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One of the first ways to help yourself with Betrayal 
Trauma is by recognizing and putting into words 

the felt experience you are going through. 

One of the first ways to help yourself with Betrayal Trauma is by recognizing and putting into words the felt 

experience you are going through. An initial task in healing trauma is to speak and articulate one’s experience in 

order to begin to understand and integrate it into the narrative of your life story.

The goal in this book is to help you identify and articulate 

the experience you are having; to give you words, language, 

and concepts to describe the storm of betrayal. My hope is that 

you will then be better able to describe your experience to your 

support system and have ways to talk about what is happening 

that are helpful. Sharing your experience with others will enable 

you to feel less alone on the journey. Other people have been 

where you are and understand the frightening experience of 

Betrayal Trauma.  You are in wise and caring company. 

So let’s get started. This book is divided into twelve chapters 

of varying lengths that each look at a certain aspect of Betrayal 

Trauma’s impact. These different elements are not linear. You 

will find yourself experiencing many of them all at one time and 

bouncing in and out of them again and again. 

Throughout the chapters, there are sections called For 

Consideration that offer journal prompts and exercises to 

help you process the experience of Betrayal Trauma. Feel 

free to do them or not do them. Pick out the ones that 

appeal to you. Come back to them later. Follow your sense 

of which ones will most help you right now and focus on 

those.  This is your journey so listen closely to your inner 

wisdom about what you need. 

One of the first ways to help yourself with Betrayal 
Trauma is by recognizing and putting into words 

the felt experience you are going through. 

To the women of the PartnerHope focus 
group. For your courageous hope in the 

face of daunting circumstances and your 
desire to light a pathway for those who 
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Introduction
Betrayal shatters your world. In a moment, everything you thought you knew and could count on 
changes. The person closest to you switches in an instant from your deepest source of safety and 
connection to a source of pain, fear and emotional danger.   

This is the experience of betrayal trauma. For betrayed partners in the middle of this chaotic, 
fragmenting, and devastating experience, the whole world is turned upside down and everything 
feels uncertain. 

One of the first ways to help yourself with betrayal trauma is to recognize and put into words 
the felt experience you are going through. This helps you begin the process of understanding and 
integrating what has happened into the narrative of your life. 

The goal of this book is to help you identify and articulate the experience you 
are having—to give you words, language, and concepts to describe this storm of 
betrayal. My hope is that you will then be able to share about your experience 
with your support system in ways they can understand and feel. 

This is incredibly important, because sharing your experience with empathetic others will help 
you to feel less alone on your journey. Other people have been where you are and understand the 
frightening experience of betrayal trauma. When you share your story with them, you are in wise 
and caring company. 

03Betrayal Trauma  |  partnerhope.com  | Dealing with Reality Fragmentation



Years ago, I went through my own story of betrayal trauma. I was married to a man who was 
sexually addicted and journeyed through all the feelings, behaviors, and experiences that I talk 
about in this book. I went from the initial discovery of betrayal through the winding road of 
recovery and eventually to a place of great healing and restoration. This book is not theory. It is 
lived experience and is written from my heart to yours wherever you are on your journey.  

So, let’s get started. This book is divided into six chapters of varying lengths that each look at a 
certain aspect of betrayal trauma’s impact. These different elements are not linear. You will find 
yourself experiencing many at once, and bouncing from one to another again and again. 

At the end of each chapter there is a For Your Consideration section that offers Journal Prompts 
and Exercises that can help you process the experience of betrayal trauma. Feel free to do them or 
not do them. Pick out the ones that appeal to you and do them first. Follow your sense of which 
ones will help you the most and focus on those. This is your journey, so listen closely to and trust 
your inner wisdom about what you need. 

Please be aware that as you put words to the experience of betrayal trauma you may feel great 
relief; finally, someone is helping you name what is happening. You may also have strong and 
overwhelming feelings of anger, fear, shame, etc. The process of articulating the impact of betrayal 
trauma brings these feelings into sharper focus. This is not always pleasant, but it’s necessary if 
you want to heal. In time, you will process your feelings in ways that allow them to move through 
you. When this occurs, you heal. 

