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Defining Sexual Partner Concurrency and Attitudes

Sexual partner concurrency, often simply termed concurrency, refers to the practice of having

overlapping sexual relationships or partners within a specific timeframe. This concept is distinct

from sequential monogamy or serial relationships, where one relationship ends before the next

begins; instead, concurrency involves active sexual engagement with more than one individual

simultaneously. The study of attitudes toward sexual partner concurrency delves into the cognitive,

affective, and behavioral evaluations individuals hold regarding this practice, ranging from staunch

disapproval to enthusiastic acceptance. These attitudes are complex, influenced by personal

values, relationship status (e.g., married, cohabiting, dating), and whether the concurrency is

perceived as consensual (as in polyamory or open relationships) or non-consensual (as in

infidelity or cheating). Understanding these attitudes is crucial because they serve as powerful

determinants of sexual behavior, influencing decision-making processes related to commitment,

risk-taking, and relationship transparency.

The definitions employed in social and psychological research often differentiate between various

forms of concurrency. For instance, some studies focus narrowly on simultaneous sexual

partnerships outside of a primary committed relationship, viewing it primarily through the lens of

potential infidelity. Conversely, other frameworks adopt a broader perspective, including

consensually non-monogamous (CNM) arrangements where concurrency is explicitly agreed upon

and managed by all involved parties. Attitudes toward CNM arrangements tend to differ

systematically from attitudes toward deception-based concurrency, highlighting the importance of

relationship transparency and ethics in shaping moral judgments. When evaluating attitudes,

researchers typically assess three primary components: the cognitive component, which includes

beliefs about the prevalence, normalcy, and consequences of concurrency; the affective

component, which involves feelings such as comfort, disgust, or excitement regarding the practice;

and the behavioral component, which reflects the individual's intention or likelihood to engage in

concurrent relationships themselves, or their willingness to tolerate it in a partner.

It is important to recognize that attitudes toward concurrency are not monolithic; they operate along

a continuum and are subject to dynamic changes over the lifespan and across different relational

contexts. A person might hold highly negative attitudes toward casual, non-committed concurrency

but express neutrality or even positive attitudes toward structured, emotionally invested

polyamorous relationships. Furthermore, attitudes often exhibit a significant self-other discrepancy;

individuals may disapprove of the practice generally but feel justified in engaging in it under

specific circumstances, or they may accept their partner engaging in concurrency while maintaining

strict monogamy themselves. Thus, the psychological measurement of these attitudes requires

nuanced instruments capable of capturing these contextual complexities, ensuring that the

research accurately reflects the multifaceted nature of human sexual values and relationship

structures. The specific terminology used--such as "non-monogamy," "polyamory," "swinging,"
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or "cheating"--carries different semantic and moral weight, profoundly impacting the resulting

attitudinal scores.

Theoretical Frameworks for Understanding Concurrency Attitudes

Several established theoretical frameworks in social psychology and evolutionary psychology

attempt to explain the formation and maintenance of attitudes toward sexual partner concurrency.

One dominant perspective utilizes the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), which posits that

attitudes, subjective norms (perceived social pressure), and perceived behavioral control

collectively predict behavioral intentions regarding concurrency. A positive attitude toward

concurrency, coupled with the belief that one's social group approves of it (subjective norms) and

the confidence that one can successfully manage the associated logistical and emotional

complexities (perceived behavioral control), significantly increases the likelihood of engaging in

concurrent relationships. Conversely, strong negative attitudes, often rooted in moral or religious

beliefs, serve as powerful inhibitory factors, even when the perceived opportunity for concurrency

is high. Researchers applying TPB analyze how societal messages about monogamy versus non-

monogamy influence these subjective norms, particularly within peer groups and media

representations.

