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Background: The expansion of cyberspace has increased the opportunities for the formation of online
extramarital relationships and has become an emerging challenge to family stability. Online marital infidelity is
considered one of the significant factors contributing to marital conflict and divorce. In this context, spirituality,
as an internal regulatory resource, can play a preventive role in reducing the occurrence of extramarital
relationships. Despite the importance of this issue, limited research has examined the role of spiritual factors in
preventing online marital infidelity, particularly among women seeking divorce.

AIms: This study was conducted with the aim of identifying preventive factors against marital infidelity in
cyberspace by examining spiritual factors.

Methods: This research was conducted with a qualitative approach using the interpretive phenomenological
method. The study population consisted of women with a history of infidelity in cyberspace, referred from the
Family Court of Urmia County in the year 2023. The sample size included 13 participants who were sele cted
through purposive sampling. The research instrument was a semi-structured interview focusing on influential
spiritual factors in reducing marital infidelity in cyberspace. The data were coded and analyzed using thematic
analysis with the assistance of MAXQDA 2024 software.

Results: Following the coding of the interviews and the categorization of themes, a total of 26 initial concepts
(core codes) were identified. These were organized into 8 core themes, which ultimately culminated in 3 main
themes: strengthening inner deterrence through individual spirituality, creating a protective environment through
the institutions of family and society, and risk factors that weaken deterrence.

Conclusion: It can be concluded that if an individual possesses the necessary spiritual competencies, and the
institutions of family and society also provide them with the required support and resources, it is likely that the
grounds for the occurrence of infidelity in cyberspace will be significantly reduced.
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Introduction

Marriage represents a major transition in individual
and social life, and its stability largely depends on
elements such as commitment, trust, intimacy, and
fidelity (Goldberg et al., 2021; Reyhani et al., 2022).
When the expectation of fidelity in marital
relationships is violated, marital infidelity occurs,
which may manifest in various forms including secret
emotional or sexual relationships, extramarital
affairs, intimate interactions, or online relationships
(Onah, 2020; Seyedi et al., 2024; Aguche et al.,
2024). With the rapid expansion of communication
technologies and social networking platforms, new
forms of infidelity have emerged within virtual
environments. Due to factors such as ease of access,
relative anonymity, and the possibility of continuous
interaction, online infidelity has become more
complex than traditional forms of marital betrayal
(Karimizand & Behnoudfar, 2023). In thisregard, Liu
and Zeng (2022) reported that a considerable
proportion of individuals had experienced at least one
form of online sexual activity that they considered a
type of internet infidelity.

Online infidelity can have extensive negative
consequences for family life. It may reduce
individuals’ attention and commitment toward their
spouses and children, weaken emotional attachment,
undermine mutual trust, decrease marital satisfaction,
and increase family conflicts (Khoshsafa & Kaffashi,
2016; Dortaj et al., 2018). The continuation of such
relationships is often associated with psychological
outcomes such as guilt, anxiety, depression, and
distrust, and in some cases may lead to family
breakdown. Previous studies have also confirmed the
destructive impact of virtual infidelity on marital
relationships and family stability (Clayton, 2014;
Hosseini et al., 2018; Tamarachi et al., 2022).
Furthermore, the expansion of online interactions and
the reduction of social monitoring in digital spaces
have facilitated the formation of emotional and sexual
relationships outside the framework of marriage,
thereby challenging traditional patterns of marital
fidelity (Malekzadeh et al., 2025; Karimizand &
Behnoudfar, 2023).
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Among the factors that may prevent marital infidelity,
spirituality and religious beliefs have been identified
as important protective factors (Sharifi Saei & Azad
Armaki, 2021). Spirituality can strengthen moral
responsibility, commitment to marital vows,
self-control, and adherence to ethical values, thereby
reducing the likelihood of engaging in high-risk
relational behaviors (Mohammadi & Karami, 2025;
Burdette et al.,, 2007; Kamaljoo et al., 2016).
Research has indicated that the weakening of
religious and spiritual beliefs may contribute to
marital infidelity, while spirituality, religious
attitudes, and moral intelligence are negatively
associated with extramarital relationships (DeRose et
al., 2021; Santosa, 2017; Malekzadeh et al., 2025;
Salimi-Takieh et al., 2023). Nevertheless, most
previous studies have primarily focused on risk
factors rather than protective factors, particularly
within the context of online infidelity. Moreover,
limited research has explored the lived experiences of
women seeking divorce in this regard. Therefore,
examining preventive spiritual factors within the
sociocultural context of Urmia—where divorce cases
have increased alongside the expansion of virtual
interactions—appears to be both necessary and
significant.

