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Abstract

To date, little is known about the psychological functioning of polyamorous individ-
uals about the variables explaining positive attitudes towards polyamory. This study
aims to investigate the constructs of attachment, emotion regulation and sexual
satisfaction in polyamory. Self-report questionnaires were administered to a sam-
ple of adults reporting to be polylovers (n=76) and to a sample of non-polylovers
(n=102). Polyamorous individuals, compared to controls, scored significantly
higher on sexual satisfaction and dysregulation of positive emotions. Moreover, pos-
itive attitudes towards polyamory correlated with higher levels of sexual satisfaction.
However, this relationship was moderated by the dimension of avoidant attachment.

Keywords Polyamory - Sexual satisfaction - Attachment - Consensual non-
monogamous relationships - Emotion dysregulation

Introduction

Over the last two decades, research has focused on Consensually Non-Monogamous
(CNM) relationships (Johnson et al., 2015; Haupert et al., 2017). Polyamory, a
type of CNM relationship, is “a kind of relationship in which it is possible, valid,
and worthwhile to maintain (usually long-term) intimate and sexual relationships
with multiple partners simultaneously” (Haritaworn et al., 2006). As pointed out
by Mitchell et al. (2014), the few studies on polyamory adopted a sociological per-
spective without using quantitative methods. Psychological studies focused on two
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research lines: the first examining the psychological variables predicting a poly-
amorous status (i.e., being engaged in a polyamorous relationship) and the second
examining the attitudes towards polyamory, results suggest that some personality
traits are related to being involved in polyamorous relationships, as well to having
a positive attitude towards polyamory. Stressing the need to investigate attitudes
towards polyamory in polyamorous and monogamous populations. However, our
knowledge on the topic is limited. Specifically, some of the main factors associated
with romantic relationships such as attachment, sexual satisfaction, and emotion
dysregulation, have not been explored yet.

Attachment, Sexual Satisfaction, and Emotion Dysregulation

The attachment theory provides a useful framework to understand adult relation-
ships (Flicker et al., 2021). Representations of self and others, developed during
childhood, shape relational beliefs and expectations in adult relationships, includ-
ing romantic relationships (Bowlby, 1988; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2009). Securely
attached individuals are confident in others’ availability, while insecurely attached
individuals are not (Moors et al ., 2019). In this paper, we will refer to attachment
styles as converging in two dimensions: anxiety and avoidance (Hazan & Shaver,
2017). Adults with avoidant attachment experience discomfort with intimacy and
do not accept emotional dependency. Adults with anxious attachment are concerned
about the relationship and need interpersonal approval (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002).
The quality of attachment styles is associated with romantic relationship satisfaction
(Candel & Turliuc, 2019; Hadden et al., 2014), and sexual satisfaction among CNM
individuals (Moors et al., 2019). Generally, avoidant individuals are prone to be
more self-reliant and avoid interpersonal closeness, relying more on themselves for
sexual satisfaction. Anxious individuals tend to seek active loving reassurances from
their partners and use sex to increase their confidence (Davis et al., 2004; Schachner
& Shaver, 2004).

Emotion dysregulation is one of the processes implied in the pathways link-
ing attachment quality to several psychological outcomes: (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007 Velotti et al., 2019, 2022). Emotion regulation refers to the ability to modulate
the intensity and duration of one’s own emotional state, and to reach one’s goals
independently of that emotional state (Gratz & Roemer, 2004). An early secure
attachment bond is the optimal context for the development of emotion regulation
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Several pathological processes, observed in romantic
relationships and sexual functioning, are linked to poor emotion regulation (Florean
& Pisirelu, 2019; Garofalo et al., 2016; Velotti et al., 2011). The role of the capacity
to regulate positive emotions has not been investigated yet, despite its potential rel-
evance in conditions involving hedonic components such as sexuality (Weiss et al.,
2019). Dysregulation of positive emotions typically occurs when an individual feels
pleasant emotions such as joy, excitement or pride. There are several forms of dys-
regulation of positive emotions, such as the proneness to act rashly when experienc-
ing positive emotions, the difficulty to maintain a goal while experiencing positive
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emotions and the proneness to formulate negative judgments of positive emotions,
leading to negative emotional states (Weiss et al., 2015a, 2015b).

