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ABSTRACT
CREATING RELATIONAL EQUALITY TO ADDRESS INFIDELITY:
A WORKSHOP AND PROCESS GROUP
By
Margo DeCuir
Master of Science in Counseling,
Marriage and Family Therapy
Gender inequality is a pervasive social construct that impacts everyone within
society. Couples who experience infidelity are not exempt from this and infidelity may
act as a mechanism to address gender inequality. By identifying signifiers of gender
inequality, therapeutic treatment may also help alleviate distress and causes of infidelity
within a relationship. The purpose of this project is to provide a psycho-educational
workshop and one-time process group to identify and alter unhelpful mechanisms of
gender inequality within heterosexual couples experiencing infidelity. A Power Point
slide presentation and a contextual genogram activity will provide the psycho-educational
portion while the process group will allow for participants to examine information from
the psycho-educational workshop as it applies to their relationship and identify with other
couples who may be experiencing the same issues. The workshop slides, activities, and
process group format provided in this project are geared towards dismantling gender
inequality as it relates to infidelity within heterosexual couples.
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CHAPTER I: Introduction
Humanity has a long history with gender-based discrimination and inequality
(Fahs, 2011). This has impacted all areas of life, including the workplace, educational
institutions, and relationships for men and women (Fahs, 2011). It has been welldocumented that gender roles play a part in reinforcing gender-based inequality (Iversen
& Rosenbluth, 2010). As Iversen and Rosenbluth (2010) state, “socialization is a primary
transmission mechanism because families teach their sons and daughters to fit into roles
that society has laid out for them, but socialization is an effect of inequality, not its
cause” (p. ix-x). Throughout this paper, research will be examined to better understand
how gender inequality, gender roles, and infidelity are all connected and how treatment
should be based in dismantling gender inequality to treat heteronormative couples
experiencing infidelity-related impairments.
Iversen & Rosenbluth (2010) assert that women are more likely to live in poverty,
more likely to have less representation in modern democratic government, have less
representation in high positions in executive decision-making in corporations, and earn
less than men for comparable work. Additionally, “regardless of education, women –
though not men – earn less as they have more children” (Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010, p.
ix). Women and their scientific work are more likely to be undervalued even with equal
education and experience (Saini, 2017). Saini (2017) reports science has been used (or
misused) to reinforce gender biases throughout the ages, including Darwin’s conclusion
that women are inherently silly and unfit for great cognitive enterprises. Up until the
1970’s in America, women could be fired for becoming pregnant. Also, women are often
tasked with childcare and are designated the caretakers of the home and relationship
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maintenance (Fahs & Swank, 2016). Iversen and Rosenbluth (2010) argue that, with
gender inequality in play, since women typically make less in income and are more likely
to stay home with childcare (and therefore lose time investing in careers), they have more
to lose if a relationship dissolves. Essentially, if men invest more time in building their
careers and women have invested more time in maintaining a home, men will be more
likely able to maintain financial solvency at the termination of a relationship whereas
women will not (Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010). Gender materially impacts men’s and
women’s experience in every area of life, including relationships. The differences in
economical power can shape our romantic identities, ability to get our needs met (or even
ask for them to be met) and the belief that our needs are worth meeting.
The power structures that reinforce gender inequality impact how humans express
themselves romantically and sexually as well. We learn gender roles from our parents
(Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010) and we also learn how to have romantic relationships from
our parents (Josephs, 2017). Parents who display a monogamous relationship to their kids
are most likely to grow into monogamy practicing individuals (Josephs, 2017). Children
who experience their parent’s divorce are also more likely to be divorced in their
relationships (Glenn & Kramer, 1987). In America, approximately 40-50% of marriages
end in divorce (Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010). In 2003, Amato and Previti reported that
infidelity was quoted as the most common reason for divorce. Many people engage in
and retain relationships based on the relationships ability to meet needs and gain
resources (Josephs, 2017) and infidelity may be a symptom of unmet needs due to gender
inequality (Williams & Kim, 2015).
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Sexual needs are also a component of relationships and can also easily be
connected to power and gender inequality (Fahs, 2011). A common diagnosis for women
in the Victorian era was hysteria, essentially meaning that a woman was overly emotional
(Mains, 1999). Since women were commonly associated with this illness, this was often
used as the basis for women’s lesser-than status and need to be cared for by others
because women could not contain themselves; the treatment was applied orgasms as
provided by medical practitioners to promote female complacence (Maines, 1999). At
this time, women’s orgasms became synonymous with deviousness and mental illness
(Fahs, 2011). During this period,
[W]omen became the symbolic representation of restraint, a carefully constructed
(and politically significant) shift … in which women denied their sexual impulses
in order to fit into polite society, [and] also helped to define male sexual
aggression, appetite, and desires (Fahs, 2011, p.33).
The notion that women were not in control of their bodies implied that men needed to
care for and tame female bodies (Fahs, 2011).
Gender differences and inequality have been perpetuated in the therapeutic sphere
as well. As Sigmund Freud came along in the eighteen hundreds to examine repressed
urges and reintroduce the topic of sex into society, he still maintained the stringent
differences between men and women (Fahs, 2011). Freud went on to portray women as
“passive and domestic and as having relentless “penis envy”” (Fahs, 2011, p. 36). In
bringing sexuality back into discussion after the Victorian era, he also continued and
reinforced gender inequality and differences, placing men as vigorous and dynamic and
women as constantly complacent and jealous of men (Fahs, 2011).
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The effects of this might be seen in modern culture. In 2017, a Google engineer
was fired due to writing an essay about why women were inherently unfit to be
technicians due to their biology (Wakabasyashi, 2017). Recent events, like the Women’s
Marches and the #MeToo Movement, have happened all over the world in 2017 and 2018
to address the cultural and social impact of gender inequalities. Movies, books, and
political debates have often been parlayed into narratives about the advantages and
disadvantages of each gender.
Infidelity has often been one of those narratives that have taken over popular story
telling mediums like television and books and play a big part in tabloid magazines’ sales.
It is an act of betrayal within the confines of a monogamous relationship that can expose
a lot of underlying relational issues (Perel, 2017). “There is one simple act of
transgression that can rob a couple of their relationship, their happiness, their very
identity: an affair. Yet this extremely common act is poorly understood” (Perel, 2017, p.
1).
Affairs or infidelity can be costly: emotionally, reputationally, and monetarily.
Many people in power have been humbled by the exposure of an affair. President Trump
is currently being sued due his extramarital exploits. Bill Clinton was threatened with
impeachment due to his relations with Monica Lewinsky. Tiger Woods lost his marriage
due to his many mistresses. In America, though rarely prosecuted, adultery is still a legal
issue in 24 states and is considered a felony in Oklahoma, Wisconsin, Michigan,
Massachusetts, and Idaho (Bronner, 2012). Infidelity laws are not a new thing. They can
be found in the Qur’an, the Bible, and in the Torah and are often rooted as an issue with
tainting another man’s property with an objectionable, other bloodline (Bronner, 2012).
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During the Renaissance, when women were raped, their relatives would sue the defendant
for damages due to destruction of property, implying that a woman was a soiled object
(Fahs, 2011). “As the difference between the sexes came to justify a variety of social
inequalities, so too did these inequalities breed sexual difference (in behavior, in attitude,
and socialization)” (Fahs, 2011, p. 33).
Yet, most relationships start with the idea that monogamy is a core component of
the rules of engagement (Campbell & Wright, 2010). Even though Americans on a whole
disapprove of sex and we still have legal consequences for affairs in 24 states (Bronner,
2012), 34% of men and 19% of women in the United States in a large sample survey
reported having at least one affair in their lifetime (Wiederman, 1997). What is known is