The information provided in this book is intended to help educate and offer support to 
individuals dealing with the trauma of betrayal. Every person’s story of betrayal is different and 
unique. This book does not address all the many specific and varied details that can be present in 
the aftermath of betrayal. In addition, this book is not intended as a substitute for treatment by a 
trained and licensed mental health professional. Please seek professional advice, help and support 
if you are dealing with betrayal.  

Given all that may come up as you read, you will want to go slow and take your time. Breathe, 
take breaks, take naps, walk your dog, be kind to yourself, and breathe some more. You are at the 
beginning of the healing process, and kindness and care for yourself are essential right now.
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When your world falls apart
Discovering your partner’s secret sexual behavior is one of the most shocking experiences of 
betrayal you can have. Whether it is an affair or a long-term pattern of sexual acting out, the sheer 
devastation of finding out your partner is not who you thought he or she was, and your relationship 
is not what you thought it was, can suck the emotional wind out of you. When you combine the 
discovery of your partner’s sexual behaviors with the experience of being lied to and manipulated, 
the trauma compounds and becomes even more severe.

Initially, many partners can’t believe that what they are seeing or hearing is real. They think: 

How can this be happening? Has the person I loved, lived with, and built a life 
alongside really been lying to me this way? Has my partner truly betrayed me in 
such a heartrending and shocking manner? 

The first experience most betrayed partners have is disbelief. They struggle to wrap their mind 
around the betrayal and to comprehend what has happened. They experience a profound 
sense of disorientation as they are forced to integrate information that completely alters their 
understanding of reality. A client recently said to me, “I kept trying to accept in my head that 
what I was seeing was real. But I couldn’t get it to stay there. My mind wanted to reject it.”  
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The fragmenting of reality
This experience of struggling to comprehend what has happened is called Reality Fragmentation. 
Reality Fragmentation is when you discover that the reality you thought you were living is a fiction. 
Instead, you have been living in an entirely separate reality, but you didn’t know it.  

One of my clients who is in this early stage of Reality Fragmentation keeps saying to me, “My 
husband and I had a great marriage. We were emotionally connected, we were intimate, we had 
hot sex, and we were madly in love with each other. How could he have been disconnected and 
distracted without me knowing it? It doesn’t make sense.”

Meanwhile, she has learned that when she met her husband he was actively engaged in 
compulsive sexual behaviors outside of the relationship. He was looking at porn obsessively, 
seeing prostitutes, sexting with random people online, and visiting massage parlors. 

For this client, the emotional connection with her husband felt real and better than any previous 
relationship she had experienced. She thought they were deeply bonded, faithful to one another, 
and safe and secure in their relational and romantic connection. When she discovered his secret 
sexual life, it threw everything she thought she knew into chaos. Now she is in the process of 
revisiting her relationship and trying to understand what has happened. She asks: “How could I 
have felt so safely connected while my husband was spending hours each day acting out? How 
could I have thought he was present with me, attentive, and on the same relational page, when all 
along he had a secret sexual life?”  

Hall of mirrors
For betrayed partners, Reality Fragmentation is like living in a hall of mirrors. 
Each mirror holds a fragment, but the fragments don’t seem to relate to each 
other or make sense. 

One mirror holds an image of your spouse with a prostitute. Another mirror holds a picture 
of the two of you making love and feeling deeply intimate. A third mirror holds an image 
of conversations you had about your goals and dreams. A fourth mirror holds an image of 
compulsive porn use and masturbation. A fifth mirror holds an image of your partner as a good 
parent. Etc. After discovery, you can find yourself trapped in this hall of mirrors with no way to 
make sense of the fragmented lies and betrayals. 

Complicating matters is the fact that you might not get the truth all at once. Instead, it may 
trickle out over time. For instance, your partner might tell you the affair was just an emotional 
relationship. Then he might confess that yes, there was sex, but just one time. Later, he may 
disclose that the affair was sexual for over six months, with daily contact. This trickle of 
information increases your disorientation. As soon as sense is made of the current information, 
another round of data floods in, washing away the previous version of the truth and sweeping you 
back into fragmented chaos. 
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One of the most emotionally damaging things one person can do to another is to make that 
person doubt his or her ability to perceive reality accurately. Reality Fragmentation and the 
resulting disorientation causes betrayed partners to feel as if they are losing their minds. A 
betrayed partner reflecting back on this early stage told me, “I thought I was going crazy. I 
thought that I was truly going insane.” 

