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To my family, 
from whom I learned 
about love and loyalty 










“Forgiveness is the final form of love.”

—REINHOLD NIEBUHR 
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INTRODUCTION 



O ver the thirty-three years of my clinical practice, I have heard from hundreds of clients about the painful repercussions in a child’s life when one parent betrays the other. I felt compelled to write this book because I believe the effects of parental infidelity on children of all ages is a profoundly important issue that has been largely ignored. While much has been written about the impact of divorce on children, and although there are numerous books on how couples can cope with the fallout of marital infidelity, little attention has been paid to how children are affected by a parent’s unfaithfulness. What are the emotional consequences for the child—young or adult— when his or her parent cheats? How can parents undergoing an infidelity crisis help their child cope with his or her reactions? And how might adult children deal with their own parental infidelity-related issues? My objective was to write a comprehensive book for mainstream readers that would address these overarching questions.

Young children, as well as teens and young adults, may respond to their parent’s infidelity with shock, confusion, rage, cynicism, sadness, shame, or a combination of these reactions. While they have nothing to do with one parent’s decision to cheat on the other, children are often left feeling guilty, hopeless, tainted, or damaged— words they often use. As adults, children whose parents cheated are frequently unable to enjoy a healthy relationship because they are plagued by a profound lack of trust, an attraction to partners who cheat, or a proclivity toward infidelity themselves.

Once I knew I wanted to write this book, part of my research involved undertaking a survey of adult children of infidelity. I’ve created the term children of infidelity to identify children of any age whose parent or parents engaged in one or more extramarital affairs.1 I wanted to find out more about how children are affected when one or both parents cheat. Seventy-five percent of those who responded to our “Parents Who Cheat” survey reported that they felt betrayed by the parent who cheated. Sixty-two percent felt ashamed.

Eighty percent felt that their attitude toward love and relationships was influenced by their parent having cheated, and 70 percent said that their ability to trust others had been affected. Eighty-three percent stated that they feel people regularly lie. And yet, 86 percent reported that they still believe in monogamy! The complete survey results can be found in the Appendix, but beyond the percentages, the stories these adult children of infidelity tell about how their lives were impacted by a parent’s unfaithfulness reveal a more complete and poignant picture. You’ll hear many of these compelling stories throughout the book.

Some people may contend that my book is based on an outdated premise; namely, that parental monogamy is healthier for children than parental infidelity. Infidelity is so common, some may argue, and even justified in many cases, that children these days can easily adapt. I’ll admit that there are a number of seemingly reasonable justifications for marital infidelity. Some claim that because people live longer nowadays, it is unrealistic to expect married couples to be faithful throughout their lives. Others point to the fact that modern life means women and men engage in more varied experiences outside the home and have greater opportunities to interact with new people, thus making sexual affairs more inevitable. And there are those who argue that our culture’s liberalized sexual mores have made marital fidelity anachronistic.

In spite of those who believe that monogamy is a thing of the past, research proves otherwise. A 2008 Gallup poll on moral issues found that 91 percent believed married men or women having an affair is morally wrong. My survey indicates that children still expect fidelity and loyalty between their parents, and adult children whose parents cheated still want monogamous relationships themselves. By and large, adult children of infidelity know from experience the extent to which the whole family suffers when a parent is unfaithful, and therefore most do not want to follow in their unfaithful parents’ footsteps.

I believe that it is within the spirit of humankind to create, nurture, and sustain healthy, monogamous relationships from which both couples and children benefit. Even in our modern age, most men and women continue to seek a lifelong partner, and couples who marry continue to promise and expect sexual fidelity. When they do, their future children are rooted in that promise. Sexual affairs break the promise through secrecy and lies, and children can’t help but feel the painful effects, regardless of their age. According to the survey undertaken for this book, as well as the hundreds of clients I have treated, most children are hurt by their parent’s infidelity because, like the deceived parent, they feel betrayed. And like 93 percent of the American public,2 they still believe that marital fidelity is the most important element in a successful marriage.

My hope is that whether you are a betrayed parent, a parent who cheated, or an adult child whose parent was unfaithful, reading this book will help you understand and courageously deal with the adverse effects of parental infidelity.




