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Abstract
In the last several years, research has picked up in the field of online infidelity. There have been many studies done on the reasons behind internet infidelity, the consequences and how it affects women and men. In this paper, five studies will be discussed. The studies give insight into how women and men react to online infidelity, why people are partaking in online infidelity and ways found to prevent online infidelity or how to rebuild a relationship after the infidelity has been committed. This research is important because the internet, its uses and the consequences of how it is being used is growing in interest and usefulness for interpersonal relationships. 














Somewhere in the world someone’s stomach drops, they break out into a cold sweat, suddenly everything in their relationship seems like a lie, but is this discovery really that big of a deal. They just found emails from another person in their significant others email inbox. These emails may be of a sexual nature or they could be of a romantic emotional nature. Either way, this reveals that their significant other is cheating, or does it? Is it considered cheating if it is a purely online affair or does it not count because there is no physical cheating taking place? This paper will explore research that has been conducted on the latest development of online infidelity.  Cyber cheating is a hot topic due to the growing interest in Computer Mediated Communication (CMC). Cheating and infidelity has always been an area of interest for interpersonal communication research, however, new forms of communication such as the cyber world has created a new dimension for research. These sources have common themes; how do men and women react to online cheating, what drives someone to cheat online especially if they wouldn’t do so in an offline setting, and lastly what are some ways to prevent or treat online infidelity?
 Men and women’s reaction to online infidelity is different, they both experience similar feelings but those feelings are generally sparked by different things. This is not to say women and men do not feel betrayed or jealous in both kinds of infidelity, men react more jealously to their partner’s sexual infidelity while women have stronger jealousy towards their partner’s emotional infidelity (Groothof, Dijkstra, & Barelds, 2009). Surprisingly, both men and women were hurt by emotional cheating as much as physical cheating. A lot of online cheating is emotional. The participants may never physically meet, and therefore emotion plays a huge factor and is just as harmful to a relationship as traditional cheating (Whitty, 2005). Men, more recently, are starting to become split in what they feel is more upsetting, sexual or emotional cheating. Although sexual cheating is still more prevalent in which they find more hurtful (Groothof, Dijkstra, & Barelds, 2009, p. 1121). Women in the study were almost equally split in which form of betrayal hurt more, online sexual and emotional infidelity (Groothof, Dijkstra, & Barelds, 2009, p. 1124). Men and women, in general, use the internet for different reasons which lead to differences in their online infidelity and how they use the internet to cheat (Gonyea, 2004).  Women are more goal oriented when using the web. Also, they mainly use it for communication purposes such as social networking. During intimate use of the internet women are more likely to use it for emotional and mental sexual connections. (Gonyea, 2004, p. 378). Men use the internet for leisure and entertainment purposes, overall. During intimate uses of the internet men will focus more on physical sexual things like pornography and fantasy chats. (Gonyea, 2004, p. 378). It has been established that both men and women are hurt by online infidelity, and both experiment with online infidelity, but why does either sex find it appealing?
There are many hypothesized incentives for someone to cheat online. There are two established models to illustrate why people are drawn to online cheating. Firstly, there is the Triple A Engine model. The three A’s are affordability, anonymity and availability. The internet is accessible all over the world, all hours of the day plus it is easy to create alternate identities. A person can change undesirable things about themselves and become anything they want on the internet (Gonyea, 2004, p. 377). With the factors of the three A’s, it is easy to imagine the appeal they draw. The second model is ACE; anonymity, convenience and escape. This model is much like the other one, except for the one difference between escape and affordability. In this model, escape, represents the desires to relieve stress and tension in one’s personal relationships and daily life (Young, Griffin-shelley, Cooper, O’mara, & Buchanan, 2007).  The appeal of using the internet to cheat is related to the convenience of being discreet. Cheating is not a new thing; people have been doing it for a long time and trying to keep it a secret. The internet provides great coverage and secrecy. With the new easy access to secrecy and anonymity, cyber cheating is becoming a big problem in relationships. This problem is tearing relationships apart and creating a new field for research and interpersonal relationship therapists and counselors to look into. 
