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Infidelity can disrupt more than trust. It can change how partners understand the past, the present, and 
the future of their relationship. 

For the partner who was betrayed, the discovery may create questions about what was real, what was 
missed, what else may not be known, and whether the relationship can feel predictable again. For the 
partner who stepped outside the relationship, repair may require looking more deeply at choices, 
vulnerabilities, needs, patterns, and what the infidelity was providing. 

Repair is rarely accomplished by finding one explanation, having one conversation, or making one 
promise. 

It usually involves several conversations over time. 

A helpful way to organize the work is through Three Conversations: 

• PAST — What Happened and What Was It Doing? 
• PRESENT — What Helps Us Feel Safe and Stable Now? 
• FUTURE — What Kind of Relationship Are We Choosing to Cultivate? 

These conversations are not necessarily linear. You may move back and forth between them. 

The goal is not to erase what happened. 

The goal is to develop enough understanding of the past, safety in the present, and evidence that the 
future can be different. 

 

Conversation One: PAST 

Understanding What Happened 

After discovering infidelity, the brain naturally tries to make sense of what happened. 

Questions may come quickly: 

• When did this begin? 
• What else don't I know? 
• How did I not see this? 
• Did you love them? 
• Was I not enough? 
• Why did you do this? 

These questions are understandable. Something previously believed to be predictable may suddenly feel 
unpredictable. 



The brain is continually trying to identify patterns, solve problems, and anticipate what comes next. 
When important information about a relationship was hidden, the brain may respond by searching for 
information that helps the experience make sense. 

This can create an important repair task: What do we need to understand about what happened so 
that the experience becomes less confusing and unpredictable? 

 

Details and Themes 

Understanding what happened may require discussing facts and details. But eventually, knowing more 
details may not necessarily create more understanding. There becomes a point where more is not better. 

The conversation can begin to shift from: What happened? toward: What was happening? 

Instead of only asking: 

• Did you love them? 
• Were they more attractive? 
• Was the sex better? 
• How many times did this happen? 
• Why did you do this? 
• What else are you not telling me? 

It may also become useful to explore: 

• What role was the infidelity playing? 
• What did the experience provide? 
• What was happening within you at the time? 
• What had become scarce? 
• Who did you experience yourself as when you were with this person? 

The goal is not to invalidate, diminish, or avoid important facts. 

It is to broaden the conversation from details to themes, meaning, and function. 

Details help explain what happened. Themes can help us understand what was happening. 

 

 

 

 



 

What Was Infidelity Doing? 

Infidelity can serve different functions for different people.  

It may have provided access to: 

Novelty 
Validation 
Being desired 
Attention 
Excitement 

Fantasy 
Escape 
Autonomy 
Sexual expression 
Comfort 

Admiration 
Relief from responsibility 
Being seen 
Feeling important 
A different version of yourself 

 

Understanding the function and purpose does not excuse the behavior. 

Instead, it allows the conversation to move beyond: “Why did you do this?”  

toward: “What was this doing for you?” 

This is the What For? conversation. 

 

What Had Become Scarce? 

Sometimes infidelity occurs within a larger environment of scarcity. Something may have felt insufficient, 
inaccessible, or absent. 

Consider several parts of the system: 

ME: What felt scarce within me? 

Confidence? Purpose? Identity? Excitement? Validation? Sexuality? Autonomy? Feeling desirable? 

WE: What did I experience as scarce between us? 

Attention? Affection? Curiosity? Appreciation? Communication? Emotional availability? Sexual 
connection? 

US: What had become scarce within the relationship? 

Play? Novelty? Shared experiences? Partnership? Intimacy? Time together? A sense of being a couple 
rather than managing life? 

LIFE: What else was affecting the system? 

Parenting? Work? Stress? Health? Caregiving? Financial pressure? Transitions? Exhaustion? 
Opportunity? Alcohol or substance use? 



Scarcity provides context, not justification. 

There is an important difference between: “We weren't connected, so I had an affair.” 

and: “I was experiencing disconnection, and I chose to address what I was experiencing outside our 
relationship.” 

Other things may have influenced the choices. The choices still need to be owned. 

 

Who Did You Get to Be? 

Sometimes understanding the outside relationship requires looking beyond the other person. 

Consider: Who did you get to experience yourself as when you were with them? 

