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Abstract 

Consensual non-monogamies (CNM) have become increasingly visible in 

psychological and clinical research, yet there remains a substantial gap in understanding 

how these relational structures are perceived by mental health professionals with 

advanced training in fields such as family therapy and sexology. This study aims to 

explore the social representations held by family therapists, sexologists, and sex therapists 

regarding CNM. To investigate these representations, a qualitative, non-experimental 

approach was employed using the free word association method based on Abric’s Central 

Nucleus Theory, with data collected online from a non-probabilistic sample of Portuguese 

and Spanish therapists (N=156) and analysed through EVOC software. The analysis 

revealed that “relational diversity”, and “freedom” were central social representations 

across all Portuguese and Spanish professionals, while additional terms such as 

“complexity,” “confusing,” and “consent” varied in prominence depending on 

participants’ therapeutic experience and nationality. The results also suggest that while 

“relational diversity” and “freedom” are core elements in the social representations of 

CNM across samples, therapists without clinical experience working with CNM clients 

tend to associate it more strongly with terms like “confusing” and “complexity”. These 

results highlight the importance of including CNM-related content in therapist training 

programs, promoting less stigmatizing and more informed representations. Direct clinical 

exposure to these relationships may contribute to more sensitive, ethical, and informed 

interventions in the therapeutic context. 

Key-words: Consensual non-monogamy, Social representations, Family therapy, 

Sexology, Transcultural study. 
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Resumo 

As não-monogamias consensuais (NMC) têm vindo a se tornar cada vez mais visíveis 

na investigação psicológica e clínica, contudo persiste uma falta substancial de estudos 

para a compreensão de como estas estruturas relacionais são percebidas por profissionais 

de saúde mental com formação avançada em áreas como terapia familiar e sexologia. Este 

estudo visa explorar as representações sociais que os terapeutas familiares, sexólogos e 

terapeutas sexuais mantêm relativamente às NMC. Para investigar essas representações, 

foi empregue uma abordagem qualitativa, não-experimental, utilizando o método de 

associação livre de palavras baseado na Teoria do Núcleo Central de Abric, com dados 

recolhidos online a partir de uma amostra não-probabilística de terapeutas portugueses e 

espanhóis (N=156) e analisados através do software EVOC. A análise revelou que 

"diversidade relacional" e "liberdade" eram representações sociais centrais em todos os 

profissionais portugueses e espanhóis, enquanto termos adicionais como "complexidade", 

"confuso" e "consentimento" variaram em proeminência dependendo da experiência 

terapêutica e nacionalidade dos participantes. Os resultados sugerem também que, 

embora "diversidade relacional" e "liberdade" sejam elementos centrais nas 

representações sociais das NMC em todas as amostras, os terapeutas sem experiência 

clínica de trabalho com clientes NMC tendem a associá-las mais fortemente com termos 

como "confuso" e "complexidade". Estes resultados sublinham a importância de incluir 

conteúdos relacionados com NMC nos programas de formação de terapeutas, 

promovendo representações menos estigmatizantes e mais informadas. A exposição 

clínica direta a estas relações pode contribuir para intervenções mais sensíveis, éticas e 

informadas no contexto terapêutico. 

Palavras-chave: Não-monogamia consensual; Representações Sociais; Terapia 

familiar; Sexologia; Estudo transcultural.  
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Introduction 

Consensual non-monogamies (CNM) are relational configurations in which all 

individuals involved consent explicitly to engage in non-exclusive romantic or sexual 

relationships (Conley et al., 2013), have gained increased visibility in psychological and 

clinical literature in recent years. These relational configurations include open 

relationships, polyamory, and swinging, among others, and challenge mononormative 

frameworks that continue to dominate Western cultural and clinical narratives (Orion, 

2018). Despite a growing body of empirical work on CNM, there is still a notable gap in 

understanding how these relationships are perceived by mental health professionals, 

especially those with advanced training in fields such as family therapy and sexology. 

Therapists’ conceptualizations of CNM may be influenced by personal values, 

sociocultural norms, and professional models of intimacy that often privilege monogamy 

(Schechinger et al., 2018; Vaughan, 2019). Research has demonstrated that therapists may 

hold implicit biases or pathologizing assumptions about non-monogamous clients 

(Vaughan, 2019), which can negatively affect the therapeutic alliance, and the quality of 

care provided.  

To better understand these professional perspectives, the present study draws on 

Abric’s Central Nucleus Theory (Abric, 2003) to explore the social representations of 

CNM held by therapists. Social representations are collective, culturally embedded 

systems of meaning that influence how individuals and groups perceive complex 

phenomena (Moscovici, 1961). Using a qualitative and non-experimental design, 

involving free word association tasks, this study investigates the representational content 

of CNM among Portuguese and Spanish family therapists, sexual therapists and 

sexologists. Analyses were conducted with Ensemble de Programmes Permettant 

l’Analyse des Evocations (EVOC) software, allowing for the structural mapping of central 
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and peripheral elements of social representation (Vergès, 2002). This research aims to 

identify the symbolic boundaries shaping professional discourses around CNM and how 

these may vary across cultural contexts. Ultimately, this research seeks to inform more 

inclusive, ethical, and culturally sensitive clinical practices when supporting individuals 

engaged in consensual non-monogamies. 

Positionality Statements 

Two of the authors identify as cisgender, heterosexual, monogamous women and one 

as a cisgender, heterosexual, monogamous man. Among the research team, one is a 

professor and researcher specializing in family studies; another is a professor and 

researcher in the field of sexology, both within higher education institutions; and the third 

is a master’s student in clinical, health and well-being psychology. All three researchers 

are white, without reported disabilities. The team acknowledges that their own identities 

and lived experiences may have shaped their perspectives and influenced the approach 

taken in exploring the lived experiences of individuals engaged in CNM. 

1. Theoretical Framework 

1.1. Couples: Definition and Overview 

1.1.1. Defining a Couple 

Defining the concept of a couple might initially seem straightforward, but upon closer 

examination, it reveals itself to be a complex and multifaceted construct. Heiden-Rootes 

and her collaborators (2019) defined it as two or more individuals engaged in a romantic 

and/or sexual relationship. The couple's formation serves as the initial stage in the 

development of a romantic partnership, it is seen for many authors, as the beginning of 

the family life cycle, as it is at this stage that the nuclear family is “born” (Relvas, 2006). 

From a systemic perspective, this represents the creation of a new family unit because it 
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involves the establishment of a new system (this system being understood as the 

emergence of its components) with its own unique norms and transactional patterns, 

reflecting a new emergence of an overlapping subsystem (Carter & McGoldrick, 1995; 

Morin, 1988). 

However, this does not imply that the new couple (or the new family) completely 

severs ties with previous generations or that these earlier connections become irrelevant. 

Rather, it means that the formation of the couple leads to the creation of a distinct entity 

with its own characteristics, while still maintaining continuity with the past (Relvas, 

2006). This dynamic introduces the first paradox of couple formation (Relvas, 2006). A 

family does not emerge out of nowhere; its formation involves transforming what belongs 

to two individuals into a shared legacy through a process of negotiation and renegotiation. 

This transformation fosters a sense of belonging to a new group, a new family, without 

fully detaching from their previous family affiliations. Balancing these different levels of 

attachment is necessary, as individuals must navigate loyalty conflicts that may arise 

during this transition. Resolving these conflicts relies on the dynamics of the couple's 

relationship itself (Relvas, 2006). Each couple creates a unique relational model that 

shapes the couple’s shared identity while simultaneously delineating the boundaries of 

the relationship, this identity is unique and cannot but replicated with different individuals 

(Caillé, 1991; Narciso & Ribeiro, 2009).  

1.1.2. Changes in Couples Over Time  

In the 1950s, the term couple typically referred to a union between a man and a woman, 

formalized either through legal marriage or a stable, socially recognized partnership 

(Cherlin, 2004). During this period, male infidelity was nearly normalized, whereas the 

same tolerance did not extend to women, who were often regarded as the legal property 
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of their husbands and sexual relations within these unions were seldom openly discussed; 

instead, they were seen as a duty for women and a need and right for men (Emens, 2004). 

Other classifications tended to view the new couple as the initial stage of the family 

system, but unlike the authors mentioned previously, they tended to do so from a 

somewhat distinct perspective. Duvall (1958), for instance, labelled this stage as 

“childless couples” and identifies one of its key tasks as preparing for pregnancy and 

parenthood, this second stage, marked by the arrival of the first child, referred to as the 

expansive stage, serves to establish or complete the family. While these aspects are 

certainly significant, they may not be the most crucial, and despite what this terminology 

might suggest as the formation of the couple itself plays a pivotal role in shaping the 

future of the family, independent of whether they have children (Relvas, 2006).  