Since online infidelity is becoming a new problem in romantic relationships, there is a need for methods of treating and preventing online infidelity. Internet infidelity may be a fairly new problem, but becoming a big one. Most people who engage in internet infidelity find it difficult to stop and their partners find it difficult to trust them again (Millner, 2008). In a world where technology is almost a required part of life, it is difficult for someone to trust their partner with continued use of the technology they used to betray them with (Millner, 2008). It is very important to establish space and honesty in the relationship. An individual has to be honest with themselves before they can start to be honest with their partner (Gonyea, 2004). There is a long list of warning signs that a spouse or partner can look out for to prevent cyber affairs, or to put a stop them before their partner gets too involved (Young, Griffin-shelley, Cooper, O’mara, & Buchanan, 2007). Procter and Adler discuss the ten steps of a relationship using Knapp’s model. Internet cheating is likely to begin in the last five stages of a relationship, recognizing these stages can help a couple to backtrack and fix the relationship. The most important step is to fix communication problems and create stronger more open communication. These couples need to engage in healthy interpersonal communication skills such as; listening, positive confirming messages and learning how to navigate relationship climates and stages (Adler & Procter, 2011).  Individual venting and therapy may be necessary before communication between couples can be effective (Young, Griffin-shelley, Cooper, O’mara, & Buchanan, 2007, p. 69). Proctor and Adler (2011) discuss healthy communication and perception challenges. Perception checking is crucial in effective communication; the Pillow Method could help in this situation to solve the conflict. The Pillow Method is this five step method where people put themselves in another’s shoes in order to gain perspective on the conflict. Rebuilding trust is the biggest goal and achieved by; setting rules for online use, avoid defensiveness and renew commitment to the relationship (Young, Griffin-shelley, Cooper, O’mara, & Buchanan, 2007, p. 70). As stated before, further research was needed in this field to help with rebuilding relationships. Further research can be conducted in the field of online use and online infidelity.
The limitations of these studies help indicate future research that should be done with these topics and related topics dealing with the internet and interpersonal communication. These studies have limitations because the topic is fairly new. Although many researchers have started looking into online affairs and infidelity, the amount of data collected is not huge because of the short time it has been of interest. Most of these studies were done on heterosexual couples but there are other types of couples to consider such as homosexual and transsexual. Gonyea does briefly look at homosexual couples however; it is not enough to really make generalized statements about homosexual couples. There is also a lack in research regarding differences in races and ethnicities when it comes to cyber cheating and relationships. The fascination with the internet leaves a large area of research waiting to be conducted. There are multiple areas that could be studied in regards to families, couples and sexuality with media communication involved. Sex through media communication and the fulfillment of that kind of intimacy is an area to be explored. Also, how the internet is changing and how couples and individuals look at sexuality is also an area to research. Studies involving other sexualities besides heterosexuals, as mentioned earlier, is lacking research, therefore this area is worth exploring.
In conclusion, the invention of the internet and its rapid popularity has opened up a completely new dimension for interpersonal relationships. It has also opened up new opportunities for cheating and secrecy in relationships, creating new hurts and issues within already complicated and delicate personal relationships. Through these studies it is evident that men and women react differently to cyber cheating, but are affected none the less. These studies have also revealed why the internet is so appealing for cheating and secrecy through the Triple A Engine and ACE models. Lastly the research done on this topic has provided some insight on how to rebuild trust and effective communication in relationships that have been hurt by this new threat of internet infidelity. 














References
Adler, R. B. & Procter, R. F. (2011). Looking out, looking in: Com 252. Mason, OH: Cengage Learning.
Gonyea, J. L. J. (2004). Internet Sexuality: Clinical implications for couples. The American Journal of Family Therapy, 32(5), 375-390. doi: 10.1080/01926180490499341
Groothof, H. A., Dijkstra, P., & Barelds, D. P. H. (2009). Sex differences in jealousy: The case of internet infidelity. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 26(8), 1119-1129. doi: 10.1177/0265407509348003
Millner, V. S. (2008). Internet infidelity: A case of intimacy with detachment. The Family Journal, 16(1), 78-82. doi: 10.1177/1066480707308918
Whitty, M. T. (2005). The realness of cyber cheating: Men’s and women’s representations of unfaithful internet relationships. Social Science Computer Review, 23(1), 57-67. doi: 10.1177/0894439304271536
Young, K. S., Griffin-shelley, E., Cooper, A., O’mara, J., & Buchanan, J. (2007). Online infidelity: A new dimension in couple relationships with implications for evaluation and treatment. Sexual addiction & compulsivity: The journal of treatment & prevention, 7(1-2), 59-74. doi: 10.1080/10720160008400207