that infidelity is a frequent happenstance and can have long-lasting negative effects on
the couple and their circles, like divorce, decreased intimacy, and increased trust issues,
shame, and guilt (Perel, 2017).
The purpose of this project is to collect information on best therapeutic practices
to create relational equality to address and heal from infidelity. The workshop will focus
on exploring how gender roles and gendered power dynamics impact couples in their
romantic relationships and how to utilize best therapeutic practices, like Socio-emotional
Relational Therapy, to facilitate higher levels of mutual relational equality and relational
satisfaction to address the underlying causes of infidelity and repair from the rupture of
trust. Specifically, gender inequality and infidelity will be explored and the mechanisms
that can decrease inequality to create healthy, equitable relationship patterns like mutual
attunement, mutual influence, vulnerability and relational responsibility (Martin-Knudson
& Huernergardt, 2015).
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Personal Investment
Gender inequality has shaped my life. As a child growing up, I would longingly
ask my mother to explain why boys could do things I wasn’t allowed to do, why I was
designated domestic chores when I wanted to go out with the men and build, why I had to
wear play-restricting dresses when my male counterparts at school were free to play in
their more utilitarian pants, and why it mattered more for me if I was pretty. I was told
that’s just the way it is for girls. Why was I prevented from doing the things I wanted
based on my gender?
As a young child, I remember being shamed for liking bugs (I collected them),
shamed for wanting to become an archaeologist or a paleontologist, and being constantly
forced into dresses that prevented movement in order to maintain modesty, since “Boys
don’t like smart girls”, “Only weird girls like bugs”, and “Tomboys don’t know how to
be girls”. Another preferred saying from my childhood was, “Boys don’t like girls who
are smart”. I saw that my choice was either to accept socialization stereotypes for my
perceived gender or be ostracized. It was a big choice for a young woman to make. This
macro concept of gender inequality completely shaped my life on my tiny, personal scale.
Because of this, I didn’t pursue more male-dominated scientific pursuits. This has made
me want to understand how this invisible force has manifested and altered other micro
scale experiences, like within heteronormative couples.
I came to be interested in infidelity after listening to Esther Perel’s podcast,
Where Shall We Begin?, wherein couples who have experienced infidelity process the
fall-out in a one-time couple’s therapy session. Hearing couples and Esther Perel discuss
the variables that created a situation involving infidelity, it began to sound like gender
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inequality was an essential component of the infidelity equation. It was just also an
incredibly prevalent, salient issue in our culture and something that many couples
experience.
Then, I learned about Socio-emotional Relational Therapy, a theory based on how
gender inequality molds relationships. When I first started taking bachelor’s level
courses in psychology, I naively thought that the main task in couples’ therapy is to help
each member of the couple to learn to communicate with the other. I thought that if one
helps a couple learn to communicate with each other, problem solved! However, having
now worked with couples, having studied family systems, and deepening my education
on gendered power structures, I realize that my previous understanding was unnuanced
and lacked understanding. We are all part of a much larger system.
Within the past decade, I have also started reading feminist theory, social justice
theory and family systems theory. I started to learn how macro systems impact
microsystems, how cultural power systems impact people on an individual level, and how
people we trust can become the people who hurt us most. I have witnessed how an affair
can obliterate trust, reform or separate family systems, and provide an opportunity to
reform a more functional relationship or let it go to find a more functional relationship.
Affairs can be catalysts for change. I want to be a part of that change for the betterment
of all the couples I will work with currently and in the future.
Statement of Problem
Gender inequalities still impact modern day couples. With the recent public
exposure of gendered power dynamics in the workplace to exploit marginalized groups,
typically women, and especially women of color, there has been a larger societal focus on
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how power plays a role in sexual relationships. While the #MeToo movement reveals
(Harvey Weinstein’s sexual assault and rape allegations, Bill Cosby’s alleged druginduced sexual assaults, and President Trump’s alleged sexual assaults) the power
dynamic in sexual assault, many of these incidents occurred while these men were
married or in monogamous relationships. Objectively powerful and rich men constantly
choose to have affairs and utilize women’s bodies without consent within gendered
hierarchies. A new feminist wave in the form of the #MeToo movement is pushing to
change these discrepancies in the treatment between men and women on a macro scale.
On a micro scale, men and women are sorting out the fallout from gender
inequality within the framework of a heteronormative relationship. One way a gender
inequality can manifest is with infidelity in the context of a monogamous relationship
(Rosewarne, 2009). For some partners who have been part of or party to an extramarital
affair, some of the negative emotional effects are depression, lowered self-esteem and
personal value, lowered view of sexual self and abilities, rage, confusion, and shock
(Charny & Parnass, 1995). Infidelity can also negatively impact a person’s ability to
parent and negatively influence their work (Cano & O’Leary, 1997). Charny and Parnass
(1995) posit that the level of stress and shock of infidelity on a marriage can often predict
the possibility of divorce. Domestic violence and homicides may be perpetrated after the
revealing of an extramarital affair, especially to women (Brown, 2001), illustrating that
the fallout of infidelity may be more physically problematic and troubling for women
than men.
This literature review collects evidence-based research to create a workshop and
process group on helping heteronormative couples process an affair through a feminist
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lens. As the previous information testifies, women and men may experience the world
differently due to gender differences. These differences impact all areas of life, but can be
especially detrimental in cases of infidelity. Infidelity also may be a mechanism which
men and women utilize to maintain or gain power within a romantic partnership
(Williams & Kim, 2015). Best practices for couples’ therapists will also be explored in
this project in order to address gender inequality as part of the infidelity equation.
This paper is organized into four sections with a literature review, and overview
of this project, the results discovered from the literature review and the appendix. The
literature review will delve more deeply into gender inequality, gender roles, sexual
relationships, and infidelity specifically. The main theory, Socio-emotional Relational
Therapy, that will be utilized to address these relational issues; other theories and
interventions will be utilized and will be discussed in more detail later in this paper. The
second portion will discuss how to deliver and provide Creating Relational Equality to
Address Infidelity Workshop and Process Group. The third portion will provide another
summary of the project and recommendations for implementing the project. The last
portion of this paper will contain a detailed description of the Creating Relational
Equality to Address Infidelity Workshop and Process Group and a conclusion. It will be
followed by an appendix containing supporting documents and workshop materials,
including screening forms, assessment forms, consents, a PowerPoint presentation, and
workshop paperwork materials and worksheets.
Statement of Purpose and Nature of the Project
The purpose of this project is to develop and collect information and best
therapeutic practices on heteronormative relationship and gender power to create a
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Creating Relational Equality to Address Infidelity Workshop and Process Group for
couples. The workshop will also focus on exploring how gender roles and societal power
hierarchies may cause infidelity in order to adjust relational power dynamics. The
workshop will also focus on how to utilize best therapeutic practices, like Socioemotional Relational Therapy, to address these issues. Understanding of this topic and
current best therapeutic practices will be framed to help mental health practitioners
challenge and change dysfunctional relational power dynamics and social constructs to
facilitate higher levels of mutual satisfaction within couples.
The significance of this project is to increase awareness of how gendered power
dynamics impact heteronormative relationships and develop therapeutic tools to navigate
and change problematic social constructs and power hierarchies within a heteronormative
relationship. The romantic arena often presents our most fundamental issues, concerns,
and inabilities and offers us an opportunity to explore a better way to be a partner and a
person in a gendered world.
Terminology
•

