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Abstract

Background: Infidelity in marriage is defined as one of the main threatening factors in stability and survival of a marriage. The
concept of infidelity is defined as the violation of the governing convention for couples, who have extramarital relationships.
Objectives: The present study aimed at predicting infidelity proneness using early maladaptive schemas (roots development).
Methods: A total of 357 undergraduate students of Urmia Branch, Islamic Azad University, Iran, were selected through random clus-
ter sampling during 2015 and 2016. The students were assessed using the Schema Questionnaire-Short Form (SQ-SF) and Infidelity
Proneness Scale.
Results: The results of the regression analysis showed that early maladaptive schemas (roots development) are significant predic-
tors of infidelity proneness (P < 0.005)
Conclusions: Primary maladaptive schemas (roots development) are significant predictors of infidelity proneness, in a way that
the role of early childhood events in instigating the person to commit this destructive behavior becomes more noticeable. Predic-
tors of infidelity proneness are as follows: disconnection and rejection, over vigilance/inhibition, deprivation, other-direction, and
impaired autonomy and performance.
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1. Background

Infidelity is one of the major threatening factors in sta-
bility and survival of a marriage (1). The concept of infi-
delity is defined as the violation of laws governing the rela-
tionship of couples for having extramarital interactions; a
sociologist named Kinsely was one of the pioneers, who di-
vided the extramarital behaviors to two categories, which
are sexual and emotional (2). Sexual infidelity is defined
as a behavior of sexual nature with someone, who is not
your primary partner, and emotional infidelity refers to be-
haviors, such as spending time with someone, who is not
your partner without having sex. These behaviors may in-
clude talking, sexual fantasies or going on a trip that also
can lead to an emotional attachment, yet there is no sex-
ual activity involved (3). However, nowadays, by the ad-
vent of the Internet (World Wide Web), Internet infidelity
is considered as the 3rd type of infidelity that involves a re-
lationship with someone, who is not the individual’s pri-
mary partner, in order to gain sexual pleasure via alterna-
tive ways, such as email and social networks (4). Infidelity
and lack of commitment in marriage eventually leads to
raunchiness between partners and disrupts safe and se-
cure family relationships (5). Several research studies have

been conducted about infidelity in Iran, indicating pri-
mary (early) maladaptive schemas and friendly attitude in
married men, who have or have not broken their vows. The
present study showed that impaired limits is an effective
factor in marital intimacy (6). As the results revealed, there
is a meaningful relationship between primary maladap-
tive schemas and the attachment style in females with in-
fidelity, including schemas of emotional deprivation and
abandonment, impaired autonomy and performance, and
impaired limits over vigilance and inhibition (7). Investi-
gation of the relationship between love schemas and the
justifications of extramarital relations among married fe-
males of Isfahan revealed that secure love schemas are de-
termining factors in maintaining a stable and friendly re-
lationship (8). Since infidelity in marriage is a new phe-
nomenon, and there has been no research carried out re-
garding this issue in Iran, the present research led the cur-
rent researchers to embark on predicting infidelity prone-
ness via primary maladaptive schemas.

Infidelity proneness in marriage refers to the tendency
towards a sensual touch or emotional attachment with
someone outside the person’s main relationship (9). Re-
search carried out in the field of infidelity showed under-
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lying factors such as (1) deficiency pattern (emotional and
sexual deficiency in primary relations, leads to infidelity
and plays a major role in building and sustaining it), (2)
anger, (3) envy, (4) revenge, (5) need of variety, (6) sexual
dissatisfaction, (7) having a sexual relationship prior to
marriage (10), (8) individual differences (such as person-
ality traits and views), (9) quality of a relationship (level
of dedication and satisfaction of the primary relationship,
whether emotional or sexual), (10) circumstances (as the
opportunity to commit infidelity or being attracted to a
third party) as a stepping stone of infidelity in relation-
ships (11, 12), and (11) forced marriage (13). Extramarital rela-
tionships ruin trust in a relationship and marital intimacy
in couples and result in negative and destructive effects in
life. Adverse consequences, such as depression and divorce
can be mentioned (14). By analyzing the reasons behind di-
vorce in addition to social and economic factors, individ-
ual and psychological factors are of utmost importance.