As briefly illustrated, the attachment theory and its nomological network (i.e., the
relevant concepts and their relationships underlying the theory), including emotion
dysregulation, appears a proficient perspective from which to investigate romantic
relationships. This research field concluded that insecure attachment and emotion
dysregulation are connected to dysfunctions in romantic relationships. In contrast,
little is known about the role of the dysregulation of positive emotions. Therefore,
the explicative value of attachment in the field of romantic relationships suggests the
examination of this dimension in polyamory and of the relationship between poly-
amory attitudes and sexual satisfaction.

Polyamory, Sexual Satisfaction, Attachment, and Emotion Dysregulation

Polylovers report high sexual satisfaction (Conley et al., 2017, 2018; Moors et al.,
2017). Wosick-Correa (2010) suggests that these relationships involve open com-
munication of one’s sexual desires. From this perspective, positive attitudes towards
polyamory might indicate greater sexual assertiveness,which would lead to a bet-
ter recognition of other’s needs and to a better sexual satisfaction (Mark & Lasslo,
2018). Therefore, greater sexual satisfaction may be observed among polyamorous
individuals compared to monogamous individuals and may be positively associated
with positive attitudes towards polyamory.

As observed in the link between sociosexual behaviors and attitudes towards
CNM (Ka et al., 2020), the security of attachment is likely to moderate the relation-
ship between attitudes towards polyamory and sexual satisfaction. Several hypoth-
eses have been tested regarding the attachment profiles of polylovers. On one hand,
some authors formulate the hypothesis that positive attitudes towards polyamory
and/or being involved in polyamorous relationships should be associated with inse-
cure attachment styles (Ka et al., 2020; Moors et al., 2019). Indeed, polyamory, for
anxious individuals, who seek more affection from partners (Ka et al., 2020), would
be a strategy to satisfy an excessive need for closeness and to ward off the fear of
loneliness. Alternatively, adults with avoidant attachment may use polyamory as a
defensive strategy against the fear of intimacy, diluting closeness through multiple
concurrent relationships (Moors et al., 2019). However, these hypotheses were not
confirmed by the results of the original studies. On the other hand, several authors
argue that individuals involved in polyamorous relationships should be more likely
to have a secure attachment style. Indeed, it would be necessary to access the spe-
cificities of polyamory, such as great trust in the partner and low feelings of jealousy
(Ritchie & Barker, 2006).

Several data have already been collected to test these hypotheses. Some authors
found that individuals involved in CNM relationships or with a positive attitude
towards them showed a greater level of security in the attachment dimension and
similar or greater relational satisfaction (Ka et al., 2020; Moors et al., 2019; Ritchie
& Barker, 2006). Regarding the role of avoidant attachment, Moors et al. (2015)
found lower levels of avoidant attachment among CNM individuals compared to

@ Springer



Attachment Style, Emotion Dysregulation and Sexual... 357

monogamous ones. Regarding anxious attachment,, a study evidenced that CNM
individuals obtained similar levels compared to monogamous individuals (Moors
et al., 2015) and another contribution showed that higher levels of anxious attach-
ment were associated with negative attitudes towards CNM (Fenney & Noller,
1990).

As for other aspects of romantic relationships, associated with attachment and
sexual behaviors (Hessler & Katz, 2010; Tull et al., 2012; Vingerhoets et al., 2008),
emotion dysregulation may be involved in polyamorous relationships and attitudes
towards polyamory. For instance, a good ability to regulate and express positive
emotions increases the satisfaction and the psychological well-being in the relation-
ship (Rizor et al., 2017). Furthermore, both sexual compulsivity (i.e., uncontrolled
urge to perform sexual acts) and sexual sensation-seeking (i.e., the need for expe-
riencing novel and stimulating sexual experiences) involve a preference for sexual
relationships involving multiple partners and are associated with difficulties in
regulating and expressing positive emotions (Weiss et al., 2019). Since polyam-
ory involves intimate and sexual relationships with multiple partners (Haritaworn
et al., 2006), polyamory is expected to be linked to emotional dysregulation. How-
ever, emotion dysregulation levels are associated with poor levels of psychological
functioning (Aldao et al., 2010) and low dyadic and sexual satisfaction (Florean &
Pasirelu, 2019) and previous studies evidenced that polylovers show similar, or even
greater, levels of couple satisfaction (Moors et al., 2015). In addition, although most
of polylovers have multiple sexual partners, the construct of polyamory and CNM
relationships do not totally overlap. Indeed, some polylovers do not have multiple
sexual partners and some individuals having multiple sexual partners are not poly-
lovers (e.g., Scherrer, 2010). Therefore, polylovers are not expected to differ from
monogamous individuals on emotion dysregulation levels. Furthermore, since pol-
yamorous individuals may be particularly able to identify and communicate their
emotional needs, they may even show lower levels of emotion dysregulation (Yoo
et al., 2014). Therefore, although a better understanding of the emotional regulation
abilities of polyamorous individuals appears relevant for the understanding of the
topic, this has not been investigated yet.