It is also important to note the sexual evolution from the reproductive sexual model of 

the 1960’s, where what was valued was the experience of sexuality only for reproductive 

purposes to a permissive and recreational model of sexuality. The first model is largely 

associated with the Church, with these institutions having had a major influence in 

spreading the idea of marriage as the exclusive means of reproduction (Araújo, 2002; 

Scorsolini-Comin & Santos, 2010). Before the approval of oral contraceptives, non-

reproductive sexualities were largely marginalized. In societies where reproduction is 

considered the primary purpose of sexual relations, postmenopausal women are often not 

expected to remain sexually active (Bancroft, 2009), as the loss of reproductive capability 

after menopause can reinforce the notion that sexual activity is no longer necessary or 

relevant. Consequently, societal values may lead to or reinforce the cessation of sexual 

activity among older adults, even to this day (DeLamater, 2012). These sexual stereotypes 

are rooted in outdated societal beliefs about aging, and they persist because culturally 

ingrained ideas are slow to evolve (Kenny, 2013).  
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Thanks to sociocultural shifts during the decades of 1960-1970, such as feminism and 

the sexual revolution, the forced sexual dynamics and gender inequalities characteristic 

of these earlier definitions, have become less prominent in Western societies (Orion, 

2018). Since the 1970s, divorce and marital separation have been increasingly recognized 

as legitimate life choices for spouses and have become more prevalent as social realities 

(Stevenson et al., 2007). In most Western societies, there was a large increase in divorce 

that peaked in the 1980s (Frank & Gertler, 1991). Studies on divorce and marital 

dissolution reveal the extensive range of impacts these events can have, influencing not 

only the individuals directly involved but also their broader social networks, including 

family members and friends (Volgy & Everett, 2014). From the perspective of the family 

life cycle, authors describe divorce as a disruption in the progression of life cycle stages, 

which creates a crisis that requires renegotiation of roles and redefinition of boundaries 

within the family system to restore balance (Carter & McGoldrick, 1995; Raley & 

Sweeney, 2020). Consequently, relationships have evolved to become more egalitarian, 

making it more acceptable to dissolve the union if the emotional needs of both partners 

are not met. This shift reflects a growing emphasis on personal freedom and the 

importance of creating a space for individual autonomy, especially in younger 

populations (Hull et al., 2010). 

Despite the evolving nature of intimate relationships, lifelong sexual monogamy 

continues to be regarded as a fundamental expectation within many couples. The violation 

of this normative commitment is frequently associated with marital dissatisfaction and an 

increased likelihood of divorce (Orion, 2018). In contemporary nuclear couples, there is 

often an expectation for both spouses to work, manage their careers, raise children, 

purchase a home, and care for aging relatives (typically from their family of origin). This 

"supermonogamy” (the idea of one right person ever; Emens, 2004) represents a new 
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social norm, though there is limited evidence in literature or human nature to fully support 

the feasibility of these high expectations (Orion, 2018).  

To further support this perspective, according to data from Eurostat (2022), Portugal 

went from having a divorce rate of 0.1 divorces per 1000 inhabitants in 1964 to a 1.8 per 

1000 inhabitants in 2022, while Spain's divorce rate in 2022 was 1.9 divorces per 1000 

inhabitants, with the earliest data available being from 1990 with a rate of 0.6 divorces. 

Today, couple relationships are understood as a form of partnership in which individuals 

aim to support and understand each other, fostering a safe environment conducive to 

personal growth, development, and fulfilling intimacy (Feeney & Collins, 2015). This 

perspective has allowed the definition of a couple to be more inclusive, encompassing a 

wide variety of relational configurations beyond the traditional heterosexual marriage 

(Compton & Kaufman, 2024). This expanded view includes LGBTQIA+ couples (a term 

covering various sexual and gender identities, such as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transgender, Queer, Intersex, and Asexual, with the “+” representing other gender 

identities or orientations), reflecting the internal and individual nature of one’s gender 

experience, which may or may not align with the sex assigned at birth (American 

Psychological Association, 2015). Additionally, CNM configurations have increasingly 

gained visibility, with a greater emphasis on mutual consent, commitment, and emotional 

intimacy between partners, regardless of gender or legal marital status (Macmillan & 

Copher, 2005). It is evident that most literature on couples often refers to a heterosexual 

and monogamous couple, emphasizing furthermore the minimal attention non-

monogamic relationships, and to sexual/gender minorities couples within outcome 

research (Green & Mitchell, 2015). 
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1.2. Consensual Non-Monogamies 

1.2.1. Definition 

Consensual non-monogamy is considered an umbrella term that encompasses various 

relational and sexual practices in which individuals have multiple partners with the full 

awareness and consent of all parties involved. This transparency differentiates CNM from 

infidelity, leading to its alternative descriptions as ethical or responsible non-monogamy 

(Conley et al., 2013). It is important to note however, that the wide variety of CNM 

configurations contributes to conceptual ambiguity (Cabral, 2024). As this topic is 

explored, challenges arise in distinguishing between certain relationship types, such as 

open relationships and monogamish relationships. This lack of clear differentiation is 

expected, given that research in this area is relatively recent and conceptually fluid 

(Haupert et al., 2017). Consequently, although numerous classifications exist, they often 

lack precise definitions. This is understandable, as the core aspect of this subject involves 

an ongoing process of understanding and defining these relationship structures. Although 

consensual non-monogamy encompasses various relationship configurations, three main 

types have been most extensively documented in the literature: open relationships, 

swinging and polyamory. 

In open relationships, the partners are romantically exclusive to only one partner and 

have other sexual partners at the same time. This primary couple can have sexual contact 

with other people, individually or together. The primary relationship is always the priority. 

Other forms of CNM, such as swinging, can be considered open relationships (Conley et 

al., 2017; Gusakova et al., 2021; Moors et al., 2017; Sheff, 2015).  

Swingers are typically described as individuals who participate in organized gatherings 

where they engage in sexual activities with people other than their primary partner (if 

they are in a committed relationship). However, they generally avoid forming romantic 
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emotional attachments, although friendships often emerge from these interactions 

(Harviainen & Frank, 2018). In this type of relationship, people can engage in as a couple 

or swap partners with another couple (Conley et al., 2017; Moors et al., 2017; Sheff, 

2015).  

Polyamory involves engaging in multiple romantic or intimate relationships with the 

consent of all parties involved (Conley et al., 2017; Moors et al., 2017; Sheff, 2015). 

These relationships may or may not include sexual activity. Polyamorous relationships 

can be structured either hierarchically or non-hierarchically: in hierarchical polyamory, 

partners are classified as primary or secondary, with different levels of commitment or 

priority (Barker, 2005). This hierarchy may be influenced by living arrangements, where 

cohabiting partners, commonly called "nesting partners" by those within the polyamorous 

community, are typically regarded as primary. Conversely, non-hierarchical polyamory 

assigns equal importance to the needs of all partners involved (Barker & Langdridge, 

2010). According to Barker (2005) and Cardoso and his collaborators (2021), polyamory 

can be understood as a relational orientation grounded in the belief that it is both possible 

and acceptable to love multiple people and maintain several intimate and sexual 

relationships simultaneously. The people involved in this configuration can have group 

relationships involving three or more people, or they can have several independent 

relationships at the same time (Conley et al., 2017; Moors et al., 2017; Sheff, 2015). In 

polyamory, romantic love and emotional connection are often perceived as limitless rather 

than restricted to a single partner (Moors et al., 2019). Additionally, not all polyamorous 

relationships are open to external partners. For instance, polyfidelity refers to a structure 

in which individuals remain sexually and romantically exclusive within a specific multi-

partner relationship. Another variation is the mono-poly dynamic, where one partner 

identifies as monogamous while the other engages in multiple romantic or sexual 
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relationships (Sheff, 2016). While the prevalence of asexual individuals participating in 

polyamory remains unclear, polyamorous relationships can also involve deep romantic 

and emotional intimacy without sexual involvement (Klesse, 2006; Scherrer, 2010). 

People can also participate in consensual non-monogamous sexual activities without 

necessarily adopting specific relationship labels or identities. Examples of this include 

engaging in threesomes (Scoats et al., 2018; Scoats, 2019) or group sex (Frank, 2013).  

