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Background: Marital infidelity has numerous psychological and social causes. Childhood trauma and its impact
on personality formation and psychological processes is a major factor in the occurrence of such phenomena,
which has not been addressed in previous research.

Aims: This study aimed to determine the fit of the model of the relationship between childhood trauma,
personality organization, and defense styles in individuals with a history of marital infidelity, mediated by ego
strength and mentalization capacity.

Methods: This study was a descriptive correlational study of the structural equation modeling type. The
statistical population of this study included all individuals with a history of marital infidelity who visited Ofogh-
e-Salamat Clinics, Avay-e-Baran Clinic, Dr. Farahbakhsh Clinic, and the counseling unit of Razi Psychiatric
Hospital in Tehran during the first half of 2023. 250 individuals (125 women and 125 men) from the clients of
these centers were selected using purposive sampling and completed the research questionnaires. The research
tools included a demographic questionnaire, the Kernberg Personality Organization Scale (Lenzenweger et al.,
2001), the Andrews and Colleagues Defensive Styles Questionnaire (1993), the Bernstein and Colleagues
Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (2003), the Psychological Inventory of Ego Strength (PIES; Markstrom et al.,
1997), and the Mentalization Scale (Dimitrovich et al., 2017). Data analysis was performed using the structural
equation modeling statistical method and with the help of Amos-24 and Spss-24 software.

Results: Childhood trauma had a positive and significant correlation with personality organization and defense
styles (P < 0.01). Ego strength mediated the relationship between childhood trauma and personality organization
and defense styles (P< 0.05). Mentalization capacity mediates the relationship between childhood trauma and
personality organization (P< 0.05) but did not mediate the relationship between childhood trauma and defense
styles (P > 0.05).

Conclusion: Psychological support for traumatized children should be provided based on the results of
psychological screenings to reduce future psychological problems. Pre-marital counselors should consider
analytical dimensions of personality more thoroughly and avoid superficial assessments of individuals'
personalities.
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Introduction

Marital infidelity, defined as engaging in a
relationship with someone other than one's spouse,
encompasses various forms including sexual,
physical, and emotional infidelity (Sheeran et al.,
2018). This research aims to explore the issue of
marital infidelity from a psychoanalytic approach
with a deeper view. For this purpose, initially, the
study examines the relationship between childhood
trauma, personality organization, and defense styles
in individuals with a history of marital infidelity. The
concept of personality organization, or personality
structure, refers to the intrapsychic configuration that
represents an individual's functioning in interpersonal
relationships (Kernberg, 1984). Each individual's
personality organization is a strong predictor of their
performance in other areas. Moreover, without
identifying the dominant defense styles of
individuals, any effort to formulate a clinical
assessment and determine psychological status is
inadequate (Malone et al., 2013). Thus, personality
organization and defense mechanisms are variables
that may play a role in marital infidelity.

In previous research has not been paid significant
attention to the role childhood trauma in individuals'
tendency for infidelity. Another important issue that
research has not yet addressed is whether all
individuals respond similarly to childhood trauma.
Psychoanalysts believe that an individual's
personality and defense mechanisms are rooted in
their early childhood relationships; however, this
relationship is not linear, and many factors can
influence it. Based on theoretical and empirical
evidence, two variables, ego strength and
mentalization capacity, are examined in this study.
Therefore, the objective of this research is to
investigate the mediating role of ego strength and
mentalization capacity in the relationship between
childhood trauma, personality organization, and
defense mechanisms in individuals with a history of
marital infidelity.
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Method

