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Fig. 3. (continued on next page)
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Fig. 3.  Personal and relationship well-being trajectories surrounding infidelity events. (a) Perpe-
trator infidelity (actor reported having cheated on partner). (b) Victim infidelity (actor reported 
being cheated on by partner). Zero indicates the event year. For the control sample, it is the year 
in which the propensity-score-matched participant in the infidelity sample experienced the event. 
Outcome variables were standardized (using the long format, i.e., across all observations). Data 
points represent average (raw) outcome values in each assessment year, observed in the infidelity 
and control samples; point size indicates the number of observations (the legend shows five values: 
minimum, first quartile, median, third quartile, and maximum). Note that, sometimes, patterns that 
can be observed in the raw values are not reflected in the model coefficients because they are based 
on small observation numbers. The confidence bands represent the 95% confidence intervals. The 
plots were created using the loess smoothing function of the ggplot2 package.

change and socialization terms. We used actor commit-
ment values in the analyses of actor outcomes and 
partner commitment values in the analyses of partner 
outcomes. The analyses were restricted to the outcome 
values measured during the waves when the relation-
ship was ongoing. We adjusted the p value to the num-
ber of tests (we took .05 as the starting value because 
of the exploratory nature of the analysis; seven out-
comes and two interaction effects: p = .05/7/2 = .004).

In the perpetrator sample, the interaction between 
actor commitment and socialization term reached the 
adjusted level of significance in the case of actor rela-
tionship satisfaction and admiration (and the traditional 
< .05 for intimacy and conflict). The pattern of the 
interaction is shown in Figure 4a (model coefficients 
are reported in Table S13 in the Supplemental Material). 
Consistent with the expectancy violation theory, higher 
(vs. lower) levels of commitment were associated with 

worse adjustment. Depending on the outcome measure, 
individuals with a higher level of commitment experi-
enced no change or a deterioration in well-being fol-
lowing infidelity (socialization effects at 1 SD above the 
mean of commitment: relationship satisfaction b = 
−0.03, p = .260; intimacy b = −0.02, p = .320; admiration 
b = −0.04, p = .037; conflict b = 0.002, p = .915). In 
contrast, individuals who were less committed to the 
relationship experienced an improvement in relation-
ship functioning following infidelity (socialization 
effects at 1 SD below the mean of commitment: rela-
tionship satisfaction b = 0.05, p = .001; intimacy b = 
0.03, p = .012; admiration b = 0.04, p = .009; conflict b = 
−0.04, p = .003).

In the case of victim infidelity, the interaction 
between commitment and socialization term reached 
the adjusted level of significance in the case of actor 
admiration and partner relationship satisfaction (and the 
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traditional < .05 for actor relationship satisfaction, inti-
macy, and conflict; see Table S13 and Fig. 4b). Similar 
to perpetrator infidelity, higher levels of commitment 
were associated with no change in well-being following 
infidelity (e.g., socialization effects at 1 SD above the 
mean of commitment: actor relationship satisfaction  
b = −0.06, p = .316; actor intimacy b = −0.04, p = .100; 

actor admiration b = −0.02, p = .333; actor conflict b = 
0.001, p = .963; partner relationship satisfaction b = 
−0.05, p = .137). In contrast, lower levels of commitment 
were associated with an improvement in well-being 
following infidelity (e.g., socialization effects at 1 SD 
below the mean of commitment: actor relationship sat-
isfaction b = 0.05, p = .024; actor intimacy b = 0.04,  

Fig. 4. (continued on next page)
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p = .069; actor admiration b = 0.07, p = .001; actor con-
flict b = −0.07, p = .002; partner relationship satisfaction 
b = 0.06, p = .020).

