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Abstract
Recent years have seen a rise in research on sexual addiction (SA) and compulsive 
sexual behaviour (CSB). In the literature, these concepts describe an emerging field 
of study that may encompass a range of interpersonal and communal consequences 
for concerned individuals, their intimate partners, families, and society. Taboos sur-
rounding SA/CSB often shroud the subject in shame and ignorance. Despite grow-
ing scholarly interest in SA/CSB, few studies have analysed intimate partners’ lived 
experiences in depth, and no other research has investigated the spiritual impacts of 
SA/CSB on intimate partners. This descriptive phenomenological study addresses 
this knowledge gap. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
female partners (primary participants; n = 12) and professional counsellors (sup-
plementary participants; n = 15). The analysis reveals that following discovery/dis-
closure, SA/CSB may affect women via complex and multifaceted spiritual conse-
quences. Significantly, most women did not receive validation or safety from their 
faith communities. Instead, many reported experiencing a range of spiritual impacts, 
including changes in their faith, fear of stigmatization, the perception of pastoral 
pressure to ‘forgive and forget’, ostracism from their faith communities, and/or a 
sense of anger directed towards God as the perceived silent co-conspirator who per-
mitted the deception to continue undiscovered, sometimes over years or even dec-
ades. The study’s findings point to salient opportunities for faith communities to 
provide more targeted support and assistance during healing and recovery.
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Introduction

Sex and sexuality are a significant part of human spirituality, which in turn is 
closely linked to mental health and well-being. Consequently, problematic 
expressions of sexual conduct, i.e., compulsive sexual behaviour (CSB) or so-
called sexual addiction (SA), can widely impinge on the spirituality of individu-
als, partnerships, families, and communities, with far-reaching ripple effects 
and consequences on society at large (Hastings & Lucero Jones, 2023; Seyed 
Aghamiri & Luetz, 2021). The literature commonly uses the terms SA and CSB 
interchangeably to refer to a hypersexual condition that includes compulsive, 
risky, and uncontrollable sexual behaviours (Grubbs et al., 2020; Reid & Kafka, 
2014; Seyed Aghamiri, 2020; WHO, 2019).

Sexual addiction is a behavioural condition that occurs and hinders an individ-
ual’s unimpeded daily functioning and impinges on intimate relationships (Carnes 
& Adams, 2019). It can have multiple negative consequences for individuals, inti-
mate partners, and society as a whole (Grubbs et al., 2020; Reid et al., 2012; Seyed 
Aghamiri & Luetz, 2021; Seyed Aghamiri et al., 2022a, 2022b). Among these nega-
tive outcomes are separation, broken relationships, divorce, lack of interest in part-
nered intimacy, extramarital affairs, sexual promiscuity, drug abuse, decreased pro-
ductivity, and mental health impairments, among others (Braun-Courville & Rojas, 
2009; Cooper et al., 2000; Schneider, 2000). In addition to intense anger, betrayal, 
insecurity, indignation, depressive symptoms, anxiety, shame, guilt, jealousy, and 
grief, the affected partners may also experience other emotional ramifications of SA/
CSB-related betrayal (Gossner et  al., 2022; Lonergan et  al., 2022). Although this 
field of study is still in its infancy, relatively limited research has shown that SA/
CSBs may have social, psychological, and physical repercussions on relationships 
and intimate partners (Cooper et al., 2000; Carnes, 2018; Steffens & Rennie, 2006; 
Steffens & Means, 2009, 2017; Seyed Aghamiri & Luetz, 2021; Seyed Aghamiri 
et al., 2022a, 2022b; Weiss, 2019). Significantly, there is a dearth of comprehensive 
investigations on the spiritual effects of SA/CSB on intimate partners. Therefore, in 
the context of this study, the primary focus of this paper is intentionally placed on 
identifying the spiritual consequences of these behaviours on intimate partners.

Finding out about a significant partner’s concealed SA/CSBs can be upsetting 
and feel like the ultimate betrayal (Hall, 2016; Weiss, 2020). This is because the 
experience is intensely held within and can resemble other traumatic occurrences 
(Schneider et al., 2012; Vogeler et al., 2018). The majority of betrayed partners 
find it difficult to regulate the turbulent sentiments of shock, confusion, bother-
some thoughts and triggers that arise from discovery/disclosure for a long time 
(Keffer, 2019; Steffens & Means, 2017; Weiss, 2019). As a result, affected part-
ners frequently experience a phenomenon known as betrayal trauma (BT), which 
is similar to attachment injury, mirrors the symptoms of post-traumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD), and includes confusion, shock, hypervigilance, and a loss of the 
ability to perceive the world as safe (Roos et al., 2019; Stokes et al., 2020). There 
are indications that BT is strongly linked to a person’s spiritual identity and may 
trigger crises of faith (Weiss, 2021a, 2021b).
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Spiritual crises can have a variety of complex and detrimental effects. For 
instance, the current study discovered that 83% of female intimate partners, even 
those who self-identified as atheist or agnostic, described being angry at God or a 
higher power. It appeared they were feeling unfairly treated and upset with God. 
In addition, women who suffered from BT frequently endured intense grief, which 
heightened their experience of spiritual crisis. Another factor that contributed to the 
affected women’s estrangement from God, their ‘higher power’, or their faith-based 
communities was the experience of pressure to hastily forgive without first hold-
ing the offending partner accountable or enforcing boundaries and without any clear 
validation. Most impacted women experienced a temporary, transient break in their 
spirituality after experiencing BT, with some experiencing a permanent loss while 
others discovered a new spirituality or faith. Against this background, more purpose-
ful qualitative research is needed to properly understand spiritual lived experiences 
within the SA/CSB paradigm. Understanding how SA/CSB discovery/disclosure 
affects an intimate relationship is essential since spiritual well-being and identity are 
fundamental to a healthy human being (Peerawong et al., 2019). This knowledge gap 
is addressed in this article.

While SA/CSB is not gender-specific, the majority of individuals in this cohort 
are known to be heterosexual men in relationships with women; men seem to be 
involved in these types of interaction four times more often than women (Ballester-
Arnal et  al., 2013; Cooper et  al., 2000; Kishor et  al., 2018). Consequently, the 
focus of this paper is on BT-linked spiritual impacts on women who are in com-
mitted relationships with men who have engaged in CSBs. It is crucial to acknowl-
edge that the article’s focus on ‘heteronormative’ relationships does not negate the 
need for research on the potential impacts of SA/CSB on male partners of women 
who engage in such activities, homosexual or lesbian couples, or partners in open 
relationships.

Although spirituality highlights an individual’s search for meaning in life, reli-
gion centres on an organised body with rituals and practises based around a higher 
power or God (Arrey et al., 2016; Frankl, 1985). Furthermore, for some people, such 
as atheists or spiritual practitioners, spirituality and religion may go hand in hand 
(Arrey et al., 2016; Tanyi, 2002). Therefore, the current study deliberately elected to 
embrace an inclusive approach that encapsulates both spirituality and religion and 
uses the terms God/higher power in tandem. Consequently, to broaden the scope and 
maximise inclusivity, the current study deliberately recruited impacted female part-
ners from diverse spiritual and non-spiritual backgrounds and did not discriminate 
between spiritually and religiously inclined persons.

