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Maintaining Multipartner Relationships: Evolution, Sexual Ethics, and Consensual 

Nonmonogamy 

 

Justin K. Mogilski, David L. Rodrigues, Justin J. Lehmiller, & Rhonda N. Balzarini 

 

 

Abstract 

Humans maintain romantic relationships for sexual gratification, childcare assistance, 

intimate friendship, and a host of other interpersonal benefits. In monogamous relationships 

(i.e., exclusive courtship between two people), individuals agree that certain benefits of the 

relationship (i.e., sexual contact, material resources, and emotional support) may only be 

shared within the pair-bond. That is, each partner is expected to maintain the relationship by 

provisioning sufficient benefits to satisfy the needs and desires of their partner. By 

comparison, consensual nonmonogamy (CNM) is a collection of relationship practices and 

structures whereby partners agree that it is permissible to have sexual contact or form 

intimate attachments with other people to satisfy these interpersonal needs and desires. In 

this chapter, we review literature examining who pursues CNM, how people who practice 

CNM derive and maintain satisfaction within their relationship(s), and when and how these 

relationships persist. We consider the role of CNM relationship maintenance practices, 

personality features that predispose people to CNM, and psychological and social barriers 

(e.g., jealousy, interpersonal conflict, sexual health anxiety, and condemnation) that prevent 

people from pursuing or maintaining CNM. Throughout, we consider how CNM compares 

to infidelity as an alternative strategy for pursuing multiple, concurrent romantic or sexual 

relationships. We close by discussing current directions in the scientific study of CNM and 

highlight which gaps in the literature are most pressing to address. 
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Maintaining Multipartner Relationships: Evolution, Sexual Ethics, and Consensual 

Nonmonogamy 

 

Multipartner mating refers to romantic, sexual, or otherwise intimate behavior 

between an individual and two or more concurrent people. Monogamy (i.e., intimate 

behavior between only two people) characterizes the majority of romantic relationships 

worldwide, but multipartner mating is observed in every known society (Henrich et al., 

2012; Schacht & Kramer, 2019). Multipartner mating has been a core focus of study in the 

evolutionary sciences because having several concurrent partners introduces different 

reproductive opportunities and challenges for the two dominant sex morphs (i.e., women 

and men) (Trivers, 1972; also see Mogilski, 2021). By mating with more than one partner, 

men are able to produce more children because their inexpensive gametes (i.e., sperm) are 

readily dispersed. Thus, they can increase their number of children by having sex with 

multiple female partners. Women, on the other hand, are obligated to commit gestational 

resources to a single, fertilized egg for nine months and therefore do not benefit from mating 

with multiple partners in the same way. Nevertheless, women may pursue multi- partner 

mating for other reasons, such as to sample and secure better partners (i.e., mate switch; see 

Buss et al., 2017), to produce offspring with diverse genes (see Buss & Schmitt, 1993; 

Gangestad & Simpson, 2000), or to secure investment from several partners at once (Hrdy, 

1995). These divergent motives for men and women can cause conflict when one partner’s 

pursuit of an extra-pair romantic or sexual relationship is at odds with the other partner’s 

reproductive interests (i.e., sexual conflict; see Kennair et al., this volume; also see Buss, 

2017). For example, if a man’s female partner becomes sexually involved with other men, 

he risks cuckoldry (i.e., unwitting investment in genetically unrelated offspring). If a 

woman’s male partner becomes involved with other women, she risks her partner diverting 

his time and resources to children who are genetically unrelated to her. Men and women are 

thus both motivated (a) to pursue multipartner mating (albeit for different reasons), and (b) 

to restrict their partner from doing the same. 

 

Infidelity 

Organisms have diverse strategies for resolving the sexual conflict caused by 

multipartner mating (Clutton-Brock, 1989; Selander, 1965; Setchell, 2008), but infdelity is 

one of the most well-studied (Haseli et al., 2019; Selterman et al., 2019). Infdelity is when 

extra-pair courtship occurs within an exclusively single-partner (i.e., monogamous) 



 

relationship. In monogamous relationships, partners mutually agree (though often implicitly; 

see Badcock et al., 2014) to refrain from extra-pair sex and romance. This is reasonable 

because there are persistent threats to reproduction caused by multipartner mating (see 

Shackelford & Buss, 1997), such as cuckoldry (see Anderson, 2006; Scelza, 2020; Voracek et 

al., 2008), domestic violence (Buunk & Massar, 2019), lethal intrasexual competition (e.g., 

homicide; Daly & Wilson, 2001), and sexual disease transmission (Kokko et al., 2002; 

Nunn et al., 2000). If both partners faithfully commit to this social contract, these risks are 

prevented, thus mutually benefiting each partner. Infidelity is thus when one partner defects 

from this social contract (i.e., forms an extra-pair relationship) while deceiving their partner 

into believing otherwise. Strategically, this causes the duped partner to restrict their own, 

but not their partner’s, extra-pair behavior. In other words, by subverting a partner’s consent 

to engage in an extra-pair relationship, those who practice infidelity reap the benefits of 

having multiple partners (e.g., access to sexual or romantic partner variety) while avoiding 

the costs of their partner doing the same (e.g., cuckoldry and resource diversion). 

 The absence of a partner’s informed consent is a key feature of infidelity. If an 

individual were to know about an in-pair partner’s current or potential extra-pair 

relationship(s), this would permit them to calculate the impact of these additional 

relationships on in-pair relationship quality. For example, someone who knows that their 

partner is having sexual contact with another person can assess the likelihood of potential 

pregnancy or sexual dis- ease transmission and take precaution if necessary (e.g., by ensuring 

that their partner uses safe sexual practices). Likewise, someone who knows that their 

partner is forming other emotionally intimate attachments can anticipate how that partner 

might allocate time, effort, or resources among each attachment—and perhaps decide that 

they should form their own extra-pair relationship(s) and/or leave that partner if the 

relationship becomes inequitable or costly. At the heart of consent, then, is freedom of 

association, whereby people are not inhibited from leaving an inauspicious relationship. 