1.2.2. Functioning and Dynamics  

Consensual non-monogamies have emerged as a response to individual needs and the 

challenges associated with traditional monogamous relationships. As societal norms 

evolve, CNM represents an adaptive approach to intimacy and partnership, challenging 

traditional expectations of exclusivity while fostering personal authenticity and relational 

flexibility (Sheff, 2015). The extent to which monogamous relationships differ from 

CNM continues to be a topic of active scientific investigation and scholarly discourse 

(Conley et al., 2017). Research examining aspects such as love, commitment, jealousy, 

relationship satisfaction, and overall relationship quality generally shows no significant 

differences between individuals in monogamous relationships and those practicing CNM 

(Conley et al., 2017; Rubel & Bogaert, 2015; Wood et al., 2018). Consensual non-

monogamies, are as successful, or not, as is monogamy (Emens, 2003; Orion, 2010; Sheff, 

2014). When CNM individuals feel secure in their arrangements, they report levels of 

affection, eroticism, and overall relationship functioning, including satisfaction, 

commitment, trust, and intimacy on par with, or even exceeding, those observed in 

monogamous relationships (Balzarini et al., 2019; Lecuona et al., 2021; Mogilski et al.,  

2017; Rodrigues et al., 2017; Rubel & Bogaert, 2015). For instance, studies indicate that 

people in polyamorous relationships typically report higher levels of relationship 

satisfaction compared to those in open relationships, and individuals practicing non-
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hierarchical polyamory tend to be more satisfied than those engaged in hierarchical 

polyamory (Balzarini, 2017); Murphy et al. (2021) observed that individuals who opted 

to practice non-monogamy experienced notable improvements in sexual satisfaction over 

time, even though their overall relationship quality remained unchanged. 

When establishing non-monogamous dynamics, CNM partners emphasize open 

communication to collaboratively define and refine the boundaries of their arrangement 

(Andersson, 2022; Cabral, 2024; Cohen, 2016; Wood et al., 2021). Effective 

communication fosters a sense of fairness within the relationship, strengthens mutual trust 

and commitment (Hangen et al., 2020; McLean, 2004), allowing partners who feel 

uncertain to pause and renegotiate their agreement as needed (Philpot et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, compared to monogamous individuals, CNM partners tend to adopt more 

constructive conflict resolution strategies, such as engaging in active problem-solving 

rather than withdrawing during disagreements, and they also report greater overall well-

being (Brooks et al., 2022). 

This honesty and openness play a crucial role in addressing jealousy (de Visser & 

McDonald, 2007). In CNM, jealousy is not necessarily viewed as a threat to the 

relationship (Balzarini, 2021). Instead, it is often seen as a manageable emotion (Scoats 

& Anderson, 2019) or even as an opportunity for compersion, which involves 

experiencing joy from a partner’s pleasure with another person (Cabral, 2024; Mogilski, 

2019). 

1.2.3. Society’s Perceptions of Consensual Non-Monogamies 

In 2013, Conley and collaborators carried out four studies evaluating the stigma 

towards CNM. These studies’ large sample size (over 1000 participants) enabled an 

examination of whether perceptions of monogamy and CNM were consistent across 

different demographic groups, including college students, noncollege adults, men, 
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women, various ethnicities, and sexual orientations. Results indicated that all groups 

shared similar beliefs about monogamous and CNM relationships. Findings revealed a 

strong societal bias favouring monogamy, with it being associated with greater happiness, 

sexual satisfaction, and social value. Compared to monogamy, for example, CNM 

relationships were widely viewed as less acceptable, less sexually satisfying, lower in 

quality and more sexually risky. This bias persisted across all social and cultural groups, 

including individuals engaged in CNM relationships. Although CNM individuals were 

viewed positively in some respects, monogamy was overwhelmingly perceived as the 

superior relationship model, reinforcing stigma against CNM (Conley et al., 2013). 

A Norwegian study involving 4,160 participants demonstrated that non-consensual 

non-monogamy remains considerably more prevalent than its consensual counterpart, 

with 26.3% of men and 17.8% of women reporting experiences of non-consensual non-

monogamy, compared to only 3% reporting consensual non-monogamy. This substantial 

disparity highlights the distinction between infidelity and intentional relationship design, 

emphasizing the importance of consent as a defining characteristic in contemporary 

relationship categorizations (Træen, & Thuen, 2022). 

American research further illuminates the complexity of relationship preferences and 

practices within Western populations. Notably, one-third of American adults describe 

their ideal relationship as diverging from complete monogamy, suggesting that traditional 

dyadic exclusivity may not align with contemporary relationship aspirations for a 

substantial portion of the population (Scoats & Campbell, 2022). However, the gap 

between idealization and practice remains evident, with only 6% of respondents reporting 

current engagement in completely non-monogamous relationships (Scoats & Campbell, 

2022). This discrepancy between preference and practice may reflect societal constraints, 

practical challenges, or the influence of normative expectations that discourage 
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exploration of alternative relationship structures despite personal inclinations (Scoats & 

Campbell, 2022). 

Fairbrother and his collaborators (2019), conducted a nationally representative study 

of 2 003 Canadian adults. Their findings reveal that 2.4% of all participants, and 4.0% of 

those currently in relationships, reported active engagement in open relationships. While 

these current engagement rates appear modest, the research uncovered substantially 

higher levels of historical experience and aspirational interest, with one-fifth of 

participants reporting prior open relationship engagement and 12% identifying open 

relationships as their ideal relationship configuration. Men demonstrated significantly 

greater likelihood than women to report both previous open relationship experience and 

identification of open relationships as their ideal type. Additionally, younger participants 

showed increased propensity for both engagement in and preference for open 

relationships, suggesting generational shifts in relationship orientation that may influence 

future prevalence rates. 

Recent research on the British population by Thomas et al. (2024) provides additional 

nuanced insights into polygamous interest across gender lines. Their examination of two 

heterosexual samples revealed modest overall interest in polygamous relationships, with 

pronounced gender differences in specific configurations. Men demonstrated six times 

greater openness to polygyny compared to women, while gender differences in polyandry 

acceptance were minimal. Importantly, their analysis revealed that all forms of CNM 

were perceived as less desirable than both singlehood and monogamy, suggesting that 

despite some interest, traditional relationship models retain preferential status. However, 

the research crucially demonstrated that consensual multi-partner relationships were 

viewed as significantly less undesirable than non-consensual arrangements, reinforcing 

the critical importance of consent in determining relationship acceptability. 
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In 2016, Hutzler et al. performed a study about the misconceptions of the public toward 

polyamory. With a sample of over 100 participants, it was concluded that those in 

polyamory relationships, were perceived as having higher levels of promiscuity, unsafe 

sexual practices, and sex drive, being lower in trustworthiness and morality and 

demonstrating greater communication skills and extroversion. Additionally, participants 

viewed polyamorous individuals as more physically attractive, less jealous, and less 

satisfied in their relationships than their monogamous counterparts. However, beliefs 

about unsafe sexual practices are not supported by evidence, as research suggests that 

polyamorous individuals are more likely to engage in safer sexual practices, such as 

regular sexual transmitted infections (STI) testing (Conley et al., 2012; Cox et al., 2013). 

Despite this, misconceptions about polyamory and STI risk may contribute to 

discrimination against those in non-monogamous relationships. 

In their study about lay-people’s definition of polyamory, Cardoso et al. (2021) found 

that polyamory is primarily defined as a relationship structure involving specific 

behaviours, followed by the capacity for multiple emotional or romantic connections. 

Definitions also emphasize emotional, sexual, and ethical dimensions. Individuals in 

CNM relationships are more likely than those uninterested in CNM to view polyamory 

as a relational possibility, highlighting aspects such as emotional connections, ethical 

considerations, and the importance of consent. CNM individuals also tend to de-

emphasize the centrality of sex in their relationships, which may challenge prevailing 

assumptions about sexuality in polyamorous dynamics within clinical and research 

contexts (Cardoso, 2021). 

Consensual non-monogamies are also often viewed as lacking in relational quality, as 

immoral, and as harmful, particularly in the context of raising children (Sheff, 2015). 

According to Sheff (2015), such biases can create significant pressure to conceal the 
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nature of their relationships, even from close friends and family. Examples of these 

challenges include rejection by one’s family of origin and criticism regarding parenting 

capabilities. In extreme cases, this stigma may lead to the loss of parental rights over 

children, underscoring the pervasive societal challenges faced by individuals practicing 

CNM. Despite the growing body of research on this topic, the perceptions and attitudes 

of health professionals toward these relational models remain relatively underexplored in 

scientific literature. 

