child’s sex x Father’s 

infidelity) +  

The sections related to vertical entitlement from Hypotheses 1 and 2 were 

partially supported. The overall regression model for the relationship between 

interparental conflict, infidelity, and vertical entitlement was significant,  

F(12, 620) = 21.64, p < .001, adjusted R
2
 = .28.   

The age of the participant (β = -.14, p < .01], religious preference of Christianity 

(β = .13, p < .01), and whether parents were separated or divorced (β = -.27, p < .001) or 

never married (β = -.10, p < .05) emerged as significant predictors in Step 1. With the 

exception of parents’ relationship status as never married, all remained significant even 

when the occurrence of father’s infidelity (β = -.15, p < .01) was entered into the equation 

in Step 2 and when the level of interparental conflict (β = -.41, p < .001) was added as a 

predictor in Step 3. When interparental conflict was added as a predictor, the occurrence 

of a father’s affair became no longer significant. When the first moderator variable 

(Father’s infidelity x Level of conflict) was entered into the model in Step 4, 

demographic variables and the level of interparental conflict remained significant. 
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Neither the first moderator term nor the second moderator term (Father’s infidelity x 

Adult child’s sex) was significant. In the final model, the age of the participant (β = -.13, 

p < .001), Christian religious preference (β = .10, p < .05), parental separation or divorce 

(β = -.22, p < .01), and higher levels of interparental conflict (β = -.40, p < .001) were all 

significant predictors of the adult child’s report of lower levels vertical entitlement. 

This finding demonstrates that several variables influence vertical entitlement. 

Increased age and the presence of parental separation or divorce predicted lower levels of 

vertical entitlement, and a religious preference of Christianity predicted higher levels of 

vertical entitlement. As hypothesized, the occurrence of fathers’ infidelity significantly 

predicted lower levels of vertical entitlement, but only until the level of interparental 

conflict was taken into account. Interparental conflict served as a strong predictor of adult 

children’s vertical loyalty with higher levels of interparental conflict related to lower 

levels of vertical loyalty.  

Total Vertical Relational Ethics   

  Hypothesis 2 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

parents, the occurrence of parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of total 

vertical relational ethics. The influence of mothers and fathers are reported separately. 
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Mothers’ infidelity. The moderator model for the relationship between 

interparental conflict and total vertical relational ethics is: 

(2.7) Total vertical relational ethics = 1 Demographics + 2 Mother’s Infidelity + 3 

Interparental conflict + 4 (Mother’s infidelity x Interparental conflict) + 5 (Child’s 

sex x Mother’s infidelity) +  

The section related to total vertical relational ethics from Hypothesis 2 was 

supported. The overall regression model for the relationship between interparental 

conflict, infidelity, and total vertical relational ethics was significant, F(12, 657) = 34.02, 

p < .001, adjusted R
2
 = .37.   

  The age of the participant (β = -.14, p < .001), religious preference of Christianity  

(β = .14, p < .01), and whether parents were separated or divorced (β = -.28, p < .001) 

emerged as significant predictors in Step 1. All previously significant variables remained 

significant even when the occurrence of mothers’ infidelity (β = -.15, p < .001) was 

entered into the equation in Step 2 and when the level of interparental conflict (β = -.45,  

p < .001) was added as a predictor in Step 3. When interparental conflict was added as a 

predictor, the occurrence of a mother’s affair remained significant. When the first 

moderator variable (Mother’s infidelity x Level of conflict) was entered into the model in 

Step 4, demographic variables, mother’s infidelity, and level of interparental conflict 

remained significant. Neither the first moderator term nor the second moderator term 

(Mother’s infidelity x Adult child’s sex) was significant. In the final model, the age of the 

participant (β = -.16, p < .001), Christian religious preference (β = .12, p < .01), parental 
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separation or divorce (β = -.23, p < .001), mother’s infidelity (β = -.09, p < .01), and the 

level of parental conflict (β = -.44, p < .001) were all significant predictors of adult 

children’s total vertical relational ethics.  

  This finding indicates that several variables influence total vertical relational 

ethics. Increased age and the presence of parental separation or divorce predicted lower 

levels, and a religious preference of Christianity predicted higher levels. As hypothesized, 

the occurrence of a mother’s infidelity significantly predicted lower levels of vertical 

relational ethics. Interparental conflict also served as a significant predictor of lower 

levels of overall vertical relational ethics with higher levels of interparental conflict 

related to lower levels of total vertical relational ethics.        

Fathers’ infidelity. The moderator model for the relationship between 

interparental conflict and total vertical relational ethics is: 

(2.8) Total vertical relational ethics = 1 Demographics + 2 Father’s Infidelity + 3 

Interparental conflict + 4 (Father’s infidelity x Interparental conflict) + 5 (Child’s 

sex x Father’s infidelity) +  

The section related to total vertical relational ethics from Hypothesis 2 was 

partially supported. The overall regression model for the relationship between 

interparental conflict, infidelity, and total vertical relational ethics was significant,  

F(12, 620) = 34.57, p < .001, adjusted R
2
 = .39.   
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The age of the participant (β = -.15, p < .001], religious preference of Christianity 

(β = .18, p < .001), and whether parents were separated or divorced (β = -.29, p < .001) 

emerged as significant predictors in Step 1. All previously significant variables remained 

significant even when the occurrence of fathers’ infidelity (β = -.20, p < .001) was 

entered into the equation in Step 2 and when the level of interparental conflict (β = -.45,  

p < .001) was added as a predictor in Step 3. When interparental conflict was added as a 

predictor, the occurrence of a father’s affair remained significant. When the first 

moderator variable (Father’s infidelity x Level of conflict) was entered into the model in 

Step 4, demographic variables, father’s infidelity, and level of interparental conflict 

remained significant. Neither the first moderator term nor the second moderator term 

(Father’s infidelity x Adult child’s sex) was significant. In the final model, the age of the 

participant (β = -.14, p < .001), Christian religious preference (β = .14, p < .01), parental 

separation or divorce (β = -.22, p < .001), father’s infidelity (β = -.12, p < .001), and the 

level of interparental conflict (β = -.45, p < .001) were all significant predictors of adult 

children’s total vertical relational ethics.  

  This finding demonstrates that several variables influence overall vertical 

relational ethics. Increased age and the presence of parental separation or divorce 

predicted lower levels of total vertical relational ethics, and a religious preference of 

Christianity predicted higher levels of total vertical relational ethics. As hypothesized, the 

occurrence of a father’s infidelity significantly predicted lower levels of vertical 
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relational ethics. Higher levels of interparental conflict also served as a significant 

predictor of adult children’s report of lower level of total vertical relational ethics.      

Horizontal Relationships  

One-way ANOVAs, independent samples t-tests, and Pearson product-moment 

correlations were used to examine differences between groups for race, religious 

preference, age at the beginning of the current relationship, length of the current 

relationship, and partner’s sex. Dependent variables included horizontal trust and justice, 

horizontal loyalty, horizontal entitlement, and total horizontal relational ethics.   

Race 

A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant difference based upon race for scores 

of horizontal trust and justice [F(7, 687) = 3.69, p < .01, η
2
 = .04], loyalty [F(7, 687) =  

3.18, p < .01, η
2
 = .03], and total horizontal relational ethics [F(7, 687) = 2.79, p < .01,  

η
2
 = .03]. There was no difference for horizontal entitlement. Due to small cell sizes, 

post-hoc testing was unable to be conducted, so it is impossible to tell which differences 

between groups were significant. For horizontal trust and justice, Native Americans 

scored highest (M = 27.00, SD = 1.73), followed by biracial or multiracial participants  

(M = 24.27, SD = 4.86). For horizontal loyalty, Native Americans scored highest  

(M = 14.00, SD = 1.73), followed by biracial or multiracial participants (M = 13.00,  

SD = 1.72). For total horizontal relational ethics, Native Americans scored highest  

(M = 52.33, SD = 5.77), followed by biracial or multiracial participants (M = 48.12,  

SD = 6.83).  
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A follow-up independent samples t-test revealed significant differences between 

White and non-White participants on horizontal trust and justice [t(693) = 3.20, p < .01], 

loyalty [t(693) = 2.86, p < .01], and total horizontal relational ethics [t(693) = 3.14,  

p < .01]. Differences between groups for horizontal entitlement were not significant. For 

horizontal trust and justice, Whites (M = 24.00, SD = 5.16) scored higher than non-

Whites (M = 22.62, SD = 5.56) on horizontal trust and justice. Similar results were found 

with horizontal loyalty, with Whites (M = 12.78, SD = 1.88) scoring higher than non-

Whites (M = 12.34, SD = 2.01) on reports of horizontal loyalty. For total horizontal 

relational ethics, Whites (M = 48.09, SD = 7.54) scored higher than non-Whites  

(M = 46.13, SD = 8.01).  

Age at Beginning of the Relationship 

 There were significant Pearson product-moment correlations between 

participants’ age at the beginning of the current relationship and horizontal trust and 

justice [r(481) = -.14, p < .01], horizontal loyalty [r(481) = -.15, p < 01], and horizontal 

entitlement [r(481) = .11, p < .05]. A higher age at the beginning of the relationship was 

associated with lower ratings of horizontal trust and justice and horizontal loyalty, while 

higher age was associated with higher ratings of horizontal entitlement. The correlation 

between age at beginning of the relationship and total horizontal relational ethics was not 

significant.  
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Partner’s Sex 

 An independent samples t-test revealed a significant difference for horizontal 

entitlement based upon the sex of participants’ partners, t(481) = 2.24, p < .05. Those 

with female partners (M = 11.87, SD = 2.39) scored higher than those with male partners 

(M = 11.07, SD = 2.47). There were no significant differences between groups for 

horizontal trust and justice, loyalty, or total horizontal relational ethics.    

Religious Preference and Length of the Relationship 

 A one-way ANOVA revealed no significant differences between religious groups 

on measures of horizontal relational ethics. There were no significant correlations 

between length of the current relationship and measures of horizontal relational ethics.  

Horizontal Regression Analysis  

Linear regressions were used to explore Hypotheses 3, 4, and 5:  

(3) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of 

parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of horizontal trust and justice and lower 

levels of horizontal entitlement.  

(4) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of the 

adult child’s own infidelity will be related to lower levels of horizontal trust and justice, 

loyalty, entitlement, and total horizontal relational ethics. 

(5) Within relationships between adult children and their partners, the occurrence of the 

adult child’s own infidelity will mediate the relationship between parental infidelity and 

levels of horizontal relational ethics.  
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Multiple linear regressions were used to explore the influence of parental 

infidelity and adult children’s own infidelity on horizontal relationships between adult 

children and their partners. Outcome variables included horizontal trust and justice, 

horizontal loyalty, horizontal entitlement, and total horizontal relational ethics. Step 1 

included demographic variables related to the adult children participants, including 

participants’ race, age at the beginning of the current relationship, length of the 

relationship, sex of partner, and religious preference (coded with dummy variables as 

Christian, other religion, or no preference). Step 2 included adult children’s reports of 

parental infidelity (coded with dummy variables for mothers only, fathers only, and both 

parents). Step 3 included the addition of the adult child’s own participation in infidelity. 