ONE 



When Parents Break Their Promise

I think it made me very afraid of intimacy for many, many years. It did color every relationship I had with women. I’m not sure if I trusted women, for a long, long time.3

—Sting, referring to his mother’s affair, which he discovered when he was a young boy 

T he pledge to be faithful to one’s spouse is our culture’s most highly regarded vow. When parents break it, they also break an unspoken promise to their children: to be part of a loving family whose members are forever loyal to each other. Although the effect of marital infidelity on children is an explosive subject that touches millions of homes across America, it is rarely considered or discussed. But whether a child is six, sixteen, or twenty-six, when his parents sexually betray each other, he is left with a host of psychological issues that can plague him for the rest of his life.

As permissive as our society has become since the sexual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s, children still expect their parents to love each other and treat each other honorably. Infidelity may be the stuff of numerous movies and TV dramas, but most kids want to believe that “it can’t happen here.” Unfortunately, it does, and finding out that one of your parents has cheated on the other is a crushing emotional blow. How does such a betrayal alter a child’s relationship to the unfaithful parent—and to the betrayed mother or father? Will a young child’s ability to trust his parents be undermined? Will an older child ever be able to trust a romantic partner? Are adult children of infidelity, supposedly wiser to the ways of the world, any less troubled by a parent’s unfaithfulness than their younger counterparts? These are some of the core questions we will be exploring together.

Whatever their age, children whose parents have been unfaithful are often pressured to become the caretaker of the betrayed parent, thus adding to the son’s or daughter’s emotional stress. Young children may be unable to articulate their anger, anxiety, and confusion. They might act out, regress, or withdraw. And when an adult child’s family baggage includes lies, cheating, and the breaking of promises, they may have a particularly hard time navigating the rough waters of dating and marriage. The bottom line is that when parents are role models of infidelity, their children can’t help but react. We’ll be examining the range of those emotional and behavioral responses— and how to deal with them—throughout this book. In the chapters to come, I will suggest ways that parents can minimize the negative effects of infidelity on a child, and I will offer adult children advice for dealing with problems that may have originated with a parent’s unfaithfulness.

In this chapter, I want to give you an overview of what children experience when their parents are unfaithful, so I’ll be introducing the six core responses to parental infidelity.4 I’ll also offer my thoughts on how parental infidelity impacts the stages in a child’s social and emotional development, as presented by prominent psychiatrist Erik Erikson. Whether you are the betrayed or the unfaithful spouse, I will help you understand what your child is going through emotionally. If you are an adult child of an unfaithful parent (or parents), you’ll begin to gain a deeper insight into how your parent’s infidelity has impacted your life and your relationships. We’ll also take a look at the relevant statistics on infidelity, attitudes surrounding it, and how parental infidelity figures into our cultural environment. And you’ll hear the stories of four children, ranging in age from six to forty, whose lives were deeply affected when one parent was unfaithful to the other.

Millions of adults and children are grappling with the emotional crises that parental infidelity ushers in. Learning about how some of these individuals have worked through their infidelity-related issues will encourage you to take steps to meaningfully deal with yours. In the following chapters, I’ll offer guidance concerning those important steps. But first, let’s explore the problem.

A COMMON FAMILY DRAMA 

Statistics regarding the percentage of spouses who engage in extramarital affairs vary considerably. According to psychiatrist Scott Haltzman, whose research is cited in the July 26, 2004, issue of Psychology Today, infidelity occurs in up to 40 percent of marriages. Dr. Haltzman asserts that by age forty-five, two out of every five men and one out of every five women has had at least one affair. In a survey conducted in 2007 by MSNBC.com and iVillage, 19 percent of male survey respondents and 12 percent of female survey respondents reported having sexual intercourse with someone other than their partner; of those women, 37 percent cheated while there was a child in the home.

