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Introduction 
Consensually Non-Monogamous Relationships 
•Intimate relationships in which all participants agree to be 
either sexually or romantically non-exclusive, or both (Conley, 

Moors, Matsick, & Ziegler, 2013).   
•4-5% of American adults may be engaged in CNM 
relationships (Conley, Moors, et al., 2013; Conley, Ziegler, Moors, Matsick, & 
Valentine, 2013).   

•Large percentages of LGB relationships may be CNM (c.f., 
Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Bonello, 2009; Munson & Stelboum, 1999; Wosick-Correa, 
2007). 

•CNM often broken into the following three types (i.e., 
relational orientations): polyamory, swinging, and open 
relationships (Conley, Moors, et al., 2013; Matsick, Conley, Ziegler, Moors, & Rubin, 
2013).   

•This basic taxonomy has yet to be empirically validated as 
matching CNM participants’ views of themselves, or as 
matching the operational definitions researchers ascribe to 
these relational orientations. 

 

Stigma 
•Refers to an attribute that society sees as “deeply 
discrediting,” marking the individual as “tainted” and 
undesirable, even dangerous (Goffman,1963).   

•Stigma is a social construction consisting of two elements: (1) 
A recognition of difference based on some characteristic or 
attribute, and; (2) a devaluation of the person due to this 
attribute (Dovidio, Major, and Crocker, 2000). 

•A concealable or hidden stigma may spare the individual from 
some forms of social rejection, but at the cost of other 
burdens such as decreased social support and the 
internalized stress and negativity (Dovidio, Major, and Crocker, 2000; Meyer 
& Dean, 1998).  

•Those whose stigmas are seen as controllable have been 
shown to be less liked and more rejected than those whose 
stigmas are perceived as uncontrollable (Crandall, 1994).   

 

Stigmatization of CNM Relationships 
•CNM relationships can be conceptualized as an invisible 
sexual minority, transgressing Western culture’s dominant 
monogamist paradigm (Barker & Langdridge, 2010; Barker, 2004; Kleinplatz & 
Diamond, 2014).   

•CNM relationships are heavily stigmatized compared to 
monogamous ones (Conley, Moors, et al., 2013; Moors, Matsick, Ziegler, Rubin, & 
Conley, 2013).   

•Prejudice against CNM extended to perceptions of the 
individuals involved in those relationships, not just CNM itself 
(Conley, Moors, et al., 2013). 

•CNM relationships were also rated more negatively on 
unrelated arbitrary qualities, indicating the possibility of a ‘halo 
effect’ surrounding monogamy (Conley, Moors, et al., 2013). 

•CNM individuals have reported suffering numerous acts of 
prejudice and discrimination due to their lifestyle (Weber, 2002; 
Wright, 2008).   

•Different CNM identities or subgroups may be stigmatized for 
different reasons and with varying levels of severity, with 
swinging being viewed most negatively and polyamory viewed 
least negatively by a general public sample (Matsick et al., 2013).   

 

 
 
 

Discussion 
•The empirically-accepted operational definition of 
Open Relationship does not appear strongly related 
to the CNM practices those identifying as in an open 
relationship endorse.  The tripartite basic taxonomy 
of CNM may need to be revised. 

•Data demonstrate that CNM self-identification and 
self-endorsed CNM practices are differentially linked 
to varying experiences of stigmatization. 

•Polyamorous participants reported slightly higher 
levels of perceived stigmatization, as well as 
experiences of more DHV events, compared to other 
CNM relational orientations. 

•Polyamorous participants also reported higher levels 
of outness and CNM identity salience, relative to 
other CNM relational orientations. 

•CNM identity salience predicted higher levels of 
perceived stigmatization (as an individual), indicating 
that the more important CNM is to one’s identity, the 
more sensitive one is to feeling stigmatized due to it. 

•Perceived group stigmatization was negatively 
related to level of outness, linking outness with 
greater esteem about their CNM identity and less 
belief that others stigmatize this identity as a whole. 

•Discriminatory experiences were predicted by both 
level of outness as well as how long a participant 
had identified as CNM.  Both factors could be seen 
as enhancing one’s exposure to CNM-related 
discriminatory events. 

•Stigmatization can expose people to the negative 
effects of minority stress (Meyer, 2003). 

•In addition to openly discriminatory experiences, this 
includes the stress involved in concealing an aspect 
of one’s identity, as well as internalized societal 
negativity (Meyer, 2003). 

•Stigmatized persons also face microaggressions, 
which can covertly erode well-being (Sue, 2010). 

•Future work should investigate the effects of minority 
stress on CNM populations, as well as potential 
coping, resilience, and protective factors. 

