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ABSTRACT
SHANNON L. STAVINOHA

PSYCHOTHERAPISTS’ BELIEFS AND ATTITUDES
TOWARDS POLYAMORY

AUGUST 2017

The primary purpose of this study was to create a valid and reliable scale to
measure psychotherapists’ attitudes towards polyamory. The secondary goal of this
research was to explore whether psychotherapists endorse commonly held negative
beliefs about polyamory and to explore what variables are related to the endorsement of
such attitudes. Psychotherapists’ attitudes were explored with the Psychotherapists’
Attitudes towards Polyamory Scale (PAPS), which measures psychotherapists’ beliefs
about the health or pathology of polyamory, problems presumed to be associated with
polyamory, beliefs about treatment, and personal bias. Additionally, psychotherapists’
awareness of polyamory was measured. A measure of social desirability and a brief
measure of attitudes towards polyamory was included for the analysis of validity for the
PAPS. Participants included 171 individuals who were at least 18 years old; currently in
graduate training or had completed training in a counseling, clinical, or related
psychology graduate program; and had completed at least one practicum course.
Participants were recruited via email and social media. Data collection was conducted
online. The PAPS was found to be a reliable and valid measure with a clear and

systematic factor structure. Results indicated that psychotherapists’ attitudes were more

Vv



positive than originally predicated and that there is a lack of coverage of polyamory in
graduate training. The constructs, theoretical and conceptual foundations, and previous
research findings relevant to psychotherapists’ attitudes towards polyamory were

discussed in depth.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Monogamy is the assumed healthy standard for relationships in our society. In
1994, Smith found that 90% of the general public in the United States (U.S.) considers
sex between a married person and someone other than his or her spouse to be morally
wrong and people overwhelmingly view non-monogamous relationships less positively
compared to monogamous relationships. Using the predominant available relational
frameworks, a married person who engages in extramarital sex is assumed to be cheating
and an adulterer. This standard of sexual exclusivity is also applied to committed
relationships. Currently, the “acceptable” or “moral” relationship model that dominates
our cultural understanding of relationships does not allow for the possibility of loving
more than one person at a time without betrayal. However, there are individuals who
practice relationship models that challenge this notion of monogamy.

With high rates of divorce, extramarital affairs, and separation, monogamy does
not work for everyone. In her clinical work, Peabody (1982) found that “the traditional
monogamous marriage can no longer provide adequately for the intimacy needs of some
individuals” (p. 430). As such, individuals engaging in alternative relationship models
may be “attempting to cope with the multiple needs of individuation as well as
commitment, intimacy, and sharing in a deep relationship which are not always

compatible with one another” (Peabody, 1982, p. 430). Alternative relationship



orientations such as polyamory provide individuals with a new way of meeting diverse
relationship needs.
About Polyamory
Definition
Although the current dominant relationship model is monogamy, other individuals
have agreed to multiple ethical romantic relationships at the same time. One way of
practicing this relationship orientation is polyamory (“poly” for short). Polyamory is a
word composed from both Greek and Latin roots: “poly” meaning many and “amor”
meaning to love. Polyamory is a broad and diverse term with many meanings. According
to Trahan (2014), polyamory has been described as
a sexual orientation, a relationship orientation, a relationship history, an identity,
a politics, a cultural movement, a lifestyle, a lovestyle, a healing art, a
romantisexual label (e.g., “I’d like you to meet my poly partner”), a type of event
(e.g., “please come to my poly potluck™), a stance (e.g., “are these folks poly-
friendly?), an ethical or philosophical worldview, and a general theory for living
and loving. (p. 3)
In terms of formal definitions, Anderlini-D’Onofrio (2004) defined polyamory as
follows:
Polyamory is a state of being, an awareness, and/or a lifestyle that involves
mutually acknowledged, simultaneous relationships of a romantic and/or sexual
nature between more than two persons. . . . Polyamorous people can be

exclusively lesbian, gay, or bisexual, yet their efforts to get past the limitations of
2



monogamy erode set binarisms, including the myth that being part of a closed

dyad is the only authentic form of love. (p. 165)

This definition speaks to the diversity of definitions of polyamory and the individuals
who practice polyamory. Polyamory encompasses many types of sexualities, relationship
structures, and motivations for choosing multiple partners.

White (2004) found that most definitions of polyamory “utilize words like ethical,
responsible, honorable, open, honest, intentional, and principled” (p. 20) to indicate the
key principles of polyamorous relationships between honest and consenting individuals.
It should also be noted that an individual does not have to practice polyamory to identify
as polyamorous; some individuals adopt the identity label to reject the assumption that
love is a limited resource (Trahan, 2014). Terms such as ethical non-monogamy and
consensual non-monogamy have also been used in place of, or in addition to, the term
polyamory to indicate the importance of honesty and consent.

