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Objective: The present study aimed to develop a causal model of the relationship
between early maladaptive schemas and attachment styles with attitudes toward
marital infidelity among married men and women attending counseling centers in
Tonekabon.

Methods and Materials: This research is applied in terms of purpose and
descriptive-analytical in terms of methodology, conducted as a survey using the
statistical method of structural equation modeling. A total of 75 individuals, both
men and women attending counseling centers in Tonekabon, were selected using
simple random sampling to test the hypotheses and model fit. Data were collected
using the Young Early Maladaptive Schema Questionnaire (1998), the Hazan and
Shaver Attachment Styles Questionnaire (1998), and the Mark Whitley Marital
Infidelity Questionnaire (2009). Data were analyzed using SPSS22 and
SmartPLS3 software. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to assess the
normality of data, confirmatory factor analysis was employed to validate the
questions and identify key factors of each component, and structural equation
modeling was used to evaluate the fit of the research model.

Findings: Based on the results, the causal relationship model of the
aforementioned variables exhibited an acceptable fit. The results indicated that all
fitness indices showed the model's alignment with the data. Overall, in the
proposed research model, all paths were significant, thus confirming the
hypotheses related to these paths. Additionally, the findings revealed that early
maladaptive schemas had a significant positive effect on attitudes toward marital
infidelity (B = 3.338), secure attachment styles on attitudes toward marital
infidelity (B = 4.048), avoidant attachment styles on attitudes toward marital
infidelity (B = 2.946), and ambivalent attachment styles on attitudes toward
marital infidelity (B = 3.925), all of which are greater than the value of 1.96,
indicating a significant positive effect at a 95% confidence level. Attachment
styles, through early maladaptive schemas, had a significant indirect effect on
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attitudes toward marital infidelity among married men and women attending
counseling centers in Tonekabon.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that as the level of early maladaptive schemas
and attachment styles change in clients, their attitudes toward marital infidelity
increase correspondingly.

Keywords: Early Maladaptive Schemas, Attachment Styles, Attitudes Toward Marital

Infidelity.

1. Introduction

he family is the primary unit of every society, serving

as the foundation for mental health and psychological
well-being. It is the source of human emotions and the hub
of the most intimate interpersonal relationships and
interactions (Scheeren et al., 2018; Selterman et al., 2019).
If a breach occurs in the trust and sense of security within
the family, it can lead to emotional wounds in one or
possibly both spouses. Marital infidelity damages the
fundamental element of the relationship, which is trust,
ultimately leading to divorce between spouses (Parker &
Campbell, 2017; Weiser & Weigel, 2015; Wen & Zheng,
2019). Marital infidelity is defined as a violation of the
sexual agreement between a couple. While emotional and
sexual fidelity plays a crucial role in strengthening
relationships and is considered a key norm in regulating
marriage, marital infidelity potentially contributes to the
dissolution of marital relationships (Ghasemi et al., 2017;
Ghezelseflo et al., 2023).

Understanding biological and psychological needs, how
to satisfy them, and being equipped with techniques to
recognize biological and psychological tendencies are
indispensable necessities. After marriage, most individuals
expect themselves and their spouses to remain emotionally
and sexually faithful throughout their marriage. Moreover,
most people condemn extramarital sexual relationships as
wrongful behavior and consider marital fidelity essential.
When the marital relationship provides sufficient
attractiveness and a sense of worth for both parties, the
likelihood of inclining towards infidelity is reduced.
Loneliness, another existential concern, also affects marital
relationships (Larsson et al., 2020).

Studies of couples experiencing infidelity indicate
profound changes in their perspective on marital life and
love, often leading them to existential crises (Selterman et
al., 2019). Thus, it seems that multiple factors interact and
contribute to the phenomenon of infidelity, with this
research aiming to explore the roles of early maladaptive
schemas and attachment styles on infidelity.
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One variable that can impact marital infidelity is early
maladaptive schemas. Many schemas form during the early
years of life and impose themselves on life experiences.
Schemas can be positive or negative, adaptive or
maladaptive. Young posits that schemas inevitably
overshadow adult life. Maladaptive schemas are pervasive,
self-damaging cognitive and emotional patterns that form
early in development and are repeated throughout life
(Aghili & Borujerdi, 2018; Rafiee et al., 2011; Shiri et al.,
2020).

