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Abstract

Cheating in @ romantic context constitutes a major breach of ethical and relationship standards, causing considerable
psychological damage to both perpetrators and victims. This paper considers the mental anguish and fallout associated
with infidelity, as the necessary sustained deception conflicts with personal moral identities and creates internal tension.
Emotional trauma, including guilt, shame, and anxiety, further increases distress, particularly due to fear of exposure
and withdrawal from social support. The resulting consequences include relationship strain, reputational threat, and
secretive behaviour, which can lead to depressive or anxiety disorders with associated stress. Results from several
surveys are discussed, highlighting the extent to which cheating takes a significant toll on any relationship.
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Introduction

Cheating on a partner requires considerable effort and can have a catastrophic effect on the relationship. Maintaining
lies requires extensive determination because a cheater must keep track of what they have already said, where they
have been and who they were with. They must be careful to avoid inconsistencies, steer clear of truthful responses
when necessary, and anticipate potential exposure [1]. This, in turn, contributes to stress, particularly when cheating is
prolonged or repeated.

In romantic contexts, infidelity is associated with significant psychological distress for both perpetrators and victims.
Research indicates that individuals who cheat often experience guilt, shame, and fear of detection, all of which activate
stress responses like those observed in trauma related conditions [2]. These pressures include secrecy, the emotional
difficulty of managing multiple relationships, and the internal turmoil of behaving in ways inconsistent with an otherwise
ethical lifestyle.

One of the most significant sources of mental stress associated with cheating is when this behaviour conflicts with
individual beliefs or values [3]. While cheaters frequently view themselves as generally honest and loyal, their actions
generate an internal conflict that can manifest as anxiety or depression. They try to sustain a positive moral identity,
but their behaviour creates a discrepancy between who they are and who they want to be. In fact, many do not like
themselves very much, but not enough to stop what they are doing. Research shows that moral transgressions trigger
negative responses, including self criticism, avoidance, and compensatory behaviours [4]. These reactions can be
overwhelming and lead to chronic stress if their self-loathing remains unresolved.
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Emotional Stress: Guilt, Shame, and Anxiety

Cheaters often try to reduce their own culpability by minimising their actions, blaming someone else, or justifying
their behaviour. Although this may work in the short term, it rarely eliminates the strain entirely, as this rationalisation
becomes less effective over time, especially when cheating is repeated [5]. The need to keep justifying cheating can
itself become a source of stress, with the extent depending on the context, personality traits, and severity of the
transgression, but guilt, shame, and anxiety are particularly common.

Guilt arises when cheaters recognise that their behaviour has harmed others or violated their own moral standards.
They often feel guilty not only because of the act itself but also about the ongoing deception required to conceal it
[6]. Shame is a more intense emotion than guilt because it involves negative self-evaluations rather than a specific
behaviour. Cheaters may feel ashamed because their actions conflict with how they would like to be perceived and fear
being judged by others. Shame can lead to avoidance behaviours such as secrecy and withdrawal, both of which can
increase stress and contribute to depressive symptoms [7].

A major source of stress for those who cheat is the ongoing dread of exposure, which can manifest itself in a variety
of anxieties such as sleep disturbances, irritability, or difficulty concentrating. In romantic settings, cheaters often show
elevated anxiety due to the possibility of being discovered and the potential consequences for relationships, finances,
and social standing [8]. Cheating does not occur in isolation, and the reasons why people are unfaithful are both
complex and varied.

Romantic Settings

In romantic relationships, cheating creates emotional distance, communication breakdown, and general instability. Even
when their infidelity remains undiscovered, cheaters often withdraw emotionally due to quilt or fear, creating tension
and reducing relationship satisfaction [2]. Cheating involving one of a loving couple occurs in many forms, each with
an extensive array of undesirable qualities, including emotional infidelity, financial issues, and the most common type,
sexual infidelity. One definition of a cheater is a man who has had a secret sexual relationship with someone he is not
married to or who is not his regular sexual partner. Of course, it can equally apply to women, but it goes far beyond
that, as it can describe anyone who is unfaithful or disloyal in a romantic relationship. It conveys a feeling of betrayal
and dishonesty involving cheating, and does not always involve sex.