Method

This study was conducted using a qualitative method
with a interpretive phenomenological approach to
explain the experiences and views of women with a
history of marital infidelity in cyberspace regarding
spiritual factors preventing marital infidelity in
cyberspace. The statistical population of this study
consisted of women with a history of marital
infidelity in cyberspace who were referred by the
Family Court. The sample size included 13 female
participants who were selected through purposive
sampling, and the sampling process continued until
data saturation was reached. The data collection tool
was interviews, which were semi-structured and
conducted individually and in person. The inclusion
criteria for participating in the interview were as
follows: having engaged in extramarital relationships
in cyberspace, not being divorced, being between 20
and 50 years of age, and being referred by the Family
Intervention Center and the Judiciary's Divorce
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Reduction Center and Social Emergency (123). The
exclusion criteria were as follows: having a current or
historical diagnosis of severe psychiatric disorders
(such as schizophrenia, bipolar disorder in the acute
phase, major depressive disorder with psychotic
features) based on records or clinical interviews,
active and severe dependence on drugs or alcohol that
would disrupt the interview process and participation,
unwillingness to continue cooperation in the research
process, having engaged in extramarital relationships
outside of cyberspace (for example, in the real world)
to maintain the purity of the research topic, and severe
communication barriers (for example, acute hearing,
speech, or cognitive impairments) that would make
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meaningful communication in a qualitative interview
impossible.

Results

In the present study, the age range of the participants
was 24 to 43 years, with a mean age of 32.69 years.
The youngest participant was 24 years old, and the
oldest was 43 years old. The occupation of the
majority of the women was homemaking. Regarding
educational attainment, 3 participants had completed
middle school, 3 had a high school diploma, 6 held a
bachelor's degree, and 1 held a master's degree. In the
following, the initial concepts extracted from the
interviews, along with the sub-themes and main
themes, are presented in Table 1.

Tablel. Primary and Secondary Themes and Initial Concepts Extracted from Interviews with Women

Main Themes

Secondary Themes

Initial Concepts (Core Codes)

Strengthening Internal
Restraint through
Individual Spirituality

Creating a Protective
Environment through
the Family and
Society

Risk Factors
Weakening Restraint

Religious Beliefs and
Piety

Moral Values and
Commitment

Meaning in Life and
Purposefulness
Family Foundation
and Marital Bond
Social and Familial
Oversight

Institutional and
Educational Support
Marital Deficiencies

Vulnerability in

Cyberspace

Personal and
Psychological
Weaknesses

Fear of God, Belief in divine monitoring, Feeling of accountability in the Hereafter,
Seeking refuge in God in temptations, Belief in sin

Adherence to ethical principles, Commitment to the marital covenant, Sense of
responsibility towards the family, Honesty and loyalty, Importance of reputation and
dignity

Finding meaning in marital life, Spiritual purpose of life, Responsibility towards
children's future, Dissatisfaction with futile relationships

Marital intimacy and satisfaction, Quality of spousal communication, Emotional
security within the family, Preserving family unity

Fear of social disgrace, Concern for family reputation, Presence of observant family
members, Social condemnation of infidelity

Learning religious and ethical teachings in the family, Promoting life skills in pre-
marital counseling, Role of counseling centers in strengthening the family, Role of
religious communities

Marital conflicts and chronic disputes, Emotional emptiness in the relationship, Lack
of sexual satisfaction, Spouse's inattention

Anonymity and perceived security of cyberspace, Easy access to opposite-sex
relationships, Deceptive and enticing nature of online spaces, Time spent unsupervised
in virtual spaces

Weakness of faith and religious beliefs, Lack of self-control and impulsivity, Seeking
validation and excitement, Underlying psychological problems (e.g., low self-esteem)

As shown in Table 1, regarding the spiritual factors
preventing infidelity in cyberspace, based on the
interviewees' statements, a total of 26 initial concepts
(core codes) were categorized into 8 core themes and
ultimately into 3 main themes (Strengthening internal
deterrence through individual spirituality, Creating a
protective environment through the institution of
family and society, Risk factors that weaken
deterrence).