If we include cybersex, which can involve self-stimulation with an online partner, there are even more instances of infidelity. Although there is no indication of how many respondents were married, an online survey of 38,000 Internet users found that one in ten reported being addicted to online sex. Twenty-five percent stated they had lost control of their Internet sexual exploits at least once or that the activity caused problems in their lives.5 Some married individuals who engage in cybersex don’t consider their activities as being unfaithful to their spouse. Only 46 percent of the men queried in one study believe that online affairs are adultery.6

Most of us still believe in fidelity in marriage, regardless of the small percentage who think it is an outdated concept. In a 2000 study of college students’ attitudes toward infidelity, 69 percent said they would end a relationship with a partner who was unfaithful.7 And a 2007 survey by the Pew Research Center found that 93 percent of respondents rated faithfulness as the most important component of a successful marriage—more important than a happy sexual relationship, shared interests, religious beliefs, adequate income, or having children.

Still, infidelity is a fact of life in both the real and virtual worlds, and it often makes the headlines when powerful people are involved. President Bill Clinton’s affair with a young intern nearly brought the government to a halt, but he is not alone among politicians who have cheated on their wives. More recently, incidents of adultery came to light involving a 2008 presidential candidate as well as the governor of New York and the mayors of both San Francisco and Los Angeles. When it was revealed that the mayor of Los Angeles was having an extramarital relationship with a television anchorwoman, his constituents weighed in on the significance of his behavior. Many of the letters to the editor in the Los Angeles Times posed this rhetorical question: If he lies and cheats on his wife, how do we know he doesn’t lie and cheat in his role as mayor? There was also reference to the mayor’s alleged hypocrisy, since he had presented an image of a family man who cared deeply about the welfare of families—which brings up the point most relevant to this book. With all the attention paid to high-profile cases of infidelity involving politicians and others in the public eye, there is rarely any discussion of how acts of sexual betrayal affect the betrayer’s children. And yet I have had a number of clients, themselves children of parents who cheated, tell me that uppermost in their minds when the governor’s or the mayor’s infidelities were revealed was how the children of these well-known men must have felt. “I was so humiliated when my father cheated on my mother, I could really feel for what the governor’s three teenage daughters were going through,” one client told me recently.

How does a teenager who adores both her father and her mother get on with her life when that young life has been temporarily shattered by her father’s lies and humiliating indiscretions? How does a young boy make sense of what Daddy did with another woman, something that made Mommy want to separate from him? These are the questions that are too often ignored, both in the public arena and in the fictional dramas that are part of our cultural environment.

UNFAITHFUL ON THE SCREEN 

The infidelity we may have experienced or witnessed in real life is often mirrored in our popular culture. From opera to blues and country songs, serious dramas to Desperate Housewives, cheating frequently gets star billing. What is rarely featured is adultery’s effect on the cheater’s son or daughter. One of the first—and only—films to show how a child is affected by his parent’s unfaithfulness was the 1944 Vittorio De Sica classic, The Children Are Watching Us, in which a four-year-old boy witnesses his mother meeting her lover in the park and later lying with him on the beach. While in the first instance the couple is merely standing opposite each other and having a conversation, the boy intuits from their expressions and body language that they are intimately connected. In an instant, his face loses its carefree innocence and conveys shock, fear, and rage. Later in the film when the boy comes upon his mother and the man lying together in the sand, an extreme close-up of the child’s face reveals overwhelming anguish, as if his entire world is crumbling before his eyes. When discussing the film, De Sica is said to have remarked that, “Children are the first to suffer in life. . . . Innocents always pay.”8

Although societal mores have changed over the last sixty-plus years since this film was first released, the pain a child feels when one of his parents betrays the other continues to be just as devastating. Twenty-eight percent of the respondents to my survey were under the age of eleven when they discovered a parent was cheating. In almost every case I have come across, young children report feeling as if they have been betrayed when one parent betrays the other. The child identifies with the parent who has been betrayed because he is suffering immeasurable loss as well—the loss of trust in one or both parents, the loss of both parents’ ability to be an attentive parent, the loss of faith in the cohesiveness of the family, and, of course, a loss of innocence.