The end of a romantic association, especially as a result of infidelity, can provoke strong emotional responses, including
anger, resentment, betrayal, and a desire for retaliation. Payback from the victim can be pursued in the form of
‘revenge sex’, which involves having sex or performing sexual acts with someone other than their guilty partner. It
usually happens because the victim believes the act will cause them severe emotional pain. In some instances, they
choose a friend of their former partner to damage the relationship between the partner and the friend. This can occur
after an acrimonious break-up or as a comeback if the cheater believes, rightly or wrongly, that their partner has been
unfaithful. Perceived injustices in close relationships may motivate people to engage in behaviours intended to restore
their own self-esteem, regain a sense of control, or communicate dissatisfaction [9]. However, cheating strategies based
on revenge or retaliation generally provide only brief emotional relief and can prolong distress by keeping focus on the
source of the conflict [10].

Infidelity

While love is commonly a source of pleasure and fulfilment, it can also cause stress, heartache, and even trauma.
Infidelity can damage a loving, romantic relationship to the point of collapse. The discovery of a partner’s affair usually
triggers powerful emotional distress, including shock, anger, grief, humiliation, and an intense loss of trust. Victims may
experience intrusive thoughts imagining precisely what has happened, as well as emotional turmoil when confronted
with an affair.

The consequences of detection frequently go beyond emotional pain, as the wronged party commonly reports elevated
levels of anxiety, depression, and diminished self-esteem. In one study, it was found that between 30% and 60% of
betrayed individuals experience clinically meaningful symptoms of PTSD, depression, and anxiety following romantic
betrayal [11]. Infidelity removes any feeling of security, as victims often question their judgment, sense of safety, and
capacity to trust future partners. This erosion of confidence often contributes to relationship difficulties long after the
affair has ended; affecting intimacy, communication, and commitment. Other consequences include social withdrawal,
as the violation of trust can lead to anxiety, anger, and reduced self-esteem, while also affecting communication and
relationship stability [12,13].

The effects of betrayal extend beyond those directly involved, as families, friendship networks, and workplace
relationships may also be affected when trust is broken. Repairing trust is a very difficult process that may end in failure
despite everyone’s best efforts. It requires honesty, accountability, and consistent positive behaviour over a long period.
Although forgiveness and effective communication can help repair relationships, recovery is often complicated and
depends on the type and severity of the betrayal, especially if it involved sex [14].
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Even when relationship recovery is possible, it typically requires social support and, in many cases, counselling focused
on emotional processing and rebuilding trust. Couples must try to manage the painful aftermath of infidelity and restore
psychological well-being.

Research has shown that relationships of poorer quality are more at risk for infidelity, as partnership strength constitutes
one of the strongest predictors of infidelity. The intention to remain in a relationship over time is the most consistent
predictor of a long-lasting relationship, and those with greater devotion to their intimate relationship are less likely to
engage in infidelity. For women in particular, relationship dissatisfaction can be a good predictor of infidelity, although
these links are not as strong among men. However, sexual satisfaction is an important factor in infidelity, with those who
report lower sexual satisfaction being more likely to engage in infidelity, especially for men [15].

Other findings included that most individuals guilty of infidelity confessed independently (56.8 per cent), while others
were caught by their partner (21.5 per cent), or confessed when accused (8.3 per cent). Some people were accidentally
discovered (8 per cent) or had third parties inform their spouse of the infidelity (4.5 per cent).

The prominent New York couple’s therapist and author, Esther Perel, provides her view on infidelity, stating that
“monogamy is human, but human beings are not monogamous [16]. For a glimmer of passion, people have been willing
to risk everything. Women more so than men.” She adds that “When you have an affair, this is rebellion. You have
affairs to beat the sense of deadness. We have affairs not because we are looking for another person but because we
are looking for another version of ourselves. It's not a partner we seek to leave with the affair; it's ourselves.” Perel also
feels that a flirtatious text message exchange can be just as intoxicating as a physical affair. “Sometimes this can be
more erotic than sex because it works in your imagination.”

Survey Results

Many studies suggest that romantic infidelity is still a significant feature of contemporary relationships, although its
prevalence varies depending on how “cheating” is defined. Data derived from the U.S. General Social Survey and
summarised by the Institute for Family Studies indicate that around 20% of ever-married men and 13% of ever-married
women report having engaged in extramarital sexual relations [17,18].

A public opinion poll revealed that experiences of infidelity go beyond marriage. Another survey of 1,282 individuals
found that roughly half of Americans reported having been cheated on by a spouse or romantic partner, while around
one-third acknowledged having been the unfaithful partner themselves. These data suggest that infidelity is not a rare
phenomenon and continues to affect a substantial proportion of adults [19].