The Present Study

This study aims to extend the knowledge about psychological variables associated
with polyamory and attitudes towards polyamory. The first goal is to identify psy-
chological specificities of polylovers in terms of attachment style, emotion dys-
regulation, and sexual satisfaction. We hypothesized that polylovers, compared to
monogamous individuals, will show higher levels of secure attachment and higher
levels of sexual satisfaction. Regarding the levels of dysregulation of both nega-
tive and positive emotions, no specific hypothesis was formulated because of the
lack of previous results on the topic The second set of hypotheses was related to the
second aim of the study, namely examining the predictive role of attitudes towards
polyamory on sexual satisfaction and the intervening role played by the attachment
styles. Since positive attitudes towards polyamory are likely to be associated with
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sexual assertiveness and since sexual assertiveness has been shown to predict sexual
satisfaction, we expected positive attitudes towards polyamory to predict sexual sat-
isfaction among both polyamorous and monogamous individuals. However, since
some authors previously suggested that positive attitudes towards polyamory may
be the result of insecure attachment styles, which has been shown to negatively pre-
dict sexual satisfaction, we hypothesized that avoidant attachment styles may neg-
atively moderate the relationship between attitudes towards polyamory and sexual
satisfaction.

Method
Participants and Procedure

The study involved a total of 178 adult participants (20.2% males; 77% females;
1.7% not binary; 1.1% preferred not to specify) recruited through a conveni-
ence sampling technique, with a mean of age of 28.66 years (SD=9.57; age
range:18-81 years). 14.6% of participants reported to be single; 11.2% was married;
14.6% was re-married; 1.1% reported to be in a romantic relationship; 57.3% was
divorced and 1.1% was separated. The sample was divided in two groups. The group
1 consisted of 76 individuals reporting to be polylovers (17 males; 56 females; 2
not binary; 1 preferred not to specify) and the group 2 of non polylovers (n=102;
19 males; 81 females; 2 not binary; 1 preferred not to specify). X2 tests evidenced
that the two groups did not differ in gender distribution (y*=1.24; p=.745), aver-
age income (¥*=5.80; p=.055) and instruction levels (y*=.12; p=.730). Simi-
larly, t-test evidenced no statistically significant differences in age between groups
(#(176)=—.173; p=.867). Further details about the distribution of the demographic
variables are available in Table 1.

The research procedures followed the official guidelines of the American Psycho-
logical Association and were approved by the ethics committee of Sapienza Univer-
sity of Rome (N. 181).

An online survey was created on the Eusurvey platform and promoted on social
media. At the beginning of the survey, participants were informed about the aims of
the study and its guarantee of privacy and anonymity. All the participants completed
the questionnaires in all their parts and no missing data was found.

Measures

The Attitudes Towards Polyamory Scale (ATP; Johnson et al., 2015) is the only
known measure of attitudes towards polyamorous relationships. It is a self- report
instrument, initially consisting of eight items inspired by preconceptions on the
topic. The final version is a unidimensional measure with 7 items, assessing atti-
tudes towards polyamory on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to
7 (Strongly Agree) and has 3 reverse scored items. A high score reflects a positive
attitude towards polyamory. Items on the scale included statements about sexually

@ Springer



Attachment Style, Emotion Dysregulation and Sexual... 359

Table 1 Descriptive of the

sample Polylovers Non polylovers
Mean age 28.51 (10.40) 28.76 (8.95)
Gender
Males 17 19
Females 56 81
Nonbinary 2 1
Non specified 1 1
Instruction
No degree or school degree 37 47
University degree 39 55
Average income by year
Less than 36.000 € 35 65
Between 36.000 € and 70.000 € 32 27
More than 70.000 € 9 10

transmitted infections, infidelity, open communication, relationship success, reli-
gious beliefs, legal rights, and the ability to love more than one person. The ATP
scale showed high internal consistency indicating strong reliability. The ATP dem-
onstrated good psychometric properties, which have been confirmed in our study
with good reliability (a=.82).