Literature Review

As pornography has proliferated, it has been demonstrated to alter what is deemed 
to be ‘normal’ sexual conduct and, for some, has led to self-identification as addicts 
(Grubbs et  al., 2019). Some have called harmful actions inspired by pornography 
‘unwanted gifts that keep giving,’ raising concerns about whether these behaviours 
are always ‘optimal’ even though they may be ‘normal’ in the sense that they reflect 
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common practice (Seyed Aghamiri  & Luetz, 2023, p. 3;  Seyed Aghamiri 2023a, 
2023b). According to the largest audio-visual content provider, 84–94% of pornog-
raphy is currently accessed on smartphones, with country-specific access rates vary-
ing (Pornhub, 2022). Furthermore, due to easy accessibility, pornography consump-
tion has shifted the current sexual and gender scripts, which in turn affects the way 
that couples interact sexually and relationally (Burnay et  al., 2022; Grubbs et  al., 
2020; Kohut et al., 2017; Wright, 2011). Pornography use, in general, and among 
Australian adults, has become commonplace (Hastings & Lucero Jones, 2023; Seyed 
Aghamiri et  al., 2022a, 2022b) and represents the most common solitary activity 
that individuals with SA/CSB engage in (Bőthe et al., 2021; de Alarcón et al., 2019; 
Jha & Banerjee, 2022; Yunengsih et al., 2021). If one partner utilises pornography 
in a way that the other finds offensive, the stability of the relationship may be jeop-
ardised, and moral standards surrounding sexuality, spirituality, and religion may be 
compromised (Leonhardt et al., 2018; Perry, 2017; Seyed Aghamiri & Luetz, 2021).

Although some studies have presented the linkages between CSB and spirituality 
or religiosity in individuals who engage in CSBs (Grubbs et al., 2019, 2020; Jen-
nings et  al., 2021a, 2021b) or in relation to impacted partner’s perceived support 
needs (Carnes & Lee, 2014; Manning & Watson, 2008), to date, no other studies 
have investigated the direct connections between SA/CSB and the effects on inti-
mate partner spirituality and religiosity. Nevertheless, several studies have identified 
an urgent need for scholarly attention to the impacted partners’ overall experiences 
concerning their spiritual functioning (Seyed Aghamiri & Luetz, 2021; Vogeler 
et al., 2018; Weiss, 2021a, 2021b).

Diagnostic classifications of mental diseases have not included diagnostic cate-
gories for compulsive, addictive, impulsive, or out-of-control sexual behaviour for 
several decades. However, in the 11th edition of the International Classification of 
Diseases (ICD-11) (Kraus et al., 2018; World Health Organization [WHO], 2019), 
Compulsive Sexual Behaviour Disorder (CSBD) has recently been added to the 
list of impulse control disorders. Because of the inability to regulate their sexual 
impulses and urges, which results in repeated and compulsive sexual conduct, peo-
ple with SA/CSB experience significant impairment or suffering (Carnes, 2015, 
2019; de Alarcón et  al., 2019; Grubbs, et  al., 2019; Weiss, 2019, 2021a, 2021b). 
A few examples of the behavioural components of SA/CSB/CSBD comprise com-
pulsive engagement in non-partnered sexual activities, paid sexual services, mastur-
bation, and other online and offline sexual interactions (Grubbs et al., 2020; Seyed 
Aghamiri & Luetz, 2021; de Alarcón et al., 2019; WHO, 2019).

One adverse impact of SA/CSB that can harm an intimate partner in multiple 
ways is betrayal trauma (BT), which may be brought on by SA/CSB discovery/
disclosure (Seyed Aghamiri et  al., 2022a, 2022b; Weiss, 2021a, 2021b; Williams, 
2019). The term BT (Freyd, 1996) describes relational trauma and is associated 
with betrayals of trust (Birrell et al., 2017). More precisely, the degree of betrayal 
increases with the proximity and depth of one’s relationship with the offender 
(Freyd, 1994; Kahn & Freyd, 2008). Moreover, intense emotional distress experi-
enced by an intimate partner who has been betrayed is comparable to that of a baby 
experiencing attachment injury while away from their mother (Johnson et al., 2001; 
Warach & Josephs, 2021). Similar to BT, attachment trauma is linked to existential 
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anguish and suffering when traumatic interpersonal experiences occur that contra-
dict a person’s inner conviction that someone else is a dependable and trustworthy 
source of support (Hazan & Shaver, 2017).

Furthermore, grief is frequently experienced by those affected by SA/CSB-
related betrayals (Mays, 2023), which may intensify the spiritual detachment (D. 
Weiss, 2021a, 2021b). Intense feelings of rejection, abandonment, and rage, trauma 
symptoms, complex melancholy, humiliation, a profound sense of guilt or blame, 
and a ruminative need to rationalise or explain their identity and reality can all be 
experienced simultaneously by a grieving intimate partner (Seyed Aghamiri, 2023a, 
2023b; Weiss, 2019; Zisook & Shear, 2009). Additionally, attachment injury caused 
by SA/CSB-linked BT contributes to a significant decline in confidence and self-
worth, a lack of trust in self, God/higher power, and others, and a deep-seated dread 
of being abandoned in future intimate relationships (Charny & Parnass, 1995; Seyed 
Aghamiri, 2023a, 2023b; Weiss, 2019). Compared to other types of trauma, BT has 
a distinct effect on the brain, especially when the victim is dependent on the perpe-
trator (Courtois & Ford, 2014). Because of their physical, psychological, or spiritual 
dependency, BT victims frequently find it difficult to accept the reality of what has 
happened, endangering their entire sense of self (Freyd, 1994).

Empirical research  indicates that a major contributing factor to the genesis of 
posttraumatic sequelae is betrayal (DePrince et al., 2012; Gómez et al., 2014; Kel-
ley et  al., 2012). According to Gómez et  al. (2014), BT activates the fear centre, 
which can lead to complex trauma or PTSD and the symptoms that go along with 
it. Furthermore, complex trauma refers to interpersonal traumatic experiences that 
are premeditated, deliberate, and caused by other individuals (such as intimate part-
ners) (Courtois & Ford, 2014). The literature describes complex trauma as relational 
and recurrent, inducing hypervigilance, agitation, anxiety, and a continual state of 
alertness (Courtois & Ford, 2014; Herman, 1992; Herman & van der Kolk, 2020). 
Thus, if BT is not addressed, it may proliferate and impose negative effects on peo-
ple’s bodies, minds, and spirits as well as on society (Rohr, 2018; Seyed Aghamiri & 
Luetz, 2021).

To better understand how BT-linked SA/CSB may impinge on intimate relation-
ships, a better comprehension of human spirituality and religiosity is necessary. 
Around 27% of people identify as exclusively spiritual, although many people may 
identify as both religious and spiritual (Lipka & Gecewicz, 2017), indicating that 
these conceptions are associated but  distinct. There may also be new interactions 
between these and other constructs, including in relation to traditional/indigenous 
forms of spirituality (Luetz, 2024; Luetz & Nunn, 2023) and how to effectively sup-
port spiritual growth (Hukkinen et al., 2023).