Affair/infidelity: “a betrayal of [an emotional, sexual, and/or intellectual]
relationship that was intended as monogamous” (Rosewarne, 2009, p. 2)

•

Emotional labor/emotional work: the emotional performance of one person
usually to create a positive emotion within another person (Hochschild, 2003)

•

Gender inequality: men and women are treated differently and unfairly due to
patriarchal attributes ascribed to each gender
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•

Gendered individualism: a pattern of internalizing individualism that perpetuates
patriarchy wherein men will typically be socialized to individualism and women
are socialized for relational responsibility (Loscocco & Walzer, 2013)

•

Mutual Attunement: awareness and responsiveness to a partner’s physical,
emotional, relational, and mental needs (Knudson-Martin & Huenergardt, 2015)

•

Mutual Influence: both partners are willing to be swayed and altered by their
partner’s needs and worldview while also being able to express their needs and
worldview (Knudson-Martin & Huenergardt, 2015)

•

Patriarchy: “the dominance of males in social, economic, and political
organization” (Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010, p. 17)

•

Relational Justice Approach (RAJ): a specific approach to address infidelity
utilizing the Socio-emotional Relational Therapy theory framework (Williams &
Kim, 2015)

•

Relational Responsibility: both partners work to keep the relationship working,
functional, and healthy while being able to maintain and meet the needs of self
and other (Knudson-Martin & Huenergardt, 2015)

•

Satir’s Growth Model: a model of family systems therapy created by Virginia
Satir characterized by defining familial roles, defining how people feel about their
feelings, and creating safety and intimacy via touch to increase attachment

•

Socio-emotional Relational Therapy (SERT): a therapy theory that incorporates
feminist and family systems ideals to address power dynamics in couples’
relationships
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•

Sculpting: A Satir’s Growth Model intervention in which family members place
themselves and other family members into positions resembling their perception
of the emotional dynamics of their family system

•

Vulnerability: “a spirit of openness, curiosity an self-honesty; willingness to
admit mistakes; safety to express needs” (Martin-Knudson & Huenergardt, 2015,
p. 6)

Summary
Because socialization plays such a big role in our relationships (Josephs, 2017;
Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010), it is imperative to understand how our socialized gender
roles impact relationships, especially in the mechanism of infidelity. This literature
investigation will explore how gender inequality impacts infidelity in heteronormative
couples and how to clinically dismantle gender inequality within a therapeutic setting.
First, gender inequality and its role within today’s society will be discussed. Secondly,
infidelity itself as part of a gendered sexual expression will be investigated. Lastly,
therapeutic theories and interventions to address this issue will be suggested, as well as
diversity concerns. The main goal of this literature review is to provide the evidencebased practices and procedures to create a workshop with heteronormative couples who
have experienced infidelity to process emotions related to the affair and explore how
gender inequality may have influenced the act of infidelity.
Infidelity has often been described as a symptom of an underlying relational
illness (Perel, 2017). How that illness is treated and if culture, gender, and power are
addressed within therapeutic treatment are huge variables in either repairing or dissolving
a romantic union (Williams, 2011). Psychotherapeutic treatment in the past has focused
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on which individual had the affair, the reasoning behind the affair(s), and how the reveal
impacted the relationship (Glass, 2003). However, the topics of culture, gender, and
power are rarely addressed in reparative therapeutic sessions after a discovered infidelity
(Williams, 2011). The purpose of this project is to create a workshop for heteronormative
couples to repair from infidelity, addressing how gender, power, and culture impacted
their relationship in terms of an affair.
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CHAPTER II
Literature Review
Introduction
Knudson-Martin asserts that “because people influence each other, power is an
inherent part of all relationships” (2015, p.15). At the heart of it, power is wielded to
obtain a person’s own needs, resources, interests, and welfare (Mahoney & KnudsonMartin, 2009). Knudson-Martin (2015) contends that if both people in a relationship
wield their power in a mutually beneficial way, that can lead to a healthy relationship
where both people’s needs are met. However, if there is a power imbalance, one member
with less power in the relationship may be expected to attend to their own needs and their
partner’s which may cause systemic issues within the couple (Knudson-Martin, 2015).
Additionally, the partner with more power may not be aware of the imbalance at all
which can exacerbate the distress of the other (Knudson-Martin, 2015). All people have
needs and if they are unable to get them met in one arena, they may try another. Within
relationships negatively affected by gender inequality, infidelity might be that mechanism
in which a partner with less power may attempt to gain more or a more powerful partner
will use to maintain power (Williams & Kim, 2015).
Society continues to perpetuate gendered stereotypes, gender roles, and gendered
power structures, reinforcing patriarchy and conditioning men and women to expect
differences in treatment based on gender (Iverson & Rosenbluth, 2010). Harmful
patriarchal structures trickle down from a societal scale and can manifest in relationships
in the form of infidelity due to lack of gender equality within a relationship (Williams &
Kim, 2015). This literature review will investigate the impact of gender inequality and its
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connection with infidelity. For starters, gender inequality will be investigated for the
impact it has on women and men, including gender roles as it pertains to relational
maintenance, attunement, vulnerability, and influence as parts that shape the success of a
relationship. Next, this paper will explore infidelity as a mechanism to maintain or
redistribute power within relationship. Lastly, best therapeutic practices and interventions
will be explored on how to best treat heteronormative couples experiencing infidelity.
The end goal of this evidence-based research is to gather information, resources, and
understanding to create an effective couples’ workshop and process group focusing on
addressing gender inequality in the context of relational infidelity through a feminist lens.
Gender Inequality
Patriarchy is the supremacy of men in “social, economic, and political
organization [that] characterizes much of human history” and perpetuates gender
inequality (Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010, p.17). Because of patriarchy’s inherent
pervasiveness in our society, and that it colors every interaction we have with others, it
makes it difficult to notice (Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010). It can be “difficult to assess,
especially among heterosexual partners … because a power hierarchy is implicit in how
binary gender is socially constructed and maintained” (Knudson-Martin, 2015, p.16).
Additionally, people in power are less likely to notice the power imbalance (KnudsonMartin, 2015). When the majority of people in roles of power do not look like the people
they govern, there may be another force in action creating unproportionate representation;
in cases of CEOs or government policy makers, most of these positions are inhabited by
people who look like men, implying that gender plays a role (Iversen & Rosenbluth,
2010). Men are more likely to achieve higher levels of pay and job titles faster than
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women (Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2018). However, in the United States of America, women
only make up about 20% of congress in 2018 which is currently the all-time high
(Golden, 2018). There is also still a documented wage gap; the median annual wage
women earned was 78.6% of men’s annual wage in 2014 (Hegewisch & DuMonthier,
2016). Women are far more likely to be found in the home performing domestic duties
and emotional nurturance and men are more likely to be in the work-force (Fahs, 2011;
Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010). Women are more likely to perform emotional labor within
the context of a heteronormative romantic relationship usually being socialized for this
task (Fahs & Swank, 2016). People who identify as women are far more likely to be
raped than people who identify as men, especially in situations where there is a gendered
power differential (e.g. when men hold economic, organizational or political power or
women hold roles that are perceived a lesser vocations) (Peterson & Bailey, 1992).
Additionally, “rape and other forms of sexual assault are viewed as functioning to
maintain the subordination of women and preserve the system of male dominance”
(Peterson & Bailey, 1992, p. 163). This small list of how gender impacts men and women
can materially impact all areas of life. Not only does our gender determine how we are
treated, but it can also determine what we are ‘supposed to do’ within a cultural context.
Gender roles
When people encounter a person, whose gender is not immediately
identifiable, it can be disorienting (Ridgeway, 2011). That is because much of how this
world operates is based on gender; “we rely on sex/gender as a basic category for making
sense of others in order to know how to relate to them” (Ridgeway, 2011, p.31). Without
gender, our script for interactional transactions is gone (Ridgeway, 2011). It is only in
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these brief glimpses of true androgyny that one can fully see how pertinent gender is in
almost all interactions (Ridgeway, 2011). This genderdized script helps us identify,
operate, and conform to gender roles (Ridgeway, 2011). As Ridgeway asserts, perhaps
this is why people put pink headbands on bald babies. They wish to clearly signal the
baby’s sex to frame the situation properly for everyone (Ridgeway, 2011, p. 33). This
also denotes that we start gender role assignment from the moment our genitals can be
viewed and assigned in a sonogram.
In order for us all to know our roles and play our gendered parts, societally we act
in cooperation (Brewer, 1997) by ensuring that our behaviors are easily anticipated by
ourselves and others by drawing from our culturally-informed communal information
(Ridgeway, 2011). “To define who someone is, we need to categorize that person in some
way. And when we categorize another in some way, by implication we categorize
ourselves as similar to or different from that other” (Ridgeway, 2011, p.36).
While vast changes have been made in terms of women having access to typically
male-dominated vocations and higher education, there has been far less progress made in
the home sphere (England, 2010). An example of a societally manufactured gender
stereotype is the idea that a woman’s nurturing warmth belongs in the home and hearth to
rear children; and that she will be incompetent outside of the domestic domain (Cuddy,
Fiske, & Glick, 2004). This ideology materially led to women being excluded from the
workplace for centuries (Cuddy et al, 2004). According to Fahs (2011), warmth and
nurturing has long been ascribed as woman’s work, but can disallow that a woman’s
work can be much more or that men can also be nurturing. This can negatively affect men
as well as women. This can reinforce that one of the assigned gender roles for women is
	