Cases were filtered out for those participants who marked “unsure” about infidelity of 

their mothers, fathers, or themselves.    

Horizontal Trust and Justice   

Hypothesis 3 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

partners, the occurrence of parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of horizontal 

trust and justice. Hypothesis 4 stated that within relationships between adult children and 

their partners, the occurrence of the adult child’s own infidelity will be related to lower 

levels of horizontal trust and justice. The equation for the relationship between parental 

infidelity, adult children’s infidelity, and horizontal trust and justice is: 

(2.9) Horizontal trust and justice = 1 Demographics + 2 Parents’ infidelity + 3 

Adult child’s infidelity +  
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The section related to horizontal trust and justice from Hypothesis 3 was partially 

supported, and this section of Hypothesis 4 was not supported. The overall regression 

model for the relationship between parental infidelity, adult children’s infidelity, and 

horizontal trust and justice was significant, F(9, 399) = 4.81, p < .001, adjusted R
2
 = .08.   

In Step 1 of the model, participants’ race (β = -.10, p < .05), age at the beginning 

of the current relationship (β = -.18, p < .001), and length of the current relationship  

(β = -.10, p < .05) emerged as significant predictors of horizontal trust and justice. When 

parental infidelity was added in Step 2, both race and relationship length were no longer 

significant; participants’ age at the beginning of the relationship remained significant. 

While the occurrence of a father’s infidelity was a significant predictor of horizontal trust 

and justice (β = -.20, p < .001), the occurrence of a mother’s infidelity was not significant 

in Step 2. The addition of participants’ own infidelity in Step 3 was not a significant 

predictor. In the final model, only participants’ age at the beginning of their current 

relationship (β = -.15, p < .01) and the occurrence of a father’s infidelity (β = -.19,  

p < .001) were significant predictors.  

This finding suggests that several variables are related to differences in horizontal 

trust and justice. While being White and having a relationship of longer length were 

initially significant in predicting lower horizontal trust and justice, they ceased to be 

significant when variables related to infidelity were included in the model. Age at the 

beginning of the relationship, however, was significant even in the final model, 

demonstrating that participants who began their relationships at later ages tended to 
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report lower levels of horizontal trust and justice than younger participants. While 

fathers’ infidelity appeared to have a significant impact on horizontal trust and justice, the 

infidelity of mothers was not a significant predictor. Finally, adult children’s own reports 

of infidelity failed to predict horizontal trust and justice.  

Horizontal Loyalty   

Hypothesis 4 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

partners, the occurrence of the adult child’s own infidelity will be related to lower levels 

of horizontal loyalty. The equation for the relationship between parental infidelity, adult 

children’s infidelity, and horizontal loyalty is: 

 (2.10) Horizontal loyalty = 1 Demographics + 2 Parents’ infidelity + 3 Adult child’s 

infidelity +  

Hypothesis 4 was not supported. However, the overall regression model for the 

relationship between parental infidelity, adult children’s infidelity, and horizontal loyalty 

was significant, F(9, 399) = 3.77, p < .001, adjusted R
2
 = .06. 

In Step 1, participants’ age at the beginning of the relationship (β = -.21, p < .001) 

and partner’s sex (β = -.13, p < .05) were significant predictors of horizontal loyalty 

scores. When parents’ infidelity was added in Step 2, both demographic variables 

remained significant. While the occurrence of mothers’ infidelity did not predict 

significant differences in horizontal loyalty, fathers’ infidelity was a significant predictor 

(β = -.13, p < .05). The addition of participants’ infidelity in Step 3 was not significant. In 

the final model, age at beginning of the relationship (β = -.43, p < .001), partner’s sex  
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(β = -.13, p < .01), and father’s infidelity were significant predictors (β = -.12, p < .05).  

These results indicate that increased age at the beginning of the current 

relationship and having a male partner were both significant predictors of lower 

horizontal loyalty. In this sample, both males and females reported having male partners. 

In addition, the occurrence of a father’s infidelity was a stronger predictor of lower levels 

of horizontal loyalty than a mother’s infidelity, which was not significant. Adult 

children’s own affairs were not a significant predictor of horizontal loyalty. 

 Horizontal Entitlement 

Hypothesis 3 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

partners, the occurrence of parental infidelity will be related to lower levels of horizontal 

entitlement. Hypothesis 4 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

partners, the occurrence of the adult child’s own infidelity will be related to lower levels 

of horizontal entitlement.   

The equation for the relationship between parental infidelity, adult children’s 

infidelity, and horizontal entitlement is: 

 (2.11) Horizontal entitlement = 1 Demographics + 2 Parents’ infidelity + 3 Adult 

child’s infidelity +  

The section relating to horizontal entitlement in Hypothesis 3 was partially 

supported, and the same section in Hypothesis 4 was not supported. The overall 

regression model for the relationship between parental infidelity, adult children’s 
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infidelity, and horizontal entitlement was significant, F(9, 399) = 2.45, p < .05, adjusted 

R
2
 = .03. 

In Step 1, there were no significant demographic variables. In Step 2, the 

occurrence of a father’s infidelity emerged as a significant predictor (β = -.15, p < .001), 

and the sex of one’s partner (β = -.10, p < .05) and age at the beginning of the 

relationship (β = .11, p < .05) became significant, as well. Mothers’ infidelity was not 

significant, as was participants’ own participation in infidelity in Step 3. In the final 

model, significant predictors included age at beginning of the relationship (β = .10,  

p < .05), partner’s sex (β = -.10, p < .05), and fathers’ infidelity (β = -.15, p < .01).  

As with horizontal trust and justice and horizontal loyalty, these results suggest 

that the infidelity of fathers more accurately predicts lower levels of horizontal 

entitlement whereas mothers’ infidelity was not a predictor. Adult children’s own 

infidelity remained insignificant. In addition, demographic variables only became 

significant when fathers’ infidelity was included in the model, with increased age at the 

beginning of the relationship predicting higher levels of entitlement. In addition, having a 

male partner predicted a lower level of entitlement.   

Total Horizontal Relational Ethics  

Hypothesis 4 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

partners, the occurrence of the adult child’s own infidelity will be related to lower levels 

of total horizontal relational ethics.  
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The equation for the relationship between parental infidelity, adult children’s infidelity, 

and total horizontal relational ethics is: 

 (2.11) Total horizontal relational ethics = 1 Demographics + 2 Parents’ infidelity + 

3 Adult child’s infidelity +  

The section relating to total horizontal relational ethics in Hypothesis 4 was not 

supported. The overall regression model for the relationship between parental infidelity, 

adult children’s infidelity, and total horizontal relational ethics was significant,  

F(9, 399) = 4.34, p < .001, adjusted R
2
 = .07. 

  In Step 1, only participants’ age at the beginning of the relationship (β = -.14,  

p < .01) was a significant predictor of total horizontal relational ethics. When parental 

infidelity was added in Step 2, age at beginning of the relationship became insignificant. 

The occurrence of a father’s infidelity (β = -.21, p < .001) was a significant predictor, 

while both mother’s infidelity and the adult child’s own infidelity were not significant. In 

the final model, only age at the beginning of the relationship (β = -.10, p < .05) and 

fathers’ infidelity (β = -.20, p < .001) were significant predictors of total horizontal 

relational ethics.  

These results are consistent with results pertaining to specific horizontal relational 

ethics constructs; fathers’ infidelity predicted lower ratings of horizontal relational ethics, 

while mothers’ and adult children’s own infidelity did not significantly predict horizontal 

scores. In addition, increased age at the beginning of the relationship was associated with 

lower levels of total horizontal relational ethics. 
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Mediation Model  

Hypothesis 5 stated that within relationships between adult children and their 

partners, the occurrence of the adult child’s own infidelity will mediate the relationship 

between parental infidelity and levels of horizontal relational ethics. Analysis followed 

Baron and Kenny’s (1986) approach for testing mediation.   

 Mothers’ infidelity. For the influence of mother’s infidelity on total horizontal 

relational ethics, a linear regression model indicated that the occurrence of maternal 

infidelity was not a significant predictor of total horizontal relational ethics, F(1, 583) = 

1.38, p > .05. Thus, further testing was not continued.  

 Fathers’ infidelity. According to Baron and Kenny (1986), the first step in a 

mediation model is to explore the influence of the predictor variable on the mediator. 

Thus, the influence of fathers’ infidelity on the mediating variable (participants’ own 

infidelity) was examined through the use of a binary logistic regression. The results of 

this test demonstrated that the occurrence of a father’s infidelity led to a two-time 

increase in the likelihood of the participant themselves engaging in infidelity,  

Exp(B) = 2.05. The inclusion of fathers’ infidelity correctly predicted 86.8% of 

participants’ engagement in infidelity, and this model was a good fit to the data,  

χ
2
 = 7.75, p < .01. Using a linear regression model, the occurrence of a father’s infidelity 

was a significant predictor of participants’ own engagement in infidelity, β = .12, p < .01 

(see Figure 4).   
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The second step in the Baron and Kenny (1986) model is to explore the influence 

of the predictor model on the outcome. In this case, the influence of fathers’ infidelity on 

total horizontal relational ethics was calculated. A linear regression model indicated that 

the influence of paternal infidelity was a significant predictor of total horizontal relational 

ethics, F(1, 583) = 25.84, p < .001, adjusted R
2
 = .04. The occurrence of fathers’ 

infidelity predicted lower horizontal relational ethics (β = -.21, p < .001).   

 Finally, Baron and Kenny (1986) state that the mediator must affect the 

dependent variable. Thus, a linear regression was used to determine the influence of 

participants’ own infidelity on total horizontal relational ethics. The results of this test 

indicated that participants’ own reports of infidelity significantly predicted scores of total 

horizontal relational ethics, F(1, 583) = 7.84, p < .01, adjusted R
2
 = .01. The occurrence 

of participants’ infidelity predicted lower scores (β = -.12, p < .01).  

 In the final model, a participant’s own infidelity partially mediated the 

relationship between father’s infidelity and total horizontal ethics (β = -.10, p < .05).  

 As evidenced by the coefficients, the effect of participants’ infidelity on horizontal 

relational ethics was lower than that of fathers’ infidelity. Since participants whose 

fathers engaged in infidelity were more likely to engage in infidelity themselves, this 

provides partial support for the mediating role of adult children’s infidelity in 

determining the influence of fathers’ infidelity on horizontal relational ethics. Thus, 

Hypothesis 5 was partially supported.  

 



   

 

90 

 

 

 

 

     

 

Figure 4. Individual significant paths. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Mediation model demonstrating the role of adult children’s own infidelity in 

mediating the influence of fathers’ infidelity on horizontal relational ethics.   

