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ABSTRACT

Commitment in Polyamorous Relationships

Polyamory, or having multi ple loving, sexual relationships concurrently withou
deception a betrayal, has had littl e scholarly attention. This paper uses interviews with 7
long term polyamorous coudes to explore the nature of a cmmitment that is not defined
by sexual exclusivity. The author describes the nature of the relationships that
responcents areinvalved in, their conceptuali zation d the nature of commitment, the
ways that they maintain their primary bond,and the benefits of polyamory as percaved
by the participants. The common elements leading to a succesful primary relationship
were mutual appreciation, emotional closeness caring, horesty, good communication,

andflexibility. The respondents were oriented towards personal growth.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter Page
1.INTRODUCTION . ................. 1
About Polyamory . .............. 1
Definition . .. ............ 1
Lack of Research on Polyamory . .. .. 2
Questioning Monogamy .. ........ 3
About This Study .............. 4
Study of Successful Relationships ... 5
Intended Value ... .......... 5
Membership in the Poly Community ... ... 6
Appropriateness of Opportunistic Studies 6
Ethical Considerations ........... 8
Hypotheses ................. 8
Chapter Summary . .............. 9
2. LITERATURE REVIEW . .............. 10
Monogamy and Commitment........... 10
Healing in Monogamy .......... 11
Spiritual Aspects of Monogamy . . . .. 11
Older Studies of Nonmonogamy ........ 12

Searching for Psychological Differences 12
Intimate Friendships and Sexually Open
Marriages ............. 13
Loevinger's Theory of Ego Development . 14
Counseling Implications of Nonmonogamy . 15
Types of Nonmonogamy . ......... 15
Criticism of the Research . ... ... 16
Books on Sexually Open Relationships . ... 16
Nonfiction/Serious Older Books . . . .. 16
More Recent Books ........... 17
Recent Articles . . . ............ 19
Bisexual, Lesbian, Gay Issues .. ... 19
Therapy ................ 20
Feminism................ 20
Legal Articles . . . .......... 20
Studies of Polyamory . . ........ 21
Conclusion ................. 22

SMETHOD ..................... 23
Participants. . ............... 23
Responses to Solicitation . ... ... 24
Personal Acquaintances . ........ 24
Demographics ................ 26



Interviewing Procedure ........... 27

The Questions . ............... 28
Demographics . ............. 28
Nature of the Relationships ... ... 28
GroundRules . ............. 29
Children................ 29
Effect on Their Lives ......... 29
Jealousy ................ 30
Maintaining the Primary Bond . . . . .. 30
Perceived Benefits and Challenges . .. 30

Analysis .................. 31

Chapter Summary . .............. 31

4 RESULTS . ....... ... ... ... ... 32

Types of Relationships ........... 32
The Primary Relationships . ...... 33
Style of Relating to Others ...... 33
Length of Secondary Relationships ... 34
Sex and Play Parties . . ........ 35
Ambiguity of Relationships . ... ... 36
CouplesorMore ............ 36

The Nature of Commitment .......... 37
Lizfuland Paul ............ 37
Jerry and Annie ............ 39
FredandMary ............. 40
Evelynand Scott . ........... 42
John Bender and Jackie Greene .. ... 43
Caroland Pseud ............ 44
Rogelio and Shakti . .......... 46
Common Elements ............ 48

Maintaining the Primary Bond ........ 48
Safer Sex Agreements . ......... 48
Veto Power............... 49
Honesty and Communication ....... 50
Other Agreements . . .......... 51
Actions Taken to Keep the Relationship

Alive................ 52

Dealing with Jealousy ......... 52

Perceived Benefits of Polyamory . ... ... 54
Growth . ................ 54
Truth and Honesty ........... 55
Love, Connection and Community . . . .. 55
Fun, Sensuality and Sexuality . . . .. 56
Improving the Primary Relationship . . . 57
Kids.................. 57
Choice................. 58
Nonconformity ............. 59

Chapter Summary . .............. 59



5.DISCUSSION . ................. 60

Comments on the Sample ........... 60
Parents ................ 60
Age ... 61
Polyfidelity vs. Polyamory . ... ... 61
Sociological Factors . ......... 62

Success Factors in These Relationships ... 62
Appreciation.............. 62
Closeness ............... 63
Communication ............. 64
Willingness to Change ......... 64

Willingness to Deal with Jealousy . .. 64
Flexibility and the Relative Importance

Of Desires ............ 65
Limitation of Agreements . . ... 65
Heartshare . .............. 66
Other Observations ............. 67
UnmetNeeds .............. 67
The Meaning of Sex and Intimacy . ... 68
A Crucible for Growth ......... 69
OnBeingaCouple ........... 70
Comparison with Reasons for Monogamy . ... 70
Commitment............... 70
Healing ................ 70
Spirituality . . ............ 71
Conclusion ................. 71
Possible Future Research .......... 72
Commitment in Poly Relationships . ... 73
Children................ 73
Varieties of Poly Relationships ....74
Clandestine Relationships ....... 74
Mono/Poly Relationships ........ 74
Attitudes Towards Marriage . . . . . .. 75
Psychological and Sociological Profiles 75
Chapter Summary . .............. 75
REFERENCES ...................... 77
APPENDICES
A. Questions for Thesis Study .......... 85
B.Glossary ................... 88

vi



Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
Monaogamy isthe assumed standard for relationshipsin ou culture. A married
personwho hes ®x outside the marriage is assumed to be dheding, to be unfaithful. The same
standard is applied to anyone in a ommitted relationship. Yet there ae people who have agreed
that they will not be sexually exclusive, and who have sex with athers with the full consent of
their partner. One way of doing this has been cdled "poyamory" (often shortened within the

polyamorous community to "paly").

Abou Polyamory
Definition

Polyamory has been defined by White (2004, p. 1Y as"Living by the principlethat it is
possble to love more than ore person at atime withou deception a betrayal”. Furthermore, she
pointed ou that most of the definitions of payamory found onthe Internet "utili ze words like
ethical, resporsible, honaable, open, horest, intentiond, and principled” (p 20. Thisisin
contrast to the concept generally held in ou culture that having a sexual partner in addition to
your spouseisabetrayal. Cougdeswho are payamorous have made aconscious dedsionto
have other partners whil e maintaining their connection and commitment to their original partner.
Thisisamutual agreement, na a betrayal.

The topic of polyamory or open relationships has received very littl e formal academic
investigation. Thisisin spite of the fad that it isasubjed of greda interest to many Americans

as rown by the number of web sites that speak abou it and the number of yahoogroups which



pertain to it: aseach onhttp://www.google.com onJanuary 22, 2005yielded 179,000entries for

polyamory, compared with 353,000entries for monogamy. On the same day, aseach onYahoo

(http://groups.yahoocom) for groups which mention pdyamory yielded 252groups, a number of

which had more than athousand members. Many were intended for people in spedfic locaions,
which included 32states, many Canadian provinces, and several courtries. In addition, there ae
an unknavn number of others which are "hidden," do nd have the word "polyamory" in their
description, a are hosted at other sites. Some of these are li sted at

http://www.pdyamory.org/SF/groups.html, which shows groups in an additional 5 states.

Lack of Research onPolyamory

Why has there been littl e research onthistopic? Rubin (2001 hypothesized that
"Swinging, group marriages, and communes [and pdyamory] may remain onthe periphery of
study and tolerance because they threaen the ailtural image of what marriageis suppcsed to be"
(p. 729. Elisabeth Sheff, who started research for her Ph.D. in sociology in the late 1990,
recaved some encouragement "because it was an areathat had na been developed yet andit is
goodto be agroundbregker,” but also dscouragement, becauseit isa"fresky" topic and she
could be marginalized because of the topic (personal communication, January 19, 2005. The
Ingtitute for 21% Century Relationships has been attempting to start an academic journal that
would be a"forum for the publlicaion d interdisciplinary research findings beaing on the broad

topic of aternative and nortraditional relationships” (http://|ovethatworks.org/journal.html,

January 22, 2005. However, they have had littl e successbecause of the ladk of research.

Acoording to Jim Fledkenstein (personal communicaion, January 14, 2009, "There have been a
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cougde of pubished articles on swingers, bu virtually nathing on pdyamory or the more generic
‘'open relationships.’ There have been some theses written, bu nat puldished.”

Many socia scientists suppat the "questioning mindset,” the ideathat "there is nothing
that shoud na be doulted. Everything must be unceasingly examined" (Lofland and Lofland,
1995, p. 151 In spite of this, even an eminent psychaologist like Albert Elli s (2003, who was
writing about sex even before Kinsey, has had hiswritings that question ou society's attitudes
towards sxuality censored, modified withou his permisson, and amitted from compil ations of
sympaosia & which he presented.

Who therefore will t ake the risk of researching some part of thistopic of polyamory
which questions the aultural standard for sexual behavior? People who have apersonal interest
in the subjea (e.g. Barker, 2005 Sheff, 2004 Wolfe, 2003. Following their example, and
Berg's (20049 comment that the first person singular all ows areseacher to "take both ownership

and resporsibility for what is being stated” (p. 156, thisthesis also uses the first person singular.

Questioning Monogany

Most people do nd think abou monogamy. It is sSmply agiven. The main issue for
therapists aroundmonogamy is deding with itsfail ure, i.e. infidelity. The question o whether
or nat monagamy is a choicethat people want to make is not generally discussed. Some people,
however, have thought abou it, they have questioned it, they have discussed it with their partner,
and have chosento livelife adifferent way. My husband and | are anong thase who have
consciously chasen to violate the norms of society, and are very involved in the polyamorous
subculture. As smeone who has been in anonmonogamous committed relationship for amost

30years, | am very interested in what helps other couges maintain their primary partnership
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even whil e becoming sexually and emotionally intimate with ather lovers. What we, and ahers
like us, dofliesin the face of conventional wisdom and most of the writings on marriage, which
emphasize monagamy.

Our society has used laws and social presaure to encourage married coudes to stay
together in spite of their differences, bu this clearly has not been working very well i n recent
yeas. What else besides legal sanctions provides the glue that keeps marriages together? In a
discusson d cohesionin multil ateral (group) marriages, Constantine and Constantine (1974
nated the need for a mechanism to encourage internal problem-solving rather than al owing
nealsto be satisfied externally. They commented, "The fidelity ethic in amonogamous
marriage serves as sich a mechanism to ke the husband and wife solving problemsin their
relationship. Compartmentalization d sex as an isolated modality [asin swinging] is ancther

such mechanism” (p. 286.

Abou This Study

The focus of this gudy was onwhat provides this cohesion for long term polyamorous
coupes. What is the nature of the commitment (as they conceptuali ze it) that kegos them
together, when they have the opportunity to follow what could seem to be an easier path of
moving on to someone dse with whom they have not yet developed serious problems?
Interviews were used to urcover what the respondents consider to be helpful to them in
maintaining their commitment to their partner. The interview questions were designed to €licit
the nature of the relationships between the primary partners as well as their other lovers, and the
perceved benefits of polyamory. There was afocus on the respordents’ thoughts about how

they maintain a strong bondwith their primary partner. It was hypathesized that this research
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could provide some ideas abou the nature of commitment that are cmmmonly overlooked

because of the general assumption that monogamy is arequirement for sustainable relationship.

Sudy of Swccesgul Relationships
This dudy on commitment was nat intended to be representative of typicd involvement
in pdyamory, simply an examination d what has worked to al ow these cupes to stay together
in fulfilli ng relationships whil e foll owing a path that is considered deviant in ou culture. The
study was abou what the participants said works for them. It did na addressthe isaue of
deviancediredly, na look at the problems faced by people who have not been successul in this

lifestyle.

Intended Value

The value for the reader is smilar to that of other ethnographic studies, namely a glimpse
into adifferent way of life, adifferent way of organizing our emotional redities. It allowsthe
realer to seehow some people have questioned the value of monogamy in their lives withou
rejeding the desire for aprimary pair-bond,and in the processhave aeated a different style of
relationship which works for them. This research paper attempts to describe some of the
meanings paly people asciate with sex and relationships, and to expand human agency
(Marecek, 2003 by showing people who have succesdully foll owed a nonstandard cultural path.
The meanings about sex and relationships that have been constructed (Reinharz, 1983 by the
participants are dearly different than the meanings constructed by the larger culture (Mill er,

Hengst and Wang, 2003.
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The incentive for the responcdents to participate was a dhance to talk at length abou their
relationship, ahope that thiswill be beneficial to the pay community (since greater knowledge
and uncaerstanding of the community islikely to create greder tolerancefor it), andthe

oppatunity to clarify their own sense of commitment with their primary partner.

Membership in the Poly Community

As an oppatunistic complete member (Adler and Adler, 1987 of the paly subculture
(thismeansthat | studied agroup d which | was already fully a member), along with my
husband, Zhaha Stewart, | not only take part in the community but also work to help shapeit.
We have taken part in discusson groups and led workshops on pdyamory. We have given
presentations at the University of Colorado, at the Courseling Center in Boulder, and have been
interviewed onKGNU. We have both written articles for Loving More, a magazine for people
who are exploring the option d loving more than ore person ([1 write a Spring Cascade]
Cascade, 1996, 2000, 2Qx, 2001b, 2002Cascade and Stewart, 1998 Stewart, 1995, 2000,
20013, 2001h, and presented at their conferences. Thereforeit is of considerable interest to me
personaly to understand the dynamics of long term paly relationships © | can share the

informationwith athers.

Appropriatenessof Oppatunistic Sudies
Isit appropriate for someone who isinvolved in a ommunity to study it? Loflandand
Lofland have "courseled invalvement and enmeshment rather than oljectivity and dstance- a
coursel that is very much in keeping with the fieldwork tradition" and nded, "So-cdled

objedivity and dstance vis-a-visthe field setting will usually result in afail ure to coll ect any
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dataworth analyzing." (Lofland and Lofland, 1995, p. T). Adler and Adler stated their beli ef
that "the native experiencedoes nat destroy but, rather, enhances the data-gathering process
Data gathering does not occur only through the detached observational role, bu through the
subjedively immersed role aswell" (Adler and Adler, 1987, p. 81 Berg adknowledged that
"The use of personal biography or deep familiarity with a subjed has become more mwmmon and
acacepted by ethnographers’ (Berg, 2004, p. 155 and that some reseachers now encourage self-
reflective or auto-ethnographies.