If the betrayed parent holds back his or her emotions, as was the case with the betrayed father in The Children Are Watching Us, the child often acts out the parent’s anguish and resentment in addition to expressing his own. Many parents, perhaps fathers especially, try to appear “strong” so as not to communicate their pain to the child and thus exacerbate the young person’s anger and sadness. But children cannot be fooled so easily. They pick up on their parents’ emotions even when a parent is attempting to keep those feelings in check. And children are also more apt to express their emotions directly, as the child in the De Sica film so achingly displays.

The essential truth that De Sica masterfully brings home to his audience in this film is that children are betrayed when one or both parents cheat. While the betrayed parent, like the film’s father, may not expect anything from the betraying spouse once infidelity has been discovered, a child is still left with hopeful expectations, as well as a host of fears. A child of infidelity finds himself caught in a nightmare that offers few viable options: either accept the unacceptable— namely, being betrayed by your parent, who is supposed to give you unconditional love—and hope that doing so will ensure your parent’s love and attention, or express your outrage and risk being abandoned by the person whose love you so desperately want and need.

While not always portrayed as sensitively as in The Children Are Watching Us, extramarital affairs continue to figure into the plotlines of countless television and film scenarios. After all, cheating on a spouse makes for an intriguing, suspenseful, sexy story. Will the husband find out? Will the wife feel remorse? Will she run away with her lover and begin a more passionate, romantic life? While we might enjoy watching such dramas unfold, their popularity doesn’t mean that the average TV viewer or filmgoer approves of a character’s marital infidelity, especially when the cheating spouse is a parent. According to a recent Wall Street Journal editorial by author Lionel Shriver, screenwriters are keenly aware of the audience’s general disapproval of philanderers. Shriver asserts that for audiences to sympathize with a character who indulges in extramarital sex, the betrayed spouse needs to have a major flaw. For instance, in the film 

Little Children, starring Kate Winslet as the unfaithful housewife and mother drawn to a handsome, sensitive lover, her husband is portrayed as an unappealing weirdo who is addicted to Internet pornography. And yet, as in other film and television stories featuring unfaithful spouses, the housewife’s affair is ultimately abandoned for the sake of the children—hers as well as her lover’s. In the end, Winslet’s character cannot bring herself to sacrifice her family for the sake of her passionate yearnings. Thus, claims Shriver, “The audience is relieved.”9

Extramarital sex is both a fact of life and a familiar tale featured on the big and little screens, but regardless of how common infidelity appears to be or how thrilling a love story it may present, when it occurs within one’s own family, it is never easy for children of any age to understand or accept. As much as we might think that sexual mores have changed radically since the more repressed 1950s, some expectations haven’t changed. Most children still want and expect their parents to be a faithful couple. Children are more likely to thrive when their parents are stable and focused on the family rather than on an outside romantic relationship. In other words, kids seem to be hardwired to prefer that their parents resemble characters like Ozzie and Harriet, rather than Kate Winslet and her handsome lover.

THE SIX CORE RESPONSES TO PARENTAL INFIDELITY 

Every family is different, each child is unique, and yet there are certain common responses to parental infidelity that most children experience. The 822 respondents to the survey that I conducted for this book, as well as the many clients I have treated over the years, have confirmed that the following are core responses experienced by off- spring of every age—from young children to adults—after they find out that one or both of their parents have been sexually unfaithful:

1. Loss of trust (including fear of rejection and abandonment and loss of self-esteem). A loving relationship is supposed to mean that both people can be counted on to have the other’s best interests at heart. Even young children understand that marriage is supposed to involve taking care of each other, being kind to each other, and not lying to or intentionally hurting your husband or wife. Infidelity brings about just the opposite: fights, anger, sadness, and pain—along with concrete evidence of a fundamental lie. When children of any age learn of a parent’s infidelity, they usually find it extremely difficult—if not impossible— to trust that someone they love will not lie to them, reject or abandon them, or otherwise cause them pain somewhere down the road. They very often learn not to put their faith in love, and they may also learn that they are not worthy of receiving monogamous love, because according to the evidence, their betrayed parent clearly wasn’t.