 

Summary 

 Results from this study demonstrated that both general demographic variables, as 

well as familial characteristics, predicted adult children’s ratings of vertical and 

horizontal relational ethics. For vertical relational ethics, consistent demographic 

predictors included participants’ age, religious preference of Christianity, and parental 

separation or divorce. Both mothers’ and fathers’ participation in infidelity significantly 

and consistently predicted a decline in vertical relational ethics. The level of interparental 
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conflict was also a consistently significant predictor of vertical relational ethics. 

However, interactions between infidelity and interparental conflict were not significant.     

 For horizontal relational ethics, both demographic and familial variables 

predicted participants’ reports. The relationships between demographic variables and 

horizontal relational ethics were less consistent than vertical relational ethics. 

Participants’ increased age at the beginning of the relationship predicted lower levels of 

horizontal trust and justice, loyalty, and overall horizontal relational ethics, but not 

entitlement. Race was only a significant predictor of horizontal trust and justice, and the 

sex of participants’ partners was only a significant predictor of horizontal trust and 

justice. While fathers’ engagement of infidelity consistently predicted lower levels of 

horizontal relational ethics, mothers’ infidelity did not emerge as a significant predictor. 

Likewise, adult children’s own infidelity was not a significant predictor of levels of 

horizontal relational ethics. As hypothesized, the occurrence of adult children’s own 

infidelity partially mediated the relationship between fathers’ infidelity and horizontal 

relational ethics.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

Discussion of the Results  

 The results of this study demonstrate that parental infidelity and interparental 

conflict do, in fact, influence adult children’s perceptions of relational ethics within their 

families and partner relationships. Based upon the sample’s characteristics, specifically 

the high percentage of female participants, these results are most appropriately applied to 

the understanding of how infidelity and interparental conflict affect female adult children. 

There are still many questions left unanswered.  

For example, a high percentage of affairs for both mothers (78%) and fathers 

(86%) in this sample ended over five years ago. This raises the question if participants’ 

responses would have differed if data relating to relational ethics and conflict between 

parents was analyzed during the first year after the discovery of a parent’s affair. Time 

may be an important factor in couples’ healing from infidelity-related wounds and 

seeking forgiveness (Abrahamson, Hussain, Khan, & Schofield, 2012), and the time 

needed for healing varies between couples (Bagarozzi, 2008). The same could be said for 

families. It may take months or even years for families to create meaning out of infidelity 

experiences and how this will influence their perceptions of trust, fairness, and loyalty 

with each other. 
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Data pertaining to how participants learned about their parents’ affairs suggested 

that participants were most likely to learn about their mother’s affair(s) on their own, 

whereas they were most likely to learn about fathers’ affairs from their mothers (the 

parent not engaged in the affair). For both mothers and fathers, participants were more 

likely to be told by the parent not having the affair than from the parent who was actually 

engaging in infidelity. While parents may find it difficult to discuss this sensitive topic 

whether they themselves or their partner is the person actually engaging in the affair, this 

study suggests that it may, in fact, be easier to tell children about a partner’s indiscretion 

than one’s own infidelity. In addition, mothers may generally be more likely than fathers 

to talk with their children about infidelity, regardless of the child’s sex (Thorson, 2009).       

 When participants were asked about their own participation in sexual and 

emotional infidelity, it appeared that the reports of first participation in sexual and 

emotional infidelity steadily decreased with the length of relationship. Of those who had 

been sexually unfaithful, approximately 60.7% did so within the first year of the 

relationship, and 15.8% did so within the first one to three years of the relationship. The 

percentages continued to decrease with the length of the relationship. Similar results were 

found with emotional infidelity. Of those who reported having been emotionally 

unfaithful, 36.0% percent reported having engaged with someone on an emotional level 

that they considered unfaithful in the first year. The percentage dropped to 26.3% for the 

first one to three years and continued to decrease over time.  
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These findings suggest that if an individual is going to be sexually or emotionally 

unfaithful, he/she is most likely to do so within the first several years of the relationship. 

Buss and Shackelford (1997) also acknowledged the high susceptibility to infidelity 

during the first year of marriage. While there are certainly exceptions to this trend since 

individuals can choose to engage in infidelity at any point during the relationship, this 

particular result from the current study may suggest a need for therapists working with 

couples to be especially aware of this higher risk rate in the first several years of the 

relationship and to develop targeted interventions to help new couples avoid relational 

patterns that could potentially lead to either partner engaging in infidelity.   

In addition, several demographic characteristics influenced relational ethics 

scores. Generally, White participants scored higher than non-White participants on 

ratings of relational ethics. It would be inappropriate to automatically assume that White 

families are more trustworthy, loyal, and just than non-White families. Rather, this 

finding suggests that the constructs that make up the Relational Ethics Scale (RES) may 

be biased towards measuring the worldview of White families. The samples used in 

testing and validating the RES in Hargrave, Jennings, and Anderson (1991) and Hargrave 

and Bomba (1993) were primarily White, and differences between racial groups were not 

reported. Thus, more research may be needed to better understand the relationship 

between racial background and ratings of relational ethics. This also suggests the need for 

contextual therapists to consider how the racial and ethnic background of couples and 
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families may influence whether relational ethics may be a helpful construct that fits with 

the clients’ language and worldview.  

Similarly, increased age was generally associated with a decline in relational 

ethics. It is unclear why this result may have occurred, but as with racial differences, it is 

possible that the constructs measured by the RES may be somewhat biased towards 

younger populations. It is also possible that as individuals age, their perceptions of 

relational ethics in their families of origin may change as result of situational factors that 

impact their perceptions over time. Hargrave, Jennings, and Anderson (1991) and 

Hargrave and Bomba (1993) made no mention of how age impacted participants’ scores.     

Vertical Relational Ethics  

In the vertical regression analyses, several demographic variables emerged as 

significant predictors. Participants’ increased age and parental separation or divorce 

generally served as predictors of lower scores for all vertical subscales (trust and justice, 

loyalty, and entitlement) and total vertical relational ethics. Based upon findings from 

previous studies (e.g. Booth & Amato, 2001; Sarrazin & Cyr, 2007), interpretation of this 

result requires some caution since it may be likely that participants whose parents 

separated or divorced were involved in high-conflict marriages. In this study, the level of 

conflict between parents emerged as a stronger predictor of relational ethics than whether 

parents were separated or divorced. Also, only participants’ religious preference of 

Christianity predicted higher vertical relational ethics scores. While the concept of 

relational ethics is not limited to Christian ways of thinking, many aspects of contextual 
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therapy are aligned with Christian principles (Hargrave & Williams, 2003), which may 

help to explain this finding. However, the oversampling of Christian participants in this 

study warrants some caution in interpreting the results regarding religious preference.    

The results of this study empirically support one of the major premises of 

contextual therapy, demonstrating that the consequences of an individual’s actions can, in 

fact, affect the lives of others connected to him/her (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 

1986). In this study, parents’ choices to engage in infidelity impacted their adult 

children’s relationships with their families of origin. For vertical trust and justice, the 

occurrence of both mothers’ and fathers’ infidelity, as well as higher levels of 

interparental conflict, served as predictors of lower scores as reported by adult children.  

For vertical loyalty, results differed for the influence of mothers’ and fathers’ 

affairs. For fathers, results were similar to vertical trust and justice. Both interparental 

conflict and fathers’ infidelity predicted lower vertical loyalty in the final model. 

However, maternal infidelity significantly predicted lower scores, but only until the 

interaction between mothers’ infidelity and interparental conflict was included as a 

predictor. This suggests that the relationship between conflict and maternal infidelity may 

be more closely linked to vertical loyalty than other measures of vertical relational ethics. 

For vertical entitlement, results also differed between mothers and fathers. For 

participants’ reports about their mothers, both interparental conflict and infidelity 

predicted lower vertical entitlement in the final model. For participants’ reports about 

their fathers, however, infidelity predicted lower vertical entitlement scores, but only 
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until the level of interparental conflict was included in the model. This suggests that the 

connection between paternal infidelity and interparental conflict may be strongest in 

terms of vertical entitlement, what individuals feel they are due to receive from their 

families.  

For overall vertical relational ethics, results were similar for mothers and fathers. 

Both the infidelity of mothers and fathers and the level of interparental conflict served as 

significant predictors of adult children’s perceptions of overall vertical relational ethics. 

These findings suggest that certain aspects of vertical relational ethics, such as loyalty 

and entitlement, may be more influenced by the complex relationship between 

interparental infidelity and interparental conflict, and these relationships may depend 

upon the gender of the parent engaging in an affair. Platt, Nalbone, Casanova, and 

Wetchler (2008) noted a significant connection between fathers and sons in terms of 

engagement in infidelity. However, this current study failed to find a relationship 

between the sex of the child and the sex of the unfaithful parent for ratings of vertical 

relational ethics.   

This study’s findings about the usefulness of levels of interparental conflict in 

predicting lower levels of relational ethics support the results from Riggio and 

Valenzuela’s (2011) study, which found that participants’ reports of higher levels of 

interparental conflict were associated with poorer relationships with parents. Results also 

support Krishnakumar and Buehler’s (2000) conclusion that parents in high-conflict 

relationships tend to employ harsh parenting techniques, which inhibits children from 
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developing a sense of trust in their parents as caregivers. From a contextual perspective, 

this lack of trust between parent and child may set the stage for relational problems 

between the child and others outside the family of origin.       

Horizontal Relational Ethics  

 Across various horizontal constructs, there was less consistency in results than 

with vertical relational ethics. For demographics, several variables served as significant 

predictors. Increased age at the beginning of the relationship predicted lower levels of 

horizontal trust and justice, loyalty, and total horizontal relational ethics, but increased 

age at the beginning of the relationship predicted higher levels of horizontal entitlement. 

This suggests that partners who enter into a new relationship at an older age may have 

higher expectations about what they are due to receive from each other. It is possible that 

this may be affected by experiences in previous relationships. In addition, having a male 

partner was a predictor of lower levels of horizontal entitlement and loyalty, while having 

a female partner predicted higher levels. It is difficult to draw conclusions based upon 

this finding, however, since participants’ sexual orientation was not included as a variable 

due to the oversampling of heterosexual participants.   

In addition, the occurrence of parental infidelity significantly predicted 

participants’ ratings of horizontal relational ethics. For all horizontal sub-scales 

(horizontal trust and justice, loyalty, entitlement) and total horizontal relational ethics, 

fathers’ infidelity was a significant predictor of lower scores. This indicated that 

participants who reported knowledge of their fathers’ affairs tended to rate their 
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relationships with their partners as lower in trust and justice, loyalty, and entitlement than 

those who reported no knowledge of fathers’ affairs. Since this sample was comprised of 

primarily heterosexual females, it is possible that this result demonstrates the tendency of 

women’s experiences with their male partners to be influenced by the women’s 

experiences with their fathers. This supports previous research demonstrating that 

women’s relationships with their fathers influence their self-esteem, experiences of 

intimacy in romantic relationships, and overall life satisfaction (Allgood, Beckert, 

Peterson, 2012; Scheffler & Naus, 1999). How adult children interact in relationships 

with their partners may be influenced by their perceptions of trust, loyalty, and fairness in 

their families of origin. However, the same result was not found for mothers’ infidelity.  

