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Polyamorous relationships refer to relationships in which people engage in 

openly conducted multiple partner romantic or sexual relationships. 

Consequently, in polyamorous households there are often more than two adults 

in the home to accomplish household labor. However, we have very little 

understanding as to how these households operate when it comes to gendered 

divisions of labor. The aim of this qualitative study is to understand how 

polyamorous households report accomplishing household tasks like food 

preparation and clean-up, tidying the home, organizing and paying bills, and 

general family decisions.  

Three primary theories inform this research and provide the framework for 

the project. First, doing and undoing gender (West and Zimmerman 1987; 

Deutsch 2007) informed how gender impacts our interactions with others in the 

social world. Second, theories of the gendered division of labor in households 

informed how doing gender is implicated in household labor (Coltrane 1996; 

Hochschild 1989; Smith 1993). Third, theoretical frameworks for polyamory 

informed how polyamorous subcultural norms might lead polyamorous 

individuals to approach household labor differently (Schippers 2016).  To explore 

the relationship between polyamory and divisions of household labor, the current 

study asks: 1) How do polyamorous individuals perceive and describe the 

division of labor in their households? 2) How do polyamorous individualsô 

descriptions of housework potentially reflect, reaffirm, or conflict with 

polyamorous subcultural values, especially values related to gender equity?   



 
 

 

To answer these questions, 53 in-depth interviews were conducted with 

polyamorous individuals across the United States. Analyses of these interviews 

found that polyamorous individuals relied on a set of polyamorous subcultural 

norms to accomplish housework. I found that the polyamorous community values 

of gender egalitarianism, autonomous individuality, and the variety of 

experiences that multiple romantic partners provide were incorporated into 

accomplishing housework. Additionally, to make polyamorous relationships work, 

the polyamorous community emphasizes repeatedly communicating with 

partners and recognizing time as a limited resource. This emphasis on 

communication and recognizing time as a limited resource can also be seen in 

how polyamorous individuals make decisions about accomplishing housework.   
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CHAPTER I 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

INTRODUCTION  

 Since the late 20th century, there has been a substantial feminist critique 

of the traditional, hetero-patriarchal family for its division of labor (England and 

Farkas 1986; Risman 1998; Maume 2016). The social construction of this 

traditional, hetero-patriarchal family, also referred to as the ñStandard North 

American Familyò or SNAF (Smith 1993), constructs a set of norms where man is 

viewed as provider and woman as caretaker of her husband, household, and 

children. Due to the social construction of SNAF, for much of the 20th century the 

nuclear household was seen as the only legitimate family form by mainstream 

American culture (Smith 1993). Social movements, such as second-wave 

feminism and the gay rights movement, have given rise to a variety of family 

formsðsome more accepted than othersðand created what is now known as 

the ñpost-modern familyò (Stacey 1990; Stacey 1996). The post-modern family 

defines family structure as multiple and captures the idea that families will come 

in many shapes and sizesðsuch as single-parent, blended, and gay and lesbian 

householdsðrejecting the notion that SNAF is the only appropriate way to 

embody family.  
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In particular, Second-Wave feminism helped create alternatives to SNAF 

by increasing the numbers of women in the workforce and contributing to more 

single-parent and blended households (Coontz 1992; Hackstaff 1999; Hochschild 

1989).  Importantly, though, these changes to family structure did not impact the 

distribution of household labor along gender lines as men continued to do less 

housework compared to their wives (Coontz 1992; Hackstaff 1999; Hochschild 

1989). In the last decade, research on post-modern families continues to find that 

women still perform more housework than men (Altintas and Sullivan 2016; 

LaChance-Grzela and Bouchard 2010; and Perry Jenkins and Gerstel 2020). 

What is more, this is not unique to heterosexual couples as gay and lesbian 

couples also see a correlation between lower earning partners in the relationship 

performing more ñfeminineò household tasks. Meanwhile partners who work more 

hours outside of the home are more likely to perform masculine tasks that can be 

done at leisure (Goldberg, Smith, Perry-Jenkins 2012). Consequently, social 

changes have shifted how we think about who is family and how we define 

family, but many post-modern families appear to have left the traditional division 

of household labor intact.   

One type of post-modern family that has gained increased attention in 

American culture, and that is growing in number, is polyamorous families (Sheff 

2014). Polyamory refers to ñpeople who engage in openly conducted, multiple 

partner, romantic and/or sexual relationships (Sheff 2011: 198).ò The 

polyamorous community values gender egalitarianism, autonomous individuality, 

and the variety of experiences that multiple romantic partners provide (Easton 
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and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014; Schippers 2016). To make polyamorous 

relationships work, the polyamorous community emphasizes repeatedly 

communicating with partners and recognizing time as a limited resource 

(Bettinger 2008; Easton and Hardy 2009; Klesse 2011; Sheff 2014).  

Because of this value system, it is possible that this version of the post-

modern family might challenge traditional divisions of household labor. Based 

upon this possibility, I developed a research project to understand if and how 

polyamorous subcultural values shape polyamorous peopleôs accounts of their 

divisions of labor.  Accounts of division of labor are ñuseful for gaining insight into 

the human experience and arriving at meanings or collective understandings of 

other cultural, gender, or ethnic groups (Orbuch 1997: 474).ò Polyamorous 

accounts of labor provide insight into the meaning and rationale they assign to 

their divisions of labor. Indeed, those who volunteered as research participants 

for this study provided accounts of labor that spoke to their awareness of the 

fraught relationship between gender equality and household labor.  In discussing 

their rationale for how they divide labor, research participants, at least 

discursively, revealed what values they espouse and reject. Although it is 

possible that these values are not actually embraced in reality to the degree that 

participants expressed, the mere discussion of these values suggests a desire to 

live up to this value system.   

Polyamorous relationships provide a unique opportunity to explore how a 

particular type of postmodern family challenges the longstanding distribution of 

household labor along traditional gender lines due to the structureôs unique set of 
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values and change in relationship form. To explore this possibility, I use in-depth 

interviews, supplemented by survey data, to examine how polyamorous people 

perceive their divisions of labor and how those accounts align with (and 

potentially break from) polyamoryôs subcultural values of gender egalitarianism, 

autonomous individuality, communication, emphasis on preference, and the 

scarcity of time.  

In the following sections I outline the motivation for the study and its 

potential significance to add to the growing body of literature on an understudied 

family form (Reczek 2020). I then present my research questions and the 

theoretical framework that supports my research design. I end by briefly 

describing my research design and expected findings.  

 MOTIVATION FOR THE STUDY AND POTENTIAL SIGNIFICANCE OF 

THE FINDINGS 

The purpose of this project is to understand the association among 

relationship form, gender identity, and the division of labor in households. My 

interest in this topic as a researcher results from my own childhood experiences. 

My mother worked long hours as a paralegal in a nearby city. She would leave 

for work early in the morning and return after I had gone to bed. My father 

learned how to do my hair, get dinner on the table for my sister and I, but he had 

a lower tidiness threshold. On the weekends my mom would clean the house, 

argue with my father about the cleanliness of the house, and then rally us to 

clean with her. Perhaps because of this, my parents divorced when I was in 

middle school. It was not until graduate school that I was able to utilize my 
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sociological imagination (Wright Mills 1959) to understand how my mother and 

my fatherôs experiences were a product of the historical and social forces of the 

time, embedded in a world where women were expected to perform household 

labor, regardless of their occupational status. Feminist researchers have long 

questioned, and still question today, if monogamous, dyadic households 

committed to gender egalitarianism will reach an equitable division of labor 

(England and Farkas 1986; Risman 1998; Maume 2016).  It is possible, however, 

that other, less common relationship forms have sought an equitable division of 

labor.  

Polyamory is growing as a lived practice in the United States (Sheff 2014). 

As a growing but less understood relationship form, I wanted to use in-depth 

interviews to investigate how polyamorous people report details about their 

housework, their gendered identity, and explore how their relationship form 

impacts the association between the two. It is important to use personal accounts 

of housework because these reports reveal both conscious and unconscious 

motives and meanings assigned to housework (Orbuch 1997). Housework does 

not exist in a silo. It is socially constructed as work to be done by certain genders 

(Geist and Ruppanner 2018). Personal accounts of housework from polyamorous 

individuals offer the possibility of revealing the meanings that people in 

polyamorous relationships assign to gender and work in their polyamorous 

households.     

My findings are significant because they explore gender dynamics within a 

hitherto understudied and less understood family form, offering implications for 
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the scholarly literature on family, gender, and household labor as well as social 

and public policy. I add to the growing body of literature on polyamory as a lived 

practice by providing insights into how polyamorous people organize their day-to-

day lives with their partners in their homes. I add to our understanding of the 

social construction of gender within the home by examining whether the 

subcultural norms of the polyamorous community alter the meanings associated 

with masculinity and femininity in polyamorous relationships (Schippers 2016), 

and by considering the ways in which gender does and does not matter to 

individuals when accomplishing housework. I also highlight how accounts of 

divisions of labor could develop new theories about gender, relationship style, 

and the accomplishment of household labor. Additionally, and possibly most 

consequential, I broaden the study of polyamory by moving it away from its 

primary analytic location within studies of sexuality and into the field of family 

research.  

Within the field of research on sexual and gender minority families (SGM), 

polyamorous households and the polyamorous people who constitute them 

remain understudied (Reczek 2020). These individuals may experience higher 

levels of stigmatization while also offering challenges to our current paradigms of 

monogamy, the gender binary, and heteronormativity (Reczek 2020). My 

research adds to the literature on SGM families by providing context and 

understanding for polyamorous individuals; I present their lived experiences as 

common in many ways to the lived experiences of people in SNAF. It is my hope 

that in presenting such context and similarityðwhile still recognizing polyamoryôs 
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differencesðcan help lead to solidarity with and recognition by mainstream 

society, thereby reducing stigma and social sanctions against polyamorous 

individuals in social circles, at the workplace, within the law, and in other 

segments of society.   

My findings have public policy implications in that I explore how 

polyamorous households deal with the same problems as other households, but 

potentially find new approaches to handling those problems. My study 

investigates how polyamorous households ask the same basic question as any 

other household: ñHow are we going to work, rear children, and get the laundry 

done?ò The data that I and other scholars provide on polyamorous relationships 

could help to reduce the stigma surrounding individuals in polyamorous 

relationships. Recently we have seen the powerful role research can play in 

guiding public policy and court decisions related to SGM families. When the 

United States Supreme Court struck down the Defense of Marriage Act, Stacey 

and Biblarz (2001) research on gay and lesbian households was cited as a 

reason for the court to find in favor of gay and lesbian marriage (Obergefell et al. 

v. Hodges 2015).  

Stacey and Biblarz (2001) did not advocate that children in gay and 

lesbian households were just like children raised in heterosexual households. 

Rather, they suggested the ways in which gay and lesbian households are 

different from heterosexual households and what strengths lie specifically in gay 

and lesbian households. In a similar vein, my research does not ask ñhow are 
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polyamorists like monogamists?ò Instead, I simply investigate how polyamorous 

people are reportedly accomplishing housework.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

Broadly, I set out to understand how polyamorous individuals explain and 

understand their housework. Schippers (2016) argues that the ethics and 

practices of polyamory, and its subcultural norms, lead polyamorous individuals 

to engage in gendered practices differently. I sought to investigate if polyamorous 

individuals, whether consciously or subconsciously, use their subcultural values 

to make sense of how they accomplish housework. In doing so, I fill an important 

gap in our understanding of polyamory, as there has been little analysis of how 

polyamorous individuals account for the division of labor at home.  