This research is a descriptive correlational study
utilizing structural equation modeling (SEM). The
statistical population comprised all individuals with a
history of marital infidelity who visited Ofogh-e-
Salamat  Clinics, Avay-e-Baran Clinic, Dr.
Farahbakhsh Clinic, and the counseling unit of Razi
Psychiatric Hospital in Tehran during the first half of
2023. In structural equation modeling, the minimum
sample size is determined based on latent variables
rather than observable variables. Bentler and Chou
(1988) suggest that researchers can reduce the sample
size to 5 cases per parameter in SEM analyses (as
cited in Hooman, 2005). However, most experts
recommend a more conservative approach of 10 cases
per parameter. The number of parameters of this
study was 22,based on which the sample size is 220
individuals. To ensure robustness, a sample size of
250 individuals (125 women and 125 men) was
selected through purposive sampling, focusing on
those who had experienced marital infidelity.
Inclusion criteria were a minimum of 2 years of
marital life, a history of marital infidelity, an age
range of 25 to 45 years, and at least middle school
education. Exclusion criteria included individuals
unable to focus and respond to the research questions,
those in acute phases of psychiatric disorders, and
individuals who had undergone psychotherapy in the
past 6 months. After the researcher explained the
study's objectives and ethical guidelines, participants
completed the research questionnaires, which
included the Andrews Defense Style Questionnaire
(1993), the Bernstein  Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire (2003), the Psychological Inventory of
Ego Strength (PIES; Markstrom et al., 1997), and the
Mentalization Scale (Dimitrovich et al., 2017). Data
analysis was conducted using Amos 24 and Spsss 24
software through structural equation modeling

Results

The results indicated that most individuals with a
history of marital infidelity were aged between 31 and
35 years (33.2%) and had a high school diploma
(36.8%). Data analysis was conducted using
structural equation modeling (SEM). Prior to the
SEM analysis, the assumptions of structural equation
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analysis including normal distribution, independence
of errors, and multicollinearity were checked. To test
the normality of the research variables, the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used. The results
confirmed the normality assumption with a
significance level greater than 0.05 for the studied
variables (p > 0.05). The linearity of the relationships
between variables was assessed using scatter plots,
which showed a linear trend. QOutlier detection was
performed using the boxplot method, and no outliers
were found; all data points were within the acceptable
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range. Independence of errors was evaluated using
the Durbin-Watson test, which indicated no
autocorrelation between the errors (Durbin-Watson =
2.20, acceptable range: 1.5 to 2.5). Multicollinearity
among predictor variables was checked using the
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) and tolerance. The
results showed no multicollinearity (with VIF values
less than 5 and tolerance values above 0.1).
Descriptive statistics of the research variables are

presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive findings of research subscales

Scale Subscale Mean Standard Deviation Skewness Kurtosis
Emotional abuse 15.31 1.96 -1.13 0.48
Physical abuse 13.09 2.36 -0.32 -0.88
Childhood Trauma Sexual abuse 12.70 2.25 -0.68 -0.46
Emotional neglect 14.18 2.23 -0.35 -0.74
Physical neglect 13.54 2.66 -0.03 -1.18
Reality testing 55.31 7.20 -0.59 1.40
Personality Organization Identity confusion 57.84 8.67 -0.38 1.38
Primitive defensdes 49.39 8.64 -0.59 0.00
Developed 37.37 9.58 0.01 -0.45
Defense Styles Neurotic 40.70 8.06 -0.75 0.01
Undeveloped 94.51 11.67 -0.07 -0.35
Hope 19.95 5.77 0.61 -0.39
Desire 19.73 5.21 0.66 0.10
Goal 22.37 5.02 0.26 -0.40
Ego Strength Competence 23.98 4.00 0.57 -0.30
Loyalty 22.98 6.31 0.26 -0.74
Love 19.74 4.99 0.38 -0.43
Care 23.11 5.00 0.36 -0.46
Wisdom 21.34 4.90 0.65 -0.36
Other-oriented 27.39 7.04 1.16 0.97
Mentalization Capacity Self-oriented 28.09 6.42 1.06 1.00
Motivation for mentalization 28.97 7.05 0.89 0.40

The results of table indicates that among the
dimensions of childhood trauma, the highest mean
score pertains to emotional abuse. To test the
relationships  between the research variables,
structural equation modeling (SEM) was utilized. In

the first stage, the overall model fit was assessed,
followed by the analysis of standardized regression
weights of the measurement
coefficients related to the relationships.