This freedom of association creates a biological mating market based on partner choice (see 

Barclay, 2013; Noë & Hammerstein, 1994; Whyte et al., 2019) wherein partners compete 

for each other’s commitment rather than coerce it. It is unsurprising, then, that non-

consensual extra-pair relationships tend to be secretive: those who successfully convince 

their partner to adhere to an exclusivity contract that they themselves do not follow are able to 

subvert the mating market—and thereby their partner’s choice. 

 In this sense, infidelity is a solution to sexual conflict—albeit a risky one. Evidence 

suggests that forming a romantic or sexual relationship outside an established pair-bond with- 



 

out the consent of one’s partner increases sexual disease transmission (Hirsch et al., 2007; 

Lehmiller, 2015), psychological distress (e.g., major depressive disorder, anxiety, and post- 

traumatic stress; Roos et al., 2019), relational instability and dissatisfaction (Betzig, 1989; 

Previti & Amato, 2004; Spanier & Margolis, 1983), financial hardship (Crouch & Dickes, 

2016), and family disruption (Lusterman, 2005; Negash & Morgan, 2016). Discovering an 

infidelity is often experienced as betrayal or “attachment injury” (see Warach & Josephs, 

2019), whereby a previously reliable partner subsequently appears less predictable, trust-

worthy, or fair. Infidelity may also prompt revenge in the form of physical aggression, property 

damage, or retributive infidelity (Yoshimura, 2007), and in extreme but not infrequent 

circumstances it can lead to intimate partner violence and homicide (Pichon et al., 2020). 

Infidelity may thereby promote a vengeful cycle of deception, contest, and injury between 

partners (see Boon et al., 2009) that escalates mutual reprisal until the cost of maintaining 

multiple partnerships (or the pair-bond) overwhelms the benefit. 

 Thus—as a strategy for satisfying the motive to mate with multiple partners, 

infidelity is decidedly zero-sum. Certainly, there are advantages to long-term cooperative 

partner- ships in which each individual sacrifices a personal optimum for a relatively higher 

net collaborative yield (i.e., positive-sum relationships; Axelrod, 1997), such as when 

children are afforded security and environmental stability by multiparent care (Abraham & 

Feldman, 2018; Geary, 2000). But the greater net individual benefit of defecting in a trust 

game (i.e., when one partner cheats but the other does not) suggests that human’s evolved 

mating psychology is configured to motivate calculated deception (i.e., infidelity) (see 

McNally & Jackson, 2013; Mokkonen & Lindstedt, 2016). 

 

Consensual Nonmonogamy: An Alternative to Infidelity 

Consensual nonmonogamy (CNM) is an alternative strategy for resolving the 

challenges of multipartner mating. CNM is a collection of romantic relationship practices and 

structures (e.g., polyamory, open relationships, swinging, solo poly, and relationship 

anarchy) whereby partners agree that it is permissible to have sexual contact or form 

intimate attachments with other people (see Loue, 2006). Rather than entirely restrict a 

partner’s extra-pair behavior, partners develop and follow guidelines to minimize the 

harmful or unpleasant consequences of managing multiple partners (Anapol, 1997; Hardy & 

Easton, 2017). Some studies suggest that about 3–7% of adults in the United States and 

Canada are in a CNM relationship, and up to 25% have had a CNM relationship in their 

lifetime (e.g., Fairbrother et al., 2019; Levine et al., 2018; Rubin et al., 2014; Séguin et al., 



 

2017; Haupert, Gesselman, et al., 2017; Haupert, Moors, et al., 2017). Several studies have 

identified demographic differences between people in CNM and monogamous relation- 

ships. Drawing from nationally representative samples in the United States, Haupert, 

Gesselman, et al. (2017) and Levine et al. (2018) found that CNM relationships were more 

likely among men and among people identifying as gay, lesbian, or bisexual (see also Moors 

et al., 2014; Rubin et al., 2014), with prevalence especially high (33%) among people who 

identify as bisexual (Haupert, Moors et al., 2017). 

Swinging, open, and polyamorous relationships have received the most attention 

from relationship researchers (Barker, 2011; Matsick et al., 2014; Rubel & Bogaert, 2015). 

Swinging relationships involve couples who engage in extra-pair sexual activity together, 

and these sexual experiences typically occur without emotional attachment or love for their 

extra-pair partners (Klesse, 2006; Matsick et al., 2014). Open relationships involve extra-

pair sex without love and without a romantic partner’s participation (Adam, 2006; Barker & 

Langdridge, 2010; Jenks, 1998; Matsick et al., 2014). Polyamorous relation- ships permit 

loving more than one person, and typically consist of multiple, emotion- ally intimate 

relationships (Barker & Langdridge, 2010; Matsick et al., 2014). Although CNM has 

different structures, research on polyamorous relationships suggests that most people report 

having two concurrent partners and that it is more common for one partner to be primary 

and the other(s) to be secondary (Balzarini et al., 2019; Veaux, 2011). Within this 

configuration, a primary relationship is between two partners who typically have shared 

investments (e.g., household finances), live together, and/or who are married, whereas 

relationships with partners beyond the primary relationship are referred to as secondary, 

nonprimary, or tertiary relationships (Balzarini et al., 2017; Balzarini, Dharma, Kohut, et al., 

2019; Klesse, 2006). Although less research has examined partner configurations in open 

and swinging relationships, they likely adhere to a similar structure where one (or a few) 

partners are more interdependent (i.e., they share property, are married, or have a high 

degree of intimacy) and may thus be given relationship affordances that nonprimary 

partners do not receive (e.g., Buchanan, Poppen, & Reisen, 1996; Poppen et al., 2004). 

