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Introduction to Attitudes toward Partner Concurrency

Attitudes toward Partner Concurrency (ATC) represent the complex psychological disposition an

individual holds regarding their primary romantic partner engaging in emotional, sexual, or romantic

relationships with one or more other individuals simultaneously. This construct is fundamental to

understanding relationship dynamics that deviate from strict monogamy and serves as a critical

predictor of satisfaction and stability within structures known broadly as consensual non-

monogamy (CNM). The assessment of ATC moves beyond simple acceptance or rejection,

incorporating nuanced dimensions such as comfort levels, emotional tolerance, and the perceived

benefits or threats associated with a partner's external relationships. Historically, concurrency was

primarily studied under the negative umbrella of infidelity, implying secrecy, deception, and

boundary violation. However, the modern psychological perspective recognizes that when

negotiated and agreed upon, concurrency forms a distinct relational architecture requiring specific

attitudinal prerequisites for success. The individual's ATC is deeply interwoven with their personal

history, attachment style, and perceived security within the primary partnership, making it a crucial

lens through which to examine relational health in diverse contexts.

The evolution of social acceptance regarding diverse relationship models has necessitated a more

detailed psychological exploration of ATC. It is not merely a behavioral choice but a deeply

ingrained set of beliefs about ownership, exclusivity, and emotional vulnerability within romantic

bonds. A high degree of positive ATC suggests an individual is psychologically prepared to

manage the inherent complexities of sharing a partner's time, resources, and emotional energy

without experiencing debilitating jealousy or threat to self-worth. Conversely, a low ATC indicates a

profound commitment to dyadic exclusivity, where any deviation is perceived as a critical threat

to the relationship's foundation. Understanding the spectrum of ATC is essential for clinicians and

researchers alike, as mismatched attitudes are frequent sources of conflict, even in relationships

that attempt to transition toward CNM. Furthermore, ATC moderates the distress experienced

during non-consensual concurrency; individuals with a higher general tolerance for concurrency

may experience less severe psychological fallout when infidelity occurs, simply because their core

belief system is less rigidly tied to absolute exclusivity.

The core challenge in defining and measuring ATC lies in distinguishing between theoretical

acceptance and practical emotional tolerance. Many individuals may intellectually agree that CNM

is a valid option for others, but struggle profoundly when faced with their own partner's

engagement in concurrency. Therefore, ATC must be conceptualized as an affective and cognitive

measure, reflecting both the stated belief and the emotional reaction, particularly concerning the

potent experience of jealousy. The attitude is often dynamic, shifting based on the context of the

secondary relationship--is it purely sexual, or does it involve deep romantic attachment? Is the

external partner known and liked, or are they an unknown variable? These variables demonstrate

that ATC is not a monolithic trait but a flexible attitude modulated by specific relational
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circumstances. The strength and security of the primary bond act as a powerful buffer, allowing

those with higher relational confidence to maintain a more positive ATC, grounded in the belief that

external relationships enrich, rather than detract from, their core union.

Conceptualizing Concurrency and Non-Monogamy

To accurately assess Attitudes toward Partner Concurrency, it is essential to establish clear

conceptual boundaries differentiating agreed-upon concurrency from traditional infidelity.

Concurrency, in the context of ATC research, refers specifically to relationships that occur with

the full knowledge and consent of the primary partner, adhering to established, explicit boundaries.

Infidelity, by contrast, is defined by the violation of unspoken or explicitly agreed-upon rules of

exclusivity, inherently involving deception and a breach of trust. When individuals express attitudes

toward concurrency, they are addressing the possibility of consensual arrangements, such as open

relationships, polyamory, or swinging, rather than clandestine affairs. These consensual structures

vary widely in their scope, demanding different levels of attitudinal flexibility. For instance, an

attitude accepting of recreational, purely sexual concurrency (common in swinging or open

relationships) does not necessarily translate into an acceptance of deep, enduring emotional

polyamorous bonds.