Evolutionary psychology offers another compelling lens, often focusing on the fundamental

differences in mating strategies between sexes, particularly parental investment theory. From this

viewpoint, differences in attitudes toward concurrency might reflect evolved sex-specific

psychological mechanisms. Historically, males may exhibit greater openness to concurrency due to

the reproductive advantage of maximizing mating opportunities, leading to less stringent negative

attitudes toward casual, non-committed forms of concurrency. Conversely, females, traditionally

investing more heavily in offspring rearing, might prioritize partner commitment and resource

provision, leading to stronger negative attitudes toward concurrency that threatens relational

stability, especially when it involves deception. However, contemporary research acknowledges

that these evolutionary predispositions are heavily modulated by cultural factors, social learning,

and individual experiences, meaning that while initial inclinations might exist, they are not

deterministic of modern attitudinal expression. The complexity arises when considering CNM

frameworks, where both sexes report high satisfaction, challenging simplistic evolutionary

explanations.

Furthermore, Attachment Theory provides valuable insights into how early relationship

experiences shape adult attitudes toward concurrency. Individuals with insecure attachment styles-

-particularly fearful-avoidant or anxious-preoccupied--may exhibit distinct patterns of attitudes

compared to those with secure attachments. For example, individuals high in attachment

avoidance might express indifference or even positive attitudes toward non-committed concurrency

as a way to maintain emotional distance and independence, viewing exclusive commitment as
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threatening. Conversely, those high in attachment anxiety might rigidly oppose concurrency due to

intense fears of abandonment and rejection, seeing monogamy as the only guarantee of stability.

These underlying attachment patterns influence not only the explicit attitudes expressed but also

the emotional resilience and coping mechanisms employed when faced with a partner's desire for

or engagement in concurrency, demonstrating how deep psychological structures influence sexual

relationship norms.

Measurement and Methodological Approaches

Measuring attitudes toward sexual partner concurrency requires careful methodological

consideration, given the sensitive and often stigmatized nature of the topic. Researchers primarily

rely on self-report scales, which must be designed to minimize social desirability bias, a pervasive

issue where respondents report attitudes they believe are socially acceptable rather than their

genuine beliefs. Scales typically utilize Likert formats, asking respondents to rate their level of

agreement with statements concerning the acceptability, morality, and perceived consequences of

concurrency. Crucially, measurement tools must clearly define the type of concurrency being

assessed, distinguishing between non-consensual infidelity and various forms of consensually non-

monogamy (CNM), such as open relationships, polyamory, or swinging, as attitudes toward these

different categories are empirically distinct. For instance, the Non-Monogamy Attitude Scale

(NMAS) attempts to capture these nuances by assessing beliefs across different CNM structures.

Beyond explicit self-report measures, researchers sometimes employ implicit measures to gauge

attitudes that individuals may be unwilling or unable to consciously articulate. The Implicit

Association Test (IAT), for example, measures the strength of automatic associations between the

concept of "concurrency" and evaluative attributes (e.g., "good" versus "bad," or "moral" versus

"immoral"). Implicit attitudes often reveal deeper, less conscious biases, sometimes contradicting

explicit attitudes, especially in contexts where strong social norms against non-monogamy prevail.

A person might explicitly state that they accept polyamory (low social desirability bias in a specific

context) but implicitly hold strong negative associations, reflecting internalized societal stigma.

Combining both explicit and implicit measures provides a more comprehensive picture of the

individual's attitudinal landscape, enhancing the predictive validity of the research findings

concerning actual behavioral engagement.

Methodological rigor also demands attention to sampling strategies. Due to the sensitive nature of

sexual attitudes, convenience sampling (e.g., college students) often yields biased results,

potentially underrepresenting populations who are either highly conservative or highly engaged in

CNM. Therefore, studies often employ targeted recruitment methods, utilizing CNM-specific

communities or online platforms to ensure adequate representation of individuals who actively hold

positive attitudes toward concurrency. Furthermore, longitudinal designs are essential for tracking

the stability and change in attitudes over time, particularly in response to life events such as
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marriage, parenthood, or relationship transitions. Cross-sectional studies provide snapshots, but

longitudinal data allows researchers to understand how personal experiences--such as being

cheated on or successfully navigating an open relationship--reshape fundamental attitudes toward

sexual exclusivity and partner concurrency.

