Archives of Sexual Behavior (2021) 50:1587-1597
https://doi.org/10.1007/510508-020-01895-5

ORIGINAL PAPER q

Check for
updates

What Drives the Dehumanization of Consensual Non-Monogamous
Partners?

David L. Rodrigues'® - Diniz Lopes' - Aleksandra Huic?

Received: 10 July 2019 / Revised: 21 October 2020 / Accepted: 28 November 2020 / Published online: 4 May 2021
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC part of Springer Nature 2021

Abstract

We built upon a recent study by Rodrigues, Fasoli, Huic, and Lopes (2018) by investigating potential mechanisms driving the
dehumanization of consensual non-monogamous (CNM) partners. Using a between-subjects experimental design, we asked
202 Portuguese individuals (158 women; M, =29.17, SD=9.97) to read the description of two partners in a monogamous,
open, or polyamorous relationship, and to make a series of judgments about both partners. Results showed the expected dehu-
manization effect, such that both groups of CNM partners (open and polyamorous) were attributed more primary (vs. second-
ary) emotions, whereas the reverse was true for monogamous partners. Moreover, results showed that the dehumanization
effect was driven by the perception of CNM partners as less moral and less committed to their relationship. However, these
findings were observed only for individuals with unfavorable (vs. favorable) attitudes toward CNM relationship. Overall, this

study replicated the original findings and extended our understanding of why people in CNM relationships are stigmatized.
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Introduction

Non-traditional forms of romantic relationships, and espe-
cially those that depart from the typical monogamous norm,
have been getting attention from researchers in recent years
(Balzarini et al., 2017; Conley, Matsick, Moors, & Ziegler,
2017; Conley, Ziegler, Moors, Matsick, & Valentine, 2013b;
Levine, Herbenick, Martinez, Fu, & Dodge, 2018; Séguin
et al., 2017). Broadly, monogamy implies an agreement for
sexual and emotional exclusivity, whereas in consensual non-
monogamy (CNM) both partners agree to have sex or roman-
tic relationships with other people (Rubel & Bogaert, 2015).
Research shows that CNM and monogamous relationships
have both similarities and differences (Balzarini et al., 2018,
2019; Moors, Matsick, & Schechinger, 2017). For example,
partners in CNM relationships can be as committed and satis-
fied with their relationship (Mogilski, Memering, Welling, &
Shackelford, 2017; Rodrigues, Lopes, & Smith, 2017b), and
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in some cases even more satisfied (Conley, Piemonte, Gusa-
kova, & Rubin, 2018; Rodrigues, Lopes, & Pereira, 2016;
Rodrigues, Lopes, Pereira, de Visser, & Cabaceira, 2019b),
when compared to their monogamous counterparts. Although
these findings usually rely on individual data, both partners are
likely to be committed, satisfied and have quality of life insofar
as they assortatively match in important individual variables
(e.g., sociosexuality). Despite these findings, research showed
that the experiences CNM people have in their relationships
are not mirrored in the perceptions of others.

In their seminal work, Conley, Moors, Matsick, and Zie-
gler (2013a) and Moors, Matsick, Ziegler, Rubin, and Conley
(2013) showed that CNM relationships were perceived to be
of inferior quality, and the people involved in those relation-
ship to be perceived as less moral and to have less cognitive
abilities, in comparison with their monogamous counterparts.
Balzarini et al. (2018) extended this negative halo effect sur-
rounding non-monogamy and showed that people in CNM
relationships are also perceived to be more promiscuous and
more likely to have sexual health problems. Not only are
people in CNM relationships heavily stigmatized, they are
also likely to be dehumanized.