The Latin term spiritus, which means ‘breath of life’, is the source of the word 
‘spirituality,’ which is commonly employed in the literature to describe various fac-
ets of human existence, including aspects pertaining to the mind, body, emotions, 
and soul (Santos & Michaels, 2022; Nunn & Luetz, 2021). Therefore, spirituality 
encompasses the psychological realm as well as the hidden human desires, mean-
ings, and meaning-making processes, and it both inhabits and informs the domain 
of the non-rational (Holloway & Jupp, 2020;  Santos & Michaels, 2022; Maslow, 
1981; Frankl, 1985). Interpretations of spirituality offered by academics frequently 
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reference Elkins et al. (1988) and discuss the links between spirituality and ultimate 
concerns: ‘a way of being and experiencing that comes about through an awareness 
of a transcendent dimension and that is characterised by certain identifiable values 
regarding self, others, nature, life, and whatever one considers to be the Ultimate’ 
(p. 10). Significantly, Knight (2006) has posited that humans, ‘at their deepest level 
are motivated by metaphysical beliefs’ (p. 19), and there is support in the literature 
for the idea that spirituality may be conceived or even leveraged as a social resource 
(Hulme, 2021). While religion focuses on an organised body with rituals and prac-
tises centred around a higher power or God, spirituality emphasises an individual’s 
search for meaning in life (Frankl, 1985). While some people perceive spirituality 
and religion to go hand in hand, others note differences, including in relation to the 
views of atheists or spiritual practitioners (Arrey et al., 2016; Tanyi, 2002). In sum-
mary, spirituality and religion are circumscribed by a broad and fluid definitional 
base and cannot be limited to a single, narrow, and/or universal definition (Hills 
et al., 2016; Luetz & Nunn, 2023; Rocha & Pinheiro, 2020).

As noted previously, to date, there are no other studies that have qualitatively 
investigated the spiritual impacts of CSBs on intimate partners following the dis-
covery/disclosure of such conduct. Nevertheless, some researchers, e.g., Carnes 
and Lee (2014), Taylor (2015), and Weiss (2019), have noted peripherally that 
BT brought on by SA/CSB can have severe ramifications on the impacted partner, 
which may include spiritual or religious crises. Furthermore, Carnes and Lee (2014) 
observed that partners of individuals with SA/CSB recurrently experienced feelings 
of rejection and abandonment from God/higher power, as well as anger and a sense 
of disconnection. Additionally, Carnes and Lee (2014) found that the impacted part-
ners had stopped participating in religious or spiritual practices as a result of feeling 
ashamed of their partner’s CSBs. Although sexuality and sex are common aspects of 
human experience and are not inherently religious (Tomaszewska & Krahé, 2016), 
they may nevertheless engender spiritual implications for both religious and nonre-
ligious individuals due to variable notions and expressions of how humans perceive 
their own essence and conceive of meaning-making (Peerawong et al., 2019; Weiss, 
2019).

Several studies have revealed that traumatic experiences might significantly con-
tribute to existential and spiritual crises (Muehlhausen, 2021; Park, 2020; Webb, 
2004). A spiritual crisis, also referred to in the literature as a ‘spiritual emergency’, 
is a state induced by trauma in which an individual experiences profound shifts in 
their meaning-making system, affecting areas of their identity, purpose, values, atti-
tudes, and goals (Muehlhausen, 2021; Park, 2020). Additionally, an impacted part-
ner’s spiritual crisis may have been precipitated by the interconnected ramifications 
of BT and infidelity, wherefore it is essential to understand trauma in relation to SA/
CSB-induced infidelity. Research has shown that infidelity in intimate relationships, 
even when limited to compulsive pornography consumption (a type of SA/CSB), 
can be just as harmful as physical betrayal (Schneider et al., 2012). Relatedly, infi-
delity is known as the most serious betrayal that may happen in a romantic relation-
ship and the one that poses the most damage to the relationship’s stability (Beltrán-
Morillas et al., 2015; Dillow et al., 2011). Given the high standards of commitment 
and devotion that many people ascribe to their relationships, infidelity is commonly 
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regarded as an act of ultimate betrayal (Hall, 2016; Fincham & May, 2017; Watkins 
& Boon, 2015). This sense may be heightened by the considerable time and energy 
necessary to maintain such deceptive and concealed behaviours, sometimes over 
long periods of time (Dillow et  al., 2011; Fife et  al., 2013). Furthermore, unwary 
partners do not anticipate their mates to commit unthinkable betrayals like infidelity 
because of their shared relationship commitments, e.g., time, money, experiences, 
children, etc. (Dillow et al., 2011; Watkins & Boon, 2015). While intimate relation-
ships can engender some of the most fulfilling experiences in life, they can also lead 
to some of the most painful and disappointing experiences as well (McNulty, 2011). 
Many definitions have been proposed to explain the concept of infidelity (Thompson 
& O’Sullivan, 2016b; Thompson et al., 2017). One common definition of infidelity 
entails the notion of a violation of the mutual commitment to a relational contract 
or boundary requiring relational exclusivity and may manifest as brief or prolonged 
sexual, emotional, or other encounters with someone other than the primary partner 
(Dillow et  al., 2011; Fife et  al., 2013). However, given the variety of extradyadic 
behaviours that might be considered deceitful, not all types of infidelity are likely to 
affect people in the same way (Thompson & O’Sullivan, 2016a). Various categories 
of online and offline extradyadic behaviours are associated with BT-linked infidelity. 
These consist of (a) sexual behaviours (i.e., oral sex, vaginal, or anal penetration); 
(b) technological/online behaviours (i.e., any sexual interactions via digital devices); 
(c) emotional/affectionate behaviours (i.e., sharing secrets with someone besides the 
partner); and (d) solitary actions (e.g., masturbation) (Carnes, 2015; Dillow et al., 
2011; Fife et al., 2013; Futrell, 2021; Seyed Aghamiri, 2023a, 2023b; Weiss, 2021a, 
2021b).

Significantly, the most serious and least forgettable or forgivable type of betrayal 
is considered to be sexual infidelity (Beltrán-Morillas et  al., 2015; Pettijohn & 
Ndoni, 2013). Notwithstanding, the introduction of new technology has revolution-
ized how people interact and communicate sexually (e.g., sexting), which has had a 
decisive effect on romantic relationships and given rise to new forms of sexual infi-
delity (Clayton, 2014). Consequently, since these extradyadic behaviours are easier 
to participate in, conceal, and deny, there are far more opportunities to engage in 
them outside of the primary partnership (Vossler & Moller, 2019). As such, the part-
ner who is injured by technological betrayal may have intense negative emotions 
(such as indignation, fear, embarrassment, or guilt), just like in the case of physical 
sexual infidelity (Schneider et al., 2012; Zitzman & Butler, 2009). In addition, there 
is a high incidence of relationship dissolution or divorce, loss of relational trust, 
experiences of grief, and compromised relationship quality (Schneider et al., 2012; 
Valenzuela et al., 2014).