Demographics

Demographic information available for the polyamorous community is limited.
Due to the personal nature of relationships and the potential for social and legal
ramifications related to exposure, collecting comprehensive statistical data about
polyamory has been complicated. In terms of prevalence, according to The Loving More
survey (Weber, 2002), the U.S. has 500,000 polyamorists, or 1 in 500 people. Based on
the cumulative findings of a 16-year longitudinal study of polyamorists, Sheff (2014)
described polyamorists as people in their early 30s to mid-60s. She stated that there were

certainly younger and older practitioners, but that in her work, the majority of
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participants who were willing to engage in research fell in this age range. From the
available research, we see that the majority of polyamorists fall into the “middle- and
upper- middle-class socioeconomic status, [are] usually college educated,
overwhelmingly White, and frequently employed as professionals in computer or
counseling/therapy fields” (Sheff, 2005, p. 257). Ravenscroft (2004) also reported that in
the U.S. most people participating in polyamorous research are White, educated, liberal
in terms of political views, and of middle to upper-middle class. Across the literature,
there has been a significant proportion of overlap between bisexuality and polyamory
(Mint, 2004; Rust, 1996; Sheff, 2014). In terms of gender differences, Sheff (2014)
reported that the majority of polyamorous women tend to be bisexual while polyamorous
men tend to identify themselves as heterosexual.
Community Values

The available information on polyamory suggested that the polyamorous
community endorses a unique set of values. Polyamory promotes an ethical approach to
non-monogamy in which all participants in the relationship are aware of, and agree to, the
non-monogamous approach to their relationships. As a relationship orientation,
polyamory takes a consensual approach and endorses “an ethics based on honesty,
respectful negotiation and decision making, integrity, reciprocity and equality” (Klesse,
2011, p. 5). In the polyamorous community, communication and negotiation are central
to the relationship model. In the process of maintaining multiple simultaneous
relationships, polyamorists spend a great deal of time implementing communication

skills, cultivating self-awareness by analyzing personal needs and boundaries, and
4



learning how to negotiate and process complex interpersonal dynamics (Easton & Liszt,
1997; Taormino, 2008; Weitzman, 2007).

Love and the capacity to have multiple loves are central themes of polyamory.
Most publications have suggested that while polyamory is defined by having multiple
sexual partners, meaningful connections and love are more salient features of the
relationship philosophy (Lano & Perry, 1995). Polyamory can be conceptualized as a
relationship philosophy that promotes unlimited love and the belief that having multiple
sexual and emotional bonds is beneficial and valid (Klesse, 2011). Thus, polyamory is the
practice of the belief in individuals’ capacity to have multiple loves “within spiritual,
sexual, emotional, and/or intellectual relationships between honest, communicative,
consenting human beings” (Trahan, 2014, p. 2). Of interest, Cardoso (2012) makes the
distinction between cheating and polyamory by stating that monogamy is not the opposite
of polyamory; the opposite of polyamory is cheating due to the violation of certain key
polyamory community values such as honesty, respect, and love.
Relationship Models in Polyamorous Relationships

One of the most common reasons polyamorous participants give for having
multiple relationships is the ability to get more of their needs met (Sheff, 2014). Western
notions of romance indicate that the ideal way to be in relationship with another person is
to have a relationship in which our partner will be our everything (Taormino, 2008). The
acceptance of monogamy as the only valid relationship model perpetuates the belief that
one romantic partner should be the one who is able to fulfill a variety of interpersonal

needs that were previously met by many individuals such as other family members or
5



friends (DePaulo & Morris, 2005; Drigotas & Rusbult, 1992; Gillis, 1996). This
overreliance on one person to fulfill all emotional and sexual needs is likely to be
unrealistic and problematic, creating an expectation that many partners are unable to live
up to (Charles, 2002). Polyamorous individuals may address this issue by spreading their
relationship needs across multiple partners, thereby decreasing the pressure that is
inherent in unrealistic expectations.

In monogamous relationships, sexual exclusivity is expected. Two people agree to
abide by certain rules and boundaries in which they form a unit or a dyad. Each person
agrees or understands that the couple will be faithful and uphold the commitment to the
relationship. By contrast, polyamorous relationships may have defined boundaries or
expectations, but sexual exclusivity is not expected. Polyamorous relationships are
intentionally structured with mutual trust and respect to maintain multiple sexual
relationships (Munson & Stelboum, 1999). Relationships tend to be more fluid and
flexible with an understanding of the commitment and boundaries of each unique
relationship. Polyamory terminology can be complicated due to the fluidity and diversity
in relationship structures.