1.2.4. Perceptions of Consensual Non-monogamies in Health Settings 

Stigmatization towards CNM is not confined to the general population; it extends to 

health professionals as well; judgment and prejudice from healthcare providers are 

frequently reported (Vaughan et al., 2019). In a study by Vaughan et al. (2019) , conducted 

with a focus group of non-monogamous individuals, there were identified four key 

themes regarding the experiences of CNM individuals in healthcare settings. The first was 

lack of awareness about CNM, as many participants reported that healthcare providers 

assumed monogamy as the norm and displayed a general lack of knowledge about CNM 

relationships. They were rarely asked about their relationship style or number of partners, 

leading to feelings of invisibility. Secondly, sexual stigma was a noticeable theme, as 

participants frequently experienced explicit or subtle judgment from healthcare staff after 

disclosing their CNM status. Reactions such as disapproving facial expressions, 

avoidance of eye contact, and condescending tones contributed to a stressful and 

stigmatizing environment. The third theme was efforts to avoid stigma and find CNM 

inclusive providers: to mitigate discrimination, participants employed various strategies 

to find accepting healthcare professionals. These included seeking recommendations 

from other CNM individuals, visiting public health clinics or sexual health care 

associations for STI testing, and researching providers’ websites for signs of inclusivity, 
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such as LGBTQIA+ support. Lastly, the fourth theme was the need for CNM inclusive 

care: participants emphasized the importance of healthcare providers offering judgment-

free, open-minded care. They desired an approach that recognized the legitimacy of CNM 

relationships while addressing their specific healthcare needs, particularly in sexual 

health management.  A central concern across all themes was the desire for respectful, 

non-judgmental interactions that foster trust and collaboration between CNM individuals 

and healthcare professionals (Vaughan et al., 2019). 

A study by Schechinger et al. (2018) found that mental health practitioners (historically 

central in supporting marginalized groups) are not immune to perpetuating stigmatizing 

attitudes toward CNM. Without proper education and training, these professionals may 

unintentionally adopt biased, inappropriate, or harmful practices when working with 

CNM clients (Schechinger et al., 2018). In therapy contexts, one in ten individuals in 

CNM relationships reported that their mental health professionals lacked sufficient 

knowledge about CNM. Additionally, another 10% of participants felt pressured by 

therapists to end their CNM relationships, which often led to premature termination of 

therapy (Schechinger et al., 2018). 

Findings by Baluck (2020) indicate that greater knowledge of CNM was linked to 

more positive attitudes toward CNM relationships. Conversely, therapists with lower 

CNM knowledge tended to hold more negative perceptions of polyamorous or sexually 

open relationships. However, factors such as prior experience with CNM clients did not 

appear to influence therapists' attitudes or evaluations of client well-being. Additionally, 

no significant differences were found in therapists' assessments of symptom severity, 

relationship dissatisfaction, or their own perceived competence based on the client's 

relationship style (Baluck, 2020). 
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While existing research has primarily focused on the perspectives of individuals in 

CNM relationships towards health professionals, there is a notable absence of studies 

exploring how therapists themselves perceive CNM, according to the literature reviewed 

for this research. Although literature has begun to examine how health professionals 

perceive consensual non-monogamies, there remains a significant gap in our 

understanding of how these relationships are viewed by mental health professionals with 

specialized training in areas directly related to intimate and relational dynamics, such as 

family therapists or sexologists, which constitutes the central focus of the present study.  

1.3. Transcultural Study Rationale 

From a theoretical perspective, the cross-cultural dimension of this investigation is 

particularly warranted given that social representations are fundamentally shaped by 

cultural contexts and collective meaning-making processes (Moscovici, 1988). The 

selection of Portuguese and Spanish samples for this cross-cultural investigation of social 

representations was strategically grounded in the comparable sociodemographic and 

cultural contexts of these Iberian nations. Both countries have experienced remarkably 

similar trajectories in relationship dissolution patterns, with Portugal's divorce rate 

evolving from 0.1 per 1000 inhabitants in 1964 to 1.8 per 1000 in 2022, while Spain 

demonstrated a parallel trend reaching 1.9 divorces per 1000 inhabitants in 2022 from 0.6 

in 1990 (Eurostat, 2022). These comparable divorce rates suggest similar processes of 

relationship norm liberalization and acceptance of alternative relationship configurations. 

Furthermore, both nations occupy analogous positions regarding LGBTQIA+ rights and 

social acceptance, with Portugal achieving 62% and Spain 74% in ILGA-Europe's 

comprehensive ranking that evaluates 49 countries across 74 criteria encompassing 

equality, non-discrimination, family rights, hate crime legislation, legal gender 

recognition, intersex bodily integrity, civil society space, and asylum policies (ILGA 
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Europe, 2023). This contextual similarity proves particularly relevant, given that research 

indicates CNM practitioners are significantly more likely to identify as sexual and gender 

minorities, compared to non-CNM individuals (Borgogna et al. 2024). The comparable 

legal and social frameworks regarding minority rights in both countries provide an ideal 

context for examining how professional representations of CNM may vary despite similar 

sociocultural foundations, potentially revealing subtle cultural influences on therapeutic 

conceptualizations while controlling for broader structural factors that might otherwise 

confound cross-national comparisons. 

2. Method 

This study adopts a qualitative, non-experimental approach, as no variables were 

manipulated.  

The main goal of this study was to collect and understand the social representations of 

family therapists, sexual therapists and sexologists towards CNM. The concept of social 

representations was first studied by Serge Moscovici, a social psychologist, in the 1960s. 

Moscovici emphasized that the perception of reality is not fixed but rather mutable, as 

reality is socially constructed. In this context, the meaning attributed to objects and reality 

itself is shaped by individuals' relationships, modes of communication, and behaviours 

within society. The interpretation of reality is thus the outcome of these interconnected 

social dynamics (Moscovici, 1988). According to this perspective, social representation 

has a dualistic nature. It involves not only the interpretation of the object that is the focus 

of representation but also the interpretation by the individual perceiving and representing 

it (Abric, 1993; Moscovici, 1988). This duality underscores the intricate interplay 

between subjective and objective dimensions, as the act of representing an object 

inherently reflects the sociocultural and individual framework through which it is 

perceived and understood. 
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To study social representations, the free word association method was used, based on 

Abric’s Central Nucleus Theory (1993). This method allows for the spontaneous 

identification of latent terms related to the subject under study (in this case, CNM). By 

instructing participants to list the first five words that immediately come to mind when 

thinking about CNM, it becomes possible to understand how they cognitively organize 

and establish connections regarding the topic. A key advantage of this method lies in its 

ability to combine clear and direct instructions with the respondent’s freedom of 

expression, minimizing researcher influence and response bias (Abric, 1993). While other 

approaches exist for studying social representations, free word association has proven 

effective in revealing the structure and internal organization of a representation, including 

its central nucleus, contrasting elements, and peripheral system (Sá, 1996, 1998). 

2.1 Participants 

The sample for this study consists of both Portuguese and Spanish family therapists, 

sexologists and sexual therapists with the following inclusion criteria: (a) proficiency in 

Portuguese or Spanish and (b) accredited training from recognized family, sexology or 

sexual therapy societies or institutions. Data were collected from various professionals 

(family therapists, sexologists, and sexual therapists) but were not analysed by 

professional category. Therefore, participants in this study will be generically referred to 

as therapists throughout. 

The total sample consisted of 156 participants, including 91 from Portugal and 65 from 

Spain (the Portuguese sample was initially composed by 95 participants, however, due to 

responses not meeting the criteria necessary to be classified as coming from a family 

therapist, a sexual therapist or a sexologist, four questionnaires were excluded from the 

final analysis). Participants' ages ranged from 26 to 71 years (M = 47.30). Regarding 

gender distribution, most participants (75.6%) identified as female. In terms of sexual 
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orientation, the majority identified as heterosexual (136 participants, 87.2%). In terms of 

educational background, psychology was the most common field, with 116 participants 

(74.4%) holding a degree in this area.  

Only a total of 9 participants (5.8%) reported having been directly involved in CNM. 

Regarding professional experience as psychotherapists, most of the sample 55 

participants (35.3%) reported between 0 and 10 years of practice (n = 55; 35.3%) and 

between 10 and 20 years (n = 47; 30.1%). When asked about their experience working 

with CNM clients in psychotherapy, 109 participants (69.9%) reported never having 

worked with this population, while 47 (30.1%) had experience with CNM.  For more 

details see Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Sociodemographic and professional characterization of the total sample 

Sociodemographic Characteristics n % 

Gender 

Female 118 75.6 

Male 35 22.4 

Undisclosed 3 1.9 

Sexual 

orientation 

Heterosexual 136 87.2 

Bisexual 10 6.4 

Lesbian 2 1.3 

Gay 2 1.3 

Pansexual 2 1.3 

Other 2 1.3 

Undisclosed 1 0.6 

Educational 

background 

Psychology 116 74.4 

Social Services 14 9.0 

Education 9 5.8 

Medicine 8 5.1 

Nursing 5 3.2 

Sexology 1 0.6 

Others 1 0.6 

Years of 

experience as a 

psychotherapist 

0-10 years 55 35.3 

10-20 years 47 30.1 

20-30 years 39 25.0 

30-40 years 12 7.7 

Over 40 years 3 1.9 

 

As illustrated in Table 2, the Portuguese sample, participants' ages ranged from 26 to 

68 years (M = 46.14). Regarding gender, most participants (80.2%) identified as female, 

and 1 participant (1.1%) chose not to disclose their gender. In terms of sexual orientation, 
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83 participants (92.2%) identified as heterosexual. Regarding educational background, 

over half of the sample (76.9%) had training in psychology. Within this sample, 84 

participants (93.3%) were already familiar with the term CNM, while 6 (6.7%) were not. 