Adler and Adler (1987 naoted that Chicago Schod field researchers take the view that
researchers shoud attempt to avoid influencing their subjects. However, they aso panted ou
that existentia sociologists and ethnamethoddogists find that such influenceis aimost inevitable
with reseachers who are members of a community. Daniels observed that "aresearcher isnot a
remote and reutral agent in a study but rather one who isinteractive with andis affeded by the
data olleaed so that what is coll eded inevitably bears the mark of thisinteraction” (Daniéls,
1999, p. 16¥ In addition, | would exped oppatunistic researchers to have astakein the
community they are studying, and therefore they may have adesireto influenceit. Infact, the
goa of the reseach may be to help the cmmmunity by creding greaer understanding and insight
of its dynamics.

What effed does being a member have on research invalving a ommunity? Riemer
(1977 noted bah advantages and dsadvantages of such oppatunistic reseach. It fadlit ates
entry into the research setting; it faalit ates rappart between the researcher and the people being

studied; and it improves the acairacy of the interpretation. However, there is aso the passhili ty
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of objedivity being compromised by emotional involvement, and the difficulty of replicating the

research. Thisiswueisaddressed in greater detail i n the chapter on methoddogy.

Ethicd Considerations

There is definitely a potential danger to people who are payamorousiif thisfad shoud
bemme known to the wrong people. Thereis adanger of losing one's job a having Child
Protedive Services take one's child away, at least temporarily. Confidentiality istherefore
particularly important, and has been strictly maintained. Pseudonyms have obviously been used
in writing abou the participants.

One reason for having separate interviews was to all ow someone to reveal information
that could paentialy be too sensitive to discussin front of the partner, because it would cause
the partner pain or embarrassment, such as a sexual preference for adifferent lover. Care has
been taken to avoid writing about such informationin away that could be identified, in case
some participants or other members of the cmmunity choaose to read the thesis. This means that
potentially sensiti ve information was naot linked to a name that the partner (or anyone dse) may

be aleto identify because of other charaderistics sich as age or professon.

Hypotheses
This gudy of the way in which some payamorous cougdes maintain their commitment to
their primary partner is an exploratory study which, as Bamberg (2003) noted abou qualitative
inguries, is not seeking to affirm or falsify previously establi shed hypotheses, but rather to
observe, describe and understand. Theinqury is open-ended, with agoal of exploratory

discovery (Sela-Smith, 2003. AsDouglassand Moustakas (1985) pointed ou, "It is the focused
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attentivenessand internal aertness rather than predetermined methods and procedures, that

guides the researcher into revelations of meaning” (p. 49).

Chapter Summary
Polyamory invaves opennessto multiple loving, sexua relationships whil e being honest
with al invalved. In spite of interest in thistopic in the general puldic, there has been littl e

research onit. This gudy examined commitment in long term polyamorous relationships.
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Chapter 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

Monagamy, marriage and commitment. Our culture asumes a wnredion ketween them.
Isit possble to have marriage and commitment withou monogamy? What would that ook like?
The focus of the study will be on peoplein sexually open committed relationships (i.e., they have
open, horest, sexual, loving relationships with athersin additionto their spouse or other
committed partner). Sincethereisaladk of scholarly work onmultiple partner relationships
(Sheff, 2009, this literature review includes articles pertaining to ather forms of nonrmonogamy
(such as swvinging) aswell. Note that the difference between pdyamory and swinging isthat in
polyamory there is afocus onlove andthe enotional relationship with ather lovers, whereas
swinging is often reaedional sex, with an explicit intention to avoid an emotional conredion.
The definition o swinging used by Jenks (1998, is "married coupes exchanging partners lely
for sexua purposes’ (p. 507).

This chapter starts with alook at the way monogamy is linked to commitment in bools
onmarriage, in arder to give abadkground on pevaili ng nations abou commitment. The rest of
this chapter looks at aternatives to monogamy, starting with academic studies, continuing with
books, bah fiction and norfiction, and finishes with a section onrelatively recent articleson

polyamory and nonrmonogamy.

Monagamy and Commitment
There have been many reasons given in the literature for monogamy. Some, like Masters

and Johnson (1974, recognized that there may be some drcumstances and reasons for
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disregarding it, but they still presented a case for why monogamy is the basis for commitment.
They expressed a ancern that extramarital sex isa aure that is worse than the problem it is
suppased to resolve, that it wedkens the mmmitment that is created by the pleasure bond d the

sexua ad.

Healingin Monogamny

Peasall (1994 aso emphasized the commitment that is part of monogamy, and
discussed the heding that comes from aloving, committed, sexual relationship. He suggested
that "Sexual pleasure may be programmed into us asasignal to ou brain that we are onthe right
tradk in preventing ill nessand staying well by making contad with ancther person” (p. 11). He
expressed a awncern that extramarital sexual relationships reducethe bondng and intimate
conredionthat are necessry for sexual heding.

While Peasall (1994 discussed physicd heding, Hendrix (1990 proposed marriage &
the aenafor heding our childhoodwounds. He stated that we chocse & our partner a person
who gives us the opportunity to work through the pain that we suffered as chil dren, the person
that we need to help us grow. Hendrix (1993 also proposed monogamous marriage a a spiritual

path, and stated a beli ef that a committed relationship requires monogamy.

Spritua Aspeds of Monogamny
Others have dso stressed the spiritual asped of monogamous marriage. Hal and Sidra
Stone, who advocaed monogamy (Stone & Stone, 1993, included a chapter on spirituality in
their book on artnering (Stone & Stone, 19909. Welwood (1990) described marriage & "an

alchemicd vessel in which two peopl€e's natures are steadily refined through the hea of their
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loving commitment to stand by each ather” (p. 185 This requires monogamy as a antainer;
having other lovers or complaining to friends when things are hard makes the wntainer too
le&ky. Moschetta and Moschetta (1998) "discovered that there is a spiritual element present in
every strong and vibrant marriage” (p. 15). They clamed that "When you have the marriage
spirit you are monogamous by choice” (p. 256. They viewed marriage & asaaed pace.
Schnarch (199) encouraged the integration d sexuaity and spirituality. He encouraged a
voluntary choice of monogamy, made & a commitment to oreself, to promote growth and

differentiation (Schnarch, 1991, 1989).

Older Studies of Nonmonogamy

Not everyone agrees with the mncept that monogamy is superior to normonogamy, and
that commitment isimpassible withou monagamy. Rubin (2001) observed that "The late 19605
and ealy 197G was aperiod d intense reexamination d interpersonal relationships, marriage
andfamily life" (p. 713. Hewrote afairly thoroughreview of the literature on swingers, group
marriages, and communes (and incidentally, on open marriage), nating that in the 199G one had
to go to the popuar pressto find information onswinging. Anacther review of the literature on
swinging was done by Jenks (1998. He concluded that "Although many peoplein our society
disapprove of this behavior and kelieve that swingers are very unheppy and have unsatisfadory

marriages there is no evidencefor such a dam” (p. 591).

Searching for Psychadogical Differences
Of interest to the researchers two to threedecales and more ago was whether there was a

psychalogical difference between the people who were monogamous and those who were nat.
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Watson (1981,as quaed by Rubin, 1983 studied 38 people in sexualy open marriages and
found nasignificant diff erence from the standardization nams of the California Psychological
Inventory. Buunk(1980,as quaed by Rubin, 1983 found nosignificant differences from the
norm in 50coupdes with sexually open marriages in the Netherlands. Other researchers
(Gilmartin, 1972 Paulson and Paulson, 1971 and Cole and Spanier, 1974,dl as quaed by
Rubin, 1983 concluded that "there was no evidencethat swinging is harmful to marital or family
stability” (p. 1®). (Swingingisincluded in thisreview of literature since there ae more studies
of it than of sexually open marriages). Rubin's own study of 130sexually open respondents and
130who dd na have an agreement to be sexually open, using the Dyadic Adjustment Scae,
concluded that "Of the mupes who were living together, those in sexually open marriages were
aswell adjusted asthose in sexually exclusive marriages. Of the mudes who hed 'split up,
those who hed been in sexually open marriages were no more unheppy than those who hed been
in sexualy exclusive marriages' (p. 107. Murstein, Case and Gunn (1985 foundthat swingers
vary from societal norms in some ways and have an unwsually high interest in sex, bu were
reasonably adequately functioning individuals. Kurdek and Schmitt (198586) studied gay
coupes and compared those that were sexually exclusive and those that were nat. They found
"no evidencethat psychologica adjustment is related to type of cougding’ (p. 99. Rubinand
Adams (1986 found nostatisticdly significant differencein stabili ty between sexually open and

sexually closed coupes.

Intimate Friendships and & ually Open Marriages
Others examined particular situations. Ramey (1975) studied 380individuals involved in

what he termed "intimate friendships,” friendships which included sexua intimacy, and
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described the types of relationships they had. He concluded that "at least for these few
responcents, if their self reports are to be believed, behavior that combines the paositive aspeds of
friendship with sexual adivity that might otherwise be @vert, nonconsensua adultery is sen by
them as more honest, more rewarding, and adistinct improvement over the way they previously
lived their lives." He caitions, however, that "It remains to be shown in any definitive way that
thislife style acually is an improvement over their previouslife style" (p. 52).

Knapp (1976, in her report of her study of 17 sexually open marriages, naed that there
had been littl e anpiricd research onsexually non-monogamous marriage, and much o that had
been ongroup o multil ateral marriage. She acknowledged her study was not rigorously
scientific, bu expressed hope that there would be additional research onthe topic of non

traditional marriage styles.

Loevinger's Theory of EgQo Devdopment

Some reseachers wrote in ways that implied some nonrmonagamous rel ationships might
require agreater degree of psychological development than monogamous ones. Ryals and Foster
(1976 explained Jane Loevinger's theory of ego development (Loevinger, 1966, quied in Ryals
and Foster), focusing in particular on the stages of "conformist,” " conscientious,” and
"autonamous.” Drawing on O'Nelll and O'Neill (1972, they hypothesized that coupes
pradicing open marriage would need to be @ the aitonamous dage, committed to ead ather's
growth, and respeding each ather's autonamy. They stated that people & the conformist stage
would na likely have the mgnitive complexity to understand the notion d autonamy in
marriage, and people a the conscientious sage would be likely to try "to intervene, to help, to

proted, which, regardlessof atruistic underpinnings, may create the status differential which
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interferes with pee like equal status interdependence’ (p. 301).

Peabody (1982 also referred to Loevinger's ego development theory. She noted the
intensifying presaure on marriage which has resulted in an increasing rate of divorce. She
explained swinging, open marriage and group marriage, and stated that "the traditi onal
monagamous marriage can nolonger provide adequately for the intimacy needs of some
individuals' (p. 430Q. She then suggested that monogamous marriage and the three dternative
life styles could be viewed ona continuum of increasing complexity, with the individualsin a
succesdul sexually open marriage needing to be & amore autonamous level of ego

development.

Coursdling Impli cations of Nonmonogamy

There were some aticles onthe murseling implicaions of these dternative life styles.
In additionto Peabody (1982, Ziskin and Ziskin (1975 explained the types of issues that might
come up in courseling with coudes who have an agreement that expli citly permits one or bath
spouses to have sexual relations with athers. Constantine, Constantine and Edelman (1972
stressed bah the need for coursel ors working with clientsin open marriages or multil ateral
(group) marriagesto avoid pathaogizing their clients choice & well asthe opportunity to "help
tail or the family structure to the people rather than to continue to help individualsfit asingle

structural option” (p. 2739.

Types of Nonmonogany
Ramey (1972 presented amodel of different types of nomrmonogamous relationships. He

explained that there ae more strains on current marriages, since much more is expeded from
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marriage than previously. In addition, as women became peers of men, there was a greaer
posshility for the dternatives to marriage to become more widespread. He dassfied

relationships in what he termed an increasing ader of complexity of interadion.

Criticism of the Research

Biblarz and Biblarz (1980 criti cized the studies of swinging which had been dmein the
yeas preceling their article. They stated that the researchers were on the side of the swingers,
either openly or by default, sincethe researchers did na believe that, as ientists, they could
make ahicd judgments of the behavior. Biblarz and Biblarz raised the question d whether
marital improvements reported by swingers were the result of alow starting point, and raised the
posshility of self-deception.  They suggested that more atention shoud be paid to the mental,
emotional, and social comporents of sexuality, and to the éfed of swinging onthe person's slf-

worth.

Books on Sexually Open Relationships
During the late 1960 and ealy 1970s there were dso a number of books pulished on
the subjed of nonrmonogamy and alternative relationships. Some nowels, like Heinlein's
Sranger in a Srange Land (1967 and Rimmer's The Harr ad Experiment (1967 and
Propasition 31(1969 were very influential on the young people (including this author) who
went on to try nomrmonogamous life styles (Ramey, 1972. In abookthat seemed geared at

titill ating the general puldic, the Lobell s (1975 described how to have asexually freemarriage.

Nonfiction/Serious Older Books

There were more serious books as well. The O'Neill s Open Marriage (1972 was a best
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seller. While it was primarily abou genera guideli nes for relationships which encourage growth
for each individual, good communicaion, and flexible roles, it touched briefly on sexual
openness This became the focus of pulicinterest. The O'Neill s have expressed regret that the
core of the bookwas ignored, and that open marriage came to mean sexually open marriage
(Wadhowiak and Leopard, 1977). Inalater book,NenaO'Neill (1978 discussed sexual fidelity
in away which dd na encourage nonrmonogamy.

Ellis (1972 showed how to apply rational emotive therapy to extramarital relationships.
The Francoeurs (1976 analyzed ha sex as a depersonalized, genital centered view of sex which
Is based onan inequality between partners, whereas cod sex is more egalitarian and all ows
people the freedom to domore exploration. The Ziskins (1973 described dff erent types of
extramarital sex agreements, gave some cae histories, and wrote some general comments on
reasons and rediti es. Libby and Whitehurst (1977 brought together 24 articles from avariety of
sources which took a serious look at normonogamous rel ationships from the perspective of
sociologists, therapists, historians, sex educators, psychologists, psychiatrists, and more. Mazur
(1973 described the varieties of sexual life styles and dfferent types of intimacy, suggesting
ways of handling intimacgy and sensuality in ou relationships. Rogers (1972 in hisbookabou
what works and does not work in marriage, described a coude who, by being open and hanest
with eat aher, foundthey could be open to being sexual with athersin away that was positive

for their marriage.