Relationships may vary in the degree of commitment, sexual exclusivity, number
of partners, or other agreed-upon structures. Three main relationship structures are most
commonly practiced in polyamory: (a) a hierarchical or primary-secondary model,

(b) multiple primary partners model, and (c) multiple non-primary relationships model
(Labriola, 1999). In a primary relationship, two partners agree that their relationship will

come first and other relationships will be secondary (Labriola, 1999). In the multiple
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primary partners model, no one relationship takes precedence over the others. Each
individual is viewed as separate but equal with his or her own set of relationship
boundaries. In the multiple non-primary relationships model, an individual is not
interested in a primary relationship(s) and desires a high degree of personal freedom and
less commitment (Labriola, 1999). For the purposes of this paper, a relationship that
consists of more than two people with consensual boundaries and intimate emotional
attachments will be considered a polyamorous relationship.
Common Themes in Scholarly Research

The majority of information available on polyamory comes from the popular
media and takes the form of self-help or instructional books. Texts such as these have
tended to be authored by feminist women, are celebratory in nature, and focus on
individual agency (Noél, 2006). Although there is less published academic work
compared to popular media, the majority of empirical research, thus far, on polyamory
has come from the fields of psychology and sociology, uses qualitative methods, and has
explored how cultural insiders experience their relationships (Trahan, 2014). Research
has focused on diverse topics including polyamorous identity (Barker, 2005), language
and the creation of new terms (Ritchie & Barker, 2006), polyamorous families and
parenting (Sheff, 2014), spirituality and polyamory (Robins, 2004), dealing with jealousy
(Easton, 2010), models for polyamorous relationships (Labriola, 1999), and how having
needs met in one polyamorous romantic relationship impacts relationship outcomes in

other simultaneous relationships (Mitchell, Bartholomew, & Cobb, 2014).



One common theme across the literature, regardless of the type of non-monogamy
being discussed, is the comparison between consensually non-monogamous relationships
and the practice of monogamy or infidelity, in which polyamory is described as different
from unethical secret affairs and positioned as superior to the restrictive rules of
monogamy (Barker & Langdridge, 2010b). Explorations of mononormativity and
compulsory monogamy are also common topics found throughout the published literature
on polyamory. Such topics address how the hegemonic force of mononormativity
disadvantages “not just the polyamorists, but a whole host of people whose lives and
loves fall outside of this conventional dyadic ideal” (Wilkinson, 2010, p. 243). Currently,
scholarship across disciplines is increasingly calling for more political and critical
explorations of polyamory and the dynamics of privilege, power, and systemic barriers
(Noél, 2006) as well as the intersectionality of polyamorous identity and gender, race,
ethnicity, class, and disability (Haritaworn, Lin, & Klesse, 2006).

Psychology’s Response to Polyamory

The field of psychology has come to place a great emphasis on valuing diversity
through the training and practice of multiculturalism. Although factors such as religion,
sexual orientation, and ethnicity are common topics discussed in psychology, polyamory
is often overlooked. For example, Weitzman (2006) noted that “despite the demographic
prevalence of polyamory, psychotherapists are under-educated about the lives and needs
of polyamorous people” and that “most graduate psychology textbooks, curricula, and
internships do not include mention of it” (p. 142). Monogamy has been, and continues to

be the dominant accepted relational model in contemporary Western societies; it is
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considered normative and optimal (Conley, Ziegler, Moors, Matsick, & Valentine, 2013).
Historically, the practice of polyamory has been pathologized by the mental heath field.
According to Gayle Rubin (1984), “Psychiatric condemnation of sexual behaviors
invokes concepts of mental and emotional inferiority rather than categories of sexual sin”
(pg.12). Rubin illustrated how western societies have created a hierarchy in which
sexuality is organized into systems of power that privilege heterosexual and monogamous
relationships and pathologize any sexual practices that are not in this “charmed circle”
(p.153).

Academic interest in non-monogamy gained popularity during the 1960s and
1970s. Although celebratory accounts of non-monogamy started to appear in the social
science literature during the early 1970s, attitudes of U.S. clinicians towards non-
monogamous relationships were not as celebratory (Finn, Tunariu, & Lee, 2012).
Constantine, Constantine, and Edelman (1972) were some of the early researchers who
documented the increasing number of clients practicing non-monogamy. They found that
alternative lifestyle clients reported they had experienced covert forms of disapproval
from their psychotherapists. In her study exploring marriage counselors’ attitudes of non-
monogamous marriage styles, Knapp (1975) found that psychotherapists endorsed
perspectives that people in open relationships have personality disorders or neurotic
tendencies and tried to influence clients to return to a monogamous relationship model.
Additionally, Knapp (1976) noted that the three greatest fears facing clients who engaged
in non-monogamous lifestyles were psychotherapists’ condemnation of their relationship

choices, pressures to return to a “healthier” form of marriage, and being labeled with a
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disorder due to their lifestyle. Following Knapp’s study, Hymer and Rubin (1982)
investigated psychotherapists’ attitudes and clinical experiences with alternative lifestyle
clients (extramarital sex, sexually open marriage, and swinging). They found that some
psychotherapists surveyed believed that polyamorous clients feared commitment or
hypothesized that these marriages were not fulfilling for their clients. Likewise, Page
(2004) and Weber (2002) found that many clients who identified as polyamorous have
trouble finding affirming clinicians.