Only 3 participants (3.3%) reported having been or currently being involved in a CNM 

relationship. Regarding experience in providing psychotherapy to individuals in CNM 

relationships, 59 participants (64.8%) reported never having worked with CNM clients, 

32 (35.2%) had experience working with them.  
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Table 2 

Sociodemographic and professional characterization of the Portuguese sample 

Sociodemographic Characteristics n % 

   Gender 

Female 73 80.2 

Male 17 18.7 

Undisclosed 1 1.1 

Sexual 

orientation 

Heterosexual 83 87.2 

 Bisexual 1 1.1 

Lesbian 2 2.2 

Gay 2 2.2 

Pansexual 1 1.1 

Other 1 1.1 

Educational 

background 

Psychology 70 76.9 

Social Services 9 9.9 

Nursing 5 5.1 

Medicine 4 3.2 

Others 1 0 

 

 

 

Years of 

experience as a 

psychotherapist 

0-10 years 31 34.1 

10-20 years 29 31.9 

20-30 years 23 25.3 

30-40 years 7 7.7 

Over 40 years 1 1.1 

 

In the Spanish sample, participants' ages ranged from 29 to 71 years (M = 48.9). 

Regarding gender, most of the participants (69.2%) identified as female and 18 (27.7%) 

as male. In terms of sexual orientation most participants (81.5%) identified as 

heterosexual. Regarding educational background, over half the sample (70.6%) had 

training in psychology Within the Spanish sample, only 6 participants (9.4%) reported 
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having been involved in a CNM relationship and only 15 participants (23.1%) reported 

having experience providing psychotherapy to individuals in CNM relationships. For a 

detailed breakdown, see Table 3. 

Table 3 

Sociodemographic and professional characterization of the Spanish sample 

Sociodemographic Characteristics n % 

   Gender 

Female 45 69.2 

Male 18 27.7 

Undisclosed 2 3.1 

Sexual 

orientation 

Heterosexual 53 81.5 

 Bisexual 9 13.8 

Pansexual 1 1.5 

Other 1 1.5 

Undisclosed 1 1.5 

Educational 

Background 

Psychology 46 70.6 

Education 9 13.8 

Social services 5 7.7 

Medicine 4 6.2 

Sexology 1 1.5 

 

 

Years of 

experience as a 

psychotherapist 

0-10 years 24 34.1 

10-20 years 18 27.7 

20-30 years 16 24.6 

30-40 years 5 7.7 

Over 40 years 2 3.1 

 

2.2. Materials 

For the purposes of this study, two questionnaires were developed: (a) a questionnaire 

containing a single prompt (“When thinking about consensual non-monogamy, write the 
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first five words that immediately come to mind”) (cf. Appendices 1 and 2) accompanied 

by a brief definition of the concept and an instruction to consider the order in which the 

words emerged, with the order of evocation ranging from 1 (word or brief expression 

recalled first) to 5 (word or brief expression recalled last); and (b) a sociodemographic 

questionnaire designed to collect information on gender, age, sexual orientation, years of 

professional practice as a psychotherapist, prior experience in providing psychotherapy 

to individuals in CNM relationships, and the frequency of such cases (1–2 cases per year, 

3–4 cases per year, 5–6 cases per year) (cf. Appendices 3 and 4). For each of these 

questionnaires, there was a Portuguese and a Spanish version. A final screening question 

was included as to assess where participants obtained their degree in either family and 

couple therapy or sexology. 

2.3 Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 

This study received approval from the Data Protection Office of the University of 

Madeira (UMa) as well as from UMa’s Ethics Committee (reference n. º 144; cf. 

Appendix 5). All ethical and deontological principles outlined by the American 

Psychology Association’ Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct (2025). 

Data collection took place online between October 2024 and February 2025. The 

online questionnaires were created using the Google Forms platform, preceded by an 

electronic informed consent (cf. Appendix 6; cf. Appendix 7), which participants were 

required to acknowledge before gaining access to the data collection questionnaire. The 

Spanish version of the questionnaires was revised by a bilingual investigator, fluent in 

both Portuguese and Spanish. All the questionnaires were then shared through the 

personal contacts of the investigating team and with the Portuguese Society of Family 

Therapy, the Portuguese Society of Clinical Sexology, and the Spanish Federation of 

Family Therapy Associations so that they could share the questionnaires with their 
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members. As a result, the sample constitutes a non-probabilistic selection, gathered 

through the snowball sampling method. 

The data was standardized to ensure consistency. Similar or synonymous terms were 

emerged into a single category to maintain coherence in the analysis (cf. Appendices 8 

and 9). Each word was examined individually, and synonym categories were constructed 

sequentially based on the order in which the terms appeared during analysis. In 

accordance with the Consolidated criteria for Reporting Qualitative research (COREQ) 

protocol (Tong et al., 2007), discussions were held among members of the research team 

regarding the word categories (Mays & Pope, 2000; Swindlehurst et al., 2023). These 

discussions contributed to a more refined and accurate analysis of the data, allowing for 

the review, adjustment, or exclusion of categories as needed (Tong et al., 2007). Final 

adjustments included harmonizing uppercase and lowercase letters, singular and plural 

forms, and gendered variations. Additionally, all punctuation and diacritical marks were 

removed, and hyphens were added to multi-word expressions. After this process, both 

Portuguese and Spanish words were translated to English. 

Data processing and analysis were conducted using the EVOC software, 2005 version. 

In this study, four out of sixteen available programs were employed: Lexique, which 

identifies lexical units and generates a vocabulary of evoked terms; Trievoc, which 

arranges and organizes the evocations in alphabetical order; Rangmot, which provides the 

frequency counts and the average evocation order for each word; and Rangfrq, which 

displays the elements of the central nucleus, constrasting nucleus and peripheral systems 

in a four-quadrant framework (Machado & Aniceto, 2010). This software generates co-

occurrence matrices of words, known as four-quadrant matrices (Machado & Aniceto, 

2010; Vergès, 2002). The upper-left quadrant represents the central nucleus, which 

includes the most frequently mentioned words that were also evoked in the first and 
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second positions. The lower-left quadrant contains contrast elements, which are more 

idiosyncratic and reflect individual experiences: these terms appear in the first and second 

positions but are limited to a smaller group of respondents. The right-side quadrants 

correspond to the peripheral structure of the representation. The first periphery consists 

of frequently mentioned words that appear later in the evocation order (third, fourth, and 

fifth positions), whereas the second periphery comprises less frequently mentioned and 

more externally positioned terms. Unlike the central core, which is relatively stable, the 

second periphery is more flexible and context-dependent (Abric, 1993, 2001, 2003). 

3. Results 

3.1. Social Representations of the Portuguese Sample 

In the Portuguese sample (n = 91), participants evoked a total of 455 terms, comprising 

20 distinct words. The frequency of evocation ranged from 5 to 98, with a mean order of 

evocation of 3.00 (on a scale from 1 to 5), and values ranging between 1.67 and 4.00. 

 As shown in Table 4, the central nucleus is organized around three key terms: 

“consent” (n = 13; M.O.E. = 2.54), “relational diversity” (n = 66; M.O.E. = 2.26), and 

“freedom” (n = 40; M.O.E. = 2.58) (cf. Appendix 10). 
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Table 4 

Social Representations Among the Portuguese Population: Central Nucleus, 

Contrasting Nucleus, First Periphery, and Second Periphery of Terms Evoked  

 Rang <2,60 Rang >2,60 

Frequency 

>=10 

Central Nucleus Periphery 1 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Consent 13 2.54 
Openness to 

Experience 
25 3.12 

Relational 

Diversity 
66 2.26 Present Times 11 3.45 

Freedom 40 2.58 Challenging 11 3.73 

 

Infidelity 12 3.10 

Multiple 

Partners 
15 3.20 

Negotiation 60 2.98 

Negative 

Feelings 
28 3.89 

Positive 

Feelings 
98 3.18 

Sexuality 22 3.27 

Frequency 

59 

Contrasting Nucleus Periphery 2 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Confusing 6 2.17 Complexity 6 3.83 

Different 9 1.67 
Community 

and Culture 
9 3.44 

   Immorality 6 3.33 

   Individuality 7 4.00 

   
Limited 

Knowledge 
6 3.50 

   Violence 5 3.00 

Note. f = frequency; M.O.E. = mean order of evocation; Rang = mean rank. 
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3.2. Social Representations of the Spanish Sample 

In the Spanish sample (n = 65), participants evoked a total of 319 terms, 

encompassing 14 distinct words. The frequency of evocation ranged from 5 to 64, with 

a mean order of evocation of 2.97 (on a scale from 1 to 5), and values spanning from 

2.00 to 3.89.  