Dehumanization occurs when a person (or group of people)
is deprived of attributes that are uniquely human (Haslam,
2006). This form of stigmatization has been observed in
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different domains including gender, sexual orientation, race
or ethnicity (for areview, see Haslam & Loughnan, 2014). One
form of dehumanization occurs when others are perceived as
lacking specific traits (e.g., intelligence, self-control, civility).
For example, Fasoli et al., (2016) showed that a homosexual
(vs. heterosexual) target was attributed less human-related
words (e.g., person) after participants were primed with a
homophobic epithet (e.g., faggot). By being negated of their
humanness, dehumanized people can either be equated to ani-
mals and perceived as primitive and irrational, or to objects
and perceived as cold and heartless (Haslam & Loughnan,
2014). For example, Morris, Goldenberg, and Boyd (2018)
found that women objectified by their sexuality (e.g., por-
nographic film actress) or physical appearance (e.g., fashion
model) were dehumanized by being attributed less uniquely
human traits (e.g., competent) and perceived as less able to feel
pain, when compared to a female graduate student. Another
form of dehumanization occurs when others are perceived
as lacking specific emotions (Leyens et al., 2000, 2001; also
called infrahumanization, Haslam, 2006). According to this
theoretical framework, secondary emotions (e.g., compassion,
embarrassment) are uniquely human because complex emo-
tional states require a higher level of cognitive processing (see
also LeDoux & Brown, 2017). In contrast, primary emotions
(e.g., anger, pleasure) are shared by both humans and non-
human animals (see also Ekman, 1992). For our purposes, sec-
ondary emotions indicate uniquely human attributes, whereas
primary emotions indicate non-uniquely human attributes (for
areview, see Demoulin et al., 2004). By being attributed more
primary (and fewer secondary) emotions, others are denied of
their humanity and therefore perceived as less human (Vaes,
Leyens, Paladino, & Miranda, 2012). For example, Maclnnis
and Hodson (2012) found that asexual people (vs. other sexual
minority groups) were dehumanized by being attributed less
uniquely human (e.g., optimism) or human nature (e.g., hap-
piness) emotions. The authors also found evidence of nega-
tive attitudes toward asexual individuals, and greater intention
to discriminate against asexual people (e.g., less willingness
to rent or hire asexual individuals). Indeed, dehumanization
constitutes a subtle form of differentiating individuals and/or
groups (Leyens et al., 2000, 2001) that has been linked to nega-
tive interpersonal outcomes including sexist attitudes (Tipler &
Ruscher, 2019), microaggression (Dover, 2016) and violence
(Kteily, Bruneau, Waytz, & Cotterill, 2015; Viki, Osgood, &
Phillips, 2013).

Research showed that CNM relationships are equated to
promiscuity and infidelity (Balzarini et al., 2018; Burris,
2014). Considering that sexual behavior and sexual desire
is shared by humans and non-human animals (and therefore
non-uniquely human), people in CNM relationships would
likely be perceived as having more primary than secondary
emotions, and therefore dehumanized. This hypothesis was
originally tested by Rodrigues, Fasoli, Huic, and Lopes (2018)
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in a cross-national experimental study. Rodrigues et al. asked
participants to read descriptions of two romantic partners in
either a monogamous or a CNM relationship, and to attribute
primary (e.g., lust, desire, fear anger) and secondary (e.g.,
happiness, love, guilt, embarrassment) emotions to these part-
ners. Consistent with their hypothesis, participants attributed
more secondary (vs. primary) emotions to monogamous part-
ners, and in contrast attributed more primary (vs. second-
ary) emotions to CNM partners. Results were independent of
the valence of the emotions (see also Haslam & Loughnan,
2014; Maclnnis & Hodson, 2012), and whether the descrip-
tions depicted gay or heterosexual partners (for similar results
with stigmatization, see Moors et al., 2013). Notably, these
findings were consistent across Portugal, Italy, and Croatia.

Notwithstanding their findings, Rodrigues et al. (2018)
discussed three main limitations to their study. First, the use
of a within-subjects design could have made the goal of the
study salient to the participants and facilitated comparisons
between all descriptions. Second, the authors used a measure
of dehumanization that included primary emotions related
to sexuality (e.g., desire). The description of CNM partners
as having a sexually open relationship could have implicitly
communicated greater sexual activity (vs. monogamous part-
ners) and consequently biased the attribution of primary emo-
tions. Third, CNM partners were described as having a sexual
agreement, but it was not specified if they could also have
other romantic relationships. We built upon the original study
and used a between-subjects design, a measure of dehumani-
zation in which primary emotions were unrelated with sexu-
ality or sexual activity, and disentangled between open and
polyamorous relationships by having separate experimental
conditions. Following the original findings, we expected par-
ticipants to attribute more secondary (vs. primary) emotions
to monogamous partners, and more primary (vs. secondary)
emotions to open and polyamorous partners (H1).