A 2023 study found that emotional and digital forms of infidelity are increasingly important. Analysis of responses from
94,943 individuals (66.1% female, 33.9% male) found that women were more likely to have emotional affairs, often
with someone their primary partner knows and online forms of infidelity. On the other hand, men were more likely to
report physical sexual infidelity and do so more than once [20].

Among ever-married adults who have cheated on their spouses before, 40% are currently divorced or separated. By
comparison, only 17% of adults who were faithful to their spouse are no longer married. Only about half of cheaters are
still currently married, compared with 76% of those who did not cheat.

Men who cheated are more likely than their female peers to be married. Among men who have cheated on their spouse
before, 61% are currently married, while 34% are divorced or separated. However, only 44% of women who have
cheated before are currently married, while 47% are divorced or separated. This gender difference could reflect the fact
that men are more likely to remarry than women after a divorce [21].

According to data from the General Social Survey (GSS), women in their 60s report the highest rate of infidelity (16%),
but the share goes down sharply among women in their 70s and 80s [22]. Other studies show that women engage
in infidelity because of tiredness and frustration within their relationships, out of feeling neglected, or may search for
alternative partners out of curiosity or boredom [23,24]. It is also reported that men are 1.75 times more likely to report
infidelity with a casual date than women, perhaps because women are more concerned about their personal safety if
they have a one-night stand [25].

There have been many surveys that have tried to uncover data on the extent of, reasons for, and consequences of,
cheating while in a relationship. One of these involved 4,100 successful men, including executives, entrepreneurs, and
professionals, who were asked: “Did you leave your wife for the other woman?” Only 3 per cent said yes, providing a
salutary statistic for any woman who thinks their lover is going to leave their marriage to be with them. It has also been
found that of those who did leave and married their lover, 75 per cent of their new marriages ended in divorce. In fact,
most of them did not even make it past the second year [26].
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Online Cheating

With the advent of computers, cheating became easier as many online dating services appeared, opening new
opportunities to interact with someone in secret. Among many similar websites, the dating company Ashley Madison was
designed specifically for cheats and has claimed to have 91 million members since 2002. Its longtime infamous tagline,
‘Life is short, have an affair’, was replaced with ‘Where Desire Meets Discretion’, which it refers to as ‘Ethical Discretion’.
A 2023 study found that many Ashley Madison users reported sexual dissatisfaction in their primary relationship, with
some of them finding a partner for an affair. Those who did reported high satisfaction and little regret with their decision.
These clients also claimed that they were able to preserve high levels of love and intimacy with their primary partners/
spouses despite their cheating [27].

The dangers of engaging with such websites emerged in July 2015, when an unknown person or group calling itself
“The Impact Team” announced that it had stolen user data from Ashley Madison and copied personal information about
the site’s user base. They threatened to release names and other personally identifying information unless Ashley
Madison shut down immediately. To underline the threat, they released personal information from more than 2,500
users. Because of the site’s lack of adequate security and practice of not deleting personal information from its database,
including real names, home addresses, search history and credit card transaction records, many users feared being
exposed and publicly shamed [28].

Tell-Tale Signs
There are many ways a woman can tell whether the man she’s dating, committed to, or even married to, is a cheater.
Some of these include:

You meet very few of his friends.

He will not take you on a date in his local neighbourhood.

He doesn't have long-lasting close friendships.

You know his mobile phone number but not his work humber, and you may not even know where he works.

He is evasive when you ask him about past relationships.

He drives a station wagon or has a car that contains toys or biscuit crumbs.

There are photos of multiple other women on his mobile phone

He refuses to take you to see his home or tell you where he lives.

He never suggests that you go away together at the weekend and restricts your time away to when he is on a

business trip.

¢ He always uses cash on your nights out. He may not want his wife to see your date expenses on his credit card
statements.

¢ He says he must go out of town often, and it's impossible to ring you: “There’s no service where I am staying.” He

might be at home with his wife.

The phone rings, and when you answer it, nobody speaks — they just hang up after hearing your voice.

He jealously guards his mobile phone, so you are never alone.

He is reluctant to discuss your plans together in 2 to 5 years.

He has a separate mobile phone.

He has unexplained scratches and/or marks.

His fellow workers seem uncomfortable when you are around.

He spends a lot of time on the computer after you go to bed.

For no good reason, he does not seem very hungry when he comes home late from work. He's probably eaten

elsewhere.

Of course, there are other signals, but none of these is definitive proof of infidelity. Infidelity statistics state that around
79% of wives who suspect their husbands of infidelity are correct, while about 62% of husbands who suspect their wives
of infidelity are also right. Approximately 21% of cheaters are caught due to their partner’s suspicions, while nearly 44%
of women and 22% of men have cheated with someone their spouse knows [29].