Compared to infidelity, people in CNM relationships seek and secure, rather than 

subvert, a partner’s informed consent (thus “consensual” nonmonogamy). "at is, rather than 

hide extra-pair attractions, they acknowledge them, allowing partners to discuss and 

negotiate the boundaries of their relationship. Researchers and practitioners have noted that 

the relationship maintenance practices of CNM, such as communication and honesty about 

extra-pair attraction and jealousy (de Visser & McDonald, 2007; McLean, 2004), sexual 



 

health practices (Conley et al., 2012; Lehmiller, 2015; Rodrigues, Lopes, & Conley, 2019; 

Rodrigues, Prada, & Lopes, 2019), and friendliness among romantic partners (Al-Krenawi, 

1998), may help minimize the harmful or unpleasant consequences of multipartner mating 

(see Mogilski et al., 2020). For example, Cohen (2016) found that those practicing CNM 

consider lying or withholding information to be more indicative of infidelity than extra-pair 

interactions that have been discussed explicitly. Open com-munication between partners 

promotes perceptions of equity in the relationship and trust in one another and commitment 

(Hangen et al., 2020; McLean, 2004; Moors, Matsick, & Schechinger, 2017a) is helpful in 

processing jealousy (de Visser & McDonald, 2007) and may help people feel more 

comfortable discussing the terms of their relationship agreement (e.g., Philpot et al., 2018). 

Brooks et al. (2021) likewise found that people practicing CNM reported using compromise 

and negotiation to address relationship conflict more often than those in monogamous 

relationships. Thus, by refusing to subvert a partner’s consent, people practicing CNM may 

avoid the challenges of multipartner mating and thereby create higher quality or more stable 

relationships than infidelity. 

Existing evidence suggests that people who practice CNM have some success in pre- 

venting and/or resolving the potential conflicts introduced by multipartner mating. For 

example, people practicing CNM report similar or safer sexual health practices on average 

compared to unfaithful monogamous individuals (Conley et al., 2012; Lehmiller, 2015; 

though some exceptions exist; Platteau et al., 2017; Rodrigues, Lopes, & Conley, 2019; 

Rodrigues, Prada, & Lopes, 2019), often establish agreements with partners to facilitate 

comfort with extra-pair relationships (Wosick-Correa, 2010), and report unique benefits 

(e.g., more expansive social networks) from forming multiple intimate relationships (see 

Moors, Matsick, & Schechinger, 2017; see also Balzarini, Dharma, Muise, et al., 2019; 

Manley et al., 2015; Muise et al., 2019; Murphy et al., 2020). Furthermore, people who 

practice CNM report relationship outcomes that are comparable to or better than those 

reported within monogamous relationships (e.g., Conley, Ziegler, et al., 2013; Lehmiller, 

2015; Rubel & Bogaert, 2015; Rodrigues et al., 2016; Rodrigues et al., 2017; Rodrigues, 

Lopes, Pereira, et al., 2019). However, the quality of these relationships seems to depend on 

whether individuals who pursue CNM benefit from its unique advantages, such as the 

freedom to form several concurrent intimate partnerships (see Moors, Matsick, & 

Schechinger, 2017), diversify their relationship need fulfillment with different partners 

(Balzarini, Dharma, Kohut, et al., 2019; Balzarini, Dharma, Muise, 2019; Mitchell et al., 

2014; Muise et al., 2019), have more frequent social interaction and network diversity 



 

(Moors, Matsick, & Schechinger, 2017), and experiment with sexual expression (Manley et 

al., 2015). Indeed, CNM appears to improve relationship satisfaction more than monogamy 

for some people (Levine et al., 2018; Rubel, & Bogaert, 2015). People who practice CNM 

and those who commit infidelity are thus each pursuing multipartner relationships, but CNM 

appears to produce more positive relationship outcomes. However, it should be noted that 

the prevalence of infidelity and other challenges to relationship quality (e.g., cuckoldry and 

partner abandonment) within CNM relationships has not been established. 

Although people practicing CNM do not perceive extra-pair involvement as 

infidelity— if partners adhere to the rules and boundaries of their relationship agreement—

they appear to share with monogamous individuals the motive to preserve valuable relation- 

ships. Mogilski et al. (2017) found no difference between CNM and monogamous 

relationships in relationship satisfaction or frequency of mate retention (though only if 

people practicing CNM reported about their primary partner). They also reported being in a 

relationship with their primary partner for a longer period of time, and viewed this partner 

as a more desirable long-term mate, compared to their nonprimary partners. Mogilski et al. 

(2019) also found that those in CNM relationships were more confident that their primary 

(compared to secondary) partner would not engage in infidelity (i.e., extra-pair behavior that 

violates the bounds of their relationship agreement), were more distressed when thinking 

about that possibility, and mate guarded these partners more often. Other research has 

shown that within polyamorous relationships, people report more relationship quality (e.g., 

more commitment and better communication) with their primary partner, even though they 

spend more time on sexual activity with secondary partners (Balzarini et al., 2017; 

Balzarini, Dharma, Kohut et al., 2019; Balzarini & Muise, 2020). This suggests that those 

who are both monogamous and nonmonogamous maintain partnerships (e.g., primary 

relationships) that satisfy their relationship needs and desires. However, rather than depend 

on a single partner, people practicing infidelity or CNM share the responsibility of need 

fullfilment across networks of people, as opposed to concentrating it on a single pair-bond. 

The difference between infidelity and CNM, then, is a matter of ethics: people who practice 

CNM secure their partner(s)’ con- sent to form these relationship networks—which helps 

each partner account and adjust for the impact of extra-pair relationships on in-pair 

relationship quality—whereas those who commit infidelity do not. 

 

Factors That Impact CNM Relationship Maintenance 

Aside from CNM’s ethical practices, which appear to discourage the deception and reprisal 



 

caused by infidelity (though it should be noted that individual differences in adherence to 

these practices have not yet been studied), there are several intra- and inter- personal factors 

associated with peoples’ experiences of CNM that may also explain how those who practice 

CNM manage to peacefully maintain multiple partnerships. 

 

Individual Differences 

Although people practicing monogamy and CNM appear to share relational motives, 

personality may shape a person’s willingness to forgo relationship exclusivity. People scoring 

higher in openness to experience and lower on conscientiousness have more positive 

attitudes and greater desire for CNM (Moors, Selterman, & Conley, 2017). Moors et al. 