People in CNM relationships are stigmatized in different
individual (e.g., Grunt-Mejer & Campbell, 2016), interper-
sonal (e.g., Conley et al., 2013a) and social characteristics
(e.g., Hutzler, Giuliano, Herselman, & Johnson, 2016). To
the extent that people in CNM relationships are perceived as
less able to experience secondary emotions (e.g., love; Rod-
rigues et al., 2018), have consensual extradyadic sex, and that
extradyadic sex is typically perceived as a consequence of
relationship problems (Rubel & Bogaert, 2015), those people
could be perceived as lacking relationship quality. Indeed, past
research also showed that CNM partners are perceived to be
less sexually satisfied and less committed than monogamous
partners (Conley et al., 2013a). We expected to replicate this
negative halo effect, such that CNM (vs. monogamous) part-
ners were expected to be perceived as more promiscuous, less
moral, less sexually satisfied and less romantically commit-
ted (H2). In their original study, Rodrigues et al. (2018) did
not examine the mechanism underlying the dehumanization
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of CNM partners. Instead, the authors discussed the possibil-
ity that CNM partners were dehumanized because they were
perceived to be immoral and promiscuous (see also Balzarini
et al., 2018; Conley et al., 2013a). Indeed, dehumanization
is often linked with perceived deviations from morality and
promiscuity (Bastian & Haslam, 2010; Brandt & Reyna, 2011;
Castano & Giner-Sorolla, 2006; Haslam, Bastian, Laham, &
Loughnan, 2012). Hence, we also expected CNM partners to
be dehumanized because of this negative halo (H3).

Findings about the perception of open and polyamorous
relationships have been inconsistent. In line with the negative
appraisal of CNM relationships, Grunt-Mejer and Campbell
(2016) showed that open and polyamorous partners were
perceived as being less satisfied with their relationship and
less moral, when compared to monogamous partners. This
negative appraisal was more evident for open (vs. polyam-
orous) partners. The authors argued that these latter findings
could be explained by the type of agreement both partners
have. Whereas open partners agree on having multiple sexual
partners (typically in the absence of affective bonds), polyam-
orous partners agree on having multiple romantic and sexual
relationships. Hence, these findings suggest that people per-
ceive deviations from the sexual monogamous norm more
negatively, when compared to deviations from the affective
monogamous norm. In line with this argument, Matsick,
Conley, Ziegler, Moors, and Rubin (2014) found that open
partners were perceived more negatively than polyamorous
partners in certain attributes (e.g., lower morality; less ability
to express emotion). However, the authors found no differ-
ences in other attributes (e.g., equally responsible, mature
and happy). More recently, Balzarini et al. (2018) showed
that partners in open and polyamorous relationships were
perceived as more promiscuous and more likely to have sex-
ually transmitted infections, when compared to partners in
monogamous relationships. Participants were also less willing
to have close social contact with partners from both CNM
relationships. However, this negative appraisal was more evi-
dent for polyamorous (vs. open) partners. Given these mixed
findings, we did not advance a priori hypotheses regarding
differences in dehumanization of open and polyamorous part-
ners, or in the mechanism underlying the dehumanization of
both groups.

Lastly, we explored a possible boundary condition for the
dehumanization of CNM partners. Research consistently
showed that contact and positive attitudes toward a target
group can buffer discrimination of that group (Ajzen & Cote,
2008; Paluck, Green, & Green, 2019; Pettigrew & Tropp,
2006). A similar process seems to occur for people in CNM
relationships. For example, Hutzler et al. (2016) showed
that familiarity with, and greater knowledge about, people
in polyamorous relationships were positively associated with
attitudes toward this relationship agreement. Balzarini et al.
(2018) also showed that the typical stigmatization of CNM

relationships was less evident for people who identified as
non-monogamous. Hence, we explored whether the dehu-
manization of CNM partners occurred through a negative
perception of these relationships, but only for people with
unfavorable (vs. favorable) CNM attitudes (H4).

Method
Participants

The sample comprised 202 Portuguese individuals (158
women) aged between 19 and 60 years (M =29.17, SD=9.97).
Participants identified themselves as heterosexual (88.1%),
homosexual (7.9%), or bisexual (3.5%), or asexual (0.5%).
Most participants resided in metropolitan areas (86.6%), had
graduate (51.0%) or post-graduate degrees (32.7%) and were
religious (56.4%). Participants were either not romantically
involved (34.5%) or in a self-reported monogamous relation-
ship (65.3%).

This study used a 2 (Emotion: Primary vs. Secondary) X 3
(Relationship Agreement: Monogamous vs. Open vs. Poly-
amorous) experimental design, with the first being a within-
subjects factor.