Perhaps: 

I felt desirable. 
I felt interesting. 
I felt younger. 
I felt admired. 

I felt sexual. 
I felt competent. 
I felt adventurous. 
I felt free. 

I felt needed. 
I felt like I wasn't responsible 
for everyone. 

 

This introduces another possibility: Perhaps part of the attachment was not only to the other person, 
but also to the version or part of yourself you experienced in that relationship. 

Explore: 

• What did this person reflect back to you about yourself? 
• What version of yourself became available? 
• What had happened to that part of you before the infidelity? 
• Where else could that part of you exist? 

This shifts the conversation away from simply comparing two people and toward understanding the 
relationship between identity, needs, scarcity, and behavior. 

 

From “It Happened” to “I Made Choices” 

Circumstances matter. 

Stress, loneliness, conflict, disconnection, opportunity, alcohol, transitions, unmet needs, or 
dissatisfaction may all contribute to understanding the environment surrounding infidelity. 



But circumstances and responsibility are different. 

Compare: “We weren't connecting and then this happened.” 

with: “I was feeling disconnected and wanted attention and validation. Instead of talking about what I 
was experiencing or addressing it directly, I chose to seek that experience somewhere else.” 

The second statement adds something important: Agency. 

Repair often requires moving from: What happened around me? 

to: What was happening inside me? 

• What did I want? 
• What did I choose? 
• What did I tell myself that made the choice acceptable? 
• What did the choice provide? 
• What could I do differently now? 

This is an internal locus of control: 

Other things influenced me and I still made choices. 

 

Accountability Without Shame 

Taking ownership can be difficult. 

Sometimes “I don't know” reflects genuine uncertainty. Sometimes looking inward activates: 

Shame • Fear • Confusion • Self-Protection • Fear of Rejection • Limited Emotional Language 

A person may struggle to hold two realities: “I believe I am a good person” and “I made choices that 
deeply hurt someone I love.” 

Repair requires making room for both responsibility and humanity. 

Shame: This proves something terrible about who I am. 

Accountability: I need to understand what I did, take responsibility for it, and learn how to make different 
choices. 

The goal is not self-condemnation. 

The goal is greater understanding, ownership, and capacity to do differently. 

 



 

When “I Don't Know” Is the Answer 

Sometimes insight isn't immediately available. 

Rather than forcing an explanation, Sentence Stem Technique (SST) can help create space for 
exploration. 

Complete each stem several times. Don't search for the “right” response. Notice what emerges after the 
first, most familiar answer. 

• When I think about what the relationship outside my partnership provided, I notice... 
• When I was with this person, I felt... 
• The version of myself I experienced was... 
• Something that had become scarce in my life was... 
• Something that had become scarce within me was... 
• Something I wasn't talking about was... 
• The attention I received allowed me to feel... 
• I gave myself permission to cross a boundary by telling myself... 
• What I didn't want to acknowledge at the time was... 
• When I say “it just happened,” what I may be leaving out is... 
• Taking ownership of my choices means acknowledging... 
• If these same feelings or circumstances appeared again, I would need to... 

The purpose isn't to manufacture an explanation. 

It is to get curious enough to discover one. 

 

Conversation Two: PRESENT 

Creating Safety and Stability Now 

Understanding the past is only part of repair. The relationship also has to answer: What do we need 
now? 

After secrecy or betrayal, predictability may become especially important. 

The betrayed partner may find themselves wondering: 

• Can I trust what I'm being told? 
• Is there something else I don't know? 

• Could this happen again? 
• How would I know? 



Rebuilding safety therefore involves more than saying: “You can trust me.” 

Trust needs opportunities to accumulate new evidence. 

Predictability + Consistency + Transparency → New Evidence → Increased Safety → Trust 

This may involve conversations about: 

Boundaries 
Communication 
Transparency 
Contact with the other person 
Technology 

Schedules 
Social situations 
Travel 
Alcohol 
Sexual boundaries 

Triggers 
What information needs to be 
shared 
How questions will be 
handled 

 

The purpose isn't necessarily permanent monitoring. 

The purpose is to create enough predictability for the relationship to gradually become less dependent 
upon monitoring. 

 

Information, Reassurance, and Evidence 

These are related, but they aren't the same. 

Information: What happened? 

Information helps fill gaps and make sense of the experience. 