When you are in a situation that is destabilizing to your emotional, physical, and mental 
functioning, trusting anyone becomes very challenging. While desperately looking for some solid 
ground to stand on in the middle of the quicksand your life has become, it is difficult to know 
who to turn to for advice and emotional support. After all, you thought you were on solid ground 
before, and that turned out to be a sinkhole. So now it feels almost impossible to trust your 
partner, others, or even yourself. 

Help and support
However, getting help during this time is critical. You need support, wisdom, care and kindness 
from sources outside of yourself. The following are some suggested ways to care for yourself in the 
midst of Reality Fragmentation. 

 Finding a trained therapist with expertise in the typical stages individuals and couples go 
through in the aftermath of betrayal is important. I recommend that you look for a therapist 
who understands the ways in which your capacity to trust has been damaged and can help 
you manage your Reality Fragmentation. Be cautious of therapists who want to rush to 
repair the relationship before the whole story of betrayal has been disclosed. This can result 
in further wounding and increased distrust, not only with your partner but with the therapist 
who pushed for vulnerability before it was safe to do so. 

 Finding a therapist trained in treating sexual addiction can be helpful. Certified Sex 
Addiction Therapists (CSATs) have extensive training in how to handle the first stages 
after discovery. They are also trained to help couples give and receive a full disclosure of the 
secret behaviors in a way that minimizes harm. Moreover, they can screen for the presence of 
sexually compulsive behavior, helping to determine whether you are dealing with infidelity, 
sexual addiction, love addiction, or some other issue. 

 In addition to finding trained and experienced help, it is important to find safe friends to 
talk to. One of the ways to leave the hall of mirrors is by sorting out truth from lies. Talking 
through what has happened, what you know, and what you are finding out with friends who 
will listen and offer nonjudgmental support is incredibly important during this time. 

 Another way to sort through what has happened is to journal. During this emotionally 
painful time, it is easy to become confused and not remember pieces of information. Writing 
things down provides a record to refer back to. The process of writing also slows your mind 
in ways that help you remember the truth. Plus, journaling gives you a place to pour out all 
the emotions streaming through you, and to put into words your answers to the big questions 
that inevitably arise during this stage. 
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My last suggestion for helping with Reality 
Fragmentation is that you open yourself up to 
learning new information and thinking about 
things in new ways. To illustrate, let’s return 
for a moment to the client I mentioned above, 
the woman who just learned her relationship 
is not what she thought it was. 

This individual has a narrative that she has 
been telling herself about her, her spouse, and 
their love story for a very long time. Now this 
narrative no longer makes sense. It doesn’t add 
up when she considers the other part of the 
story—the secret part that she didn’t know 
about before. Now she is faced with having 
to let go of her narrative, which means letting go of something that felt certain and predictable. 
She has to figure out what the real story is. She needs to know and accept what has truly been 
occurring between her and her spouse. 

If she clings to her old narrative and does not find a way to open up and ask difficult questions, 
she will never learn what has really been happening in the relationship. She will miss out on 
discovering that there is a level of connection and secure bonding available in relationships that 
she has not experienced before, and that she and her spouse can experience if they heal. Most 
importantly, she will miss out on learning about herself and growing in ways that bring new 
freedoms and joy into her life. 

While it is always scary to leave behind something that felt certain or at least familiar, it is the 
letting go that opens space for something new to come in. Often, that new thing can change the 
course of life in good and surprising ways. 

 For your consideration

            JOURNAL PROMPT

Describe how it felt to be in your relationship before you experienced betrayal trauma. 