Procedure and Measures

Individuals were invited, through public posts on social
networking sites, to participate in a web survey about the
perception of romantic relationships. In accordance with the
ethics guidelines issued by Iscte—Instituto Universitario de
Lisboa, participants were randomly allocated to one of the
three conditions after providing informed consent. They read
a description of two partners in a romantic relationship: (a)
“Both partners are highly committed to each other in a long-
term exclusive romantic relationship (i.e., neither partner
is allowed to have sex or romantic relationships with other
people—a monogamous relationship”); (b) “Both partners
are highly committed to each other in a long-term sexually
non-exclusive romantic relationship (i.e., each partner can
only have sexual encounters, but not romantic relationships,
with other people—an open relationship”); or (c) “Both
partners are highly committed to each other in a long-term
non-exclusive romantic relationship (i.e., each partner can
have sexual encounters and romantic relationships with other
people—a polyamorous relationship”).

Participants were then asked to indicate to what extent they
considered both romantic partners to be promiscuous, moral,
sexually satisfied with each other, and romantically commit-
ted (from 1 =Not at all to 7=A lot). These items were pre-
sented in random order. Next, participants indicated to what
extent they considered both romantic partners to experience
16 different emotions (from 1 =Not at all to 7=A lot), also
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presented in random order. These included eight positive
(cheerfulness, fun, tranquility, and enthusiasm; ¢ =.77) and
negative (fear, sadness, tension, and boredom; a =.82) pri-
mary emotions, and eight positive (love, hope, optimism, and
contentment; a =.86) and negative (bitterness, melancholy,
worry, and shame; a=.77) secondary emotions (Martinez,
Rodriguez-Bailén, Moya, & Vaes, 2017). Following past find-
ings showing that the dehumanization of CNM partners is
independent from valence (e.g., Rodrigues et al., 2018), we
computed a mean score of primary and secondary emotions.
Afterward, participants indicated their attitudes toward indi-
viduals in open and polyamorous relationships (two items;
from 1 = Not favorable at all to 7= Very much favorable),
r(202)=.90, p <.001. At the end, participants provided demo-
graphic information (e.g., age, education, residence) and were
thanked and debriefed about the purpose of the study (average
completion time =11 min).

Results
Attribution of Emotions: Dehumanization Effect

We hypothesized that CNM partners would be dehumanized,
by being attributed more primary and less secondary emo-
tions, when compared to monogamous partners (H1). Results
of a 2 (Emotion: Primary vs. Secondary) X 3 (Relationship
Agreement: Monogamous vs. Open vs. Polyamorous) mixed
repeated measures ANOVA showed a main effect of emotion,
Wilk’s A=.90, F(1, 199)=21.37, p<.001, nﬁ =.097. Over-
all, participants attributed more primary (M =4.06, SE=.05)
than secondary emotions (M =3.87, SE=.05).

As expected, there was an interaction between emotion and
relationship agreement, Wilk’s A=.84, F(2, 199)=18.58,
p<.001, 1712, =.157 (see mean scores in Table 1). Planned con-
trasts showed that participants attributed more secondary than
primary emotions to monogamous partners, #(199)=2.28,
p=.023. In contrast, participants attributed more primary
than secondary emotions to open partners, #(199) =5.64,
p <.001, and to polyamorous partners, #(199)=4.80, p <.001
(see Fig. 1).

Examining differences across relationship agree-
ment, planned contrasts showed that participants attrib-
uted more secondary emotions to monogamous than to
open, 1(199)=2.22, p=.028, or polyamorous partners,
1(199)=4.34, p <.001. Participants also attributed more
secondary emotions to open than to polyamorous part-
ners, #(199) =2.18, p=.030. In contrast, participants
attributed more primary emotions to open than monoga-
mous, #(199)=2.49, p=.014, or polyamorous partners,
1(199)=2.76, p=.006. No significant differences emerged
between these latter groups, < 1.

Attribution of Characteristics: Negative Halo

We also hypothesized a halo effect for CNM relationships,
such that CNM partners would be perceived as more promis-
cuous, less moral, less sexually satisfied and less commit-
ted, when compared to monogamous partners (H2). Results
of a 3 (Relationship Agreement: Monogamous vs. Open vs.
Polyamorous) multivariate ANOVA showed a main effect of
relationship agreement, Wilk’s A =.64, F (8, 392) =12.30,
p<.001, 77[2, =.201 (see Table 1). As expected, pairwise com-
parisons with Bonferroni correction showed that monoga-
mous partners were perceived as less promiscuous, more
moral, more sexually satisfied and more committed than

Table 1 Mean scores for
judgments in each experimental

Relationship agreement (experimental conditions)

condition Monogamous partners Open partners Polyamorous partners
M (SE) M (SE) M (SE)