In summary, the scarce available literature on this topic points to fertile oppor-
tunities for future research. No other peer-reviewed study has expressly permitted 
women to reveal the true essence of their lived experiences and articulate mean-
ingful spiritual perspectives following the discovery/disclosure of their partner’s 
SA/CSB. Considering the importance of an individual’s well-being and function-
ing, discussing SA/CSB in tandem with spirituality/religiosity has been described 
as a promising aspiration if such thematization can be meaningfully ‘mainstreamed 
and normalised—rather than moralised—for the greater good of both sufferers and 
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society’ (Seyed Aghamiri & Luetz, 2021, p. 443). Specialists, professional caregiv-
ers, and faith-based organisations stand to benefit from more in-depth knowledge 
about women’s spiritual lived experiences and perspectives in this area. Applying 
an in-depth qualitative analytical approach can help to identify prospects for healing 
and recovery.

Methodology

To investigate the spiritual ramifications associated with the discovery/disclosure 
of SA/CSBs in intimate relationships, this section addresses the methodological 
approaches to data collection and analysis from counsellors (supplementary partici-
pants) and intimate female partners (primary participants). To advance the evolving 
field of study, this research design was carefully chosen. Qualitative research meth-
ods analyse events in a specific context to generate new theory, as opposed to quan-
titative research methods, which describe variables and test hypotheses (Creswell, 
2015; Peoples, 2020). Considering this, by generating hypotheses, the current work 
adds to the corpus of theory generation research (Chen & Luetz, 2020).

Despite some limited research suggesting that SA/CSB has negative effects on 
intimate partners, as mentioned above, there is a large knowledge gap in the peer-
reviewed academic literature regarding systematic qualitative studies that illustrate 
the spiritual lived experiences of BT-affected female partners (Bergner & Bridges, 
2002; Schneider, 2000a; Schneider et  al., 1998; Schneider et  al., 2012; Williams, 
2019; Zitzman & Butler, 2009). In light of the spiritual effects of BT, the present 
qualitative design was developed and used to give voice to, better understand, and 
capture the essence of this understudied population. Extensive investigation into the 
actual experiences of this demographic could reveal contextual or cultural common-
alities or distinctions among the impacted women (Milrad, 1999; Schneider, 2000; 
Steffens & Rennie, 2006; Williams, 2019; Zitzman & Butler, 2009).

Given that a qualitative approach offers a comprehensive understanding of the 
interactions between spirituality and biopsychosocial phenomena, it may, therefore, 
result in improved healthcare delivery (Boyle, 1991; Rew & Wong, 2006;  Seyed 
Aghamiri & Luetz, 2021). Lastly, such a focus can help direct the development of 
suitable social policies more effectively (D. Weiss, 2021a, 2021b). In pursuit of this 
goal, the study purposefully used a phenomenological framework situated inside a 
qualitative research paradigm. It is possible to give numerous fresh perspectives and 
ideas regarding the spiritual experiences of the impacted women, and a phenomeno-
logical method can help explore all the diverse shared experiences. To this end, the 
study implemented the specific descriptive phenomenology research method docu-
mented by Seyed Aghamiri et al. (2024).

The following research question guided the investigation: What are the lived 
experiences of women following the discovery/disclosure of their male partner’s SA/
CSBs?

The most suitable methodological approach for this study was a qualitative frame-
work with an emphasis on phenomenological understandings because the goal was 
to explore and characterise lived human experiences. Descriptive phenomenological 
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techniques were thus employed to collect and process the data to investigate the 
study topic. Within the qualitative paradigm, a phenomenological study examines 
all of the experiences that study participants wish to share, offering different view-
points, ideas, and fresh understandings (Creswell, 2015; Giorgi et  al., 2017; Peo-
ples, 2020). Husserl’s phenomenological approach is essentially philosophical and 
epistemic, exposing knowledge that correlates with human experience (Husserl, 
1970; Neubauer et al., 2019). As a result, descriptive phenomenology demands that 
lived experience be prioritised in addition to a thorough and in-depth explanation of 
the universal core of participants’ experiences and meaning-making. By enabling 
women impacted by their male partner’s SA/CSB to express their lived experiences 
via their narratives, this approach also honours the lived experiences and well-being 
of these women (Blycker, 2023). Furthermore, the research aimed to clarify the sub-
tleties and intricacies of personal encounters and acquire a comprehensive under-
standing of pertinent interpretation procedures (Willig, 2013). Crucially, because 
this study concentrated on the significance and calibre of experiences, qualitative 
approaches were the most appropriate (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013).

Data Collection and Research Ethics Approval

The procedure for gathering data included securing approval from the research eth-
ics committee, finding and choosing participants, gathering demographic data, guar-
anteeing anonymity, gathering informed consent forms, and carrying out in-depth 
semi-structured interviews. The study was approved by the Alphacrucis Human 
Research Ethics Committee (HREC). Informed consent was obtained from all indi-
vidual participants included in the study. See Section Ethics Approval and Institu-
tional Review Board Statement below for pertinent details.

Selection and Recruitment of Participants

The following information was gathered from a diverse group of primary partici-
pants: age, ethnicity, length of relationship with the male partner, education, income 
level, occupation, religious or spiritual background, and number and age of children. 
To prevent biased selection, the Sexual Addiction Screening Test (SAST) developed 
by Carnes (1991, 2000) served as the tool for identifying the appropriate partici-
pants. To be eligible for participation, a minimum of three SAST criteria had to be 
satisfied continuously for a full year.

The study’s objective was to examine female partners through the lens of social 
construction. Therefore, no medical diagnostic instruments were employed to deter-
mine eligible study subjects. Twelve Australian female partners (FP) between the 
ages of 21 and 63 (the primary group) and fifteen counsellor participants (supple-
mentary group) were recruited using non-random sampling. The affected female par-
ticipants had to be (or have been) in a committed, exclusive relationship (with a male 
partner) for a minimum of 12 months to be eligible for recruiting. While thorough 
phenomenology research necessitates an adequately small sample size (Creswell, 
2015), this qualitative study included a manageable number of participants (n = 27) 
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who were specifically chosen to enable in-depth analysis and comprehension of the 
phenomenon of interest (Patton, 2002).

In-person interviews with each of the primary participants were conducted at a 
private counselling facility in Brisbane, Queensland (Australia). A few female par-
ticipants were also enlisted through 12-step programs run by SAA (Sex Addicts 
Anonymous) and SA (Sexaholics Anonymous), where their male partners attended 
meetings to receive peer support for their SA/CSB. Moreover, snowball sampling 
was used to find additional female participants, which is suitable for investigations 
looking into covert research populations (Naderifar et  al., 2017). The counsellors 
represented a broad spectrum of demographic groups, including Australian citizens 
who were employed as professional counsellors, psychologists, physicians, or pas-
tors with counselling qualifications. By including this additional research participant 
group, methodological rigour was improved through triangulation (Creswell, 2015; 
Fusch et al., 2018).

Instruments: In‑Depth Semi‑Structured Interviews

The participants were free to provide as much or as little information as they wished 
during the semi-structured interview process.

