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Constructing the Developmental Trajectory of Extramarital
Relationships: Exploring the Meanings of Cause and Outcome
through the Lens of Yuan

Wen-Chun Cho Xun-Jia Tsao*

National Kaohsiung Normal University

This study examines how individuals involved in extramarital relationships within a Chinese cultural
context make sense of, legitimize, and emotionally negotiate their actions through the culturally
embedded concept of yuan (%) . The literature on extramarital affairs has extensively explored
motivations, typologies, developmental stages, and psychological outcomes, but has comparatively
failed to comprehensively address how individuals reinterpret their actions in culturally meaningful
ways. The usual emphasis has been on individual choice, moral conflict, or relational dissatisfaction,
while often overlooking the role of the culturally specific interpretive frameworks that allow actors to
reframe ethically ambiguous behaviors in forms that preserve coherence, dignity, and emotional
continuity. To address this gap, this study focuses on yuan as a narrative and symbolic resource through
which individuals in extramarital relationships negotiate meaning, responsibility, and moral legitimacy.
Drawing on the process-oriented and interpretive framework of "cause—yuan—effect" ( H-4%—%R) ,
which is commonly found in Chinese cultural thought, this study proposes a dynamic model for
understanding extramarital relationship trajectories. Rather than being considered linear or purely
decision-driven processes, affairs are conceptualized in the study model as ongoing negotiations
between initial motives, relational unfolding, and retrospective reflection. Within this framework, yuan
functions both as a belief in fate and a flexible discursive tool that allows individuals to mediate
between personal agency and culturally intelligible explanations. The framework also highlights how
actors move fluidly between self-attribution, relational circumstances, and culturally sanctioned
narratives as they interpret their experiences over time. Methodologically, this research adopts
grounded theory as the primary approach. Using purposive sampling, 30 individuals with lived

experiences of extramarital relationships in a Chinese cultural context were recruited. Semi-structured,
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in-depth interviews were conducted to capture the participants' relational histories, emotional
experiences, and narrative constructions across different phases of their affairs. Data analysis was
conducted in two main stages. In the first stage, open, axial, and selective coding were employed to
construct a developmental framework of extramarital relationships based on the "cause—yuan—effect"
logic, capturing how motives, relational encounters, and perceived outcomes link across time. In the
second stage, focused coding was applied to the interview segments involving references to yuan.
These segments were also analyzed through narrative intention classification, focusing on how yuan-
based expressions varied across different relational stages (i.e., initiation, deepening, and termination).
The findings reveal that yuan-based language serves three primary functions throughout an
extramarital relationship's trajectory. First, during the initiation stage, yuan operates as a narrative
bridge, transforming difficult-to-articulate emotional needs, marital dissatisfaction, or unmet relational
expectations into culturally understandable encounters, coincidences, or serendipity moments.
Through this framing, individuals can soften the moral tension and render the emergence of the
extramarital relationship less confrontational for both themselves and others. Second, during the
relationship's development and deepening, yuan is used to rationalize the associated emotional
investment and relational persistence; in invoking yuan, participants portray the continuation of the
relationship as something that unfolds naturally, and thus not as a series of deliberate moral
transgressions, which affords psychological legitimacy and emotional stability to the situation. Third,
during the ending and self-reflection stages, narrating the relationship's outcome through yuan allows
individuals to integrate their experiences into broader life narratives. This framing supports self-
reconciliation, reduces feelings of guilt and fragmentation, and enhances cultural acceptance by
situating the relationship within a shared moral and symbolic order. The conclusion is that in Chinese
cultural contexts, yuan emerges as a central adaptive concept woven throughout the extramarital
relationship's entire trajectory. By foregrounding the linguistic, narrative, and cultural dimensions of
affair experiences, this study extends the extant models of extramarital relationship development,
going beyond individualistic or purely psychological explanations. The findings offer new theoretical
insights into how culture shapes ethical negotiation and emotional meaning-making, delivering
insightful implications for research and practice regarding intimate relationships, counseling, and

ethical discourse in Chinese societies.
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