As presented in Table 5, the Central Nucleus highlights three terms: “complexity” 

(n= 22; M.O.E.= 2.50), “relational diversity” (n= 48; M.O.E.= 2.27), and “freedom” 

(n= 32; M.O.E. = 2.16). Within the contrasting nucleus, the only term is “infidelity” (n= 

5; M.O.E. = 2.00) (cf. Appendix 11). 
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Table 5 

Social Representations Among the Spanish Population: Central Nucleus, Contrasting 

Nucleus, First Periphery, and Second Periphery of Terms Evoked  

 Rang <2,60 Rang >2,60 

Frequency 

>=10 

Central Nucleus Periphery 1 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Complexity 22 2.50 Present Times 12 3.75 

Relational 

Diversity 
48 2.27 

Community 

and Culture 
12 3.50 

Freedom 32 2.16 Negotiation 30 2.93 

 

Negative 

Feelings 
53 3.45 

Positive 

Feelings 
64 3.28 

Sexuality 14 3.00 

Frequency 

59 

Contrasting Nucleus Periphery 2 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Infidelity 5 2.00 Confusing 9 3.89 

   Consent 6 2.83 

   Different 8 4.00 

Note. f = frequency; M.O.E. = mean order of evocation; Rang = mean rank. 

3.3. Social Representations Based on Psychotherapeutic Experience With CNM 

3.3.1. Portuguese Therapists With Experience in Supporting Clients in CNM 

For Portuguese therapists with experience in providing care to individuals engaged in 

CNM relationships (n = 32), a total of 160 terms were generated, including 18 distinct 

words. Evocation frequencies ranged from 1 to 26, with a mean order of evocation of 

3.00, and values ranging from 1.00 to 4.00.  
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Within the central nucleus, only one term emerged: “relational diversity” (n = 16; 

M.O.E. = 2.19). The term most frequently mentioned by these therapists was “positive 

feelings,” which was cited 35 times, although it had a higher mean order of evocation 

(M.O.E. = 3.00) (cf. Appendix 12). 
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Table 6 

Social Representations of Portuguese Therapists With Experience in Supporting 

Clients in CNM: Central Nucleus, Contrasting Nucleus, First Periphery, and Second 

Periphery of Terms Evoked  

 Rang <2,60 Rang >2,60 

Frequency 

>=5 

Central Nucleus Periphery 1 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Relational 

Diversity 
16 2.19 

Openness to 

Experience 
13 3.46 

   Present Times 6 3.67 

   Consent 5 3.00 

 

Freedom 19 2.79 

Negotiation 26 2.96 

Negative 

Feelings 
6 3.67 

 
 

Positive 

Feelings 
35 3.00 

  Sexuality 7 3.57 

  Violence 5 3.00 

Frequency 

14 

Contrasting Nucleus Periphery 2 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Confusing 1 1.00 Complexity 2 4.00 

Different 4 1.75 
Community 

and Culture 
2 3.50 

   Challenging 4 3.75 

    Individuality 2 4.00 

    Infidelity 3 2.67 

 
   

Multiple 

Partners 
4 3.00 

       

Note. f = frequency; M.O.E. = mean order of evocation; Rang = mean rank. 
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3.3.2. Spanish Therapists With Experience in Supporting Clients in CNM 

In the Spanish sample of therapists with experience working with individuals in CNM 

relationships (n = 16), a total of 80 terms were analysed, with 13 of these being distinct 

words. The frequency of evocation ranged from 1 to 20, with a mean order of evocation 

of 3.00, with values spanning from 1.00 to 4.00.  

The central nucleus includes the terms “relational diversity” (n = 7; M.O.E. = 2.14) 

and “freedom” (n = 11; M.O.E. = 1.82). As in the Portuguese sample, the most frequent 

category was “positive feelings” (n = 20; M.O.E. = 3.55) with the second most frequent 

being “negative feelings” (n = 16; M.O.E.= 3.44). (cf. Appendix 13). 
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Table 7 

Social Representations of Spanish Therapists With Experience in Supporting Clients in 

CNM: Central Nucleus, Contrasting Nucleus, First Periphery, and Second Periphery of 

Terms Evoked  

 Rang <2,60 Rang >2,60 

Frequency 

>=5 

Central Nucleus Periphery 1 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Relational 

Diversity 
7 2.14 Complexity 6 2.67 

     Freedom 11 1.82 
Negative 

Feelings 
16 3.44 

   
Positive 

Feelings 
20 3.55 

Frequency 

14 

Contrasting Nucleus Periphery 2 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Individuality 2 2.50 Present Times 3 3.33 

 
Infidelity 1 1.00 

Community 

and Culture 
3 4.00 

 Sexuality 3 2.00 Confusing 3 4.00 

    Different 2 4.00 

    Negotiation 3 3.00 

       

Note. f = frequency; M.O.E. = mean order of evocation; Rang = mean rank. 

3.3.3. Portuguese Therapists Without Experience in Supporting Clients in CNM 

Among Portuguese therapists without prior experience in working with individuals in 

CNM relationships (n = 59), a total of 295 terms were evoked, including 19 distinct 

words. Evocation frequency varied between 1 and 63, with a mean order of evocation of 

3.00, and values ranging from 1.00 to 4.00.  
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The central nucleus comprised the following terms: “Confusing” (n = 5; M.O.E. = 

2.40), “Consent” (n = 8; M.O.E. = 2.25), “Different” (n = 5; M.O.E. = 1.60), “Relational 

Diversity” (n = 50; M.O.E. = 2.28), and “Freedom” (n = 21; M.O.E. = 2.38) (cf. Appendix 

14). 

Table 8 

Social Representations of Portuguese Therapists Without Experience in Supporting 

Clients in CNM: Central Nucleus, Contrasting Nucleus, First Periphery, and Second 

Periphery of Terms Evoked  

 Rang <2,60 Rang >2,60 

Frequency 

>=5 

Central Nucleus Periphery 1 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Confusing 5 2.40 Challenging 7 3.71 

     Consent 8 2.25 Immorality 6 3.33 

Different 5 1.60 Individuality 5 4.00 

Relational 

Diversity 
50 2.28 Infidelity 9 3.22 

Freedom 21 2.38 
Multiple 

Partners 
11 3.27 

 

Negotiation 34 3.00 

Limited 

Knowledge 
6 3.50 

Negative 

Feelings 
22 3.96 

 
 

Positive 

Feelings 
63 3.29 

  Sexuality 15 3.13 

Frequency 

14 

Contrasting Nucleus Periphery 2 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

   Complexity 4 3.75 
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Note. f = frequency; M.O.E. = mean order of evocation; Rang = mean rank. 

3.3.4. Spanish Therapists Without Experience in Supporting Clients in CNM 

For the sample of Spanish therapists without prior experience in providing 

psychotherapy to CNM clients (n = 49), a total of 239 words were analysed, with 14 

different terms reported. Word frequency ranged from 2 to 41. The mean order of 

evocation was 2.97, with values ranging between 2.25 and 4.00.  

The central nucleus includes the terms “complexity” (n = 16; M.O.E. = 2.44), 

“relational diversity” (n = 41; M.O.E. = 2.29), and “freedom” (n = 21; M.O.E. = 2.33) 

(cf. Appendix 15). 
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Table 9 

Social Representations of Spanish Therapists Without Experience in Supporting 

Clients in CNM: Central Nucleus, Contrasting Nucleus, First Periphery, and Second 

Periphery of Terms Evoked  

 Rang <2,60 Rang >2,60 

Frequency 

>=5 

Central Nucleus Periphery 1 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Complexity 16 2.44 Present Times 9 3.89 

Relational 

Diversity 
41 2.29 

Community 

and Culture 
9 3.33 

Freedom 21 2.33 Confusing 6 3.83 

 

Consent 6 2.83 

Different 6 4.00 

Negotiation 27 2.93 

Negative 

Feelings 
37 3.46 

Positive 

Feelings 
44 316 

Sexuality 11 3.27 

Frequency 

14 

Contrasting Nucleus Periphery 2 

Evoked Term f M.O.E. Evoked Term f M.O.E. 

Infidelity 4 2.25 Individuality 2 3.50 

Note. f = frequency; M.O.E. = mean order of evocation; Rang = mean rank. 

4. Discussion 

The primary aim of this study is to explore how CNM are socially represented by 

professionals in the fields of family therapy, sexual therapy, and sexology. By examining 

the language and associations used by Portuguese and Spanish therapists, both with and 

without clinical experience working with CNM clients, this research seeks to uncover the 

underlying beliefs, values, and assumptions that shape professional perceptions of non-
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monogamous relationships. Understanding these representations can provide valuable 

insights into how such relationships are conceptualized within therapeutic contexts and 

may contribute to more inclusive and culturally responsive clinical practices. 