2. Shame (for being part of a family in which at least one parent has betrayed life’s most valued commitment). Even though the child of an unfaithful parent is blameless, very often he or she cannot help but feel ashamed, as if the entire family is under the dark cloud of the transgressor’s offensive behavior. Relatives, friends, or neighbors may ask embarrassing questions about the details of a parent’s infidelity, inadvertently exacerbating a son’s or daughter’s belief that the shameful behavior somehow reflects on their own character. It is as if the betraying parent’s sexual transgression becomes a black mark against the child and the rest of the immediate family. The sense of shame about his parent’s affair(s) is often carried forward into the adult child’s own relationships.

3. Confusion (about the meaning of love and marriage). Most children are taught that when you love someone enough to marry them, it means you vow to be faithful to that person. When marriage includes infidelity, what conclusions do children draw? That marriage is a sham? That married love is an illusion? Fifty-eight percent of our respondents stated that their parents stayed married even when the betraying parent continued having affairs and the betrayed parent knew about the infidelity. The effect on the children in such relationships was profound confusion about the meaning of both love and marriage.

4. Ambivalence toward the betraying parent (feeling anger and disrespect, but also needing to love and respect one’s mother or father). Children initially look up to their parents as the most important people in their lives, their ultimate role models, and, in some sense, their heroes. As children grow older, they want to continue to be proud of who their parents are. When infidelity partially defines a parent’s character, a son or daughter feels torn between feelings of disrespect and a yearning to preserve the revered status their parent once held. Children of unfaithful parents may feel both love and hatred toward the parent who cheated. Some even express this emotional conflict in terms of there being two mothers or two fathers—the one who used to be their parent (and was deserving of their love) and the one who was revealed when the infidelity was brought to light (and whom they now “hate”). Some children are afraid to express their anger for fear of losing the love of the parent who cheated; others report that it took them years to feel anything other than anger toward the betraying parent.

5. Resentment toward the betrayed parent (for requiring the child to become their emotional caretaker or for underparenting due to preoccupation with the infidelity drama). In addition to feeling betrayed by the cheating parent, many children feel betrayed as well by the cheated-on parent, who is often unable to adequately fulfill his or her parenting role. The betrayed parent, who may be extremely depressed and angry following the news of a spouse’s infidelity, may not only neglect parental responsibilities but also depend on the child to fulfill emotional needs that were previously filled by the spouse. In such cases, the child becomes a surrogate parent and/or surrogate mate to the parent, which is an unhealthy situation for both parent and child. The child longs for an authentic parent and at the same time resents being placed in the unwanted role of caretaker. A child may also resent the betrayed parent for being incapable of preventing the other parent’s infidelity. A common accusation is that the cheated-on parent was “too weak” and thus let the cheating parent get away with it.

6. Acting out (engaging in aggressive or self-destructive behavior, rather than confronting confusing, sad, or angry feelings directly). Acting out may include behavioral problems during childhood, sexual acting out during adolescence, and intimacy avoidance or sexual addiction during adult years. Issues of promiscuity may arise in an attempt to play out what a child perceived from his parents about the casualness of sex and the impermanence of love and marriage. He may unconsciously try to justify the transgressor parent’s behavior or to search for responses to his innermost conflicts concerning whether or not love, loyalty, and commitment are possible.

As you’ll learn in the following case histories, when parents are unfaithful, a son’s or daughter’s responses incorporate one or more of these six core issues, regardless of how old the child is when he or she first learns of the infidelity.

RESPONDING TO PARENTAL INFIDELITY:
FOUR STORIES 

Brittany’s Story: Loss of Trust and Acting Out 

Brittany was six when she heard her mother crying hysterically behind her parents’ locked bedroom door. When she asked her father what was wrong with Mommy, he told her only that, “Mommy is not feeling well.” Still confused about why her mother was so upset, Brittany went to her nine-year-old brother, who told her, “Dad has a girlfriend, and he loves her more than Mom.” Overwhelmed by her father’s lie and the sense that he didn’t love his family anymore, Brittany became angry, sad, and bewildered—and began acting out by throwing temper tantrums.