Schemas are fairly robust internal structures com-
prised of experiences, ideas, and motives that are ap-
plied for organizing new data and are determining factors
in understanding and comprehension of phenomenon;
schemas act as a lens, by which we can see the world
around us (15). Young calls the category of schemas that re-
sult in shaping psychological distress, “primary maladap-
tive schemas” and he believes that schemas, refer to self-
continual pattern of memories, excitement, knowledge,
senses and feelings that guide behaviors, and they are fixed
and lengthy subjects that are shaped in early childhood
and continue towards adulthood and eventually develop
through all avenues of life and determine behaviors, feel-
ings, and relations with other people (16, 17). While pri-
mary incompatible schemas become activated by chance,
level of released emotion whether directly or indirectly re-
sults in various types of psychological distress, such as de-
pression, stress, anorexia nervosa, and interpersonal prob-
lems (18). Young and Flanagan a psychologist and the head
of research in schemas, identified 18 negative schemas
that grow in early life (19). He suggested that these eight
schemas are divided, according to five unsatisfied emo-
tional needs that he called schema areas (17).

1.1. First Area: Disconnection and Rejection

People, whose schemas fall in this area, cannot inter-
act in secure and satisfying attachment with others. The
schema of this area includes: (1) abandonment/instability:
People with this schema believe that their relationships
with important people in their lives is not stable; (2) mis-
trust/abuse: People with this schema believe that others
will exploit them with the smallest opportunity; (3) emo-
tional/deprivation: People with this schema believe that

their emotional needs will not be satisfied in establish-
ment of emotional relationships with others; (4) defective-
ness/shame: People with this schema believe that bad peo-
ple are imperfect and worthless and if they expose them-
selves to the others views, they will be rejected; (5) social
isolation/alienation: People with this schema feel they are
different from others and are an inappropriate patch of the
society.

1.2. Second Area: Impaired Autonomy and Performance

In this area, the person’s expectation from him-
self/herself and the environment interacts with her/his
tangible abilities for separation, survival and function, in-
dependently, or to perform work successfully. The schema
of this area include: (1) dependency/incompetency: The be-
lief that a person cannot perform every day responsibili-
ties without the help of others at an acceptable level; (2)
vulnerability to harm or illness: Extreme fear that disaster
is near and there is a probability of it happening, and one
cannot avoid it; (3) enmeshed/undeveloped self: Intense
emotional connection and closeness with one of the most
important people in life at the expense of loss of individu-
ality or natural social development; (4) failure: The belief
that a person has failed or will fail in the future, and that
failure is inevitable.

1.3. Third Area: Impaired Limits

The internal constraints of these people have not
grown enough on mutual respect and restraint. This
schema includes: (1) entitlement/grandiosity: Those with
such a schema believe that they have special rights com-
pared to others; (2) insufficient self-control/discipline:
These people cannot achieve their goals to show restraint
and cannot sufficiently tolerate failure.

1.4. Fourth Area: Other-Direction

These individuals give priority to satisfy the needs of
others and do it to receive emotional support and ongo-
ing relationship and avoid revenge. The schema of this
area includes: (1) subjugation: Feeling forced to extreme
submission of their control to others, which takes place
to avoid anger, retaliation, and denial; (2) self–sacrifice:
extreme focus on satisfying the needs of others in every-
day life at the cost of not satisfying their own needs; (3)
approval– seeking/recognition-seeking: Extreme emphasis
on the confirmation of attention and acceptance from oth-
ers, which prevents the semantic formation of confidence
and reality from itself.
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1.5. Fifth Area: Over Vigilance/Inhibition

Extreme emphasis on rejection of the feelings and im-
pulses to act according to their inflexible and internal rules
even at the cost of losing joy and peace of mind. This
schema includes: (1) negativity/pessimism: Deep and con-
stant focus on the negative aspects of life with underes-
timating positive and optimistic aspects of life; (2) emo-
tional inhibition/radical inhibition of actions: Feelings
and spontaneous communication that are usually devel-
oped in order to avoid the exclusion of others, a sense of
shame and loss of self-control over impulses; (3) unrelent-
ing standards/hyper criticalness: The person believes that
in order to achieve ambitious standards of behavior and
performance, he/she needs to spend a lot of effort and this
is usually done to avoid criticism; (4) punitiveness: It is be-
lieved that people should be punished severely for their
mistakes. According to the significant role of maladaptive
schemas in interpersonal relationships, the current study
was conducted to predict infidelity proneness using early
maladaptive schemas (roots development) and results of
this study can be used in therapeutic schemas, Premarital
counseling and so on.

2. Objectives

The hypothesis of this research was that early maladap-
tive schemas (roots development) are predictors of infi-
delity proneness.

3. Methods

This was a descriptive-correlational study. In this study,
the samples were selected through the cluster random
sampling method. A total of 357 single male and female
students of Urmia Branch, Islamic Azad University, Iran,
during years 2015 to 2016 were selected using the Mor-
gan table. The researchers used cluster random sampling
method because a large community makes it impossible to
provide a list of every individual. The sample consisted of
357 students, who were selected from several colleges, us-
ing the random multistage cluster sampling method. First,
three colleges were randomly selected from five colleges
of the university, then four classrooms were randomly se-
lected from each college, and finally half of the students
in every classroom were randomly selected. Furthermore,
357 completed questionnaires were received back from the
students. Thus, this method was used to allow an equal
chance for the selected individuals.