4.1. General Social Representations about NMC among Portuguese and Spanish 

Therapists 

The analysis of central core elements reveals intriguing cross-cultural patterns in how 

therapists conceptualize consensual non-monogamy. The Portuguese sample identified 

“consent”, “relational diversity”, and “freedom” as central elements, while the Spanish 

sample emphasized “complexity”, “relational diversity”, and “freedom”. These findings 

illuminate both convergent and divergent aspects of professional understanding across 

cultural contexts. 

The emergence of “relational diversity” and “freedom” in the central nucleus of both 

samples suggests these concepts represent fundamental, culturally transcendent aspects 

of how therapists understand CNM. This convergence aligns with theoretical frameworks 

that position relationship autonomy and choice as core principles underlying non-

monogamous arrangements (Gupta et al., 2024).  

However, the divergence between “consent” (Portuguese sample) and “complexity” 

(Spanish sample) in the central nucleus reveals culturally specific emphases in 

professional conceptualizations. The prominence of “consent” in the Portuguese sample 

suggests a rights-based, ethically focused understanding that prioritizes the foundational 

principle of informed agreement. Conversely, the Spanish sample's focus on “complexity” 

indicates a more systemic, process-oriented understanding that acknowledges the intricate 

dynamics inherent in multi-partner relationships (Cabral, 2024; Haupert et al., 2017). 
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The centrality of “consent” found in the Portuguese sample is unsurprising, given that 

consent represents the fundamental pillar that distinguishes consensual non-monogamy 

from other forms of non-monogamy, appearing explicitly in the very terminology used to 

describe these relationship configurations. All academic definitions of CNM emphasize 

informed, ongoing consent as the essential characteristic that differentiates these 

arrangements from infidelity or deceptive practices (Conley et al., 2017; Moors et al., 

2017; Sheff, 2015). This consensual foundation establishes the ethical framework within 

which all other aspects of CNM operate, making it unsurprising that Portuguese 

professionals would identify this as a central element of their understanding. The 

emphasis on consent reflects not merely a definitional requirement but a lived practice 

that governs negotiation, boundary-setting, and relationship maintenance within CNM 

contexts. 

The emphasis on “freedom” observed in both samples corresponds with research 

indicating that CNM represents a form of relationship practiced despite widespread 

stigma, suggesting that professionals recognize the importance of choice and autonomy 

in relationship configurations (Conley, 2013; Sheff, 2015; Vaughan et al., 2019). This 

conceptualization extends beyond individual choice to encompass broader sociopolitical 

dimensions, as CNM can be perceived as a political movement that transcends personal 

relationship preferences, serving as a form of resistance against systemic patriarchal 

oppression. By challenging traditional relationship norms, CNM practitioners question 

established ideas of possession and control over partners that characterize patriarchal 

structures (Araújo, 2002; Orion, 2018; Scorsolini-Comin & Santos, 2010). The 

recognition of freedom as central to CNM understanding suggests that professionals 

appreciate both the personal liberation and broader social critique inherent in these 

relationship configurations. 



46 

 

Consensual Non-Monogamies: Social Representations Among Family Therapists, Sex Therapists, and 
Sexologists in the Iberian Context 

Lara Quintal (larasilvaq@gmail.com) 

The Spanish sample's focus on “complexity” appears consistent with emerging 

research that acknowledges the multifaceted nature of CNM relationships, (Füllgrabe & 

Smith, 2023), suggesting that professionals recognize the additional layers of 

consideration required in these relationship structures. However, it is important to 

acknowledge that despite growing research interest, non-monogamy remains a relatively 

nascent area of academic inquiry. The field continues to grapple with definitional 

challenges, methodological considerations, and theoretical frameworks that adequately 

capture the diversity and nuance of CNM experiences (Cabral, 2024; Haupert et al., 

2017). This ongoing evolution in understanding may contribute to why Spanish 

professionals emphasize complexity, recognizing that current knowledge represents an 

incomplete picture of phenomena that resist simple categorization or explanation. 

Examination of words with low frequency but high accessibility reveals additional 

dimensions of professional understanding. Portuguese therapists occasionally evoked 

"confusing" (n = 6) and "different" (n = 9) as immediate associations, while Spanish 

therapists sometimes identified "infidelity" (n = 5) among their immediate but less 

frequent responses. Despite their infrequent mention, these terms appeared predominantly 

in first and second positions, suggesting they represent initial, automatic associations that 

emerge when therapists first encounter CNM concepts. The Portuguese identification of 

CNM as "confusing" and "different" may reflect honest acknowledgment of unfamiliarity 

with these relationship configurations, indicating professional awareness of knowledge 

limitations rather than negative judgment. Similarly, the Spanish association with 

"infidelity" likely represents an initial cognitive response that distinguishes familiar 

concepts of relationship transgression from the less familiar framework of consensual 

non-monogamy, possibly reflecting the mental effort required to differentiate between 

consensual and non-consensual forms of non-monogamy. 
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Conversely, analysis of highly frequent but peripherally positioned responses reveals 

the emotional dimensions of professional understanding. Portuguese therapists generated 

"positive feelings" as their most frequent association (n = 98), though these responses 

typically appeared in later positions within their word associations. Spanish therapists 

similarly demonstrated frequent associations with both "positive feelings" (n = 64) and 

"negative feelings" (n = 53), again in peripheral positions. The predominance of positive 

feelings in both samples suggests that therapists generally hold favourable attitudes 

toward CNM. The near-equal frequency of positive and negative feelings in the Spanish 

sample suggests a more ambivalent emotional response that may reflect the “complexity” 

identified as central to their understanding. 

4.2. Social Representations based on Professional Experience with CNM 

The stratification of results by clinical experience with CNM clients reveals profound 

differences in professional understanding that transcend cultural boundaries. Among 

therapists with CNM experience, both Portuguese and Spanish professionals 

demonstrated remarkably streamlined conceptualizations, with Portuguese therapists 

identifying solely relational diversity as central, while Spanish therapists emphasized 

“relational diversity” and “freedom”. This suggests that direct clinical exposure refines 

professional understanding toward essential elements, stripping away peripheral concepts 

that may characterize initial impressions. 

Portuguese therapists with CNM experience showed minimal immediate associations 

with "confusing" (n = 1) and "different" (n = 4) as first-position responses, suggesting 

that clinical familiarity eliminates initial uncertainty. Spanish experienced therapists 

similarly demonstrated infrequent first-position associations with "individuality" (n= 2), 

"infidelity" (n = 1), and "sexuality" (n =3), indicating that direct clinical exposure reduces 

automatic linkages to broader sexual or relational concepts. The peripherical responses of 
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experienced therapists further illuminate cultural differences in professional processing. 

Portuguese experienced therapists demonstrated a pronounced positive emotional 

orientation, generating "positive feelings" 35 times compared to only 6 instances of 

"negative feelings", though these emotional associations appeared in later positions. 

Spanish experienced therapists showed a more balanced emotional response, with 

"positive feelings" occurring 20 times and "negative feelings" 16 times, again in 

peripheral positions. This pattern suggests that Portuguese therapists with CNM 

experience develop more uniformly positive emotional associations, while Spanish 

experienced therapists maintain a more nuanced emotional perspective that reveals an 

emotional ambivalence that is present throughout the sample, reinforcing that CNM 

remains an emotionally charged topic, even among professionals. 

In contrast, therapists without CNM experience exhibited notably more complex and 

varied representational structures. Portuguese therapists without experience identified 

five central elements: “confusing”, “consent”, “different”, “relational diversity”, and 

“freedom”, while Spanish therapists without experience focused on “complexity”, 

“relational diversity”, and “freedom”. The emergence of "confusing" and "different" in 

the Portuguese inexperienced sample, alongside "complexity" in the Spanish 

inexperienced sample, suggests that unfamiliarity may breed conceptual uncertainty and 

othering processes.  

The Portuguese sample without experience with CNM identification of "confusing" 

and "different" as central elements appears to reflect genuine uncertainty and recognition 

of unfamiliarity rather than judgmental attitudes, given that the most frequent category, 

although in later positions was “positive feelings”. These characterizations suggest that 

without direct clinical exposure, therapists acknowledge their limited understanding of 

CNM dynamics and recognize these relationship configurations as distinct from their 
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typical clinical experience. This honest acknowledgment of confusion may represent 

professional humility and awareness of knowledge gaps, indicating that therapists 

recognize the need for additional learning and preparation when working with CNM 

clients, being consistent with results found by Vaughan and his collaborators (2019). 

