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T he shock has barely worn off when a new set 
of emotions bubbles to the surface: anger, 

sadness, confusion. 
Discovering that your partner is having an af-

fair is devastating. 
“Perhaps the greatest of all emotions is often the 

sense of loss felt by both parties,” says Dr. Rachel 
Needle, a West Palm Beach li-
censed psychologist and execu-
tive director of Whole Health 
Psychological Center. “In ad-
dition, what is often most trau-
matic and hurtful is the loss of 
trust and belief in the person 
closest to them and the intense betrayal.”

But, when saving the relationship is paramount, 
there are ways to get past the hurt. And, experts 
say, many couples end up happier than ever.

However, they warn, it’s not an easy – or 
quick – process. 

“When betrayed individuals choose to re-
main in the relationship, as most often do, it 
is usually quite some time before they are able 
to re-establish real trust and comfort with their 
spouse – if ever,” says Dr. Needle. “That said, if 
the cheating partner is committed to behavioral 
change, honesty and regaining personal integ-
rity, then the redevelopment of trust becomes 
much more likely.”

That behavioral change, notes Boca Raton 
licensed clinical social worker and certified sex 
therapist Ann McNeil, includes empathy and a 
willingness to have open, honest communication. 
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It begins with the betrayed person feeling as-
sured that the affair is over and that his or her 
partner will remain faithful. The partner who had 
the affair must be remorseful and apologetic and 
own up to the affair as well, she notes. And, that 
second chance, she says, should also include a 
willingness to openly share one’s emails and texts 
with one’s partner until trust has been regained.

“You can’t start healing if there is going to be 
infidelity going on. The honesty has to be there 
to build the trust,” McNeil notes. “The person 
who had the affair can’t turn around and try to 
blame the other person or minimize the dam-
age the affair had on the couple’s relationship by 
saying it only happened once or that it was an 
emotional affair.”  
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When betrayed individuals  
choose to remain in the 

relationship, as most often  
do, it is usually quite some time 

before they are able to  
re-establish real trust and comfort 

with their spouse – if ever.

– Dr. Rachel Needle, licensed psychologist 
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Dr. Needle adds: “Re-establishing trust is one of 
the most important yet difficult tasks lying ahead 
of a couple where one partner has been unfaithful. 
Trust can vanish in seconds and can take years to 
be restored. Too often, the focus is solely on the be-
trayer’s behavior; it is important to remember that 
both partners’ contributions to ‘the affair’ require 
scrutiny and ultimately change.”

If the partner who strayed seems willing to do 
anything to save the marriage, including signing 
a post-nuptial agreement, it shows a real com-
mitment to the relationship, she says. Some cou-
ples are turning to this written assurance, which 
includes a penalty if the infidelity reoccurs, says 
McNeil, who notes that the practice is becom-
ing more common in South Florida. 
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REBUILDING YOUR 
RELATIONSHIP

DECIPHER THE MEANING of the affair,  
and ACCEPT the appropriate share of  

responsibility for it.

SAY GOODBYE to the lover,  
if you’re the one who cheated.

EARN BACK TRUST (if you’re the unfaithful part-
ner), or COMMUNICATE what you need to be 
able to trust again (if you’re the hurt partner).

TALK in ways that allow your partner  
to hear you and understand your pain, and 
LISTEN in ways that encourage your partner 

to be open and vulnerable with you.

RECOGNIZE HOW YOU MAY HAVE BEEN  
DAMAGED by early life experiences and how 

you can keep them from contaminating 
your relationship today.

MANAGE YOUR DIFFERENCES and  
dissatisfactions so that you can stay  
attached even when you don’t feel  

particularly loved or loving.

BECOME SEXUALLY INTIMATE AGAIN.

FORGIVE YOUR PARTNER – AND YOURSELF.

Once trust is restored, partners need to con-
tinue their path of recovery, says McNeil, and that 
involves talking about their relationship.

“They need to keep building on that founda-
tion of trust,” she says. “This is the time they 
can review their relationship, talk about what 
they wish they or their partner had done dif-
ferently, what they hope for in the future. It 
involves lots and lots of conversation. They are 
talking about the real issues. They are going to 
be connecting in a way they weren’t before the 
affair was discovered. This kind of intimacy-
building strengthens the relationship. They can 
become more attentive and empathetic.” 

Recovering from an affair takes time, patience 
and a willingness to work things out, and, say 
our experts, it’s helpful to seek counseling from 
an impartial person, like a therapist or a clergy 
member. 

“Some people decide not to share the betrayal 
with friends or family members because they 
know that, once they do, there is no taking it 
back,” says Dr. Needle. “However, this decision 
leaves the injured person [the individual who has 
been cheated on] to suffer alone. Seeking confi-
dential psychotherapy to be supported during 
this difficult time while carefully analyzing and 
discussing issues can be extremely helpful.” O

Re-establishing trust is one of the most important yet difficult tasks  
lying ahead of a couple where one partner has been unfaithful. Trust  

can vanish in seconds and can take years to be restored. 
– Dr. Rachel Needle 

Source: Dr. Rachel Needle, executive director, Whole Health Psychological Center
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