Due to the purpose and nature of this research, the best
way to gather the needed information is to complete an in-
ventory; therefore, two inventories were used in this study.

The Early Maladaptive Schema inventory by Young
and Brown was designed to measure early maladaptive
schemas (16). The SQ-SF was created because of its brief-
ness, and it is used as an instrument to measure primary
maladaptive schemas. The SQ-SF includes 75 items of the
205 items from the original form. These 75 items ques-
tioned 15 early maladaptive schemas of emotional depriva-
tion (sentences 1 to 5), abandonment (sentences 6 to 10),
mistrust/abuse (sentences 11 to 15), social isolation (sen-
tences 16 to 20), defectiveness/shame (sentences 21 to 25),
failure (sentences 26 to 30), dependence/incompetence
(sentences 31 to 35), vulnerability to harm or illness (sen-
tences 36 to 40), enmeshment (sentences 41 to 45), subju-
gation (sentences 46 to 50), self-sacrifice (sentences 51 to
55), emotional inhibition (sentences 56 to 60), unrelenting
standards (sentences 61 to 65), entitlement (sentences 66
to 70), and insufficient self-control/ discipline (sentences 71
to 75). Each one of these 75 scales of the SQ-SF were graded
on a six-point scale; 1. Totally wrong about me, 2. Almost
wrong about me, 3. Slightly more true than false, 4. Almost
true, 5.Truer about me/truer than me, 6. Fully described
me. A higher score on each item indicated the presence
of a wide range of early maladaptive schemas in the an-
swerer (20). The reliability and validity of this instrument
has been demonstrated by several studies (21). The Farsi
version of this inventory was standardized at the Univer-
sity of Tehran, Iran, by Divandari et al. Therefore, the inter-
nal consistency, obtained using Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.97
in the female population, and 0.98 in the male population
(22).

These 11 items, developed by Drigotas and Barta, are
called “The Infidelity Proneness Scale”. The scale was ar-
ranged to assess individual’s emotional as well as physical
intimacy apart from their primary relationship. Questions
were intentionally initiated, according to the feeling or be-
havior that may be regarded as faithful or unfaithful and
gradually moved towards more confronting questions. It
is required for the respondents to measure their feelings
on the level of intensity according on an eight-point Likert
scale with zero indicating no feeling or behavior, and eight
indicating strong feeling or extreme behavior. Instances
of such questions pertain: (1) How appealing the person
seemed to you? (4) How often do you think about him or
her? (7) How often you get engaged in activities that cou-
ples usually do? (For instance, time of togetherness or talk-
ing on the phone). (11) How intimate were you? Higher
scores represent the amount of emotional, physical, and
cognitive intimacy that someone has besides his or her pri-
mary marriage.

Drigotas and Barta claimed that scores at the midpoint
or higher revealed “intimate, physical extra-dyadic behav-
ior” (p.512) because respondents reported their relation-
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ships both “serious” and “exclusive” that represents infi-
delity proneness (23). As the authors mentioned earlier,
overall score doesn’t specifically reveal intimacy, however,
it they correlate with behavior (r = 0.80). The items that led
to overall infidelity proneness score were found to have ac-
ceptable internal consistency with an alpha coefficient of
0.93.

In order to test the scale’s validity in terms of whether it
represents infidelity or not, a sample of 67 undergraduate
students were asked to express whether they believed that
their partner would be unfaithful if they engaged in emo-
tional or physical behaviors, represented by a midpoint
score on the infidelity proneness scale. Based on 76% of re-
spondents, this constituted infidelity proneness (11).

4. Results

The mean and standard deviation of descriptive find-
ings in a sample of 338 (140 males and 198 females) are
shown in Table 1. According to Table 1, a high score in infi-
delity proneness was related to males, and most schemas
were connected to over vigilance and inhibition, discon-
nection and rejection, other-direction, impaired auton-
omy and performance, and impaired limits. According to
Table 2, regarding the meaningful amount of P < 0.005
and square of R = 0.16, the conclusion was that over vig-
ilance and inhibition could determine 16% of variance of
infidelity in a marriage. In other words, over vigilance
and inhibition (roots development) is a predictor of infi-
delity proneness. Also, based on the meaningful scale of P
< 0.005 and R = 0.14, it was shown that there is a meaning-
ful linear relationship between the two variables and the
other-direction predicts 14% of variance in infidelity prone-
ness. In the fourth area, regarding the amount of P < 0.005
and square of R = 0.06, it was found that impaired auton-
omy and performance predicts 6% of variance of infidelity
proneness.