The Spanish inexperienced sample's emphasis on "complexity" appears to represent a 

realistic assessment of CNM's multifaceted nature rather than a pathologizing 

perspective. This characterization acknowledges the intricate dynamics inherent in multi-

partner relationships without necessarily viewing them as problematic. As established 

earlier in this discussion, defining CNM proves to be a complex endeavour due to their 

multifaceted structures and diverse practices (Cabral, 2024; Haupert et al., 2017). The 

identification of “complexity” by these therapists may reflect an accurate recognition of 

these dynamics, even if they may lack the practical familiarity that would allow them to 

navigate such “complexity” more effectively.  

Portuguese experienced therapists' focus solely on “relational diversity” indicates 

recognition of CNM as fundamentally about relationship configuration rather than ethical 

complexity or social deviance. Spanish experienced therapists' dual focus on “relational 

diversity” and “freedom” suggests appreciation for both structural and autonomy 

dimensions without pathologizing complexity.  

The peripheral elements among inexperienced therapists reveal distinct cultural 

patterns in professional uncertainty. Portuguese therapists without CNM experience 

demonstrated minimal reference to "complexity" (n= 4), suggesting that this concept is 

less salient in their initial professional framework. Spanish inexperienced therapists 

showed infrequent but immediate associations with "infidelity" (n= 4), indicating that 

initial cognitive processing may involve distinguishing CNM from familiar concepts of 

relationship transgression. The emotional dimensions of inexperienced therapists' 
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responses further illuminate cross-cultural differences in professional orientation. 

Portuguese therapists demonstrated a more emotionally polarized response, marked by a 

significant emphasis on "positive feelings" (n= 63) compared to "negative feelings" (n= 

23) despite the latter appearing in later evocation positions. This trend may reflect a 

socially desirable stance or an openness within Portuguese professional discourse, even 

in the absence of direct clinical experience. In contrast, Spanish therapists displayed a 

more emotionally balanced response pattern, with a smaller gap between the frequency 

of “positive feelings” (n= 44) and “negative feelings” (n= 37) associations. This could 

indicate a more critical or nuanced engagement with CNM in the Spanish context, 

possibly shaped by differing professional discourses, cultural attitudes, or training 

frameworks. These differences suggest that cultural context plays a subtle yet meaningful 

role in shaping the emotional dimensions of how CNM is perceived by mental health 

professionals. 

This pattern aligns with established research demonstrating that therapists frequently 

lack adequate knowledge about CNM, with clients often feeling the need to educate their 

therapists, and over half of participants reporting that their therapists held judgmental or 

pathologizing beliefs toward consensual non-monogamy (Schechinger et al., 2018; 

Vaughan et al., 2019). The literature emphasizes that therapists are not immune to being 

influenced by societal stigma and without education about CNM, they are subject to 

holding prejudiced attitudes (Baluck, 2020). 

The consistent presence of “relational diversity” across all subgroups (Portuguese and 

Spanish Therapists with or without experience in CNM) suggests this concept represents 

a fundamental aspect of CNM understanding that transcends both cultural context and 

professional experience. However, the additional elements identified by inexperienced 

therapists warrant careful consideration.  
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It is essential for mental health professionals to approach CNM without pathologizing 

these relationship structures, particularly in clinical contexts. Pathologization can 

reinforce stigma, limit therapeutic alliance, and inadvertently reproduce dominant 

cultural biases rather than foster inclusive, client-centred care. Studies have shown that 

therapists’ moral or cultural assumptions about monogamy can lead to implicit biases that 

frame CNM clients as inherently unstable or emotionally avoidant (Moors et al., 2013; 

Schechinger et al., 2018). Such assumptions risk undermining the legitimacy of clients’ 

relational choices and may hinder open communication and trust. To support 

psychological well-being and ethical practice, clinicians must instead be guided by 

frameworks that recognize the diversity of intimate relationships and affirm their potential 

for health, stability, and satisfaction (Conley et al., 2017). 

Despite growing visibility of CNM in psychological literature, keeping pace with its 

evolving conceptual landscape may be a significant challenge, even for experienced 

therapists. The field is marked by rapid terminological shifts, dynamic theoretical 

developments, and increasing intersectional complexity, which can be overwhelming for 

practitioners seeking to provide affirming care (Cabral, 2024). For some, this perceived 

instability may evoke uncertainty or even resistance, especially when training resources 

or institutional support are lacking (Finn et al., 2012). Furthermore, as CNM discourses 

intersect with broader sociocultural debates on identity, autonomy, and normativity, 

clinicians may struggle to maintain cultural competence without continual professional 

development (Orion, 2018).  

These findings have significant implications for therapeutic training and practice. The 

differences between experienced and inexperienced therapists (with CNM) suggest that 

specialized education and supervised clinical exposure may be essential for developing 

appropriate therapeutic competence with CNM clients. The emergence of uncertainty-
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based elements such as "confusing" and recognition of "complexity" among 

inexperienced therapists underscores the importance of providing comprehensive training 

that addresses knowledge gaps and equips professionals with the conceptual frameworks 

necessary to understand CNM dynamics effectively. Rather than indicating problematic 

attitudes, these findings suggest that inexperienced therapists demonstrate appropriate 

professional awareness of their limitations while recognizing the need for additional 

preparation when working with CNM populations. This highlights the necessity for 

targeted educational interventions that can transform honest acknowledgment of 

unfamiliarity into clinical competence through structured learning and supervised 

practice opportunities. 

5. Conclusion 

Several avenues for future research emerge from these findings that could significantly 

advance understanding of professional conceptualizations of consensual non-monogamy. 

Longitudinal studies tracking how therapist representations evolve throughout 

specialized CNM training programs would provide valuable insights into the mechanisms 

through which professional understanding develops and becomes more sophisticated. 

Such research could identify critical learning moments and effective pedagogical 

approaches for enhancing therapeutic competence with CNM populations. Additionally, 

expanding the cross-cultural scope to include therapists from diverse cultural contexts 

beyond the Iberian Peninsula would illuminate how broader cultural values, legal 

frameworks, and social norms influence professional conceptualizations of alternative 

relationship structures. Despite offering valuable insights into therapists’ social 

representations of CNM, this study is not without limitations. One key limitation concerns 

the use of non-probabilistic sampling methods, such as convenience sampling, which may 

have introduced sampling bias by over-representing professionals who are more open or 
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interested in the topic of CNM. Additionally, selection bias cannot be ruled out, as 

participants who chose to respond may differ in significant ways from those who did not, 

particularly regarding familiarity or comfort with non-traditional relationship structures. 

The overall sample size (N = 156), while adequate for qualitative analysis, remains 

relatively small, limiting the generalizability of the findings. Furthermore, the reliance on 

the free word association method, while useful for capturing spontaneous cognitive 

associations, does not allow for in-depth exploration of the underlying reasoning or 

context behind each term. Lastly, the cross-sectional design prevents any analysis of 

changes in representations over time or in response to clinical training. 

 A central implication emerging from this research concerns the need to enhance 

curricular content within therapeutic training institutions to adequately address 

consensual non-monogamy topics. Such curricula should encompass the diversity of 

CNM configurations, ethical considerations surrounding consent and autonomy, 

communication strategies for navigating complex relationship dynamics, and methods for 

addressing societal stigma that may affect both clients and therapists. Additionally, 

educational programs must acknowledge the political and social justice dimensions of 

CNM, recognizing these relationships as forms of resistance against traditional 

patriarchal structures while promoting individual agency and empowerment. The 

incorporation of supervised clinical experiences with CNM populations, case study 

analyses, and reflective practices examining personal biases would further enhance 

professional preparation. Without such comprehensive educational reform, the 

therapeutic community risks perpetuating knowledge gaps that may compromise service 

quality for an increasingly visible and diverse client population seeking affirmative, 

competent mental health support. 
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Appendix 2. Free Word Association Questionnaire in Spanish 
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Appendix 3. Sociodemographic Questionnaire in Portuguese 
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Appendix 4. Sociodemographic Questionnaire in Spanish 
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Appendix 6. Portuguese Version of the Informed Consent 
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Appendix 7. Spanish Version of the Informed Consent 
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Appendix 8. Categories of the Portuguese Sample 
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Appendix 9. Categories of the Spanish Sample 
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Appendix 10. EVOC Outputs from the Portuguese Sample 
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Appendix 11. EVOC Outputs from the Spanish Sample
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Appendix 12. EVOC Outputs from the Portuguese Sample With Experience in 

Supporting Clients in CNM 
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Appendix 13. EVOC Outputs from the Spanish Sample With Experience in 

Supporting Clients in CNM
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Appendix 14. EVOC Outputs from the Portuguese Sample Without Experience in 
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Appendix 15. EVOC Outputs from the Spanish Sample Without Experience in 

Supporting Clients in CNM 
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