The Multidimensional Sexuality Questionnaire (MSQ; Snell et al., 1993) was
designed to measure psychological inclinations associated with sexual relationships.
The tool measures the construct in a multidimensional way, assessing the levels of
12 components of sexuality. For the purpose of this study, a short version of the
instrument has been used, excluding subscales which resulted to be insufficiently
reliable in previously collected data. The short version of the questionnaire evaluates
only the following subscales: sexual esteem, sexual concern, sexual consciousness,
sexual motivation, sexual assertiveness, sexual monitoring, sexual fear and sexual
satisfaction. The 5-point Likert scale ranges from 0 (not at all characteristic of me)
to 4 (very characteristic of me). The subscales of the MSQ showed good internal
consistency. Specifically, the Cronbach alphas ranged from .71, for the Sexual- Con-
sciousness Scale, to .94 for the Sexual-Preoccupation Scale.

The Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS; Giromini et al., 2012; Gratz
& Roemer, 2004) includes 36 items, assessing clinically relevant difficulties in regu-
lating negative emotions. Both the full and short versions, used in this study, are
composed of six scales: (1) non acceptance, consisting of items which reflect the
tendency to experience negative secondary emotions in response to one’s nega-
tive emotions or to have attitudes of non-acceptance with respect to one’s personal
distress; (2) goals includes items which investigate the difficulties in focusing and
performing a task while experiencing negative emotions; (3) impulse detects the
difficulty in maintaining control of the behavior when experiencing negative emo-
tions; (4) awareness contains items which focus on the tendency to pay attention
to ones’ emotions and the relative ability to recognize them; (5) strategies reflect
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the belief that it is particularly difficult to effectively regulate emotions once they
have occurred; (6) clarity refers to the ability to clearly recognize and discriminate
one’s emotions while experiencing them. The self-report answers are expressed on a
5 points Likert scale ranging from 1 (Never) to 5 (Always). The psychometric prop-
erties of the DERS have been confirmed in our study, since all the Cronbach alphas
were higher than .70.

The Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale Positive (DERS-P; Gratz; 2004;
Velotti et al., 2020) is a self-report tool consisting of 15 items aimed to assess dif-
ficulties in the regulation of positive emotions. The self-report items reflect the
subjects’ difficulty, concerning emotion regulation, in the following dimensions:
Acceptance of positive emotions; Ability to engage in goal-oriented behaviors while
experiencing positive emotions; Ability to control impulsive behaviors while experi-
encing positive emotions. The answers are expressed on a 5 points Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (Never) to 5 (Always). Higher scores indicate greater difficulty in regulat-
ing positive emotions. The DERS-P has demonstrated good psychometric properties
which have been confirmed by its good reliability in our study (a=.89).

The Experiences in Close Relationship Scale Short Form (ECR-S; Wei et al.,
2007). The ECR-S is used to assess the two insecure dimensions of romantic attach-
ment, namely anxiety and avoidance. The instrument consists of 12 items on a
7-point Likert’ scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). The
subscales of the ECR-S obtained high internal consistency, with an alpha value .73
for the Avoidance subscale and .71 for the Anxiety subscale.

Results
Group Comparisons

A series of analysis of variance, controlling for age and gender and correcting alpha
inflation with the Bonferroni method, was performed to test the existence of sig-
nificant differences between groups on the ECR-S, DERS, DERS-P and MSQ
scores. The examination of statistical significances of main effects shown no sig-
nificant differences regarding ECR-S and DERS scores, whereas the inverse pattern
of results emerged regarding DERS-P (Pillai’s Trace =.08, p=.003) and MSQ (Pil-
lai’s Trace=.23, p<.001) scores. Specifically, polylovers showed higher levels of
difficulty in accepting their positive emotions in a non-judgmental way, compared
to their non-polylovers counterparts. In addition, polylovers, compared to controls,
scored significantly higher on all the MSQ subscales, except for the Fear and Sexual
satisfaction ones. Further details are available in Table 2.