It is possible that this result was influenced by the high percentage of female participants 

in heterosexual relationships.  

Likewise, adult children’s own reports of infidelity were found to be insignificant 

in predicting all measures of horizontal relational ethics. It is possible that participants 

may have underestimated the effects of their own infidelity on their relationships with 

their partners or that this was related to the relatively high percentage of one-time 

occurrences. It is also possible that this result could be related to the fact that of those 

who reported being unfaithful, less than half reported their partner as being aware of the 

infidelity. However, according to Balderrama-Durbin, Allen, and Rhoades (2012), even 

undisclosed infidelity can impact functioning in couple relationships.   
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While the occurrence of mothers’ infidelity was not a significant predictor of 

horizontal relational ethics, fathers’ infidelity did emerge as a significant predictor. The 

results of this study suggest that adult children’s own engagement in infidelity does, in 

fact, partially mediate the relationship between fathers’ infidelity and adult children’s 

ratings of total horizontal relational ethics. Participants who reported knowledge of 

fathers’ affairs were two times more likely to participate in infidelity themselves, and this 

engagement in infidelity predicted a decline in horizontal relational ethics. While this 

finding is certainly compelling, it is unclear whether the decrease in horizontal relational 

ethics was due to the participants’ engagement in infidelity or whether the perception of 

imbalance in the partner relationship contributed to the desire and motivation for an 

extradyadic relationship. According to Baron and Kenny’s (1986) recommendations, the 

mediation model may not be as effective if the dependent variable causes the mediator. 

Applied to this study, these results may be less accurate if the lower level of horizontal 

relational ethics caused the adult children to seek emotional and/or sexual connection 

with someone other than their partners.       

Limitations 

Based upon this study’s assumptions and research design, there are some 

limitations to its generalizability. The study is limited due to the use of convenience 

sampling, which may not ensure the representativeness of the sample. While the majority 

of participants were recruited through a university setting, this study is less limited than 

others in its use of students since this university enrolls a large number of nontraditional 
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students of various ages, cultural backgrounds, employment status, etc. This diversity 

helps to explain the wide age range of this study. However, this sample did include a 

large number of female participants, which limits the generalizability of results for males. 

In addition, the sample was generally well-educated, with nearly three-quarters of the 

sample having completed at least a two-year college degree. Thus, these results may be 

most applicable to those who have a higher level of educational attainment. The sample 

also included particularly high percentages of those who reported a religious preference 

of Christianity and identified as heterosexual, which limits the generalizability to groups 

outside of these demographics.     

In addition, even though participants were asked to answer the questions based 

upon the provided definition of infidelity, it is possible that participants’ individual 

definitions of infidelity differed from the researcher’s meaning. In some cases, adult 

children may not have been aware of parental infidelity that had occurred in the past or is 

currently occurring, which may also limit the accuracy of the data in the present study. 

The design of questions about participants’ perceptions of their parents may have 

provided another limitation. When questioned about vertical relational ethics and 

interparental conflict, participants responded about their family as a unit, rather than as 

individual members. Some participants indicated in comments to the researcher that their 

experiences of parenting differed whether they were considering their mothers or their 

fathers, but the survey questions did not provide participants the ability to distinguish 

between the two. For example, perhaps participants felt that they received love and 
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affection from their fathers, but not from their mothers. Thus, these responses were 

reflective of participants’ families of origin as a whole, rather than interactions with a 

specific parent.     

In the online survey, the questions for the vertical and horizontal portions of the 

Relational Ethics Scale (RES) were split into two sections. Participants were asked to 

complete questions about general family demographics and parental infidelity, followed 

by questions pertaining to vertical relational ethics. In the next section, questions were 

asked about participants’ current relationship and participation in infidelity, followed by 

questions pertaining to horizontal relational ethics. Since the survey split these questions 

into two sections, there was a lower response rate for horizontal questions than for 

vertical questions. It is possible that participants may not have wished to complete the 

lengthy survey or that they experienced some discomfort when asked about their own 

participation in infidelity. These factors may have contributed to some participants 

choosing to discontinue the survey before answering questions measuring horizontal 

relational ethics.  

Furthermore, this study may also be limited in that it assumed that children were 

aware of their parents’ agreement concerning what constitutes infidelity in their 

relationship. For the purpose of this study, infidelity was defined as “secretive emotional 

and/or sexual involvement with a person outside of a committed couple relationship that 

violates the partners’ agreement with each other.” It is possible that what children 

perceived to be infidelity may, in fact, have been part of an agreement between both 
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parents that was not discussed with the children. This may especially be applicable to 

those children who identified their parents’ relationship status during the parent’s affair 

as separated or no longer living together. Just as adult children’s definitions of infidelity 

may have differed from their partners, their definitions may also have differed from that 

of their parents.   

Implications for Clinical Practice 

From the perspective of contextual therapy, infidelity can set in motion the 

development of a multigenerational legacy of mistrust (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 

1986). Thus, it is crucial for therapists who work with families affected by parents’ 

infidelity to thoroughly assess whether infidelity is a pattern that has repeated itself 

throughout multiple generations. Cultural, familial, and social context can provide 

important clues in how to effectively help the family to work towards healing wounds 

steeped in mistrust and disappointment.  

While this does not serve to eliminate accountability for personal decisions, a 

multidirected approach may help to broaden the scope of the family’s understanding and 

soften ineffective blaming of one person, which is unlikely to promote respectful, 

productive dialogue. The contextual therapist may utilize the technique of multidirected 

partiality to actively acknowledge the factual, psychological, systemic, and relational 

ethical aspects that contribute to engagement in infidelity and a partner’s reaction to an 

affair. This multidirected approach, however, does not preclude individuals 

acknowledging and taking responsibility for the consequences of their actions for both 
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themselves and others within their families. According to Boszormenyi-Nagy and 

Krasner (1986), relational ethics enables families to trust that each family member will 

preserve the family’s identity as a cohesive unit, acknowledging the impact of their own 

actions on others. The results of this and other prior studies (e.g. Amato & Rogers, 1997; 

Previti & Amato, 2004) suggest that infidelity is often associated with the divorce and 

separation of parents, which threatens the unified family system.   

Contextual therapy suggests that clinicians, even when working with couples, 

should highlight the consequences that infidelity and subsequent conflict may have on 

their children. As Dankoski and Deacon (2000) stated, the therapist must acknowledge 

the impact of therapeutic interventions on others outside the therapy session. Based upon 

the results of this study, the effects of parental infidelity and conflict between parents can 

be long-lasting, influencing children in their adult lives and their relationships with both 

their parents and their partners. The findings of this study support Sori’s (2007) clinical 

recommendations for considering the long-term impact of infidelity on children. 

Contextual therapy asserts the need for parents to consider the effects that their own 

actions, especially those pertaining to infidelity, have in perpetuating mistrustful, 

secretive behaviors within their families. 

As with other presenting problems, therapists must use clinical judgment in 

determining with which combination of family members therapy is most likely to be 

helpful. While some details and reactions related to infidelity may be most appropriately 

discussed in couple therapy, therapists should also consider how to effectively address 
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the impact of infidelity and subsequent conflict on other family members, including adult 

children, when family functioning is affected by a parent’s infidelity.  This study serves 

to broaden the view of clinicians and promote consideration of including children at age-

appropriate levels in dialogue about the effects of parental infidelity since some 

participants in this study reported learning about their parents’ affairs even before the age 

of 3 years.  

In working with young or adult children affected by parental infidelity and high 

levels of conflict within the family, therapists can help clients engage in the process of 

exoneration (Dankoski & Deacon, 2000; Hargrave, 1994). From the perspective of 

contextual therapy, it may be essential that adult children learn to forgive their parents for 

their indiscretions and gain insight into the factors related to the infidelity and conflict. If 

adult children are willing to enter into this process of emotional processing and gaining 

insight, this may help to prevent relational injustices from continuing to affect future 

relationships and their own children. This process allows the family to set forth a legacy 

of trustworthy and mutual connection, rather than destruction and pain.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 While this exploratory study contributes important knowledge to the field 

concerning the effects of interparental conflict and parental infidelity on predominantly 

female adult children, there are still many questions left unanswered. Future studies could 

examine a variety of factors related to adult children’s ratings of relational ethics in the 

context of infidelity and interparental conflict. Based upon the sample limitations in this 
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study, future studies should attempt to recruit more male participants and participants 

who have lower levels of education to provide a better understanding of these 

participants’ experiences.  

In future studies, researchers could examine differences in relational ethics based 

upon those who have previously engaged in some kind of therapy versus those who have 

no prior therapy experience. This may be an important factor to explore, especially when 

one considers that almost exactly half of the current study’s sample reported having 

sought therapy or counseling at some point in their life. Of those who reported that their 

mothers had engaged in an affair, 61.0% had either previously sought therapy or were 

currently in therapy. Of those who reported knowledge of a father’s affair, 56.4% had 

previously been or were currently in therapy.  

This study did not explore in-depth the relationship between adult children and 

their partners. Future studies may examine relationship satisfaction and levels of conflict 

in the relationship between adult children and their partners, which may influence levels 

of horizontal relational ethics. In addition, it may be beneficial to include adult children’s 

reports of infidelity engaged in by their partners. It is likely that future studies might 

determine a link between partners’ infidelity and perceptions of horizontal relational 

ethics. Likewise, the relationship between family of origin and partner relationships could 

be explored by studying the influence of perceptions of vertical relational ethics on 

horizontal relational ethics.    
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In addition, future studies could examine specific factors related to parental 

infidelity (i.e. how and at what age children learned of the affair, type of affair, number of 

affair partners, etc.) and how they relate to ratings of vertical relational ethics. Of 

particular interest might be the perceptions of a partner’s awareness about whether or not 

one has engaged in infidelity. In this study, participants reported that 85% of mothers 

were aware of their fathers’ affairs, but only 63% of fathers were perceived to have 

awareness of mothers’ affairs. This raises many questions about possible reasons. Future 

studies could examine whether women are more secretive about their infidelities or 

whether men may be less attuned to looking for the signs of affairs in their relationships. 

Examining these details was beyond the scope of this exploratory study, but analysis of 

specific details about parental infidelity may help to increase researchers’ and clinicians’ 

understanding of how systemic factors interact to influence perceptions of trust, loyalty, 

and fairness within families.    

Future research could also approach the topic of parental infidelity from a 

different angle. For example, researchers could explore parents’ opinions about how their 

own infidelity influenced their relationship with their children. While this study 

contributes to a rudimentary understanding of the perspectives of adult children affected 

by parental infidelity, there is still much unknown about how parents perceive the 

influence of their own infidelity on their families.  
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Conclusion  

This study aimed to remedy a gap in the literature concerning how infidelity and 

conflict between parents affect relationships between parents and their adult children and 

between adult children and their partners. As demonstrated by previous research, 

infidelity can be considered both a cause and a consequence of marital conflict. Likewise, 

research has shown that conflict between marital partners is often associated with harsh, 

inconsistent parenting. From the perspective of contextual family therapy, trustworthy 

care giving is the basis of earned merit and relational ethics within the parent-child 

relationship, which lays a foundation for other relationships.  