Interview Questions

The data collection instrument comprised thirteen open-ended questions inviting the 
female partners (primary participants) to share their experiences after learning about 
their male partner’s SA/CSBs. Sample questions from the instrument include:

• How would you describe your emotional, physical, or spiritual life experiences 
following the discovery/disclosure of your partner’s CSBs?

• What were your needs during and following the discovery/disclosure, and how 
were those met?

• What is your outlook on life now?
  In addition, the professional counsellors (supplementary participants) were 

asked three open-ended questions to share their professional observations of 
working with this demographic. An example includes:

• What impacts, if any, have you observed on the female partners’ well-being as a 
result of the discovery/disclosure of their mates’ CSBs?

Additionally, prior to completing the interviews, a pre-test of all interview ques-
tions was conducted with a number of academics, pastors, counsellors, and couples 
who had experienced SA/CSB. Because of this, the questions had to be revised and 
changed multiple times before the instrument was finalised.

Data were gathered and analysed from 2021 to 2023. This involved using an ana-
lytical strategy that supported coding and theme development processes and com-
prised manual coding and multiple rounds of computer coding in NVivo 12 (QSR 
International, 2021). From the time of the first interviews to the end of the data 
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collection procedure, thematic data analysis was carried out. Emergent patterns and 
themes were investigated in the interviews to distil the essence of the experiences of 
the female partners. To better understand the data, this approach required field notes 
and reflection journaling. Husserl’s (1970) philosophical prerequisites and Sundler 
et  al.’s (2019) methodological procedures were used to analyse the data using an 
open-minded reading approach to comprehend the data. When transcripts were 
read aloud numerous times, ‘with an open attitude,’ major themes began to emerge 
from the text (Seidman, 2006, p. 117). Next, the audio recordings were listened to 
while simultaneously the transcripts were read multiple times to identify themes and 
meanings. The participant’s vocal tone was now noted, which helped interpret some 
of the text’s meanings. Relevant statements were also examined for meanings. They 
were categorised, organised, and coded into different groupings because pertinent 
primary meanings indicated a detailed description. The method of coding involved 
recognising unique characteristics and annotations that were thought to be helpful 
in addressing the study topic (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Lastly, categorising topics 
into a meaningful unity was the task of data analysis. This was achieved by looking 
for prominent expressions in the participant descriptions. It was crucial to let mean-
ings evolve organically rather than forcing them to be constructed quickly.

Results

Most of the women reported that the pain and suffering that they endured led to their 
initial alienation from God/higher power. This finding holds significance—although 
the women had different backgrounds in terms of demographics, they shared compa-
rable spiritual lived experiences. All female participants said that the pain and grief 
of their traumatic experiences affected aspects of their spirituality (Fig. 1). A total 
of 83% expressed experiencing some kind of spiritual crisis, doubting God’s justice, 
and feeling initially let down. As such, these female partners described a sense of 
detachment from their God/higher power initially. Nevertheless, most women only 
briefly experienced spiritual coldness (50%), a small percentage of the women dis-
covered completely new beliefs or spiritualities (25%), and some women endured 
ongoing spiritual apathy (25%).

Most women who first experienced drifting away from God did so out of anger 
and a sense of betrayal. They had lost faith in God, other people, the male partner, 
and themselves. The female partners recurrently affirmed that they felt betrayed and 
deceived by God because God had allowed the offence to transpire. They seemed 
to convey a sense of injustice and ‘being angry towards God’ (FP 08). They did 
not understand why this would happen to women who had been strong, dedicated 
members of their faith/church communities. The following quotation exemplifies 
this sentiment:

I’ve always been involved in church, from the day I was born. My family was 
pastors and missionaries and all that. The church was just a way of life for us. 
But it was too volatile for me to lose focus from the incredibly traumatic world 
I shared with my partner for even one second to ask God for help. (FP 07)
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Another woman related a similar ‘why’ question and indicated:

A lot of times, I vented out: why? Why did this happen? Why did you let it 
happen? Why did I have to go through so much pain as a person who was 
raised in a very strong spiritual house and Christian family? I know I’m not 
perfect, but I felt I was always loyal to Him [God], and I never went out of 
His pathway, doing rebellious teenage things or dangerous things. I question 
why my loyalty to Him was not reciprocated back? And maybe, like Job 
with the Bible story, being a faithful servant, everything was suddenly taken 
from him. Why has that happened to me? (FP 13)

Where is God? Why? (n=12)

Moved away from God (n=10)

Moved back towards God (n=6)

Found new spirituality/faith (n=3)

Disconnected from God (n=3)

Fig. 1  Spiritual impacts of SA/CSB linked BT on female partners
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Several participants reported that God seemed to have abandoned them. One 
Christian woman said:

I used to always have faith in God, and I used to pray and be grateful. After 
the discovery, I lost my faith a bit because I thought, ‘This is not fair that 
it’s happening to me.’ I had lost my connection with my higher power, with 
my God. I felt this was so unfair: ‘Why is this happening to me?’ (FP 01)

A female participant who was raised as a Muslim shared how she felt moving 
away from her faith as a result of her partner’s conduct, saying, ‘Coming from 
a very religious upbringing, I thought maybe it would push me closer to God 
… but then it was kind of like ‘Not this, this isn’t going to help me’, and now 
I just don’t know where I belong’ (FP 02). Other Christian women shared their 
spiritual struggles, with one saying, ‘Initially, I felt kind of more disconnected 
from God and just more sad’ (FP 05). Another woman who had been an active 
member of her church for many years reported how she drifted away from her 
faith-based community and God following her discovery of her husband’s CSBs. 
She elucidated:

I don’t believe at all and have no faith. I think having a God with a plan and 
all that is hogwash now. I think now, if there really was a God, a loving God, 
why would he not have let me find out earlier? Why? There was plenty of 
opportunities to let me find out. I think he is either a very cruel and vindic-
tive or evil God because no good God would ever do that to another being. I 
wouldn’t even do this to my worst enemy. (FP 11)

Several women expressed their belief that God ‘isn’t going to help me’ (FP 
02), and therefore ‘He must hate me’ (FP 03), and wondered why their faithful-
ness was ‘not reciprocated’ (FP 13), prompting them to ‘move away from God’ 
(FP 04). Additionally, many women of faith described how their faith-based com-
munities had been unhelpful or failed to support them effectively. Consequently, 
they felt more spiritually distanced and disconnected. There was also the per-
ceived expectation of quick forgiveness without concern for the women’s trauma 
or grief processing in some cases. One Christian woman, for example, revealed:

I couldn’t talk to my church community due to stigma and judgment … I 
was physically and emotionally unstable, and those who were supposed to 
care for me didn’t do a good job of keeping me safe … I would have healed 
faster if I had my faith-based community around me. (FP 09)

One counsellor/educator shared his observations concerning what would be 
harmful to the affected women of faith and indicated:

I think many church leaders would not want the dynamic. ‘Out of sight, out 
of mind’ — just tell me he or she is doing all right. There’s no systemic 
kind of family dynamics that get much of the attention. So much of it is on 
the addiction itself, and if I think across the past decade or two, it’s kind of 
a big gap, and more needs to be done. (C 02)
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One woman expressed her dissatisfaction with her pastor, who asked her to 
‘read the Bible and be forgiving’ (FP 09). Further, one Christian woman won-
dered, ‘Does this make me a bad Christian, because I’m struggling to forgive 
him? Because every time I look at him or every time he wants sex, it reminds me 
again, and I remember again that I haven’t forgiven him’ (FP 08).