Gender

Infidelity prevalence and its perceived justifiability 
might differ across genders. For example, men are more 

likely than women to engage in infidelity, and infidelity 
committed by men is sometimes considered more jus-
tifiable than infidelity committed by women (Blow & 
Hartnett, 2005; Fincham & May, 2017). Therefore, in 
further exploratory (not preregistered) analyses, we 
examined whether selection, post-event baseline 
change, anticipation effects, and socialization effects 
were moderated by gender. We computed a series of 
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Fig. 4. (continued on next page)
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models that included four interaction effects between 
the event-related variables and gender (Gender × Selec-
tion, Gender × Anticipation, Gender × Post-Event Base-
line Change, Gender × Socialization) and the four 
random slopes of the event-related variables. We used 
actor gender in the analyses of actor outcomes and 
partner gender in the analyses of partner outcomes. We 
implemented a p-value adjustment, given the large 
number of tests (seven outcomes and four event-related 
variables: p = .05/7/4 = .002).

In the case of perpetrator infidelity, the socialization 
effect was moderated by gender: The interaction effect 
reached the adjusted level of significance in the case 
of life satisfaction and self-esteem (and the traditional 
< .05 for actor and partner admiration and partner rela-
tionship satisfaction). The model coefficients are shown 
in Table S15 in the Supplemental Material. The pattern 
of the interaction is shown in Figure 5. Interestingly, a 
look at actor outcomes suggests that male perpetrators 
were more negatively affected by the event than female 
perpetrators. Strikingly, female perpetrators even tended 
to experience a gradual increase (often in the shape of 
a rebound following pre-event declines) in personal 
well-being after the event (e.g., life satisfaction and 
self-esteem: b = 0.05 and b = 0.05, p < .001; admiration: 
b = 0.04, p = .027). At the same time, the analyses of 

partner outcomes of perpetrators point to some rebound 
effects for male (but not for female) victims. For exam-
ple, male victims experienced an increase (post-event 
rebound) in relationship satisfaction (b = 0.07, p = .005), 
whereas female victims did not (b = −0.01, p = .639). 
Gender did not show consistent interactions with any 
other time-related variables. Further moderation analy-
ses (by other relationship configuration variables, such 
as marital and coresident status) are presented in the 
Supplemental Material.

Separation

We explored whether the impact of infidelity extends 
beyond the relationship in which infidelity happened, 
affecting individuals’ personal well-being even after 
separation (if separation takes place) and carrying over 
to the next relationship. Separation was more common 
in couples affected by infidelity than in the control 
sample (36% in both perpetrator and victim samples 
vs. 22% and 25% in the control samples, ps < .001; see 
Table 1). Also, a nontrivial number of participants 
reported new relationships following separation (75% 
vs. 52% in the perpetrator vs. control samples, p < .001, 
and 57% vs. 50% in the victim vs. control samples, p = 
.31; see Table 1).
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Fig. 4.  Commitment and well-being trajectories surrounding infidelity. (a) Perpetrator infidelity (actor reported having cheated on partner). 
(b) Victim infidelity (actor reported being cheated on by partner). Zero indicates the event year. For the control sample, it is the year in 
which the propensity-score-matched participant in the infidelity sample experienced the event. Low and high commitment reflect 1 standard 
deviation below versus above the sample mean. The graph shows predicted values for anticipation and socialization variables while hold-
ing other variables in the model constant (at means for continuous variables and reference categories for categorical variables; see Tables 
3–6). The confidence bands represent the 95% confidence intervals obtained using the SjPlot package. The plots were created using the gam 
smoothing function of the ggplot2 package.
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In a set of exploratory analyses, we tested whether 
individuals’ well-being trajectories after the infidelity 
event (i.e., socialization) differed across three groups 
of participants: the ones who stayed with their original 
partner (reference group, coded 0), the ones who sepa-
rated from the original partner but remained single 
(coded 1), and the ones who separated from the origi-
nal partner and found a new one (coded 2). We com-
puted the interaction effects between the socialization 

variable and the new relationship/separation status. 
Some of the interaction effects reached (an unadjusted 
level of) significance for life satisfaction (but not for 
self-esteem) in the perpetrator sample (p = .032) and in 
the victim sample (p = .034; see Table S14 in the Sup-
plemental Material). The pattern of the interactions is 
plotted in Figure 6. Only participants who separated 
but did not find a new partner experienced a gradual 
deterioration in life satisfaction following the infidelity 

Fig. 5. (continued on next page)
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event (although not significant, see Fig. 6 note regard-
ing the sample size), whereas this was not observed in 
the similar control participants (i.e., separated, not 
repartnered).