The polyamorous community values gender egalitarianism, autonomous 

individuality, and the variety of experiences that multiple romantic partners 

provide (Easton and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014; Schippers 2016). To make 

polyamorous relationships work, the polyamorous community values and 

emphasizes repeatedly communicating with partners and recognizing time as an 

important but limited resource (Bettinger 2008; Easton and Hardy (2009; Klesse 

2011; Sheff 2014). I was curious if these values would inform their accounts of 

housework. Specifically, I asked: 

1) How do polyamorous individuals perceive and describe the division of 

labor in their households? 
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2) How do polyamorous individualsô descriptions of housework potentially 

reflect, reaffirm, or conflict with polyamorous subcultural values, 

especially values related to gender equity?   

BACKGROUND ON POLYAMORY, POLYAMOROUS HOUSEHOLDS, 

GENDER, AND HOUSEWORK 

Below I discuss prior relevant literature on the topics of polyamory, 

polyamorous households, the social construction of gender, and housework and 

how they relate to the intersection of polyamory, gender, and divisions of 

household labor. I also highlight how my study contributes to our understanding 

of gender and distributions of labor within households and fills gaps in the 

literature.   

Polyamory and Polyamorous Households  

Research on intimacies associated with polyamory grew significantly from 

the 1990s to the mid-2000s and focused on identities, comparison to other forms 

of non-monogamies, linguistics, emotion work, and the politics of polyamory 

(Klesse 2018). While these research developments are important, the literature 

on polyamorous families has been scant (Reczek 2020). To the best of my 

knowledge, research has not paid attention to how polyamorous individuals talk 

about, understand, and make meaning of their divisions of labor within their 

family. The literature would benefit from in-depth interviews that collect data on 

accounts of polyamorous housework as it provides insight into the daily lives of 

such households, the perspectives of the individuals within the household, their 
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reasoning and rationale, and their communication and negotiation process with 

their partners.  

Because polyamorous families have been understudied (Reczek 2020), 

Sheffôs (2004, 2005, 2010, 2011, 2014) work provides important initial insight into 

polyamorous households. Sheff (2014) provides ethnographic thick descriptions 

of how polyamorous families operate. Within her work she explores the positive 

and negative experiences of polyamorous households, like emotional ties 

between children and partners, relationships with their extended family, pooling 

resources, and ñotherfatheringòðthe practice of a man caring for another manôs 

child. While Sheff (2010, 2014) uses an ethnographic methodological approach 

to create thick descriptions of interactions within polyamorous households, she 

does not broadly address issues related to housework. I build on Sheffôs work by 

using in-depth interviews to explore how polyamorous individualôs accounts of 

housework speak to their views of the relationship among polyamory, gender, 

and housework. 

Doing Gender: Hegemonic Masculinity and Femininity 

According to West and Zimmerman (1987), individuals internalize ideal, 

socially constructed forms of gender and attempt to perform their gender 

ñaccuratelyò, thereby ñdoing gender.ò ñDoing genderò refers to the idea that 

individuals are not imbued with natural gender differences preordained by 

biological determination, but rather engage in performances of gendered 

behaviors to be understood and legitimized by other individuals in everyday 

interactions (West and Zimmerman1987). The legitimization of gender 
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performances ensures that individuals will continue ñdoing gender,ò reifying the 

gender structure (West and Zimmerman 1987). Furthermore, when individuals 

ñdo genderò they reinforce the idea that men and women are predisposed to be 

different and that one gender is better suited to certain tasks.  

West and Zimmerman (1987) argue that we are constantly ñdoing gender.ò 

Studying how individuals do gender provides a lens through which we can 

understand individualsô internalization and interpretation of certain qualities of 

masculinity that complement the gender binary and serve to legitimate some 

menôs dominant position over other men and all womenðwhat is often referred 

to as hegemonic masculinity (Connell 2005). For Connell, hegemonic masculinity 

is ñfundamentally linked to power, organized for domination, and resistant to 

change because of power relationsò (2005: 42). It exists to structure, embed, and 

maintain power. 

Similarly, hegemonic femininity refers to ñcharacteristics defined as 

womanly that establish and legitimate a hierarchical and complementary 

relationship to hegemonic masculinity and that, by doing so, guarantee the 

dominant position of men and the subordination of womenò (Schippers, 2007: 

94). From this vantage point, hegemonic masculinity, and hegemonic femininity 

work in unison to establish the social construction of two genders built on a 

binary structure with clear hierarchies and power relationships.   

Sociological Perspectives on Housework and Polyamory  

The norms that grow out of the polyamorous value system challenge the 

assumptions found in three influential sociological theories of how households do 
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housework: gender display, time approach, and bargaining (Geist and 

Ruppanner 2018). According to the gender display perspective, individuals in 

monogamous, dyadic households divide labor by what is socially constructed as 

appropriate for their gender (Geist and Ruppanner 2018). Women end up doing 

more housework because most tasks, and more specifically, the ones that occur 

daily are socially constructed as womenôs work (Geist and Ruppanner 2018). 

However, because gender equity is an important polyamorous subcultural value 

(Schippers 2016), I suspected that polyamorous accounts of labor would rely less 

on gender as a rationale for labor, and perhaps not at all. Furthermore, I 

suspected that their accounts might be about relieving women from an unfair 

burden of labor.  

Second, the time approach perspective is gender neutral and suggests 

that the individual with the most time for housework will do it (Geist and 

Ruppanner 2018). The time approach perspective assumes that ñtime is a zero-

sum game, so time in one domain (here, housework) requires a trade in time in 

another domain (here, employment)ò (Geist and Ruppanner 2018: 243). 

Research has found that individuals who spend more time in paid labor perform 

less housework and childcare (Bianchi, Milkie, Sayer, & Robinson 2000; Bianchi, 

Sayer, Milkie, & Robinson 2012). Historically, this means that women do more 

household labor since men have been more likely to be employed full-time while 

women are more likely to stay at home or work part-time (Hochschild 1989). 

Simultaneously womenôs unpaid forms of work, such as volunteering, have not 

been treated as work (Hook 2004). As a result, women are deemed to have more 
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time to do housework (Geist and Ruppanner 2018). However, in polyamorous 

households there are simply more people available to do housework. 

Additionally, polyamory recognizes the importance of individual autonomy and 

that time is a limited resource for all individuals (Bettinger 2008), which leads to 

an acute awareness by polyamorous people of their own use of time and the time 

availability of others.  Consequently, I suspected that polyamorous accounts of 

housework might have unique considerations regarding time and availability to 

do housework. 

Third, bargaining perspective theorizes that the person with the most 

resources trades their way out of housework (Geist and Ruppanner 2018). 

Bargaining perspective is born out of rational choice theory and attempts to 

explain the gender disparity of housework (Becker 1981). Household labor is 

often unenjoyable and comes at the cost of time, so people will attempt to 

maximize pleasure and reduce pain by leveraging resources to get out of 

housework. Like the time approach perspective, bargaining perspective is 

seemingly gender neutral. However, historically men have made more in income 

compared to women and have leveraged their greater income to bargain out of 

housework (Geist and Ruppanner 2018).  

These influential sociological theories explaining how households do 

housework have not just been applied to houses embodying SNAF. Research 

has borne out gender display and time availability theory in heterosexual, gay, 

and lesbian households (Carrington 1999; Civettini 2015). Research on gay and 

lesbian couples looked at stereotypical, gendered attributes or behaviors to 
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understand the linkages between gender attributes and housework (Civettini 

2015). As part of this study, I set out to see if polyamorous accounts of labor 

would reflect these theories or if their accounts would incorporate the unique 

subcultural norms discussed above as explanations for how housework is done 

in polyamorous households.  

Pulling It All Together: Polyamory, Gender, and Divisions of Household Labor 

The ideology of separate spheres and the gendered division of labor in 

households are linked through the institution of monogamy. The social 

construction of the monogamous dyad as the most natural, desirable, and moral 

form of sexual-ship coupled with the institutionalized beliefs, practices, rituals, 

and norms that systemically confer privilege to those perceived to be in a 

committed monogamous couple is referred to as mononormativity (Pieper and 

Bauer 2005). Mononormativity is institutionalized through state recognized dyadic 

pairing, and the associated lack of recognition of relationships made up of more 

than two partners. Furthermore, cultural discourse on mononormativity presents 

dyadic pairing as the only viable and healthy option to engage in romantic 

relationships. When heterosexual individuals are in monogamous, dyadic 

relationships, the ideology of separate spheres informs who should do what 

within the relationship, and this includes divvying up the various types of labor 

necessary to accrue resources and maintain the relationship.   

The ideology of separate spheres presumes there is one woman to do 

housework and one man to do paid work. However, because femininity is defined 

by caring for others, the process of caring for others has the consequence of 



 

15 
 

intertwining the completion of housework, doing gender, and doing motherhood 

(di Leonardo 1987; Hochschild 2003).  Caring is no longer seen as work, caring 

is seen as an altruistic loving act characteristic of a ñgoodò wife and mother. For 

example, women often feel required to maintain their familyôs kin network by 

contacting family members outside the nuclear home and organizing events to 

keep the family in touch with others (di Leonardo 1987). This moves the process 

of caring outside of the nuclear family and into larger kin networks, making 

women the consistent producers of family, for both their own homes, and for the 

homes of other family members. This consistent, interlocking, and institutionally 

sweeping process conceals the work involved in family work and treats it as 

something women are naturally good at, supposed to do, and like to do (DeVault 

1991; Steil 1997).  This all has the consequence of rendering invisible the actual 

work completed (Kaplan Daniels 1987).   

Polyamory potentially disrupts these linkages as members of a 

monogamous dyad are no longer the only persons available to accomplish 

housework and paid work. There is no longer an easy match between two 

partnersðtwo realms of labor (i.e., housework and paid work) that can easily fall 

back on strongly embedded sociohistorical norms of SNAF, hegemonic 

masculinity/femininity, and separate spheres. The multiplicity of adults in the 

household allows, perhaps even forces, individuals to consider new ways of 

accomplishing housework that are not easily guided by traditionally gendered 

behaviors and familial norms. In addition to pursuing gender equity through 

questioning gendered divisions of labor, the polyamorous community also values 
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autonomous individuality and the variety of experiences that multiple romantic 

partners provide (Easton and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014; Schippers 2016). This 

creates threats to group cohesion since finding an equilibrium that satisfies fair 

divisions of labor, fulfilling romantic relationships among more than two partners, 

and personal autonomy for all individuals involved is challenging. To make 

polyamorous relationships work, then, the polyamorous community emphasizes 

repeatedly communicating with partners and recognizing time as a limited 

resource for all involved (Bettinger 2008; Easton and Hardy 2009; Klesse 2011; 

Sheff 2014). 