Consensual non-monogamy (CNM) serves as the behavioral framework within which ATC

operates, categorized primarily into three distinct models. First, Polyamory involves the desire or

acceptance of multiple simultaneous loving relationships, emphasizing emotional intimacy and

commitment alongside sexual connection. Individuals with positive attitudes toward polyamory

exhibit high tolerance for a partner's deep emotional investment in others. Second, Open

Relationships typically prioritize the primary partnership while allowing sexual relationships outside

the dyad, often placing strict limitations on emotional involvement. Attitudes supporting this

structure demonstrate a willingness to decouple sex from emotional exclusivity. Third, Swinging is

often focused on partnered sexual activity with others, typically recreational and often occurring in

shared spaces, requiring an ATC that is comfortable with physical intimacy outside the primary

bond but usually highly restrictive of independent emotional connection. The specificity of one's

ATC often aligns with one of these models; a person may have a positive ATC toward swinging,

but a highly negative ATC toward polyamory, underscoring the dimensional nature of this attitude.

A crucial element in the conceptualization of concurrency is the establishment and maintenance of

relational boundaries, which directly mediate the expression of ATC. For concurrency to be

successful and sustainable, boundaries must be explicit, dynamic, and subject to regular

renegotiation. Attitudes are tested by the complexity of these rules: which external activities are

permissible, which types of external partners are acceptable, and how much time and resources

can be allocated away from the primary relationship. Individuals with a high ATC generally accept

broad, flexible boundaries, trusting their partner to manage the external relationships ethically and
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transparently. Conversely, a lower but still positive ATC might insist on highly restrictive rules, such

as "no sleepovers" or "only casual sexual partners," reflecting a conditional acceptance designed

to minimize perceived threat. The continuous process of negotiation itself demands a strong

positive attitude toward open communication and transparency, without which, even consensually

defined concurrency risks devolving into conflict or resentment, regardless of the initial positive

attitude.

Psychological Antecedents of ATC

The formation of an individual's Attitudes toward Partner Concurrency is significantly influenced by

foundational psychological factors, chief among them attachment style. Individuals with a secure

attachment style are generally better equipped to navigate the emotional complexities inherent in

CNM and thus tend to exhibit a more positive ATC. Securely attached individuals possess higher

self-esteem, are more comfortable with intimacy and interdependence, and are less likely to

perceive a partner's external relationships as a threat to their own relational security or worth. They

are adept at managing the inevitable feelings of jealousy that arise by addressing them through

open communication rather than resorting to withdrawal or demanding exclusivity. In contrast,

those with an anxious attachment style typically exhibit a lower ATC, driven by a fear of

abandonment and a strong need for proximity and reassurance. For them, a partner's external

involvement heightens activation of the attachment system, leading to heightened insecurity and

attempts to control the partner's behavior.

Beyond attachment, specific personality traits play a substantial role in predisposing individuals

toward a higher or lower ATC. The trait of Openness to Experience, one of the Big Five

personality dimensions, shows a robust positive correlation with acceptance of concurrency.

Individuals high in Openness are characterized by intellectual curiosity, unconventionality, and a

willingness to explore new ideas and experiences, which translates easily into an acceptance of

non-traditional relationship structures. Furthermore, lower levels of neuroticism are associated with

a higher ATC, as these individuals are less prone to anxiety, moodiness, and excessive worry,

allowing them to process the potential uncertainties of concurrency without becoming

overwhelmed. Conversely, high levels of neuroticism often fuel intense jealousy and

possessiveness, making a positive ATC virtually unsustainable, as the individual struggles to

regulate negative emotions when their partner is emotionally or physically involved with others.

Self-esteem and the capacity for emotional regulation are also critical antecedents. Individuals with

high, stable self-esteem are less reliant on their partner's exclusive attention for validation,

mitigating the feeling of being replaced or inadequate when a partner seeks external relationships.

This confidence allows them to view concurrency as an addition to, rather than a subtraction from,

the primary bond, fostering a positive ATC. The ability to effectively regulate difficult emotions,

particularly jealousy, is perhaps the most significant prerequisite for maintaining a positive attitude.
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This is often linked to the psychological concept of Compersion, which is the experience of taking

genuine joy in a partner's happiness derived from their relationship with another person. The

capacity to shift one's emotional response from possessive threat (jealousy) to empathetic joy

(compersion) is a powerful indicator of a high, sustainable ATC and is usually cultivated through

intentional emotional work and deep relational security.