More Recent Books
The 199Gs brought a new series of books. Nearing (1992 discussed pdyfidelity (closed

groupmarriage). Anapol (1997 described various forms of payamory (which she noted comes
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from the roats meaning "many loves") and hav to make it work. Eastonand Liszt (1997 came
from the viewpoaint that "sexis niceand pgeasure is goodfor you" (p. 4 and dscussd how to act
acardingly in an ethicd manner. West (1996 used the word pdyfidelity to "expressmultiple
lover relationships openly enjoyed in candor and goodfaith” (p. 73), and explained ways to doit.
Kilbride (19949 suggested that plural marriage could provide better opportunities for chil dren by
giving them accessto multi ple parents. Francoeur, Cornog and Perper (1999 compiled a group
of articles and stories connecting spirituality and sexuality and suggesting alternatives to strict
monogamy.

More books have been introduced in the 200Gs. Life (2004 suggested that polyamory
can be apath that helps us redli ze our spiritual truth. Matik (2002 wrote éou aternative
relationships from the perspedive of her experience and nded that having open relationships
"means re-defining and re-buil ding arelationship based onyour needs and your values. [It's] a
paliticd ad" (p.4). Ravenscroft (2004) explained that his bookwas intended to be ahandbook
for newly poyamorous people, answering as many of their questions as possble.

There ae other books which touched hriefly onthe concept of normonagamy within
discussons of ethics. Fortune (1998 recommended monogamy, bu noted that the dedsionto be
monaogamous or not needed to be dedded by the partners in each relationship. Heyward (1989
and Elli son (1996, working towards a li beration theology, emphasized the importance of
listening to ou bodes and making our own dedsions abou our sexuality. They stated that when
people ae nat in touch with their feelings and able to make their own choices abou their bodes,
they arelessable to relate to athers out of strength and personal integrity. When people ae not

in touch with their own needs and desires, they canna suppat the needs and desires of others,
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andtherefore caana act effedively to break the bonds of oppresson for themselves or others.

Recent Articles
Bisexual, Leshian, andGay Isaues

Many of therecent articles on pdyamory or other nonrmonogamy have
bisexual/l esbian/gay issues. The Journal of Lesbhian Sudies (Munson and Stelboum, 1999 and
the Journal of Bisexuality (Anderlini-D'Onafrio, 2004 each pulished adouldeissue on
polyamory and related issues that was smultaneously issued as abook.

Loulan (1999 defended pdyamory as avalid choicefor lesbians, in spite of members of
the lesbian community sedng "polyamory as an affront to the saaosanct union d two women
struggling against the tides of the evil world” (p. 37). Halpern (1999 noted that feas abou
polyamory can beinternalized in away that is smilar to hanophoba and that the assumption
that more than ore sexual bondwill breg upthe primary relationship is likely to create that
redity. She addressed the concern that bisexual women would never be happy with just a
woman partner. Labriola (1999 described various models of open relationships and gave
examples. She concluded with guestionsto ask to help people dhocse the relationship model that
works for them. LaSala (2004 studied the relationship quality in strictly monogamous gay male
coupes compared with openly normonogamous cougdes, and found no dferenceonthe Dyadic
Adjustment Scde. However, naminally monogamous coupes who engaged in extrarelationship
sex were lessadjusted and satisfied. Pall otta-Chiarolli and Lubowitz (2003 studied women in
monaogamous, open, and pdyamorous relationships with bisexual men, and how it affeded their
sense of being in a mmunity or being on the outside of community.

Kasoff (1983) discussed normonogamy in the lesbian community. She described
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diff erent types, and clinicd implicaions for therapists. Rust (1996 studied monogamy and
nonmonogamy among bisexuals. She noted that some people find that no ore person can fill all
their needs. She warned against pathologizing clients who choase nonrmonogamy, and
commented that bisexuals often nead specia suppat regardlessof the relational forms they

choose because of the ladk of suppat they recave elsewhere.

Therapy

Charles (2002 also addressed therapy. She noted that monogamy may impede self-
awarenessin some people, by preventing them from testing their idedi zed sense of self in ather
relationships. It may make growth more difficult, or force people into a choice between self and
relationship. Ford and Hendrick (2003 included open marriage in their study abou the
impli caions of therapists' sexual values ontheir work with clients.

Davidson (2002 provided an ouline of atalk abou working with pdyamorous cli ents.
Thisincluded naes on haw therapists can prepare to work with people who are exploring

polyamory, basic understanding of polyamory, and key issues to watch for.

Feminism
Jadkson and Scott (20049 stated that nonrmonogamy was central to the paliti cs of
feminism in the 197G, but there has been aretrea from this position from the 1980 onward.
They questioned the more recent feminist assumption that, in heterosexual relations, women are

damaged by hormonogamy.

Legal Articles

Theissue of gay marriage has raised the possbility of the marriage of more than two
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people, with some gay rights opporents warning that "same-sex marriage leads a parade of
horribles such as paygamy" (Emens, 2004, p. 279 Thisisthe @ntext in which Emens (2004
and Strasderg (2008) have dhosen to examine payamory, marriage and the law.

Strasderg (2003 examined pdyfidelity (closed groupmarriage) in the light of Hegel's
analysis of the function performed by romantic love and marriage in suppating the modern
liberal state. She concluded that "polyamory may be more of a Pandara’s Box than many
redize" (p. 563.

Emens (2004 described some reasons that monogamous people might find pdyamory
threaening, and suggested some ways in which laws might be rewritten to avoid privileging

monagamy.

Sudies of Polyamory
The only pulished survey of people who identify as polyamorous that this author is
aware of was pullished in a noracademic magazine (Weber, 2002 Pall otta-Chiarolli, 2002).
Weber estimated that half a million Americans are payamorous (even if they have nat heard the
word). The morethan 1,000 jgople who responded to the survey were more highly educated
than the general popuation, and hed a higher househald income. Pall otta-Chiarolli reported that
alarge majority of the respordents did na have dildren. Ancther survey was being done & the

beginning of 2005at www.pdystudy.com for adisrtation, bu the siteisnolonger active.

Sheff (2004 did an ethnographic study for her dissertation. Wolfe (2003 studied jealousy and
compersionin the payamorous community. She notes that the term compersion was coined by
the Kerista aoommunity, which used it as the oppasite of jedousy, or taking pleasure & seang

one's partner enjoying him or herself with another lover. (Keristawas a commune that existed in
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San Francisco from 1971to 1991. For information onKerista, see http://www.kerista.com).

Sheff (2005 foundthat polyamorous women expand their family, cultural, gender and
sexual roles. The women she interviewed felt both more enpowered and more disempowered in
their relationships. They felt empowered by their greaer freedom to make their own sexual
choaices, creae new roles for themselves and expressthemselves sexually, and dsempowered by
fedings of inseaurity with resped to their partner's other relationships, fea of censure, and social
stigma because of their deviance

Barker (2006) outlined ways "in which pdyamory might chall enge key elements of the
dominant construction d sexuality" and described howv some members of polyamorous
communiti es "construct their identiti esin relation to more dominant cultural constructions' and

explored "the implicaions that being payamorous has for their own sense of self” (p. 79.

Conclusion
As can be seen by thisfairly thorough review of the literature on pdyamory and
nommonagamy in genera, it contains littl e or nothing on commitment, espedally not abou the
issue of how coudes maintain their commitment. Therefore this gudy of commitment in
polyamorous relationshipsis addressng an area which has not yet been researched and

pubished.
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Chapter 3
METHOD
This thesis was a study of seven long term polyamorous coudes, cougdes who have been
together and actively padly (i.e. they have bath had ather partners rather than simply being open
to that posghility) for at least 5 years, and who consider themselves to bein a stable, committed
relationship (asis common in the pady community, thiswill be referred to as their primary

relationship).

Participants

An email request for participants was snt to pdy and pdy-friendy groupsin Northern
Cdlifornia and appropriate friends liciting participants. The email explicitly stated that the
study would focus on commitment, so that the participants could think abou that issue before the
interview. The seven coudes interviewed were selected from among respondents to that email
based onashort phane interview or personal knowledge. Preference was given to couples who
had been pdyamorous for the most years, and in addition,a cupde with a dild living at home
was pedfically sought out. While it was clear that there were some isaues in some of the
coupdes which might eventually cause abre&kup, al the mupes ssemed relatively stable.

A number of the people who responded to the email requests for participants (diredly or
indiredly because afriend d theirs had let them know abou it) were unqualified or marginally
qualified, because they had beenin apaly relationship lessthan o barely five years. Some
qualified participants were nat interviewed becaise the original goal of four to six coudes had

been reached (the seventh coupde was included because they areraising a dhild). Asit turns out,
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four coupdes were friends or acguaintances. In ore other case | had talked with the man bu had
never met the woman. One mupe wastotally unknavn, and ancther coude thought | looked

familiar; we determined after talking that we had probably been at a workshoptogether.

Resporsesto Sdicitation

My soli citation for participants €li cited some vigorous discusson on ore email li st abou
polyamory and hawv | was going to present it. Guy Thomas (who requested that | use his name if
| quated him) expressed concern that focusing on coupges would feed into the "assumption that
coupes are the most important or the only 'red’ relationships.” Ancther personwrote, "1 don't
li ke the thought that something will be puldi shed into the world patraying polyamory as
primary/secndary relationships becaise | think that's only a subset of poyamory, and ane
closest to monogamy.” A third personthought that the paoly community shoud all be
"committed to bre&king out of the ‘coude’ model of love and sexuality." These comments make
it very clear that there ae people who are payamorous who have avery diff erent concept of

poly relationships than is presented in this paper, since it focuses on pdyamorous coudes.

Persond Acquantances
What are the eff ects of using personal aajuaintances as participants? McCradken (1988
stated that respondents shoud be complete strangers. However, he dso naed that they are
influenced by their impresson d the interviewer. Just as a ammplete member of agroupisgiven
considerable latitude (Adler and Adler, 1987), amember of the pay community islikely to be
given more trust, sincethe responcdent can rest asaured that the information gained will not be

used to harm the community. | mean by that that it will not be used to attack the cmmmunity,
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though it may contain criticd observations. Whil e friend respondents may have atendency to
bias their observations to avoid stresses on the friendship, the interviewer has the advantage of
understanding the respordent's comments in the mntext of observed behavioral interadions,
thereby reducing the likelihoodthey will get away with telli ng a story that is completely
inconsistent with adual behavior. It isimportant in this stuation that the interviewer have the
reputation d being able to ke confidentiality. The aurrent context isonein which the
responcents who are acquaintances are members of groups which agreeto confidentiality, and
have presumably leaned to trust the interviewer. Note that one of the participants told me that
he was willi ng to participate because he drealy knew me.

In addition, it would na have been pradicd to find coudes to interview who are neither
friends nor potential friends, sincethe group d people whoidentify as polyamorousin the San
Francisco Bay areais limited, and the individuals are likely to attend the same events that my
husband and | do. It islikely that | will meéd people | do nd yet know at apaly oriented event
some time in the future, and we will almost undouliedly have friends in common.

For an interview to go deep, a @mnnedion hasto be established between the interviewer
and the participant. One of my interviewees (who was not previously an acquaintance)
commented that people sometimes confuse sexual expresson and the resulting emotional
conredion, and nded, "By us having adiaogue like this, and you asking me questions, there's
an emotional conrection between us, and it's palpable, | can fed it and I'm sure you can too."
Note that | understand this as a mmment abou the nature of an open conversation between two
people, where & least one of the people isreveding personal, intimate information. His point

was that we can fed a mnnedion through conversationthat is not related to any sexua
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expresson a desire.

As Lofland and Lofland (1995 pointed ou, whatever the relationship of the investigator
to the setting, whether as a member or an olserver, it is smultaneously an advantage and a
disadvantage. In this gudy | have been able to take alvantage of the greaer depth of data
avail able, the greaer opennessof respordents that comes from their knowledge of my similar

experience, and my ability to supdement the data with my own insights (Adler and Adler, 1987%.

Demographics

The participants al li ved within atwo hou drive of my home north of San Francisco.
Most interviews were conducted at the home of the participants, with ore exception where the
responcent preferred to come to my home.

No same gender coupes responded to my soli citation, so all coupes were male-female.
One woman is only interested in ather women at this point, with the exception d her primary
partner. Ancther woman had had an important relationship with another woman, and was clearly
interested in bah men and women, and anather had some sexual relationships with women. |
did na spedficdly ask abou sexua orientation. However, many of the participants volunteeed
that they were comfortable touching someone of the same sex when they were in athree way
sexual situation.

The age of the respordents varied from 29to 72,with an average age of 52 (two were 29,
4 werein their forties, two in their fifties, and the rest over 60). They had been in their current
relationships for at least ten years (and as long as 44), and had been pdyamorous within that

relationship for at least 7 years.
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Interviewing Procedure

| interviewed each personindividualy, using what has variously been called a qualitative
interview (Babbie, 2004), an urstructured interview (Lofland and Lofland, 19%), an gpen mode
interview (Kvale, 2003, or along interview (McCracken, 1989. The esenceisthat there were
some general questions, bu unlike asurvey interview, the questions were nat phrased in a
particular way, or asked in aparticular order (Babhie) (though usually they were asked in the
same order). Additional questions were asked when it seemed appropriate. The point was to
elicit rich descriptions of the respondents’ experience (Lofland and Lofland) of their relationships
and how they experience and pradice coommitment in thaose relationships by all owing them to
talk fredy (Kvae). Therespondents weretold that each interview would likely take between
one and three hous and would betaped. In practice the interviews took from one and a half
hous to threehours and twenty minutes, with an average of two hous and twelve minutes. The
Interviews were subsequently transcribed. The respondents were asked if they wished to select
their own pseudonym. Eight of the fourteen dd so.

The participants were interviewed separately rather than as a couge, since there were
some deli cae questions abou their sexuality with their primary partner (the other member of the
coupe) andtheir other partners. In addition, | wanted to see whether the answers of both
members of the cupde ae consistent with each ather. On occasion | said something abou my
own experience, espedally when asked, or made areference to a ammmon experience, following
the concept of Clements, Ettling, Jenett and Shields (1999), that "The story of the researcher can

ad asa cdalyst for the story of the participant” (p. 78.
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The Questions
For alist of the intended questions, please see gpendix A. Asnoted abowve, the questions
were nat necessarily be phrased the same way for everyone, or asked in the same order, bu

foll owed the flow of the conversation.

Demographcs
The interview included some demographic questions. age, occupation, the length of the
relationship, whether or not married. There ae dso questions abou how long they have been

polyamorous, and hav they approached pdyamory (how they became payamorous).