For this reason, I theorized that polyamorous peoplesô accounts of 

housework would incorporate the subcultural norms discussed above in the 

pursuit of completing household tasks. Indeed, my interviews with polyamorous 

people provided support for this speculation. Within their accounts of labor, 

polyamorous individuals incorporated their subcultural values into their divisions 

of household labor, both in an explicit and conscious manner and in a seemingly 

implicit or subconscious manner. For example, some research participants would 

explicitly discuss polyamory as a gender egalitarian space and would connect 

that to not using gender to assign housework. Others would emphasize time as a 

limited resource without vocally linking it to the polyamorous subcultural value of 

time as a limited resource. This is important since emerging research argues that 

polyamorous relationships could potentially challenge the obstinate concepts of 

hegemonic masculinity and femininity (Schippers 2016). Polyamory creates 

queer possibilities whereby institutions, actions, and identities associated with 
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gender may be altered to create new possibilities (Schippers 2016). The 

incorporation of subcultural values into accounts of labor could indicate that 

polyamorous individuals are challenging traditional, gendered divisions of labor.   

APPROACH TO THE RESEARCH 

 To complete my study exploring the relationship among polyamory, 

gender, and housework, I initially surveyed 231 polyamorous people and then, 

based on that pool of initial participants, I interviewed 53 polyamorous individuals 

to understand their accounts of household labor. I relied on snowball sampling to 

locate my sample of participants. Two polycules (a network of polyamorous 

relationships) and one polyamorous person were referred to me by a family 

member and a friend. I talked with my informants on the telephone and over 

electronic mail to explain my research and provided them with a survey to share 

on social media in hopes that this would attract other polycules and polyamorous 

individuals. At first, surveys came in slowly, but the rate of completion steadily 

increased as the weeks passed. So much so that one day two months into data 

collection I had over sixty surveys taken in one evening alone. Apparently, my 

call for data was being shared widely in polyamorous groups on social media, 

which resulted in over 200 completed surveys. 

Using this sample of polyamorous individuals to draw from, I located 

people willing to participate in in-depth interviews. I interviewed people in person, 

over the phone, on Gchat, and Skype. All individuals lived in the United States 

and were over the age of 18. As I completed these interviews and transcribed 

them, I used a grounded theory approach to develop and re-develop theories and 
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draw conclusions about how polyamorous subcultural values impact accounts of 

household labor.  

 Transcribed interviews were primarily coded using NVivo. NVivo allowed 

common themes in the interviews to be established as my grounded theory 

approach unfolded. This allowed results to be developed as the research took 

place. During analysis I sought to uncover patterns in the way the interviewees 

accounted for their householdsô housework. I identified patterns within the coded 

data and continually edited them as I analyzed the data.  

ASSUMPTIONS AND EXPECTED FINDINGS 

When relying on grounded theory and data collected directly from human 

subjects, it is important to situate yourself within the area of life being 

researched. It is also important to attempt to lay bare any assumptions I, as the 

researcher, bring with me to the research. I assumed: 

(1)  That polyamorous people would be aware of the relationship between 

gender and housework. Although the unequal and gendered division of 

labor in households has received academic and media attention 

(Almendrala 2016; Cain Miller 2015; Paquette 2016), such scholarly 

attention might not make its way to those outside of the academy. 

However, gender equity is a key, cultural value of the polyamorous 

community (Schippers 2016). Therefore, I assumed that my participantsô 

accounts of labor would likely activate knowledge about the link between 

gender and housework, and possibly report attempting to mitigate a 

gendered division of labor. 
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(2) The relationship between masculinity and household labor could be 

disrupted within the structure of polyamorous relationships. Dominant 

forms of masculinity are challenged in polyamorous relationships as men 

must give up sole sexual access to women (Schippers 2016). Men might 

relate to masculinity differently if they are giving up sole sexual access to 

women. In relating to masculinity differently, they might decouple the 

traditional relationship between gender and household labor and be willing 

to perform more ñfeminineò household chores.  

(3) Polyamorous people might report using their subcultural values rather 

than culturally and historically engrained gender stereotypes to account for 

divisions of labor. Polyamorous relationships are not incentivized by 

monogamous longevity. Seminal sociological theory on the division of 

labor argued that the cost of partner search would incentivize relationship 

endurance, which impacted how individuals approached their relationship 

and divisions of labor (England and Farkas 1986). Men would utilize their 

higher incomes to bargain out of housework and women would accept that 

due to the high labor costs of finding a new mate (England and Farkas 

1986). Polyamorous individuals understand that relationships may end, 

and new ones will likely develop (Sheff 2014). As a result, women might 

not be incentivized to stay in a relationship with an unfair burden of 

housework. In fact, they might already be pursuing a new relationship. 

This is not to imply that many polyamorous relationships are not enduring. 

Rather, I am acknowledging that in the polyamorous community 
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individuals understand relationships to be fluid over time and are often 

maintaining multiple relationships and, possibly, pursuing burgeoning 

relationships (Sheff 2014). This would dampen both the fear of and cost of 

finding a new mate outside of the current relationship.  

CHAPTER OUTLINE 

My dissertation is comprised of eight chapters. In Chapter Two, I outline 

the three theories that inform this study. First, doing and undoing gender (West 

and Zimmerman 1987; Deutsch 2007) inform how gender impacts our 

interactions with others in the social world. Second, theories of the gendered 

division of labor in households inform how doing gender is implicated in 

household labor (Coltrane 1996; Hochschild 1989; Smith 1993). Third, theoretical 

frameworks for polyamory inform how polyamorous subcultural norms might lead 

polyamorous individuals to approach household labor differently (Schippers 

2016).  

In Chapter Three, I discuss the methods of this study. I begin by 

discussing grounded theory. I then describe my research study, which is 

comprised of three parts. First, the Stage One survey collected demographic and 

attitudinal data. Second, the Stage Two survey asked respondents to describe 

their household labor in their own words. Third, I interviewed 53 respondents to 

understand why they divided their housework the way described in the Stage 

Two survey. I then discuss the studyôs reliability, validity, and transferability.  

In Chapter Four, I introduce polyamoryôs subcultural norms. The 

polyamorous community values gender egalitarianism, autonomous individuality, 
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and the variety of experiences that multiple romantic partners provide (Easton 

and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014; Schippers 2016). To make polyamorous 

relationships work, the polyamorous community emphasizes repeatedly 

communicating with partners and recognizing time as a limited resource 

(Bettinger 2008; Easton and Hardy 2009; Klesse 2011; Sheff 2014). After 

introducing their values, I present data to demonstrate that respondents, at least 

discursively, adhere to these values. Then, I define how I conceptualize these 

subcultural values in my empirical chapters.  

In Chapter Five, I examine decision making in the polyamorous 

household.  First, I explore the polyculeôs decisions around group rules and 

formation. I found that polyamorous households eschewed rules and preferred 

guidelines as they felt rules restricted peoplesô autonomy. Instead, they 

recognized that each relationship may have different needs. Second, I explore 

how polyamorous individuals handle large purchasing decisions. In industrialized 

nations, like the United States and Western Europe, when womenôs salaries 

(Bernasek and Bajtelsmit 2002; Bertocchi; Bruntetti, and Torricelli 2015) increase 

relative to their husbandôs salaries, women have more involvement in financial 

decisions. In my study, respondents used group consensus for large purchases 

regardless of womenôs income. Thus, respondents practiced gender equity in 

their financial decisions. Third, I talk about how polyamorous households handle 

having multiple household members with varying preferred tidiness levels. Some 

individuals used the subcultural norm of ñonus on the individualò to determine 

they should clean the house themselves to their preferred level of tidiness, while 
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others would communicate with their partners that it was time to clean the house 

together. 

In Chapter Six, I discuss how respondents reported accomplishing 

foodwork. First, I consider how and why women were more likely to meal plan 

and make grocery store trips. Women were more likely to work part-time and 

within the home in this study. Consequently, they often had the time available 

during the day to meal plan and visit the store. Thus, incorporating polyamoryôs 

subcultural norm of considering who has the time available to do certain aspects 

of foodwork. Second, I explain how polyamoryôs emphasis on preference 

determines who will cook. Primarily, respondents reported that people who 

enjoyed cooking would cook. Third, I outline how clean-up occurs after cooking. 

Most households reported living by the rule ñchef doesnôt clean.ò So, the person 

who did not cook, regardless of employment status, cleaned up to contribute to 

the foodwork process. Thus, determining who would clean was centered around 

equity. This is unsurprising as equity, and particularly gender equity, is an 

important subcultural norm in the polyamorous community (Schippers 2016; 

Sheff 2014). 

In Chapter Seven, I discuss the non-daily household chores of scheduling, 

bill pay, and laundry. First, I argue that technology has reduced the burden of 

scheduling for women due to technology bringing men into the feminine world of 

scheduling. Beyond using technology, polyamorous individuals incorporate their 

subcultural norm of emphasis on communication to ensure scheduling accidents 

do not occur. I also discuss how some people share their calendars to ensure 
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scheduling accidents do not occur, while other chose not to share their calendars 

to preserve the subcultural norm of maintaining autonomy. Second, I consider 

how advances in technology, like autopay, have reduced time spent on bill pay. I 

suggest that breadwinning individuals are more likely to watch finances in order 

to contribute to household chores equitably. Third, I analyze how individuals 

report doing laundry. I discuss the ways the incorporation of different subcultural 

norms, like preference and autonomy, can lead to or challenge an equitable 

division of labor. 

In Chapter Eight, I conclude the dissertation. First, I outline the theory and 

methods that drove the study. Second, I summarize the findings of each chapter. 

Third, I discuss the different implications of adopting different polyamorous 

subcultural norms to do housework. I also highlight how embracing different 

subcultural norms can, at times, seem to be at odds with one another. Fourth, I 

discuss the limitations of this study and suggest avenues for future research. 
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CHAPTER II  

THEORETICAL ORIENTATION 

INTRODUCTION 

 My study approaches polyamorous families from a critical feminist 

perspective. Critical feminists challenge the notion that the family exists solely as 

a haven for women and examine inequities between how masculinity and 

femininity relate to one another within the institution of the family (Delphy and 

Leonard 1992; Hackstaff 1999; Smith 1987). The purpose is not to glorify or 

demonize the family but rather to recognize the way that womenôs individual 

needs can contrast with the expectations of being a wife and mother (Chodorow 

and Contratto 1992). Using a critical feminist perspective to examine the 

institution of the family recognizes that, although women enjoy their homes, it is 

also one of their most oppressed spaces (Deutsch 2007). Consequently, it is one 

of the most important social locations for resistance in doing gender and toward 

undoing gender (Deutsch 2007).  

Work done by critical feminists has shone light on womenôs inequitable 

experiences of housework in the home (Altintas and Sullivan 2016; Perry-Jenkins 

and Gerstel 2020). However, research has yet to examine how polyamory could 

alter the relationship between gender and housework in the home. As discussed 

in Chapter One, polyamory refers to ñpeople who engage in openly conducted, 

multiple partner, romantic and/or sexual relationships (Sheff 2011: 198).ò The 
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polyamorous community values gender egalitarianism, autonomous 

individuality, and the variety of experiences that multiple romantic partners 

provide (Easton and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014; Schippers 2016). To make 

polyamorous relationships work, the polyamorous community emphasizes 

repeatedly communicating with partners and recognizing time as a limited 

resource (Bettinger 2008; Easton and Hardy (2009; Klesse 2011; Sheff 2014). I 

use Schippersô (2016) examination of The Monogamous Couple and theorization 

of polyqueer sexualities to explore how a shift in relationship form could lead to 

shifts in ñdoing housework,ò thus reconfiguring hegemonic gender relations. 

