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Abstract:

Objective: The aim of the present study was to investigate the role of object relations quality and
personality functioning levels in predicting the tendency toward extramarital relationships among
couples attending counseling clinics in Tehran.

Methods and Materials: This applied, descriptive-correlational study was conducted on a
statistical population comprising all couples referred to counseling clinics in 2022. Using
convenience sampling, 315 questionnaires were collected, and after excluding 15 incomplete
questionnaires, data from 300 participants were analyzed. The instruments included Bell’s Object
Relations Inventory, Bender’s Levels of Personality Functioning Questionnaire, and the Whatley’s
Attitudes Toward Infidelity Scale. Data were analyzed using multiple linear regression in SPSS
version 26.

Findings: Pearson correlation analysis showed significant relationships between attitudes toward
extramarital relationships and object relations quality (r = 0.42, p < 0.01), as well as personality
functioning levels (r = -0.38, p < 0.01). The multiple regression model was significant (F = 50.82,
p <0.01), indicating that object relations quality ( = 0.36) and personality functioning levels (f =
-0.30) were both significant predictors of attitudes toward extramarital relationships, together
explaining 26% of the variance.

Conclusion: The findings underscore the importance of addressing object relations quality and
personality functioning levels in preventive and therapeutic interventions in family counseling,
suggesting that enhancing these factors can reduce the tendency toward extramarital relationships.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Extramarital relationships have long been a critical
concern in understanding the dynamics of marital stability
and the factors undermining committed partnerships.
Researchers have consistently pointed to individual
psychological structures as important determinants of
susceptibility to such behaviors. Among these structures, the
quality of object relations and the levels of personality
functioning have been highlighted as pivotal in shaping
relational behaviors and vulnerabilities (Poulton, 2012;
Siegel, 2020).
Object relations theory posits that early internalized
relationships with primary caregivers form the prototypes
through which individuals relate to others later in life (Siegel,
2020). Deficits in object relations, such as alienation,
insecure attachment, egocentricity, and social incompetence,
are linked to maladaptive interpersonal behaviors, including
an increased likelihood of extramarital involvement
(Hosseini et al., 2021; Safavi et al., 2022).

Moreover, the concept of personality functioning,
increasingly emphasized in contemporary clinical models,
particularly DSM-5, reflects an individual's capacity for
identity coherence, emotional regulation, interpersonal
empathy, and impulse control (Amini et al., 2015; Horz-
Sagstetter et al.,, 2021). Deficiencies in personality
functioning have been associated with a wide range of
maladaptive behaviors, including relational instability and
infidelity. Studies have suggested that lower levels of
personality functioning correlate with greater emotional
dysregulation, impulsivity, and difficulties in maintaining
secure attachments—all risk factors for engaging in
extramarital affairs (Kampling et al., 2025; Wagner-Skacel et
al., 2022).

Several empirical studies support the critical role of
object relations and personality functioning in the quality of
intimate For Safavi et al.

relationships. example,

demonstrated that improving object relations through

A

therapeutic interventions can significantly enhance marital
intimacy (Safavi et al., 2022). Likewise, research by
Jahanbakhshian et al. indicated that short-term object
relations-based  couple therapy leads to notable
improvements in relationship quality among distressed
couples (Jahanbakhshian et al., 2019). Furthermore, deficits
in personality functioning have been found to predict
relationship dissatisfaction and instability, reinforcing the
importance of personality structure in relational health
(Caligor & Stern, 2020; Diamond & Hersh, 2020; Diamond
et al., 2021).

Despite these findings, few studies have simultaneously
examined the combined predictive power of both object
relations and personality functioning regarding attitudes
toward extramarital relationships. Understanding these
associations can not only illuminate the underlying
psychological vulnerabilities but also guide more targeted
clinical interventions aimed at enhancing marital stability.
Thus, the present study aimed to investigate the predictive
roles of object relations quality and personality functioning
levels in explaining the tendency toward extramarital
relationships among couples attending counseling clinics in
Tehran.

Methods and Materials

This study was conducted using an applied, descriptive-
correlational design. The statistical population consisted of
all couples who attended counseling clinics in Tehran during
2022. A convenience sampling method was used to recruit
participants. Initially, 315 questionnaires were collected, but
after excluding 15 incomplete questionnaires, data from 300
participants were included in the final analysis.

Data collection instruments comprised three standardized
measures: Bell’s Object Relations Inventory, Bender’s
Levels of Personality Functioning Questionnaire, and
Whatley’s Each

participant completed the questionnaires individually.

Attitudes Toward Infidelity Scale.
Data analysis was performed using multiple linear
regression analysis in SPSS version 26. Before conducting

the regression, necessary assumptions, including normality,
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multicollinearity, and independence of errors, were checked
and confirmed.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated that the mean score for
object relations quality was 23.47 with a standard deviation
of 5.68, the mean score for personality functioning levels
was 67.89 with a standard deviation of 9.74, and the mean
score for attitudes toward extramarital relationships was
41.23 with a standard deviation of 6.35.

Pearson correlation analysis revealed that attitudes
toward extramarital relationships were positively correlated
with object relations quality (r = 0.42, p < 0.01) and
negatively correlated with personality functioning levels (r =
-0.38, p < 0.01). A significant negative correlation was also
observed between object relations quality and personality
functioning levels (r = -0.45, p < 0.01).

The results of the multiple linear regression analysis
showed that the model was significant (F = 50.82, p < 0.01).
The regression model explained 26% of the variance in
attitudes toward extramarital relationships (Rz = 0.26).

In terms of individual predictors, object relations quality
had a significant positive predictive effect (B = 0.45, B =
0.36,t=6.43, p < 0.01), while personality functioning levels
had a significant negative predictive effect (B =-0.31, = -
0.30,t=-5.97, p <0.01). The regression constant was 48.61
(t=14.21,p < 0.01).

Thus, both object relations quality and personality

functioning levels were found to significantly predict the

VY-

tendency toward extramarital relationships, with object
relations quality having a slightly stronger impact.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm the significant role of
object relations and personality functioning in explaining
attitudes toward extramarital relationships. Individuals with
poorer quality object relations, characterized by alienation,
insecure attachment, and egocentric tendencies, appear more
prone to developing positive attitudes toward infidelity.
Similarly, lower levels of personality functioning, marked
by difficulties in emotional regulation, identity coherence,
empathy, and impulse control, contribute to greater
susceptibility to extramarital tendencies.

These results highlight the interplay between early
relational experiences and personality development in
shaping adult relational behaviors. Addressing deficits in
object relations and enhancing personality functioning could
therefore serve as effective strategies in clinical
interventions aimed at reducing the risk of extramarital
involvement.

The study provides important implications for marital
counseling and psychotherapy. Interventions that focus on
improving emotional regulation, reinforcing coherent
identity structures, and fostering secure interpersonal
attachments may be instrumental in promoting marital
fidelity. By understanding and modifying the underlying
psychological vulnerabilities, therapists can better support

couples in building resilient, trustworthy relationships.
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