  
	
  
	
  

17	
  

	
  

to be the maintainer of the relationship (Fahs, 2011) and places responsibility on women
to take care of both her needs and her partners, which is a representation of a power
imbalance; a man’s needs are more important but a woman’s is less (Martin-Knudson,
2015). This can be incredibly detrimental and create a power imbalance within the
relationship if continued (Martin-Knudson et al, 2015).
While power may be held by men in a patriarchal society, it can also harm them
(Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010). Men are often dissuaded from pursuing positions in
female – dominated professions, even if it is their preference (Williams, 1992). Men are
often dissuaded from relational responsibility, relational attunement, allowing mutual
relational influence, and their own emotional vulnerability, while women can be
socialized in relational nurturing, abdicating power, and vulnerability (Iversen &
Rosenbluth, 2010). By addressing these facets of a relationship, gender inequality can be
addressed to create a healthier, more satisfactory relationship.
Emotional labor/relational responsibility. One of the areas where power can
become an issue within relationships is who maintains and struggles to keep the
relationship intact and running. This is called emotional labor or relational responsibility.
Arlie Hochschield (2003) coined the term emotional labor in the 1980’s about workers
emotionally performing (typically a positive emotion like happiness or cheerfulness) at
the repression of a worker’s own feelings to please customers. The term has grown in the
last three decades to encompass much more. Since then, emotional labor has been
explored in many workplace environments, within different cultures, and from the point
of view of different genders. But it is still a relatively unknown phenomenon, even
among mental health practitioners. In what other arenas do we repress our emotional
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experience to please others? How does that impact relationships? How does emotional
labor affect our varied and diverse personal lives and responsibilities? How does it affect
our relationships? What price do people pay for repressing their own inner emotional
dialogue to please others? What are the societal gains by engaging in emotional labor?
Many people wonder why they are so tired after a social interaction at home or at
work. One answer may be tied to the emotional labor they performed in these
interactions. Emotional labor is often an unacknowledged and unappreciated part of
social transactions, but often expected and noted when absent. It can be seen in
interactions where females are being told to smile at strangers while walking in public
spaces (Fahs, 2011). Emotional labor cannot be talked about without referencing gender
(Fahs, 2011). Often women’s emotional labor “…grease[s] the wheels so that people
cooperate, stay on task, and work well together [and] … are essential for job completion,
but they are rewarded more with a pat on the back than with money” (Guy & Newman,
2004, p. 289). Within a sexual relationship, Štulhofer, Ferreira, & Landripet (2013) found
that emotional intimacy was not necessarily needed in sexual relationships for men’s
sexual satisfaction, but are often the biggest receiver of emotional caretaking according to
studies on emotional labor (Fahs & Swank, 2016). However, sexual desires that are not
directly communicated or are communicated in a non-specific manner within
heterosexual married couples resulted in a loss of sexual satisfaction (Theiss, J., 2011).
Altering the power imbalance can ensure that both members of a couple seek to
maintain the relationship (Knudson-Martin, 2015). Addressing the person in power and
facilitating understanding in regard to the fact that they have more power, are unaware of
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their greater power, and their partner’s needs are not being met can help affect change if
the partner in power is willing (Knudson-Martin, 2015).
Relational attunement. Attunement is the ability to be connected to and aware of
what is going on in another person (Martin-Knudson & Huenergardt, 2015; Gottman &
Silver, 2015). Gottman and Silver (2015) go on to say that “the more highly skilled at
achieving it that partners become, the more resilient their friendship and the more solid
and promising their future” (p. 24). This infers that if you associate your partner with
your needs being met, you are far more likely to want to stay in that relationship. In
reference to sexual experiences, one of the most important elements for relational
connection involves being able “…to be focused and alive in one's own skin while being
connected in the moment with one's partner(s)” (Kleinplatz et al, 2017, p. 3).
This can also be a difficult skill to cultivate in an individualistic culture. Gottman
and Silver (2009) referenced Jean Piaget’s concept of the collective monologue, wherein
people constantly talk over each other and never truly interact, truly hear what each
person is saying. It can leave each member of a conversation feeling unheard and can be
incredibly damaging in long-term relationships (Gottman & Silver, 2009; Gottman &
Silver, 2015). Gottman and Silver (2009) break down attunement into four steps by
learning to verbalize feelings to your partner, honing one’s ability to ask open-ended
questions, acknowledging you heard what one’s partner said by utilizing follow-up
statements and questions, and providing empathy in response to a partner’s experiences.
Gottman and Silver (2009) strongly suggest that opinions, preferences, and problemsolving be left out attunement-building conversations. In recovering from infidelity,
attuning to one’s partner and vice versa can help the healing process.
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Relational influence. One big component of marital satisfaction hinges on the
matter of how members in a couple influence each other (Madhyastha, Hamaker, &
Gottman, 2011). Influence also alters how conflict is resolved within a couple
(Madhyastha et al, 2011). In a 9-year-long longitudinal study of 130 newlywed couples
(Madhyastha et al, 2011), it was found that “men who allowed their wives to influence
them had happier relationships and were less likely to eventually divorce than men who
resisted their wives’ influence” (Gottman & Silver, p.115). While Gottman and Silver
(2105) go on to assert that it takes two people to ensure a marriage works (or fails), men
who do not allow themselves to be influenced by wives incur an 81% chance that their
marriage will break. Gottman and Silver (2015) went on to state that women typically
already take into account their husband’s feelings in decision-making. They go on to state
that it is not a total abdication of power that men should undergo, but merely a learning to
develop a give and take system for power within a relationship (Gottman & Silver, 2015).
In conflict, 65% of newlywed men utilized one of Gottman’s four horsemen of a
relational apocalypse (stonewalling, criticism, contempt, or defensiveness) to control a
conflict with their wives (Gottman & Silver, 2015; Madhyastha et al, 2011). However,
women, even while demonstrating anger or an uncomfortable emotion, were far less
likely to implement one of the four horsemen and were less likely to increase antagonism
(Gottman & Silver, 2015). Mutual relational influence is one of the key components of a
healthy, functional, and satisfying relationship (Gottman & Silver, 2015; Madhyastha et
al, 2011; Martin-Knudson & Huernergardt, 2015). Building relational influence takes
learning to allow others power and control while not giving up on a sense of self
(Gottman & Silver, 2009; Martin-Knudson, 1996).
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Vulnerability. “We bring to our romantic relationships an almost unbearable
existential vulnerability—as if love itself weren’t dangerous enough” (Perel, 2006, p.9).
Vulnerabilities can be an opening to connection, but also opening for deep relational pain
and suffering, for “when the person you have entrusted with your deepest vulnerabilities
is unavailable or unresponsive to a deep-seated need, the result is anger, panic, and
intense loneliness” (Gottman & Silver, 2009, p. 102). These vulnerabilities can come
from various forms of abuse, severe emotional trauma, marginalization, power inequities,
socio-cultural factors like poverty, violence, racism, or war (Scheinkman & DeKoven
Fishbane, 2004). Issues of vulnerability within a relationship can also stem from unequal
power arrangements within the couple’s relationship (Scheinkman & DeKoven Fishbane,
2004) and can be a fundamental issue in any relationship (Walsh, 1989) causing survival
positions that become part of a person’s worldview (Scheinkman & DeKoven Fishbane,
2004; Papp & Imber-Black, 1996). Examples of these types of survival positions are “you
can only depend on yourself, always please people, don’t trust women”, and “always be
strong and don’t show your vulnerability” (Scheinkman & DeKoven Fishbane, 2004, p.
283). Our vulnerabilities can become a hindrance to connection if allowed to dictate our
relationships unchecked and unaddressed in unhealthy ways (displays of control, anger
lashing, distancing, pursuing, stonewalling, criticizing, defensiveness, and contempt) and
make it difficult to meet the needs and vulnerabilities of one’s romantic partner
(Scheinkman & DeKoven Fishbane, 2004; Gottman & Silver, 2015).
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Figure 1. The Vulnerability Cycle (Sheinkman & Fishbane, 2004)
Learning to dissect vulnerabilities and the needs underneath them provides a tool
for connection and forms the basis for learning healthier ways to ask for needs to be met
(Scheinkman & DeKoven Fishbane, 2004). A therapeutic setting can help move
individuals from a reactive stance and blame to one of insight on emotional triggers
(Martin-Knudson, 2015; Scheinkman & DeKoven Fishbane, 2004). By developing this
skill, one can implement vulnerability by identifying safe people and presenting
vulnerabilities in a safe way to their partner (Martin-Knudson, 2015; Scheinkman &
DeKoven Fishbane, 2004).