Notably, Schippers theorizes that the adoption of polyamorous relationships 

could alter individualsô relationship to hegemonic masculinity and femininity. 

According to Deutsch (2009), men attempt to embody hegemonic 

masculinity because of the social position and privilege doing so can provide. 

This position of privilege is radically altered in polyamorous relationships given 

that: first, the polyamorous community emphasizes gender equity (Schippers 

2016), and second, engaging in polyamorous relationships can privilege feminine 

behaviors. Navigating multiple romantic relationships requires continued 

communication about emotionally complex topics and requires skilled scheduling 

abilities (Easton and Hardy 2009; Ritchie and Barker 2007; Sheff 2004). Thus, 

change at the institutional levelðthe incorporation of polyamory as an acceptable 

romantic relationship formðcould lead to change at the interactional level.  

In a recent study, Aguilar (2013) finds that practicing polyamory is 

associated with developing a feminist identity and linked to the belief that 
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polyamory frees women from the ownership of men (Aguilar 2013). Aguilar 

(2013:111) studied two ñegalitarian intentional communitiesò that both identified 

as feminist. Research participants did not join the communities with an interest in 

becoming polyamorous; however, the communities encouraged non-monogamy. 

As individuals began to practice polyamory, they began to link their practices to 

ña particular strain of socialist feminism that values shared resources and no 

private ownership and [they] came to understand polyamory as a relationship 

model that also embraced those idealsò (Aguilar 2013:122). Based on these 

perspectives, there is reason to suspect that in practicing polyamory, individuals 

shift their thinking on and relationship to hegemonic gender relations.  Below, I 

outline ñdoing genderò (West and Zimmerman 1987), seminal work on theorizing 

the gendered household (Coltrane 1996; Hochschild 1989; Smith 1993), and 

Schippersô (2016) analysis of The Monogamous Couple and theory of polyqueer 

sexuality to understand how polyamorous individualsô accounts of housework hint 

at interactionally ñundoing genderò (Deutsch 2007). 

DOING AND UNDOING GENDER 

Doing Gender: Hegemonic Masculinity and Femininity 

According to West and Zimmerman (1987), individuals internalize ideal, 

socially constructed forms of gender and attempt to perform their gender 

ñaccurately,ò thereby ñdoing gender.ò Doing gender refers to the idea that 

individuals are not imbued with natural gender differences preordained by 

biological determination but rather engage in performances of gendered 

behaviors to be understood and legitimized by other individuals in everyday 
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interactions (West and Zimmerman 1987). The legitimization of gender 

performances ensures that individuals will continue doing gender, reifying the 

gender structure (West and Zimmerman 1987). Furthermore, when individuals do 

gender, they reinforce the idea that men and women are predisposed to be 

different and that one gender is better suited to certain tasks.  

West and Zimmerman (1987) suggest that we are constantly doing 

gender. Studying how individuals do gender provides a lens through which we 

can understand individualsô internalization and interpretation of certain qualities 

of masculinity. These internalizations and interpretations complement the gender 

binary and serve to legitimate some menôs dominant position over other men and 

all womenðwhat is often referred to as hegemonic masculinity (Connell 2005). 

When men attempt to embody hegemonic masculinity, they reinforce the social 

construction of masculinity in opposition to femininity and men as superior to 

women. For Connell, hegemonic masculinity is ñfundamentally linked to power, 

organized for domination, and resistant to change because of power relationsò 

(2005: 42). Hegemonic masculinity exists to structure, embed, and maintain 

menôs power. 

Similarly, hegemonic femininity refers to ñcharacteristics defined as 

womanly that establish and legitimate a hierarchical and complementary 

relationship to hegemonic masculinity and that, by doing so, guarantee the 

dominant position of men and the subordination of womenò (Schippers, 2007: 

94). From this vantage point, hegemonic masculinity and hegemonic femininity 
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work in unison to establish the social construction of two genders built on a 

binary structure with clear hierarchies and power relationships.  

 Seeking to update the concept of doing gender, West and Fenstermaker 

(1995) add race and social class to the literature on understanding and analyzing 

gender in social interactions. West and Fenstermaker (1995) offer that social 

location based on oneôs gender, race, and class cannot simply be hierarchically 

organized or mathematically analyzed. In varying social situations, different parts 

of our social identity may add to or take away from oneôs privilege. They argue 

that early work on gender treated all womenôs experiences as identical because 

early feminist pieces were written by white middle-class women. Thus, these 

early writings neglect to consider how other social locations, like race and class, 

might shape the context of social interactions (West and Fenstermaker 1995).  

Although the addition of race and class are important in advancing the 

analysis of social interaction, West and Fenstermaker (1995) do not include 

relationship form as an important social characteristic and source of identity for 

analyzing social interaction. Individuals who practice monogamy, when 

compared to those who practice polyamory, are deemed more ñdeservingò of 

social privilege (Rubin 1984). This is due to the expectations surrounding 

monogamy and womanhood; women face a double standard when it comes to 

being sexual beings (Easton and Hardy 2009; Rubin 1984).  Women are 

expected to be sexual agents or else risk being labeled ñcoldò or an ñold maid.ò 

However, if women have too much sex or ñperverseò sex, they risk being labeled 

a ñslutò or a ñcougar.ò As a result, women endure most of the burden of gender 
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standards and monogamous expectations because society demands womenôs 

sexual exclusivity (Jackson and Scott 2004).  

In neglecting to consider relationship form as an important area of 

analysis, sociologists are prevented from seeing how the unique salience of 

being polyamorous might impact individualsô social location and interactions. 

Furthermore, it prevents us from fully understanding how mechanisms of power 

operate, particularly how power and inequality operate, between men and 

women (West and Fenstermaker 1995). Consequently, I use Schippersô (2016) 

analysis of The Monogamous Couple and theory of polyqueer sexuality 

alongside doing gender and theories of families and gendered housework to 

understand how respondentsô accounts of housework hint at interactionally 

ñundoing genderò (Deutsch 2007).1  

 In this context, ñundoing genderò refers to the social interactions that 

reduce gender difference (Deutsch 2007; Risman 2009). Deutsch (2007) 

incorporates Rismanôs (2004) ñGender as a Social Structureò to explain how 

institutional change can create change at the interactional level. According to 

Risman, gender as a social structure operates interrelatedly at three levels. First, 

gender operates at the institutional level where institutions, such as the family, 

are gendered as masculine or feminine.  In doing so, gender inequities become 

cemented through policy and practice. Second, at the interactional level, 

individuals do gender, and evaluate othersô doing of gender, in their interactions 

 
1  
In an endnote, Deutsch states her paper had already been accepted for publication when she found out 
that Judith Butler was publishing a book with the same name.  
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with one another. Third, at the individual level, everyone has a gendered identity. 

Deutsch suggests that changes at the institutional level (Deutsch uses the word 

structural) can affect gendered interactions and promote equality. Schippers 

(2016) argues that structural changes in ñappropriateò romantic relationshipsð

here a shift from monogamy as the only viable option to the addition of 

polyamory as an acceptable relationship formðcan produce a change in 

behaviors at the interactional level.  

Idealized concepts of the family draw upon a structural-functionalist 

conception of the family and again present the genders in binary opposition: man 

as provider and woman as caretaker. Feminist family scholars argue that when 

ñthe familyò is talked about within mainstream culture, it is being talked about as 

an idealized version of family rather than based on their own lived experiences 

and grounded within reality (Rapp 1978; Smith 1993; Pyke 2000).  Indeed, Rapp 

makes a point to differentiate between family as an ideology and family as the 

experienced reality of people living together in familial homes. As 

aforementioned, Smith terms the hegemonic understanding of the family as ñthe 

standard North American familyò (SNAF) and defines it as follows:  

A conception of family as a legally married couple sharing a household. The adult 
male is in paid employment; his earnings provide the economic basis of the 
family household. The adult female may also earn income, but her primary 
responsibility is to the care of husband, household, and child (1993:52). 

 
SNAF informs North American discourse, policy, and practice surrounding ñthe 

family.ò Consequently, SNAF is the normative, hegemonic structure used to 

understand how to ñdo family.ò As a result, those families and family forms that 

consistently reflect the accepted norms related to the idealized concept of the 
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family are labeled acceptable and they are labeled as the types of families that 

promulgate the well-being of those within them and society at large. For example, 

up until recently, in the United States only men and women were able to marry 

one another and receive the associated entitlements such as tax breaks and 

healthcare from spouses. Put simply, families who look and act like SNAF 

receive considerable privilege for their ability to symbolize the ideal family form.  

While embodying SNAF may lead to social privilege, research finds that 

undoing gender in relationships can have positive effects on heterosexual, 

monogamous relationships (Risman 1998, 2009). Risman (2009) finds that when 

men undo gender, their marriages prosper. Risman (1998) explores dual career 

families, where both members were committed to career growth, childrearing 

involvement, and quality family time. In these households, men and women had 

ñpostgender arrangements,ò whereby in experiencing ñgender vertigo,ò or flouting 

societal norms, they were able to overcome gendered expectations and 

behaviors (Risman 1998). Thus, individuals can use their individual agency to 

ñundo gender.ò Still, this agency and the ñundoing of genderò exist alongside the 

continued politization of families and gender in the political and social sphere 

(Adams 2007). However, the addition of polyamory to the lexicon of acceptable 

family forms will continue to affect change in the political and social sphere of 

families.  

It is possible that polyamorous men are more at risk in terms of losing their 

partner if they embody hegemonic masculinity in their polyamorous households 

and relationships, since their partner may already have an established clear 
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alternative. Men and women in heterosexual, monogamous relationships relate 

to one another via the norms set by the institution of monogamy, 

heteronormativity, and SNAF. Polyamory changes the social location of romantic 

relationships, where new normsðparticularly an interest in gender equityð

establish the basis for social interaction. Acceptable behaviors in some 

monogamous relationships, like an unequal distribution of housework, may 

become unacceptable in a relationship form that overtly emphasizes gender 

equality and presents other men as potential relationships. Thus, polyamorous 

men might be incentivized to ñundo genderò at the interactional level to maintain 

relationship strength and solvency.  

THEORIZING THE GENDERED HOUSEHOLD 

The Idealized Husband and Father 

The social construction of the idealized husband/father has changed over 

time (Coltrane 1996; Degler 1980; Demos 1974). In the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, fathers were considered agents of the state and in charge 

of stewarding the family (Demos 1974). During this time, the father was 

symbolically constructed as the moral compass of the family. It was expected 

that fathers would be ñfamily patriarchsò and ñstern moral teachersò (Coltrane 

1996:5).  