Describe how it feels to be in your relationship after experiencing betrayal trauma. What is 
different for you today?
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 Reality fragmentation mosaic exercise

Because betrayed partners experience Reality Fragmentation 
along with shock and states of bodily overwhelm, it can 
be challenging to hold on to information that has surfaced 
or to remember the things that have occurred. The mind 
can skip and jump, making it difficult to piece together a 
coherent narrative that you can absorb and integrate into 
your experience. This exercise is designed to help you capture 
the scraps of information flying through your mind, and to 
form them into a whole picture and story that you can start 
to process. If you find yourself getting overwhelmed, consider doing this exercise in your 
therapist’s office with his or her support. 

 Take a large piece of blank paper and tear it into a bunch of smaller pieces. On each 
piece of paper write down one of the fragments of new information that you have 
learned. Just write down the facts you know, not things you suspect or fear. Once you 
have written each fact on a piece of the paper, spread them out on the floor and take 
some time to look at them. What do you notice? What information are these different 
fragments telling you? Are you learning anything new? What is getting clearer for 
you? Are there pieces that belong together in a group?

 Now take more blank scraps of paper, and on each scrap write an emotion that you are 
feeling about the information in front of you (sad, angry, confused, betrayed, horrified, 
scared, etc.) Place these scraps in a circle around the pieces with information on them. 
When you are finished, sit back and look at the picture you have created and visually 
absorb it. What are you learning? What feelings are coming up? 

 Some betrayed partners, when they see this picture take shape, feel relieved because 
the betrayal starts to feel contained. The picture has edges and is knowable and 
nameable. The pieces of the story begin to feel pinned down instead of floating free in 
a racing, tumbling mess. 

 For other betrayed partners, this picture helps them see the gaps between what 
they know and what they don’t know. It helps them identify the places that don’t 
make sense. While that can feel scary, it also helps them to know that there is more 
information they need from their significant other. 

 Once you have completed this exercise, either get a large piece of paper that you can 
glue the mosaic to, or take a picture of it. You will want to be able to refer back to it 
when you feel disconnected or are spinning with Reality Fragmentation. You may also 
want to add to it if new information is revealed as you go forward. 
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Connecting the dots
After discovering betrayal, you are likely to experience a period when you are flooded with 
memories and emotions as you begin to connect the dots about lies and secrets in your relationship. 
Past niggling feelings that something was wrong will unexpectedly resurface as you fill in the 
missing pieces. 

That anniversary trip to Hawaii when he disappeared for an afternoon with no good 
explanation… Was he with a prostitute? The lack of sexual interest on her part… Is that because 
she’s been with him? The many times he told you he had to go downstairs and do work on the 
computer… Was he looking at porn and masturbating? The times you received extravagant gifts 
for no good reason… Was this because your partner felt guilty? 

Consider Elaine, who recently found out about her husband’s history of affairs. “I just figured out 
the other day that when I was in the hospital having surgery, my husband left the hospital and 
went to be with his mistress. I wondered at the time why he wasn’t staying with me. I begged him 
to stay because I was in so much pain and needed him, but he said he couldn’t and left. He went 
to be with her.” 
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As the memories flood in, lines connect one dot 
to another. Signs and indications that weren’t 
clear before now seem glaringly obvious. Shock, 
grief, and rage roll in like waves during this phase 
because each memory or realization feels like 
another brand new betrayal. 

These realizations and connections often come at random 
times. You can be standing on line at the grocery store and 
suddenly two plus two becomes four. You can overhear a 
snippet of conversation and suddenly a piece of information 
will slide into place and reveal that this must mean that. 

During this period, it is important to stick with the facts of what you know. Because your fear 
is running high and your body is in a state of hypervigilance, it is easy to create dots that don’t 
exist or to connect dots that don’t belong together. One way to help yourself with this is to stay 
focused on processing what you do know rather than what you might not know. Sometimes the 
search for more information is simply a way of distracting ourselves from facing the pain of what 
we already know. 

This phase of connecting the dots can feel unending, as though the revelations will never stop 
coming, but there is an end to it. As you go through this stage, remember to use your tools 
of talking with supportive others, working with your therapist, journaling, crying, breathing, 
and being gentle and kind with yourself. This phase of recovery is a finite phenomenon, and 
eventually these new stabs of betrayal will stop. When they do, you will begin to truly heal. 