Nature of the Relationships

There were questions to give the flavor of their relationships with ather people, and with
ead ather'slovers. What types of other sexual relationships do they have? What types of things
dothey dowith their other lovers and with their partner's lovers, and what type of connedion do
they have with them? Do they share interests with their lovers that they don't share with their
primary partners? These questions were intended to provide ideas abou ways in which
polyamory enriches or detrads from their life s acouge.

Questions abou the enotional conrection with the primary partner al owed a comparison
with the other lovers. There were dso questions abou sexual satisfadionwith bah the primary
partner and aher lovers. These were intended to give us an idea of whether the alditional
relationships are intended to satisfy an unmet need in the primary relationship, o are seen as an

expansion d a satisfying relationship.
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GroundRules
People who are payamorous often have some groundrules or agreements abou what is
aaceptable and what isnot. These may invalve particular sexual adivities (restricting someto
the primary couge), they may involve the &ility to "veto" an invalvement with a particular
person, hav often they get together, etc. The questions abou groundrules were intended to give
us omeidea dou the way the cupe has gructured their other relationshipsto allow them to

keep the primacy of their own bond.

Children
The questions abou chil dren were general questions which were not necessarily expeded
to shed light onthe coommitment of the coupde, bu to reved some of the dynamicsinvolvedin

their relationship.

Effed on Their Lives
| expeded that coudes who have been pdyamorous for several years and consider
themselves committed to ead ather would find that payamory has been beneficial to them.
However, it seamed passble that one member of the mupde would have astronger feeling in that
diredion, a that one member would think that polyamory has creaed more problems than
benefits. | thought that the question abou how polyamory has affeded their lives might also

reved more @ou what kegys them together asa mupe.
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Jealousy
Theisaue of jedousy is one that has to be faced onan ongoing basis by people who are
polyamorous. It was defined in the interviews as any fedings of discomfort that come up when
one's partner isinvolved with anather person emotionally or sexually. Thisincludes envy, issues
aroundtime, comparison, competiti veness spedalness fea of lossand any other discomfort.

How a coupe handes these fedings has an impad ontheir relationship.

Maintaining the Primary Bond
The questions abou fears or concerns abou growing apart led naturally to the question
abou how they maintain their primary bond.One way some people do thisisto reserve certain
adivitiesfor each ather. There was lesstime taken onthis questionthan ariginaly expeded,

probably because many of the ideas had already come up ealier in the interview.

Perceaved Benefits and Chall enges

Finaly, since payamory is not alifestyle that is condaned o suppated by the
culture & large, it was helpful for the purpose of this gudy to get an ideaof the perceved
benefits of palyamory from the perspedive of the participants, as well asthe dallenges and
drawbacks. Asking them what else they would like the interviewer to knav abou their
relationship all owed some people to add some extra ammments, such as adesire for the shadow
side of palyamory to be expressed as well the benefits; for people to urderstand that the ways
polyamory can belived are infinite; that it can be aspiritual path; that payamory "has alot to
offer as apath and shoud be dl owed and cdebrated as a dhoice” and a suggestion that people

talk abou their most delightful poly experience.
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Anaysis

The interviews were analyzed from an adivist perspective of human agency (Lofland and
Lofland, 1999, looking for the strategies that the responcdents use to maintain their commitment
to their primary partner, and the stories that they tell (Murray, 2003 to reinforce their
commitment. Asin heuristic inquiry, the objed wasto dscover the nature of the phenomenon
(commitment to aprimary partner in pdyamorous relationships), nd to prove or disprove aly
particular influence (Dougassand Moustakas, 1985. The analysis remained open-ended at the
start of the reseach, to all ow the information gathered during the interviews to influencethe
focusing dedasions and to al ow new perceptions to emerge (Lofland and Lofland). As Rogers
(1965 stated, "it is the dedicated personal search of adisciplined, open-minded individual which
discovers and creates new knowledge. No refinement of laboratory or statisticd methodcan do

this' (as quated in Moustakas, 1990, p. 8)

Chapter Summary
Long term polyamorous couges, some of whom are personal acquaintances, were
interviewed abou the nature of their relationships, possble groundrules, the dfea of poyamory
onthelr lives, jedousy, their techniques for maintaining their bond,and the benefits of
polyamory. Theinterviews were analyzed to discover the nature of the cmmmitment they have

and how they maintain it.
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Chapter 4
RESULTS
This chapter presents the findings from the interviews. The first sedion, " Types of
Relationships,” isadiscusson d the types of relationships that the participants have, bah with
eat ather andwith ather people. Thisisintended to give ageneral sense of the waysin which
polyamorous coupdes may organize their relationships, and is therefore organized by topic. The
secondsedion, "The Nature of Commitment,” contains more description d the nature of the
primary relationships as well as the respordents description d their commitment to ead ather.
It is organized by coudeto give afed for each couge and the way they experience their
commitment. The foll owing section, "Maintaining the Primary Bond" is organized by topic to
emphasize the diff erent methods used to keep the relationships hedthy and primary, and to allow
some amments which, for the sake of additional privacy, are not attributed to a spedfic person.
The next sedion, "Perceived Benefits of Polyamory,” explores the reasons the participants have
given for being padyamorous. Finally, thereisa dhapter summary.
Note that thisis avery small sample of committed long term palyamorous coudes, which
comprise asubset of polyamorous people, and therefore it does not necessarily represent typicd

views.

Types of Relationships
All of the participants expressed a desire for intimacy, closeness or an emotional bond
with their other sexual partnersin additionto their primary partner. Thiswas expeded, since this

was a study of palyamorous couges rather than of swingers, who sometimes limit their
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conredionwith athersto sex. However, the participants did na have to have the same level of

intimacy with all secondary partners.

The Primary Relationships
Emotional closenesswas important to all of the mudes. Some of them expressed a sense
of absolute cmmmitment to eat ather; others were fadng some aurrent chall enges or posshble
future challenges. All valued hanesty and communicaion, and recognized the need to be
adaptable. Severa participants gedficdly mentioned personal growth as something they want
and appreciate. They al have adive sex lives and close enotional bonds with eat ather. More

detail onthe primary relationshipsisincluded in the sedion oncommitment, below.

Syle of Relating to Others

One way in which respondents differed in their style of relating to athers hasto dowith
whether thisisajoint or separate activity. As Mary expressed it, she and Fred are a"package
ded." They include other peopleinto their sexua adivities, and, uriil recently, did na have sex
unlessthe other was in the room. One reason for that isthat it reduced the jedousy. As Fred
expressd it, "To me that's the kind d the thing that creaes sfety for us ... we don't exclude
ead ather." Inaddition, it sparks the eroticism between them: "One thing actuall y that turns me
onisjust Mary's sxuality, so having seen her be sexua with ather men sort of gets meto have
more of a sense of her as a sexual being, which adually makes me more dtraded to her."

Carol and Pseud started the same way, including other peoplein their sexua adivities.
Pseud coined aterm for it, "addogamy,” meaning adding onto their monogamy. They have

since opened up, bu they still amost always gend the night together, without other partners. If
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asexua partner isvisiting, the partner will spend the night alone in anather room, rgjoining them
for snuggling in the morning.

Jerry and Annie, onthe other hand, wsually have sex separately (though they occasionally
have threesomes), bu if only one of them has anather lover visiting, the threeof them will sleg
together. They aways dee together when in the same house unless as Jerry said, they each
have apartner, since their bed dces nat hold four.

Lizful and Paul also have ahabit of spending the night together. Lizful mentioned
driving some distance to go hame rather than spending the night with alover. They sometimes
have separate lovers and sometimes interad with a wude. As Lizful described, ane mode of
interadion they sometimes have

when we're involved with anather committed coupe, isthat we spendalot of timeina

lot of intimate interadion withou any, withou there being any barriers, bu when it gets

down to adual intercourse, we make love with ou own partner, bu in each ather's
presence.

Rogeli o and Shakti, onthe other hand, tend to interact with their lovers sparately. Jackie

and John have shared alover in the past, but currently Johnslegos on the living room couch most

weekends when Jadie's lover comes to visit.

Length of Seconday Relationships
Some sexual interadions were one time events. Some people had fairly short term
sendary relationships. John,for example, said, "My long term relationships have lasted 2, 3, 4
months, but they were really important to me." His partner Jadie's current relationship has
lasted a year and a half.

Annie had the longest significant secondary relationships. She has been involved with
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Forrest for ten years, though she does nat seehim often since he livesin another state, and with
Danidl for five years. Sheis quite ammmitted to bah of them, and sees Daniel 3 nights a week.
Jerry is content with that, and reported, "Daniel’s like abrother to me. He could movein here,
and we oould live together seven days aweek, | wouldn't have aproblem with that. Daniel and |
arevery, very close.”

Shakti has been seang Zeke onaregular basis for amost four years. Other people have

had multi-year relationships that are nat as close.

SexandPlay Parties

Most of the participants have on occasion attended a sex or play party, though they may
have foundthem lessthan satisfying. Mary commented,

What I've foundfor me, is ... it'sjust too busy, there's too much stuff going on around

and | guessI'm not enoughof an exhibitionist to get into that asped of it... The funnest

times have been going with agroup d people [we already know]. But | wouldn't want to
go - | personadly can't seegoing to aplay party and meding somebody there for the first
time and getting all sexual ... | fed like that's nat redly what I'm looking for. I'm looking
for something where it's a degoer, ongoing relationship of some sort that includes, it's like
afriendship and asexual relationship bah, bu nat just sort of the one night stand, what
was your name again kind d thing.

Othersfoundthey did na fit in. AsJerry put it, "Annie and | did some swinging club
things, but frankly, people don't hit on ts. We're nat the swing clubtype.” In addition, they are
nat into anonymous X, they want to buld relationships.

For Lizful and Paul, a swing club was their entry to the world of open and horest
normonogamous X, and all owed some valuable exploration. Lizful discovered, "to my intense

surprise and deasure, that | adually, contrary to everything that | would think about myself, was

something of an exhibitionist. Thekind d thing that weredly liked dang there and that was
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very sweet, was smply making love with ead ather in puldic.”

Ambiguity of Relationships

When | asked participants abou their current relationships, it becane dea that the status
of some sexual relationships, particularly of long distance relationships, was not clea. There
might not be a ¢ea ending point to arelationship, o to the sexua asped of afriendship, so
when people had na seen someone for awhil e they were sometimes unsure whether to include
them as current partners. Mary commented that with some people it was a sporadic thing, "It's
one of those things where you have afriend that you haven't seen for several years, and you get
together, and ...it'sjust like you haven't been apart for along time." This came to mind because
one of their friends from the eat coast whom they had na seen for afew years had visited
shortly before | interviewed them. Otherwise she might not have included him when she was
talking abou their current relationships

Carol mentioned that they had had several people they saw asa wuge in long distance
relationships that they would seeoccasionally, but only two of those were still current. "The
others are possbiliti es, we just haven't gotten together in along time, andit'skind d like a
natural deah to the relationship kind d thing, and I'd say there are two that we would still exped
to seein thefuture." However, it sounded as thoughthe posshbili ty for the others was gill t here,

sincethere had been noformal dedsionto terminate the relationship.

Coupgesor More
While dl the cugesinterviewed are mommitted to their relationship with their current

partner, they might not stay in the arrent configuration. Some would consider (or are
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considering) including one or more othersin their committed primary relationship. Of course, if
they had already dore so, they would na have been in the arrent study sinceit was limited to

couges.

The Nature of Commitment
What is the nature of the commitment that holds these mupes together? How do they
conceptuali ze their commitment and the bondthat they share? What do they see & the benefit of
beingina omude? This dion examines both the nature of the primary bond letween the
individualsin ead coude and their commitment to eat cther.
All of the cupesinterviewed are together because they want to be, because they find

valueintheir relationship. Some ae facing chall enges, athers are very solid.

Lizful andPaul

Only one coupe, Lizful and Paul, expressed any sort of mora imperative éou their
commitment asa cude. For Paul, commitment "just means being there no matter what." He
would na hald it against someone dseif they did na stay married lifelong, "but | think | would
hald it against myself very powerfully." He remembers feding even as ayoung child that "I
wont dothat, aman shoudn't dothat, that'swrong. Andso | thinkit's extremely ingrained in me
that, it would haveto be something like Lizful going berserk and murdering our son a
something, to make that happen.”

Lizful said they had a sense very quickly that "this was a lifelong commitment, and that
neither one of us would ever deviate from that." Lizful talked abou the "gnarly patches' that

occur abou every seven yeas, bu Paul could remember only one time that the idea that perhaps

"Commitment in Polyamorous Relationships® by Elaine Cook www.aphroweb.net



38

they shoud na stay together was briefly mentioned. But they are dedicaed to working it out
together, so the moment passed quickly asthey realized, "How can wefight if we're gart? We
have to stay together to fight this out."

Thisispart of aliving, vital relationship, nd just inertiaor adifficult constraint. They
work ontheir commitment. Paul observed, "I redly think [commitment] hasto be morein the
present day. It's something that you buld. It'svery much bulding equity, andin this caseit has
to dowith bulding a sense of an open flow, an horesty." With love and trust and commitment, a
coupde dedades together how to make things work.

For Lizful, commitment involves inclusiveness

Commitment to me means trust, above probably all else, and haesty. Andthe &solute

complete expedation that everything that we doindividually is woven into what we are

together. That there is no such thing as smething that does not belong in arelationship.
It invalvesfaith in oreg's abili ty to work things out:

Commitment is posshble andit's nat alimitation, and you have to know that you have to

work at it, and you have to be unbelievably patient and have a omplete faith that no

matter how shitty something looks at the present time, what commitment meansis that
there will still be arelationship there when you come out the other side of this particular
gnarly part.

She sees commitment as ttling for more, na less

Paul saw both pradical and growth advantagesin beingin a wugde (or more than a
coude). The pradical included things like tax breaks and working together to accompli sh tasks.
He dso expressed a sense that going through life & a wuge provided for a much richer
experience, because there was aways a soundng board.

Lizful commented that being in a mupe "expands and deepens al kinds of things. | think

it takes you to places, bah erotically andin terms of love, agape, that you dan't get to experience
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as completely and as consistently if you're not part of a mupe." She thought it helped people
beame stronger, and their core to become bigger and deeper. She dso saw marriage as a
businesspartnership, aswell as providing someone with whom to facelife's fears.

Their commitment has worked for them. Lizful commented, "I just feel like we are the

most blessed, luckiest, people | know."