In the 19th century, the Industrial Revolution led fathers to work outside 

the home (Degler 1980). As fathers became increasingly distanced from their 

familyôs day-to-day operations, the ideal father became someone who could 

provide for his family. In the early and mid-20th century, the ideal father provided 
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initial sperm, offered protection, and maintained financial care for his family 

(Coltrane 1996). Today, the ideal father and husband is a heterosexual, married 

male who provides for his family, acts as decision maker, has sole sexual access 

to his wife, and may do some housework or childcare, but this last part is at his 

discretion (Coltrane 1989, 1996; Smith 1993). Recently, the concept of the ñnew 

fatherò (Johansson 2011; Ranson 2001) has recognized that fathers would like to 

be more involved with their children, but that long work hours impact their ability 

to spend as much time as they would like with their children. Importantly, the 

gender structure treats men and women as complimentary, meaning the ideal 

wife/mother is socially constructed as opposite to the ideal husband and father.  

The Idealized Wife and Mother 

When fathers were considered the moral compass of the family, women 

were considered the weaker and inferior sex (Demos 1974). The ideal 

wife/mother was subordinate to her husband, with both parties recognizing his 

mental and moral superiority. As a result, prior to the development of separate 

spheres, the ideal woman helped around the house and subordinated herself to 

her husband. In the early 19th century, as men increasingly worked outside the 

home, women took control over the day-to-day operations of the house; thus, 

ñthe cult of the Self-Made Man required the cult of the True Womanò (Coontz 

1992:53). Under this ideology, the ideal woman was pious, pure, submissive, and 

domestic (Welter 1966). Her job was to focus solely on rearing her children and 

homemaking. The ideal woman created a haven in the heartless world.  
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Today, hegemonic femininity in the home is socially constructed as a 

heterosexual woman who gives her husband sole sexual access, bears his 

children, rears his children, maintains the home, and tends to the emotional 

needs of all family members (Hochschild 1989, 2003). In a post Second-Wave-

feminism world, it is debatable whether hegemonic femininity means being a 

stay-at-home mother. One only has to look at the ñmommy warsòðdebates 

between women (and men too)ðon whether children benefit more from having a 

working or a stay-at-home mother (Zimmerman et al. 2008). Both construct their 

employment status as ideal. Hays (1996) argues that working mothers are met 

with a contradiction; the world of paid work requires them to assert masculine 

characteristics, while the world of home life requires them to engage with the 

ideology of intensive mothering. The ideology of intensive mothering asserts that 

because mothers love their children, the rearing of them is naturally selfless, 

centered on sacrifice, and time consuming (Hays 1996). Hays suggests that 

being a working mother does not challenge hegemonic femininity; rather, it 

requires women to engage with two different gendered ideologies dependent on 

whether they are at home or work. For example, when women do not devote time 

and energy to growing organic vegetables and creating sensory boxes for their 

children, society asks, ñDoes she do enough for her children?ò rather than 

asking, ñHow have we socially constructed organic vegetables and sensory 

boxes to be symbols of intensive mothering?ò This conceals societyôs gendered 

expectations and puts the onus on women to ñshape up.ò  

Doing Family  
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ñDoing family,ò like doing gender, treats the family as a verb, rather than a 

static entity (Rapp 1978; Gubrium and Holstein 1990; Stiles 2002; Hudak and 

Giammattei 2010). The notion of ñdoing familyò exists in contrast to ñthe family,ò 

the picture painted by SNAF. Conceiving of families as something we do 

deconstructs essentialist notions surrounding the familyðparticularly that blood 

or legal recognition defines family (Hudak and Giammattei 2010). The ñdoing of 

family,ò just like the ñdoing of gender,ò speaks to individualsô agency; however, 

empirical research (Lachance-Grzela and Bouchard 2010; Perry-Jenkins and 

Gerstel 2020) highlights the ways in which internalized notions of hegemonic 

masculinity, femininity, and the family inform ways of ñdoing.ò   

Thus, research indicates that the hegemonic conceptions of masculinity 

and femininity influence the ways individuals ñdo genderò within the family 

(Coltrane 2000; Lachance-Grzela and Bouchard 2010; Perry-Jenkins and Gerstel 

2020). For example, Di Leonardo (1987) finds that women have often felt 

required toðand didðmaintain their familyôs kin network. Additionally, because 

we construct femininity as being in charge or capable of caring for others, 

emotion work then becomes a way in which women ñdo genderò and ñdo motherò 

(Hochschild 1983). This conceals the work involved in emotion work and treats it 

as something women are naturally good at (Steil 1997). 

Similarly, research has demonstrated that men often draw upon 

hegemonic notions of femininity to assert that women are better at doing 

housework (Komter 1989). Komter (1989) finds that men overestimate 

themselves in valuation to their wives, while the opposite is true of women. This 
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indicates that hegemonic gender structures influence the ways in which 

individuals perceive themselves and their significant other. Even when women 

make more money than their husbands, challenging gender norms, women will 

often cede power to their husband and perform more housework than them in 

order to reassert the gender binary (Ezzedeen and Grossknickle 2008). In 

summary, research indicates that hegemonic conceptions of gender, which are 

not based on the essential nature of man or woman, come to define how 

individuals ñdo genderò at home.  

During the 1970s and particularly the 1980s, reminiscent of the 19th 

century, Americans were once again concerned about the demise of the family 

(Williams 2000). With both men and women working in paid labor, Americans 

once again worried about how household tasks would be accomplished. While 

women moved into the paid sphere, there was no shift in how much housework 

men accomplished (Hochschild 1989). Instead, women engaged in ñthe second 

shiftò where, upon coming home from paid work, women picked up a second job 

by doing most of their householdôs housework. In households where husbands 

earned more money than their wives, the husbands performed less housework. 

In households where women earned more, women still performed more 

housework than their partners to reestablish the gender binary. When men 

helped, they would complete tasks in a ñhelperò role, whereby mothers directed 

tasks or took on an equal amount of the work (Coltrane 1989). Together, 

Hochschild (1989) and Coltrane (1989) have developed theoretical frames that 

help us understand why and how housework remains gendered (Altintas and 
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Sullivan 2016; LaChance-Grzela and Bouchard 2010; Perry-Jenkins and Gerstel 

2020). 

Advances in technology and occupational culture, like shorter clothes 

washing and drying cycles or available time via flexible work schedules, have 

brought womenôs second shift hours down (Shehan and Moras 2006). 

Nevertheless, this has not resulted in men performing more housework (Altintas 

and Sullivan 2016; LaChance-Grzela and Bouchard 2010; Perry-Jenkins and 

Gerstel 2020). Furthermore, the transition from married without children to 

married with children exacerbates the domestic work gap (Bianchi et al. 2012), 

indicating that childcare requires more time than doing ñwifelyò responsibilities, as 

suggested by Chodorow and Contratto (1992). Consequently, technological and 

cultural changes have helped relieve womenôs burden of housework somewhat, 

but societal discourse has not produced shifts in parental ideology concerning 

the doing of mother or father, or led men to contribute equally to housework. 

Sociological Perspectives on Housework and Polyamory  

Although men no longer overtly refer to an ideology of separate spheres to 

forestall housework, the theoretical perspectives of gender display, time 

approach, and bargaining help to explain how a gendered division of labor 

persists (Geist and Ruppanner 2018). According to the gender display 

perspective, individuals in monogamous, dyadic households divide labor by what 

is socially constructed as appropriate for their gender (Geist and Ruppanner 

2018). Women end up doing more housework because most tasksðand more 

specifically, the ones that occur dailyðare socially constructed as womenôs work 



 

38 
 

(Geist and Ruppanner 2018). However, because gender equity is an important 

polyamorous subcultural value (Schippers 2016), I theorized that polyamorous 

accounts of labor would rely less, and perhaps not at all, on gender as a rationale 

for labor. Furthermore, I suspected that their accounts might explicitly discuss the 

importance of relieving women from an unfair burden of household labor.  

The time approach perspective is seemingly gender neutral and suggests 

that the individual with the most time for housework will do it (Geist and 

Ruppanner 2018). The time approach perspective assumes that ñtime is a zero-

sum game, so time in one domain (here, housework) requires a trade in time in 

another domain (here, employment)ò (Geist and Ruppanner 2018:243). Research 

has found that individuals who spend more time in paid labor perform less 

housework and childcare (Bianchi et al. 2000; Bianchi et al. 2012). Historically, 

women have done more household labor because men have been more likely to 

be employed full time (Hochschild 1989). Simultaneously, womenôs unpaid forms 

of work, such as volunteering, have not been treated as work (Hook 2004). As a 

result, women are deemed to have more time to do housework (Geist and 

Ruppanner 2018). However, in polyamorous households, there are simply more 

people available to do housework. Additionally, polyamory recognizes the 

importance of individual autonomy and that time is a limited resource for all 

individuals (Bettinger 2008), which leads to an acute awareness by polyamorous 

people of their own use of time and the time availability of others. Consequently, I 

suspected that polyamorous accounts of housework might have unique 

considerations regarding time and availability to do housework. 
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The bargaining perspective theorizes that the person with the most 

resources trades their way out of housework (Geist and Ruppanner 2018). 

Bargaining perspective is born out of rational choice theory and attempts to 

explain the gender disparity of housework (Becker 1981). Household labor is 

often unenjoyable and comes at the cost of time, so people will attempt to 

maximize pleasure and reduce pain by leveraging their resources to get out of 

housework. Like the time approach perspective, bargaining perspective is 

seemingly gender neutral. However, historically, men have made more income 

compared to women and have leveraged their greater income to bargain their 

way out of housework (Chapman and Benis 2017; Geist and Ruppanner 2018).  

These influential sociological theories explaining how households do 

housework have not just been applied to households embodying SNAF. 

Research has explored gender display and time availability theory in 

heterosexual, gay, and lesbian households (Carrington 1999; Civettini 2015). 

Research on gay and lesbian couples has looked at stereotypical, gendered 

attributes or behaviors to understand the links between gender and housework 

(Civettini 2015). As part of the current study, I set out to see if polyamorous 

accounts of labor would reflect these theories or if their accounts would 

incorporate polyamoryôs unique subcultural norms as explanations for how 

housework is done in polyamorous households.  

THEORIZING POLYAMOROUS RELATIONSHIPS 

Sexual Normativity Discourse 
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Norms and discourse about sexuality act as an organizing agent that 

consists of stories about bodies, desire, pleasure, perversion, and deviance that 

rationalize the ways in which we set up our social relations (Foucault 1978). 

Foucault theorizes that these sexual discourses then operate as a central axis of 

power. Similarly, Rubin (1984) explains how societal ñnormalcyò is set up around 

erotic desire and practice. Discourse, laws, and social organizations all contribute 

to the creation of a system of sexual stratification that unequally distributes 

resources, power, and prestige. This system operates through the normalization 

and institutionalization of the ñcharmed circleò (Rubin 1984).  