Predictors of Attitudes Toward Concurrency

Attitudes toward sexual partner concurrency are influenced by a convergence of demographic,

psychological, and relational factors. Demographically, age, education, and religiosity are strong

predictors. Younger individuals and those with higher levels of education generally express more

liberal and accepting attitudes toward various forms of concurrency compared to older, less

educated populations. Religiosity consistently emerges as one of the most powerful negative

predictors; adherence to conservative religious doctrines, which typically emphasize strict

heterosexual monogamy, correlates strongly with rigid opposition to any form of non-monogamy,

consensual or otherwise. Gender differences, while often highlighted by evolutionary theory, are

complex; while men may report higher behavioral intentions for casual concurrency, gender gaps

often narrow significantly when assessing attitudes toward ethically managed CNM, suggesting

that ideological acceptance is less gendered than purely sexual motivation.

Psychological predictors include personality traits and sexual orientation. Individuals scoring high

on the personality dimension of Openness to Experience, characterized by intellectual curiosity

and a willingness to explore novel ideas and values, tend to report more positive attitudes toward

non-traditional relationship structures, including CNM. Conversely, high conscientiousness is often

associated with stricter adherence to conventional relationship norms and thus more negative

attitudes toward concurrency. Furthermore, sexual orientation plays a crucial role; lesbian, gay,

and bisexual individuals often report significantly more flexible and positive attitudes toward non-

monogamy compared to heterosexual individuals, reflecting the historical necessity for queer

communities to redefine and challenge traditional, heteronormative relationship scripts. This

acceptance often stems from a greater focus on relationship agreements and communication

rather than relying solely on societal default norms of exclusivity.

Relational factors, particularly prior experience and relationship ideology, are highly influential.

Individuals who have previously engaged in consensually non-monogamous relationships, or who

have close friends or family members who practice CNM, consistently demonstrate more positive

and nuanced attitudes toward concurrency. Exposure reduces stigma and increases perceived

behavioral control, as individuals gain practical knowledge about managing the logistical and

emotional challenges involved. Relationship ideology, specifically adherence to strict sexual

exclusivity beliefs, is perhaps the strongest proximal predictor. People who endorse high levels of

sexual exclusivity beliefs (sometimes termed "monogamistic ideology") view any deviation from

a one-on-one sexual bond as inherently threatening and immoral, thus generating highly negative
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attitudes toward all forms of concurrency. This ideology often dictates the boundaries of acceptable

behavior and serves as a primary source of conflict when attitudes between partners diverge.

Cultural and Contextual Variations

Attitudes toward sexual partner concurrency are profoundly shaped by cultural and societal

contexts, exhibiting vast differences globally. Western industrialized nations, while generally

promoting ideals of romantic monogamy, show increasing normalization and acceptance of CNM,

particularly among urban, educated populations. Media representation and shifting legal

frameworks (e.g., recognition of diverse family structures) contribute to this gradual liberalization of

attitudes. However, within highly conservative or traditional societies, particularly those where

religious authority dictates moral codes, attitudes toward concurrency remain overwhelmingly

negative, often viewing non-monogamy not just as a personal failing but as a violation of

community standards punishable by social exclusion or even legal sanction. The cultural emphasis

placed on concepts like honor, family lineage, and patriarchal control heavily influences the moral

calculus applied to sexual behavior outside of marriage, often resulting in differential tolerance

based on the gender of the participant.

The distinction between attitudes toward infidelity (deceptive concurrency) and CNM (consensual

concurrency) is highly context-dependent. While most cultures globally condemn infidelity due to its

violation of trust and potential threat to relational stability and resource allocation, attitudes toward

structured CNM vary dramatically. In some historical and anthropological contexts, forms of non-

exclusive pairing or polygyny (one man, multiple wives) have been socially sanctioned and

integrated into cultural norms, suggesting that concurrency itself is not universally taboo, but rather

the conditions under which it occurs (e.g., transparency, power dynamics, legal status). Modern

globalization and digital communication further complicate this landscape, exposing individuals in

traditionally conservative societies to alternative relationship models, potentially leading to

generational shifts in attitudes and increased internal conflict regarding traditional norms versus

individual desires for relational freedom.