models and

the
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Figure 1. Model In Standardized Coefficients Mode

Table 2. Fit Indices for the Developed Model

Index Name gl
Value Acceptable Threshold
ﬁ 3.78 Less than 3
af

Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 0.12 Less than 0.1
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 0.88 More than 0.9
Normed Fit Index 0.87 More than 0.9
Goodness of Fit Index 0.90 More than 0.9
Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index 0.88 More than 0.9

The fit indices shown in Table 2 indicate a good fit of
the model. Subsequently, all effects related to both
direct and indirect paths in the structural equation

model were examined, and the results are presented
in Table 3.

Table 3. Direct and Indirect Coefficients of the Explanation Model of Personality Organization and Defense Mechanisms

Predictor Variable Criterion Variable Type of Effect Standardized B Significance Statistic sig

Childhood Trauma Personality organization Direct 0.48 6.48 0.001
Childhood Trauma Defense styles Direct 0.23 3.04 0.002
Childhood Trauma Personality organization Indirect (Ego Strength) 0.16 2.40 0.017
Childhood Trauma Defense styles Indirect (Ego Strength) 0.13 2.01 0.041
Childhood Trauma Personality organization Indirect (Mentalization Capacity) 0.13 1.99 0.045
Childhood Trauma Defense styles Indirect (Mentalization Capacity) 0.03 0.73 0.438

The analysis of the relationships between variables
through path coefficients in Table 3 shows that the
direct effect of childhood traumas on personality
organization (B = 0.48, p < 0.01) and defense styles
(B =0.23, p < 0.01) is positive and significant. To
examine the mediating role of ego strength in the
relationship  between childhood traumas and
personality organization and defense styles, the Sobel
test was employed. The results of the Sobel test
indicate that ego strength plays a significant
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mediating role between childhood traumas and
personality organization (Z = 2.40, p < 0.05) as well
as defense styles (Z = 2.12, p < 0.05). Mentalization
capacity also has a significant mediating role between
childhood traumas and personality organization (Z =
1.99, p < 0.05), but it does not significantly mediate
the relationship between childhood traumas and
defense styles (Z =0.73, p > 0.05).
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Conclusion

The analysis of data indicates that childhood traumas
have a direct impact on personality organization and
defense styles among individuals with a history of
marital infidelity. Furthermore, the study found that
ego strength mediates the relationship between
childhood traumas and both personality organization
and defense styles among individuals with a history
of marital infidelity. When an individual's ego is
weak, in the face of pressure,

they are likely to regress and use primitive defense
mechanisms, which hinder their ability to perceive
reality accurately. Consequently, their reality testing
is compromised, and their identity coherence is
undermined, potentially placing them in a borderline
personality organization.

Another finding was that mentalization capacity
indirectly mediates the relationship between
childhood traumas and personality organization
among individuals with a history of marital infidelity,
but it does not mediate the relationship between
childhood traumas and defense styles. This finding
contradicts theoretical background of the research. It
seems that the research tools can play a role in the
formation of this result. The severity of the trauma
may also play a significant role in these outcomes.

A limitation of this study was that while the
personality questionnaire identified individuals'
psychological organization levels, the specific type of
personality —organization was not specified.
Therefore, future research should focus on examining
the types of personality organization and their
association with the occurrence of infidelity. Based
on the results of this study and the analytical role of
personality dimensions in marital infidelity, it is
recommended that counselors, prior to marriage, pay
heightened attention to these dimensions and refrain
from superficial assessments of individuals'
personalities.
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L. inventory personality organization
2, defense style questionnaire
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4. other-related mentalization (MentS-O)
3, self-related mentalization (MentS-S)
¢, motivation to mentalize (MentS-M)
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2. identity achievement
3, Mentalization Scale
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1. Root Mean Square Error Approximation
2, Comparative Fit Index

3. Normed Fit Index

4. Goodness of Fit Index

3, Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index
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