Furthermore, the overwhelming majority of counsellors (including pastors, C 
11, C 14 and C 15) reported observations of some sort of bitterness or distanc-
ing from God. These responses mirrored what the female partners had shared. 
They stated that ‘a lot of women are feeling spiritually betrayed, that God has let 
them down’ (C 04) and ‘having found out they’ve been deceived in one area, they 
might spiritually wonder if they had been deceived in other areas’ (C 06). One 
counsellor, who was also a medical practitioner, added:

The spiritual impacts would be similar to PTSD. It would be traumatising, 
and sometimes, there may be a physical and emotional resolution, but their 
spirit is still in shock. So, there are leftover effects of separation, rejection, 
withdrawal, [and] disconnection from God as well as other people. (C 07)

Another counsellor noted that ‘Some women have those questions about why 
does God let this happen. Or some who don’t have that connected relationship 
with God may actually decide that He can’t be trusted either, because they have 
this male patriarchal idea of God’ (C 10). According to one pastor/counsellor’s 
observation, initially, ‘everyone goes through the confusion and gets angry with 
God’ (C 11). Moreover, ‘a lot of partners lose their faith because they can’t under-
stand why God would do something like this or let something like this happen’ (C 
13). As a result, according to another counsellor/pastor, the female partners could 
experience some form of ‘bitterness towards God, or a judgment towards God, or 
even blame’ (C 14).

After the initial estrangement, a few women (25%) reported discovering new spir-
itual beliefs. Some described their experiences as a movement towards God or a new 
faith/spirituality. For example, one of the female partners characterised her spiritual 
journey as follows:

When I grew up, I was in a fundamentalist cult. I left that religion of rules and 
regulations and was an atheist for a long time, and then I became agnostic, if 
you like. But what has come from this, because my partner is into Buddhism, 
I’ve become much more interested in that kind of thinking. I’m a humanist, I 
guess, in that way. I still believe in a higher power (FP 3).

Another participant, who grew up in a Muslim family but was a ‘non-believer/
atheist’ at the time of the discovery, described how the experiences moved her 
towards a completely new faith, saying:

A few months into our recovery, I found peace at church and felt the need 
to reconnect to God. He was the only one for me, as I couldn’t reach out to 
anyone else. God became my coping mechanism. I could talk to Him, getting 
angry and ask Him: ‘Why me?’ … Faith gave me hope and a purpose and 
saved me from self-harm and other dangerous, unhealthy thoughts. (FP 09)
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One woman described the path she and her partner had taken towards a relation-
ship with God, saying: ‘I was never connected to God, really, but this journey has 
really connected us to God, which is good because we both have a higher power 
now’ (FP 12).

Being among an accepting and safe community amid their pain meant some 
women could rely on and ‘trust in God’s providence’ (FP 06) and experience a ‘blos-
soming’ (FP 07) of their faith/spirituality once more. Finding a community that sup-
ported and embraced them during their grief eventually offered some of them ‘hope 
and purpose’ (FP 09), a safe space they could ‘run to with their pain, cry, lament, 
and prayers’ (C 15), and the ability to trust and feel ‘connected to God again’ (FP 
05). Aligned with what a few of the female partners indicated concerning closeness 
to God in the aftermath of their experiences, one of the counsellors said:

Sometimes the relationship with God and spirituality have been vitally impor-
tant because it has been like an anchor for a partner who is spiralling, not 
knowing how to deal with what’s going on and not knowing how to find their 
way. So it has been a journey towards God. (C 11).

Other counsellors acknowledged this and stated, ‘For the female partners, some-
times they become stronger, become independent women and rely on God more’ (C 
12). One counsellor/pastor said, ‘The ones that have worked through these sorts of 
issues with their partners have gotten closer to God’ (C 14). Furthermore, ‘Some 
people in a time of crisis fall into God and say they need Him more than ever, so 
their relationship becomes incredibly fruitful, life-giving’ (C 15). Such new direc-
tions towards God or a higher power reflected how some women experienced their 
faith and its meaning during their trials and tribulations. In summary, although most 
affected women initially moved away from God/higher power, a few of them eventu-
ally discovered new forms of spirituality.

Discussion

This study found that after learning about SA/CSB in their intimate relationships, 
most of the female participants—including the atheists—expressed rage at God. 
What kind of God could let this happen and then abandon them was a key ques-
tion raised. Some women then went through a period of total spiritual alienation 
and detachment. They did not see anything worthy of reverence or faith. Most 
women felt that they had been let down by their communities, which they perceived 
as extensions and manifestations of God/higher power. This perception prevailed 
because most women had not received appropriate validation or support. Spiritual 
crises of moving away from God/higher power evoked questions such as ‘Where 
is God?’ and are consistent with what Carnes and Lee (2014) have touched on as 
adverse spiritual effects or spiritual trauma in betrayed partners. In the current study, 
83% admitted to initially feeling angry at God and questioning God’s justice—even 
those who identified as atheist (FP 09), agnostic (FP 02) or who simply stated they 
did ‘not believe in God’ (FP 03). This is noteworthy in light of Rohr’s (2003) reflec-
tions that our relationship with God/higher power reflects our other relationships:
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How we relate to one thing is probably how we relate to everything. How we 
relate sexually is probably a good teacher and indicator of how we relate to 
God (and how we relate to God is probably a good indicator of how we will 
relate to everything else). (p. 136)

Furthermore, some felt pressured by their clergy or faith-based group to extend 
forgiveness too quickly. For many of the women who were affected, the first act 
of betrayal by their male partner followed a second act of betrayal by God, their 
religious community, clergy, or other spiritual leaders. This ultimately resulted in a 
BT-linked spiritual crisis. This finding aligns with what Taylor (2015) noted: more 
than 63% of the 100 women who responded to her survey reported they had gone 
through a significant spiritual crisis at some point in the wake of learning about their 
partner’s SA/CSB. Furthermore, the impacted women believed that the church, their 
spiritual community, and/or God had abandoned them. One intriguing finding of 
the present study was that women who identified as agnostics or atheists also expe-
rienced feelings of anger or mistrust about God’s justice. Empirical investigations 
suggest that although a large number of people deny the existence of God, they may 
also be the ones who are most enraged with him (Exline et al., 2011). People who 
perceive God as the cause of extreme suffering or harm frequently sense anger at 
God, which is a typical spiritual conflict (Exline et al., 2013; Weber et al., 2022). 
The Anglican lay theologian C.S. Lewis (1898–1963) is quoted by Nicholi (2002) as 
having bluntly admitted,

‘I was at that time living like many atheists; in a whirl of contradictions. I 
maintained that God did not exist. I was also very angry with God for not 
existing. I was equally angry with him for creating a world’ (p. 51).