Limitations 
•Although sample size was large, it was not a random 
sample.  Potentially limiting generalizability. 

•As this was a cross-sectional, correlational study, no 
causal inferences can be made between variables. 

•The internet-based nature of this survey necessarily 
restricted participation to those with internet access, 
potentially introducing a sampling bias. 

•Present sample is overwhelmingly White, middle 
class, and educated.  It remains unclear whether this 
represents population trends or sampling limitations. 

•The observed effect sizes are small, making the real-
world impact of the relevant variables questionable. 

Independent Variables 
 

CNM-based factors - Multi-partner cohabitation, children at home, 
duration of CNM identification. 
 

CNM Relationship Orientation Identification – Relational orientation self-
identification (e.g., polyamory, swinging, open relationship). 
 

Self-Endorsed CNM Practices – Self-endorsed practices, regardless of 
how participant identifies their CNM practices or lifestyle. 
  

Salience of CNM Identity - Degree of importance a participant assigns to 
their CNM identity.  Assessed by the Importance to Identity subscale of 
the Collective Self-Esteem Scale (CSES; Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992).  
  

Outness About CNM - Assessed using a modified version of the Outness 
Inventory (OI; Mohr & Fassinger, 2000).  

Dependent Variables 
 

Stigma Consciousness – The extent to which one expects to be 
stereotyped by others.  Measured via a modified version of the Stigma 
Consciousness Questionnaire for Gay Men and Lesbians (SCQ; Pinel, 1999). 
 

Perceived Group Stigmatization – Perception of how highly others value 
asocial group (i.e., people with similar CNM practices or beliefs).  Higher 
Public CSE indicates lower perceived group stigmatization. Measured via 
the Public subscale of the Collective Self-Esteem Scale (CSES; Luhtanen & 
Crocker, 1992). 
 

Experiences of Discrimination, Harassment, or Violence (DHV) - 
Following Cox et al.’s (2009) procedure, participants report yes or no 
answers to whether they have experienced different DHV events due to 
their CNM identity or practices.  “Yes” answers are then summed. 

Identity vs. Practices within Consensual Non-Monogamy 
 

Hypothesis 1: Participants’ CNM self-identification (e.g., polyamorous, swinger, open relationship) will correlate 
strongly with the behavioral definitions for these relational orientations, as coined in the research literature.  
 

Supported: The two variables were found to be significantly and strongly related, Pearson Χ2 (6, N = 1,582) 
= 741.98, p < .001, Cramer’s V = .48.   
However, while polyamorous and swinger-identified participants overwhelmingly endorsed corresponding practices, 
the same could not be said for those who identified as being in an open relationship, whose self-endorsed practices 
varied (Fig. 1). CNM Identity and CNM Practices were therefore retained as separate independent variables (IVs) 
for all further analyses.  Areas where findings differed between identity and practices are noted below. 

Methods 
An internet-based survey was used in a cross-sectional, correlational research design.  A convenience sample (n = 1,582) was recruited online.  
All participants were current US resident adults who were presently involved in one or more CNM relationships. 
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Effects of CNM Type On Perceived Stigma and DHV Experiences 
 

Hypothesis 3: CNM –subtypes will differ on all three DVs, with polyamorous individuals reporting the most 
Perceived Stigma and DHV Experiences, and swingers the most Perceived Group Stigmatization. 
 

Partially supported:  One-way multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVA) were conducted.  CNM Practices 
was found to be linked with significant differences across the three DVs, Wilks’s Λ = .97, F(6, 3154) = 8.56, p < .001.  
The multivariate η2 was weak, at .02.  The effect size for CNM Identity was slightly weaker, η2 = .01.  Significant 
differences between groups were found for Perceived Stigma and DHV Experiences.  See figures 2 and 3. 

Predictors of Individual and Group Stigma, as well as Discrimination, Harassment, or Violence (DHV) 
 

Hypothesis 2: After controlling for gender, age, ethnicity, income, education, and personality factors, the following  IVs will 
show positive relationships with all three dependent variables (DVs): 
Duration of CNM identification, cohabitation with multiple partners, presence of children at home, outness about CNM, and 
CNM identity salience. 
 

Partially supported: Three multiple regressions were run, one per DV, with all demographic and control variables entered in 
Step 1, and all IVs entered in Step 2.  See tables 1- 4 for R2 values and standardized beta weights for sig. predictors. 