Although polyamory has not always been supported by the mental health
community, there has been a gradual shift in social perspectives regarding sexuality that
has been reflected in our values as a field. Of note, Albert Ellis could be considered as
one of the early supporters of the polyamorous community (Weitzman, 2006). Ellis wrote
about the frequency of non-monogamy across cultures and stated,

If any sexual desire, expression, thought, or activity is not morally wrong in itself,

then it can never justifiably be termed sexually “wrong’ or sinful,” merely

because it is a sexual act, and as such reprehensible to some theological and

superstitious set of beliefs. (Ellis, 1965, p. 7, as cited in Weitzman, 2006)
Perspectives such as those held by Ellis challenge the dominant narrative that romantic
relationships should be monogamous. Currently, the value placed on the acceptance and
exploration of diversity in psychology has allowed for a more balanced and respectful
view of polyamory, but challenging mononormativity is still a valid point of discussion.
With the increase in interest in polyamory and the shifting in sociosexual attitudes in our

field and society, now is the time to revisit the conversation of how society’s
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monogamous values impact our ability, as clinicians, to work with people who engage in
diverse relationships and sexual practices, even those that push the current accepted
paradigm for relationships.

Overview of Study

If having extramarital relationships is considered morally wrong and sexual
exclusivity is accepted as the norm in relationships by 90% of the American public
(Smith, 1994), non-monogamous individuals may be seen as a marginalized minority
population that deserves further exploration. Given the limited understanding of
polyamory, it is imperative to extend the current research base exploring
psychotherapists’ perspectives and experiences with multiple romantic partnerships. I
proposed a quantitative research project to create a valid and reliable measure that built
upon earlier studies that provided information about the acceptance and understanding of
polyamory in the field of psychology.

There are numerous reasons why we need to be able to measure psychotherapists’
attitudes and experiences with polyamorous clients. First, the literature on mental health
workers’ perspectives on polyamory is limited. Hymer and Rubin (1982) and Knapp
(1975) conducted two studies directly measuring psychotherapists’ attitudes about
consensual non-monogamy. These studies were conducted when positive reports of open
relationships started to appear in the social science literature, which started in the early
1970s. These early studies are now out of date. Since then, only a few studies have
explored psychotherapists’ perceptions regarding polyamory. The following studies

constitute the available research on this topic: Knapp (1975), Hymer and Rubin (1982),
11



Ford and Hendrick (2003), and Finn et al. (2012). Ford and Hendrick measured
psychotherapists’ sexual values for both themselves and their clients in the areas of
premarital, casual, and extramarital sex; open marriages; sexual orientation; and sex in
adolescence and late adulthood. Results indicated that psychotherapists valued, or had
positive attitudes towards, fidelity and monogamy in marital relationships and committed
life partnerships. Finn and colleagues interviewed psychotherapists and found that
participants identified their clinical responses to open non-monogamy as non-directive
and non-pathologizing. It should be noted that although this researcher conducted an
extensive search using polyamory, consensual non-monogamy, non-monogamy,
monogamy, mononormativity, and open relationship as key words, there may be more
available published research on this topic that the researcher was unable to find due to the
diverse way polyamory is measured and discussed.

Second, there is a need for current research that addresses the shifting sociosexual
attitudes of our society and how this shift is impacting our field. During the 1980s, there
was a rejection of the “conflation of open non-monogamy with promiscuity and
relationship malfunction” (Finn et al., 2012, p. 206). The new millennium has been
marked with a notable increase in scholarship, social commentary, and media attention
focused on non-normative forms of sexuality, such as gay and lesbian relationships, open
marriages, swinging, and polyamory (Finn et al., 2012). Queer, feminist, and anarchist
perspectives have celebrated polyamory as a challenge to the dominant discord of
patriarchal and possessive relationship paradigms. While there has been a resurgence in

non-pathologized understandings and explorations of polyamory, there has been a lack of
12



research on how this shift impacts the current attitudes and practices of clinicians
regarding polyamory specifically.

Third, there is a need to measure the current experiences of clinicians regarding
polyamory to examine issues related to training and competence for this growing
marginalized population. Since the late 1960s, research has indicated that increasing
numbers of individuals are interested in practicing non-monogamy (Knapp, 1975). It is
important that psychotherapists are aware of their personal biases as “personal objectivity
is an ideal rarely achieved” (Knapp, 1975, p. 513). Psychotherapists working with
polyamorous clients may be especially vulnerable to the personal/professional
discrepancy as non-monogamy is still considered a “deviant” relationship style in society
and as members of this society, psychotherapists are not immune to such perspectives.
Thus, the purpose of this study was to create a measure to assess psychotherapists’
attitudes and beliefs about polyamory and polyamorous clients.

Definition of Terms

Bondage-discipline, domination-submission, sadism-masochism (BDSM): A
sexual practice characterized by suppression, physical restriction, practicing role playing
games, power exchange, and sometimes even the administration of pain (Wismeijer &
Van Assen, 2013, p. 1943).