Primary emotions 3.98% (.08) 4.26° (.08) 3.95% (.08)
Secondary emotions 4.14* (.09) 3.87° (.09) 3.61°(.09)
Index of dehumanization —0.17% (.07) 0.39° (.07) 0.34° (.07)
Promiscuity 2.34% (.22) 3.67°(21) 4.18"(.22)
Morality 5.554(21) 3.87° (.20) 4.02° (.20)
Sexual satisfaction 5.39% (.23) 3.77° (22) 4.28° (.23)
Commitment 5.92% (.23) 3.47°(22) 3.64 (.22)
CNM attitudes 3.57 (.25) 3.20 (.24) 3.28 (24)

Index of dehumanization = primary—secondary emotions. CNM consensual non-monogamy

Different superscripts (* ) indicate significant differences, all ps<.050, for each variable across experi-

mental conditions
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open, all ps <.001, or polyamorous partners, all ps <.003.
No differences in either characteristic emerged for these latter
groups, all ps>.296 (see Fig. 2).

Mechanisms Driving the Dehumanization of CNM
Partners

We hypothesized that dehumanization occurs because of the
negative halo surrounding CNM (H3). For sake of statisti-
cal parsimony in the mediational analysis, we categorized

our data. First, we computed an index of dehumanization
by subtracting secondary from primary emotion scores,
such that higher scores indicated the attribution of more
primary emotions. A 3 (Relationship Agreement: Monoga-
mous vs. Open vs. Polyamorous) ANOVA showed a main
effect in the dehumanization index, F(2, 199) =18.58,
p<.001, n; =.157. Pairwise comparisons with Bonferroni
correction (see Table 1) showed that monogamous part-
ners received lower scores on this index when compared to
open, p <.001, and polyamorous partners, p <.001. Again,
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no significant differences emerged between these latter
groups, p=1.00. Based on the lack of differences between
open and polyamorous in this index or the attribution of
characteristics (see above), we collapsed both experimental
conditions into a CNM relationship agreement.

To test our hypothesis, we computed a mediation model
using PROCESS (Model 4; Hayes, 2017) with 10,000 boot-
strap samples. Relationship agreement (0 = monogamous;
1=CNM) was the independent variable, attributions of
promiscuity (M1), morality (M2), sexual satisfaction (M3)
and commitment (M4) were parallel mediators, and the index
of dehumanization was the dependent variable (Y). Results
are depicted in Fig. 3.

As expected, CNM partners were perceived as more pro-
miscuous, p <.001, less moral, p <.001, less sexually satis-
fied, p <.001, and less committed, p <.001. However, only
less morality, p=.010 (indirect effect: b=0.11, SE=.05,
95% CI [0.019, 0.209]), and lower commitment, p =.004
(indirect effect: b=0.20, SE=.07, 95% CI [0.055, 0.347])
were significantly associated with the attribution of more
primary emotions to CNM partners. Despite these media-
tors, the direct effect of relationship agreement on the index
of dehumanization was significant, p =.026.

Boundary Condition for Dehumanization

To examine whether there were a priori differences in the
attitudes toward CNM partners, we conducted a 3 (Relation-
ship Agreement: Monogamous vs. Open vs. Polyamorous)
one-way ANOVA. Results showed no differences, F < 1 (see
Table 1).

Fig.3 Mechanism underling
the dehumanization of CNM
partners

b=1.58%**
(SE=27)

b=-1.61%**
(SE= 25)

Relationship agreement
(0 = Monogamous partners;
1 = CNM partners)

To test our hypothesis that positive CNM attitudes buff-
ered dehumanization of CNM partners (H3), we computed
a moderated mediation model using PROCESS (Model 58;
Hayes, 2017) with 10,000 bootstrap samples. Based on the
findings from our previous analysis, relationship agreement
(0=monogamous; 1 = CNM) was the independent variable,
perceived morality (M1) and commitment (M2) were the
parallel mediators, and the index of dehumanization was the
dependent variable (Y). Attitudes toward CNM relationships
was the moderator variable (W). Variables were centered
prior to the analysis. Results are summarized in Table 2.

Results showed that CNM partners were perceived as
less moral, p <.001, and less committed, p <.001, than
monogamous partners. There were significant interactions
between relationship agreement and CNM attitudes for both
mediators, both p <.002. Simple slope analyses revealed that
the associations were stronger for people with unfavorable
CNM attitudes (— 1 SD), both ps < .001, albeit significant for
those with favorable CNM attitudes (+ 1 SD), both ps <.011.
Moreover, attributions of less morality and lower commit-
ment to CNM partners were significantly associated with
the attribution of more primary emotions, both ps <.017. No
interactions with CNM attitudes were found, both ps > .344.