Another variable contributing to marital infidelity is
attachment styles. Attachment is a psychological and
enduring bond between two individuals, initially
internalized between a child and their mother, later
generalized to a broad range of the child's future personal
relationships. These attachment styles remain stable
throughout life. Attachment is the starting point for the
communication system between couples and the foundation
of intimacy in relationships. When trust and a sense of
security in couples' attachment are threatened, relational
turmoil is inevitable. Attachment acquisition significantly
impacts individuals' relationships with others. People with
different attachment styles have varied experiences in their
romantic relationships (Parker & Campbell, 2017).

Considering the prevalence of the issue of marital
infidelity and its irreparable damages on couples'
relationships and families, understanding the influence of the
mentioned variables on marital infidelity can be an important
step in its prevention and reduction.

2. Methods and Materials
2.1.  Study Design and Participants

This research is correlational in nature, utilizing the
statistical method of structural equation modeling (SEM) or
causal modeling. The population of interest includes all
married men and women who visited counseling centers in
Tonekabon from 2016 to 2022, totaling 85 individuals.
According to the Morgan table, a sample of 70 men and
women visiting counseling centers in Tonekabon was
selected using simple random sampling. The data collection
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instruments included Young's Early Maladaptive Schema
Questionnaire, Hazan and Shaver's Attachment Styles
Questionnaire, and Mark Whitley's Marital Infidelity
Attitude Questionnaire.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Early Maladaptive Schemas

This questionnaire consists of 75 questions designed by
Young to assess 15 early maladaptive schemas, which are
categorized into five domains: 1) Disconnection/Rejection:

abandonment/instability, mistrust/abuse, social
isolation/alienation, defectiveness/shame, emotional
deprivation. 2) Impaired  Autonomy/Performance:

dependence/incompetence, vulnerability to harm or illness,
enmeshment/undeveloped self, failure. 3) Impaired Limits:
entitlement/grandiosity,  insufficient  self-control/self-
discipline. 4) Other-Directedness: subjugation, self-
sacrifice. 5) Overvigilance/Inhibition: emotional inhibition,
unrelenting standards/hypercriticalness. Each question is
rated on a 6-point scale (1 for completely untrue, 6 for
completely true). Each schema is assessed by five questions.
A subscale average above 25 indicates a dysfunctional
schema. The reliability and validity of this tool have been
confirmed in numerous studies. The norming of this
questionnaire in Iran was conducted by Ahi (2005) on
Tehran University students. Internal consistency using
Cronbach's alpha was 0.97 for females and 0.98 for males
(Rezakhaniha & Ashkan, 2022).

2.2.2.  Attachment Styles

The Adult Attachment Scale was used to measure
attachment styles. It is a 15-item test that assesses three
attachment styles: secure, avoidant, and ambivalent, on a 5-
point Likert scale (1 for very low, 2 for low, 3 for moderate,
4 for high, 5 for very high). Questions for the avoidant style
are 1-5, secure style 6-10, and ambivalent style 11-15. The
minimum and maximum scores for each subscale are 5 and
25, respectively. Cronbach's alpha (reliability) coefficients
for the secure, avoidant, and ambivalent subscales were 0.86,

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics of Research Variables
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0.84, and 0.85, respectively, for a sample of 1480 students
(860 girls and 620 boys). The coefficients for girls were
0.86, 0.83, and 0.84, and for boys 0.84, 0.85, and 0.86,
respectively, indicating good internal consistency of the
Adult Attachment Scale. Correlation coefficients between
scores of fifteen psychology experts were used to assess the
scale's validity. Kendall's concordance coefficients (validity)
for secure, avoidant, and ambivalent attachment styles were
0.80, 0.61, and 0.75, respectively (Parsakia et al., 2023).

2.2.3. Marital Infidelity Attitude

This questionnaire was designed by Whitley (2008) to
measure attitudes toward marital infidelity. Validated in Iran
by Abdollahzadeh (2010), it contains 12 items rated on a 7-
point Likert scale from strongly agree (7) to strongly
disagree (1). Reverse-scored items are 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 12.
The total score is obtained by summing the items' scores,
with a minimum of 12 and a maximum of 84. Higher scores
indicate a greater acceptance of and a more positive attitude
toward infidelity. Whitley's findings indicate the scale's
satisfactory validity, with an internal consistency coefficient
of 0.80. Cronbach's alpha for this scale was estimated at
0.71. Test-retest reliability reported by Alitabar, Ghanbari,
Mohammadi, and Habibi (2014) was 0.87. Criterion validity
in Iran was assessed using Allport's Religious Orientation
Scale, with divergent validity correlations of 0.29 (intrinsic)
and 0.16 (extrinsic) (Aghili & Borujerdi, 2018; Mansourian
etal., 2019).