Rubin conceptualizes the social construction of sexual acts as ñblessedò or 

ñdamnedò within a circle. At the center of the circle are those individuals whose 

sexual relations are socially acceptable; those most ñcharmedò individuals whose 

sexual practices are ñheterosexual, marital, monogamous, reproductive, and non-

commercialò (Rubin 1984:280). Those individuals are socially constructed as 

most deserving of privilege. The more deviant oneôs sexual behaviors, the further 

removed they are from the center of the circle. The outer ring of the sexual circle 

consists of unnatural or ñdamnedò sexuality involving ñpornography, fetish 

objects, sex toys of any sorts, [and] roles other than male and femaleò (Rubin 

1984:281). When individuals engage in more deviant sexual acts, the more they 

become ñothered.ò In becoming othered, they risk losing the ability to negotiate 

for power, resources, and authority. Those who engage with sex ñproperlyò can 

monopolize resources of power and prestige.  
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 The charmed circle illustrates the privilege given to individuals who 

practice monogamy (Schippers 2016). Their relationships are state recognized, 

their marriages are celebrated by family and friends, and their relationship form is 

reflected to them in the larger culture.  Alternatively, ñsexual interactions that 

include more than two people are considered deviant, relegated to the perverse, 

and cast outside the charmed circle of normative sexual interactionsò (Schippers 

2016:147). Schippers suggests that while a substantial literature has been 

devoted to how sexual normalcy organizes our social structure and interactions, 

little has been done to seriously interrogate how monogamy particularly 

organizes our social structure and interactions.  

Academic attention has focused on how norms around heterosexuality 

and homosexuality have come to define moral, ñnormalò sexual practices 

(Foucault 1978; Rich 1983; Rubin 1984; Warner 1999). Heteronormativity refers 

to ñthe social, cultural, and institutionalized meanings and practices that 

systematically confer privilege in the forms of status, authority, and material 

resources to heterosexual people who conform to societal norms and 

expectations for living a ógood lifeôò (Schippers 2016:7). Heteronormativity serves 

to naturalize the social construction of the opposite sex as different and socially 

constructs gender difference as the foundation of sexual desire. Thus, 

heteronormativity normalizes discourse that socially constructs women as 

dependent upon menôs love for them, which, due to gender inequity, cements 

subordination while men are socially constructed as subjects possessing women 

(Barry 1979; Rich 1983; Rubin 1984). While women become subordinated to 



 

42 
 

men via heterosexuality, they gain access to privilege and resources via 

heteronormativity. Thus, the family becomes a driving force for both gender and 

heterosexuality (Jackson 2006).  

The gender binary conceals additional ways of embodying and engaging 

with sexuality in that it relies on gender dichotomy and the presumption of 

monogamy to define sexuality. For Schippers (2016), monogamy is socially 

constructed as the only viable option to do a legitimate relationship, describing 

this legitimation as The Monogamous Couple. The concept of the Monogamous 

Couple refers to the idea that the natural, ideal, and only legitimate relationship 

form in our society is the monogamous couple.  

Scholars have discussed that more recent work and activism in the 

mainstream gay and lesbian rights movement has ñemphasize[d] assimilation to 

heteronormativity as a strategy for gaining entrance into the charmed circleò 

(Schippers 2016:8). Some gay and lesbian activists make claims that the gay 

and lesbian community is ñjust like normal folksò in wanting the right to marry (just 

one person), serve in the military, and live a middle-class lifestyle (Warner 1999). 

In doing so, they socially construct the homonormative couple as individuals who 

are in a monogamous dyad, embody gender in ways that are relatively unqueer, 

and engage in the least threatening types of sexual relationships (e.g., rejecting 

practicing BDSM or practicing polyamorous relationships). Warner worries that 

embracing homonormativity throws shame on everyone else ñfarther down the 

ladder of respectabilityò (Warner 1999: 60). Put differently, the social construction 

of the ñgood gayò shames individuals further outside the charmed circle. 
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Thus, the construction of a the ñgood gayò creates something in opposition 

to itselfðthe sexual deviant, the pervert, or anyone else who does not want to 

live their sexuality and gender identity in conformance with hetero or 

homonormativity. Being ñnormalò necessarily defines someone else as 

pathological. Through the promotion of a homonormative identity, which is 

modeled after heteronormativity, queer sexualities are stigmatized and de-

legitimized. Thus, we live in a society that rewards heterosexual and homosexual 

individuals for engaging in ñgoodò sex, which has become culturally inextricable 

from monogamy (Pieper and Bauer 2005; Rubin 1984; Schippers 2016). 

Schippers (2016) suggests that the privilege given to individuals who 

engage in monogamous relationships has been vastly understudied compared 

with gender, heteronormativity, and homonormativity. Although homonormativity 

embodies monogamy, there are specific links between The Monogamous Couple 

and the gender binaryðnamely, that men possess women and that women are 

possessed by men in monogamous relationships (Butler 1990; Schippers 2016). 

Schippers suggests that polyamory disrupts the relationship between men and 

women and between man and man through its disavowal of man as possessor. 

When women have multiple partners, a single man can no longer solely 

ñpossessò his partner. As discussed above, this possession of women by men is 

made possible through the institution of monogamy.  

The social construction of the monogamous dyad as the most natural, 

desirable, and moral sexual-ship form and the institutionalized beliefs, practices, 

rituals, and norms that systemically confer privilege to those perceived to be in a 
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committed monogamous couple is known as mononormativity (Pieper and Bauer 

2005). Discourse surrounding mononormativity presents monogamy as the only 

viable option to engage in romantically partnering with another individual. This is 

made glaringly apparent considering that only individuals in dyadic, monogamous 

relationships are formally recognized by the state. The discursive construction of 

mononormativity presents itself as ñan essential foundation of human existenceò 

(Bauer 2010:145). Bauer suggests that the discourse is entrenched through the 

proliferation of studies in social sciences focusing exclusively on the 

mononormative couple (Bauer 2010). If the social sciences only write about the 

mononormative couple, then they are also serving to legitimize it as the only 

natural relationship form. Schippers (2016) articulates how the incorporation of 

polyamory into socially accepted relationship forms could challenge gender and 

racial inequalities. 

Polyamoryôs Potentiality  

 I use Schippersô analysis of The Monogamous Couple and theory of 

polyqueer sexualities to explain why polyamorous accounts of housework 

suggest a deviation from embodying hegemonic masculinity and femininity in 

individualsô daily lives. Building on Richôs (1983) concept of compulsory 

heterosexuality, Schippers (2016) suggests that monogamy is socially 

constructed as the only viable relationship formðmaking it compulsory. 

Previously, Rich has suggested that heterosexuality is presented as the only 

form of sexual orientation and maintains that heterosexuality acts as a key 

mechanism of menôs dominance over women. Schippers interrogates how 
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monogamy has been theoretically understudied, is socially constructed as the 

only viable relationship option, and offers polyamory as a distinct relationship 

form to disrupt hegemonic relations between men and women.  

Schippers uses the WMM relationship, a woman with two male partners, 

to explore her theory of polyqueer sexualities. Sheff (2014) finds the WMM to be 

the most stable of polyamorous relationships. Sheff (20140) suspects WMM are 

the most stable because heterosexual men reject hegemonic masculinity and 

learn to emphasize communication. Schippers adds that WMM relationships 

destabilize the man as subject, woman as object relationship because the 

woman dating two men now has subjectivity. Furthermore, men can no longer 

see themselves as competitors for a womanôs love because polyamory 

encourages cooperation among metamours (Schippers 2016). Rather than 

viewing themselves as competitors for a woman, men must reorient their 

relationships to one another and become amiable with one another, potentially 

even friendly.  

Schippers (2016) offers that although issues of gender inequality, the 

gender binary, and heteronormativity have been extensively studied and are 

important, monogamy has been wholly understudied. Consequently, she 

analyzes how monogamy supports the gender binary and hierarchy. Polyamory 

disrupts the gender hierarchy because it subverts the relationship between 

masculinity and femininity because men must relinquish ñpossessingò their 

female companions.  

Polyamory: Undoing Hegemonic Masculinity 
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Schippers (2016) writes that through polyamory, men learn to ñdo genderò 

differently. The gender binary, in conjunction with monogamy, gives men 

exclusive access to womenôs bodies. Men who cannot control their womanôs 

sexuality are considered cuckold and devoid of their masculinity. Men 

demonstrate their masculinity via their heterosexual status and through their 

exclusive access to their female partnerôs body. In polyamory, men learn to 

ñcohusbandò (Sheff 2014:213). Rather than demanding exclusive access to ñtheir 

woman,ò men learn to celebrate their partnerôs subjectivity with other men. 

Furthermore, in the polyamorous household, some men report bonding over 

shared interests, including, but not limited to, their mutual partner. In one MWW 

triad, Sheff (2014) finds that the men enjoyed spending time together repairing 

their home. In another WMM triad, two male partners reported cuddling when 

their female partner was gone (Sheff 2014:213). Polyamorous relationships then 

challenge menôs relationship to women and other men. Polyamory rejects the 

idea that masculinity requires competing for the ñprizeò (or object), while also 

deconstructing the notion that masculinity means sexual exclusivity to oneôs 

partner. My empirical work advances Schippersô theory that to be in polyamorous 

relationships, men must reorient their relationship to masculinity, other men, and 

women.  

Initial empirical work on polyamory suggests that men may engage in 

more ñfeminineò behaviors in polyamorous relationships (Sheff 2014). Women 

engage in ñothermotheringò (Collins 2000), taking care of children whom they are 

not connected to legally or biologically; to the best of my knowledge, research 
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has not demonstrated that ñotherfatheringò occurs in monogamous menôs lives. 

However, Sheff often observes it in polyamorous households (Sheff 2014). Sheff, 

though, does not provide a theoretical explanation as to why men were willing to 

ñotherfatherò in this context. Embodying hegemonic masculinity, alongside the 

practice of monogamy, does not just mean exclusive access to oneôs wife for 

pleasureôs sake, but also ensures that the children men rear are their biological 

children. When women and children are no longer ñobjectsò that ñbelongò to men, 

men are open to the idea of investing in othersô children. Additionally, in Sheffôs 

(2014) study fathers were often the ones who maintained the relationships 

between the children and their wives or girlfriendsô ex-partners. Sheff accredits 

this to men having no ill will toward their male ex-metamours. Consequently, 

polyamory challenges the notion that men should only invest in their own 

offspring and teaches men how to do kinwork.  

Sheff (2014) also suggests that polyamory might allow men to orient away 

from the ideology of man as provider as classified in SNAF. In Sheffôs study, 

shortly after two married couples moved in together, one of the men had a 

nervous breakdown because of the stress of working in the Gulf Coast Region of 

the United States after Hurricane Katrina. Phil, who had the mental breakdown, 

reported that ñit had been coming for a long timeò (Sheff 2014:175). Mitch, the 

other male in the quad, believed that Phil felt Mitch and his wife could support the 

quad, and this allowed Phil to attend to his own mental health. For Phil, leaving 

his monogamous relationship and becoming polyamorous with another couple 

relieved him of his demanding status as financial provider, which allowed him to 
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attend to his mental health. As a result, Phil undid his masculinity through his 

decision to not provide for his family or keep his emotions ñin-check,ò disrupting 

ñdoingò hegemonic masculinity.  

Sheffôs work suggests Schippersô theory that men might ñdoò or ñundoò 

gender in polyamorous households is empirically valid. First, Sheff (2014) finds 

that men in polyamorous relationships engage as companions rather than 

competing with one another in WMM relationships. Second, men in polyamorous 

relationships begin to ñotherfatherò and maintain kin networks in polyamorous 

households. Men maintain the kin networks because they are not in competition 

with one another. Third, the extended network provided by polyamory may free 

men of the hegemonic expectation to financially provide for their family.  