JeryandAnnie

Other coupes are simply so happy in their relationship with ead aher that they canna
imagine bre&ing up. Jerry and Annie have both been married before. They have been with
eat ather for 15years. Thistime they have foundlasting happinesstogether. Jerry commented,
"We both knaw that we're the best thing that ever happened to each ather.” Hefeds closer to her
"than I've ever been to anybody else.”

In spite of their closeness he sees the individual as more important than the relationship.
When asked abou advice for a mupde considering polyamory, he resporded, "I'm not ever going
to be committed to their relationship. | don't think that their relationship asa omupeisas
important as their individual understanding of who they are and what they want and what they're
doing." He dso commented onthe number of coudes who split up after attending a particul ar
series of workshops. At first he thought the workshops were bad for relationships, bu "then it
occurred to me that the reason those rel ationships ended was cause they weren't good
relationships, and they went to [the workshops] because they were having troude. And so [the
workshops] gave them permisgon to end that relationship and begin ancther one.”

Annie noted that Jerry had told her, 'All 1 know isthat | fully exped to deinyour arms,

or for youto dein mine,’ andthat will happen.” She has"awaysfelt closeto Jerry, but it'slike
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it just gets closer.” Her statements show a consistent high degree of connedion: "l just can't
imagine not being so bonakd to Jerry, he's been so goodto me,” and "1 can't imagine life gart
from Jerry."

Thiscoude dearly stays together because they want to, because their relationship gives
them joy. Both consider the state of being couged to be natural. Jerry commented, "I think as
human beings we're oude borded, we're cmugde programmed.” Furthermore, "The benefit of
being a mudeisthat you have somebody you can share your life with, which | think is pretty
inate." Annie expressed similar sentiments, including her own desire to be with ancther person.
In addition, she noted, "1 think most of us need security from another person vali dating,

interading, and suppating us."

Fred andMary

Fred and Mary are anather coupge who are together because their relationship is very
satisfying to them. Mary likes having someone dse to share the world with and to communicate
with. Fred commented, "We're dwaysthere for eat ather. Whatever else happens with ather
relationships, we've dways got each ather, and that's really important.”

They feel agrowing closenessto each ather. Fred stated, "I think | fed closer to Mary
than | have to anybody else I've ever known inmy life” Far from the dienation that some
coupesfee after adecade or more together (they have been together 13 yeas), their love kegps
growing. Fred commented, "I fed redly loved by her and | really love her and I'm really
attraded to her, and| trust her. | redly have deep trust for her. | fed like my attractionand
feding of closenesshas grown ower the yeas." Mary has the same sense, and severa times

expressed variations on, "We're growing together, becoming closer astime goeson.” For Fred,
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some of that is the shared experiencethat they have, which heredly would na want to lose.

It isnot that they do nd fight - they just recognize when it does not serve them. Fred
mentioned, "One thing that's redly different about my relationship with Mary than any other
relationship I've been in, is that when we fight, we get to a cetain pant and we just stop
fighting, because it's just, we love each ather, what are we doing thisfor, let'snat fight. Andit's
like that takes priority."

Mary foundthat a series of workshops helped her become more open to the ideaof being
sexua with ahers, becaise they helped her to start looking at things in adifferent way. The first
of the workshops "probably had the most impaa of sort of shifting my - or opening my view of
thinking more that relationships and sex can mean more and dfferent things than [our current]
society would typically vaue."

Mary pointed ou that they moved at the pace of the slowest person, what she referred to
as the "slowest common cenominator.” She felt that this has been extremely important for them
in evolving comfortable relationships with athers.

Fred makes a conscious choice to pu Mary and the needs of their relationship owver his
own desires. He ommmented oncommitment, "It just means that | sort of hold myself back from
following my impulsesandthat | put her first and | make aconscious choice to have this
relationship be primary and | just dont let anything else get started uressit's okay with bah of
us."

Communicaion andtrust are very important for them. For Mary, commitment is"like a

foundation d trust and communication and an intention d being in something for the long haul

so that if bumps arise dong the way, or issues come up, there is the intention to work things
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through instead of walking away from them.” It is"kind d like thisfoundition o trust and
resped and promise to work onthings together and grow together.” She said they had been able
to continue to grow together because she feds that Fred istotally open. Fred said he does not
"redly worry abou us growing apart withou knowing it because | think we're pretty good abou

communicaing what's going on."

Evdyn and $ott

Evelyn and Scott are another coude who emphasize ommunication skill s. They have a
written relationship agreement (for themselves and for all people who are sexually or
romanticaly involved with them) which includes a stipulation that "All relationship pertners
agreeto use good communications ill sto the best of their abili ty, and to continue to better
those skill swithin themselves." In addition, personal growth isaprimary value.

They both commented on olserving someone who hed atwo year cycle of relationships,
with the same problems recurring ead time. They agreed to a commitment to work through any
problems that came up. They would orly split upif it still made sense to doso orcetheissue
had been resolved aswell asit could be. Thisisclearly a challenging process As Evelyn
expressd it, "Polyamory tends to be acrucible in which you either figure out how to do
relationships or the relationships are transformed into something else. And so we've been
smelted dovn and remade anumber of timesin this process™

They have faced some magjor challengesin their relationship, bu as Evelyn said, "We
were both committed to staying with ead ather and to suppating each aher in ou growth and it
was clear to usthat [polyamory] was our path.” Scott nated that, "I'm committed to ddng

everything that's humanly possbleto try to make our relationship be one that we're bath happy
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with."

Evelyn observed that being in a cugde "provides alot of sense of center, a sense of
stabili ty."

Currently they are experiencing some tensions abou the diredion d their businessand a
differencein approach to life. They still fed close. Evelyn stated, "We're dose, bu we're
having some disagreements abou business” Scott naoted that their current fighting "dampens my
sense of closenessin an immediate sense. But it also isthe case that there's another sense of

closenesswhich is abou the relationship in the longer term which isn't redly impaded by it."

JohnBender andJackie Greene

Johnand Jackie dso recognize the importance of good communicaion. John nded that
"To be truly committed to a person, you reed to have red open, haest communication with that
person. Jadie's adviceto people who are interested in pdyamory was, "Y ou neal to be honest,
you need to communicae, you nedal to let somebody know how important they are to you, and
how much they mean to you." She said she feds that polyamory has made her a better
communicaor, it has helped her be more open abou what she wants. Ancther advantage of
polyamory isthat it also all ows them to talk openly and horestly abou their attradions to ather
people. Jakie gpredates having the "consistent, loving suppat” that comes from beingin a
coupe, andloves "having somebody to come hometo, to be happy with, o to talk abou.”

To John,"Commitment redly is just another word for loyalty, just honesty, resped, and
the desire to doanything for another person... Commitment is abou having a strong bondbased
onthose things, the desire to seethe person that you love happy.” Opennessandtrust are dso

important elements of a strong commitment, a strong bond. He said he does not know of anyone
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who hes a stronger commitment than he has to Jacie, and he has never felt closer to anyone than
he has to Jaie.

The dhallenge they are fadng is that Jacie has become deeply involved with another
woman, Jenny, whois not yet comfortable with pdyamory, and with sharing Jackie. Jadcie had
some questions abou her relationship with Johnwhen she was first head owver heelsin love with
Jenny, bu has reali zed that she does want to be in aromantic relationship with im. She
explained that, "When | try to picture my life without him, | don't likeit. When | picture my
future together, | picture me and hm having kids together, thingslike that." John hes been clear
that he needs more time with Jackie, who has been devoting her weekends to Jenny; given that

sheisnot home most evenings urtil 9, that leaves littl e time for John.

Carol andPseud

Carol and Pseud have dso had to face achall enge to their commitment because of her
relationship with anather woman, Joanie. They had made an agreement to spend the nights with
eadt ather, bu as Carol and Joanie became deeply invalved, the two women wanted to spend
some nights together. Furthermore, Carol and Pseud hed agreed to give each ather veto power
over their other relationships. Carol explained, "We had veto power either way, that if we felt
the other person was hurting our relationship that we would veto that and it would have to end.”

Carol wasinaquandary. If sheignored Pseud's desire for her to come home for the
night, it could risk the end d her relationship with Pseud (or with Joanie). She did na want to
risk that. So they kept talking; she was unwilli ng to surrender to his desire when she knew that
she would continue to resent him for that.

When Pseud was willi ng to relinquish hisveto pawver, she recognized that she needed to
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make the boundries. Shefoundthat "There was a definite shift in me, | adually started being
more cnscious of his needs and wants."

One thing that helped Carol maintain her commitment to Pseud whil e she was very much
in love with Joanie was looking at the meaning of sex. She asked, "What do you make sex
mean, what do you make it mean that this person wants to be with somebody else, what do you
make it mean when you want to be with somebody else?' She aeated her own meaning: "
made it mean, thisis New Relationship Energy, thisis very exciting, thisis nat the kind d love
that | have with Pseud. | put certain meanings on that, which is probably what made it alittl e
more eay to dea with." Having concepts such as New Relationship Energy was a help:
"Because | know that NRE isNRE, it helped alot. | had the concept that yes, thisis normal, this
doesn't mean | love her and nd love him."

In discussng commitment, Carol observed,

On orelevel, commitment means that | will be present with you, | will be truthful and

horest with you, you are my primary partner in life, | intend to keg you as my primary

partner in life but | am nat promising that | will do that, that my commitment to youis

that | will domy very, very, very best to work out the very, very best solutionthat | can.
She explained that sheis deeply in love with Pseud and canna imagine what would separate
them, bu, in my words, she values herself abowve her relationship:

The commitment part isthat | will do my very best, in spite of NRE, in spite of whatever,

that you are my partner and | will work out whatever | can work out to stay with you, and

I'm clea that if it turned into a bad toxic situation that |1 couldn't work things out, that I'm

out of here. That word is not above my life energy value.

Later she coommented, "It's abou a coommitment to growth and relating rather than keeping the

relationship together."

Commitment to Pseud "means a promise that youtry real hard to go with. Inthe cae of
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Carol, we're mmmitted to ead ather." When asked to elaborate, he cntinued, "It means that we
have avery strong bond,we care dou ead aher very, very much."

Pseud explained that commitment to horesty is paramourt. "Wetak things over and
push for 100% honresty, and that is the bedrock, ore of the major keys of our successul
relationship.” Carol clealy agrees. ”One thing that Pseud and | have dways been extremely
clea abou is being honest with ead ather. We made an agreement the first long date that we
would push for 100% horesty." Later she explained, "The thing that creaes the bondmost |
think is the honesty and the aili ty to work through conflict and the adili ty to, when we're upset
with eat ather, find ou what it is abou usthat - what's the button, what's the hook" So she can

get annoyed at him, bu together they figure out the problem and come badk to aloving space

Rogelio and Shéti

Communication and emotional conredionisimportant for Rogelio. He explained that
"My desire with Shakti is a degper need for emotional connedion and acknowledging that need.”
Furthermore, "We coommunicae, we talk abou our emotions, we explore what we fedl li ke today
isnoat al owing us to conred, bu it's more onafeding level, onan emotional level than whether
we haveredly grea sex and naw we feel redly close to ead ather.” Thereis more to emotional
conredion than sex: "My senseis that people mistake sexual expresson and the cnnection that
gets created emotionally by having sex with emotional connedion." If we @nflate the meaning
of sex with emotional conredion, we restrict ourselves unnecessarily: "Seang that asped of the
physica pleasure a meding your emotional needsisreally limiting, it'slike only seang one
asped of what isthisvast, bourteous paotential .”

Commitment for Rogeliois
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Saying I'm going to dosomething and dang it. It's being willi ng to set my needs aside to
med someone dse's nedls or expedations in the hope that I'm buil ding a relationship that
has a sense of stability. Commitment is pretty serious. It means getting in there and
digging in the trenches with someonre... It'slike acommitment to grow old together.
He is committed to Shakti as hislife partner in aprimary relationship. Commitment also
involves

being willi ng to show up and confront other people on the parts of them that aren't real ...

And saying, | think you're fucking up here. Andwelcoming that in ancther personas a

spiritual exercise. That to meisthe ultimate mmitment. Commitment to ore's Piritual

growth.

Shakti described Rogelio as her lifemate. She said, "I think the biggest commitment |
have with Rogelio isto show up andtell thetruth.” Thisisnot a mmmitment to make the
relationship last, bu rather, "It's a commitment to make the relationship as truthful, as deep, as
mutually suppative, as evolving for the other person and for ourselves as posshble." Allowing
for change isimportant. What she would tell others, whether polyamorous or monogamous,
abou commitment is,

Commitment that is omething set in stoneis afaulty commitment, because it means that

youve somehow gone to slegp onwhat istrue andreal andif youreally want to be

committed for the rest of your life to this person, you're going to need to kegp showing up
andfinding out what's true in that moment so that you can keep evolving together,
becaiseif you're cmmmitted to some ided or some pretense, it's going to backfire.

Although Shakti is "awed that we're so close dter 10 years, and there's a part of me that
would loveto keep evolving together, till we die," she recognizes that "there might be some time
when it'sredly clear to methat this, that | can't keep living thisway" (referring to an isue that is
not related to pdyamory). She reagnizes that being part of a mudeis smething that is

ingrained in us: "The ar we breathe is cougeness.. One of the biggest advantages isfitting in to

the society.” However, there's a personal asped aswell: "I just love having awitnessthat's a
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day to day witnessto my life." She has tried communal living situations, bu they are difficult:

"Every additional personis exporentialy more processng.”

Comnon Elements
What is clea in talking with all of these mupesisthat they are together because they
want to be, because their relationship gives them pleasure and joy and enhances their life, even if
it presents difficult challenges at times. Their relationships add value to their lives. None of
them arein the kind d relationship that seams dead or that hangs on solely because of inertiaor
obligation. Their primary partners are very important to them, and they are willi ng to work hard

to maintain those relationships.

Maintaining the Primary Bond
Coupeswhowish to maintain a primary bondwith each ather while dso having other
intimate partners have often pu considerable thougt into how to avoid threaening their
relationship, and hav to keeo it strong and uta. There ae different aspectsto this. Oneisto
have agreements or groundrules, of which a prominent oneisveto pover. Some adivities may
be reserved for the primary couge, athough that did na show up in any absolute sensein this
sample. In addition, coudes may do specific things together to keep their love dive. They adso

have to lean to ded with jedousy.