 For your consideration

            JOURNAL PROMPT

What dots have you connected since the discovery of betrayal in your relationship? What has 
suddenly made sense to you that was unclear before? 

Can you tell the difference between pieces of factual information that are connecting and creating 
new understanding versus times when your fear escalates and creates connections that are not 
real? How are these two experiences different? 



My whole relationship is a lie
Along with memories flooding in and connecting dot to dot you may feel as if nothing about your 
relationship can be trusted. As the scope and depth of the lying becomes clear, the betrayal deepens. 
The hurt about the lying and the secrets often feels more profound than the hurt from the sexual 
behaviors. I often picture the sexual behaviors as a tree and the lies and secrets as a complex root 
system winding its way deep into the soil of the relationship. As a result, it can feel as though the 
foundation of your entire relationship is permeated with lies and betrayal. 

One of my clients said to me, “When I found out about my husband’s behavior, he became creepy 
to me.” She explained that she didn’t know who he was, didn’t understand how he could do what 
he had done. She thought she knew him and found that she really didn’t, and that felt creepy to 
her. She had built a life with someone she thought she knew, but didn’t, because he had a hidden 
second life. This realization makes it hard to separate the good from the bad in the relationship, 
and furthers the feeling that everything is now tainted by untruths and secrets.

When ‘all bad’ feels safer
It is tempting to mentally and emotionally throw the relational baby out with the bathwater. 

It seems safer to decide that your partner is a bad person than to try to come to 
grips with your partner being a good person who has done bad things. 
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If he or she is all bad, you can protect yourself by pulling away and walling off. If he or she is all 
bad, things are more predictable. You can expect disappointment, and by expecting it, you aren’t 
hurt so deeply when it comes. 

The same is true with your relationship. If you decide that the entire relationship was a lie, it 
seems safer to simply abandon it. It is far more painful and confusing to acknowledge that your 
spouse really does love you, that you have positive and wonderful memories together, and that he 
or she has come through for you in significant ways in the past, than it is to walk away. If these 
positive things are true, it makes the betrayal hurt even more. So, it is tempting to decide that the 
whole relationship was a lie, and to discard the loving and positive parts of it.

The downside to painting with the “all bad” brush, is that you lose more than if you do the hard 
work of sorting through what has happened. You temporarily stay safer emotionally and you have 
less risk of more pain, but there is a tradeoff. You lose the truth of your relationship, and you lose 
the good of your relationship. Most relationships, no matter how fraught, have positive aspects 
to them. So, if you decide the whole relationship is one big lie, you end up trading one form of 
dishonesty for another. 

Sorting the relationship
Here is what I tell my clients when they get to this point: Think of your relationship as a giant 
junk heap. It is piled high and God only knows what the heck is buried in there. Over the 
coming weeks, you and your partner are going to sort through the pile. In it you may find some 
things that are nasty, shocking, and probably heartbreaking. You will have to separate those out 
from the rest and determine what they mean for you. You will also find some treasures, things 
that are precious to you, surprises that remind you of why you love this person. There will be 
sudden bursts of nostalgia, and maybe joy. Again, you will need separate these out to determine 
what meaning they hold for you. 

As you sort through the pile you will eventually gain clarity and understanding about what has 
happened, what it means for you, and what the way forward looks like. You will see good parts 
of the relationship that you want to hold on to, and dysfunctional parts that you want to change. 
You might decide to stay in the relationship for now to see what recovery has to offer. You might 
find that you need to leave the relationship. Whatever path you choose, if you can wait until you’ve 
sorted the pile, you will gain more clarity and make better decisions for yourself.
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 For your consideration

            JOURNAL PROMPT

Have you found yourself unconsciously deciding that your spouse is “all bad” and the relationship 
is “all lies”? If so, what do you gain by doing this? For example, does it make you feel safer? Do 
things feel more predictable? 

What do you lose by deciding your spouse and relationship are “all bad” or “all lies”? What good 
traits of your spouse or good aspects of your relationship get lost or ignored? When you lose 
these positive traits how does it impact you? How do you feel about yourself, your spouse and 
your relationship as a result? 