Infidelity is also frequently conceptualized as a form of trauma, with one partner 

identified as the betrayer and one partner identified as the victim. These types of starkly 

contrasting labels can predispose a child to developing a sense of feeling caught between 

parents, which can lead to a lower sense of overall subjective-well being. This sense of 

being caught between parents is conceptualized as a split loyalty in contextual therapy. 

The results from this exploratory study demonstrated that parental infidelity and 

interparental conflict can have long-lasting effects on family of origin and partner 

relationships and will hopefully expand the views of clinicians who work with 

individuals, couples, and families facing infidelity.    

 



   

 

109 

 

 

 

 

REFERENCES 

Abrahamson, I., Hussain, R., Khan, A., & Schofield, M. J. (2012). What helps couples 

rebuild their relationship after infidelity?. Journal of Family Issues, 33(11), 1495-

1514. doi:10.1177/0192513X11424257  

Acock, A. C. (2005). Working with missing values. Journal of Marriage and Family, 

67(4), 1012-1028. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2005.00191.x  

Adams, J. F., & Maynard, P. E. (2010). Contextual therapy: Applying the family ledger 

to couple therapy. Journal of Couple and Relationship Therapy, 3(1), 1-11. 

doi:10.1300/J398v03n01_01 

Aiken, L. S. & West, S. G. (1991). Multiple regression: Testing and interpreting 

interactions. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Allen, E. S., & Atkins, D. C. (2012). The association of divorce and extramarital sex in a 

representative U.S. sample. Journal of Family Issues, 33(11), 1477-1493. 

doi:10.1177/0192513X12439692 

Allgood, S. M., Beckert, T. E., & Peterson, C. (2012). The role of father involvement in 

the perceived psychological well-being of young adult daughters: A retrospective 

study. North American Journal of Psychology, 14(1), 95-110.   

Amato, P. R., & Afifi, T. D. (2006). Feeling caught between parents: Adult children’s  

relations with parents and subjective well-being. Journal of Marriage and Family, 

68(1), 222-235. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2006.00243.x  



   

 

110 

 

Amato, P. R., Loomis, L. S., & Booth, A. (1995). Parental divorce, marital conflict, and 

offspring well-being during early adulthood. Social Forces, 73(3), 895-915. 

doi:10.1093/sf/73.3.895  

Amato, P. R., & Booth, A. (2001). The legacy of parents’ marital discord: Consequences 

for children’s marital quality. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

81(4), 627-638. doi:10.1037//0022-3514.81.4.627 

Amato, P. R., & Rogers, S. J. (1997). A longitudinal study of marital problems and 

subsequent divorce. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 59(1), 612-624. 

doi:10.2307/353949 

Atkins, D. C., Eldridge, K. A., Baucom, D. H., & Christensen, A. (2005). Infidelity and 

behavioral couple therapy: Optimism in the face of betrayal. Journal of Clinical 

and Consulting Psychology, 73(1), 144-150. doi:10.1037/0022-006X.73.1.144 

Bagarozzi, D. A. (2008). Understanding and treating marital infidelity: A 

multidimensional model. The American Journal of Family Therapy, 36, 1-17. 

doi:10.1080/01926180601186900 

Balderrama-Durbin, C. M., Allen, E. S., & Rhoades, G. K., (2012). Demand and 

withdraw behaviors in couples with a history of infidelity. Journal of Family 

Psychology, 26(1), 11-17. doi:10.1037/a0026756   



   

 

111 

 

Baron, R. M., & Kenny, D. A. (1986). The moderator-mediator variable distinction in 

social psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistic considerations. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51(6), 1173-1182. doi:10.1037// 

0022-3514.51.6.1173   

Baucom, D. H., Gordon, K. C., Snyder, D. K., Atkins, D. C., & Christensen, A. (2006).  

Treating affair couples: Clinical considerations and initial findings. Journal of 

Cognitive Psychotherapy: An International Quarterly, 20(4), 375-392. 

doi:10.1891/jcpiq-v20i4a004 

Beaton, J. M., Norris, J. E., & Pratt, M. W. (2003). Unresolved issues in adult children’s 

marital relationships involving intergenerational problems. Family Relations, 

52(2), 143-153. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3729.2003.00143.x   

Betzig, L. (1989). Causes of conjugal dissolution: A cross-cultural study. Current 

Anthropology, 30, 654-676. doi:10.1086/203798  

Blow, A. J., & Hartnett, K. (2005). Infidelity in committed relationships II: A substantive 

review. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 31(2), 217-233. doi:10.1111/ 

j.1752-0606.2005.tb01556.x   

Blumstein, P., & Schwartz, P. (1983). American couples: Money, work, sex. New York: 

William Morrow.   

Booth, A., & Amato, P. R. (2001). Parental predivorce relations and offspring 

postdivorce wellbeing. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 63(1), 197-212. 

doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.00197.x  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1891%2Fjcpiq-v20i4a004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1741-3729.2003.00143.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086%2F203798
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1741-3737.2001.00197.x


   

 

112 

 

Boszormenyi-Nagy, I. (1986) Transgenerational solidarity: The expanding context of 

therapy and prevention. American Journal of Family Therapy, 14(3), 195-212. 

doi:10.1080/01926188608250641 

Boszormenyi-Nagy, I. (1997). Response to “Are trustworthiness and fairness enough? 

Contextual family therapy and the good family.” Journal of Marital and Family 

Therapy, 23(2), 171-173. doi:10.1111/j.1752-0606.1997.tb00241.x  

Boszormenyi-Nagy, I. & Krasner, B. R (1980). Trust-based therapy: A contextual 

approach. The American Journal of Psychiatry, 137(7), 767-775.  

Boszormenyi-Nagy, I., & Krasner, B. R. (1986). Between give and take: A clinical guide 

to contextual therapy. New York: Brunner/Mazel.  

Boszormenyi-Nagy, I., & Spark, G. (1973). Invisible loyalties. New York: 

Brunner/Mazel.   

Bray, J. H., Williamson, D. S., & Malone, P. (1984). Personal authority in the family 

system: Development of a questionnaire to measure personal authority in 

intergenerational family processes. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 10, 

167-178. doi:10.1111/j.1752-0606.1984.tb00580.x 

Brown, E. M. (2001). Patterns of infidelity and their treatment (2nd ed.). Philadelphia: 

Brunner/Routledge.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080%2F01926188608250641
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1752-0606.1997.tb00241.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1752-0606.1984.tb00580.x


   

 

113 

 

Brown-Standridge, M. D., & Floyd, C. W. (2000). Healing bittersweet legacies: 

Revisiting contextual family therapy for grandparents raising grandchildren in 

crisis. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 26(2), 185-197. doi:10.1111/ 

j.1752-0606.2000.tb00288.x  

Buber, M. (1958). I and thou. New York: Charles Scribner and Sons.  

Buss, D., & Shackelford, T. (1997). Susceptibility to infidelity in the first year of 

marriage. Journal of Research in Personality, 31(2), 193-221. doi:10.1006/ 

jrpe.1997.2175  

Butler, M. H., Rodriguez, M.-K. A., Roper, S. O., & Feinauer, L. L. (2010). Infidelity 

secrets in couple therapy: Therapists’ views on the collision of competing ethics 

around relationship-relevant secrets. Sexual Addiction and Compulsivity, 17, 82-

105. doi:10.1080/10720161003772041  

Butler, M. H., Seedall, R. B., & Harper, J. M. (2008). Facilitated disclosure versus 

clinical accommodation of infidelity secrets: An early pivot point in couple 

therapy. Part 2: Therapy ethics, pragmatics, and protocol. American Journal of 

Family Therapy, 36, 265-283. doi:10.1080/01926180701291253   

Buunk, B. (1987). Conditions that promote breakups as a consequence of extradyadic 

involvements. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 5(3), 271-284. 

doi:10.1521/jscp.1987.5.3.271    

http://dx.doi.org/10.1521%2Fjscp.1987.5.3.271


   

 

114 

 

Charny, I. W., & Parnass, S. (1995). The impact of extramarital relationships on the 

continuation of marriages. Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy, 21(2), 100-115. 

doi:10.1080/00926239508404389   

Conger, R. D., Cui, M., Bryant, C. M., & Elder, G. H., Jr. (2000). Competence in early 

adult romantic relationships: A developmental perspective on family influences. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79(2), 224-237. 

doi:10.1037//0022-3514.79.2.224  

Dadds, M. R., Atkinson, M. E., Turner, C., Blums, C. J., & Lendich, B. (1999). Family 

conflict and child adjustment: Evidence for a cognitive-contextual model of 

intergenerational transmission. Journal of Family Psychology, 13(2), 194-208. 

doi:10.1037//0893-3200.13.2.194  

Dainton, M., & Gross, J. (2008). The use of negative behaviors to maintain relationships. 

Communication Research Reports, 25(3), 179-191. doi:10.1080/ 

08824090802237600 

Dankoski, M. E., & Deacon, S. A. (2000). Using a feminist lens in contextual therapy. 

Family Process, 39(1), 51-66. doi:10.1111/j.1545-5300.2000.39107.x  

Davies, P. T., Sturge-Apple, M. L., Woitach, M. J., & Cummings, E. M. (2009). A 

process analysis of the transmission of distress from interparental conflict to 

parenting: Adult relationship security as an exploratory mechanism. 

Developmental Psychology, 45(6), 1761-1773. doi:10.1037/a0016426 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080%2F00926239508404389
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037%2F%2F0893-3200.13.2.194
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1545-5300.2000.39107.x


   

 

115 

 

Davies, P. T., Sturge-Apple, M. L., Winters, M. A., Cummings, E. M., & Farrell, D. 

(2006). Child adaptational development in contexts of interparental conflict over 

time. Child Development, 77(1), 218-233. doi:0009-3920/2006/7701-0015   

DiBlasio, F. A. (2000). Decision-based forgiveness treatment in cases on marital 

infidelity. Psychotherapy, 37(2), 149-158. doi:10.1037/h0087834 

Engfer, A. (1988). The interrelatedness of marriage and the mother-child relationship. In 

R. A. Hinde & J. S. Hinde (Eds.), Relationships within families: Mutual 

influences (pp. 104-118). Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.   

Erzar, K. K., & Simonic, B. (2010). Marital infidelity: Relational family therapy 

perspective on adult detachment. Journal of Family Psychotherapy, 21, 105-116. 

doi:10.1080/08975353.2010.483630  

Foster, L. W., & McLellan, L. J. (2002). Translating psychosocial insight into ethical 

discussions supportive of families in end-of-life decision-making. Social Work in 

Health Care, 35(3), 37-51. doi:10.1300/J010v35n03_03  

Goldenthal, P. (1993). Contextual family therapy: Assessment and intervention 

procedures. Sarasota, FL: Professional Resource Press.   