2.3. Data analysis

Data analysis employed descriptive statistics (frequency,
percentage, mean, and standard deviation), Pearson
correlation, and structural equation modeling (SEM) via
SPSS and AMOS.

3. Findings and Results

Initially, the descriptive statistics of the research variables
were examined according to the indices in Table 1.

Variable Mean Standard Deviation Skewness Kurtosis Minimum Maximum
Emotional Deprivation 15.97 5.267 -0.195 -0.468 5 26
Abandonment 15.57 6.037 0.111 -0.880 5 27
Mistrust 18.31 5.015 -0.738 0.552 5 26
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Social Isolation 14.00 5.710 0.046 -0.861 5 25
Defectiveness/Shame 12.44 5.118 0.337 -0.418 5 25
Failure 12.00 5.477 0.720 -0.166 5 26
Dependence/Incompetence 17.09 5.372 0.385 -0.733 8 30
Vulnerability to Harm 16.90 4.932 0.260 -0.589 7 28
Enmeshment/Undeveloped Self 18.81 5.179 -0.366 -0.300 7 28
Subjugation 17.01 5.012 0.375 0.286 7 30
Self-Sacrifice 16.64 5.861 0.373 -0.039 5 30
Emotional Inhibition 18.00 6.218 0.314 -0.814 7 30
Unrelenting Standards 15.29 4.351 0.390 0.195 7 27
Entitlement/Grandiosity 15.11 5.151 0.166 -1.065 7 25
Insufficient Self-Control 14.93 5.215 -0.130 -0.499 5 27
Early Maladaptive Schemas 238.09 46.505 -0.300 -0.965 136 316
Avoidant Attachment Style 12.02 3.686 0.339 0.584 5 22
Secure Attachment Style 15.87 5.135 -0.247 -1.398 7 24
Anxious Attachment Style 13.25 3.713 -0.268 0.016 5 22
Marital Infidelity 49.72 12.959 0.079 -0.885 29 79

The significance level of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test parametric correlation coefficient will be used, given the
for the research indices is greater than 0.05. As a result, the results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test and the normal
research indices are normally distributed. To examine the distribution of the data.
relationship between the research variables, the Pearson
Table 2
Correlation Test Results Between Research Variables

Variable Avoidant Attachment Secure Attachment Anxious Attachment Marital Infidelity
Emotional Deprivation 0.352 -0.413 0.458 0.591
Abandonment 0.387 -0.305 0.463 0.570
Mistrust 0.261 -0.461 0.302 0.452
Social Isolation 0.394 -0.388 0.510 0.721
Defectiveness/Shame 0.376 -0.389 0.457 0.626
Failure 0.475 -0.502 0.461 0.666
Dependence/Incompetence 0.459 -0.539 0.293 0.431
Vulnerability to Harm 0.412 -0.338 0.278 0.314
Enmeshment/Undeveloped Self 0.384 -0.289 0.250 0.488
Subjugation 0.302 -0.252 0.333 0.432
Self-Sacrifice 0.310 -0.263 0.251 0.491
Emotional Inhibition 0.464 -0.312 0.451 0.514
Unrelenting Standards 0.261 -0.250 0.259 0.315
Entitlement/Grandiosity 0.412 -0.427 0.409 0.574
Insufficient Self-Control 0.250 -0.250 0.336 0.436
Early Maladaptive Schemas 0.635 -0.617 0.638 0.882
Marital Infidelity 0.651 -0.644 0.632 1

All p<0.01.