(2015) found that CNM people were less likely than monogamous people to have an 

avoidant attachment style. Attachment is defined as an internal working model developed in 

childhood that can influence relationship experiences and outcomes in adulthood (for 

reviews, see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Shaver & Hazan, 1987, 1988). To the extent that 

people low in avoidance do not emotionally distance themselves from their partner (e.g., 

Mikulincer et al., 2003), these findings suggest that CNM people may better express 

intimacy, feel closer to their partner, and practice open communication with them (Domingue 

& Mollen, 2009; Edelstein & Shaver, 2004; Pistole et al., 2010). 

Likewise, people who are more willing to have a CNM relationship have more 

positive attitudes toward CNM (Sizemore & Olmstead, 2018), and both willingness and 

positive attitudes are associated with sociosexuality (i.e., the tendency to seek out and 

engage in uncommitted sex; Simpson & Gangestad, 1991). Despite consistent sex 

differences in sociosexuality, with men reporting a more unrestricted sociosexuality than 

women (Lippa, 2009; Schmitt, 2005), women and men with positive attitudes toward 

nonmonogamy, and those who are willing to engage in nonmonogamy, are more 

unrestricted (Balzarini et al., 2020; Cohen & Wilson, 2017; Sizemore & Olmstead, 2017b). 

Compared to monogamous people, those who practice CNM are not only more interested in 

casual sex but also less interested in long-term, committed relationships (Mogilski et al., 

2020), have more permissive sexual attitudes, and are more apt to seek out sexual stimulus 

(see Balzarini et al., 2020). In a monogamous relationship, people with unrestricted 

sociosexuality are more likely to experience relationship distress (e.g., Webster et al., 2015), 

report extradyadic behaviors (e.g., Barta & Kiene, 2016; Rodrigues & Lopes, 2017; 

Rodrigues et al., 2017) and end their relationship (e.g., French et al., 2019). For example, 

Penke and Asendorpf (2008) found that monogamous people with a restricted sociosexuality 



 

were more likely to remain in their relationship one year later, whereas those with an 

unrestricted sociosexuality were more likely to change romantic partners. This does not 

necessarily mean that having an unrestricted sociosexuality is at odds with relationship 

longevity—rather, it might depend on whether partners’ sociosexualities are assortatively 

matched. For example, Markey and Markey (2013) conducted a dyadic study and found that 

partners with restricted sociosexualities were the most committed, followed by partners with 

unrestricted sociosexualities. However, the lowest relationship commitment was reported by 

partners with unmatched sociosexuality. This suggests that partners with similar 

sociosexualities might be better able to accommodate each other’s needs and desires 

because they share a preferred style of mating. Likewise, CNM may enhance relationship 

satisfaction for those who wish to act on their desire for extra-pair sexuality. This is 

supported by data showing that those in CNM relationships who act upon their unrestricted 

sociosexuality report feeling more satisfied and committed to their relationship (Rodrigues et 

al., 2016; Rodrigues et al., 2017) and better overall quality of life (Rodrigues, Lopes, 

Pereira, et al., 2019). For example, when those with greater interest in having sex with 

multiple partners engage in CNM, they report higher relationship satisfaction (Rodrigues et 

al., 2017; Rodrigues, Lopes, Pereira, et al., 2019). This suggests that people who form CNM 

relationships may avoid the fallout of infidelity by choosing a relationship structure that 

better matches their (and their partner’s) mating motives and personalities. 

Age may also influence how successfully people manage CNM. Emerging adults are in a 

developmental period in which they are exploring their identity and experimenting with 

sexuality (Arnett, 2015). Despite having implicit positive attitudes toward monogamy, these 

people have neutral implicit and explicit attitudes toward nonmonogamy (Thompson et al., 

2018; Thompson, Moore, et al., 2020). By not rejecting nonmonogamy, emerging adults 

might be more predisposed to try it. Indeed, Sizemore and Olmstead (2018) found that 21% 

of emerging adults were willing or open-minded about the possibility of having a CNM 

experience, and Stephens and Emmers-Sommer (2020) found that 48% of emerging adults 

in their sample were currently in polyamorous, monogamish, open, negotiable, swinging, or 

other type of CNM relationship. Nevertheless, interest in CNM is higher among adults in 

mid versus emerging adulthood (Lehmiller, 2018). Hangen et al. (2020) showed that 

younger individuals in multipartner relationships report lower levels of consent, comfort, 

and communication and experience more relationship distress than those who are older. This 

suggests that younger populations may be more susceptible to interpersonal conflict caused 

by multipartner mating, possibly because they have not yet had time to learn how to 



 

navigate these experiences. 

Sexual and gender diversity may also correlate with the proclivity or capacity to 

practice CNM. Compared to heterosexuals, LGBTQ+ individuals have more positive 

attitudes toward CNM (Currin et al., 2016), are more likely to report being in a CNM 

relation- ship (Haupert, Moors, et al., 2017; Moors et al., 2014; Rubin et al., 2014), report 

different experiences with jealousy (de Visser et al., 2020; Dijkstra et al., 2001; Harris, 

2002; Valentova et al., 2020), and report more diverse romantic relationship experiences 

and structures (see Valentova et al., this volume; Holland, this volume). One factor that may 

explain these differences is the degree to which individuals within sexually diverse relation- 

ships (i.e., those involving one or more individuals who experience same-sex attraction) 

compromise about sex-typical relationship motives and preferences (see Sagarin et al., 

2012). That is, sexual conflict may be less common if partners’ sex/gender are matched. For 

example, Scherer et al. (2013) found that bisexual men in monogamous relationships with 

women were more concerned about their partner’s sexual infidelity than those who were 

with male partners. Partners with a similar sex or gender may also have a better 

understanding of the other’s sex-typical mating preferences and anxieties. Thus, LGBTQ+ 

individuals may be more likely to share attraction to extra-pair partners, have relatable 

jealousy experiences, or hold similar interest in extra-pair sex or romance. Lippa (2020) 

found that in a diverse U.S. sample (1,437 men, 1,474 women), non-heterosexual men and 

women reported a similarly higher sex drive and more unrestricted sociosexuality than 

heterosexual people. Gender diverse relationships (i.e., those with one or more individuals 

whose pattern of gender identity or expression does not match their birth-assigned sex/ 

gender) may likewise differ to the degree that sex and gender are (in)congruent between 

partners, and therefore whether sexual conflict is a prominent concern (see Arístegui et al., 

2018, 2019). fiat said, intrasexual competitive concerns may yet feature prominently in 

same-sex romantic relationships and affect relationship functioning (Pachankis et al., 2020; 

Semenyna et al., 2020; also see Buunk & Dijkstra, 2001). Likewise, the compounding social 

condemnation of being LGBTQ+ and CNM could further expose sexually and gender 

diverse people to the interpersonal challenges of stigma, reputation management, and 

wrongful discrimination (see Diamond & Alley, this volume). 