Psychological Associations of ATP Among Polylovers
Partial r-Pearson correlations, controlling for Age and Gender, between ATP and

all the other variables are described in Table 3. Results show that ATP scores
were significantly correlated with some dimensions of MSQ. Specifically, positive
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Table 2 Differences between means’ groups (MANOVA) on Attitude Towards Polyamory, Multidimen-
sional Sexuality and Emotional Dysrlegulation measures

Polylovers (n="76) Not polylovers (n=102) F p
Means SD Means SD
ATP 41.73 4.88 33.68 9.24 45.59 .000
DERS
Total 40.47 12.69 39.66 11.20 5.97 .005
Non acceptance 6.64 2.86 6.47 2.80 4.48 <.001
Goals 8.82 3.53 8.16 32 8.77 .072
Impulse 5.64 2.85 5.52 242 2.37 .026
Awareness 5.48 1.88 6.22 2.26 3.18 <.001
Strategies 7.73 3.06 7.37 29 6.36 .006
Clarity 6.13 2.52 5.90 1.94 4.30 .001
DERSP
Total 20.3 7.9 17.9 4.69 7.58 <.001
Goals 7.38 3.39 6.66 2.3 5.67 .001
Acceptance 5.57 2.71 4.69 1.51 7.35 .001
Impulse 5.71 2.6 523 1.77 3.46 .018
MSQ
Sexual esteem 18.84 4.21 15.73 17.06 9.00 <.001
Sexual preoccupation 10.89 4.51 9.32 423 5.64 .001
Sexual conscious 19.89 3.98 17 4.17 13.77 <.001
Sexual motivation 18.02 4.81 14.87 5.35 12.73 <.001
Sexual assertiveness 13.64 3.74 11.77 3.78 3.57 .015
Sexual monitoring 9.89 4.66 8.13 3.61 5.44 .001
Sexual fear 6.52 4.35 6.33 32 1.11 348
Sexual satisfaction 18.43 4.63 17.08 4.83 5.69 .001

ATP: attitudes towards polyamory; DERS: Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale; DERS-P: Difficul-
ties in Emotion Regulation Scale Positive; MSQ: Multidimensional Sexuality Questionnaire;

(1) Pillai’s Trace highilighted a significant score (p=.003)

(2) ATP’s F and p are computed by using Levene’s test for equality of variances

associations with Sexual satisfaction (r=.30; p <.05), Sexual consciousness (r=.28;
p <.05) and Sexual self-esteem (r=.31; p <.05) were found, whereas a negative and
significant correlation was observed with the Sexual fear subscale (r=—.30; p <.05).
Furthermore, some significant negative correlations between ATP and difficulties in
emotions regulation and attachment dimensions emerged. Specifically, ATP showed
a negative association with the DERS clarity subscale (r=—.23; p<.05), the total
DERS-P total score (r=—.32; p<.05), the DERS-P Acceptance (r=-—.27; p<.05)
and Impulse (r=-.33; p<.05) subscales, and the Avoidance (r=-.51; p<.001),
and anxiety (r=.30; p <.05) dimensions of the ECR-S.
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Table 3 Partial correlation between attitudes toward polyamory, sexuality, emotion regulation and attach-
ment, controlling for sex and age, in Polylovers group (n=76)

DERS-P Total Goals Accept- Impulse
ance
—.32% -.19 —27* —.33%
MSQ Esteem Preoccu-  Conscious Motiva-  Assertive Monitor- Fear Satisfaction
pied tion ing
31* -.08 28%* .20 17 -.02 —.30% .30%

ECR-S  Avoid- Anxiety
ance

DERS  Total Accept- Goals Impulse  Aware- Strategies Clarity
ance ness
-.21 -.07 -.11 —-.16 -.22 —.18 —.23%

ATP, Attitudes Towards Polyamory; DERS-P, Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale Positive; MSQ,
Multidimensional Sexuality Questionnaire; ECR-S, Experiences in Close Relationship Scale; DERS, Dif-
ficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale *p <.05; **p <.001

The Interaction Between ATP and Insecure Attachment in Predicting Sexual
Satisfaction

Finally, we tested the hypothesis that attachment dimensions moderate the relation-
ship between polyamorous attitudes and sexual satisfaction on the whole sample.
Two distinct moderation models were conducted. In the first model, while control-
ling for age, sex and avoidance, anxiety did not result to be a significant modera-
tor. On the contrary, a significant and negative interaction effect was observed in
the interaction between avoidance and ATP levels in predicting sexual satisfaction
(f=-.02; p=.003). Specifically, a significant negative relationship between ATP
and sexual satisfaction emerged in case of high levels of avoidance (= —.14;
SD=.05; p=.012), controlling for age, sex, and anxiety (see Fig. 1).