Polyamory: A relationship form that emphasizes emotional intimacy, openness,
and honesty while advocating that it is possible, valid, and worthwhile to maintain
intimate, sexual, and/or loving relationships with more than one person simultaneously

(Haritaworn et al., 2006, p. 518).
13



Polyandry: The practice or custom according to which one woman has several
husbands (Emens, 2004, p. 21).

Polygamy: Marriage with several spouses, regardless of gender or sex (Emens,
2004, p. 21).

Polygyny: The practice or custom according to which one man has several wives
(Emens, 2004, p. 21).

Monogamy: The condition or practice of having a single mate during a period of
time (Monogamy, n.d.).

Mononormativity: Mononormativity is based on the taken-for-granted allegation
that monogamy and couple-shaped arranged relationships are principles of social
relations, per se, an essential foundation of human existence and the elementary, almost
natural pattern of living together. From this perspective, every relationship that does not
represent this pattern is being ascribed the status of the other, of deviation, of pathology,
in need of explanation or is being ignored, hidden, avoided, and marginalized (Bauer,
2010, p. 145).

Compulsory monogamy: A system of cultural power used as an enforcement
mechanism in which non-monogamy is met with resistance, classifying violations of
monogamy as unacceptable social behavior and positioning monogamy as somewhat less

than optional (Mint, 2013).
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the multifaceted research
about polyamory. Using a variety of professional resources, this review included (a) the
history and emergence of polyamory, (b) demographics of polyamorous individuals,
(c) community characteristics, (d) primary reasons for or benefits of polyamory,
(e) polyamorous relationship models, (f) popular and academic literature, and (g) themes
across the scholarship. The literature review closes with a brief rationale for this
investigation, as well as the research questions that guide the study. This literature review
provides a conceptual understanding of polyamory that prepares us to investigate
psychotherapists’ attitudes toward polyamorous clients.

The History and Emergence of Polyamory

Non-monogamy is not a new story; it has existed throughout recorded human
history (Ryan & Jetha , 2010). Within the last few decades, polyamory has emerged and
carved out its own principles, values, and cultural practices. Polyamory is commonly
defined by what it is not (i.e., monogamy) but the term itself lacks consistency.
Polyamory, as a term, has one of the most disputed and varied definitions among non-
monogamies. The concept of polyamory can be traced back to debates focused on
alternative relationship styles and non-monogamy (Klesse, 2011). During the 1960s,
1970s, and early 1980s, individuals in multiple-partner relationships began to create their

own words to replace standard English terms which they found to be limited (Sheff,
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2014). It seems a general consensus exists that the term polyamory originated from
within the polyamory community, but it is unclear exactly who coined the term.
According to some authors, the term polyamory was coined by Morning Glory Zell-
Ravenheart and Oberon Zell-Ravenheart in 1990 due to a desire to replace the term
polyfidelity, which they found to be exclusive rather than inclusive (Sheff, 2014). Various
individuals have indicated that before the term polyamory existed, the Kerista group
coined the word polyfidelity, which meant “faithful to many” with an emphasis on sexual
fidelity to a closed and committed unit of lovers (Sheff, 2014, p. xiv). Kerista was a
polyamorous commune that operated from 1971 to 1991 in San Francisco and eventually
had a nationwide influence in forming the polyamorous community. Thus, the term
polyamory addressed discord in the community over Kerista’s concept of polyfidelity by
creating a more inclusive term to include relationships in which sexual fidelity was not
required (Sheff, 2014). The “philosophical holdover from polyfidelity” can be seen in the
defense of polyamory as a legitimate, long-term, committed relational style (Trahan,
2014, p. 83).

According to Alan (2007), the origin of the term polyamory first appeared in print
in the article “A Bouquet of Lovers” in spring 1990. As the Zell-Ravenhearts were the
founders of the neo-pagan Church of All Worlds, the term initially spread in a primarily
spiritualistic subculture across the U.S. (Anderlini-D’Onofrio, 2004). According to
Aviram (2010), this initial spiritual environment continues to influence the current
cultural and political positioning of various polyamorous communities. The term

polyamory has been adopted and expanded upon by increasing numbers of people. Unlike
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other sexual identities that were defined by cultural outsiders, the term polyamory has
emerged from within the community. Cultural insiders have worked and continue to
strive to have the term polyamory recognized and accepted as a legitimate sexual identity
and relational approach on a political and cultural level (Munson & Stelboum, 1999). The
terms polyamory, polyamorists, and polyamorous officially entered the Oxford English
Dictionary in 2006. The term polyamory combines the Greek word poly, meaning many,
and the Latin word amor, meaning love and thus literally translates as “many loves”
(Klesse, 2011).