Sder SexAgreements
Therewas auniversal concern abou safer sex. Some oupes may reserve unproteded
sex for eat ather, athers may not. In three caesthe coupes mentioned being part of alarger

fluid-bonded group (meaning they are nat using barriersto prevent the exchange of fluids during
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sex). In ore cae, the coude ae fluid-bonded with the other-gender member of ancther couge,
and also with another woman, bu use safer sex with ather sexua partners. The other fluid-
bonded goups areinvaved in what is smetimes cdled aline, because there ae two people (on
either end d the line) who orly have sex with ore person in the group,and the others each have
sex with two ather peoplein the group. For example, in ore cae the coudeisat one end d a
five person line wnsisting d the man, hiswife, her lover, her lover's wife, and the lover's wife's
lover. The other case gopeared to involve aseven personline. Again, some members of these
fluid-bonded groups have other sexual partners with whom they use safer sex.

Definitions of safer sex vary, andthe interviewer did na ask what exadly the participants
meant by safer sex (e.g. just condam use or also barriersfor oral sex, the use of latex gloves,
etc.), though in some caes an intervieweebrought it up. Some of the coupdes have levels of
safer sex, the level of barrier required depending on hav much is known abou the person, hav
safe their behavior is, andtheir STD testing status.

Whil e this may not seem to have to dowith maintaining the primary bond,it definitely
has to dowith creding safety. In addition, as Evelyn pointed ou, some people anfuse the
emotional isaue of safer sex (or sex with another partner at al) with the goidemiological

(disease) iswue. She suggested that these isues roud be aldressed separately.

Veto Power
Veto power, or the agreement that one person can veto the other's relationship with an
outside partner, iswidely discussed in pdy groups and email li sts. Thefad that thereislittl e
agreament onthiswasrefleded in this dudy, thoughin dscusson groups there is often a much

stronger voicein favor of veto power.
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In oy one cae did bah members of the muge mention veto power, and that was the
case Where, dthough they had agreed uponit at one time, they are again negotiating abou it
because one personis reagnizing that it isnot goodfor her to have it hanging over her head, and
her husband still wantsit. In one cae neither of the mude mentioned veto pawver. Intwo cases
one person dd na mentionit, and the personwho dd was clearly oppcsed to the mwncept. Inthe
other three caes one member mentioned that veto paver was in their agreements, but the other
did na. Eadc o theseisadifferent situation. In one, bah partners are present when they are
sexual, so it might seem obvious that they will be in agreament abou their sexual partners. In
anather, the person who mentioned it said she would na be willi ng to useit for fea of appearing
controlling. Her partner has not used it or indicated any desire for it, so it seems like amoot
point. Inthefina case, the veto was ultimately used once by the person who mentioned it, but
in asituation where it might not be an issue arrently because of the other agreements which
they now have.

Note, howvever, that what people mean by veto powver varies. One woman who said that
she and her husband do nd have veto pawer, that they do nd in principle believein it, also
stated that, "If he got involved with somebody | thought was adively trying to harm our
relationship, | wouldn't tolerate that, and | wouldn't exped him to." Some people would consider

this having veto power; theissueis under what condtions ssomeone would useiit.

Honesty and Comnunication
All of the participants dreseed hanesty and communication. Scott noted the lad of
models for people who are payamorous, bu suggested that the thing that most poly people

would agreeon is the importance of "Open, horest communication.” His observation was
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acaurate for the study group.

Rogeli o's emphasis was on being authentic. Communicaing isimportant in maintaining
their relationship. Fred does not worry abou growing apart because his communicaion with
Mary is good. Johnand Jackie both stressed the need for open, horest communication. Carol
and Pseud committed to pushing for 100% hornesty. Shakti emphasized that their main
agreament was to "to show up and tell the truth.”

There ae some paly people who have a"Don't ask, don't tell" agreement. No members
of this gudy group acknowledged having such an agreement, and some responcents gecificdly

commented that they did na like that model and dd na seehow it could work.

Other Agreaments

There were anumber of other agreements that were mentioned. Some peopletry to let
ead aher know before they are sexual with someone new. Others, if they are traveling, agree to
tell eat ather as onasthey can theredter. Some noted the importance of being careful to be
sensitive to eat ather's needs, which may be different from their own. For example, Shakti
needs reasaurance when Rogelio is going off onadate, but he neals to have some mnnedion
with her partners.

As mentioned above, some people have agreements abou spending the night with each
other even if they have spent the evening with alover. Some agreenat to use their bed with a
secondary partner, or only under spedal circumstances. In most cases the respordents said they
want to get to know someone their primary partner is going to seeonaregular basis. Paul
mentioned that they do nd discusstheir couge-related issues with athers. Jerry and Annie

commented that they never shut each ather out, so they can walk in oneach ather evenin a
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sexual situationif they need to. Also, they never refuse sex with the other, athough they can

negotiate the timing. Evelyn and Scott have awritten list of agreements.

Actions Taken to Keep the Relationship Alive

Most people talked about making sure to spend enough time together, and sometimes
going away together. Communicationwas adknowledged as very important in keeing their
bondalive. For those who hed a @mmon business working on that together was abondng
experience (though it also creaed tensions). A number of people mentioned working on
personal growth and self-awarenesstogether, and attending workshops together. Shakti
commented that the intention to stay together helps, and also that slegoing in the same bed
together may creae apsychic bond. Carol said they work hard for awin-win solution rather than
a compromise, and she stands up for what she wants. For some, being sexual together with a
third person a anather coupeis part of what energizes their relationship.

Two coupdes mentioned adaily pradice that involved some time spent focusing on each
other. Paul and Lizful described their full moonand haned moon celebrations, which are times

for degp conrection, spedal sexual exploration, and afocus on deasuring one of them.

Dealing with Jealousy
All of the participants have had to deal with jedousy, whether their own or their partner's,
and wsually both. Some people mentioned that how they hand e their jedousy isa cmmmon
guestion that other people ak them when they discusspa yamory.
Johris comment exemplifies the most common resporse: "If I'm jedous or upset abou

something, then we'll talk abou it and I'll get over it." Later he observed, "Everyone goes
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through that, jealousy's natural, you just have to learn haw to get through that." On therare
occasionsthat it occurs, Jerry talks himself out of it. Severa others also talk their way through
jedousy.

Several people worked to identify the rocts of the problem. Pseudreagnized his
jedousy asafea of abandorment. Annie noted that

Jedousy for meisaroundmy anxiety isaues...thisis change, what is this going to mean.

Isit going to messthings up? Isit going to hut me? Isit goingto hut us? ... Andit's

nat about sex. It's abou how isthis going to change our relationship.

Lizful foundthat the normal ways of dealing with jedousy did na work for her, and with much
exploration dscovered that "the dosest | could come to saying what hurts has to dowith my
being literally non-existent." Shefelt like she did na exist when Paul was with someone dse.

Some responcknts said it was helpful smply to recognize that jedousy isafeeling like
other feelings, andlet it pass Scott, who hed struggled alot with jedousy, discovered some
research that gave him amode for how jedousy worksin the brain. Thisalowed him to ndice
jedousy asareadionand nd let it run him.

There were some spedfic suggestions. A friend of Jadie's encouraged her to make plans
for nights when Johnwas on adate. She foundthat it was very helpful to go ou and do
something she enjoyed so she would na be home thinking about how much fun he was having.

Some people foundthat having sex together (as a threesome or foursome) reduced the
likelihood d jedousy. Some dothisasagenera pradice. Others, like Annie, doit on accasion:

| advise people because alot of people who are exploring polyamory talk to us abou

jedousy, particularly sexual jedousy. Our resporseis go to bed together. All of you.

Because | leaned with Jerry early that if | watched hm make love with someone dse or |

was part of that, that's much better for me. Not al thetime, bu onceor twice Because |

think people, they're speculating, wondering, isit better with this partner, what are they
doing - well, go see Redly, | think it takes away one major cause of jealousy. It'sjust
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Perceved Benefits of Polyamory

Our culture assumes that monogamy is better than nomrmonogamy. Many sing the praises
of monogamy and write abou its benefits (seethe literature review in chapter 2). People who
are polyamorous clearly find enough value in pdyamory to go against the societal norms and
expand their relationships to include alditional intimate partners. What inspires them to dothis?
How dothe peoplein this gudy conceptuali ze the benefits of polyamory?

While everyone reamgnized some challengesin being polyamorous, the foremost of
which was time, they all were enthusiastic ebou their own participation. The benefitsfell into a

number of different categories.

Growth

As mentioned abowve, Evelyn commented on pdyamory as acrucible. Scott suggested
that "Y ou reed to take on pdy as a path for long term personal growth, becauseif you don't,
youll betaking it onas apath for long term persona suffering.” He liked the persona growth
path. In dscussng the dhallengesinherent in pdyamory, Carol remarked, "Chall enges can be
disruptive, but | see basicdly chall enges are growth-promoting, and that's a big value for me."
Annie observed, "I aso think [payamory] fadlit ates your growth, your maturity, it's just so
much more interesting because you are awnfronted with things that are difficult sometimes."
There were many other comments indicaing that the speaker had learned a great ded abou
communicaionin the processof working on the issues that were brought up by payamory. Itis

clea that personal growth is highly valued by this group d people. As Shakti noted, "It'skind o
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hard to stay asleg when you're paly."

Truth andHonesty

Closely related to personal growth isthe value placed ontruth and hanesty. All of the
participants mentioned horesty. As described above, some of them included horesty in their
core agreements abou their relationship and abou deding with pdyamory. Paul li sted having to
be more horest as a benefit of polyamory. Fred explained that it al ows him to be honest abou
hisfedings: "I used to have this scret that | wasreally attraded to all my friends. Now it
doesn't have to be secret." For Lizful, the ancept of being in complete honesty has been a grea
asst. Polyamory required it: "1 think it makes a huge diff erence, the level of opennessand
communicaion and horesty that you have to doif you're being padly, that you aught to do
anyway." Rogelio expressed a sense that being intimate with more than one personis "going to
demand that you show up more honestly, where you can kind d hide out with ore person and
not be authentic." Since he values authenticity, thisis clealy abenefit. In aprevious
relationship, Carol felt she had to chea or be frustrated sexually. She much prefersto be both

horest and satisfied.

Love, Conredion andComrunity
In pdyamory, some of the participants founda greaer connedion with athersand a
community that was suppative. They felt they had more lovein the lives than they would have
had atherwise.
As Lizful expressd it, "It's one way of having awider community of people with whom

you can rgoice and onwhom you can court if you need help. Some people doit through their
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church, bu the same kind d thing, you can doit through your paly." Rogelio findsit helpful to
get suppat from alover who hasintimate knowledge of him. His heat opensin pdyamory, and
he feds more compasson. Scott believes that "paly benefits people by making a stronger
community.” For him, pdyamory is abou buil ding an extended family. Johnremarked that
"Polyamory is abou soaking up as much love & possble, from every source” Carol noted that

it allows her to "experience others more deeply and more intimately," especialy emotionaly.

Fun, Snsuality and $xuality

Lizful'sfirst resporse to the question abou the benefits of poyamory was, "Well, it's fun.
Let us not neglea thefad that it's fun.”

Thefunisnat al abou sex. Carol appredated having "alot more people | can laugh and
play with onamore funlevel." In addition, "We're more playful when we're with a3d person
than we were when we're just by ourselves.” Carol also expressed enjoyment of the eae of touch
she foundin the paly community: "For meit provides alot of sensua nonsexual [touch] -
polyamorous people ae more likely to be open to being sensual and touching and giving
nurturing touch than nonpolyamorous people, in my experience.”

The participants enjoyed the abili ty to experience agreater variety in their sexuality.
Some felt they learned more dou sex by experiencing different people; they learned more éou
their own sexual resporses as well as how to be abetter lover. One woman spedficaly
mentioned finding that some sexual positions worked well with ore person bu not anather.
Having sex with alover who hed asmall penis allowed her to seethat intercourse did na have to

be painful; subsequently her physical problem was diagnosed and correded surgicdly.
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For some people thisis anatural way to expresstheir sexuality. AsFred explained, "l
redly love the feding of being sexua inagroup. | just love the feding of connedionwith

everybody. | just loveit. | had dreams abou it when | was abou 12 years old.”

Improving the Primary Relationship

A number of people observed that polyamory had improved their primary relationship.
One of the ways this happened was that some people felt an extra sexual juiciness Some of this
was from New Relationship Energy. One woman said she had more and ketter sex when she had
an ouside relationship. Part of this may have come from the energy of her partner reclaiming
her when she returned hame from seeng alover: "He never saysit, bu there's an energetic, You
aremine, andthat is played ou sexually. It'sgrea and celicious.”

Ancther way to bring the NRE home for Scott was to ndicewhat he was doing for his
new lover, think abou what he would tend to dofor Evelyn under similar circumstances, and do
it.

Onewoman said, " | get more turned onin my life... [there are] more huesto the
pleasure spectrum.” She remarked, "The best part of the benefitsis the variety of loving
attention and experiences of pleasurein aresporsible way."

Clealy growth and horesty are dso fadorsin improving the primary relationship.

Kids
The people who commented on kdsincluded the parents with a dhild currently at home,
people who have nat yet had children but plan to doso, and parents of adult children who either

cameto pdyamory after their children were alults, or whose diildren dd na know abou the
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parents' involvement in nonrmonogamy whil e they were still at home.

All of thase who commented onchildren thought that polyamory was beneficial for the
children. Other adults can help raise the kids. If the other adults arelocal, "The kids are never
onthe shorts for somebody who can pay attentionto them." The kids have more role models.
The parents suggested | interview both the dhild and her older stepsister, but | told them that that

would have to wait for adifferent study.

Choice

Polyamory gives people more choice For two of the women it gave them an oppatunity
to explore serious emotional and sexual relationships with women as well as with men. For
some people, it gave them more freedom to explore sexually. They could partake in adivities
(whether sexual or norsexual) that their primary partners were not interested in with their lovers.
One man said it al ows him to explore what relationships are, and gives him the freedom to
explore where arelationship naturally wantsto go. Asonewoman stated, " | have asense of that
wonderful combination d freedom and commitment.” Anather commented, "One of my big
challengesin life has been being able to make dhoices, to fed that | am at choice and by
choasing payamory | am choosing apath of choice... | equally believe that monogamy needs to
be a hioicetoo.”

Polyamory is natural for Annie: "Finally | get to bewho| am. I'm an gpen, horest,
loving person who's nat risking creaming somebody by having ancther relationship.” Some

others also felt they had had a natural tendency towards polyamory sincethey were very young.
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Some people spedfically appreciated na conforming to society'snorms. One
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commented, "1 know that there ae some subset of people who like being paly or pagan o queer

or whatever because they like tweaking the nases of the societal structure that hurt them when
they were kids, whether that's Christianity or whatever. | know for me that was much more
important when | was younger." Ancther appredated na being "li ke the mainstream, ou of
integrity, world." However, when the desire for nonconformity was present, it seaned to be a

side benefit, na the main attraction.