Discussion

The main goal of the study was to extend the current knowledge about the role of
some psychological variables (i.e., attachment, sexual satisfaction, and emotion dys-
regulation) in the involvement in polyamorous relationships as well as in the atti-
tudes towards polyamory.

Regarding our first aim, namely identifying the psychological profiles of poly-
lovers compared to monogamous individuals in variables of interest, results were
partially in line with our hypotheses. In particular, in the levels of attachment styles,
no significant difference was observed between polylovers and monogamous indi-
viduals. This data is consistent with a general trend in literature, supported by the
fact that this relational configuration is not associated with psychopathological vari-
ables and arguing for the need to destigmatize polyamory and (Conley et al., 2013).
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Fig. 1 Moderation of avoidant attachment in the relationship between positive attitudes towards polyam-
ory and sexual satisfaction. Note MSQ_SA, Multidimensional Sexuality Questionnaire, Sexual Satisfac-
tion scale; ATP, attitudes towards polyamory Scale; ECRS_A, Experiences in Close Relationship Scale
Short Form, Avoidance subscale

Then, in line with our hypothesis, results prove that polyamorous individuals show
higher levels of sexual satisfaction than non-polyamorous individuals. This finding
replicates previous evidences about CNM relationships (i.e., Conley et al., 2018).
Eventually, the examination of differences in emotion dysregulation levels between
polyamorous and monogamous individuals led to interesting results. The lack of sig-
nificant differences between groups in the dysregulation of negative emotions sug-
gests that the framework of risky sexual behaviors, strongly related to dysregulation
of negative emotions (Weiss et al., 2015b), cannot be employed in the understanding
of polyamory. Similarly, results suggest that the psychological profile of polyam-
orous individuals differ substantially from the profile of individuals with dysfunc-
tions in romantic relationships, such as the perpetrators of intimate partner violence
(Velotti et al., 2011). Therefore, our results disconfirmed the idea that the tendency
to have multiple partners is related to the attempt to avoid negative emotions within
the couple (Waldrop & Resick, 2004; Weiss et al., 2014).

However, we found that polylovers, compared to monogamous individuals, may
have greater difficulty in regulating positive emotions and tend to negatively judge
their own positive emotions. This finding is especially interesting for two reasons.
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First of all, it sheds light on the explaining potential of the dysregulation of positive
emotions, which is excessively overlooked in the field of clinical psychology (Gru-
ber, 2019). Furthermore, it suggests that potential dysfunctions related to polyamory
should not be searched in the field of the negative emotion dysregulation, but rather
in relation to pleasant and hedonic triggers (i.e., internal or external events trigger-
ing pleasant emotions). For instance, we know that difficulties in accepting posi-
tive emotions in a non-judgmental way is connected to the tendency to feel guilty
for those emotions, leading to the dampening of positive affects. We may question
whether such aspect is related to the specific ethical value associated to CNM (J6n-
asdéttir & Ferguson, 2013). From this perspective, high moral standards associated
to the polyamory philosophy may explain this result. Furthermore, this result may
be related to the potential over-representation, among the individuals engaging in
CNM relationships, of individuals with some neurobiological characteristics related
to the dysregulation of positive emotions (e.g., autism, ADHD). For instance, indi-
viduals with autism, who tend to engage in CNM relationships (Sala et al., 2020),
may have developed negative metacognitive beliefs about their positive emotions,
which may be experienced as dangerous, out of control and leading to the sense of
guilt. Although the prevalence rates of autism and other neurobiological disorders,
such as ADHD, are not actually known in the population of individuals engaging in
CNM relationships and have not been measured in our study, this issue merits fur-
ther investigation.

Alternatively, individuals with a difficulty to accept their positive emotions are
likely to have a compromised capacity to enjoy positive emotions and consequently
experience less positive affect. As suggested in the field of addiction, this aspect
may foster the research of a highly stimulating lifestyle (i.e., providing high positive
sensations), which may be satisfied through multiple romantic relationships.