Exline et al. (2011) assert that the mental and emotional processes involved in a 
relationship with God are similar to those involved in relationships with other indi-
viduals. Because of this, a relationship with God/higher power can evoke both posi-
tive and negative feelings, just like interactions with other people (Beck & Haugen, 
2012). According to Risner (2023), when our dreams lie broken all around us, and 
the God we believed loved us lets them break, it might be difficult to comprehend 
what it is to be loved. In other words, earthly vertical relationships with God/higher 
power may translate into earthly horizontal interpersonal domains.

Furthermore, there seemed to be a connection between spiritual crisis and BT-
induced grief (Agrimson & Taft, 2009; Burke et  al., 2019). It has been scientifi-
cally established that grief is associated with the breakdown or erosion of the griev-
er’s sense of security with God and/or their faith community (Burke et  al., 2019; 
Neimeyer et al., 2021). Relatedly, other findings from the current study suggest that 
some female partners found their pastors or faith communities judgmental, insen-
sitive, unaware of CSB, and/or driven to demand hasty forgiveness, which exacer-
bated the women’s grief. Consequently, this aggravated the female partners’ sense 
of detachment from God/higher power. Furthermore, the findings of this study con-
cerning moving away from God and spirituality reaffirm similar findings of Carnes 
and Lee (2014). Similarly, Manning and Watson (2008) noted a lack of support from 
faith communities and that approximately one-third of female partners of men with 
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SA/CSB viewed clergy as unhelpful. Furthermore, Weiss (2019) stated that some 
pastors are unhelpful because they lack essential specific training in counselling to 
support partners with BT and that women are routinely urged to forgive and forget 
(King, 2003; Laaser & Adams, 2019).

In this study, the betrayed women did not initially receive validation or assistance 
from their faith-based communities; instead, they felt pressured by the church lead-
ers to ‘read the Bible and be forgiving’ (FP 09). This also corroborates the findings 
of Laaser and Adams (2019), who discovered that 34% of their study participants 
regarded admonitions of hasty forgiveness as least beneficial for partners. Although, 
in general, forgiving is associated with positive physical and mental health outcomes 
(Lichtenfeld et al., 2019), it is worth remembering that in the literature, infidelity, 
cheating, and lying are reported as the least forgivable behaviours (Beltrán-Morillas 
et al., 2019; Grøntvedt et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 2020), wherefore any imposi-
tions of hasty forgiveness seem ill-advised (Laaser et  al., 2019). There appears to 
be a universal consensus that forgiveness is a multifaceted phenomenon involving 
cognitive, affective, behavioural, motivational, decisional, and interpersonal aspects 
(Kelly, 2018; Lichtenfeld et al., 2015, 2019). However, researchers also agree that 
forgiveness is not the same as disregarding (meaning that the offence is minimised), 
excusing (suggesting that the offence is justified), forgetting (indicating that the 
offence is not consciously accessible), or reconciling (pointing to the restoration of 
the relationship) (Freedman & Zarifkar, 2016; Lichtenfeld et al., 2019; McCullough 
et al., 2009). Moreover, forgiveness is not a one-time event and does not necessarily 
mean pardoning the offence or the offender (Lichtenfeld et al., 2015). Furthermore, 
as postulated by Goertzen (2003), forgiveness is not ‘a refusal to acknowledge the 
offence’ (p. 4). According to the shared sentiments of the affected women in this 
study, the reality of the transgression and the legitimacy of the resulting grief needed 
to be acknowledged and validated for genuine forgiveness. This process appears to 
take time and seemingly depends on the perceived severity of the wounds. There-
fore, it is counterproductive to minimise the depth of the hurt by rushing to unearth 
and process all the underlying layers. As seen in the results of this study, the road to 
even considering forgiveness for most betrayed women was paved with perceptions 
of trauma and grief. In the wake of discovery/disclosure, for most impacted women, 
remaining in their intimate relationship or considering forgiveness meant going 
against their own values and convictions. They stated emphatically that they would 
never choose to be with someone deceitful. For betrayed partners, forgiveness means 
sacrificing the previously envisioned version of what the future would hold and let-
ting go of the terrible realities of the past in the aftermath of the SA/CSB revelation.

The current study’s findings suggest that churches or clergy who pushed for hasty 
forgiveness either pretended that the offence had not happened or minimised it while 
the reminders of the betrayal and subsequent trauma responses lingered. Rushed for-
giveness may have prepared the soil for bitter seeds to grow in some women’s souls, 
thus contributing to perceptions of transient or permanent disconnection from God/
higher power. In the aftermath of experiencing BT, the female participants seek-
ing support appeared to be deprived of the necessary accountability, boundaries, 
and safety. The study’s results are consistent with earlier research, which suggests 
that the gift of forgiveness—as well as its positive aspects—are lost when safety 
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concerns, intrusive thoughts, unexpected triggers, unpleasant memories, and linger-
ing mental images—all of which were common among the female partners—are dis-
regarded, while premature forgiveness is enforced (Chi et al., 2019; Grøntvedt et al., 
2020).

Notably, all major faith or spiritual communities seemingly tend to favour men 
and their rights over women, while women dominate the ranks of the faithful and 
devoted around the world (Candler, 2022; Hackett et  al., 2019; Nesbitt, 2014). 
Women, for example, account for over 60% of church attendance (Powel, 2017). 
Moreover, even though women are typically constrained by greater caring responsi-
bilities than men, women volunteer more in their faith communities (Krause, 2015; 
Southby et al., 2019). Therefore, it would be logical to suppose that when this group 
faces calamities, there would be expressions of prompt respect and demonstrations 
of effective support throughout traumatic experiences rather than dismissal coupled 
with requests for hasty forgiveness and the possibility of re-traumatisation. In this 
context, demands for hurried forgiveness or being shamed for not granting it suggest 
a prescriptive approach and an arbitrary timeframe for moving on after betrayal, thus 
neglecting the fact that everyone’s time frame is unique and different. According to 
Woodiwiss (2014),

Trauma permanently changes us. This is the big, scary truth about trauma: 
there is no such thing as ‘getting over it.’ The five stages of grief model marks 
universal stages in learning to accept loss, but the reality is in fact much big-
ger: a major life disruption leaves a new normal in its wake. There is no ‘back 
to the old me.’ You are different now, full stop (p. 1).

Overall, the findings of the current study support previous research and dem-
onstrate that forgiveness is a complex and costly process that cannot be rushed or 
prematurely granted and that it is neither a cure-all nor an evil crime when with-
held (Beltrán-Morillas et  al., 2019; Chi et  al., 2019; Freedman & Zarifkar, 2016; 
Goertzen, 2003; Grøntvedt et al., 2020; Lichtenfeld et al., 2015; McCullough et al., 
2009; Thompson et al., 2020).

In the aftermath of BT, a few of the women gravitated towards entirely new faiths 
or spiritualities as a way to find hope and effectively cope with their new realities. 
This finding is a significant contribution of the current study and confirms a linger-
ing gap in the literature in this field of research. Although moving towards a new 
faith/spirituality has been investigated in individuals who engage in CSB (Fernan-
dez et al., 2021; Giordano & Cecil, 2014; Jennings et al., 2021a, 2021b), such transi-
tion has not yet been specifically examined among intimate female partners follow-
ing discovery/disclosure.