Brittany’s father didn’t want to end the marriage to Brittany’s mother; he considered the affair merely transitory and had hoped it would be kept secret. When Brittany’s mother found out, however, she accused him of not loving her anymore, and she wasn’t at all sure she wanted to stay married to him. While the couple was in the midst of sorting out their relationship, the children inadvertently became involved in the infidelity drama. Neither parent had wanted to tell their children about the father’s affair, but Brittany’s brother had overheard a heated conversation, and Brittany couldn’t help but hear her mother sobbing in the bedroom.

Too young at six to understand the nuances of her father’s infidelity, Brittany only knew what she had witnessed (Mommy was terribly unhappy) and what she had been told by her nine-year-old brother (Daddy loved another lady more than he loved Mommy). Brittany was left to conclude that not only did Daddy not love Mommy but he didn’t love her or her brother either. She was also left with an overwhelming sense of betrayal, since her father had demonstrated that he could not be trusted to tell her the truth. She was unable to articulate the range of emotions she was feeling—fear, sadness, confusion, anger—but what she could do was act out her anger by having temper tantrums.

Very often adults believe that children will not understand what is happening in the parents’ relationship. But while young children may not have the cognitive skills to understand a parent’s explanation of a particular situation, they can empirically decipher what is going on. Brittany was able to discern that her father’s answer was untrue, and in this instance she trusted her brother more than either of her parents to tell her the truth, because her father’s explanation simply didn’t ring true. The reason that children often trust other children more than their parents is that they know they can depend on each other to communicate in a simple, straightforward manner.

In an attempt to protect children from the realities of infidelity, many parents either disregard them by failing to offer any explanation at all, minimize the situation by telling a half-truth, or simply lie. Each of these choices then becomes a second betrayal, as children will eventually have to deal with not only their parent’s infidelity but having been deceived and/or lied to themselves. In the chapters to come, we’ll discover how parents can discuss the issue of infidelity with young children in a way that is both honest and age-appropriate, so that children like Brittany and her brother have an easier time coping with a tough reality.

Michael’s Story: Loss of Trust and Living with Shame 

Michael was thirteen when he found out that his father had a mistress, but he kept the secret for several weeks to protect his mother.

Feeling terribly guilty for betraying her, he finally told his mom, which ultimately resulted in his parents divorcing and Michael believing that he was responsible.

Michael had been placed in an incredibly unfair position. He was forced to choose between being loyal to his father and disloyal to his mother—or vice versa. Whichever choice he made, he felt that he would lose the love and support of one or the other parent. In other words, he couldn’t trust either parent to be there for him unconditionally. Sadly, making the decision he made resulted in his bearing the shame and guilt for having brought to light his father’s infidelity, as well as feeling that he had caused the dissolution of his parents’ marriage. No child should be placed in such a heart-wrenching position. However, many children are taken into the confidence of the betraying parent and told not to tell, while others discover “the secret” on their own and reveal it without even knowing they are doing so. The degree of guilt and shame that results is immeasurable.

Since children are egocentric, feeling that their immediate world revolves around them, they believe that whatever goes wrong is their fault. So when a child experiences a series of events like Michael did— discovering his father’s infidelity, telling his mother about it, and then having his parents split up—he is likely to piece the events together in a simple cause-effect fashion: “A crisis came about because I divulged a secret, so everything that happened after that is all my fault.” This egocentric way of thinking is often as true for adolescents as it is for younger children. And when a child of any age feels responsible for his parents’ breakup, the sense of shame causes a major blow to his self-esteem.

Witnessing his father’s disloyalty to his mother, Michael will not only have a problem trusting his father, he may also have problems trusting others to whom he might choose to get close. Michael will always be aware of the fact that the most important man in his life (his father) betrayed his wife (Michael’s mother), which will leave Michael with the unfortunate lesson that men cannot be trusted to be faithful to the women they supposedly love the most. And perhaps Michael will distrust anyone who tries to get close to him.

A son or daughter who learns that a parent has cheated becomes particularly angry at such a monumental display of disloyalty, because loyalty is a major issue among school-age children and adolescents. Proving one’s loyalty to friends is a crucial endeavor for children and adolescents, since it helps them to gain favor with social groups to which young people feel the need to belong. Belonging is an important part of forming one’s identity, and being loyal to the group is always expected of each member. Ashamed of being disloyal to the betraying parent for telling his secret and disloyal to the betrayed parent for being the messenger of bad news, an adolescent like Michael may also find it difficult to trust others for fear they might put him in a similarly unfair bind.