Our second aim was to test the role of attachment in the relationship between
attitudes towards polyamory and sexual satisfaction. Most of our hypotheses were
confirmed by the results of the study. First of all, we found that greater positive atti-
tudes towards polyamory were associated to higher levels of sexual satisfaction. This
result is consistent with the idea that positive attitudes towards polyamory are likely
to be linked to the ability to identify and adequately communicate personal sexual
needs (i.e., sexual assertiveness). This capacity has been shown to predict sexual
satisfaction (Zhang et al., 2022). In addition, from the perspective of the cognitive
dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), it is not surprising to observe that positive atti-
tudes towards one’s lifestyle predict higher levels of sexual satisfaction, indicating a
greater coherence between values and lifestyle, which is a general predictor of life
satisfaction (Teerakapibal, 2020). Moreover, positive attitudes towards polyamory
were negatively associated with insecure attachment and emotion dysregulation.
These findings support the idea that positive attitudes towards polyamory should not
be considered pathological or deviant and do not appear to be a defensive mecha-
nism against difficulties in emotional and/or relational functioning. However, the
results of the moderation analyses partially mitigated these conclusions. Indeed, it
was found that the positive correlation between positive attitudes towards polyamory
and sexual satisfaction turned into negative in individuals with high levels of avoid-
ant attachment. This result is in line with the idea that positive attitudes towards
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polyamory may conceal difficulties in relational functioning among individuals
who feel discomfort with closeness and consider relationships as secondary. Indeed,
avoidant attachment has been previously shown to be associated with lower levels
of relationship satisfaction, including sexual satisfaction, also among polyamorous
individuals (Moors et al., 2019). Therefore, in association with such psychological
profile, positive attitudes towards polyamory should not reflect a genuine, ethical,
and authentic choice, but rather maintain a defensive functioning aimed to deny the
importance of intimacy.

From a clinical point of view, the replication of our findings in future contribu-
tions, addressing the limitations of our study (see the paragraph below), may have
some implications. First of all, the results suggest that positive attitudes towards
polyamory and the involvement in polyamorous relationships should not be auto-
matically interpreted as a sign of poor psychological and interpersonal functioning.
This observation may contribute to depathologize polyamory and help clinicians to
focus on the conditions in which it is likely to be associated with clinically signif-
icant problems. Results of the moderation model suggest that, in case the patient
with positive attitudes towards polyamory reports poor sexual satisfaction, it may
be useful to explore the presence of avoidant attachment. In line with these results,
clinicians should be able to discuss with patients their positive attitudes towards
polyamory, to explore the potential defensive use of this attitude towards the fear of
intimacy and its role in undermining sexual satisfaction.

Limitations and Future Directions

The results and the conclusions of the current study should be considered in light
of several limitations. First of all, the topic of CNM is complex, as it includes a
wide range of different relational configurations. Therefore, the results of the cur-
rent study should not be generalized to other configurations and should be repli-
cated in future studies with larger sample size. Therefore, the role of other poten-
tially confounding variables, such as sexual orientation, current number of partners,
living situation, and parenthood, has not been examined. Similarly, we measured
sexual satisfaction, but we did not exclude asexual individuals, a population where
polyamory may be especially popular (Scherrer, 2010). Furthermore, the relational
outcomes measured in the study (i.e., sexual satisfaction and romantic attachment)
were not referred to a specific partner despite the fact that preliminary results sug-
gested the need to differentiate these variables according to the specific relationship.
Therefore, future studies with a wider sample size and a greater statistical power
should be aimed to replicate our results, considering the differentiation of the single
relationships.

Finally, a central limitation of our study may be related to the convenience sam-
pling technique. In particular, this may have introduced a bias in the results concern-
ing the group of polylovers. Indeed, because of the potentially perceived stigmati-
zation related to their atypical romantic relationships, these participants may have
been motivated to participate because of their desire to show that polyamory is not
associated with poor psychological functioning and poor relationship satisfaction. In
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other words, the answers of these participants, compared to those of the comparison
group, may be biased by social desirability. Since this variable was not assessed in
our study, the estimation of its impact remains unclear and should be explored in
future studies. However, despite these limitations, the study suggests several inno-
vative insights to our psychological understanding of the topic of polyamory and
significatively extend the current knowledge.
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