Stranger in the mirror
When I was in the initial shock of dealing with betrayal trauma, I barely recognized myself. 
The competent, funny, focused woman I knew was gone, and in her place was a shattered, 
anxious, broken stranger. This stranger cried all the time, raged like a maniac, was exhausted and 
depressed, couldn’t concentrate, and felt desperate. I looked in the mirror and thought: What is 
happening to me? How did I become this person? 

In the aftermath of betrayal, it can feel as though someone else has taken over your emotional 
and physical body. Suddenly you don’t recognize yourself. You’ve never had panic attacks before 
and now you have them daily. You’ve never screamed at your spouse the way you screamed at him 
or her this morning, or felt the kind of rage and hatred you’ve felt since finding out. You’ve never 
retreated from life before, but now you are unable to face your day. 

This abrupt change in who we know ourselves to be creates a double whammy 
of loss. Not only are we grieving the loss of who we thought our partner was, we 
are grieving the loss of ourselves. 

Unfortunately, it is often the best parts of ourselves that we have lost—the funny, playful, relaxed, 
open, generous parts. And what seems to be surfacing is a dark, anxious side we may not have 
known about. This can be very disorienting, as we no longer feel like we can count on ourselves. 
Our normal responses have gone missing and we are left with unpredictable and unfamiliar 
reactions.

CHAPTER 4
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A hidden gift
While this disorientation of the self is challenging and frightening, there is also, unbelievably, 
a hidden gift. The hidden gift is that we get to know ourselves much better. We become more 
aware of what we are capable of in both good ways and bad. 

I learned that I can cope with more than I ever imagined, that I have reservoirs of strength and 
resilience that are there for me when I need them, that I make great decisions under fire, that I 
am able to walk through extremely painful situations with grace and dignity, that I am stubbornly 
persistent. I also learned I have deep wells of anger that I didn’t know about before the betrayal. 
I can be mean, spiteful, and fight like an emotional street brawler. Worst of all, I can be wounded 
in ways that take a long time to heal. 

We are all capable of glorious bravery and hideous damage. Part of being a mature adult is to 
be aware of both the dignity and depravity that reside within us. As a betrayed partner, you 
are in the middle of adversity right now. This means that you are automatically on a journey of 
imposed self-discovery. You may feel that you have lost your true self and don’t know who you are 
anymore. The good news is that as you heal, you are going to discover new parts of yourself that 
you will treasure for the rest of your life. 
 

 For your consideration

            JOURNAL PROMPT

In the aftermath of betrayal, it can feel as though someone has taken over your emotional and 
physical body. What parts of yourself do you feel you have lost touch with as a result of betrayal 
trauma? What parts of yourself are you discovering as a result of betrayal trauma?
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I feel like such a fool
One of my clients brought in a collage she created representing her experience of betrayal trauma. 
In the center of her collage, in big block letters, she had pasted the words I’M A STUPID GIRL. 
When I asked her about this, she talked about feeling foolish for believing the lies her husband had 
told her.

She is not alone with this feeling. 

Every betrayed partner I have ever worked with has talked about feeling like a 
fool when they found out about their significant other’s sexual behavior. 

Betrayed partners feel their trust in their spouse has been taken advantage of and used to hurt 
them. They feel shame for trusting someone untrustworthy. They are angry with themselves for 
giving the benefit of the doubt to someone who did not deserve it. They feel they should have 
known about the behaviors. They are unable to trust their partner and, even worse, they are 
unable to trust themselves. 

What happens here is that rather than holding your significant other responsible for the lies and 
deceit in your relationship, you blame yourself for trusting him or her. When you do this, you are 
taking the blame of the betrayal and turning it against yourself. You are blaming yourself for what 
is actually your partner’s responsibility. You are carrying your partner’s shame and guilt.
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Here is another option: Hold your unfaithful partner responsible. 