 

Social Stigma 

Stigma has been shown to affect the quality and practice of CNM. Stigma 

against CNM is robust, with 26 to 43% of people in polyamorous relationships reporting 



 

experiences of stigma and discrimination. Illustrating stigma’s pervasiveness, Conley, 

Moors et al. (2013) found that monogamous targets were rated more positively than 

polyamorists in relationship-relevant and relationship-irrelevant domains. For example, 

monogamous people were perceived not only to be more trustworthy and passionate but 

also more likely to pay their taxes on time, to floss their teeth, and to walk their dog. 

Balzarini et al. (2018) asked participants to make a series of judgments about romantic 

partners in monogamous, open, polyamorous, and swinging relationships. Monogamous 

participants reported wanting more social distance from all CNM groups and perceived 

them as more promiscuous and more likely to have sexually transmitted infections. To a 

lesser extent, this negative appraisal was also observed when CNM participants evaluated 

relationship agreements that were different from their own, thus evidencing some in-

group favoritism (Marques et al., 1998). Indeed, CNM peoples’ perceptions conformed to 

how monogamous people perceive different CNM relationships. For example, Grunt-

Mejer and Campbell (2016) presented participants with vignettes describing partners in 

monogamous, polyamorous, open, swinging, or cheating relationships and asked them to 

rate those partners on several attributes. Participants perceived monogamous partners as the 

most satisfied and moral, and as having superior cognitive abilities. Cheating partners— 

those who wanted to maintain their relationships, but at the same time engaged in affairs 

that they suspected would end their marriage if the other knew—received the most nega-tive 

appraisals. Interestingly, participants evaluated polyamorous partners more positively than 

open or swinging partners, possibly because polyamorous people are motivated to establish 

an emotional connection with other people, instead of solely casual sex (Matsick et al., 

2014), and are perceived to be less likely to have a sexually transmitted infection (Balzarini 

et al., 2018), which may explain why they are stigmatized to a lesser extent (but see also 

Séguin et al., 2017). 

Accordingly, it has been argued that monogamy is the “gold standard” of romantic 

relationships, with the assumption being that sexual and emotional exclusivity is ideal 

(Conley et al., 2017; Ziegler et al., 2015). Moral stigma against CNM, then, may be caused 

by the perception that CNM undermines monogamy (Emens, 2004). Indeed, CNM could 

threaten monogamy by offering monogamous partners the opportunity to leave an exclusive 

relationship if it becomes unpropitious. If CNM were predominant over monogamy, this 

could drastically increase a partner’s pool of available alternative mates. It should then be 

observed that those for whom an open mating market is advantageous will have more 

favorable attitudes toward CNM. That is, CNM may be preferred by those who are well-



 

suited or motivated to compete with others for access to romantic/ sexual partners, while 

those who are not might attempt to publicly enforce monogamy to restrict intrasexual 

competition. 

Restricting intrasexual competition is a reasonable moral aim. Higher rates of 

intrasexual competition may lead to public and personal health risks, such as higher rates of 

mor- tality and homicide (Daly & Wilson, 2001; Kruger, 2010), anabolic steroid use among 

men (Harris et al., 2019), interpersonal antagonism and/or social ostracism (Vaillancourt & 

Sharma, 2011), problematic eating habits among women (Li et al., 2010), and risky medical 

procedures (Dubbs et al., 2017). In this sense, those who condemn CNM may be attempting 

to curtail the harms caused by rivalry within multipartner mating systems. Mogilski et al. 

(2020) likewise suggested that people might assume that those who practice CNM engage in 

riskier, more competitive interpersonal behaviors that strain social cooperation. Indeed, they 

found that people in CNM compared to monogamous relationships reported higher social 

and ethical risk-taking, along with several other traits that are characteristic of a “fast life 

history” (e.g., earlier pubertal development, less aversion to germs, and greater interest in 

short-term [and less interest in long-term] relationships) (reviewed in Figueredo et al., 2006; 

see also Del Giudice et al., 2016). Therefore, people may publicly endorse orthodox 

monogamy if they believe that doing so will protect them (or their social networks) from the 

harms of intrasexual competition. 

However, intrasexual competition can also improve well-being. People who compete 

for partners may spend more time enhancing their mating market value by self-beautifying 

(Wang et al., 2021), engaging in regular exercise (Jonason, 2007), or otherwise improv- ing 

qualities that a partner might find desirable (musical ability, intelligence, etc.) (Miller, 2000). 

If these efforts are extreme or pose a health risk, then they are clearly harmful. But a 

moderate amount of rivalry between partners could motivate physical or mental health 

improvement—perhaps especially if their rivalry is mutually respectful. Indeed, showing 

respect for a rival in nonromantic contexts has been shown to ease tension and promote 

affiliation after conflict (see Wolf, 2011; also see Pham et al., 2017). In this sense, CNM 

practices which encourage friendship or collaboration between in- and extra-pair partners 

may be particularly effective at reducing the conflict often associated multipartner mating. 

In other words, people who practice CNM may be harnessing the self-enhancement of 

intrasexual competition while suppressing the zero-sum feuds that it can produce. 

There is also evidence that CNM people are dehumanized (Rodrigues et al., 2018; 

Rodrigues et al., 2021). Dehumanization occurs when people are not credited with attributes 



 

that are uniquely human (Haslam, 2006). This phenomenon is observed between people 

from different countries, ethnicities, or social groups (for a review, see Haslam & 

Loughnan, 2014). For example, people dehumanize others when they perceive them to lack 

secondary emotions which are putatively unique to humans (e.g., love and embarrasment), 

and instead only experience primary emotions that are shared with other nonhuman animals 

(e.g., anger and desire) (Demoulin et al., 2004; Leyens et al., 2000, 2001; Vaes et al., 2012). 