Chapter Summary

The people who were interviewed al foundtheir participationin pdyamory satisfying.
They have different ways of relating to athers sxually. Some relationships are separate, some
arejoint. Some secndary relationships are long term, others more casual.

Their commitment varied from absolute to a ommitment to work out their issues to
recognizing that there culd be ded bregers. Their appreciation and enjoyment of each ather
were primary fadorsin keeping them together.

Honesty and communication are important todls in maintaining the primary bond. The
coupes all have sometype of safer sex agreement. They have different attitudes towards veto

power. They have foundaway to ded with jedousy.

For these participants, the benefits of polyamory include personal growth, aneed for truth

and horesty, greater love, connedion and community, more enjoyable sex and more fun. They
find it improves their primary relationship. Those who mention children think pdyamory is

beneficia for them. They like having a choice @ou their relationships.
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Chapter 5
DISCUSSION
This chapter starts with some comments on the ways that the sample may not be
representative of people who are polyamorous. It then has a summary of the cmmon fadorsin
these relationships which contributed to their success followed by some general observations
from the study. Next thereisasedionwhich dscusses the reasons for monogamy which were
given in chapter 2 in light of theresults. A sedion on pssble mnclusions from theresearchis

followed by a section on pssble future reseach.

Comments on the Sample
The people who participated in this gudy are dearly not arepresentative sample of the
poly community in general, or even of thosein longterm committed relationships. Some

attributes of the sample ae examined in this dion.

Parents
There was a shortage of parents with children at home in this sample - only one such
coupgewasincluded. Why were there so few? Isthis representative of the poly community asa
whole?
In this author's opinion, thisislikely to have to dowith the time fador. For some people,
working and raising children does not leave any extratime to consider having additional

relationships, espedally ones which require alot of talking and processng, so they are not
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aaively payamorous whil e they are raising children. For others, they are smply too busy to be
part of astudy. They may not have head abou it becaise they do nd have timeto be onthe
email li sts which were used to solicit participants, and even if they have time for email, the one
to threehou interview for ead person may have seemed urmanageale.

Withou a caefully designed study, it is naot passbleto knav whether fewer peoplein the
poly community have dildren at homethan in society at large, andif so, whether people
currently raising children are lesslikely to become palyamorous, or people who are palyamorous
are lesslikely to subsequently have dildren. The dfect of the combination d polyamory and

raising children onthe stabili ty of the primary relationship is also unknavn.

Age

The high average age of the sample may also be afactor in the ladk of children at home,
which leadsto aquestion abou why it is 9 high. This may be because of greater time
avail abili ty (some of the participants are retired, ahers are not working full timejobs), or smply
because the groups that thisinterviewer used for recruitment purposes are lessappeding to the
younger generation d adults.

It isalso passhblethat younger adults do nd engage in this type of type of behavior as
much, have not yet had timeto dscover that thereis alike-minded community, or smply do nd

fed aneal for a ommunity.

Polyfidelity vs. Polyamory
Note that couges who are interested in a palyfidelitous (similar to monogamous but with

more than two people in the relationship) relationship are naturally excluded from this gudy.
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Either they are part of alarger group,and therefore nolonger smply a muge, or they have not

yet found other partners for their group,and therefore ae not in multi ple ongoing relationships.

Saiological Factors

The study group members appeared to be exclusively white, which was unsurprising
given the aithor's experience that the vast mgjority of people who perticipate in organized pdy
adivities are white. Possble reasonsfor thiswould need to be aldressed in another study.

Whil e there was no spedfic question abou educaionin theinterviews, it was clea from
occupations and from comments made that the majority of the people in the sample were & least
college educaed, and many had further educaion. Thisis consistent with the author's
impresson d the paly community in general, that most people who identify as polyamorous are
well educated, whether formally or, in some caes, informally. This researcher speculates that
people who are educaed are more likely to be ale to find a subset of the society that is outside
their original socia group,and perhaps also more likely to be willi ng to question the traditional
values that would discourage them from becoming members of that community. It ispassble
that if information about polyamory becomes more widely avail able, espedally ontelevision,

that this might change.

SuccessFaaors in These Relationships
There ae some common fadorsin these long term pol yamorous relationships that might

provides clues as to why they have been succesdul.

Appredation

One thing that stands out in the interviews is the level of appreciation expressd by the
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responcents. They have agrea ded of appreciationfor each ather and for their relationship.
They want to be together, they enjoy their relationships. Some of this comes from a sense of
shared history. Some gpredate the dfort that the other has put into the relationship in dfficult
times, or the other's willi ngnessat times to relax the agreaments they have made. Some of the
responcents sem to dwell onwhat it isthat they like dou eat ather and the goodthings that
they have together.

Appredation can be helpful for any relationship. Gottman and DeClaire remarked that
"Our research shows that married cougdes who regularly expresstheir appreciationfor ead ather
have much happier, stronger marriages” (2001, p. 79 They include an exercise on hav to
"transform a crabby, criticd habit of mindto ore that praises and appredates.” The relationships

examined in this dudy are in accord with their findings.

Closeness

Perhaps related to appredation, the participants expressed a sense of closenessto their
primary partner. Several expressed the sense that they just keep getting closer and closer. Some
fed an urderlying closenesseven if they are aurrently experiencing some tension a arein the
midst of reworking their agreaments.

Sinceonly committed coudes were included in the study, perhaps cougeswho do no
fed closeto eat ather have been weeded out. However, if that isthe case, it adds credibility to
the ideathat nurturing a sense of closenessis one of the waysto help maintain commitment.
What isinteresting is that for some of these cupes, being polyamorous appears to have
increased their sense of closenessand their commitment to eat ather. Some of this closeness

appeasto be aresult of the mmunication reeded to manage apolyamorous relationship.
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Comnunication

As Lizful noted, the level of honesty and communication required to be polyamorousis
onethat al couges $roud practice bu it isrequired for polyamory to work. Communicaion
and horesty were mentioned repededly as vital to maintaining paly relationships. As Mary
mentioned, being palyamorous "is forcing us to communicate, and that's always a good thing."
Jadie noted that in amonogamous relationship, "there isn't that constant need to maintain
communication.”

Goodcommunicaionwas sen by the participants as both arequirement to make their

relationships work, and a benefit of being in apaly relationship.

Willi ngressto Change
All of the respondents have had to make dhangesin their relationships, changes which are
nat part of the standard expeded experience of marriage. They have had to listen to their
partner's expressed neals and desires, and work with their partner to figure out what works for
bath of them. They have had to be adaptable. We might speaulate that someone with fairly rigid
ideas of how things $houd be dore might have adifficult timein a polyamorous relationship, o

in any long term relationship.

WIlli ngnessto Deal with Jealousy
While afew of the participants did na experienceany jedousy, most of them have had to
findwaysto avoid letting it control them. They have been willi ng to face it and let it pass They
have actively worked onfinding ways to reduceits hold onthem, and on el ping their partners

manage it aswell.
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Flexbility andthe Relative Importance of Desires

Theiswesthat Carol and Pseud were trying to work through related to veto pover and
their agreement to spend rights together have some very interesting impli cations for what
enables a mupe to stay together happily.

Carol had the wisdom to recognize that acquiescing to Pseud's desire to spend al their
nights together when she very much wanted to spend the night with Joanie would na be hedthy.
She saw only two goodchoices. Onewas surrender, "meaning let go of my want, honao his
want, and doit in away of love so that | don't resent it." Since she was not able to dothat, she
had to take the other option, ramely to keep talking abou what she wanted and reeded, even
though that involved alot of crying. She had to stand upfor her needs and desires.

Pseud was able to recognize that Carol's desire for a night with Joanie was more
important than his desire for her to come home. Ashesaid, it wasnot aded bre&ker. Hedid na
want her to fed resentment towards him, so he was willi ng to let go of their agreement, or at
least to loosen it.

Thisincident points to the limitation o agreements.

Limitation d Agreaments

Agreaments can be helpful, bu they also need to be flexible. What one person agreesto
at one paint in arelationship is not necessarily what will work twenty, ten, five or even ore year
later. There can come apant when ore person says, enough, | can't dothisany more. The
partner can try to hdd him or her to the agreement, bu at that point that will li kely lead either to

resentment and a deterioration d the relationship, a to abreakup. If both partners can be
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flexible, and doas Carol mentioned (which islook for awin-win resolution) then the
relationship, with modified agreanents, is more likely to survive.

A corollary to thisisthat, as Schnarch (1998 pointed ou, when your partner's happiness
isasimportant to you as your own happiness(as happens when people love each ather), itisin
your self interest to find away to dothe things that will make your partner happy.

In ahedthy relationship this could lead a mupe to asessthe relative importance of their
desiresin a particular situation, and give priority to the person with the stronger need o desire.
Aslong as bath partners are doing this with a willi ngnessto be flexible, they are more likely to
credethekind d relationship that will work for both of them.

Agreaments are dso limited by the willi ngnessof the people invalved to stretch and push
their boundaries. Moving at the paceof the slowest person worked for Mary and Fred, because
there was movement. They moved forward at a pace they baoth felt comfortable with. In pdy
groups an agreement to move & the pace of the slowest is often promoted; however, thereis aso
discusson d the problem that occurs when the slowest person stops moving. In principle he or
she may be willi ng to allow his or her partner to have other relationships, but in pradicethereis
aways ome reason the particular onein questionis unaccetable. At some paint such

agreements are likely to bregk down.

Heartshare
Coudes metimes have oppasing desires which they both fed very strongly abou. For
coupesin the study, it could have to dowith pdyamory, bu it could just as easily have to do
with whether or nat to have dildren, or whereto live, or many other types of choices that have

to be made. How can these be resolved? Lizful mentioned a processwhich had been extremely
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helpful for her and Paul, call ed the heartshare, which she said they leaned from an article by the
UV Family (the UV Family isagroup d people dedicaed to exploring new territory in
relationships. For information abou them, see

http://www.context.org/ICLIB/ICLO/UV Family.htm). She described it asfoll ows:

Y ou sit down and ore personisthe initiator, you sit down and the initiator smply talks
for aslong asit's necessary to doit. Basicdly it's coming from, thisiswhat I'm feding,
thisiswhat's going on, thisis - I'm opening to you, trusting youto na get hurt personally,
to be aletotakeit. It'snot venting... Thisisn't trying to purch somebody out. It's
basicdly ano-hads-barred opening. Andthe businessof the personwho's listening isto
totally refrain from not only saying anything, because you must remain completely silent,
but you dan't start buil ding your rebuttal in your mind. You dar't do anything other than
hea. Youjust fucking listen. Andthen, whenit'srunits course, the listener can say, Can
you talk to me more aou this? I'm nat surethat | got that. Or, if | tried to express
something bad to you like this, would | be saying it right? And then that'sit.

Theresnorebuttal. Now you can turn aroundthe other way, and the other person
doestheir own, bu it's not onthe basis of what youjust said. It'snat aresporse. It's what
the other person would have said if they went first. Andthen that'sit. That'sit. And
youd think, by god, there's no communication, ohyesthereis... It's absolutely mutually
agredl that ... the only thing that's going to flow from it is an embrace, and if there's
something that wants further clarification, then you do. Andthat has been - oh, it's made
such adifference

Other Observations

Here ae some genera observations from the study.

Unmet Neeads
A common comment used to justify polyamory is that one person shoud na have to (or
canna) med all of another person's needs. Thistype of comment showed up duing the
interviews, andthe author has heard it many times elsewhere. However, thisdid nd redly sean
to be aprime motivator in the study sample.

For two women, being polyamorous all owed them to have enotional and sexual
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relationships with bah women and men, although in ore of those cases, the woman identifies as
alesbian, and her male primary partner is"grandfathered” in. (None of the men indicaed a
romantic or sexual interest in ather men, though there ae many men in the poly community in
genera who are bisexual). In some caes, one person enjoys ome particular types of sexual
adivitieswith hisor her ssaondary partner that the primary partner is not interested in, bu that
seaned to be abenefit rather than the motivating force behind the secondary relationship.

Some people reaognized that they were not successful at monogamy. Annie mentioned
that she and Jerry agreed that since they had bah failed at monogamy, they would na attempt it
again. Perhapsthis could be mnstrued as poyamory helping them med their need or desire for

multi ple partners.

The Meaning d Sexand Intimacy

In the monogamous paradigm, as discussed in the review of literature, sexual intimacgy
needs to be reserved for one person. The participantsin this dudy have created a different
meaning for sex andintimacy, ore that all ows them to maintain a strong primary bondwith ore
other person while dso all owing them to experience doseness conrection, intimacy and
sexuality with ather people @ well. Asdescribed above, Mary and Carol both expli citly
commented onthe meaning of sex. Mary noted that experiencing a shift in the meaning of sex
had all owed her to become open to pdyamory, and Carol described how she cnsciously creaed
ameaning that all owed her to keep her relationship with Joanie from becming threaening to
her primary relationship.

Mint (2004 noted that the enforcement of monogamous behavior extends well beyond

adual sexua behavior and includes restrictions on "Spending time done with someore...,
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haolding hands, and of course flirting, touching, or smiling too much. All of these adions are
signifiers of apossble sexual relationship in ou culture, and thisis what makes them socialy
dangerous’ (p. 60. Some people who are palyamorous have redefined the meaning of touch as
well as of sex so that it isnolonger necessarily dangerous. Thisis shown in Carol's observation
that in her experience polyamorous people were more open to sensuality and touch.

Redefining the meaning of sex, intimacy, and touch all ows people greater opportunities
for having those experiences. It givesthem agreater choicein how they relate with ather people

and all ows them to explore what types of activities are most satisfying for them.

A Crucible for Growth

Schnarch (1991, 198) proposed that the monogamy provides a aucible for growth. He
suggested that the purpose of monogamous marriage was to produce differentiation: integrity,
the aili ty to stand upfor what you believe in, the ability to maintain a dea sense of self in close
proximity to apartner. This requires the willi ngnessto risk your partner's displeasure rather than
letting the relationship deteriorate because talking abou what you redly want seemstoo risky.
He stated that other relationships detract from this.

This might be true for clandestine dfairs, which alow people to med their sexua needs
withou having to confront their partner. However, when people ae open and hanest abou their
relationships, it appeas that they have to grow and engage in the type of communicaion and
confrontation which encourages differentiation. As Evelyn commented, pdyamory tendsto be a
crucible. It forces growth - or the mupe may split up.