In conclusion, in the final area based on the amount
of P > 0.05 and square of R = 0.03, it could be stated that
there is no meaningful linear relationship between the two
variables. Therefore, linear impaired limits (roots develop-
ment) are not a predictor of infidelity proneness. Other
findings of this study refer to the lack of a meaningful re-
lationship among age, gender, and university major with
infidelity proneness.

5. Discussion

The results revealed that out of five areas of primary
maladaptive schemas, four areas were predictors of infi-
delity proneness. Out of five areas, over vigilance and inhi-

Table 1. Descriptive Data of Primary Maladaptive Schemas and Infidelity Proneness

Schemas’ Areas Mean Variance

Male Female Male Female

Infidelity proneness 45.32 42.74 19.09 20.75

Over vigilance and inhibition 39.56 41.53 15.20 71.46

Disconnection and rejection 64.55 58.95 16.73 18.85

Other-direction 29.56 29.16 10.10 10.65

Impaired autonomy and
performance

47.87 45.51 17.95 17.12

Impaired limits 31.79 30.41 9.70 9.78

bition (roots development) were strong predictors in mar-
ital infidelity. By explaining the results, one could declare
that qualities, such as inflexible rules, perfectionism, ex-
cessive reproach, and unrealistic expectations of a partner
result in a superficial relationship as well as lack of inti-
macy with a primary partner, leading to a search for a com-
plete person as an alternative. Another predictor for ex-
tramarital proneness is disconnection and rejection that
can be found in individuals, who as a result of appalling
experiences in early childhood and lack of secure attach-
ment in adolescence, move from a destructive relationship
to another in a careless way. This idea, in individuals, in
whom emotional relationship with others cannot be sat-
isfied, can be regarded as a positive premonition in strug-
gling over primary marital vows. On the other hand, grow-
ing up in insensitive, cold and angry families results in
instability of interpersonal relationships, which is consid-
ered an independent factor in lack of commitment in mar-
ital relationships. It is worth mentioning that these indi-
viduals are so sensitive to relationships with these people
due to the fear of separation from people, such as parents,
spouses and friends, and if they are left alone, they will re-
act in a jealous way. Another finding showed that the other-
direction (roots development) has a role of premonition
in infidelity proneness. The other-direction area indicates
behaviors, such as prioritizing others’ needs for continua-
tion of emotional relationships or avoiding revenge. As a
result, overt reaction to rejection, and trickery and decep-
tion, makes a person susceptible to reactions. The area of
impaired autonomy and performance is another predictor
in infidelity proneness of individuals; to clarify this find-
ing, it can be stated that as far as the person’s mind is pre-
occupied with one or more important people in their life
and the idea that one of them can’t live without the other,
results in getting lost in the other one’s personality, lack
of identity, and aimlessness in life. These are factors of in-
stability in interpersonal relationships. On the other hand,
needing someone, who is supportive makes a person move

4 Jentashapir J Health Res. 2018; 9(1):e11892.

http://jjhres.com


Zeinali A and Amirsardari L

Table 2. Prediction of Infidelity Proneness Based on Primary Maladaptive Schemas

Variable β B F R R2 P Value

Over vigilance and inhibition 0.40 0.32 63.13 0.40 0.16 0.00

Disconnection and rejection 0.39 0.35 28.20 0.28 0.08 0.00

Other-direction 0.43 0.22 55.56 0.38 0.14 0.00

Impaired autonomy and performance -0.25 -0.22 7.90 0.22 0.06 0.005

Impaired limits 0.02 -0.11 6.98 0.21 0.03 0.06

from one relation to another in order to receive more sup-
port.

Another finding revealed that impaired limits have
no role in predicting infidelity proneness. By explaining
such finding, it can be stated that it seems traits, such
as grandiosity and competency, selfishness, disregarding
others’ right, and higher self-confidence have no connec-
tion whatsoever with marital infidelity. Additional results
of this research show the lack of relationship between gen-
der and infidelity, which may be due to the blending effects
of culture and change. The current research was proved
by Fricker (11) Wiederman and Allgeier (24) , Feldman and
Cauffman (25), Rafiee et al. (7), Sharifi et al. (8), Koolaee et
al. (6), and Yoosefi (26).

According to the results, it is advised to follow the same
procedure on people in different cities, age groups, educa-
tional backgrounds, and different cultures. Limitations of
this research can be regarded as the use of self-reporting
questionnaire and samples that make it almost impossible
to overgeneralize the results to other communities. It is
well advised that in further research, infidelity proneness
in married couples, who attend family courts, be investi-
gated.
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