The KMO and Bartlett's test statistics and their To test the hypotheses and the significance of the path
significance are reported. The KMO statistic is used to coefficients between variables, the software output was
measure sampling adequacy, which, if greater than 0.6, used. The path coefficients and their significance are shown
indicates adequacy. In this study, the KMO value is 0.769, in Table 3.

which is above 0.6, indicating that the sample is adequate for
factor analysis.
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Table 3
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Results from Structural Model Evaluation for Testing Research Hypotheses

No. Pathway Path Coefficient (B) t-value Test Result
1 Secure Attachment — Early Maladaptive Schemas -0.255 3.415 Confirmed
2 Avoidant Attachment — Early Maladaptive Schemas 0.343 4.407 Confirmed
3 Anxious Attachment — Early Maladaptive Schemas 0.227 3.528 Confirmed
4 Secure Attachment — Marital Infidelity -0.328 4.048 Confirmed
5 Avoidant Attachment — Marital Infidelity 0.179 2.946 Confirmed
6 Anxious Attachment — Marital Infidelity 0.267 3.925 Confirmed
7 Early Maladaptive Schemas — Marital Infidelity 0.290 3.338 Confirmed

To evaluate the main hypothesis and model fit, the model
fit criteria are as follows:

The R2 criterion for the endogenous (dependent) variables
indicates the effect of an exogenous variable on an
endogenous variable. Values of 0.19, 0.33, and 0.67 are
considered as weak, moderate, and strong, respectively. The
R? values obtained for Early Maladaptive Schemas (0.287)
and Marital Infidelity (0.693) confirm the model fit.

The Q? criterion indicates the model's predictive power.
If the value for an endogenous construct is 0.02, 0.15, and
0.35, it indicates weak, moderate, and strong predictive
power, respectively. The Q? values obtained for Early
Maladaptive Schemas (0.236) and Marital Infidelity (0.357)
indicate suitable predictive power for the endogenous
constructs, confirming the structural model fit.

Another criterion introduced for fit is the overall fit index
(GOF), calculated by the geometric mean of the average
communality and R2 This index ranges from 0 to 1, with
values closer to 1 indicating good model quality. In this
study, the average communality value is 0.341, and the
average R? is 0.490. Using the formula, the GOF value is
0.415, which is greater than the threshold of 0.3, indicating
adequate model prediction for the endogenous latent
variable.

The significance statistic between Early Maladaptive
Schemas and Marital Infidelity is 22, greater than 1.96,
indicating a significant relationship at the 95% confidence
level. The path coefficient between these variables is 3.338,
showing a positive effect of Early Maladaptive Schemas on
Marital Infidelity. This means that a unit change in Early
Maladaptive Schemas leads to a 3.338 unit increase in
Marital Infidelity, confirming the research hypothesis.
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The significance statistic between Secure Attachment and
Marital Infidelity is 22, greater than 1.96, indicating a
significant relationship at the 95% confidence level. The
path coefficient between these variables is 4.048, showing a
positive effect of Secure Attachment on Marital Infidelity.
This means that a unit change in Secure Attachment leads to
a 4.048 unit increase in Marital Infidelity, confirming the
research hypothesis.

The significance statistic between Avoidant Attachment
and Marital Infidelity is 22, greater than 1.96, indicating a
significant relationship at the 95% confidence level. The
path coefficient between these variables is 2.946, showing a
positive effect of Avoidant Attachment on Marital Infidelity.
This means that a unit change in Avoidant Attachment leads
to a 2.946 unit increase in Marital Infidelity, confirming the
research hypothesis.

The significance statistic between Anxious Attachment
and Marital Infidelity is 22, greater than 1.96, indicating a
significant relationship at the 95% confidence level. The
path coefficient between these variables is 3.925, showing a
positive effect of Anxious Attachment on Marital Infidelity.
This means that a unit change in Anxious Attachment leads
to a 3.925 unit increase in Marital Infidelity, confirming the
research hypothesis.

To test this hypothesis, the bootstrap method was used. If
the lower and upper bounds of the bootstrap are both positive
or both negative and zero is not between them, the indirect
path is significant, and the hypothesis is accepted.
Additionally, if the significance level is less than 0.05, the
indirect effect is accepted. Based on this criterion, the
significance of the indirect path is shown in Table 4.
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Table 4

Bootstrap Method Results for Testing Indirect Effect Significance

Pathway Indirect Effect  Upper Bound  Lower Bound t S.E p

Secure Attachment — Early Maladaptive Schemas — Marital Infidelity -0.074 -0.021 -0.138 2.619 0.042 0.017
Avoidant Attachment — Early Maladaptive Schemas — Marital Infidelity =~ 0.099 0.148 0.054 3.351 0.051 0.001
Anxious Attachment — Early Maladaptive Schemas — Marital Infidelity 0.065 0.130 0.018 2014 0.039 0.033