Key Findings 
 

Table 1. DV = Stigma Consciousness (SCQ) 
Model R R Square Adjusted R Square R Square 

Change 
Sig. F Change 

1 .259a .067 .056 .067 .000 
2 .313b .098 .083 .031 .000 

 Table 2. DV = Perceived Group Stigmatization (reversed PublicCSES) 
Model R R Square Adjusted R Square R Square 

Change 
Sig. F Change 

1 .181a .033 .021 .033 .000 
2 .224b .050 .035 .018 .000 

 Table 3. DV = Discriminatory Experiences 
Model R R Square Adjusted R Square R Square 

Change 
Sig. F Change 

1 .291a .085 .073 .085 .000 
2 .377b .142 .129 .057 .000 

 

 

Table 4.  Significant Predictors of each Dependent Variable 
 
 
DV = Discriminatory Experiences 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. Correlations 

B Std. Error Beta Zero-order Partial Part 

 
Length of CNM Identification .054 .011 .143 5.025 .000 .165 .128 .120 

Outness .413 .062 .167 6.609 .000 .229 .168 .157 
DV = Perceived Group Stigma         
 Outness -.553 .114 -.129 -4.854 .000 -.131 -.124 -.122 
DV = Stigma Consciousness         

CNM Identity Salience .290 .042 .174 6.965 .000 .194 .176 .170 

 

Outness and Identity Salience as Moderator Variables 
 

Hypothesis 5: Both outness about CNM and CNM identity salience will moderate the  
relationship between CNM-subtype and all three outcome variables. 
 

Partially supported: Outness moderated the relationships between CNM Practices and both 
Perceived Group Stigmatization (Δ R2 = .004) and DHV Experiences (Δ R2 = .004).   
 CNM Identity salience moderated the relationship between CNM Practices and Perceived  
 Group Stigmatization (Δ R2 = .006). 

Gender Identity % # 
Female 57.5 909 
Male 35.4 560 
Non-Binary 5.2 83 
Trans (M + F) 1.9 30 

Sexual 
Orientation 

 
% 

 
# 

Bisexual/ 
Pansexual 

51.8 819 

Heterosexual 35.7 564 
Gay/Lesbian 5.5 87 
Other 4.3 68 
Queer 2.8 44 

Race/ 
Ethnicity 

 
% 

 
# 

Caucasian 86 1361 
Black/AA 3.9 61 
Latino/Hispanic 3.9 61 
Mixed Race 3.3 52 
Other 3.0 47 

Abstract 
Consensually non-monogamous (CNM) relationships are 
defined as intimate relationships in which all participants agree 
to be either sexually non-exclusive, romantically non-exclusive, 
or both.  Researchers have found evidence that CNM 
relationships are heavily stigmatized compared to 
monogamous ones by the general public.  However, there 
have been no studies examining CNM individuals’ perceptions 
of stigmatization and discrimination, or factors that may affect 
these perceptions.  The present study examined predictors 
and potential moderators of perceived CNM-related 
stigmatization and experiences of CNM-related discrimination, 
harassment, or violence (DHV).  In addition, the present study 
also investigated the extent to which different CNM identities 
(e.g., polyamory, swinging, open relationship) and/or self-
endorsed CNM practices played a role in participants’ 
perceptions of stigmatization.   

Total n = 1,582 

0.6 
3.4 

24.8 
8.2 

30.5 
8.5 

16.1 
8 

0 10 20 30 40 
Some H.S. 

Some College 

BA/BS Degree 

MA/MS Degree 

% of Sample 

Education 

•Age: M = 36.7, SD = 10.5  
•(range 18-80) 
 

•Income: Median = $40k 
•2013 US median income = $28.8k 

29% 

71% 

2014 U.S. Average 

32.95 

31.41 

30.18 

33.14 
32.87 

30.82 

29.88 

28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 

Poly Swing Open Rel. Other 

SC
Q

 

CNM Type and Perceived Stigma 
(SCQ) 

CNM Practices CNM Identity 

Fig. 2 

2.07 

1.40 1.17 

2.07 

1.67 

1.36 

2.68 

0 

0.5 

1 

1.5 

2 

2.5 

3 

Poly Swing Open Rel. Other 

Ty
pe

s 
of

 D
H

V 
R

ep
or

te
d 

CNM Type and Experiences of DHV 
CNM Practices CNM Identity 

Fig. 3 Effects of CNM Type On Outness and Identity Salience 
 

Hypothesis 4: Outness about CNM and identity salience will both differ between CNM-
subtypes, with polyamorous individuals rating highest on both. 
 

Supported: CNM Identity was linked with significant differences in Outness (η2 = .05, p 
< .000) and Identity Salience (η2 = .01, p = .021).  CNM Practices was similarly related to 
differences in Outness (η2 = .06, p < .000) and Identity Salience (η2 = .01, p = .001).  See 
figures 4 and 5. 