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Infidelity and fidelity
Crouch and Dickes (2016) suggest that the primary reason for close to
50% of divorces is infidelity. An imperative part of understanding infidelity had to do
with how men and women experience intimacy and sex and what each of those
connective activities mean to the individuals. Socialized gender roles have also played a
role in infidelity (Williams & Kim, 2015). Specifically, displays of typically masculine
socialized behavior are more likely to be correlated with infidelity (De Stefano & Oala,
2008). In a multi-cultural, multi-country study of 16,288 people, men reported expressing
desire for more sexual partners four times more than women and engage more readily in
the process of finding additional sexual partners (Schmitt, 2003). Even when surveys take
into account racial, locational and cultural factors (Buunk & Dijkstra, 2000), men are
more likely to report an affair in monogamous committed relationships, whether they live
together, are married, or are in a non-cohabitating committed relationship (De Stefano &
Oala, 2008). Women report cheating in much lower numbers (De Stefano & Oala, 2008),
though married American women are five times less likely to cheat than American
women in cohabitating relationship: 4% versus 20% respectively (Forste & Tanfer,
1996). When studying women’s’ reasoning for extramarital affairs, it is rarely reported by
the women being studied that the infidelity was committed for solely sexual reasons (De
Stafano & Oala, 2008). In a study of 112 women who committed adultery, 1.8% reported
that it was purely for sexual pleasure without emotional attachment (Banfield & McCabe,
2001). De Stafano and Oala (2008) theorize that this may due to women and men
experiencing sex and intimacy in different ways.
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Reported rates of cheating seem to differ based on gender and economic status
(Munsch, 2015). According to Munsch (2015) in a study with 2,800 participants between
ages 18 and 32, a partner may be more likely to cheat if they are economically dependent
on their partner, with 15% of dependent men reporting cheating as opposed to 5% of
women. Men who make more than their partners are much less likely to cheat, unless
they make 70% or more of the household income; in which case, they are very likely to
report infidelity (Munsch, 2015).
Knopp et al. (2017) conducted another study followed 484 people who were in
committed relationships with another gender other than their own for two subsequent
relationships (Knopp et al., 2017). While the researchers reported that there were many
factors that may contribute to infidelity, they found that if someone has reported
committing adultery in a prior relationship, they are far more likely to report committing
adultery in the following relationship (Knopp et al., 2017). Partners who had reported
being cheated on in a prior relationship were twice as likely to report that their next
partner was also committing infidelity (Knopp et al., 2017).
Whether our expression of sexuality stems from our gendered socialization or
from our innate biological structures and internal wiring is still a big question in some
scientific circles. According to SERT theory, socialization is the weaponization of gender
inequality and can be the cause of several issues in couples (Knudson-Martin, 2015);
Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010). What we do know is that men and women have 99.8% of
the same genetics (Eliot, 2009) and therefore are biologically very similar. Also,
“neuroscientists have laid to rest the nature-versus-nurture controversy: Nature and
nurture recursively affect each other” (Knudson-Martin, Wells, & Samman, 2015. P. 31).
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Knudson-Martin, Wells, & Samman (2015) state that our interactions with the world can
change how our brain operates. What may be perceived as inherent biological gender
differences could be the result of gendered power differentials (Lipps, 1991) and
“socialization is an effect of inequality, not its cause” (Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010, p.ixx).
Many branches of science have postulated the possible inherent nature of humans
and their relationships, which has ranged from humans are meant to be monogamous,
polyamorous, or some combination of both (Barash & Lipton, 2001). References have
often been made to other animals and their mating and relationship methodologies to look
for answers to human relational dilemmas. Fisher (2004) asserts that more cultures over
time have affirmed polygamy than monogamy, though typically men with higher socioeconomic status have been able to maintain a household with plural wives. However,
Dixson (2009) counters that humanity’s physical evolution demonstrates that male and
female bodies are looking more like each other, which denotes a progression towards
monogamy when compared to other species who similarly evolved to match physically.
Perhaps there is no defined way for humans to construct fidelity and infidelity across (and
within) cultures since there is such a variety of ways to approach romantic relationships
(Montgomery, 2009). What is not in dispute is that people universally “attempt to form
successful long-term monogamous relationships even though these relationships are
frequently disrupted by infidelity, divorce, and attempts at consensual nonmonogamy”
(Josephs, 2011, p. 2).
For the purposes of this paper, infidelity will be defined as sexual and emotional
affairs outside of a committed monogamous relationship. Even though many people
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strive for monogamy, many relationships fail due to infidelity. So why do people cheat?
Josephs (2011) asserts that there can be “adaptive benefits”, but it is also unethical and
disrupts the agreed upon boundaries within a relationship. Taibbi (2017, p. 178) describes
infidelity as “a bad solution to another problem”. Williams and Kim (2015) assert that
infidelity is the apparatus in which some couples may use to solve the issue of gender
inequality within their relationships.
Diversity Issues
One area where there is limited study is how religion and infidelity intersect.
Tuttle and Davis (2015) using a longitudinal study found that there was an increase in
marital fidelity when couples were also professing to be part of a religion over nonreligious couples over a period of twelve years. Another study found from a participant
population of 400 people in Israel that the top four reasons for not cheating on a partner
sexually were due to morality, the effects on children, fear of living life alone without a
partner, and the effects on other people (Lubin & Asher, 2018). Lubin and Asher (2018)
also found that religious participants were more likely to site morality and concern for
other people as the reasons they remained faithful; secular folks were more likely to site
fear of living alone and the effects infidelity might have on children. More study is
needed on identifying how power structures within religions may affect practitioners and
their fidelity (or infidelity) within a monogamous context.
Evidence-Based Theories and Other Treatment Modalities
This project will utilize and borrow from multiple modalities, though the main
structure of treatment will be based in Socio-emotional Relational Therapy. Interventions
will be borrowed from family therapies like Satir’s Growth Model, Structural Family
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Therapy, and Solutions-Focused Therapies. The goal of this workshop and process group
is to provide opportunities to examine equality within a relationship. This workshop and
process group will utilize interventions that demonstrate gender role templates in order to
identify and transform current problematic relational structures.
Socio-emotional Relational Therapy. Socio-emotional Relational Theory
(SERT) examines how societal power structures impact relationships (Knudson-Martin et
al, 2015). Within sessions with SERT therapists, there should be “discussion on at least
one of the three basic clinical goals: (a) identifying power imbalances, (b) disrupting the
flow of power, and (c) generating alternative experiences of shared power” every session
(Estrella, Kuhn, Freitas, & Wells, 2015, p.55). Another consideration are the “three
guiding perspectives to inform [therapists’] clinical approaches: (a) a contextual lens or
theory, (b) the client’s experiences of socio-cultural context, and (c) the therapist’s
experiences of socio-cultural context” (Estrella et al, 2015, p.55).
Utilizing these precepts and mechanisms, SERT therapists seek to address and
disrupt power imbalances in couples. This process seeks first to identify current
perceptions of self in a socio-cultural context and explore how these identity designations
manifest (Knudson-Martin & Huernergardt, 2015). The following chart describes the
therapeutic process and stages in therapy.
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Figure 2. Bridging emotion, societal discourse, and couple interaction in clinical
practice (Knudson-Martin, C. and Huenergardt, D., 2015)
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Additionally, within SERT parameters, there is a specifically designed way to
address infidelity therapeutically called the Relational Justice Approach (RJA) (Williams
& Kim, 2015). Since infidelity may be directly intertwined with gender dynamics, social
constructs, and gender roles, treatment should address issues of infidelity and power and
should incorporate knowledge and understanding of these issues (Williams & Kim,
2015). In essence, treatment should disrupt societal power hierarchies related to gender
that reaffirm inequalities within relationships which caused the infidelity (KnudsonMartin, Wells, & Samman, 2015; Williams & Kim, 2015), address the crisis right after
the discovery of the affair, and uncover the needs and motivations that powered the
infidelity (Perel, 2017). Best practices for couples’ therapists should include interventions
that challenge and renovate gendered power dynamics and gender stereotypes that may
be influencing relationships (Ward & Knudson-Martin, 2012).