Making conscious choices may be agreaer fador in dfferentiation than the particular

choice (such as whether or not to be monogamous).
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On Being aCoude

Whil e some people in the pay community are adamantly against the open couge model,
as was evident in some of the resporses to the soli citation for participantsin this gudy, the
responcents appredated having the daily connedion with another person and the ongoing
suppat they foundin their relationship. However, some of them could imagine the same
benefitsin atriad or larger configuration d committed partners. Some gpreciated the eae of
fitting into society as part of a cupe, aswell asthe pradical benefits that come from marriage
(such astax or hedth insurance benefits). Some dso naed the growth oppatuniti es that come
with along term relationship.

Comparison with Reasons for Monogamy
Chapter 2 examined some reasons given in the literature for monogamy. This sction

responds to those reasons based onthe observations of the participants.

Commitment
Aswe have seen, people who are nat monogamous can still be very committed to eat
other. For some, the pleasure bondthat Masters and Johnson (1974 discussed can even be

enhanced by sharing with athers sexually.

Healing
Whil e the responcents did na spedficdly talk about healing, and certainly nat the type
of physical heding discussed by Pearsall (1994), they did talk abou growth. Some of them
mentioned that polyamory is one of the growth paths that people can take. There were even some

comments that people who are not interested in and willi ng to work on growth shoud na chocse
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polyamory. This emphasis on gowth may provide the opportunity to heal childhoodwound,

which Hendrix (1990 emphasized as the purpose of monogamous marriage.

Sprituality

While nat many people specificdly mentioned spirituality in the cntext of polyamory,
for those that did, it was a paositive dement. One exampleis Rogelio's comment that welcoming
being confronted when oreis nat fully authentic isa commitment to spiritual growth. Similarly,
Carol, who said that "alot of being in arelationship is abou emotional and spiritual growth,"
commented that for her personally polyamory is more spiritual than monogamy.

Whil e they would probably agree with Moschetta and M oschetta (1998) abou the
presence of a spiritual element in strong and vibrant marriages, they clearly disagreethat that

necessarily leads to choasing monogamy.

Conclusion

This paper has presented the observations of seven long term committed pdyamorous
coupdes abou their relationships. It has portrayed some ways two people can bein a ommitted
relationship with ead ather without using sexual exclusivity to proted their connedion; in ather
words, some of the ways that people who are nat monogamous have organized their emotional
lives to maintain astrong coude bond oer the longterm while & the same time they develop
emotional and sexua bonds with athers. It has described the ways the participants hand e
multi ple relationships, the ways they view their commitment to ead cther and rurture it, the
ways they hande jealousy, and the benefits they perceive in pdyamory. These relationships are

custom made, creaed by each coude to med their own needs.

"Commitment in Polyamorous Relationships® by Elaine Cook www.aphroweb.net



72

The @mhesive fadors which have been discussd by the participants are mutual
appredation, emotional closeness goodcommunication, and flexibility. They have enbraced
honresty and persona growth.

This gudy suggests that the desire to be together and finding value in the relationship can
be amajor fador in the successof relationships. These mupdes gay together because they want
to betogether. What this suggests for relationshipsin genera isthat attention reedsto be
focused onwhat isworking well in arelationship, nd just on what needs to be changed. To
encourage marriagesto last, it may be more important to help coudes day in touch with the
qualiti es they appreciate in each ather than to stressthe obli gation they incurred in marrying.

The mupesin this dudy manage to keep afocus on each aher, even though their
attentionis also on dhers. They pay attention to and nouish their relationships. This suggests
that one of the fadors for a successul relationship may be to avoid taking each ather for granted,
to pay attentionto eat ather and nuture each ather.

The responcents do nd get trapped by their concept of what they should be doing, but
talk with ead ather abou what they want and haow to credeit. They keep a perspedive that
helps them avoid getting too caught up in NRE, in new love, by reagnizing that thisis a stage
and the arrent excitement does not mean that the new relationship is better than the existing
one. So flexibility and the willi ngnessto be credive in finding the ways of relating that work for

bath partners are other fadorsin commitment.

Possble Future Research
Sincethere has been littl e research on pdyamory, future reseach could take many

diredions. Here ae some questionsthat could provide afocus for future research on pdyamory.
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Commitment in Poly Relationships

Future research oncommitment in pdyamorous relationships could be expanded to
include triads (3 people), quads (4 people) and even larger groups. Some of these groups are
palyfidelitous (meaning they are sexua only with athers within the group) and ahers are open.
How does this affed the dynamic? How do pdyfidelitous groups gain new members?

A longitudinal study of people in committed pdy relationships could study the
diff erences between the mudes or groups which remain together after five or ten years and thase
that split up. Are there some fadors that are good predictors of the longevity of the relationship?

Some people prefer nat to have aprimary, marriage-like relationship with anybody.
What types of relationships do they want? Do they creae (or want to creae) long term

committed relationships?

Children

Our society tends to assume that anonmonogamous stuationis bad for children, anda
court may remove a tild from the mother's custody simply because the mother isin a
polyamorous stuation (see discusson d the Divilbisscase in Emens, 2004and Cloud, 1999.

What effed does living with parents who have open, horest, loving relationships with
multi ple partners really have on children? Children who are aurrently in that situation could be
interviewed, along with adults who grew up with pdyamorous parents. Does it make a
difference whether the extra ault(s) live with the family or not?

What effed does having children have on people who are polyamorous? Parents who

were paly before they had children as well as parents who became paly whil e their chil dren were
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growing up could be interviewed in arder to look at the dfed that the dnildren have ontheir
conredions with other adults.

Isthere acorrelation between pdyamory and being childless? Do people who do no
have dildren or whase dildren are grown upmore often choase poyamory, or does being

polyamorous discourage some people from having chil dren?

Varieties of Poly Relationships
What is the relative frequency of various types of paly relationships? This shoud include
both adual situations and the ided that people have. In addition to committed coudes and
groups, and people who prefer to remain single, there ae people who have more than ore

relationship that they would consider to be primary, even though those relationships are separate.

Clandestine Relationships
How many people have had an affair (a dandestine relationship) even whilein a
polyamorous relationship? What are the factors that caused that (the relationship and the lack of
communicaion abou the relationship)? How many people who are now polyamorous had

affairsin the past?

Mond'Poly Relationships
Some @ugdes manage to maintain a relationship where one personis polyamorous and
the other is monogamous by choice. In ou culture, many people ae more mncerned abou the
monagamy of their partner than their own. Thisisan observation based on numerous
discussons over the years, andis also nded by Schnarch (1991, 198). This can make being in

relationship with someone whois payamorous particularly hard onthe monogamous partner.

"Commitment in Polyamorous Relationships® by Elaine Cook www.aphroweb.net



75

How do these mupes make their relationship work? Are there techniques that they have used

which ather coudesin asimilar situation could use?

Attitudes Towards Marriage
What attitudes towards marriage do pdyamorous people have? How many would like to
have groupmarriage legalized? How many would like to abadli sh marriage dtogether? How
many would abadlish marriage if some practicd matters were handled, such as universal hedth
cae and an easy way to include multi ple partners as members of the immediate family (for

example for haospital visits)?

Psychdogical and Saiological Profiles
How do the psychologicd and sociologicd profil es of pay people compare with the
genera popuation? Do they have adifferent Myers-Briggs distribution, for example? Do they
have agreder interest in sex than average? Do they have agreaer focus on emotional intimacy
than athers? What was their religious uplringing and what is their current religious
affili ation/identificaion? Do they differ from societal normsin ather ways? Where aethey on
the pdliti cd spedrum? Isthere any reason pdyamory would be lessappeding to people of

color?

Chapter Summary
The participants in this gudy have some naoticeable differences from the general
popuation. Among these differences are the number who have dildren at home, the average
age, andthe rada compasition. The fadors contributing to the successof these relationships, as

mentioned by the respondents, are their appredation d eac ather, their ongoing and dten

"Commitment in Polyamorous Relationships® by Elaine Cook www.aphroweb.net



76

increasing emotiona closeness a high degreeof honesty and good communicaion, and
flexibility in meeting the desires of bath people. Finding away to meet unmet neeads (other than
for variety) did na seem to be amgjor factor in the choice of payamory. The participants have
creded adifferent meaning for sex and intimacy than is commonin the alture, and have found
polyamory to be acrucible for growth. Some of the reasons given for monogamy seem to be met
by payamory. This gudy suggests that some of the fadors for successul relationshipsinclude
paying attention to ead aher, caring abou the partner's needs and desires, finding ways to enjoy
ead aher, focusing onwhat isworking well, horesty, and flexibili ty in finding waysto relate
that works for both partners. Some possble diredions for future research invaving polyamory

were presented.

© Elaine Cook 2005
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Appendix A
QUESTIONS FOR THESIS STUDY
These questions were not asked predsely aslisted, arin the exad order listed. In
addition, some were occasionally omitted if it appeared they had already been answered. Other
guestions were asked as seemed appropriate in the moment.
e Age
* Length of your relationship
* Occupation
* How long pdyamorous
* How did you approach pdy/becmme pay
* What types of other relationships do you have? (doyou relate separately, together, doyou
have sex in relationships, at sex parties, with people you just met ...).
* Do you knawv each ather'slovers, doyou spendtime with them? Do you have afriendship o
emotional conredionwith them? Are you sexua with them?
* Arethereintereststhat you share with your lovers that you dan't share with your primary
partner?
* How close are youto your other lovers (do youtalk abou your fedings for each ather, abou
fedingsin general, hov much doyou share @ou your life, doyou fed understood, doyou

trust them)?
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How close are you emotionally to your primary partner? (What do you share or not share
with ead ather abou adivities and fedings? Do youtrust each ather? Do you fed
understood, respected, appredated? Do you feel that way towards your partner?)

How would you describe your sex life with your primary partner, and with your other lovers.
Is one better than the other? Are there things you share with ore and nd the other?

What kind d relationships would you like (what is your ideal)?

What types of groundrules/agreements do you have?

Do you have dhildren? What do you tell them? How old are they? How has your lifestyle
aff ected them?

How do you think pdyamory has affeded your life? (including your relationship with your
partner and with yourself)

Do you ever experiencejealousy? (defined as feelings of discomfort, either minor or major,
when aperson you love is developing arelationship or being sexual with ancther person.
Thisincludes envy, fear of loss isaues aroundtime, competitiveness fear of comparison,
etc.).

Are you ever concerned abou growing apart? Abou your paths taking you separate
diredions?

Have you thought abou splitti ng up, andif so, what prompted thase thoughts?

How do you maintain your primary bondwith eat ather? (What has kept you together as a
coupe)

Are there some activities that you reserve for ead ather?

How do you hande New Relationship Energy? (the excitement that occurs when you're

falling in love with a new person)
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What does commitment mean to you?

What is your commitment to your primary partner?

What do you think pdy coudes shoud knowv abou commitment?

What are the benefits of being a muge?

What do you consider to be the benefits of being poyamorous?

What are the chall enges or drawbadks of being poyamorous?

Isthere anything else would you like me to knav abou your relationship, a any questions

you wish | had asked?



Appendix B
GLOSSARY
The following definiti ons are from the Polyamory Language Page (no ckte).

Compersion n: the feding d taking joy in the joy that others you love share anong themselves,
espedally taking joy in the knowledge that your beloveds are expressng their love for
one ancther[. T]heterm was coined by the Keristan Commune in San Francisco which
pradiced Polyfidelity[.] Keristadisbanded in the early 1990's.

New Relationship Energy n a adj: energy that flows between partnersin a"new" relationship,
the excitement and dscovery that occurs during thistime a oppased to dd relationship
energy that is part of amore settled, stable, comfortable time in the relationship.

Open Relationship n : an agreement among the members in which the partners dedde that they
can have sexual relations outside of the relationship. Partner[s] have agreed that they can
have sexual relations independently of each ather.

Polyamory n: isthe nonpssessve, horest, resporsible and ethical phil osophy and pradice of
loving multi ple people simultaneously. Polyamory emphasizes consciously choasing
how many partners one wishes to be involved with rather than accepting social norms
which dctate loving only one person at atime. Polyamory isan umbrellaterm which
integrates traditi onal multi partner relationship terms with more evolved egalitarian terms.
Polyamory embraces sexual equality and all sexual orientations towards an expanded
circle of spousal intimacgy andlove. Polyamory isfrom the root words Poly meaning

many and Amour meaning love hence "many loves' or Polyamory.
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Polyfidelity n : agroupin which all partners are primary to all other partners and sexual fidelity
isto the group; shared intent of alifelong runtogether. More primary partners can be
added with everyone's consent. The term was coined by the Kerista communre.

Poly Mantra n o v: communicate, communicate, communicate and then communicae some
more.

Primary Partner n: aperson of poyamorous orientation that isintimately invaved in your life
on day to day basis, the person[whao] provide[s] emotional and econamic suppat [with]
mutual sharing of resources, goal[s] and life paths.

Primary Relationship n 1: the dosest relationship type, the person(s) given the most time,
energy and priority in aperson'slife; includes high level of intimacy, attradion and
commitment as demonstrated by marriage-level bondng (such as sared life paths, goals,
parenting, econamics, howsing, important values, ongoing emotiona suppat, etc.),
typicdly includes adesire for ashared lifelong future together.

Quadn : A multiple partnered relationship with four members.

Senday Partner n: aperson d poyamorous orientation that is intimately involved in your
life but usually not daily[. T]he person provide[s] emotiona suppat [and] may or may
nat provide eonamic suppat[. T]heremay be some sharing of resources, gaal andlife
paths but they are few as compared to primary partners.

Seonday Relationship n: a dose relationship type, by definitionit is given lessin terms of
time, energy and priority in a person’s life than any primary relationship|[. I]t includes
aspeds of primary relating, such as sxuality and emotiona suppat but usually involves
fewer ongoing commitments as evidenced by fewer shared values, plans or financial/l egal

invalvementq. It] may include adesire for along term future together.
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Swinging vb : Reaedional sexua adivity, also called "sport sex" where partner[s] or
participant[s] agree to have caua sex with ead ather[.] Thereisusualy noemotional
involvement. A form of monogamy in which usually two primary partners agreeto have
casual sex with ather coupges or singles.

Triad n 1 any threepersonlovestyle. 2 three people involved in some way; most often used in
a committed sense; in some caes invalving ceremonies of commitment. 3: aunion a

groupof three usu[ally] closely related persons or things.