Reassurance: Are we okay? Are you here? Do you still want this relationship? 

Reassurance can help regulate fear and uncertainty. 

Evidence: What are you consistently doing that demonstrates something has changed? 

Evidence develops through repeated behavior over time. 

Repair often moves through: Tell Me → Show Me → Keep Showing Me 

Promises can matter. 

But trust is increasingly rebuilt when words and behavior repeatedly match. 

 

 

 



 

When the Injury Gets Activated Again 

Repair is rarely linear. A phone notification, location, song, date, trip, delayed response, sexual 
experience, memory, or unexpected reminder may reactivate the injury. 

This doesn't necessarily mean that repair isn't working. Instead of treating activation as failure, develop a 
plan for it. 

Ask: 

• What just happened? 
• What did it activate? 
• What does the injured partner need right now? 
• Is information needed? 
• Is reassurance needed? 
• Is space needed? 

 

What response would provide evidence of safety rather than recreate the original injury? 

The goal isn't to prevent every trigger. 

The goal is to become increasingly capable of navigating them together. 

 

Conversation Three: FUTURE 

What Are We Choosing to Cultivate? Eventually, repair needs to include a future conversation. 

Not simply: “How do we get back to what we had?” but: “Knowing what we know now, what kind of 
relationship are we choosing to cultivate?” 

Consider: 

• What do we want more of? 
• What had become scarce that needs attention? 
• What needs to change? 
• What boundaries need to exist? 
• What vulnerabilities do we now understand? 
• How will we talk about wants and needs earlier? 
• How will we protect ME, WE, and US? 
• How do we want to show up for one another? 



Most importantly: What will we do when the old conditions reappear? 

Scarcity will happen again. Stress will happen again. 

Partners will sometimes feel disconnected, undesirable, lonely, bored, overwhelmed, unseen, or 
dissatisfied. 

The goal isn't to create a relationship where these experiences never occur. 

The goal is to develop different ways of responding when they do. 

 

Turning Insight Into Observable Evidence 

“We need better communication” is an intention. 

“We will set aside 30 minutes every Sunday to talk about what we're experiencing, wanting, needing, and 
noticing” is observable. 

“We need more connection” is an intention. 

“We will intentionally create time together twice each month that isn't focused on parenting, work, or 
household responsibilities” is observable. 

Ask: If this relationship were actually changing, what would we see happening differently? 

Then: Are we doing it consistently enough to create new evidence? 

A useful sequence is: 

Understand → Own → Change → Practice → Create Evidence → Reassess 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Exercise: The Three Conversations 

Complete these questions individually first. Then come together to share and understand each other's 
responses. 

PAST 

What Happened? 
What are the important facts, decisions, boundaries, or choices that need to be acknowledged? 

What Did It Mean? 
What meaning did I make of what happened? What changed about how I understood myself, my partner, 
or our relationship? 

What Did It Hurt? 
Trust? Safety? Identity? Confidence? Intimacy? Predictability? Our shared story? 

What Was It Doing? 
What experiences, needs, feelings, or versions of self did the infidelity provide access to? 

What Had Become Scarce? 
Within ME? WE? US? LIFE? 

PRESENT 

What Do We Need Now? 
What would create greater stability and safety? 

What Must Change? 
What behaviors, boundaries, communication, or agreements need to be different? 

What Would Be Evidence of Change? 
What would we actually see, hear, or experience if change were occurring? 

FUTURE 

What Are We Choosing to Cultivate? 
What kind of relationship do we want to create from here? 

What Will We Do When the Old Conditions Reappear? 
How will we respond differently when stress, scarcity, disconnection, attraction, loneliness, or other 
vulnerabilities return? 

 



 

Repair Is Something You Build 

Repair doesn't require forgetting what happened. It doesn't require finding one perfect explanation. And it 
doesn't require knowing immediately what the future of the relationship will be. 

Repair involves developing enough understanding to learn from what happened, enough stability to 
engage with what is happening now, and enough consistent evidence to determine what might be 
possible next. 

PAST = Understand 

PRESENT = Stabilize 

FUTURE = Cultivate 

Across all three: 

Curiosity → Understanding → Ownership → Safety → Different Choices → New Evidence → Repair 

The question eventually becomes less: “How do we make this go away?” and more:  

What are we learning 

What are we changing 

What are we choosing to build from here? 

 

 