The history of polyamory can be described as being embedded in other counter-
cultures. For example, Kitaka (1999) described the cultivation of sexual freedom outside
normative relationship styles for lesbian and bisexual women as she discussed her
personal motivations and philosophies that led to the formation of her lesbian sex club,
Ecstasy Lounge. The author did not directly address polyamory, but stated that the
formation of the club was an outgrowth of her desire to have relationships that were “not
bound to the monogamy-only model” and to help bring “a sense of more freedom, that
women can do whatever they want within their relationships™ (p. 183). Siegel (1999)
described polyamory as developing alongside the counter-culture movement of radical
feminism in which non-monogamy was seen as an important aspect for strengthening
lesbian community relationships. These diverse subcultures have influenced the theory
and practice of polyamory. In its simplest form, polyamory is a relationship orientation

and culture that allows for multiple sexual partners and is therefore considered a
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consensual non-monogamy practice. Trahan (2014) described the complex nature of
polyamory by stating:
Thus, to be polyamorous (“poly” for short) is to believe that abundant love,
connection, and support is possible within spiritual, sexual, emotional, and/or
intellectual relationships between honest, communicative, consenting human
beings. As an orientation toward being that is an alternative to monogamy (but not
necessarily “against” monogamy—for the relationship style of monogamy is a
valid and beneficial choice for some), a key tenant is the notion that it is possible
to ethically and responsibly love more than one person simultaneously. However,
a polyamorous person may identify as such no matter what actual form their
relationship(s) take. In other words, one does not have to have multiple romantic
partners to identify as poly. (p. 2)
As a term developing from many different countercultures and perspectives, polyamory
can be conceptualized as a critique of socially held assumptions regarding sexuality,
heterosexuality, and the monogamous ideal. Due to the complex nature of polyamory, it
can be defined as a relationship style, an orientation, a cultural movement, a theory, a
spiritual experience, an act of resistance, a personal choice, a worldview, or a paradigm
shift. This complexity likely contributes to misinformation and stigmatizing perceptions
of polyamory among the general public and psychotherapists alike.
Sociocultural Shifts
According to Dennison (2000, as cited in Brown, 2006), the 21st century can be

classified in an interpersonal context as the Singles Century. Dennison and Brown have
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both noted the rise of the single person by indicating that more value has recently been
placed on developing a personal identity outside of a dyad and more individuals have
begun to question the centrality of romantic love. Certain historical events have
influenced the emergence of polyamory by transforming the ways when people
understand their relationships and relationship needs. Such historical movements include
the Sexual Revolution of the 1960s, when we saw a shift in sexual norms (Weeks, 1985).
Barker and Langdridge (2010b) reviewed research on consensual non-monogamy in an
effort to understand the sociohistorical context in which polyamory emerged and the
increased scholarly interest in this relationship style during the last decade. Barker and
Langdridge (2010b) summarized the social constructionist view stating, “The nature of
love is fundamentally changing” as people construct and negotiate that an ideal
relationship is based on changing social conceptions of autonomy and love in a less
traditional culture (p. 751). The cultural shift toward pursuing more autonomous goals
means that individuals must now decide on choice of partners, how many partners they
desire, whether to get married, cohabitate, or have children. These recent transformations
have altered the ways individuals choose to relate to themselves and others in
relationships. According to Giddens (1992), choice and equality have become important
aspects of Western relationships. This increase in the desire for autonomy and equality
may be viewed as stemming from “the democratization and individualization of western
society” (Barker & Langdridge, 2010b, p. 751).

Paradoxes in current relationships have developed as a result of these desires and

the freedom to pursue individual goals. Although there has been a societal shift toward
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focusing on autonomy, “relationships have become the new religion in increasingly
secular societies and are the places people turn to for validation” (Barker & Langdridge,
2010b, p. 751). Romantic relationships appear to be replacing other forms of
interpersonal support, such that individuals may value their romantic partners over
friendships, community relations, and family relationships. This overreliance on the one
and narratives of the perfect partner create a dichotomy between desires for autonomy
and desires to be everything to a romantic partner (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). Such
expectations place relationships under pressure to remain static and flexible. Implications
of such tension are seen in the rising rates of extramarital affairs, divorce, and single-
person households (Barker & Langdridge, 2010b).

According to Barker and Langdridge (2010b), Attwood’s (2009) concept of the
sexualization of society is another sociocultural shift implicated in the increased interest
in consensual non-monogamies. Individuals have started to integrate their sexuality into
the expression of their identity and, thus, sex has become more central to the individual
and the expression of self. Participation in dyadic, monogamous relationships creates
tension between the need for autonomy through sexual expression and the requirement
for sexual exclusivity (Giddens, 1992). Barker and Langdridge (2010b) have argued that
it is within this context of tension that individuals have become more interested in other
ways of relating, such as having multiple consensual relationships. These theories suggest
a paradigm shift from the belief that individuals should have one monogamous lifelong

relationship to the current U.S. standard of serial monogamy, in which people have
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multiple romantic relationships throughout their lifetimes (Noél, 2006). It is from this
sociocultural shift that polyamory has emerged.
Polyamory Becomes More Visible