Goodboy, A. K., Myers, S. A., & Members of Investigating Communication. (2010). 

Relational quality indicators and love styles as predictors of negative relational 

maintenance behaviors in romantic relationships. Communication Reports 23(2), 

65-78. doi:10.1080/08934215.2010.511397   

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037%2Fh0087834
http://dx.doi.org/10.1300%2FJ010v35n03_03


   

 

116 

 

Grames, H. A., Miller, R. B., Robinson, W. D., Higgins, D. J., & Hinton, W. J. (2008). A 

test of contextual theory: The relationship among relational ethics, marital 

satisfaction, health problems, and depression. Contemporary Family Therapy, 30, 

183-198. doi:10.1007/s10591-008-9073-3  

Grych, J. H., Seid, M., & Fincham, F. D. (1992). Assessing marital conflict from the 

child’s perspective: The Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict Scale. 

Child Development, 63(3), 558-572. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8624.1992.tb01646.x 

Fenigstein, A., & Peltz, R. (2002). Distress over the infidelity of a child’s spouse: A 

crucial test of evolutionary and socialization hypotheses. Personal Relationships, 

9, 301–312. doi:10.1111/1475-6811.00021 

Fishbane, M. D. (2007). Wired to connect: Neuroscience, relationships, and therapy. 

Family Process, 46(3), 395-412. doi:10.1111/j.1545-5300.2007.00219.x  

Glass, S. P., & Wright, T. L. (1992). Justifications for extramarital relationships: The 

association between attitudes, gender, and behaviors. Journal of Sex Research, 

29(3), 361-387. doi:10.1080/00224499209551654  

Gordon, K. C., & Baucom, D. H. (1998). Understanding betrayals in marriage: A 

synthesized model of forgiveness. Family Process, 37(1), 425-450. 

doi:10.1111/j.1545-5300.1998.00425.x  

Hall, J. H., & Fincham, F. D. (2006). Relationship dissolution following infidelity: The 

role of attributions and forgiveness. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 

25(5), 508-522. doi:10.1521/jscp.2006.25.5.508  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1467-8624.1992.tb01646.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2F1475-6811.00021
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1545-5300.2007.00219.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080%2F00224499209551654
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1545-5300.1998.00425.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1521%2Fjscp.2006.25.5.508


   

 

117 

 

Hargrave, T. D. (1994). Families and forgiveness: A theoretical and therapeutic 

framework. The Family Journal, 2(4), 339-348. doi:10.1177/1066480794024007   

Hargrave, T. D., & Bomba, A. K. (1993). Further validation of the relational ethics scale. 

Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 19(3), 292-299. doi:10.1111/j.1752-

0606.1993.tb00990.x  

Hargrave, T. D., Jennings, G., & Anderson, W. (1991). The development of a relational 

ethics scale. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 17(2), 145-158. 

doi:10.1111/j.1752-0606.1991.tb00877.x   

Hargrave, T. D., & Williams, W. (2003). A contextual therapy model of understanding 

emotions. Marriage and Family: A Christian Journal, 6(1), 57-65.  

Hertlein, K. M., & Weeks, G. R. (2011). The field of infidelity: Past, present, and future. 

In J. Wetchler (Ed.), Handbook of clinical issues in couple therapy (2nd edition, 

pp. 145-161). New York: Routledge.   

Hibbs, J. B. (1989). The context of growth: Relational ethics in parents and children. In 

L. Combrinck-Graham (Ed.) Children in family contexts: Perspectives on 

treatment (pp. 26-45). New York: The Guilford Press.   

Janoff-Bulman, R. (1989). Assumptive worlds and the stress of traumatic events: 

Applications of the schema construct. Social Cognition, 7(2), 113-136. 

doi:10.1521/soco.1989.7.2.113  

Jones, S., & Flickinger, M. A. (1985). Contextual family therapy for families with an 

impaired elderly member: A case study. Clinical Gerontologist, 6(2), 87-97.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177%2F1066480794024007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1752-0606.1993.tb00990.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1752-0606.1993.tb00990.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1752-0606.1991.tb00877.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1521%2Fsoco.1989.7.2.113


   

 

118 

 

Katz, L. F., & Gottman, J. M. (1997). Buffering children from marital conflict and 

dissolution. Journal of Child Clinical Psychology, 26(2), 151-171.  

doi: 10.1207/s15374424jccp2602_4 

Kline, G. H., Wood, L. F., & Moore, S. (2003). Validation of modified family and 

interparental conflict scales for use with young adults from divorced and non-

divorced families. Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 39(3), 125-142. 

doi:10.1300/J087v39n03_07   

Krishnakumar, A., & Buehler, C. (2000). Interparental conflict and parenting behaviors: 

A meta-analytic review. Family Relations, 49(1), 25-44. doi:10.1111/j.1741-

3729.2000.00025.x 

Leibig, A. L., & Green, K. (1999). The development of family loyalty and relational 

ethics in children. Contemporary Family Therapy, 21(1), 89-112. doi:10.1023/ 

A:1021966705566  

Long, N., Slater, E., Forehand, R., & Fauber, R. (1988). Continued high or reduced 

interparental conflict following divorce: Relation to young adolescent adjustment. 

Journal of Clinical and Consulting Psychology, 56(3), 467-469. doi:10.1037// 

0022-006X.56.3.467  

Lusterman, D.-D. (2005). Helping children and adults cope with parental infidelity. 

Journal of Clinical Psychology, 61(11), 1439-1451. doi:10.1002/jclp.20193  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1741-3729.2000.00025.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1741-3729.2000.00025.x


   

 

119 

 

Lyness, K. P. (2003). Extending emotionally focused therapy for couples to the 

contextual realm: Emotionally focused contextual therapy. Journal of Couple and 

Relationship Therapy, 2(4), 19-32. doi:10.1300/J398v02n04_02  

Markman, H. J., Rhoades, G. K., Stanley, S. M., Ragan, E. P., & Whitton, S. W. (2010). 

The premarital communication roots of marital stress and divorce: The first five 

years of marriage. Journal of Family Psychology, 24(3), 289-298. doi:10.1037/ 

a0019481  

Mauldin, G. R. (2003). “Forgive and forget”: A case example of contextual marital 

therapy. The Family Journal, 11(2), 180-184. doi:10.1177/1066480702250172 

Moultroup, D. J. (1990). Husbands, wives, and lovers: The emotional system of the 

extramarital affair. New York: Guilford Press.    

Platt, R. L., Nalbone, D. P., Casanova, G. M., & Wetchler, J. L. (2008). Parental conflict 

and infidelity as predictors of adult children’s attachment style and infidelity. The 

American Journal of Family Therapy, 36, 149-161. doi:10.1080/ 

01926180701236258 

Previti, D., & Amato, P. R. (2004). Is infidelity a cause or a consequence of poor marital 

quality? Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 21(2), 217-230. 

doi:10.1177/0265407504041384 

Riggio, H. R., & Valenzuela, A. M. (2011). Parental marital conflict and divorce, parent 

child relationships, and social support among Latino American young adults. 

Personal Relationships, 18, 392-409. doi:10.1111/j.1475-6811.2010.01305.x 



   

 

120 

 

Roscoe, B., Cavanaugh, L. E., & Kennedy, D. R. (1988). Dating infidelity: Behaviors, 

reasons, and consequences. Adolescence, 23(89), 35-43.  

Sarrazin, J., & Cyr, F. (2007). Parental conflicts and their damaging effects on children. 

Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 47(1), 77-93. doi:10.1300/J087v47n01_05 

Scheffler, T. S., & Naus, P. J. (1999). The relationship between fatherly affirmation and a 

women’s self-esteem, fear of intimacy, comfort with womanhood, and comfort 

with sexuality. Canadian Journal of Human Sexuality, 8(1), 39-45.  

Schrodt, P., & Afifi, T. A. (2007). Communication processes that predict young adults’ 

feelings of being caught and their associations with mental health and family 

satisfaction. Communication Monographs, 74(2), 200-228. doi:10.1080/ 

03637750701390085  

Schermerhorn, A. C., Chow, S.-M., & Cummings, E. M. (2010). Developmental family 

processes and interparental conflict: Patterns of microlevel influence. 

Developmental Psychology, 46(4), 869-885. doi:10.1037/a0019662  

Shackelford, T. K., Michalski, R. L., & Schmitt, D. P. (2004). Upset in response to a 

child’s partner’s infidelities. European Journal of Social Psychology, 34, 489-

497. doi:10.1002/ejsp.215 

Siffert, A., Schwarz, B., & Stutz, M. (2012). Marital conflict and early adolescents’ self 

evaluation: The role of parenting quality and early adolescent’s appraisals. 

Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 41, 749-763. doi:10.1007/s10964-011-9703-1 



   

 

121 

 

Soyez, V., Tatrai, H., Brokaert, E., & Bracke, R. (2004). The implementation of 

contextual therapy in the therapeutic community for substance abusers: A case 

study. Journal of Family Therapy, 26(3), 286-305. doi:10.1111/j.1467-

6427.2004.00284.x 

Spanier, G. D. (1976). Measuring dyadic adjustment: New scales for assessing the quality 

of marriage and similar dyads. Journal of Marriage and Family, 7(1), 441-452. 

doi:10.2307/350547   

Sori, C. F. (2007). “An affair to remember”: Infidelity and its impact on children. In P. R. 

Peluso (Ed.), Infidelity: A practitioner’s guide to working with couples in crisis 

(pp. 247-276). New York: Routledge.  

Steiner, L. M., Suarez, E. C., Sells, J. N., & Wykes, S. D. (2011). Effects of age, initiator 

status, and infidelity on women’s divorce adjustment. Journal of Divorce and 

Remarriage, 52(1), 33-47. doi:10.1080/10502556.2011.534394  

Sturge-Apple, M. L., Davies, P. T., & Cummings, E. M. (2006). Impact of hostility and 

withdrawal in interparental conflict on parental emotional unavailability and 

children’s adjustment difficulties. Child Development, 77(6), 1623-1641. 

doi:0009-3920/2006/7706-0009  

Thorson, A. R. (2009). Adult children’s experiences with their parent’s infidelity: 

Communicative protection and access rules in the absence of divorce. 

Communication Studies, 60(1), 32-48. doi:10.1080/10510970802623591 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1467-6427.2004.00284.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1467-6427.2004.00284.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307%2F350547


   

 

122 

 

Treas, J., & Giesen, D. (2000). Sexual infidelity among married and cohabiting 

Americans. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 62(1), 48-60. 

doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2000.00048.x 

Whisman, M. A., Dixon, A. E., & Johnson, B. (1997). Therapists’ perspectives of couple 

problems and treatment issues in couple therapy. Journal of Family Psychology, 

11(3), 361-366. doi:10.1037//0893-3200.11.3.361  

Yu, T., Pettit, G. S., Lansford, J. E., Dodge, K. A., & Bates, J. E. (2010). The interactive 

effects of marital conflict and divorce on parent-adult children’s relationships. 