Polyamory: Undoing Hegemonic Femininity  

In addition to challenging hegemonic masculinity, polyamory also 

challenges hegemonic femininity, particularly the social construction of women as 

sexually exclusive to their male partners (Schippers 2016). de Beauvoir writes 

that the more sexually pure a woman is, the higher her esteem by men will be 

(1949). de Beauvoir suggests that the Virgin Mary, who is entirely pure, is 

socially constructed as the most esteemed woman. Thus, women who are 

polyamorous and have multiple sexual partners challenge hegemonic femininity 

in that they are not sexually exclusive with their partners.  

Although Sheff (2014) does not theorize about gender and the 

polyamorous household, her work shows in numerous ways that polyamory could 

challenge gender inequality. For example, the polyamorous community is 
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suspicious of romantic unions that reinforce gendered power relations. Sheff 

finds that most polyamorous households are not interested in, and are often 

discriminatory of, ñunicorn huntersòð ña heterosexual man and bisexual or 

heteroflexible woman looking for a bisexual womanò (2014:12) to complete their 

triad. Because men have historically treated womenôs same-sex relationships as 

training for ñrealò sexuality (Faderman 1981), the ñrealò relationships would be the 

one between the man and his two female partners. Because polyamory 

emphasizes gender equity, polyamorous households generally view these triads 

as reinforcing the hegemonic gender binary and treat them with skepticism. 

Perhaps this suggests that polyamorous people are indeed serious about 

disrupting traditional, gendered relationships between men and women.  

Additionally, polyamorous households can challenge the ideology of 

intensive mothering (Hays 1996). The addition of multiple partners in 

polyamorous households allows parents to step away from parenting while 

another parent steps in. For example, in Sheffôs (2010) study, Patrick, the 

primary caretaker for a quad, acknowledged that other members of the quad 

coming home from work allowed him to relax. Similarly, in another study, the 

Tree triad, composed of Bjorn, Gene, and Leah, all took turns raising their 

newborn and getting up for the night shift. Bjorn said the following:  

Itôs been amusing having monogamous friends who first asked questions about polyamory, 
like ñisnôt that complicated or a lot of work?ò Then as we all got to child-rearing age our 
friends have changed their tune or seemed a little jealous and talk about how wonderful it 
would be to have more parents (Sheff 2014:200).  

 
These examples demonstrate how ñmotheringò is around-the-clock care (Hayes 

1996). However, these examples consider mothering as a way of parenting, not a 
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gendered person parenting. Rather than women parenting all the time, mothering 

becomes a degendered term that references the ability for someone to always be 

taking care of the child. This challenges hegemonic femininity and intensive 

mothering because it no longer requires mothers to be full-time caretakers.  

Women in polyamorous households who move from monogamous 

relationships and into polyamorous relationships report rediscovering their 

personal identityðan escape from the all-encompassing role of ñmotherò (Hays 

1996). In Sheffôs (2005) study, Louise, an astrologer raising children, stated the 

following: 

I am more aware of what I need for myself. Iôm more aware of taking of myself and not 
always living for other peopleéThe problem is that I had a bad habit of always putting 
everyone else first. Iôm still working on that one. But it [polyamory] has made me realize how 
much I need to take care of me (260).  

 
Louiseôs statement describes a retreat from intensive mothering, and her claim 

has been substantiated by research that finds that primary caretakers believe an 

increase in the number of parental figures allows individuals to take needed 

breaks from parenting rather than emotionally exhausting themselves (Ritchie 

and Barker 2007; Sheff 2010). Consequently, mothers in polyamorous 

relationships engage in consciousness raising, whereby they recognize and turn 

away from the ideology of intensive mothering. 

Additionally, some mothers engage in ñgatekeepingò (Allen and Hawkins 

1999; Hauser 2012), a process by which they prevent fathers from parenting to 

valorize their identity as mothers. Sheffôs (2014) work did not report any 

occurrences of this behavior by mothers; however, Sheff does not theorize about 

polyamory. It is possible that in challenging certain aspects of hegemonic 
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femininity, mothers in polyamorous households do not feel the need to ñdo 

genderò via intensive mothering and no longer engage in gatekeeping.  

 In summary, Schippers (2016) theorizes gender inequality is challenged 

within polyamorous relationships. She suggests that queer theorists and gender 

scholars have understudied the role of monogamy in maintaining menôs 

dominance over women via the monogamous relationship. In polyamorous 

relationships, men and women must relate to gender outside the hegemonic 

conceptions of masculinity and femininity. Consequently, a change at the 

structural level of relationship form creates change at the interactional level, 

whereby men and women can begin to ñundoò gender.  

PULLING IT ALL TOGETHER: POLYAMORY, GENDER, AND DIVISIONS OF 

HOUSEHOLD LABOR 

The ideologies of doing gender, separate spheres, and the gendered 

division of labor in households are linked through the institution of monogamy. 

Mononormativity is institutionalized through state-recognized dyadic pairing and 

the associated lack of recognition of relationships that are made up of more than 

two partners. Furthermore, cultural discourse on mononormativity presents 

dyadic pairing as the only viable and healthy option to engage in romantic 

relationships. When heterosexual individuals are in monogamous, dyadic 

relationships, the ideology of separate spheres informs who should do what 

within the relationship, and this includes divvying up the various types of labor 

necessary to accrue resources and maintain the relationship.  
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The ideology of separate spheres presumes there is one woman to do 

housework and one man to do paid work. However, because femininity is defined 

by caring for others, the process of caring for others has the consequence of 

intertwining the completion of housework, doing gender, and doing motherhood 

(Hochschild 1983). Caring is no longer seen as work; caring is seen as an 

altruistic loving act characteristic of a ñgoodò wife and mother. For example, 

women often feel required to maintain their familyôs kin network by contacting 

family members outside the nuclear home and organizing events to keep the 

family in touch with others (di Leonardo 1987). This moves the process of caring 

outside of the nuclear family and into larger kin networks, making women the 

consistent producers of family for both their own homes and the homes of other 

family members. This consistent, interlocking, and institutionally sweeping 

process conceals the work involved in family work, treating it as something 

women are naturally good at, supposed to do, and like to do (DeVault 1991; Steil 

1997). This all has the consequence of rendering invisible the actual work 

completed (Kaplan Daniels 1987).  

Polyamory disrupts these links because members of a monogamous dyad 

are no longer the only persons available to accomplish housework and paid 

work. There is no longer an easy match between two partnersðtwo realms of 

labor (i.e., housework and paid work) that can easily fall back on strongly 

embedded sociohistorical norms of SNAF, hegemonic masculinity/femininity, and 

separate spheres. The multiplicity of adults in the household allows, perhaps 

even forces, individuals to consider new ways of accomplishing housework that 
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are not easily guided by traditionally gendered behaviors and familial norms. In 

addition to pursuing gender egalitarianism through questioning gendered 

divisions of labor, the polyamorous community also values autonomous 

individuality and the variety of experiences that multiple romantic partners 

provide (Easton and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014; Schippers 2016). This creates 

threats to group cohesion because finding an equilibrium that satisfies fair 

divisions of labor, fulfilling romantic relationships among more than two partners, 

and maintaining personal autonomy for all the individuals involved is challenging. 

To make polyamorous relationships work, then, the polyamorous community 

emphasizes repeatedly communicating with partners and recognizing time as a 

limited resource for all involved (Bettinger 2008; Easton and Hardy 2009; Klesse 

2011; Sheff 2014). 

For this reason, I theorize that polyamorous peoplesô accounts of 

housework would incorporate the subcultural norms discussed above in the 

pursuit of completing household tasks. Indeed, my interviews with polyamorous 

people provide support for this conjecture. Within their accounts of labor, 

polyamorous individuals incorporated their subcultural values into their divisions 

of household labor, both in an explicit and conscious manner and in a seemingly 

implicit or subconscious manner. For example, some research participants would 

explicitly discuss polyamory as a gender egalitarian space and would connect 

this to not using gender to assign housework. Others would emphasize time as a 

limited resource without vocally linking it to the polyamorous subcultural value of 

time as a limited resource. This is important because emerging research argues 
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that polyamorous relationships could potentially challenge the obstinate concepts 

of hegemonic masculinity and femininity (Schippers 2016). Polyamory creates 

queer possibilities, whereby institutions, actions, and identities associated with 

gender may be altered to create new possibilities (Schippers 2016). The 

incorporation of subcultural values into accounts of labor could indicate that 

polyamorous individuals are challenging traditional, gendered divisions of labor.  
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Chapter III 
 

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH APPROACH 
 

 
In undertaking this study my chief goal was to understand if and how 

polyamoryôs subcultural norms informed polyamorous individualôs account of 

household labor. My primary data gathering tool was in-depth interviews to 

generate new typologies to understand polyamorous peoplesô accounts of 

household labor. I also supplemented the qualitative data gathered from 

interviews with survey data collected from a larger sample of polyamorous 

individuals. Because little has been written about perceptions of household labor 

by people in polyamorous relationships, I used a grounded theory approach to 

analyze their accounts of housework described in the interviews. This meant that 

I continually applied relevant theories and updated the review of the literature as 

data collection, interpretation, and synthesis unfolded so that data collection and 

analysis informed theory which then, in turn, informed data collection and 

analysis. This inductive, circular approach to research, as opposed to a top-

down, traditional deductive approach, is a hallmark of grounded theory. For 

example, as participants provided new and unexpected detail on men cooking as 

a hobby, I looked at newer theories and research on the relationship between 

masculinity and cooking (Carlson, Miller, and Sassler 2018; Meah and Jackson 
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2013; Sobal 2017; Tashiro and Lo 2015), which then impacted the 

questions that I posed and my understanding of the information provided by 

participants.   

INFORMATION NEEDED TO CONDUCT THE STUDY 
 

In seeking to understand polyamorous accounts of household labor, I ask 

two research questions to guide my data collection and analysis: 

1) How do polyamorous individuals perceive and describe the division of labor in 

their households? 

2) How do polyamorous individualsô descriptions of housework potentially 

reflect, reaffirm, or conflict with polyamorous subcultural values, 

especially values related to gender equity?   

Theoretical perspectives informed the study at each stage. A set of 

theories provided a framework for the study, informed the methodological 

approach, supported the data analysis, and validated the study conclusions (Dale 

Bloomberg and Volpe 2016). As mentioned in Chapter II, three primary theories 

inform my research and provide the framework for the project. First, doing and 

undoing gender (West and Zimmerman 1987; Deutsch 2007) informed how 

gender impacts our interactions with others in the social world. Second, theories 

of the gendered division of labor in households informed how doing gender is 

implicated in household labor (Coltrane 1996; Hochschild 1989; Smith 1993). 

Third, theoretical frameworks for polyamory informed how polyamorous 

subcultural norms might lead polyamorous individuals to approach household 

labor differently (Schippers 2016).  
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However, theory is reliant on observation to test and provide support for 

the assumptions and ideas set forth by the theoretical frames. For this project, 

such observational data, which Bloomberg and Volpe (2016) refer to as 

perceptual information due to the subjectivity inherent in observing the social 

world, refers to research participants accounts of household labor. I used 

interviews to discover how research participants aimed to accomplish housework 

in their home and how they reported meeting, or not meeting, those goals. 