Instead of turning on yourself with your pain and meanly calling yourself a fool, you can hold 
your spouse accountable. You can place responsibility for the secrets and lies on the person who 
perpetuated them. When you do this, you recognize that your trust in your partner and your hope 
for the relationship came from a good part of you. It does not mean you were foolish to hope for 
the best and to give your partner the benefit of the doubt. In fact, this kind of goodwill is what 
makes relationships work. 

Instead of calling yourself a fool, you may need to recognize that you feel sad, hurt, betrayed, 
and disappointed. Sometimes it is easier to get angry with yourself than to face other, even more 
painful feelings. However, holding your partner accountable rather than blaming yourself is a 
much kinder way to deal with your feelings. Plus, it places responsibility for the betrayal in the 
correct place.

 You are not a fool exercise

Write a short note to the part of you that feels 
like a fool. Write this note from the part of you 
that is able to show up as a nurturing parent to 
yourself. What do you want to say to the part that 
feels like a fool? What does that part of you need 
to hear? How can you affirm your ability to trust and 
see the positive in your partner as it existed before you 
learned about the betrayal? 
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Is it my fault?
It. Is. Not. Your. Fault. You did not cause your partner’s infidelity. 

Most betrayed partners carry the burden of the same secret fear—that some lack in them caused 
their significant other to seek sexual experiences outside of the relationship. The fear sounds something 
like this:

• If I were thinner, had bigger breasts, was taller, had tighter thighs, were younger, had a 
prettier face, etc., then he would not be looking at pornography on the Internet.

• If I were a better husband, paid more attention, earned more money, was a better leader, 
etc., then she would not be involved with these other men. 

• If I had sex more often, had been willing to be more experimental, had said yes to that 
threesome, had participated in using pornography, etc., then he would not be having sex 
with random strangers. 

Sound familiar? 

Sexual betrayal triggers pre-existing doubts and insecurities. We immediately wonder 
if it is our fault that our partner went outside the boundaries of our relationship. 

This fear gnaws at us, and, though we desperately want it not to be true, deep inside we think that 
maybe it is. 
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Our surrounding culture does not help us with this issue, especially if we are female. Television, 
the Internet, movies, and songs all tout the age-old theme that it is the woman’s fault if her man 
strays. I cannot count the number of clients (especially the women) who have told me that when 
they finally had the courage to tell someone—a friend, a pastor, a family member—the first 
question they were asked was how much sex they were providing. This culture of blame increases 
the shame for betrayed partners and the feeling that they are in some way responsible for their 
significant other’s behavior. 

Knowing in your heart
Getting grounded in the reality that we are not responsible for our partner’s behavior takes some 
time. We are usually able to grasp this principle intellectually, but it takes a while for it to travel 
to our hearts and to feel true. The good news is that the thoughts we choose to tell ourselves 
determine how we feel, not the other way around. Twelve-step fellowships use the slogans “act as 
if ” and “fake it till you make it” to put this principle into action. The idea is that when you change 
your thinking and behavior, eventually your feelings follow. 

This means you can make a conscious choice to believe that you are not responsible for your 
partner’s behavior, and to live that truth. If you instead choose to live the lie—that you caused 
the betrayal—that lie will feed your insecurity and drive you to behaviors that are not helpful. 
If you live the truth that you are a delightful, lovable, valuable individual and you did not cause 
the betrayal, you will be better able to choose your response to things rather than simply reacting. 
Soon, you will feel the stability and freedom of knowing that your partner’s cheating behaviors are 
separate from you.

One of the things that helps betrayed partners understand they are not responsible for their 
partner’s behavior is sitting in group therapy or 12-step meetings with other betrayed partners. 
When they hear others’ stories, they are able to see clearly who is and who is not responsible for 
the cheating. Seeing this in others helps them see their own situation more clearly. 

Another element that may help you see beyond yourself as the cause of your partner’s cheating 
is learning about your partner’s history. Often, your partner’s sexual behaviors were present in 
previous relationships. If he or she is sexually addicted, 
the behaviors may have begun all the way back in 
childhood or early adolescence, long before the two 
of you even met. 