Furthermore, socioeconomic context plays a significant role in shaping attitudes toward high-risk

concurrency, particularly in public health domains. In communities facing high rates of poverty or

disease transmission (e.g., HIV/AIDS), attitudes toward concurrency often become intertwined with

perceptions of public health responsibility. Negative attitudes toward concurrency may be

reinforced by targeted health campaigns emphasizing the risk of simultaneous partnerships in

disease spread. Conversely, structural factors, such as economic instability or migration patterns

that separate partners, can inadvertently foster concurrency, leading to a dissonance between

explicit negative attitudes and high behavioral prevalence. This highlights the critical interaction

between personal morality, cultural norms, and environmental constraints in determining how

concurrency is viewed and practiced within diverse human populations.
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Psychological and Relational Implications

The attitudes held by individuals regarding sexual partner concurrency carry significant

psychological and relational implications, influencing relationship satisfaction, jealousy

management, and overall well-being. Individuals with strongly negative attitudes toward

concurrency, particularly if they are in a relationship with a partner who holds positive or neutral

attitudes, are likely to experience increased relational distress, conflict, and jealousy. This

divergence in fundamental relationship ideology creates insurmountable differences regarding

boundaries and expectations. Conversely, individuals who mutually endorse positive attitudes

toward CNM often report high levels of relationship satisfaction, primarily attributed to superior

communication skills, emotional honesty, and explicit negotiation of boundaries, factors often

lacking in strictly monogamous relationships that struggle with infidelity.

For individuals who choose to engage in CNM, holding positive internal attitudes is crucial for

psychological adjustment. Research suggests that the successful navigation of non-monogamy is

contingent upon minimizing internal conflict and external stigma. When participants in CNM

arrangements internalize negative societal attitudes, they may experience higher levels of shame,

anxiety, and depression, leading to poorer mental health outcomes. However, when CNM is

practiced from a place of genuine attitudinal acceptance and ethical transparency, participants

often report psychological benefits, including enhanced personal growth, reduced relationship

dependency, and improved emotional resilience. The psychological impact is thus moderated by

the congruence between one's personal attitude and one's relational practice, and the degree of

social support received.

Jealousy, often cited as the primary emotional hurdle in concurrency, is also significantly impacted

by attitudes. Individuals who view concurrency as inherently threatening or immoral are more likely

to experience intense, debilitating jealousy. However, within CNM communities, positive attitudes

toward concurrency often involve a process termed "compersion"--the experience of joy derived

from witnessing a partner's positive experiences with another person. Compersion requires a

fundamental shift in attitude, moving away from possessiveness toward celebratory acceptance.

This attitudinal shift suggests that jealousy is not an inevitable consequence of concurrency, but

rather a response mediated by relational ideology and the willingness to redefine emotional

boundaries. The ability to manage or transform jealous feelings into compersion is a key

psychological marker of successful adaptation to non-exclusive relationship models.

Public Health and Clinical Relevance

Attitudes toward sexual partner concurrency are critically relevant to public health efforts,

particularly those focused on the prevention of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and HIV.

Negative attitudes toward concurrency, especially when coupled with high behavioral engagement,
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can lead to secrecy and reduced communication about partner networks, which are known risk

factors for STI transmission. Individuals who hold highly negative attitudes toward non-monogamy

but engage in covert concurrency (infidelity) are less likely to disclose their behaviors to healthcare

providers, less likely to insist on condom use, and less likely to inform partners about potential

exposure, thereby undermining public health interventions focused on transparency and risk

reduction. Conversely, positive attitudes toward CNM, which emphasize ethical transparency and

communication, often correlate with higher rates of safe sex practices, including consistent condom

use and regular STI screening among all partners, because risk management is negotiated

openly.