Dehumanization has been associated with negative psychological and physical 

consequences, such that dehumanized people are victims of verbal and physical abuse (e.g., 

Rai et al., 2017), including in romantic relationships (Pizzirani et al., 2019; Pizzirani & 

Karantzas, 2019). In a cross-national study, Rodrigues et al. (2018) presented participants 

with vignettes depicting partners in a committed monogamous relationship or in a 

committed CNM relationship, and then asked them to attribute primary and secondary 

emotions to those partners. Portuguese, Croatian, and Italian participants attributed more 

secondary emotions (e.g., fear and pleasure) to monogamous partners and more primary 

emotions (e.g., guilt and compassion) to CNM partners. These findings were independent of 

the sexual orientation of the partners depicted in the vignettes (see also Moors et al., 2013), 

suggesting that departures from mononormativity (rather than heteronormativity) were more 

important in determining stigmatization. In a follow-up study, Rodrigues et al. (2021) 

showed that participants attributed more secondary emotions to monogamous partners, and 

more primary emotions to open or polyamorous partners (no differences were found 

between the latter). Additional analysis suggested that the dehumanization of CNM partners 

occurred because participants perceived them as more immoral and less committed to their 

relationship. Neither perceived promiscuity nor perceived sexual satisfaction emerged as 

significant mediators. Much like other groups that are dehumanized, CNM people are also at 

risk of negative psychological, physical, and social outcomes. For example, the experience 

of stigma may affect whether CNM people disclose their identity to close others (Valadez et 

al., 2020), trust the healthcare system to address their specific health needs (e.g., increased 

sexual health screening; Vaughan et al., 2019), or maintain their therapeutic relationships 

after seeking psychological help (Schechinger et al., 2018). 

Stigma may thereby shape whether or how someone engages in CNM. The threat of 

admonishment from friends and family may lead people with an interest in multipartner 

mating to form these relationships secretively. For example, people report maintaining 

secondary/tertiary partners in secrecy more often than CNM primary and monogamous 

partners (Balzarini et al., 2017; Balzarini, Dharma, Kohut, et al., 2019). People report lower 



 

relationship quality and satisfaction with secret partners (Foster & Campbell, 2005), and 

people in CNM relationships report greater stigma, more secrecy, and less satisfaction with 

secondary compared to primary partners (Balzarini et al., 2017; Balzarini, Dharma, Kohut, 

et al., 2019). Indeed, it is possible that secrecy explains observed differences between 

primary and nonprimary partners. People may feel less committed to a nonprimary 

relationship if its public discovery would make the relationship costly to maintain. Partners 

may therefore spend more time in private with this person, allowing more time for sex, and 

less time engaging in public activities that might reinforce commitment (family gatherings, 

work events, etc.). Secrecy may also undermine commitment between partners by 

constraining how close partners feel (Lehmiller, 2009). Stigma may thus interfere with how 

well CNM is maintained. The cost of a hidden relationship is that actions may occur within 

the relationship that impact the person (or people) from whom the relationship is hidden. 

Without explicit knowledge of the relationship (i.e., consent), hidden courtship could bias 

resource allocation (e.g., time spent together, living situation, financial interdependence) 

away from a partner who expects otherwise. 

There is reason to believe that stigma against CNM will diminish as people become 

more aware of its practices. Moors (2017) found a significant increase in searches contain- 

ing words related to nonmonogamy (particularly polyamory and open relationship) over a 10-

year period in the United States. Based on the contact hypothesis, whereby knowledge and 

contact with a given social group can buffer negative appraisals toward that group (Allport, 

1954; Paluck et al., 2019; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), an increased interest in or knowledge of 

CNM might help buffer stigma. Hutzler et al. (2016), for example, found that people who 

were experimentally provided information about polyamorous practices reported more 

positive attitudes toward it than those for whom polyamory was simply defined. Similarly, 

Rodrigues et al. (2021) found that CNM partners were dehumanized to a lesser extent by 

participants with more positive (vs. more negative) attitudes toward nonmonogamy. If 

stigma against CNM diminishes over time, this may help alleviate the harms of secretive 

multipartner mating. 

 

Future Directions 

Together, this research suggests that CNM is an alternative strategy to infidelity for 

satisfying the motives that drive multipartner mating. We have outlined how one’s success 

in maintaining stable, cooperative, and satisfying bonds with multiple concurrent partners 

will depend on several intersecting variables: (a) which multipartner relationship 



 

maintenance practices (jealousy regulation, disclosure of extra-pair relationships, etc.) are 

adopted in these relationships, (b) whether one’s personal features are suited to a non- 

monogamous relationship structure (e.g., sociosexuality and current life stage), and (c) 

whether external pressures (e.g., social stigma) shape how people communicate about their 

extra-pair relationship experiences and impact relationship processes (commitment, 

investment into partners, etc.). However, it must be noted that extant literature on CNM is 

limited in several important respects. In this section, we suggest an agenda for future 

research that aims to address these limitations and enhance our understanding of CNM. 

First, most studies on nonmonogamy in relationships have conflated nonconsensual 

nonmonogamy (i.e., infidelity and cheating) with CNM (for a review, see Lehmiller & 

Selterman, 2022). This has several unfortunate implications, one of which is that it is 

difficult to establish the population prevalence of each form of nonmonogamy. For 

example, it is common practice on nationally representative surveys to conceptualize 

“infidelity” as engaging in sexual activity with a person other than one’s spouse (e.g., 

Atkins et al., 2001). Use of broad operational definitions such as this has had the effect 

of overstating the prevalence of infidelity and rendering CNM invisible. It is vital that 

future work disentangles various forms of nonmonogamy, with the goal of identifying 

which practices predict lower relationship satisfaction and/or commitment (see Rodrigues 

et al., 2017). Related to this, little work has explored the factors that predict engagement 

in consensual versus nonconsensual nonmonogamy and the degree to which they are 

similar or different. Some work suggests that the predictors are distinct—for example, low 

sexual satisfaction is linked to more fantasies of infidelity, whereas sexual satisfaction is 

unrelated to fantasies about practicing CNM (Lehmiller, 2020). This suggests the 

possibility that what drives people to cheat versus pursue some type of open relationship 

may be unique. 