Figure 3. Contrast of the Relational Justice Approach versus Traditional Infidelity
Treatment (Williams & Kim, 2015)
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Additional interventions. Within this framework, group interventions will be
utilized to address power dynamics that incorporate one of the three clinical goals. All
SERT interventions have the desired end goal of increasing awareness of inequality and
disrupting power imbalances (Knudson-Martin et all, 2015). One intervention that will be
utilized during the workshop portion is the creation of contextual genograms. (ChenFeng, 2018; Gehart, 2014). Non-contextual genograms map family relational patterns
whereas contextual genograms go deeper to include information about socio-economic
statuses, religion, sexual orientation, non-binary genders, race, gender roles, and anything
else that connects with socio-contextual lens (Chen-Feng, 2015). This modality allows
for examination of macro systemic power patterns and application of the ideas in how
they interact on a micro scale within a couple or family (Knudson-Martin et al, 2015). By
using paper or some computer programs, a member of the couple, with the aid of
therapists, maps out their family members, psycho-social history, and socio-contextual
information in an opportunity to increase awareness of power and influence (KnudsonMartin et al, 2015).
Sculpting is another intervention that will be utilized. Sculpting is the non-verbal
display of interpersonal dynamics via bodily posing (Satir, Banmen, Guber, & Gomori,
1991. Each member of a family or couple takes turns posing themselves and their family
and/or partner to embody their relational perceptions (Satir, Banmen, Guber, & Gomori,
1991). While sculpting stems from Satir’s Growth Model (Satir, Banmen, Guber, &
Gomori, 1991), it will be integrated and incorporated within a SERT framework to
demonstrate and display the unspoken or spoken gender inequality within a couple.
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Satir’s intervention of sculpting (Satir, Banmen, Guber, & Gomori, 1991) will
also be used within the group format to demonstrate current power dynamics and feelings
of roles as well as the desired feelings and roles within the couple for each member. In
order to do this intervention in group, both members of the couple would each take turns
positioning themselves and their partners in positions that are representative of current
and desired roles within the relation while also dictating the emotional expression on
each member’s face (Gehart, 2014). During the discussion portion of each couples’
demonstration of poses, therapists are encouraged to help ask questions to challenge
power dynamics within the demonstration.
Efficacy of therapeutic groups for couples. While there has been very little
research regarding what works best in groups to address infidelity, one method that has
been proven to be very successful with couples is to increase executive functioning and
awareness about the consequences of infidelity (Pronk, Karremans, & Wigboldus, 2011)
and a group setting can display the consequences of infidelity more clearly due to
interpersonal and intrapersonal learning (factors (Yalom & Leszcz, 2006). In a 16-hour
group to address sexual dysfunction with a sample size of fourteen heterosexual couples,
results showed that a group delivery of psycho-education and therapy was effective
(Kleinplatz et al, 2017). Additionally, counseling groups have often been used to address
specific issues that affect individuals, couples, or families (Jacobs, Schimmel, Masson, &
Harvill, 2016), like trauma and infidelity. Groups can make therapeutic services more
accessible, inviting, and can decrease the cost per couple (Kleinplatz eta al, 2017).
Additionally, the benefits of groups can come from Yalom’s therapeutic factors which
offer additional avenues to intrapersonal and interpersonal change: the instillation of
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hope, the universality of an issue, receiving psycho-education, offering opportunities for
altruism, an opportunity to resolve past issues within the safety of a group, develop
socialization techniques, receive modeling of more appropriate behaviors, interpersonal
learning, emotional release (catharsis), and integrating existential factors (Yalom &
Leszcz, 2006). One possible intervention suggested by Jacobs et al. (2016) is to utilize
Rounds, which asks group participants to each respond to an idea or statement to help
determine their meaning or interpretation. In doing a group with couples, it is
recommended that facilitators should ensure that each member of the couple have time to
talk, which usually means longer group process sessions, if possible (Jacobs et al., 2016).
More research is needed to create more evidence-based practices for working with
couples recovering from infidelity.
Conclusion
In conclusion, gender inequality permeates our society, our lives, our identities,
our roles, and our romantic relationships. It’s sheer level of pervasiveness also makes it
somewhat invisible, even though almost all our interactions with people are seen through
a gendered lens which informs our perceptions of a person’s value. This paper has
explored how gender roles have impacted romantic relationships and how they may help
create problems which can dissolve a relationship, especially in the form of infidelity.
While diversity, in the context of infidelity is still in its infancy in terms of research, data
suggests that those who practice a religion that prohibits infidelity are less likely to cheat.
Additionally, SERT was explored as a therapeutic mechanism to counteract gender
inequality and possible interventions that could be used to address these invisible and
problematic roles. This information will be utilized to create a couples’ workshop and
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process group to address the underlying issue of gender inequality as it applies to
infidelity.
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CHAPTER III
Overview of Project
Introduction
This project is intended to disrupt imbalanced power dynamics within a
heteronormative couple to address the underlying cause of infidelity. This will be
achieved in a 2-hour workshop and 2-hour process group to explore feelings and
revelations that came up during the workshop with the couples in attendance. The
workshop and closed one-time process group will focus on addressing gender inequality
to build relational health by looking at vulnerability, mutual influence, mutual
attunement, and relational maintenance. This workshop should be utilized in conjunction
with the couple also receiving couples therapy.
Intended Audience
The purpose of this project is to address issues of infidelity by creating relational
equality in a therapeutic group setting for heteronormative couples. In order to be
included in the group, the 18+ aged couple should identify as a heteronormative
cisgender couple that has experienced infidelity, since the therapeutic modality has had
limited testing in non-heteronormative couples (Knudson-Martin, Wells, & Samman,
2015). During the screening process, couples who may be presenting with unaddressed
trauma, unaddressed mental illness, sexual addictions and other mitigating factors that
may be better served with alternate services will be referred out.
Development of Project
This project was developed to address underlying issues regarding gender
inequality that may manifest in the form of non-consensual infidelity within a committed
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relationship. Several factors were looked at to best determine how this project would be
of the most benefit.
Recruitment and exclusion criteria. This project will be marketed to couples
currently attending therapy or thinking of attending therapy on Psychology Today, on
Event Brite, within SERT and/or feminist therapists’ offices, and on Meetup.com to
identify potential workshop candidates. During phone or in-person pre-screening with
each member of a couple, a possible reason for exclusion would be if there are other
complicating issues such as unaddressed mental health diagnoses, unaddressed trauma, or
other issues that might be better addressed in individual therapy or with another couples
therapist as opposed to a group or couples sessions, since these issues might detract from
the group experience (Jacobs et al., 2012). Additionally, a two-way release will be
needed in order to talk to the couples’ therapist if they are in treatment to develop a better
understanding of the couples’ background and emotional needs prior to engaging in the
workshop. An informed consent by all individuals will be signed the day of the workshop
and process group and provide safety and structure for participants. This will be
followed-up with a verbal reminder of group rules and structure during the workshop and
process group.
Cost. The costs for the project include the following: the cost of a provider of the
workshop and process group, the space if they do not work in a facility that has a large
group room, printing materials for participants, and HIPAA-protected therapy note taking
programs. Cost for participants will be $200 dollars per couple.
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Personal Qualifications
People who provide this workshop and process group should have a Master’s
Degree or higher in a mental health profession (Marriage and Family Therapy, Social
Work, Clinical Counselors, Psychologist, etc). Additionally, the mental health
professional should be thoroughly familiar with feminist theory and the mechanisms of
SERT. They should also have group experience and experience working with cotherapists. Mental health professionals should also be aware of their own experiences in
terms of gender and power and done their own personal work to process possible triggers
related to these topics.
Environment and Equipment
The environment should be able to ensure privacy and facilitate safety so an
enclosed space that will comfortably fit up to fourteen people, comprising of 4-6 couples
and 2 therapists. Tables should be available for those who wish to take notes.
Additionally, the environment should be able to provide space for the following
equipment: a computer and a projection screen or television to display a Power Point
presentation that is large enough to be visible to the entire room. The room should also
allow 10x10 square feet for couples to demonstrate sculpting during the process group.
Formative Evaluation
Projects are not made in a vacuum and help was utilized to create this one. While
receiving feedback from Dr. Pemberton, Dr. Burnam, and Alejandra Trujillo-Arevalo,
LMFT, I have also connected with one of the contributors of Socio-emotional Relational
Therapy, Dr. Jessica ChenFeng, to derive information on how gender inequality is
addressed in clinical settings and developing understanding on how power is utilized in
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relationships. Another excellent therapist I am fortunate to have interviewed was Cyndee
Bellamy, LMFT, who works under a Cognitive Processing Therapy model and has
experience working with sexual survivors. Due to her work, she has been able to
understand from a therapist’s perspective how power, sex, and gender work together to
affect clients. From all these experienced professionals, I will receive and input feedback
to ensure the highest quality end product. I appreciate the support and guidance of these
folks.
Project Outline
1. Advertising for clients
•