Journal of Marriage and Family, 72(2), 282-292. doi:10.1111/j.1741-

3737.2010.00699.x     

Zola, M. F. (2007). Beyond infidelity-related impasse: An integrated, systemic approach 

to couples therapy. Journal of Systemic Therapies, 26(2), 25-41. 

doi:10.1521/jsyt.2007.26.2.25  

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1741-3737.2000.00048.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037%2F%2F0893-3200.11.3.361


   

 

123 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX A 

Parent – Adult Child Relationships Survey 



   

 

124 

 

Parent – Adult Child Relationships Survey 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. Some questions may be difficult 

or uncomfortable to answer. I ask that you try to complete all questions on the survey. 

Your involvement in this study is completely voluntary, and you may withdraw from the 

study at any time without penalty by exiting the survey. There is a potential risk of loss of 

confidentiality in all email, downloading, and internet transactions. However, all 

questions will be kept confidential to the best of the researcher’s ability, and your name 

will in no way be connected to your survey data.  

**In any questions that ask about infidelity or affairs, please consider the following 

definition of infidelity: secretive emotional and/or sexual involvement with a person 

outside of a committed couple relationship that violates the partners’ agreement with 

each other. 

First, I will ask you some basic demographic questions.  

 

1 What is your sex? 0 Female  

1 Male  

2 What is your age?  ___________ 

3 What would you identify as your race? 1 Black or African American 

2 Native American or Alaskan 

Native 

3 Asian American 

4 Native Hawaiian or other 

Pacific Islander 

5 White or Caucasian 

6 Hispanic or Latino/a 

7 Biracial or Multiracial 

8 Other  

(please specify: _________) 
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4 What is your highest level of education completed? 1 Less than high school 

2 High school/GED 

3 Some college  

4 Two-year college degree 

(Associate’s) 

5 Four-year college degree 

(B.A., B.S.) 

6 Master’s degree  

7 Doctoral degree  

8 Professional degree (M.D., 

J.D.) 

Next, I will ask some questions about your parents’ relationship.  

 

5 Which of the following best describes your biological 

parents’ current relationship? 

1 Married 

2 Separated 

3 Divorced 

4 Never married but currently 

living together 

5 Never married but not 

currently living together 

6 Other (please specify: 

_________) 

6 If your parents are separated or divorced, how old were 

you (in years) at the time of the separation or divorce? 

________ 

7 If your parents are now separated or divorced, how long 

did their relationship last (in years)? 

________ 

8 If your parents are currently still in a relationship with 

each other, how long have they been together (in 

years)? 

________ 

9 With whom did you primarily live during your 

childhood (birth – 18 years)? 

1 With both biological parents 

2 With my mother only 

3 With my father only 

4 With my mother and 

stepfather 

5 With my father and 

stepmother 

6 With other relatives 

7 With non-family members 

8 Other (please specify: 

__________) 
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10 To your knowledge, did your mother engage in an affair 

at any point during your parents’ relationship? 

0 No 

1 Yes  

2 I’m unsure  

 ** If the participant answers yes or unsure, they will be 

guided to the next set of questions. If they answer no, 

they will skip to question number 22. 

 

11 To your knowledge, which of the following best 

describes your mother’s affair(s)? 

1 The affair was a one-time 

event. 

2 There was/is an ongoing 

affair with one person. 

3 There were/are affairs with 

two or more people.  

12 Which of the following best describes your biological 

parents’ relationship at the time of your mother’s affair? 

1 Married 

2 Separated 

3 Divorced 

4 Never married but living 

together 

5 Never married but not 

currently living together 

6 Other (please specify: 

_________) 

13 Is your father aware of your mother’s affair(s)?  0 No 

1 Yes 

2 I’m unsure  

14 Based upon your best estimate, with how many people 

do you think your mother has had an affair?  

_________ 

15 To your knowledge, is your mother currently engaging 

in an affair? 

0 No 

1 Yes  

2 I’m unsure  

16 If your mother is not currently engaging in an affair, 

how long ago in years did the affair(s) end?   

____________ 

17 How old were you in years when you learned of your 

mother’s affair(s)? 

____________ 
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18 How did you learn about your mother’s affair(s)? 1 I found out on my own.  

2 I was told by my parent who 

was having an affair. 

3 I was told by my other 

parent. 

4 I was told by a sibling. 

5 I was told by another family 

member. 

6 I was told by a friend. 

7 I witnessed my parent 

engaging in an affair. 

8 Other (please specify: 

______________)   

19 What other details can you provide about how you 

learned about your mother’s affair(s)? 

________________________ 

 

20 To your knowledge, was your mother’s affair primarily 

an emotional or sexual affair?   

1 Emotional 

2 Sexual 

3 Both emotional and sexual 

4 I do not know  

21 Which of the following best fits your reaction to this 

statement: “My parents have worked through the impact 

of the affair(s) on their relationship.”  

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

22 To your knowledge, did your father engage in an affair 

at any point during your parents’ relationship? 

0 No 

1 Yes  

2 I’m unsure  

 ** If the participant answers yes, they will be guided to 

the next set of questions. If not, they will skip to 

question number 34. 

 

23 To the best of your knowledge, which of the following 

best describes your father’s affair(s)? 

1 The affair was a one-time 

event. 

2 There was/is an ongoing 

affair with one person. 

3 There were/are affairs with 

two or more people.  
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24 Which of the following best describes your biological 

parents’ relationship at the time of your father’s affair? 

1 Married 

2 Separated 

3 Divorced 

4 Never married but living 

together 

5 Never married but not 

currently living together 

6 Other (please specify: 

_________) 

25 Is your mother aware of your father’s affair(s)?  0 No 

1 Yes 

2 I’m unsure  

26 Based upon your best estimate, with how many people 

do you think your father has had an affair?  

_________ 

27 To your knowledge, is your father currently engaging in 

an affair? 

0 No 

1 Yes  

2 I’m unsure  

28 If your father is not currently engaging in an affair, how 

long ago in years did the affair(s) end?   

____________ 

29 How old were you when you learned of your father’s 

affair(s)? 

______________ 

30 How did you learn about your father’s affair(s)? 1 I found out on my own.  

2 I was told by my parent who 

was having an affair. 

3 I was told by my other 

parent. 

4 I was told by a sibling. 

5 I was told by another family 

member. 

6 I was told by a friend. 

7 I witnessed my parent 

engaging in an affair. 

8 Other (please specify: 

______________)   

31 What other details can you provide about how you 

learned about your father’s affair(s)? 

________________________ 

32 To your knowledge, was your father’s affair primarily 

an emotional or sexual affair?   

1 Emotional 

2 Sexual 

3 Both emotional and sexual 

4 I do not know  
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33 Which of the following best fits your reaction to this 

statement: “My parents have worked through the impact 

of the affair(s) on their relationship.” 

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

Next, I will ask some questions about the family in which you grew up.   

 

34 Have any of the following situations occurred in your 

family, either currently or in the past? Please check all 

that apply.  

1 Parental substance abuse 

2 Child or adult child 

substance abuse 

3 Child abuse or neglect  

4 Domestic violence  

5 Death of a parent  

6 Death of a child  

7 Suicide of a parent 

8 Suicide of a child or adult 

child  

35 During my childhood, I felt caught between my parents. 1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

36 As an adult, I now feel caught between my parents. 1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

37 I never see my parents arguing or disagreeing. 1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 
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38 My parents get really mad when they argue. 1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

39 They may think I don’t know it, but my parents argue or 

disagree a lot.  

1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

40 When my parents have a disagreement, they discuss it 

quietly.  

1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

41 My parents are often mean to each other, even when 

I’m around.  

1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

42 I often see my parents arguing.  1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

43 When my parents have an argument, they say mean 

things to each other.  

1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 
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44 My parents hardly ever argue.  1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

45 When my parents have an argument, they yell a lot.  1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

46 My parents often nag and complain about each other.   1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

47 My parents hardly ever yell when they have a 

disagreement.  

1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

48 My parents break or throw things during arguments.  1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

49 My parents push or shove each other during arguments.  1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 
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50 I feel threatened when my parents argue with each 

other.  

1 Definitely false 

2 False 

3 Mildly false 

4 Mildly true  

5 True 

6 Definitely true 

51 I could trust my family to seek my best interests. 1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree  

52 Individuals in my family were blamed for problems that 

were not their fault.  

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

53 Pleasing one of my parents often meant displeasing the 

other. 

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

54 I received the love and affection from my family I 

deserved. 

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

55 No matter what happened, I always stood by my family.  1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

56 At times, it seemed one or both of my parents disliked 

me.  

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 
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57 Love and warmth were given equally to all family 

members. 

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

58 At times, I was used by my family unfairly.  1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

59 I felt my life was dominated by my parents’ desires. 1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

60 Individuals in my family were willing to give of 

themselves to benefit the family.  

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

61 I continue to seek closer relationships with my family.  1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

62 I often felt deserted by my family.  1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

Next, I will ask you questions about your personal relationship(s).   
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63 Which of the following best describes your current 

relationship status? 

1 Single, not in a committed 

relationship 

2 Dating, not in a committed 

relationship  

3 Dating, in a committed 

relationship 

4 Living together 

5 Married 

6 Married, but separated  

7 Divorced  

8 Other (please specify: 

______________) 

64 Have you ever been divorced? 0 No  

1Yes  

65 If so, how many times have you been divorced?  ______ 

66 If so, how long ago (in years) was your divorce 

finalized?  

______ 

67 If you are divorced, have you remarried?  0 No  

1 Yes 

68 If you are currently in a committed dating, living 

together, or marriage relationship, how long (in years) 

has this relationship lasted?  

_______________ 

69 If you are currently in a committed dating, living 

together, or marriage relationship, what age were you 

(in years) when this relationship began? 

___________ 

70 If you are currently in a committed dating, living 

together, or marriage relationship, what is the sex of 

your partner?  

0 Female 

1 Male 

71 Would you consider yourself as having been unfaithful 

during the course of your current relationship? 

0 No 

1 Yes 

2 I’m unsure  

 ** If the participant answers yes or unsure, they will be 

guided to the next set of questions. If not, they will skip 

to question number 79. 

 

72 If you consider yourself as having been unfaithful, do 

you consider this affair to have been primarily sexual or 

emotional?  

1 Emotional 

2 Sexual 

3 Both emotional and sexual 
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73 Which of the following best describes your affair(s)? 1 The affair was a one-time 

event. 

2 There was/is an ongoing 

affair with one person. 

3 There were/are affairs with 

two or more people.  

74 With how many people have you had an affair? _______ 

75 Is your partner aware that you have been unfaithful?  0 No 

1 Yes 

2 I’m unsure  

76 When, in your present relationship, did you first 

participate in a sexual act with someone else? 

1 After 20 or more years 

2 After 10-20 years 

3 After 5-10 years 

4 After 3-5 years 

5 After 1-3 years 

6 In the first year  

7 Never  

77 When, in your present relationship, did you first engage 

with someone other than your partner on an intimate 

emotional level that you consider being unfaithful?  