Second, most research has treated CNM as a monolithic category, failing to 

distinguish between the forms these relationships can take, including polyamory, swinging, 

open relationships, and “cuckolding” (a variant of swinging that involves a relationship in 

which one partner watches or listens while their partner has sex with another person; 

Lehmiller et al., 2018). fie result is that it is unclear which types of CNM are more versus 

less common. In addition, it is unclear whether there are differences in the demographic 

characteristics of people attracted to different types of CNM, the relationship maintenance 

strategies that are most common or effective for each arrangement, and the relationship 

outcomes of each type of CNM. This is important to explore because research suggests that 



 

there are likely differences in which types of CNM are most common and the characteristics 

of persons attracted to each form. For example, in a study of people in monogamous 

romantic relationships who were asked to report on the frequency with which they fantasized 

about various types of CNM, 68% reported having ever fantasized about being in an open 

relationship, 58% had fantasized about being polyamorous, 57% had fantasized about 

swinging, and 51% had fantasized about cuckolding their partner (Lehmiller, 2020). Those 

who identified as men or as nonbinary were more likely to report fantasizing about all forms 

of CNM compared to those who identified as women; however, open relationships were the 

one variant of CNM that a majority of participants—regardless of sex or gender identity—

reported having fantasized about, suggesting that this might be the most commonly pursued 

form of CNM. Furthermore, different personality traits, attachment styles, and sexual 

orientations uniquely predicted fantasies about each type of CNM, suggesting that different 

groups of people are likely drawn to each variant. 

Third, most studies of CNM have been based on reports from one, rather than all, 

partners’ perspectives of their relationship. Increasingly, research on monogamous 

relationships has recognized the value of surveying both partners, given that there are often 

cross-over effects, with each partner’s perceptions contributing unique variance to out- 

come predictions (e.g., Barr & Simons, 2014). It is unclear to what extent such effects also 

occur in relationships among more than two partners. This is important because we also 

know that people practicing CNM sometimes have different perceptions of the “rules” 

and structure of their relationship, which could reasonably be expected to  affect their 

relational outcomes. For example, in Hoff and Beougher’s (2010) study of sexual 

agreements among men in same-sex relationships, 5% reported discrepant understandings 

of their arrangement (e.g., one partner believed the relationship was open while the other 

did not). In CNM, it is vital to know not just what the structure of the relationship is but also 

whether partners are abiding by the same set of rules. Of course, the same is true for 

research on monogamous relationships—monogamous partners often do not agree when it 

comes to their relational boundaries, which can have implications for whether they even 

agree that infidelity occurred (Warren et al., 2012). 

Fourth, more longitudinal research on CNM is needed. Most work to date has been 

cross-sectional, which makes it diffcult to understand how CNM relationships might change 

over time, as well as what happens when people in monogamous relationships decide to 

open their relationship to some degree. Murphy et al. (2020) conducted the first prospective 

study of monogamous people who were considering opening their relation- ship in some 



 

way. Most participants (67%) who thought about doing so did in fact open their relationship 

before the two-month follow-up assessment. The researchers did not find any changes in 

relationship satisfaction for openers and nonopeners; however, those who opened their 

relationships reported an increase in sexual satisfaction, whereas the nonopeners 

experienced a decline. This suggests that studying the transition from monogamy to CNM 

could reveal how people evaluate their intimate lives, particularly in terms of their sexual 

satisfaction. However, the time frame in this study was quite limited (i.e., two months), the 

researchers did not take into account how gender and sexual orientation might impact 

perceptions, and they did not consider whether different types of CNM might have different 

trajectories. More research is therefore needed to better understand the complexities and 

nuances of how opening a relationship might change the course of the relationship itself. 

Certainly, this is a tall order—funding for relationship research in general is scarce, 

especially relationships that deviate from what is considered “normal” by many funding 

agencies. Thus, securing funding to recruit a sample with each partner in a CNM that also 

has sufficient statistical power is likely to be challenging; however, there is much to be 

learned from such lines of inquiry. Furthermore, it is common for people pursuing CNM to 

change or adjust the rules or structure of their relationship over time, in part, because 

nonmonogamy agreements are sometimes broken (Hoff  & Beougher, 2010; Prestage et al., 

2006). For example, partners in CNM relationships may have various rules (e.g., condom 

usage is required with some partners but not others, kissing and/or other intimate activities 

may be off-limits with certain partners) but fail to abide by them. This raises the more 

general question of what “infidelity” means in a CNM relationship. Generally speaking, it is 

defined relative to the unique set of rules that partners negotiate; however, little research has 

explored how those practicing CNM navigate instances of infidelity, the prevalence of 

infidelity in CNM, and what ultimately happens in CNM relationships when transgressions 

are discovered. 

Fifth, research on multipartner sex (e.g., threesomes, orgies, and other forms of 

group sex) has traditionally been separate from research on CNM. Research on CNM 

rarely makes mention of group sex (Thompson, Cipriano, et al., 2020); however, group 

encounters are often permitted within CNM, including swinging (Houngbedji & 

Guilem, 2016), open relationships (Hosking, 2014), and polyamory (Wosick-Correa, 

2010). Likewise, in a recent study of mixed-gender threesomes (MGTs), two thirds 

(65%) of those who identified as being in a CNM relationship reported having 

experienced an MGT previously (Thompson, Cipriano, et al., 2020). All this suggests that 



 

multipartner sex is a common part of relationships that are consensually nonmonogamous 

(although, of course, not everyone practicing CNM is interested in or has experience with 

group sex). Future research would do well to explore the degree to which multipartner sex is 

permit- ted within CNM, as well as how group sexual activity affect CNM relationship 

dynamics. For example, group sex might be a way by which all partners sexually engage 

and intimately bond at the same time, thereby strengthening the relationships between every- 

one. Likewise, those in swinging, cuckolding, or open relationships might also engage in 

group activities—but the dynamic and impact on relationship quality or stability might be 

quite different in these relationships, particularly if everyone does not equally desire a 

multipartner encounter or if partners are pursuing it for different reasons. 