2.61 

1.93 

2.01 

2.64 

1.77 
2.10 

2.57 

0 

0.5 

1 

1.5 

2 

2.5 

3 

Poly Swing Open Rel. Other 

M
ea

n 
O

I 

CNM Type and Outness 
CNM Practices CNM Identity 

Fig. 4 

16.05 

14.83 
14.72 

16.05 

15.53 

15.13 

14.75 

14 

14.5 

15 

15.5 

16 

16.5 

Poly Swing Open 
Rel. 

Other 

C
SE

S 
Id

en
tit

y 

CNM Type and Identity Salience 
CNM Practices CNM Identity 

Fig. 5 



References 
 
Barker, M. (2004). This is my partner, and this is my… partner’s partner: Constructing a polyamorous 

identity in a monogamous world. Journal of Constructivist Psychology, 18, 75–88. 
doi:10.1080/10720530590523107 

Barker, M., & Langdridge, D. (2010). Whatever happened to non-monogamies? Critical reflections on 
recent research and theory. Sexualities, 13(6), 748–772. doi:10.1177/1363460710384645 

Blumstein, P, & Schwartz, P. (1983) American Couples: Money-Work-Sex. New York: William Morrow 
and Co. 

Bonello, C. (2009). Gay monogamy and extra-dyadic sex: A critical review of the theoretical and 
empirical literature. Counselling Psychology Review, 24(3 & 4), 51–65. 

Conley, T. D., Moors, A. C., Matsick, J. L., & Ziegler, A. (2013). The Fewer the Merrier?: Assessing 
Stigma Surrounding Consensually Non-monogamous Romantic Relationships. Analyses of Social 
Issues and Public Policy, 13(1), 1–30. doi:10.1111/j.1530-2415.2012.01286.x 

Conley, T. D., Ziegler, A., Moors, A. C., Matsick, J. L., & Valentine, B. (2013). A Critical Examination 
of Popular Assumptions about the Benefits and Outcomes of Monogamous Relationships. 
Personality and Social Psychology Review, In Press, 1–57. 

Crandall, C.S. (1994). Prejudice against fat people: Ideology and self-interest. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 66, 882-894. 

Dovidio, J.F., Major, B., & Crocker, J. (2000). Stigma: Introduction and overview. In T.F. Heatherton, 
R.E. Kleck, M.R. Hebl, & J.G. Hull (Eds.), The social psychology of stigma (pp. 1-28). New 
York, NY: The Guilford Press. 

Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity. New York, NY: Simon & 
Schuster. 

Kleinplatz, P. J., & Diamond, L. M. (2014). Sexual Diversity. In D. L. Tolman & L. M. Diamond (Eds.), 
APA Handbook of Sexuality and Psychology: Vol. 1 (pp. 245–267). Washington, DC: American 
Psychological Association. doi:10.1037/14193-009 

Matsick, J. L., Conley, T. D., Ziegler, A., Moors, A. C., & Rubin, J. D. (2013). Love and sex  : 
polyamorous relationships are perceived more favourably than swinging and open relationships. 
Psychology and Sexuality, 1–10. Retrieved from http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19419899.2013.832934 

Meyer, I. H. (2003). Prejudice as stress: conceptual and measurement problems. American Journal of 
Public Health, 93(2), 262–5. Retrieved from 
http://www.pubmedcentral.nih.gov/articlerender.fcgi?artid=1447727&tool=pmcentrez&rendertype=
abstract 

Meyer, I.H., & Dean, L. (1998). Internalized homophobia, intimacy, and sexual behavior among gay and 
bisexual men. In G.M. Herek (Ed.), Stigma and sexual orientation: Understanding prejudice 
against lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals (pp. 160-186). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Moors, A. C., Matsick, J. L., Ziegler, A., Rubin, J. D., & Conley, T. D. (2013). Stigma Toward 
Individuals Engaged in Consensual Nonmonogamy: Robust and Worthy of Additional Research. 
Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy, 13(1), 52–69. doi:10.1111/asap.12020 

Munson, M. & Stelboum, J. (1999) The lesbian polyamory reader: Open relationships, non-monogamy, 
and casual sex. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Sue, D.W. (2010) Microaggressions in everyday life: Race, gender, and sexual orientation. Hoboken, NJ: 
John Wiley & Sons. 

Weber A (2002) Survey results: Who are we? And other interesting impressions. Loving More 30: 4–6. 
Wosick-Correa, K. (2007). Contemporary fidelities: Sex, love, and commitment in romantic relationships. 

(Doctoral dissertation), University of California, Irvine, United States --California. Retrieved 
from Dissertations & Theses. (AAT 3282829).  

 


	Slide Number 1