Social Reputation, Isolation and Secrecy

Cheaters often fear social judgement, which can cause them considerable trauma. Its exposure can lead to reputational
damage that affects future opportunities, peer relationships, and self esteem. Anticipating discovery can be especially
harrowing, particularly if the cheater is highly regarded in the community. Maintaining secrecy is inherently stressful, as
cheaters often isolate themselves to avoid accidental disclosure and reduce access to social support. Secrecy also adds
to serious reflection on how they view themselves, which intensifies their anxiety and leaves them feeling unhappy [30].

Emotionally unstable individuals are more prone to anxiety and guilt, often experiencing greater stress when engaging
in unethical behaviour and are more likely to worry about possible consequences [31]. Those with psychopathic traits
or low empathy may experience less guilt or shame when cheating. However, even those with reduced emotional
responses may experience stress due to outside influences such as fear of punishment or loss of status [32]. Impulsive
people may cheat without considering the consequences, but they frequently undergo a great deal of stress afterwards
due to poor coping skills and difficulty managing complex emotional situations [33].
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Long Term Mental Health Consequences

The mental stress associated with cheating can have long term effects on psychological well being. Chronic guilt, shame,
and anxiety can contribute to depressive symptoms. Studies show that individuals who engage in prolonged deception
are at increased risk of depression due to severe emotional strain [6]. Fear of discovery, social judgement, and relational
consequences can also lead to generalised anxiety disorder, particularly if the cheating is ongoing. Some cheaters
use alcohol or drugs to cope with the stress of cheating and, while this may temporarily reduce anxiety, it ultimately
exacerbates mental health problems and increases the likelihood of exposure.

Cheating often ends a relationship, which is itself a major factor associated with misery, despair, and reduced life
satisfaction. Social isolation resulting from secrecy or exposure further increases mental health risks [34]. Although
avoiding thoughts or conversations about cheating is common, it is usually ineffective in reducing stress. Confession
about infidelity can reduce the pressure by eliminating secrecy but may result in a different kind of stress due to
relational or social consequences.

Conclusion

People cheat on romantic partners for a variety of reasons, among the most common being dissatisfaction within their
current relationship. Individuals who feel neglected, unappreciated, or sexually unfulfilled can sometimes look for
emotional or physical intimacy elsewhere. For some, infidelity provides excitement, novelty, or passion that they feel is
missing from their current situation. Others may be motivated by a need for validation, using the attention of another
person to boost self-esteem and feelings of attractiveness. Then there are the serial cheaters who will never be happy
with having just one person in their life.

Cheaters often exhibit the traits of narcissism, impulsivity and sensation-seeking, along with demonstrating a low
commitment to their partner. Sometimes cheating occurs because opportunities arise and the calculated risk of discovery
is low. An example would be someone on a business trip or sporting excursion to another state or country where they
are not known and the there is little chance that their partner will ever find out. The proliferation of social media and
online dating applications have also increased chances to form emotional and sexual connections outside an established
relationship.

Infidelity often reflects a complex interaction of individual characteristics such as loneliness and insecurity, relationship
dynamics, and opportunities rather than a single cause. In some cases, it develops gradually through close friendships
that evolve into emotional or sexual relationships. While the specific reasons vary, infidelity often reflects a complex
interaction of individual characteristics and environmental opportunities rather than a single cause.

Whatever the reason, cheating on a romantic partner produces considerable mental stress through cognitive, emotional,
and social upheaval. The resulting fallout arises from the ongoing deception, internal conflict, fear of discovery, and
possible loss of the relationship. These consequences are far-reaching as, for the victim, discovery of infidelity is often
associated with intense emotional distress, including anger, anxiety, depression, loss of trust, and reduced self-esteem.
The unfaithful partner may also experience guilt, shame, and psychological conflict. At the relationship level, infidelity is
a leading cause of marital and relationship breakdown, frequently resulting in separation or divorce. Even when couples
remain together, restoring trust can require extensive effort and counselling.

Beyond the relationship itself, infidelity may affect children, extended family members, friendships, and workplace
functioning. Thus, while affairs may temporarily satisfy emotional or sexual needs, they often carry significant relational,
and social costs. Some cheaters may even face substantial psychological strain that may lead to long term mental health
issues. For many reasons, a person who considers cheating on their partner needs to think long and hard about what
they are about to do and whether the resulting turmoil is worth it.
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