1 After 20 or more years 

2 After 10-20 years 

3 After 5-10 years 

4 After 3-5 years 

5 After 1-3 years 

6 In the first year  

7 Never 

78 Considering past relationships that have since ended, 

have you ever considered yourself as being unfaithful?  

0 No 

1 Yes 

2 I’m unsure  

Please reply to the following statements as they apply to one relationship in your life. If you 

are married, living together, or dating, please rate the statements as they apply to your 

relationship with your significant other. If you are divorced, separated, or single, rate the 

statements as they apply to your closest relationship excluding parents or children.  

 

79 I try to meet the emotional needs of this person.  1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 
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80 I do not trust this individual to look out for my best 

interests.  

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

81 When I feel hurt, I say or do hurtful things to this 

person.  

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

82 This person stands beside me in times of trouble or joy.  1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

83 Before I make important decisions, I ask for the 

opinions of this person.  

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

84 There is unequal contribution to the relationship 

between me and this individual. 

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

85 When I feel angry, I tend to take it out on this person.  1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

86 We are equal partners in this relationship.  1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

87 We give of ourselves to benefit one another.  1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 
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88 I take advantage of this individual. 1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

89 I am taken for granted or used unfairly in this 

relationship. 

1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

90 This person listens to me and values my thoughts.  1 Strongly disagree 

2 Disagree 

3 Neither agree nor disagree 

4 Agree 

5 Strongly agree 

Finally, I will close with additional demographic questions.  

 

91 What is your current state of residence?  _____ 

92 What is your religious preference?  1 Christianity 

2 Judaism 

3 Islam 

4 None 

5 Other (please specify: 

_______________) 

93 What is your approximate household “take home” 

income per year? 

$ ________ 

94 Are you currently employed, either full-time or part-

time? 

0 No 

1 Yes 

95 Which of the following best describes your current 

employment? 

1 Student 

2 Official or manager 

3 Professional 

4 Technician   

5 Sales worker 

6 Administrative support 

worker 

7 Craft worker 

8 Operator  

9 Laborer or helper 

10 Service worker 

11 None 

12 Other (please specify: ___) 
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96 What is your approximate household income per year? $ ________ 

97 With which sexual orientation do you mostly identify? 1 Lesbian 

2 Gay male 

3 Bisexual female 

4 Bisexual male 

5 Heterosexual female 

6 Heterosexual male 

98 Have you previously sought therapy or counseling? 0 No  

1 Yes  

99 If you have previously sought therapy or counseling, 

from what type of professional did you receive 

services? Please check all that apply. 

1 Individual counselor or 

therapist  

2 Couple or family therapist  

3 Psychiatrist 

4 Clergy or religious leader 

5 I do not know 

6 Other (please specify: 

__________) 
Note: Questions 37-49 are derived from the PIC-I/F (Kline, Wood, & Moore, 2003), and questions 51-62 

and 79-90are derived from the RES (Hargrave, Jennings, & Anderson, 1991).  

Thank you for taking the time to complete the survey!  

If you experienced any emotional discomfort while completing the survey and would like 

to seek the services of a mental health professional, you may visit www.therapistlocator.net 

or www.locator.apa.org for a referral. 

 

If you would like to enter a drawing for a $20 Amazon gift card and/or be contacted for 

future research, click the link below: 

[Insert survey link here] 

 

If you would like to exit the survey without entering a drawing for a gift card, you may 

close the window.  

 

http://www.therapistlocator.net/
http://www.locator.apa.org/
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**This represents the link to a separate survey ** 

 

If you would like to enter the drawing for a $20 Amazon gift card, provide your email 

address below. 

 

Email address: ______________________________________________________ 

 

 

If you would like to participate in future research studies, provide your email address 

below. 

Name: _____________________________________________________ 

Email address: _______________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Your contact information will be stored separately from your survey results. There is a 

potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all email, downloading, and internet transactions. 
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Introductory Message 

 

You are invited to participate in a master’s student thesis research project. The purpose of 

this exploratory study is to gain more information about the complex relationship 

between interparental conflict and infidelity, focusing on adult children’s perspectives. 

Your participation is requested if you are (a) 18 years of age or older, (b) have biological 

parents who were married or living together for at least six months during your life, and 

(c) currently live in the United States. 

 

Your involvement in this study is completely voluntary, and you may withdraw from the 

study at any time without penalty by exiting the survey. There is a potential risk of loss of 

confidentiality in all email, downloading, and internet transactions. The survey should 

take about 15 minutes to complete. You may also choose to enter into a drawing for a $20 

Amazon gift card. More information can be found on the first page of the survey. You 

can access the survey at: 

 

 [survey link here] 

 

If you have any questions, you may contact the Principal Investigator or Research 

Advisor.  

 

Principal Investigator: Alexandra Schmidt 

Master’s Student 

Family Therapy Program 

Texas Woman’s University  

ASchmidt2@twu.edu  

 

Research Advisor: Mary Sue Green, PhD, LMFT-S 

             Assistant Professor 

            Family Therapy Program 

              Texas Woman's University 

            Mgreen9@twu.edu   

  

 

 

 

mailto:ASchmidt2@twu.edu
mailto:Mgreen9@twu.edu
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Follow-up Message 

  

Two weeks ago, you were invited to participate in a master’s student thesis research 

project. The purpose of this exploratory study is to gain more information about the 

complex relationship between interparental conflict and infidelity, focusing on adult 

children’s perspectives. Your participation is requested if you are (a) 18 years of age or 

older, (b) have biological parents who were married or living together for at least six 

months during your life, and (c) currently live in the United States. 

 

Your involvement in this study is completely voluntary, and you may withdraw from the 

study at any time without penalty by exiting the survey. There is a potential risk of loss of 

confidentiality in all email, downloading, and internet transactions. The survey should 

take about 15 minutes to complete. You may also choose to enter into a drawing for a $20 

Amazon gift card. More information can be found on the first page of the survey. You 

can access the survey at: 

 

 [survey link here] 

 

If you have any questions, you may contact the Principal Investigator or Research 

Advisor.  

 

Principal Investigator: Alexandra Schmidt 

Texas Woman’s University  

ASchmidt2@twu.edu  

 

Research Advisor: Mary Sue Green, PhD, LMFT-S 

              Texas Woman's University 

            Mgreen9@twu.edu   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:ASchmidt2@twu.edu
mailto:Mgreen9@twu.edu
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IRB Approval Letter  
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Informed Consent  

 

TEXAS WOMAN’S UNIVERSITY 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 

Title: The Effects of Infidelity and Interparental Conflict on Adult Children 

 

Principal Investigator: Alexandra E. Schmidt...….aschmidt2@twu.edu, (817) 395-3775 

Research Advisor: Mary Sue Green, Ph.D………...mgreen9@twu.edu, (940) 898-2687 

 

Explanation and Purpose of the Research 

 

You are being asked to participate in a research study for a master’s thesis at Texas 

Woman’s University. The purpose of this exploratory study is to gain more information 

about the complex relationship between interparental conflict and infidelity, focusing on 

adult children’s perspectives. The theoretical lens of contextual therapy will be applied, 

with a special focus on relational ethics (levels of trust, fairness, and justice within the 

family). In order to participate in this study, you must (a) be 18 years of age or older, (b) 

have biological parents who were married or living together for at least six months during 

your life, and (c) currently live in the United States. 

  

Description of Procedures 

 

As a participant of this study, you will be asked to spend about 15 minutes of your time 

reviewing this informed consent document and completing a survey. The survey is to be 

completed online through PsychData. PsychData is an online data collection service for 

the social sciences and utilizes encrypted data transfer. The survey will include questions 

about demographic information, your family background, and your perceptions of trust and 

fairness within your family.  

 

Potential Risks 

 

A possible risk associated with this study is a loss of confidentiality. Confidentiality will 

be protected to the extent that is allowed by law. Your survey will be identified by a code 

created by the investigators. You will choose the location in which you complete the 

survey. Only the Principal Investigator and her Research Advisor will view the 

completed surveys. Since you are completing the study online through PsychData, your 

data will be encrypted to protect your confidentiality. There is a potential risk of loss of 

confidentiality in all email, downloading, and internet transactions. The dataset will be 

kept on a password-protected computer in the Research Advisor’s locked office at TWU. 

The results of the study will be reported in scholarly journals and at professional 

conferences, but your name or any other identifying information will not be included. 
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Once you complete the survey, you have the option of clicking a link to enter a separate 

survey in which you can provide your email address to enter a drawing for a $20 Amazon 

gift card; this information will be stored separately from your survey data in a locked 

filing cabinet in the Research Advisor’s locked office at TWU and destroyed one month 

after the conclusion of data collection and analysis. A winner for the gift card will be 

randomly selected within one month of the completion of data collection and analysis. 

You also have the option to provide your email address if you wish to participate in 

future research; this information will also be stored separately from your survey data and 

will be entered on a password-protected computer in the locked office of the Research 

Advisor at TWU for an indefinite period of time. You are not required to provide your 

email address for future research if you enter the drawing for a gift card. You cannot be 

guaranteed anonymity if you choose to provide your contact information to enter the 

drawing for a gift card. However, all contact information will be kept confidential and 

separate from your survey data.  

 

There is a risk of loss of anonymity associated with completing this survey. You will 

choose the location in which you complete the survey, and your identifying information 

will not be stored with your survey data at any time. You may contact the Principal 

Investigator or Research Advisor via email or phone with questions, requests for a 

summary of results, or an indication that you are interested in participating in future 

research. In this case, a spreadsheet will be created on a password protected computer in 

the locked office of the Research Advisor at TWU.  

 

Based upon the sensitive nature of the topic at hand, there is a risk of physical or 

emotional discomfort. Your name and contact information will not be connected to 

survey data, and you may stop the research process at any time by exiting the online 

survey. Participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the research study at any 

time without penalty. If you begin to experience some emotional discomfort and would like 

to seek the services of a mental health professional, you may visit www.therapistlocator.net 

or www.locator.apa.org for a referral.  

 

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 by exiting the online survey. Following the completion 

of the survey, you have the option of entering a drawing for a $20 Amazon gift card by 

following the link at the end of the survey. If you would like to know the results of the 

http://www.therapistlocator.net/
http://www.locator.apa.org/


   

 

149 

 

study, you may email the Principal Investigator or Research Advisor with a request for a 

summary of the results.   

 

Questions Regarding the Study 

 

You may print a copy of this consent form to keep for your records. If you have any 

questions about the research study, you should ask the Principal Investigator. Her phone 

number and email address at the top of this form. If you have questions about your rights 

as a participant in this research or the way the study has been conducted, you may contact 

the Texas Woman’s University Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at (940) 898-

3378 or via email at IRB@twu.edu.  

 

 

Please click one of the following: 

 

I agree – Go to survey 

 

I disagree – Exit PsychData 

mailto:IRB@twu.edu
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