Place ads on Psychology Today, Event Brite, Meetup.com, and in
SERT and feminist therapy offices.

2. Screening
•

Run through screening questions (see appendix for screener)

•

Determine client eligibility

•

Offer spots to clients for workshop and group

•

Provide information when cancellations become non-refundable (7
days prior to start of workshop)

3. Procure $200 payment via online payment program that must be paid prior to
start of workshop
Workshop – 2 hours.
1. Outline of workshop agenda displayed
2. Informed consent is provided and discussed
3. Icebreaker
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•

Share names

•

What you hope to get out of workshop

•

Identify couple’s relational strengths

4. Provide Power Assessment Handout
5. Activity: Contextual Genogram
•

Explain contextual genograms

•

Each member develops a contextual genogram for their family of origin

•

Identify similarities and differences

•

Identify roles of men and women in family

•

Identify success of relationships in family of origin

•

Identify cultural ideas related to relationships

•

Share with partner (and with group, if desired)

6. Power Point presentation providing psycho-education on gender inequality
•

Psycho-education on gender roles

•

Ask participants to share their gender roles and beliefs

•

Ask participants to identify how well these roles work for them (and their
family of origin)

•

Psycho-education on how to build equality in relationship
Ø Mutual Attunement
Ø Mutual Influence
Ø Vulnerability
Ø Relational Maintenance

•

BREAK – 1 hour for lunch
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Process Group – 2 hours.
1. State rules of group for confidentiality
2. Ask for any objections or additions to group rules
3. Ask couples who desire to share reasons for attending workshop and group
4. Ask couples to share how they were impacted by the workshop information – was
any of it helpful and clarifying or not useful at all?
5. ACTIVITY: Sculpting
•

Provide description of Satir’s sculpting intervention

•

Have participants display poses that reflect how they feel in relationship

•

Have participants display poses of how they want their relationship to feel
like

•

Have participants display poses that reflect who has the power and how so

6. Process reactions to sculpting
7. Begin closing of group
•

Ask participants to identify what they learned or wished they learned from
workshop