Sixth, most theories and models of romantic relationships are premised on the 

assumption that everyone is or wants to be monogamous. For example, Rusbult’s (1980) 

investment model of commitment posits that one of the three key factors predicting high 

relationship commitment is the perception of undesirable romantic alternatives. In other 

words, the idea that one might find alternative partners to be sexually or romantically 

appealing is presumed to undermine commitment to one’s existing relationship. Generally 

speaking, research (primarily based on monogamous samples) has found that the perception 

of desirable alternatives is consistently linked to lower commitment (Rusbult et al., 1998); 

however, in a study of polyamorous relationships, quality of alternatives emerged as the 

weakest commitment predictor, it did not predict commitment to primary partners at all, and 

greater quality of alternatives actually predicted more commitment to a secondary partner 

(Balzarini et al., 2017). These results imply that the concept of relationship alternatives may 

be perceived differently in a CNM context: rather than viewing alternatives as all-or-

nothing replacements for a given partner, they may be perceived as relationship additions. 

This suggests that key premises of many popular models of relationships may not apply to 

CNM. Multiple relationship theories, from commitment to jealousy to attachment, are 

therefore ripe for expansion. Many of the principles widely believed to be characteristic of 

healthy relationships may be "awed because they are based on an assumption of monogamy. 

Finally, it is unclear to what extent the existing research on CNM is globally 

generalizable. Most academic research on CNM is limited to WEIRD (Western, educated, 

industrialized, rich, and democratic) cultures. Moreover, this research is usually limited to 

online convenience samples, which may select for those who are more “out” or open about 

their relationship status. Many people practicing CNM may be underrepresented in extant 

work due to the pervasive stigma that exists against these relationships (Conley, Moors, et 



 

al., 2013; Rodrigues et al., 2018, 2021), and this may be especially true for those who live in 

rural and/or politically or religiously conservative areas. Obtaining representative samples 

of people practicing CNM is another tall order and one that poses significant funding 

challenges; however, it is vital for ensuring the generalizability of this body of research. At 

the very least, it is important that those who are collecting nationally representative data are 

not just attentive to the existence of CNM but are also equipped to ask suffciently nuanced 

questions that disentangle the diverse array of CNM practices and characteristics. 

 

Final Considerations 

We have argued that it may be fruitful to view CNM as a collection of “alternative 

strategies” (Clutton-Brock, 1989; Selander, 1965; Setchell, 2008) for overcoming the 

challenges and conflicts of human mating (see Buss & Schmitt, 2019). Sexual subcultures 

like CNM have developed sophisticated relationship maintenance and conflict resolution 

strategies for managing multipartner mating. Though certain personalities and sexualities 

are drawn to different variations of CNM (e.g., polyamory, swinging, and open relation- 

ships), partners who practice CNM commonly communicate their extra-pair attractions and 

negotiate how or whether partners will act on these attractions. This empowers each partner 

to make relationship decisions based on informed knowledge of a partner’s cur- rent or 

potential extra-pair sexual/emotional relationships. This may prevent or resolve relationship 

conflict caused by multipartner mating because partners are afforded a more accurate 

estimate of each other’s current and anticipated relationship investments. Partners can thus 

work together to deliberately avoid costly, zero-sum relationship outcomes—or 

independently decide to leave their relationship. By comparison, infidelity subverts a 

partner’s agency to likewise pursue multipartner mating. It is this difference in relationship 

maintenance philosophy, in combination with other dispositional (e.g., sociosexuality, 

attachment, age, and sexual orientation) and situational factors (e.g., the propitiousness of 

an open mating market and third-party condemnation or stigma), that appears to yield more 

positive relationship outcomes for those who pursue multimating by CNM rather than 

infidelity. 

If CNM is a more stable or satisfactory relationship structure for some people, then 

it may be harmful to believe or legislate that people should be uniformly monogamous. 

Instead, social policy about sexual behavior might focus on regulating and preventing the 

conflict caused by infidelity and intrasexual competition, rather than restrict multipartner 

mating altogether. An important step in achieving effective prevention might be to legalize 



 

plural marriage or recognize domestic partnerships between more than two people. 

This has already happened in several areas of the United States. If multipartner 

mating is publicly recognized and permitted, then people who pursue nonmonogamy 

secretly will have less reason to hide it. In turn, social acceptance may encourage those who 

are experiencing poor relationship outcomes (e.g., domestic violence and partner 

abandonment) to share their experiences, seek support, and learn about other styles of relating 

with their partner(s). Indeed, research in nonhuman primates, for example, suggests that 

normalizing and supporting alloparental care networks could help buffer struggling mothers 

against the temptation to deliberately harm their children (Hrdy, 2016). 

Evolutionary biological research on sexual conflict has considered how reproductive 

partners with different mating optima negotiate sexual cooperation (Servedio et al., 2019). 

We predict that by developing more ethical strategies for resolving the adaptive problems 

caused by multipartner mating, CNM practitioners may do a better job of achieving sexual 

cooperation than those who commit infidelity—insofar as they adhere to their relationship 

agreement. Research that identifies how people in CNM relationships man- age their extra-

pair attractions, whether these strategies resolve the recurrent challenges of sexual conflict 

(e.g., cuckoldry and in-pair divestment), and how faithfully people engage in its best ethical 

practices is yet to be demonstrated (also see Mogilski et al., 2020). But this research 

promises to reveal affiliative strategies for resolving conflict caused extra-pair partnerships 

that may, in some cases, also be applicable to monogamy. If the scientific community could 

produce an evidence-based, data-driven, theoretically coherent frame- work that describes 

which multipartner relationship maintenance practices produce better relationship outcomes 

for different people and relationship structures, this information could help people navigate 

the complexities of maintaining positive-sum relationships with multiple concurrent 

partners. 
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