Dimensions of Attitudinal Variation

Attitudes toward Partner Concurrency are rarely absolute; rather, they exist along multiple

dimensions, revealing complex internal distinctions regarding acceptable types of external

involvement. One of the most critical dimensions is the distinction between emotional

concurrency and sexual concurrency. For many individuals, their ATC is highly restrictive

regarding emotional involvement, meaning they may accept their partner having casual sex with

others (sexual concurrency) but draw a firm boundary against the formation of deep, romantic, or

loving bonds (emotional concurrency). This preference often reflects a prioritization of the primary

partner relationship's unique emotional depth, where sexual acts are deemed less threatening than

the potential erosion of emotional exclusivity. Conversely, some individuals may find sexual

concurrency more challenging to accept due to concerns about sexual health or perceived physical

intimacy, while being highly accepting of their partner developing close, emotionally supportive

friendships that might border on romantic love, provided physical intimacy is excluded.

Another key variation lies in the distinction between active acceptance and passive acceptance.

Active acceptance defines a high ATC where the individual not only accepts their partner's

concurrency but also sees the structure as beneficial or desirable, either for themselves (meaning

they also desire external relationships) or for the overall health and freedom of the primary

relationship. This active disposition is rooted in personal values favoring autonomy and relational

diversity. Passive acceptance, however, describes a conditional, often fragile, ATC where the

individual tolerates concurrency primarily to satisfy their partner's needs or desires, often out of

love, fear of losing the partner, or a sense of obligation. While superficially appearing as a positive

ATC, passive acceptance carries a higher risk of resentment, suppressed jealousy, and eventual

relationship breakdown, as the underlying attitude is one of sacrifice rather than genuine comfort

and endorsement.

The flexibility of ATC is also tested by the concept of hierarchy within concurrent relationships.

Many CNM structures, particularly polyamory, utilize hierarchical models where the original

relationship is designated as "primary," and external partners are "secondary" or "tertiary." An

individual's ATC must accommodate this hierarchy, meaning they accept that the secondary

relationship will always yield to the primary relationship in terms of time, resources, and

commitment. However, non-hierarchical models, where all relationships are treated as equally

important (often termed "relationship anarchy" or "solo polyamory"), demand an even higher, more
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generalized ATC, requiring the individual to accept that their partner's emotional and time

commitments might be distributed without explicit prioritization. The ability to manage these

structural differences reflects the advanced degree of attitudinal flexibility and security necessary

for highly complex concurrent relationships, emphasizing the high level of individual agency and

autonomy accepted by those with high ATC.

Relational Outcomes and Challenges

The congruency and positive nature of Attitudes toward Partner Concurrency are instrumental in

determining the relational outcomes of non-monogamous relationships. When both partners

possess a high, mutually aligned ATC, research indicates that relationship satisfaction and

commitment levels are often comparable to, and sometimes exceed, those found in strictly

monogamous couples. This success is heavily predicated on the enabling factors of high ATC:

radical transparency, explicit boundary setting, and robust conflict resolution skills. A positive

ATC fosters an environment where difficult conversations about jealousy, scheduling, and

emotional needs can occur without immediately triggering defensive or controlling behaviors.

Conversely, when ATC is mismatched--for example, one partner exhibits high acceptance while

the other maintains a passive or low acceptance--the relationship is highly vulnerable to instability,

characterized by frequent conflict, persistent feelings of inadequacy, and erosion of trust as the

lower-ATC partner struggles to cope with the reality of concurrency.

Even with a high shared ATC, concurrent relationships introduce unique relational challenges that

test the limits of acceptance. Managing time and resource allocation is a frequent source of

stress; partners must consciously distribute their emotional and physical presence across multiple

bonds, leading to potential exhaustion or feelings of neglect if the distribution is not equitable or

transparent. Furthermore, the negotiation of "veto power"--the right to demand a partner end an

external relationship--is a critical point of attitudinal contention. While some CNM structures allow

for veto power (reflecting a conditional ATC), many individuals with a high, autonomy-focused ATC

reject the concept, viewing it as an infringement on personal freedom and trust. Successfully

navigating these structural challenges requires that the positive attitude toward concurrency

translates into consistent, ethical relationship management practices.

The most significant internal challenge related to ATC is the management of jealousy. Although a

high ATC implies a reduced susceptibility to crippling jealousy, the emotion is a universal human

experience and will inevitably arise. The difference lies in the response. In low-ATC relationships,

jealousy often leads to possessiveness, demands for exclusivity, or passive-aggressive behavior.

In high-ATC relationships, jealousy is treated as an informational signal--an indicator of an unmet

need or an insecure boundary--that must be communicated and addressed constructively with the

partner. The attitude shifts the focus from controlling the partner's behavior to managing one's own

internal emotional response. The successful cultivation of compersion acts as the ultimate
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measure of a healthy, positive ATC, demonstrating the emotional capacity to transcend

possessiveness and genuinely celebrate the partner's happiness, regardless of its source.