Examining the indirect effects, and as expected, CNM
partners were dehumanized because they were perceived as
less moral and less committed, but only by participants with
unfavorable CNM attitudes (— 1 SD; indirect effect of moral-
ity: b=0.17, SE=.09,95% C1[0.014, 0.366]; indirect effect
of commitment: »=0.29, SE=.10, 95% CI [0.096, 0.490]). In
contrast, no significant results emerged for participants with
favorable CNM attitudes (+ 1 SD; indirect effect of morality:

Promiscuity }

b=-0.07%*

Morality }%

b=0.23* (SE=.10)

Index of dehumanization

b=-2.37%*x
(SE=27)

b=-136%*
(SE=28)

Sexual satisfaction |>

Commitment

Note. Index of dehumanization = primary - secondary emotions. CNM = consensual non-monogamous.

"p<.050." p<.010. " p<.001.
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Table 2 Results for the

it (Model 58) Morality Commitment (M2) Index of dehu-
moderated mediation model (M) manization (Y)
b SE b SE b SE
Relationship agreement (X) — 157" 23 —2.29"" 24 0.24" .10
CNM attitudes (W) 0.26"" .06 0417 .06 —0.02 02
XXxW 0.38" 12 0.48"™ 12 - -
Unfavorable CNM attitudes -231™ 34 —3.23" 35 - -
Favorable CNM attitudes —-0.83" 32 —1.34™ 33 - -
MI - - - —0.06" .03
M1 xW - - - 0.01 01
M2 - - - -0.07" .03
M2xW 0.01 01

Relationship agreement: 0 =monogamous partners, 1 =consensual non-monogamous (CNM) partners

“p<.050, “p<.010, p<.001

b=0.04, SE=.03,95% CI[-0.008, 0.115]; indirect effect of
commitment: b=0.06, SE=.06, 95% CI [-0.050, 0.180]).
Still, the direct effect of relationship agreement on the index
of dehumanization was significant, p =.016.

Discussion

We elaborated on the limitations identified by Rodrigues et al.
(2018) and replicated their findings by showing that people
dehumanize CNM partners. Indeed, our results showed that
people attributed more secondary (vs. primary) emotions
to monogamous partners, and in contrast attributed more
primary (vs. secondary) emotions to open and polyamorous
partners. We also extended the original findings by showing
that the overall dehumanization effect was independent of
the relationship agreement. This finding converges with past
research showing the stigmatization of non-monogamy as a
romantic relationship configuration and the partners engaged
in it (Conley et al., 2013a; Moors et al., 2013), and extends
past evidence on the dehumanization of others based on gen-
der or sexuality (e.g., Fasoli, Paladino, Carnaghi, Jetten, Bas-
tian, & Bain, 2016; Maclnnis & Hodson, 2012; Morris et al.,
2018). Given that dehumanization and stigmatization are
associated with psychological and physical violence toward
other groups and/or people (e.g., Dover, 2016; Kteily et al.,
2015; Tipler & Ruscher, 2019; Viki et al., 2013), our findings
also highlight that CNM partners, be it on open or polyam-
orous relationships, are at risk of being targets of violence.
A more detailed examination to the attribution of each
emotion separately revealed subtle differences worth notic-
ing. We found the expected pattern in the attribution of sec-
ondary emotions when comparing relationship agreements,
such that monogamous partners were attributed more second-
ary emotions. For primary emotions, however, that was only
the case of monogamous and open partners, such that open

partners were attributed more primary emotions. Instead, no
differences emerged between monogamous and polyamorous
partners in the attribution of primary emotions, thus suggest-
ing a distancing of polyamorous (vs. open) partners from non-
human animals. However, at the same time, the attribution of
less secondary emotions to polyamorous (vs. monogamous)
partners also suggests a distancing from human uniqueness.
Hence, there seems to be a duality in the way people under-
stand polyamory as a relationship agreement, and the dynam-
ics of polyamorous partners. Indeed, Séguin et al. (2017)
showed that people perceive polyamory as beneficial and
acceptable, but also as perverse, amoral and unappealing.
Interestingly, this dual perception seems to be reflected in
the actual experiences polyamorous partners have in their
relationships. For example, Balzarini et al. (2017) examined
the perceptions of polyamorous partners about their primary
and secondary relationships, and found that they experienced
greater relationship quality with their primary partner (i.e.,
more secondary emotions) but at the same time spent more
time in sexual activity with their secondary partner (i.e., more
primary emotions). Our results also resonate with studies
showing that open and polyamorous relationships are stig-
matized differently (Balzarini et al., 2018; Grunt-Mejer &
Campbell, 2016; Matsick et al., 2014). Based on our find-
ings, we speculate that people differentiate between open and
polyamorous but only in certain attributes. For example, open
relationships may resemble to infidelity and be perceived
as driven by a lack of sexual satisfaction with the primary
partner. In contrast, polyamory may be perceived as less pro-
totypical of a romantic relationship and thus people indicate
greater social distance, but at the same time acknowledge that
these partners are more able to express emotion because they
have multiple romantic partners. Future studies should seek
to understand in greater detail how, why and under which
conditions people stigmatize open and polyamorous partners,
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and the actual implications of such stigmatization for the
psychological and physical well-being of CNM partners.