Rebecca’s Story: Ambivalence Toward the Betraying Parent and Confusion About the Meaning of Love and Marriage 

Rebecca, twenty-eight, was stunned to learn that her mother was cheating on her father. “It’s only a fling,” her mother told her, “and it has really rejuvenated me. I still love your father and won’t ever leave him. Besides, if he doesn’t know about it, how can it hurt him?” Although Rebecca considered herself to be a sophisticated young woman, she couldn’t believe her mother would do such a thing—and felt as if she had lost her own emotional and moral foundation. She had always admired her mother’s outgoing personality and charm and had found her more fun to be with than her rather conservative father. But now she was torn between the mother she thought she knew and the woman who had emerged as someone entirely different.

Girls learn from their mothers how to be a woman, but Rebecca lost her bearings when she felt that she no longer had a suitable role model. She had been taught the importance of being loyal when she was younger, but she now realized it had been merely talk. In fact, her mother was now giving her the opposite message: cheating is okay if it makes you feel better about yourself. Rebecca couldn’t help but wonder: if these wildly different messages about love and marriage were so contradictory, then perhaps everything she had learned from her mother—and from her own experiences as well—was equally questionable.

From the time she first learned of her mother’s infidelity, Rebecca began questioning everything—her relationships with men, her belief in the family values she had been raised with, even her chosen career path. It was as if everything she had believed in had been crushed under the weight of her mother’s shocking behavior. It would take her years before she would discover her own truths and trust in her own choices. In the meantime, she was profoundly disillusioned and disappointed in her mother, confused about what it meant to be a woman, and distrustful of her own romantic choices.

Henry’s Story: Ambivalence Toward the Betraying Parent, Resentment Toward the Betrayed Parent, and Acting Out by Engaging in Infidelity Himself 

Forty-year-old Henry had been devastated as a child when his parents’ marriage fell apart after his father had been unfaithful to his mother one too many times. As a teenager, he had served as his mother’s spy, following his father around at night as he visited different women and then reporting back to his mother. When he was twenty-five and about to get married, Henry vowed to his future wife that he would never do what his father had done. Twenty years later, when Henry’s wife found out that he had been having affairs for the past ten years, Henry began to ask himself, “How did I fall into the same behavior I so detested in my father?”

Unfortunately, Henry’s story is a very common one. For some adult children, even though they disapproved of their parent’s unfaithfulness when they were younger, infidelity becomes a more acceptable option when they reach adulthood. Perhaps a parent had provided reasons for his or her unfaithful behavior, and those reasons can be read as a valid “excuse” by the child, who then replicates that behavior as an adult. For other adult children, the parent’s infidelity creates a need for emotional distance, and cheating is the best way to create that distance from your partner.

The previous four stories show that children at every age react to the crisis of parental infidelity in a number of predictable ways. In our quest to fully understand how the lives of children and young adults are affected when one parent is unfaithful to the other, it is important to know a little bit about the developmental stages we each go through on our way to adulthood—and how infidelity plays a part in a child’s navigation through those stages.

HOW DOES PARENTAL INFIDELITY IMPACT 
A CHILD’S DEVELOPMENT?

Of the eight developmental stages introduced by psychiatrist Erik Erikson in 1956, the first five especially affect the developing child. These stages give us a fundamental understanding of the process children and teenagers must go through to mature emotionally and socially. When we are familiar with how a child’s development unfolds, we can better understand how the crisis of parental infidelity impacts a young person’s social and emotional growth.

According to Erikson, each of the eight developmental stages represents a challenge or crisis that an individual must resolve if he is to develop a healthy personality and sense of self. If he fails to complete a particular stage, he will have difficulty in completing further stages. Here are the first five stages that occur between infancy and late adolescence:

• Stage 1 takes place from infancy to age one or two, and it involves learning basic trust. If a child is nurtured and loved, he develops trust and a sense of security; if not, he feels insecure and learns to mistrust that his needs will be met.