Faith/spirituality seemed to offer the affected women a coping strategy and a 
meaningful and deep narrative for some of their experiences. In addition, it pro-
vided positive coping, which was particularly beneficial for betrayed women who 
had no control over their partner’s secretive behaviours and their consequences. At 
times, the affected women could also use their beliefs and practices to make sense 
of perplexing and painful situations. Similarly, faith/spirituality appeared to help 
some women nurture feelings of hope in the face of uncertainty, which helped them 
to cope and boosted their mental health amid profound grief and BT experiences. 
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These findings resonate with some parts of the literature that suggest that a person’s 
relationship to God or a higher power provides their life with meaning and purpose 
(Starnino, 2016), gives a sense of control in a changeable world (Bożek et al., 2020; 
Kay et al., 2008), provides a foundation for self-improvement (Sedikides & Gebauer, 
2009; Villani et  al., 2019), has positive effects on health attitudes and behaviours 
(Rew & Wong, 2006),  and offers meaningful strategies for coping (Ozcan et  al., 
2021; Tedeschi et al., 2018).

In summary, a person creates their spiritual identity in relation to their social, 
emotional, intellectual, and sexual identities (Poll & Smith, 2003a, 2003b). How-
ever, social guilt, stigma, and a lack of professional and spiritual support seem to 
make it difficult for individuals and intimate partners to find assistance, which can 
undermine spiritual connectedness (Seyed Aghamiri & Luetz, 2021). Given the sig-
nificant role that spiritual groups may play in fostering and sustaining individual 
and community connectedness and nurturing a stronger relationship with God or 
spirituality, it appears surprising that there is so little deliberate attention paid and 
appreciation offered to the impacted partners (Seyed Aghamiri & Luetz, 2021). This 
study discovered that, concerning the complex spiritual influences on an intimate 
partner’s health and functioning, this field has not received sufficient scholarly atten-
tion. However, if explored and better understood, it holds the potential to be con-
cretely beneficial to both affected individuals, society and faith-based communities.

Conclusion

Husserl’s (1970) lifeworld served as a theoretical lens through which the current 
study perceived phenomena represented by the women’s spiritual lived experiences. 
The female partners described their spiritual experiences as complex and multifac-
eted and articulated narratives that offered new insights into the phenomena. Fig-
ure 2 provides an overview of some of the women’s spiritual lived experiences. This 
study underscores the lack of research on SA/CSB and its various consequences, 
with a specific focus on the spiritual repercussions experienced by female partners 
whose trust has been breached due to their partner’s hidden CSBs.

Based on the findings, partners often deal not only with that initial discovery 
but also with a continuous series of discoveries that result in a variety of trauma 
responses, including anguish and anger directed towards God/higher power as the 
perceived co-conspirator in the deception. Furthermore, the betrayed partner’s nar-
ratives frequently conveyed experiences of stigma and exclusion from faith-based 
communities, being pushed to grant hasty forgiveness, and/or being forced into 
isolation. In essence, the intimate partners are simultaneously addressing the ini-
tial trauma and managing the ongoing fear of experiencing spiritual gaslighting1 
through their faith-based communities. By spiritual gaslighting, the authors refer to 
a form of psycho-spiritual abuse in which spiritual leaders or institutions control 

1 According to Fraser (2021), gaslighting is a form of psychological abuse in which someone controls 
and manipulates another person into doubting his or her own judgement or even sanity.
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and manipulate individuals into doubting their own judgement, experiences, or even 
sanity. The significance of a person’s spiritual well-being and functioning inter-
sects with other aspects of their lived experiences and vice versa (Siemens, 2015). 
As such, the psychological and spiritual requirements of intimate partners—such 
as being validated, acknowledged, and freed from shame—are seemingly under-
recognised and frequently dismissed by faith-based communities and healthcare 
providers.

Following the discovery/disclosure of their partner’s SA/CSB, most women did 
not receive adequate information, experience validation, or encounter a secure envi-
ronment within their faith communities. Additionally, some experienced demands 
for hasty forgiveness. According to the shared narratives reported by the affected 
women, providing a safe community without spiritual gaslighting or pushing for 
premature forgiveness is imperative for healing and spiritual preservation. Faith 
communities of all persuasions have a responsibility to educate themselves concern-
ing this destructive social phenomenon; doing so would better align with their call-
ing to support people who are suffering and marginalised. This form of compassion-
ate support needs to be extended both to the impacted partners and to the individuals 
themselves who struggle with this disorder. Regrettably, social taboos and stigma 
surrounding SA/CSB shroud the subject in shame and ignorance. This study found 
that disregarding the women’s experiences and mandating a narrow biblical inter-
pretation concerning relational obligations is not conducive to facilitating healing. 

Female Partners’ Spiritual 
Lived Experiences and 

Well-Being

Initial Anger and 
Detachment from 

God/Higher 
Power

Questioning; 
Where is God?

Experiencing 
Invalidation 
From Faith- 

Based 
Commuinites

Spiritual and 
Identity Crisis

Reconnecting to 
the Previous 
Spirituality

 Permanent 
Detachment

Finding a New 
Spirituality or 

Faith

Fig. 2  Overview of selected female partners ‘spiritual lived experiences’
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Moreover, some faith-based communities may benefit from re-examining their her-
meneutics to prevent passages of scripture from being taken out of context and mis-
used to invalidate or discount the betrayed partners, or to pressure them to forgive.

There was also a sense that some women of faith hinted at an idealised religious 
understanding of marriage (e.g., one has to make the marriage last at any cost; sex-
ual intimacy is the highest form of union, etc.). One might wonder whether ques-
tionable religious interpretations of marriage might be part of the problem here, 
especially in generating so much shame, and in making women so reluctant to leave 
their marriage. Some religious communities seemingly place very little emphasis 
on the benefits of divorce as a remedy, thus raising these areas as fertile topics for 
future research.

The findings of this study have generated new knowledge that has implications 
for individuals, professionals, healthcare delivery, faith-based communities, future 
research, and education. The implications of this study may affect not only the 
impacted women but also churches, pastors, and other members of spiritual and reli-
gious communities. Furthermore, specific faith-based organisations might benefit 
from re-evaluating their approaches and procedures surrounding their support deliv-
ery to prevent re-traumatising affected women. It is critical for religious groups to 
offer affected women a place of refuge and solace where there is no condemnation 
or shame placed on them. Instead, the impacted women should receive validation for 
their experiences and be either given practical support or directed towards qualified 
specialised healthcare practitioners.

The current study is subject to some limitations of scope and points to future 
research opportunities. (1) Data were only gathered from Australian women based 
in the greater Brisbane area and hence did not investigate alternative sociolinguistic 
or geodemographic contexts; (2) data were sourced only from respondents in het-
erosexual relationships; (3) SA/CSB was not examined via the perspective of men 
affected by their female partners’ CSBs; (4); Participant perspectives and paper anal-
yses digested mainly majority religions and did not include input from or expres-
sions of traditional worldviews reflecting indigenous spirituality. In consequence, 
various points of view remain unexplored and are conceptualised here as fertile 
opportunities for future research.
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