Discussion

We used prospective dyadic data to examine the tem-
poral dynamics of personal and relationship well-being 
surrounding experiences of infidelity. Our analyses pro-
vided four main findings that we summarize below.

First, for the first time, we showed that infidelity 
events were preceded by a gradual decrease in personal 
and relationship well-being in victims and perpetrators, 
as evident in both actor and partner reports. In perpe-
trators, this decline might be a reason for starting an 
affair or even an intentional distress management strat-
egy (see Scott et al., 2017). In victims, a decrease in 
well-being might be a result of feeling the partner’s 
dissatisfaction or represent a causal factor increasing 
their likelihood of being cheated on. Unhappiness has 
been associated with poor outcomes in social life in 
previous research (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Stavrova 
& Luhmann, 2016). Hence, a decrease in personal well-
being might make the future victim less attractive, con-
tributing to the infidelity of the partner.

Second, in contrast to what most previous research 
on other negative interpersonal events (e.g., divorce, 

widowhood) indicated (Denissen et  al., 2018; Lucas, 
2007; Luhmann et al., 2012), infidelity events were not 
followed by steady recovery patterns. Although we 
detected small rebound effects with respect to some of 
the outcome variables, neither victims nor perpetrators 
were able to return to their initial levels of well-being. 
Potentially, the guilt and social disapproval associated 
with infidelity renders this event particularly difficult 
to recover from.

Third, puzzled by the lack of recovery patterns, we 
explored potential sources of between-individuals het-
erogeneity in responses to infidelity. We found that 
individuals who were more (vs. less) committed to the 
relationship before the event tended to experience a 
stronger deterioration in well-being after cheating or 
being cheated on. Their less committed counterparts, 
on the other hand, seemed to report an upward well-
being trend following infidelity. This pattern is consis-
tent with the expectancy violation theory (Burgoon, 
1993): Higher commitment could be associated with 
higher relationship expectations and stronger disap-
pointment when the expectations are violated.

Interestingly, our exploratory analyses detected one 
more group of participants who seem to recover and 
even thrive after infidelity, other than individuals with 
low relationship commitment: unfaithful women. Women 
(vs. men) are more likely to mention relationship dis-
satisfaction as a reason for their affair (Barta & Kiene, 
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Fig. 5.  Gender and well-being trajectories surrounding the event of committing infidelity. Zero indicates the event year. For the control 
sample, it is the year in which the propensity-score-matched participant in the infidelity sample experienced the event. The graph shows 
predicted values for anticipation and socialization variables while holding other variables in the model constant (at means for continuous 
variables and reference categories for categorical variables; see Tables 3–6). The confidence bands represent the 95% confidence intervals 
obtained using the SjPlot package. The plots were created using the gam smoothing function of the ggplot2 package.
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Fig. 6.  Separation status and life satisfaction trajectories surrounding infidel-
ity. Zero indicates the event (infidelity) year. For the control sample, it is the 
year in which the propensity-score-matched participant in the infidelity sample 
experienced the event. The graph shows predicted values for anticipation and 
socialization variables while holding other variables in the model constant (at 
means for continuous variables and reference categories for categorical variables; 
see Tables 3–6). Numbers in perpetrator sample (including controls): did not 
separate = 1,235, separated/no new relationship = 166, separated/new relation-
ship = 142; numbers in victim sample (including controls): did not separate = 
673, separated/no new relationship = 126, separated/new relationship = 280. 
The confidence bands represent the 95% confidence intervals obtained using 
the SjPlot package. The plots were created using the gam smoothing function 
of the ggplot2 package.
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2005), and prior research has shown that acts of infidelity 
committed because of relationship problems can lead to 
positive psychological outcomes (Beltrán-Morillas et al., 
2020). Potentially, women’s affairs are more likely to be 
a result of partner dissatisfaction, and consequently, the 
affair may be a wake-up call for their partners, leading 
to positive behavioral change. These findings add to the 
small literature exploring the conditions in which infidel-
ity might have positive consequences (Beltrán-Morillas 
et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 2021).