In our study, CNM partners were perceived to be more
promiscuous, less moral, less sexually satisfied, and less
committed to their romantic relationship, when compared to
monogamous partners. Notably, open and polyamorous part-
ners were stigmatized to a similar extent in these characteris-
tics, despite any difference in the attribution of primary and
secondary emotions. These findings align with the typical
negative halo surrounding CNM relationships and the people
engaged in it (Balzarini et al., 2018; Grunt-Mejer & Camp-
bell, 2016; Moors et al., 2013). Moreover, we showed for
the first time that CNM partners were dehumanized because
they were perceived as less moral, and less romantically
committed to their relationship. The former finding is in line
with past research showing that perceptions of morality are
an important mechanism underlying the dehumanization of
different groups such as criminal offenders (Bastian, Den-
son, & Haslam, 2013), political outgroups (Pacilli, Roccato,
Pagliaro, & Russo, 2016), and partners who decide on abor-
tion (Pacilli, Giovannelli, Spaccatini, Vaes, & Barbaranelli,
2018). Interestingly, the importance of morality is not only
restricted to the dehumanization of others. For example,
Kouchaki, Dobson, Waytz, and Kteily (2018) showed that
people felt less human after they engaged in immoral behav-
iors. Hence, not only do people dehumanize others based on
the perception of morality, they also dehumanize themselves
based on the same principle.

To the best of our knowledge, the finding for romantic
commitment is novel in the literature. Apart from research
showing that CNM partners are perceived as unable to expe-
rience secondary emotions (Rodrigues et al., 2018), and to
have more relationship problems (e.g., Conley et al., 2013a;
Grunt-Mejer & Campbell, 2016), no research has examined
dehumanization in interpersonal relationships and the role
of commitment in such phenomenon. Arguably, this stems
from the fact that research on dehumanization is particularly
focused on social groups rather than close dyadic relation-
ships. Nonetheless, our results converge with those from
studies on interpersonal objectification. Loughnan et al.
(2010) found that objectified others were perceived as hav-
ing lower cognitive abilities and overall more depersonal-
ized. Arguably, these findings show that objectified others are
also dehumanized. In a dyadic relationship context, research
also showed that the objectification of the romantic part-
ner is associated with less relationship quality (Strelan &
Pagoudis, 2018; Zurbriggen, Ramsey, & Jaworski, 2011).
Following these results, it comes as no surprise that romantic
commitment—a component of relationship quality—is one
of the mechanisms underlying the objectification of romantic
relationships that depart from monogamy.

Although CNM partners were perceived more negatively
in all characteristics, perceiving them as more promiscuous
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and less sexually satisfied with their primary partner did not
emerge as significant mediators of dehumanization. One
possible explanation for this finding is an overlap with com-
mitment. For example, extradyadic sex is perceived as a con-
sequence of relationship problems (Rubel & Bogaert, 2015;
Shaw, Rhoades, Allen, Stanley, & Markman, 2013). Hence,
people who perceive others as more committed should also
perceive them as less likely to have extradyadic behaviors and
to be more sexually satisfied in their relationship. Another
possible explanation is that CNM partners are dehumanized
mostly because they violate fundamental aspects of roman-
tic relationships—commitment as the experience of interde-
pendence and psychological attachment to the partner—and
not because they are more likely to have sex with other peo-
ple. Indeed, commitment is consistently identified as one of
the most important aspects for relationships to thrive (for a
review, see Rusbult, Agnew, & Arriaga, 2012), and as long
as people are committed to their relationship, they are also
more likely to activate pro-relationship mechanisms such as
forgiveness (Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro, & Hannon, 2002),
derogation of attractive alternatives (Rodrigues, Lopes, &
Kumashiro, 2017a), or accommodation (Rodrigues, Huic,
Lopes, & Kumashiro, 2019a).