Clinically, understanding a client's attitude toward concurrency is essential for effective couples

and individual therapy. Therapists must be prepared to address conflicts arising from divergent

attitudes, whether the conflict involves infidelity (non-consensual concurrency) or the negotiation of

CNM (consensual concurrency). Therapists who hold rigidly negative attitudes may inadvertently

impose their own monogamistic bias onto clients, leading to ineffective interventions. Therefore,

clinical training must incorporate cultural competence regarding diverse relationship structures.

For couples dealing with the aftermath of infidelity, the therapeutic focus shifts to rebuilding trust

and addressing the deception, which is often the primary source of trauma, rather than just the

sexual act itself. For couples exploring CNM, the focus involves facilitating clear communication

protocols, boundary setting, and managing emotional challenges such as jealousy and insecurity,

all of which are mediated by the core attitudes of both partners.

Furthermore, research on attitudes toward concurrency informs targeted prevention messaging.

Public health campaigns aimed at reducing high-risk sexual behavior must acknowledge that

concurrency is a widespread reality, rather than simply preaching abstinence or strict monogamy,

which often alienates the target population. Messaging is more effective when it focuses on

modifying high-risk behaviors associated with concurrency--such as lack of disclosure or

inconsistent condom use--rather than attempting to modify the underlying attitude toward the

number of partners itself. By framing concurrency risk reduction within a context of personal

responsibility and partner communication, interventions can leverage existing positive attitudes

toward health and well-being, even if the individual's attitude toward monogamy is flexible or non-

exclusive. This pragmatic approach acknowledges the complexity of human sexual behavior and

the diverse range of attitudes driving it.

Future Directions in Research

Future research on attitudes toward sexual partner concurrency must move beyond simple

dichotomies of monogamy versus non-monogamy to explore the intersectionality of attitudes

across various dimensions. One critical direction involves longitudinal studies tracking attitude

formation and evolution from adolescence through adulthood, examining how developmental
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milestones (e.g., first relationship, marriage, parenthood) systematically shift views on exclusivity.

Understanding the trajectories of attitudinal change--and the specific experiences that trigger shifts

toward either greater acceptance or greater rigidity--will provide crucial insights into the malleability

of relationship ideologies. Furthermore, research needs to leverage advanced statistical modeling

to disentangle the complex interplay between implicit attitudes, explicit attitudes, and actual sexual

behavior, particularly in high-stakes contexts where social desirability bias heavily influences self-

reports.

Another crucial area involves cross-cultural comparative studies utilizing standardized, validated

measures. While current research highlights broad cultural variations, detailed studies are needed

to understand the specific moral and relational justifications used to support or condemn

concurrency in diverse non-Western contexts. This requires collaboration with international

researchers to adapt measures sensitively, ensuring that concepts like "infidelity" or "polyamory"

are accurately translated and culturally relevant. Furthermore, research should focus on the impact

of digital technology and social media on concurrency attitudes, assessing how exposure to CNM

communities online influences individual acceptance and the negotiation of boundaries in real-

world relationships. The internet serves as a powerful medium for both normalizing diverse sexual

practices and reinforcing traditional norms through curated content.

Finally, research needs to focus more intently on the positive psychological aspects associated

with accepting attitudes toward concurrency, particularly within CNM structures. While much

existing literature focuses on risk and distress, future investigations should explore the

mechanisms through which CNM practitioners achieve high relationship satisfaction and personal

growth, focusing on constructs such as enhanced autonomy, effective conflict resolution skills, and

the development of compersion. By investigating the psychological benefits derived from ethically

managed concurrency, researchers can provide a more balanced and comprehensive

understanding of the full spectrum of human attitudes toward sexual partnering, moving the field

beyond a pathology-focused approach toward one rooted in relational science and diversity.
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