According to Table 4, the significance level in all three
cases is less than 0.05, and the confidence interval does not
include zero. Therefore, the research hypothesis is accepted,
meaning that attachment styles indirectly affect marital
infidelity through early maladaptive schemas in married men
and women attending counseling centers in Tonekabon.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the study indicated that early maladaptive
schemas have a direct effect on attitudes toward marital
infidelity among married men and women attending
counseling centers in Tonekabon. In other words, this path
was confirmed, suggesting that changes in early maladaptive
schemas increase attitudes toward marital infidelity among
married men and women attending these centers. This
finding aligns with the results of some studies by
Rezakhaniha and Ashkan (2022), where early maladaptive
schemas are suggested as a variable associated with
infidelity tendencies (Rezakhaniha & Ashkan, 2022),

The study also showed that attachment styles have a
direct effect on attitudes toward marital infidelity among
married men and women attending counseling centers in
Tonekabon. In other words, this path was confirmed,
indicating that changes in attachment styles among these
individuals increase attitudes toward marital infidelity. This
finding is consistent with the prior results (Khayat et al.,
2018; Parker & Campbell, 2017; Rafiee et al., 2011; Zeinali,
2018).

Furthermore, the study indicated that attachment styles
indirectly affect marital infidelity through early maladaptive
schemas among married men and women attending
counseling centers in Tonekabon. This finding aligns with
the results of some prior studies (Bakhtiari et al., 2019;
Rafiee et al., 2011).

This study examined the causal model of the relationship
between early maladaptive schemas and attachment styles
on marital infidelity among married men and women
attending counseling centers in Tonekabon. Attachment
indeed occurs in adult romantic relationships. Attachment to
a spouse is an inseparable part of marriage for both men and
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women. Based on the research literature, it can be said that
schemas develop and expand on the internal activation
models of attachment theory. Therefore, attachment
influences can be understood as cognitive schemas for
relationships, formed in response to caregivers' experiences
and later interpersonal relationships. Early maladaptive
schemas are self-defeating emotional and cognitive patterns
that begin in childhood development and repeat throughout
life. On the other hand, an individual's psychopathology can
reflect their unhealthy schemas. Hence, negative and
maladaptive schemas, often resulting from adverse
childhood experiences, can be the core of personality
disorders and many other conditions. Essentially,
maladaptive schemas lead to biased interpretations of events.
These biases manifest in  psychopathology as
misunderstandings, distorted attitudes, incorrect
assumptions, unrealistic goals, and expectations between
spouses. These misunderstandings influence subsequent
perceptions and evaluations of shared life because schemas
persist throughout life and affect how individuals relate to
themselves and others, especially their partners. Since
maladaptive schemas are dysfunctional, they result in
marital dissatisfaction, setting the stage for separation and
infidelity.

Given the relationship between early maladaptive
schemas and attitudes toward marital infidelity, it can be said
that early maladaptive schemas are self-damaging emotional
and cognitive patterns that form early in development and
persist throughout life. According to Young, the
developmental roots of schemas should be sought in the
unmet emotional needs of childhood. These fundamental
needs include: (1) secure attachment to others; (2)
autonomy, competence, and identity; (3) freedom to express
valid needs and emations; (4) spontaneity and play; and (5)
realistic limits and self-control.

5. Limitations & Suggestions

Considering the different cultural, regional, and religious
conditions across various parts of the country, it is
recommended that similar research be conducted in other
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cities or more comprehensively nationwide. Additionally,
since other factors beyond those examined might influence
the tendency toward marital infidelity, the relationship
between other psychological constructs and this variable
should also be investigated. The findings of this study
indicate the relationship between early maladaptive schemas
and attachment styles on attitudes toward marital infidelity
and how the increase or decrease of one variable's
components can ultimately affect other variables. Therefore,
it can be said that planning to improve various components
can address marital issues, including infidelity. Thus,
couples' awareness of the impact of these variables on their
life quality is crucial.

Since early maladaptive schemas and attachment styles
affect attitudes toward marital infidelity, it is suggested that
to improve couples' marital life and increase their life
quality, training courses based on early maladaptive schemas
and attachment styles be organized for couples. This could
help reduce the issue of infidelity and teach them how to
balance their lives and cope with these problems. As this
study was conducted on married individuals in Tonekabon,
generalizing the results to other populations and
communities should be done cautiously. Considering the
different cultural, regional, and religious conditions of each
province, the generalizability of the results to other
provinces is limited.
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