Lastly, our findings were moderated by CNM attitudes.
Overall, participants reported fairly negative attitudes toward
CNM relationships, regardless of their experimental group.
Nonetheless, our findings also showed that perceived moral-
ity and commitment explained dehumanization, but only for
individuals with unfavorable CNM attitudes. These find-
ings align with research on discrimination (Ajzen & Cote,
2008; Paluck et al., 2019; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), and
with research on CNM relationships (Balzarini et al., 2018;
Hutzler et al., 2016), by showing that dehumanization was
buffered by having favorable attitudes toward non-normative
relationships.

We must acknowledge some limitations in this study. We
defined open partners as two highly committed people that
were not sexually exclusive and consensually agreed on hav-
ing extradyadic sexual encounters. Based on this definition,
there is a possibility that some of our participants thought of
an open relationship, whereas others thought of a swinging
relationship. Indeed, the former is typically defined as part-
ners that allow each other to have extradyadic sex, and the
latter as partners that engage in extradyadic sex typically in
a specific social setting (Rubel & Bogaert, 2015). Research
showed that CNM relationships share certain attributes and
differ in others. For example, Matsick et al. (2014) showed
that open and swinging relationships are equally perceived as
less moral than polyamorous relationships. The authors also
showed that open and polyamorous relationships are equally
perceived as more responsible than swinging relationships,
and that partners in all CNM relationships are perceived as
equally unhappy. Hence, the lack of differences between
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open and polyamorous partners in our study may have been a
result of a lack of clarity in defining the open partners group.
Another limitation relates to our mediation analysis. First, the
association between the dependent and mediator variables
was correlational (Pirlott & MacKinnon, 2016) and causal-
ity should be interpreted with caution. Second, the direct
effect of emotion attribution remained significant even after
including the mediators in the analysis, indicating there are
likely other mechanisms operating on the dehumanization of
CNM partners. For example, one such mechanisms could be
perceived faithfulness between CNM partners. Arguably, this
might be more central to dehumanization than perceptions
of promiscuity, especially given that 97-99% of Europeans
believe that faithfulness is important for successful partner-
ships (EVS, 2011), and dehumanization occurs when targets
are not perceived as sharing normative values (Schwartz &
Struch, 1989). Another possible mechanism is the percep-
tion that CNM relationships are more exposed to sexually
transmitted infections. Indeed, research shows that monog-
amy is equated with protection against these infections and
is even advocated as a preventive technique (Conley, Mat-
sick, Moors, Ziegler, & Rubin, 2015). Moreover, Balzarini
et al. (2018) found that the perceived likelihood of having
an infection was predictive of greater social distance toward
open and polyamorous relationships, whereas perceptions of
promiscuity were not.

Future studies should extend our results and investigate
other forms of dehumanization, namely whether the dehu-
manization of CNM partners assumes both its “mechanis-
tic” and “animalistic” form (for a distinction, see Haslam &
Loughnan, 2014). To the extent that MacInnis and Hodson
(2012) found an association between religious fundamental-
ism and discrimination against asexual people, future stud-
ies should also seek to examine whether religious beliefs
(e.g., Catholics vs Buddhists) or religious fundamentalism
are associated with the dehumanization of CNM partners.
Further, future studies should seek to disentangle whether
people in CNM relationships are dehumanized because they
are perceived as less able to sustain any type of committed
relationship (e.g., friendships, cooperative relationships),
or if this mechanism is specific to romantic relationships.
Lastly, future studies should disentangle if dehumanization
occurs because people have an animalistic view about CNM
partner, or rather have a simplistic view about them. One
possibility is to examine denial of mind, a unique form of
dehumanization (Waytz, Gray, Epley, & Wegner, 2010). To
the extent that members of certain sexual outgroups (i.e.,
people with AIDS, gay men) are perceived as less human by
denial of mind (Monroe & Plant, 2019), a similar effect could
be generalized to CNM partners.

Conclusion

This study replicated the finding that CNM partners com-
pared to monogamous partners are dehumanized. This stig-
matization was observed by the attribution of more primary
(vs. secondary) emotions. The study further extended our
understanding of why partners in CNM relationships are stig-
matized. We found a negative halo effect surrounding CNM
partners, which were perceived as more promiscuous, less
moral, less sexually satisfied, and less committed. However,
only perceptions of morality and relationship commitment
emerged as the mechanisms underlying this dehumanization.
At the same time, we showed that having favorable attitudes
toward CNM relationships buffers the dehumanization of
these partners. This finding is particularly important given
the link between dehumanization and potential violence
against dehumanized groups.
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