Conclusion

In the contemporary era, cyberspace has become an
undeniable reality which, while offering numerous
opportunities, has also introduced challenges to the
institution of the family. One of the most serious of
these challenges is the increased potential for marital
infidelity. This qualitative study, focusing on women
seeking divorce in the city of Urmia, aims to conduct
an in-depth analysis of their lived experiences in
order to identify the spiritual factors effective in
preventing this phenomenon.
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The first main theme, "Strengthening Internal
Restraint through Individual Spirituality,” indicates
that when spirituality is internalized as a system of
inner control, it serves as the most effective
preventive factor against marital infidelity in
cyberspace. This finding is consistent with the results
of studies by (Santosa, 2017; Sharifi Saei et al., 2021;
Mesbah et al.,, 2022; and De Rez et al., 2021).
According to Hirschi's (2002) theory of inner control,
when an individual's bond to transcendent values is
strong, the tendency toward deviance decreases.
Within this framework, the feeling of being observed
by and accountable to God (belief in constant divine
monitoring) and the strengthening of spiritual-
psychological foundations (skills such as self-
restraint and contemplation of otherworldly
consequences) enhance "self-monitoring and impulse
control,”" thereby fortifying the individual against
temptations. On the other hand, sanctifying the
marital relationship elevates it from the level of a
social contract to that of a sacred covenant,
considering norm-breaking not merely as a social
transgression but as a "violation of a sacred
boundary." This perspective exponentially increases
the perceived spiritual cost of committing infidelity.
Finally, adherence to ethical and conscientious
principles—a  construct  reinforced  through
spirituality—functions as a perpetual internal judge,
compelling the individual to maintain fidelity even in
the absence of external oversight.

The second main theme, "Creating a Protective
Environment through the Family and Society,” is
based on the principle that preventing marital
infidelity relies not only on strengthening internal
factors but also necessitates the establishment of a
healthy and supportive socio-familial foundation that
acts as a "protective shield.” This finding aligns with
the results of studies by Sharifi Saei et al. (2022),
which indicated a link between living in a high-
conflict family and the tendency towards extramarital
relationships, and the study by Ghaem Mohammadi
et al. (2023), which highlighted spousal inattention to
needs as a factor in the inclination towards such
affairs. This perspective is consistent with
Bronfenbrenner's (1979) Ecological Systems Theory,
which emphasizes the influence of multiple
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environmental levels on individual behavior. Within
this framework, the modeling and educational role of
the family (as the system closest to the individual, or
the microsystem) serves as the primary and most
effective factor in internalizing norms through
behavioral modeling and the indirect transmission of
the values of fidelity. Concurrently, strengthening
health and commitment within the family fosters a
secure attachment (based on Bowlby's Attachment
Theory), thereby fulfilling the individual's emotional -
psychological needs within the family unit and
minimizing the motivation to seek illicit external
relationships.

Finally, the main theme of "Risk Factors Weakening
Restraint” posits that alongside strengthening
protective factors, it is crucial to identify and analyze
factors that neutralize the effectiveness of both
internal and external inhibitory mechanisms. This
finding aligns with the results of the study by Mesbah
et al. (2022), which indicated that changes in lifestyle
and the prevalence of consumerism influence
extramarital relationships in cyberspace.
Furthermore, this perspective corresponds with the
"Situational Crime Prevention™ approach, which
emphasizes reducing opportunities and mitigating
criminogenic factors (Clarke, 1997). In this context,
the harms of modern lifestyles—such as extreme
individualism, consumerism, and the normalization
of casual relationships—erode an individual's
"internal controls,” which are based on spirituality
and ethics, by promoting a culture of instant
gratification and weakening deep emotional bonds.
Concurrently, the collapse of inhibitory social norms
(such as collective protective honor and modesty as
traditional regulatory mechanisms) leads to the decay
of informal "external controls.” According to Ajzen's
(1991) Theory of Planned Behavior, when the social
costs of a deviant behavior (like infidelity) decrease
and negative societal feedback weakens, an
individual's intention to engage in that behavior
increases. Consequently, these two risk factors
interact, mutually weakening both internal and
external restraint, thereby transforming cyberspace
into a high-risk environment for the occurrence of
marital infidelity.
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