• In Stage 2, occurring between about eighteen months to about four years old, the child’s task is to gain a certain degree of control so that he becomes more certain of himself and can feel proud of his growing autonomy. If children are made to feel guilty or are neglected or overly criticized, their sense of shame will inhibit their ability to thrive during this stage.

• Stage 3 takes place roughly during the preschool years, when a child usually learns to take initiative, cooperate with others, lead as well as follow, broaden his play skills, and use his imagination. If a child is overly fearful, his play skills and imagination will be inhibited, he won’t be able to get along as well with others and will instead be overly dependent on adults.

• The challenges of Stage 4 are typically met during the elementary school years. The key to successfully progressing through this stage is in developing the confidence and self-discipline neces- sary to be industrious and adapt to rules—those imposed by peers as well as those involved in structured play and in schoolwork. When a child successfully passes through this developmental stage, he feels increasingly trusting, autonomous, competent, and motivated. When the confidence and self-discipline needed to be successful are not in place due to a sense of shame, guilt, or lack of trust, a child will feel inferior and defeated.

• The process of solidifying one’s sense of identity is at the core of Stage 5 of development, which takes place during adolescence. This is a time of experimentation and rebellion in an effort to discover one’s values, abilities, preferences, and life goals. A young person successfully passing through this stage experiences some degree of achievement, as opposed to feeling paralyzed by inferiority or inadequacy. He will seek a mentor or role model to inspire him to fulfill his goals. In later adolescence, he or she will also have a clear sense of his or her sexual identity.

So how is this developmental process affected by the crisis of parental infidelity? Let’s explore each stage to consider what might occur.

Stage 1 

Some claim that very young children don’t remember what happens during the first two years of life. But children at this age can perceive whether or not they feel safe with Mom or Dad. If one parent betrays the other, and one or both parents is distressed, angry, sad, or in shock, a one- or two-year-old, even an infant, can sense those emotions and feel very insecure. A betrayed parent might be less attentive toward a baby or young child, or might communicate his or her pain to the youngster directly, believing the child doesn’t understand.

The betrayer might feel less affection for or give less time to the infant or young child. Either parent might inadvertently take out their anger on the child. The underlying reality is that even very young children pick up on their parents’ emotional states, identify with the feeling of being betrayed, and suffer from being neglected. Such circumstances result in a child losing the sense of trust and security that is so crucial at this stage of emotional development.

Stage 2 

Even if a young child doesn’t understand the intricacies of the infidelity drama, they perceive the general atmosphere in the home and know that something is seriously wrong between Mommy and Daddy. A young child will feel their parents’ recriminating attitudes, insecurities, anxiety, and depression, even though they are unable to put a name to it. The crisis environment and sense of uneasiness makes a young child feel unsafe, and thus it will be very difficult for him to emerge from this stage of childhood with a sense of newfound autonomy and pride. Instead, he is likely to feel ashamed that he is not able to be as self-assured as others his age.

Stage 3 

When there is upheaval within the family system, it’s very difficult for a preschooler to play freely and to be imaginative in play. Often a child whose family is going through a crisis will reenact the traumatic events during play, trying to make sense of or solve whatever conflicts are troubling him. Thus, his imagination is no longer free to explore the world around him during play; the context of his playtime has been dictated by his parents’ difficulties. The developmental task of learning cooperation with others may be affected as well, because when there is a problem in the family, every member of that family is implicated. Many children at this age feel that everything that is happening to Mom and Dad is somehow caused by them. Perhaps a child feels that because he had a temper tantrum or misbehaved, Mommy and Daddy are arguing and threatening to split up—so he bears the guilt. Or he may be fearful of being abandoned due to the crisis. While a young child may not understand his parents’ recriminating words, he can sense in their tone and body language an impending family catastrophe. As for learning to both lead and follow among his peers—an important developmental milestone—most likely the insecurity and lack of safety that a preschool-age child feels as a consequence of the infidelity drama will make him a follower rather than a leader.
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