Both the practice and study of polyamory have been most prominent in the U.S.,
Australia, and the United Kingdom (U.K.) (Trahan, 2014). While the practice of non-
monogamy has a long history, polyamory in theory and practice is a relatively new way
to think about having multiple sexual partners. During the 1960s, discourse regarding
non-monogamy experienced a revival with the human rights-based social movements,
such as the Sexual Revolution, Women’s Liberation, and Gay Liberation movements
(Weeks, 1985). According to Haritaworn and colleagues (2006), polyamory “emerged at
the crossroads of several sexually emancipatory discourses” (p. 518) including feminism,
gay and lesbian movements, bisexuality, and BDSM. Noél (2006) noted that in the early
1900s, feminist and socialist circles primarily generated discussions and examinations
regarding the practice of intentional non-monogamy. Gay male subculture was identified
by Haritaworn et al. as representing diverse forms of sexuality and intimacy with a strong
acceptance for open relationships. Specifically, in the 1970s and 1980s, lesbian
communities generated a renewed interest in consensual non-monogamy as a feminist
resistance to patriarchy and the institution of marriage (Ross, 1995). While Haritaworn et
al. argued that the strong overlap within the bisexual community has influenced the
development of the polyamorous community, Klesse (2005) stated that within the
discourse of bisexuality and polyamory, “non-monogamy is a troubling issue for many

bisexuals, because dominant discourse constructs bisexuality as non-monogamous by
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necessity” (p. 448). Such communities influenced the current discourse surrounding
capitalist and patriarchal critiques of monogamy. Like polyamory, BDSM emphasizes
safe, consensual sexual practices and creates an accepting space for those wishing to
explore sexual practices with individuals outside the couple relationship (Califia, 1994).
Thus, diverse sexual minority groups and communities have influenced the emergence
and celebration of non-normative sexualities and have helped develop the narrative of
polyamory (Ritchie & Barker, 2006).

There is a growing interest in polyamory in popular culture. Consensual non-
monogamies have become an intense public fascination (Plummer, 1995). Such interest
can be shown by a growth in Google search results for the term polyamory with 170,000
links in 2005 and 1,710,000 links in 2013, and with the term polyamory entering into the
Oxford University Press’ Sexuality: The Essential Glossary in 2004 (Ritchie & Barker,
2006). Barker and Langdridge (2010b) also pointed out the increase in cultural exposure
represented by celebrities openly discussing their interest in polyamory, such as Will
Smith and Tilda Swinton. We have also seen polyamory in theatrical plays with
polyamorous characters (e.g., David Kimple’s play, MMF), an increase in polyamory
websites and online communities (e.g., http://www.polyamorysociety.org/), a polyamory
online magazine (e.g., Loving More PEP Talk), the development of Loving More
Nonprofit, and an explosion in television and media pieces exploring the lives of people
practicing non-monogamy (Friend, 2006). There has also been an increase in the
coverage and distribution of information about practicing polyamory through self-help

books, such as a second edition of The Ethical Slut (Easton & Hardy, 2009), newspaper
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and magazine articles, film, radio, and a recent major cable network show on Showtime
called Polyamory: Married & Dating. Additionally, polyamory has experienced an
increase in annual conferences, retreats, festivals, and networking events for the
community (e.g., Loving Choices seminars). This knowledge should inform
psychotherapists with a more thorough picture of polyamorous individuals’ lives and
needs.
Demographics of Polyamorous Individuals

How prevalent is polyamory? To date, research lacks a sound estimate of the
number of people who are in polyamorous relationships or identify as polyamorous in the
U.S. and elsewhere. Across the literature, ambiguous demographic information appears to
be based on limited samples of the population (Trahan, 2014). Recently, Barker (2013a)
estimated that 15 to 28% of heterosexuals and 50% of bisexual and gay men practice
non-monogamy or identify as non-monogamous. Page (2004) found that 33% of her
participants were in a polyamorous relationship, and over 50% favored polyamory
compared to other relationship models. Adding to the discussion on the blog, Polyamory
in the News, Mint (2007) noted,

| think the community we see is a subset and not the whole picture by a long shot.

So there may well be more than 100,000 self-identified poly people out there,

though I think we are not anywhere near anything like 5% of the population.

(para. 17)

It is clear that while researchers have started to gather some information regarding

the prevalence of polyamory, there is more work to be done. Trahan (2014) reported that
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there is a lack of research addressing the prevalence of polyamory directly and that
researchers need to differentiate polyamory from non-monogamy in future research.
Trahan also called for more quantitative data on the prevalence of polyamorous
relationships, as well as “closeted practices of polyamory by those who do not necessarily
publicly identify as poly” (p. 88). Trahan asserted the significance of such work by
indicating that if we have a better understanding of the prevalence of polyamory, then we
will also have a better impetus for ongoing research.
Community Characteristics