Sociocultural Context and Stigma

Attitudes toward Partner Concurrency do not exist in a vacuum; they are heavily influenced and

often challenged by the prevailing mononormative bias of Western society. Mononormativity

refers to the societal assumption that monogamy is the only natural, moral, and functional

relationship structure. This bias generates significant external pressure and stigma against

individuals who hold a positive ATC and choose CNM. The societal narrative often pathologizes

non-monogamy, associating it with irresponsibility, promiscuity, or relationship failure, regardless of

the explicit consent and ethical foundation of the concurrency. This sociocultural context means

that even individuals with high internal acceptance must contend with the necessity of being

"closeted" about their relationship structure, fearing judgment from family, friends, and professional

colleagues, which can lead to high levels of stress and internalized shame.

The lack of legal and institutional recognition further reinforces the marginalized status of

concurrency, regardless of individual attitudes. Polyamorous families often face legal hurdles in

areas such as shared custody, inheritance, medical proxy designation, and tax filing, as legal

structures are overwhelmingly designed for dyadic relationships. This institutional resistance sends

a clear message that concurrency, even when based on positive attitudes and ethical

communication, is considered less legitimate or stable than monogamy. These barriers create

tangible hardships that can erode the well-being of individuals with high ATC, forcing them to

expend significant emotional energy navigating systems that fundamentally fail to recognize their

relational reality. Consequently, a positive ATC must also incorporate an attitude of resilience

against societal disapproval and a willingness to advocate for relationship diversity.

The impact of sociocultural stigma can lead to internalized mononormativity, even among those

who actively practice CNM. This occurs when an individual, despite intellectually accepting

concurrency, unconsciously absorbs and acts upon negative societal messages about their

relationship choices. For example, a person with a positive ATC might still feel profound shame

when introducing an external partner to their family, or they might unconsciously prioritize

secondary partners less than agreed upon, driven by the internalized belief that their primary

relationship is the only one that truly "counts." Overcoming this internalized stigma requires

constant self-reflection and therapeutic support, emphasizing that a truly robust and healthy ATC

must be resilient not only to internal jealousy but also to external judgment and institutional

resistance.

Future Directions in ATC Research
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Future research into Attitudes toward Partner Concurrency must move beyond simple correlational

studies to explore the developmental trajectories and neurological underpinnings of these attitudes.

A critical area of focus is understanding how ATC develops across the lifespan. Longitudinal

studies are needed to track how early exposure to diverse relationship models, parental attitudes

toward fidelity, and the success or failure of early romantic relationships shape an individual's

ultimate capacity for accepting concurrency. Understanding the critical periods and environmental

inputs that foster a secure, high ATC could inform educational and therapeutic interventions aimed

at promoting healthier relationship diversity and challenging ingrained mononormative assumptions

early in life. This research should also investigate the role of cultural shifts, examining whether

generational differences in autonomy and relational values correlate with overall societal increases

in positive ATC.

The neuroscientific investigation of key emotional responses related to concurrency offers another

promising avenue. Specifically, research should focus on identifying the neural correlates of

compersion versus jealousy. Utilizing fMRI or other neuroimaging techniques while participants

view scenarios involving their partner's external happiness could reveal distinct neural pathways

associated with high and low ATC. Identifying these physiological markers could provide objective

measures of attitudinal capacity, moving beyond self-report data, which is often subject to social

desirability bias. Furthermore, understanding the neurobiological mechanisms underlying the

successful regulation of jealousy in CNM participants could provide profound insights into

emotional resilience and inform therapeutic strategies for individuals struggling to transition from a

low to a high ATC.

Finally, the growing prevalence of CNM necessitates the development of specialized therapeutic

modalities. Research is needed to empirically test interventions designed to enhance ATC

congruency within couples where attitudes are mismatched. This includes developing tools for

strengthening communication skills, establishing equitable boundaries, and processing

attachment anxiety triggered by concurrency. Clinical psychology must move toward evidence-

based practices that affirm CNM as a valid relational choice, ensuring that therapists are equipped

to help individuals and couples cultivate a secure, ethical, and positive attitude toward partner

concurrency, thereby maximizing relationship satisfaction and minimizing psychological distress

within these complex structures.ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM
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