As the betrayed partner, you have 
responsibility for your part of the 
relational dynamic that exists between 
you and your significant other. And you 
have responsibility for what happens in the 
relationship today and how the two of you go 
forward. However, you are not responsible for 
your partner choosing to betray you. 
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The unconscious tradeoff
Let’s talk about what you might gain by 
blaming yourself for your partner’s behavior. 
And yes, I know that may sound strange. 
You may think, what benefit could I possibly be 
getting from this? Well, in my personal and 
clinical experience there is a payoff to be 
gained from this belief. 

Here it is. Here’s what you get from blaming 
yourself: You get to keep the dearly held 
hope that you can somehow control your 
partner’s behavior. Let me say it again: 

The deep fear that you have caused the betrayal is tied very closely to your hope 
that you can control the betrayal. If some lack or deficiency in you is causing 
your partner to stray, then you can fix that; you can do something about that. 
But if your partner’s behavior does not have anything to do with you, you are 
confronted with your powerlessness over his or her actions. And it is very hard 
to admit that you are powerless in the face of something that is causing you so 
much pain. 

The desire to find a way to try to control and prevent further betrayal is a very human one. 
Believing you have caused the betrayal is a way to try to manage the pain and uncertainty it is 
bringing into your life. It is very hard to give up this belief because it means facing the fact that 
the person solely responsible for the sexual behavior is your significant other. He or she is the 
only one who can do the work necessary to ensure that the betrayal stops and the damage to your 
relationship is meaningfully and fully repaired. 

When you let go of the fear-based belief that you have caused the betrayal, you also surrender 
your belief that you can fix or control it. This frees you from the false hope offered by control, and 
opens you to the true hope that comes from letting go. 

There is freedom in recognizing that you cannot control your spouse. You are free to release him 
or her and to focus on living your own life in the best way possible. You get to reclaim your power 
and use your energy to help yourself. You no longer believe that your partner’s behaviors are 
in any way a referendum on your lovability or worthiness. You can stay connected to your own 
inherent worth and live out of that lushly green place inside of yourself, rather than wandering 
through the desert of personal despair and self-blame.
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 Fear and freedom exercise

Take a few minutes to list the reasons why you may think your partner’s betrayal is 
your fault. 

 • Is there anything on that list that has contributed to challenges in your 
relationship?

• Are there things on the list that you cognitively know are not true but 
emotionally you struggle with?  

•  What is it like to acknowledge that although you may have contributed 
to challenges in the relationship, you are not responsible for your partner’s 
betraying behavior?

Review the following sentence:
The deep fear that you have caused the betrayal is tied very closely to the hope that you can 
control the betrayal. 

•  Is there a part of you that holds on to blaming yourself in order to not feel 
powerless or helpless about your pain?

•  What feelings arise when you confront the reality that you do not have the power 
to keep your partner from betraying you?

Allow yourself to fully face and articulate the fears you have. These fears are a normal 
part of dealing with betrayal trauma.

Review the following sentence:
There is freedom in recognizing that you do not have power over your partner. You are free 
to release him or her and to focus on living your own life in the best way possible. When you 
do this, you are set free to use your energy to help yourself.

• What is your reaction to this?
• In what ways does letting go of blaming yourself set you free to focus on your own 

healing and growth?
• What emotional space does it open up in your life? 
• Draw a picture of what this freedom feels like.

 

 

1
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Summing up
As we come to the end of this book, I hope that you now have a better understanding of what is 
happening inside of you as a result of experiencing betrayal. I hope you have words and language 
to help you articulate to yourself and others the wild, chaotic, scary, and painful process you are 
in. I hope you feel validated. You are not crazy; nothing is wrong with you. You are in the middle 
of an incredibly challenging circumstance and you are reacting in normal ways to the abnormal 
stressor of betrayal. Most of all, I hope you know that you are not alone. Many others have 
experienced betrayal trauma, and there is support, care, guidance, and wisdom available to help 
you navigate your way. And one more time, let me say it to you, it is going to get better. This too 
will pass.
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More hope and help

For more hope and help in recovering from betrayal trauma visit PartnerHope.com. There 
you can sign up to receive a weekly blog post from Michelle, and to be part of the “testing 
hope” membership group when the resource site goes live in January 2018. 
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