Age

Based on the cumulative findings of a 16-year longitudinal study of polyamorists,
Sheff (2014) described polyamorists as people in their early 30s to mid-60s. She stated
that there were certainly younger and older practitioners, but that in her work the majority
of participants who were willing to engage in research fell in this age range. Three
reasons for this age distribution were given: (a) Sheff’s work focused on polyamorous
families with children; the majority of families in the U.S. encompassed parents in their
30s and 40s; (b) older individuals, or “poly pioneers” of the 1960s and 1970s may be
eager to discuss polyamory with researchers because they enjoy seeing polyamory
explored in a serious way; and () “because polyamorous relationships are outside the
norm and have to be consciously negotiated, it often takes people a while to try them”
(Sheff, 2014, p. 27). Therefore, people in their 20s may not be as responsive to
participating in research or may not consciously define their relational model as

polyamory, but that does not mean that they are excluded from this population. Mint
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(2007) described how younger polyamorists are likely underrepresented because they
tend not to engage in the greater polyamory community. Additionally, there is a group
called “polygeezers,” formed by Ken Haslam, to represent the growing number of middle
aged and older polyamorous individuals. With the growing popularity of polyamory, and
the increasing number of older adults, it is expected that polyamory among older adults
will increase dramatically (Sheff, 2014).
Gender

Gender equality is one of the characteristics of polyamory that sets it apart from
other types of non-monogamous relationship models. Although equality is a difficult
concept to attain in actual practice, gender equality in polyamory is an important
challenge to normative relationship paradigms. For example, women are allowed and
encouraged to have multiple partners of their choosing. Unlike polygyny, in which men
are allowed multiple wives, polyamory strives to create a relationship model where
women also have their own agency (Sheff, 2014). This focus on gender equality has
implications not only for individual polyamorous relationships, but also for polyamorous
communities and beyond. For instance, there are more women than men in positions of
leadership in polyamorous communities (Sheff, 2014). In polyamorous communities,
women also tend to be preferred partners compared to men. Sheff (2014) described this
occurrence as a possible “result of the enduring sexual double standard that allows men
far greater sexual latitude than women or a biological propensity that compels them to
spread their seed” and that “men seem more willing to have multiple partners” (p. 29).

The result is that women usually are in higher demand to join new relationships and this
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can provide women with more options and more autonomy. Additionally, men who
gravitate towards polyamory tend to hold more egalitarian, liberal, and less traditional
values (Sheff, 2014). Polyamorous men are usually interested in social justice and present
as more flexible and open to challenging traditional conceptions of monogamy, such as
ownership of women (Sheff, 2014). Although gender equality is a relationship quality
stressed in polyamory, Sheff (2005) found that in some polyamorous relationships,
systems of patriarchal power were simultaneously present with increased sexual freedom.
Race and Class

Although gender equality is a defining characteristic of polyamory, class-based
privilege cannot be overlooked as it intersects with gender. Many of the women Sheff
(2014) interviewed were “highly educated and frequently able to support themselves
financially, which gives them the autonomy to contemplate the end of the relationship
without the dread of possibly ending up living in their cars with their children” (p. 28).
This class-based privilege means that self-sufficient women are more likely to be able to
set boundaries and make requirements in their relationships and less likely to tolerate
unwanted relationship environments (Sheff, 2014).

Being in a polyamorous relationship can be precarious due to social stigma
associated with having multiple sexual partners. Factors such as race and class may
buffer some individuals from the risks associated with polyamory. Such risks might
include strained relationships with families of origin, ruptures in friendships, job loss,
custody issues, and possible evictions (Sheff, 2014). For individuals who are White and

middle-class, engaging with nonconformity may not be as risky as it is for individuals
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who are already experiencing the stresses of poverty and racism. The available research
demonstrates that the majority of polyamorists fall into a middle- and upper- middle-class
socioeconomic status, are college educated, White, and often employed as professionals
in computer or counseling/therapy fields (Sheff, 2005). Ravenscroft (2004) also
contended that in the U.S., people participating in polyamorous research are White,
educated, liberal in their political views, and of middle- to upper-middle class.
Individuals who experience racial and class discrimination may not be willing or able to
take on the added marginalization of polyamory. Additionally, it may be easier for White
polyamorists to participate openly because they have more freedom to consider
alternative lifestyles and are not asked to represent their entire race; people of color may
not be willing to openly engage in polyamory due to the possibility for stereotyping,
objectification or exploitation, or possible rejection from their own ethnic or racial
communities (Sheff, 2014). Thus, it appears that having class-based and racial privilege
may make active engagement with polyamory more accessible and feasible to some but
not all. Psychotherapists should be mindful of the impact of intersectionality when
working with polyamorous clients, as these clients likely straddle and negotiate multiple
identities that may conflict with one another.
Sexual Orientation

Across the literature, there has been a significant proportion of overlap between
bisexuality and polyamory (Mint, 2004; Rust, 1996, 2003; Sheff, 2014). Rust (1996)
obtained a sample of 277 bisexual participants and found that 33% of the individuals

were practicing non-monogamy. Sheff (2005) found that out of 20 polyamorous women,
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on