•

Provide referral sheets

•

Provide participant evaluations
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CHAPTER IV
Results
The results of the literature review gave an in-depth look at how therapists and
other mental health providers may facilitate conversations with clients regarding gender
inequality and infidelity. Additionally, it may inform how mental health practitioners
thoughtfully engage in non-patriarchal enforcing dialogues and behaviors within session.
The following chapter with review the results from the literature review.
Summary of Project
The Creating Relational Equality to Address Infidelity Workshop and Process
Group is a project designed to address gender inequality within relationships to help
address issues to ensure relational needs are met, both partners have relational influence,
each partner knows how to attune to the other’s needs and moods, and each partner is
able to be vulnerable. Essentially, partners will learn how to identify the socio-cultural
context that may have helped create a relationship where infidelity was used to maintain
or gain power. The workshop will focus on providing psycho-education about
attunement, vulnerability, relational influence and emotional labor and an activity,
Contextual Genograms, to increase participants’ awareness of familial relational gender
roles and patterns. This will segue into a one-time process group to explore what
participants have learned, process some emotions regarding the infidelity, build
universality in looking at the issue of gender inequality and infidelity, and develop an
understanding of how each has impacted the other within the couple’s relationship.
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Summary of Formative Evaluation Results
In order to create this project, I’ve consulted with many therapists, mental health
clinicians, and researchers. I interviewed the following experienced clinicians: Cyndee
Bellamy, LMFT, and Dr. Jessica ChenFeng in regards to gender, sex, and power and best
therapeutic factors. Cyndee Bellamy offered insights as to how sex and power interact
through her experience in the Sexual Assault program at Strength United. Dr ChenFeng
provided a back drop on how she mitigates socio-emotional constructs within her
sessions with couples. These interviews helped delineate the need for projects that
address gender inequality within therapeutic lens while acknowledging cultural
differences.
Recommendations for Implementation of the Project
It is recommended that this project is utilized in conjunction while a couple has
been in or is currently in couples’ therapy regarding infidelity. This project can also be
adapted to just work with couples who are experiencing difficulty due to unequal power
within a relationship. The goal is to have this project can act as an outside catalyst to
some understanding of relational dynamics and an opportunity to identify problematic
gender inequalities in the safety of a group setting.
Recommendations for Future Research
It is recommended that future research conducts more studies specifically on
couples group therapy and what is most effective therapeutically. Additionally, more
research should be done on infidelity among other diverse groups (there is only a very
limited number currently) such as LGBTQIA+ populations. Infidelity is not limited to
heterosexual couples in America, therefore such research is valuable. More exploration
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should also be done on creating attunement, vulnerability, increased shared relational
responsibility and increasing mutual influence in group settings amongst couples, though
the Gottman Institute has a lot to offer in these arenas.
Additionally, gender inequality is so vast and pervasive, studies that help provide
a more comprehensive understanding of this construct’s impact is important. Some of the
most successful societal presses for justice and equality (Civil Rights and LGBTQ+
marriage) utilized non-violence, psycho-education, representation, and provided a way
for those who are in power to help. Using methodological, accurate research to help shed
light on these issues and provide, not ammunition, more factual representation of current
societal norms, may help to push true equality for all genders into the forefront.
Conclusion
In Alexander’s work exploring racial injustice in The New Jim Crow (2010),
forms of oppression do not end, but are constantly remade into newer, socially acceptable
forms. Just as The New Jim Crow argues that slavery has become incarceration in our
modern society (Alexander, 2010), gender inequality continues and exists in newer
forms, and continue to be incredibly detrimental to both the oppressed and oppressors
(Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2010; Fahs, 2011). Gender inequality can be incredibly pervasive
and sinister in its continued presence in today’s society. The literature on feminism,
gender equality, and infidelity shows that gender inequality continues to exist. It is
perfectly able to find sustenance in an individualistic culture that endorses the pursuit of
one’s own needs and diminishes those who ask for help to address their needs.
When those who have been marginalized come forward professing concerns about
the imbalance, those in power are tasked with the difficult choice to acknowledge that
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they have been part and parcel in a system that hurts others (and, in cases of heterosexual
relationships, hurts their romantic partners) or continue as they were before since the cost
of acknowledgement may be too high for those in power. And again, those who are
marginalized by society are often the ones who bear the price of that choice (or nonchoice).
So, how do we address this imbalance, especially in heteronormative romantic
partnerships? Giving both parties the tools and language to understand how they came to
inherit ideas about gender roles can increase a couples’ ability to conceptualize whatever
issues they are undergoing (Martin-Knudson & Huenergardt, 2015). Then, also give a
couple access to tools to address the imbalance that may persist (Martin-Knudson &
Huenergardt, 2015; Gottman & Silver, 2009). In this project, we have also explored how
attunement, influence, relational responsibility, and vulnerability all impact relationships
to build skills to address these imbalances (Martin-Knudson & Huenergardt, 2015;
Gottman & Silver, 2009). In cases of infidelity, exploring how a couple came to this
crisis and addressing the hurt can be the last piece of the puzzle after exploring their
gendered relational imbalances (Williams & Kim, 2015).
In the microcosm of a heteronormative relationship, this project has sought to
balance gendered power. Doing this service in a wider systemic way is on the forefront.
Only when the #MeToo movement demonstrated the sheer, aggressive, massive impact
that sexual harassment, sexual assault, and rape have had on marginalized groups, like
children, people of color and women, were women’s stories being believed. It was also a
movement started by a woman of color, Tarana Burke, but was only finally fully initiated
when a white woman, Alyssa Milano, brought it to social media’s attention. Historically,
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this is only a small piece of gender and racial inequality. Finding ways to amplify these
imbalances and injustices in a wider culture and providing those in power a way to
emotionally process and accept possible abuses may provide a way for our society to
move forward. Hopefully, we can finally obliterate oppression instead of remaking it in a
new form.
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APPENDIX A: WORK SHOP AND PROCESS GROUP SCREENING
QUESTIONNAIRE
CREATING RELATIONAL EQUALITY TO ADDRESS INFIDELITY:
SCREENING QUESTIONS
Explanation of Creating Relational Equality to Address Infidelity Workshop
and Process Group:
Ø This workshop and process group was developed to look at
underlying cultural and gender norms that impact a
heteronormative couple’s reasoning for infidelity. The goal of the
workshop is to provide information about gender inequality and
how it may manifest in a relationship in order decrease problematic
and unwanted gender roles and norms. The process group was
designed to help couples process the information learned in the
workshop and apply it to their relationship.
Ø This is the application process and I will ask some background
information about you and your partner. Please note, you do not
have to disclose anything you do not feel comfortable with sharing
and you can stop at any time.
Ø Do you consent to go on with the application process?
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Yes
No
Date:
Applicant’s Name:
Applicant’s: Phone Number:
Applicant’s Home Address:
Applicant’s Birthday:
Basic Criteria

Question(s)
Both members in couple over 18?
Experienced infidelity in current
partnership?
Heterosexual couple?
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Yes

No

Addtl.
Info

	
  

Availability for
Group

Are you able to come to the group
at the appointed time frame?

Desire for
Group
Personal Goals
Match with
Group Goals?

How do you see this group helping
you?
What are your personal goals for
relationship?

Agreement to
Group Goals

These are the group goals: Group
Goals:
Ø Increase partners’ tools and
language to understand how
they came to inherit ideas about
gender roles to increase a
couples’ ability to conceptualize
whatever issues they are
undergoing
Ø Increase understanding of how
gender roles impact your family
and relationships
Ø Increase ability to build
attunement, maintain a
relationship, create a safe place
to be vulnerable and mutually
influence the course of the
relationship
Ø Process information learned and
how it applies to your
experience
Ø Do these goals sound relevant to
you and your relationship?

Agree to
Group Rules

How do you hope to feel after this
workshop and process group are
done if and I both feel you and
your partner are good fit?
Do you agree to the following
rules?
Ø Everything said here is not to be
repeated outside
Ø No advice is to be given – can
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share what your experience of an
event was and how you handled it
Ø Speak respectfully
Ø Facilitator has the right to ensure
everyone has a chance to share
and speak and may stop a
participant
Ø Ask participants for any other
needed rules to feel safe
(If applicant says ‘no’, they cannot
participate and thank them for
their time and provide referrals)

Previous
Experience
with Therapy

Have you or your partner had any
previous experience with any kind
of therapy? If so, what?
Was it effective?
Have you and/or your partner ever
been diagnosed with a mental
health condition? (Please be aware
if they have already mentioned this
answer or the following questions
with the previous question)

If so, what have you done to
manage it?
Is there a significant trauma in you
and/or your partner’s life that we
should be made aware of?
If so, what have you done to
manage it?
Previous Efforts What have you tried that has been
at Repair
successful in repairing your
relationship? What has not been
successful?
Ax for DV

What has been the worst fight you
have ever been in with your
partner?
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Particulars of
Affair or
Infidelity (to be
asked gently if
client consents
to share)?

Please note, you do not have to
disclose anything you do not feel
comfortable with sharing. Do you
feel comfortable enough to share
some of the background
information regarding the affair? (If
yes, proceed to following questions.
If no, respect their request but we
must take a history before
applicants can attend workshop.
Offer to schedule applicant to
interview another day to take
background.)
When did the affair take place?
What was the timeframe of the
affair?
Which partners were involved in the
affair or affairs?
When did you and/or your partner
discover the affair?
How long has it been since you
and/or your partner first learned of
the affair(s)?

What do you suspect the cause of
the affair was for you and/or your
partner?
Ø Thank you for your time today. The next step (If both partners did
not apply at the same time) is to have your partner contact us for
their eligibility as well. Once we have their information, we can
proceed to the next step and confirm eligibility for the workshop if
both of you and our team believe you and your partner’s needs
will be met with this workshop and process group.
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APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT FOR TREATMENT
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APPENDIX C: BALANCE OF POWER ASSESSMENT WORK SHEET
How does your relationship address these issues?
Relative Status
•
•
•

Whose interests shape what happens in the couple/family?
To what extent do you think you and your partner feel equally
entitled to express and attain personal, goals, needs, and wishes?
How are low-status tasks, like housework, childcare, and scheduling,
handled?

Attention to Other
•
•
•

To what extent do you both notice and attend to the other’s needs
and emotions?
Does attention go back and forth between you and your partner?
When attention or needs are imbalanced, who notices and initiates
conversations to address the issue in order to rebalance?

Accommodation Patterns
•
•
•

Is one partner more likely to organize his or her daily activities
around the other? What does that look like in your relationship?
Does accommodation often occur automatically without anything
being said?
Do partners attempt to justify accommodations they make as being
“natural” or the results of personality differences?

Well-Being
•
•

•

Does one partner seem to be better off psychologically,
emotionally, or physically than the other?
Does one person’s sense of competence, optimism, or well-being
seem to come at the expense of the other’s physical or emotional
health?
Does the relationship support the economic viability of each
partner? How is that represented in your partnership?

Compare with your partners answers
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APPENDIX D: WORKSHOP
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APPENDIX E: GROUP RULES AND GROUP FACILITATOR GUIDELINES
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APPENDIX F: PARTICIPANT REFERRALS
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APPENDIX G: PARTICIPANT EVALUATIONS
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