Finally, the inclusion of actor and partner outcomes 
in both victim and perpetrator samples resulted in sev-
eral potentially interesting observations. Negative well-
being consequences (i.e., post-event baseline change) 
appeared more common in perpetrators who reported 
cheating themselves (i.e., actor well-being in the per-
petrator sample) than in perpetrators whose partner 
reported cheating (i.e., partner well-being in the victim 
sample) and in victims (see Figs. 2 and 3). Although 
this could be partially explained by differences in 
power (for sensitivity analyses, see the Supplemental 
Material), the nature of infidelity—disclosed versus 
secret—could have played a role, too. Disclosed infidel-
ity was presumably more common in the victim sample 
(as it was reported by the victims) than in the perpetra-
tor sample (as it was reported by the perpetrators). This 
is consistent with the perpetrator sample being almost 
twice as large as the victim sample, where secret affairs 
were probably unreported.

Potentially, perpetrators are more negatively affected 
by infidelity when it is kept secret (i.e., actor effects in 
the perpetrator sample) versus disclosed (i.e., partner 
effects in the victim sample). Disclosing infidelity can help 
some couples find a solution to the relationship problems 
that led to infidelity in the first place (Atkins et al., 2005). 
The higher share of secret affairs in the perpetrator sample 
versus victim sample could also explain why perpetrators 
and their partners had chronically lower personal and 
relationship well-being, relative to the control sample, 
whereas neither victims of infidelity nor their partners 
differed from the control sample (selection effects; see 
Fig. 1). It should be noted that in the absence of the 
explicit information regarding infidelity disclosure rates, 
this interpretation remains speculative. Future research 
should test to what extent the perpetrator-victim differ-
ences in the present study are a result of differences in 
disclosure versus perpetrator/victim status.

Limitations and future directions

The reliance on large-scale panel data resulted in many 
benefits: It allowed us to identify a high number 
(~1,000) of infidelity events, track them for several years 
before and after infidelity, and compare the relationship 
trajectories of participants who experienced infidelity 

with a large control sample of individuals who did not 
(~1,500). However, the reliance on these secondary data 
restricted our ability to influence sampling (e.g., Ger-
many) and measurement decisions, resulting in several 
limitations. The lack of information regarding whether 
the infidelity has come to light or not is one of them 
(as discussed above). In addition, the phrasing of the 
infidelity measure (“extra-marital affair”) could have left 
room for different interpretations (e.g., extradyadic  
sex vs. an online flirt) and included consensual non-
monogamous relationships. Comparing the effects of 
different infidelity types as well as examining whether 
changes in different aspects of relationship functioning 
could lead to different types of infidelity could be an 
interesting endeavor for future studies.

Conclusion

Infidelity is often considered one of the most stressful 
events in a couple’s life leading to relationship trouble. 
The present findings questioned this idea by showing 
that for both victims and perpetrators, infidelity was 
preceded (but not followed) by longer periods of 
decline in personal and relationship well-being. In con-
trast to most other negative life events and with the 
exception of individuals with lower initial commitment 
and unfaithful women, this decline did not recover in 
the follow-up years.
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Supplemental Material

Additional supporting information can be found at http://
journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/09567976221116892

Notes

1. Participants were asked whether the relationship they reported 
during the last wave was still ongoing (with the exception of 
Waves 1 and 2). We report the descriptive statistics regarding the 
separation status in Table 1.
2. Using age at study onset (instead of age as a time-varying vari-
able) provided similar results (see the Supplemental Material).
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