Participantsô accounts of household labor revealed that polyamorous subcultural 

norms did inform their accounts of household labor. It is important to recognize, 

though, that participant accounts of labor are not facts indicative of an objective 

reality but are what the participants believe to be true, from their subjective point 

of view (Dale Bloomberg and Volpe 2016). However, as individuals give their 

accounts, they represent their accounts as a set of guiding rules or a system of 

beliefs (Orbuch 1997). Their accounts then become expressions of both 

conscious and unconscious meaning assigned to everyday life (Orbuch 1997).   

It is possible that the use of polyamorous subcultural norms to make 

sense of how they accomplish housework indicates that these values guide how 

they make sense of their lives generally. For example, a repeated theme across 

interviews was the desire by participants to prevent women from being unequally 

burdened with housework. The literature on polyamorous relationships discusses 

how polyamory can be seen as female empowerment and a form of gender 

egalitarianism because it reduces the stigma of women having multiple sexual 

partners, freeing them from the sexual double standard (Cascais and Cardoso 
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2012; Easton and Hardy 2009). It stands to reason, then, that such 

empowerment might translate from the bedroom to the living room, so to speak. 

This could indicate that research participants want gender equity to infiltrate all 

aspects of their lives, not just their romantic relationships or sexual interactions.    

STUDY DESIGN 

This research project had three stages, as Figure 3.1 depicts. I discuss 

each of these in more detail below.  

Figure 3.1. Study Recruitment Methods 

 

Stage One 
 

In Stage One, I fielded a survey to gather demographic and attitudinal 

information. This survey included questions about age, race, sexual orientation, 

income, relationship data, family network structure, and attitudes towards gender 

stereotypes (see Appendix A for the survey instrument). As a trusted quantitative 

data collection method, surveys are easy to administer and manage, and are 

especially useful for collecting demographic data (Creswell et. al 2003, Fink 

2015). I replicated the U.S. Census demographic questions because items used 

in the census have been tested to meet high standards of reliability and validity 

(Mesenbourg et al. 2013). 

Survey One

ÅDemographic 
Information

ÅChildrearing 
Attitudes

ÅN = 231

Survey Two

ÅWritten 
explanation of 
percieved 
division of 
labor

ÅN= 129

Interviews

ÅOral 
descriptions of 
percieved 
household 
labor

ÅN= 53
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Following construction of the Stage One survey I set out to recruit 

research participants, using purposive snowball sampling to find initial 

participants. Snowball sampling is the process of connecting with a small number 

of informants that are part of the study population of interest, who then connect 

the researcher with other members of the population of interest. Snowball 

sampling is ideal for finding marginalized or ñhidden populationsò where 

participants are not readily seen (Browne 2005; Faugier and Sargeant 1997). 

Polyamory is a stigmatized relationship orientation, so polyamorous individuals 

are often hidden and concerned about being ñoutedò (Pallotta-Chiarolli 2010; 

Sheff 2014). Faugier and Sargeant (1997) note that the more personally sensitive 

and socially sanctioned the more difficult it is to recruit participants. Because of 

the institutionalization of monogamy, polyamory is a stigmatized relationship form 

in mainstream culture and sanctioned. So much so that, when told I people I 

studied polyamorous relationships, some laypeople were indignant that I would 

even study polyamory.  

To ameliorate difficulties in finding ñhidden populationsò Browne (2005) 

suggests beginning with oneôs own social network to locate initial informants. 

This helps bring forward research participants who might not answer an 

anonymous call for research. Browne (2005) emphasizes the importance of 

creating a communal network where trusted individuals can explain to potential 

research participants how the research will be used, what the experience was 

like, and whether or not the researcher treats the subject with respect.  
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While writing my research prospectus, family and friends disclosed (with 

permission) their friends who identified as polyamorous and wanted to participate 

in the study. Once IRB approved the study, I recruited those individuals for the 

study. They asked if I had a call for research they could share on social media. I 

sent them my call for research and a link to the first survey. I later learned from 

research participants that my call for research and link were shared widely 

across various closed Facebook groups. Research participants assured others 

that I was undertaking serious research and was respectful to the practice of 

polyamory. These individuals became the ñgatekeepersò who allowed me access 

to the polyamorous community (Barzilai-Nahon 2008).  

The Stage One Survey was available for six months, from January of 2016 

to June of 2016. During that time, 231 individuals began the Stage One Survey 

but only 194 finished it. The 194 individuals who took the Stage One survey were 

slightly more diverse in terms of race, education, sexual orientation, and gender 

identity than the smaller sample of individuals who eventually participated in in-

depth interviews, but were otherwise remarkably similar (See Table 3.1). At the 

end of the survey, I asked individuals if they would be willing to take a second, 

more extensive, survey on household labor. 

Stage Two Survey 

If an individual was willing to continue in the study, I sent them a link to the 

second survey within 48 hours. The Stage Two Survey was open ended and 

asked research participants to describe, in their own words, their householdsô 
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labor. I asked about general cleaning, feeding work, childcare, emotion work, and 

paid work (see Appendix B).  

I designed the Stage Two Survey as an open-ended survey to allow 

participants to define and discuss their housework. The open-ended format of 

this survey allowed participants to describe how housework was accomplished in 

their own mind. I made conscious efforts to refrain from framing their answers by 

asking if their household divided labor according to dominant theories (gender, 

time, and/or bargaining perspective) in an attempt to not lead responses. Instead, 

I framed questions to allow research participants to describe potentially new and 

unknown ways of approaching labor in polyamorous households.  

One hundred and twenty-nine individuals took the Stage Two Survey, 

giving this portion of the study a 57 percent attrition rate. Research participants 

wrote anywhere from one sentence to multiple paragraphs as part of their open-

ended responses. The average research participant wrote roughly one paragraph 

and spent 10-15 minutes on the five-question survey. At the end of the survey, I 

asked people if they would agree to be interviewed.  

Interviews 

I chose interviews as the primary data collection strategy because they 

provide detailed accounts of how interviewees perceived and made sense of the 

division of labor in their household. I relied on Carringtonôs No Place Like Home: 

Relationships and Family Life Among Lesbians and Gay Men (1999) to provide a 

basic template for the interview guide. However, I kept my guide broader than 

Carringtonôs because I wanted to let the participantsô survey answers inform my 
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questions. In addition to this template, I relied on the previously completed Stage 

One and Stage Two surveys to tailor each semi-structured interview to the 

individual. This allowed me to conserve time in the interviews because I did not 

ask questions irrelevant to the participant. Instead, I dove further into questions 

that were applicable to the research participant. Within each interview I asked 

research participants to elaborate on their specific divisions of labor, focusing in 

particular on why they accomplished their divisions of labor the way they 

described in their Stage Two Survey. Additionally, during the interviews I was 

able to ask for clarification of vague and unclear statements and probe for 

additional information. Using these detailed accounts, I was able to explore a rich 

set of data related to how research participants accounted for their labor.   

 To arrange for the interviews I describe above, I electronically mailed 

individuals within 24 hours to set a date if a person agreed to be part of the 

study. If I did not receive a reply from them after one week, I sent a follow-up e-

mail, sending a total of two reminder emails. The research participant chose the 

interview time and place. If the person lived locally, I asked them if they would 

prefer an in-person, telephone, or online virtual interview (e.g., Google Hangout 

and Skype). Two participants agreed to meet in-person at a site of their 

choosing; one of these interviews took place at a bar and the other took place at 

a coffee shop. For online virtual interviews, I asked individuals if they would like 

to use Google Hangout or Skype. Through virtual meetings, I was able to not 

only hear their voice, but I was also able to read their body language and delve 

deeper when their body language was providing additional information beyond 
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verbal communication. If technological problems arose and the virtual interview 

was compromised, I moved the interview to over the telephone. Interviews lasted 

anywhere from 30 minutes to 2.5 hours, with the average interview taking about 

one hour.  

 To prepare for data collection and test the interview script, I held two pilot 

interviews with individuals in heterosexual, dyadic relationships. I purposefully did 

not interview polyamorous individuals as part of the pilot. I was afraid that my 

research pool would be too small to pilot interviews on participants. I wanted to 

conserve my participant pool and be sure that each participant received a tried 

and tested interview script.   

The pilot interviews checked for three things. First, I checked whether the 

interview guide omitted any key aspects of household labor. Second, I gained a 

rough estimate of how long interviews would take. Third, I checked for bias or 

judgement in my language. In particular, as a feminist researcher I was 

concerned that I would sound critical while discussing an inequitable division of 

labor, potentially tainting participant responses by introducing social desirability 

bias. While I could not control how research participants perceived me, I tried to 

check that the wording of my questions did not imply I believed there should be 

an equitable division of labor. As part of the pilot interviews, I first interviewed a 

man and then interviewed a woman in separate relationships who openly 

discussed having an unequal and gendered division of household labor. 

Following the interview, I asked each respondent if they felt I was critical of their 
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division of labor in any way. Neither felt criticized. Following these pilot 

interviews, I felt confident to begin interviewing polyamorous people.   

Of the 129 individuals who took the Stage Two Survey, 53 individuals 

were interviewed. From the Stage Two Survey to interviews there was a 58 

percent attrition rate. Research indicates that twelve to nineteen interviews lead 

to saturation (Guest, Bunce, and Johnson 2006). However, due to the myriad 

configurations of polyamorous relationships, I recruited a larger population 

sample. I noticed saturation (Fusch and Ness 2015) around interview 45 and 

stopped at 53 interviews.  

INCLUSION IN THE STUDY 

Individuals were eligible for inclusion in the study if they identified as 

polyamorous or as a ñrelationship anarchistò (Nordgren 2006). ñRelationship 

anarchyò refers to individuals who believe that romantic relationships should not 

be privileged over other relationships (Nordgren 2006). I included relationship 

anarchists in my sample because they had previously identified as polyamorous 

and were still in multiple partner romantic relationships. Of the 53 individuals I 

interviewed only two identified as relationship anarchists. I did not require that 

individuals currently be in a polyamorous relationship. However, initially I did 

require that at least two people from a polycule participate in the interviews to 

check for consistency between their interview accounts to test for reliability and 

validity. However, this became problematic for two reasons. First, sample attrition 

was a problem. Many well-intentioned individuals planned to participate in the 

research and told their partners as much, but ultimately forgot to take the second 
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survey or respond to an interview request. Second, participants would often ask if 

I had talked with their partner which created confidentiality issues. To protect 

anonymity, I declined to respond.  

Concerns about reliability and validity were mitigated due to the 

overwhelming similarity of peoplesô accounts of housework. Additionally, many 

research participants were from the same polycule and at no point did their 

viewpoints wildly differ. In fact, at one point in the study as I was interviewing a 

woman I realized, due to their dramatically similar answers, that I had interviewed 

her husband the week before.  

SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS  

Like Sheffôs research sample (2014), research participants were 

homogenous when it came to race; however, my research participants were 

more financially and regionally diverse (see Table 3.1). Sixty percent of research 

participants identified as female, 32 percent identified as male, and eight percent 

identified as another gender such as Gender Queer or demi-girl, identifying with 

the female side of the gender binary while not embracing it entirely (Ho and 

Mussap 2019). Twenty-nine percent of individuals identified as heterosexual, 26 

percent identified as bisexual, 19 percent identified as pansexual, and 19 percent 

identified as heteroflexible, ñ[individuals] who do not adhere to an identity 

included in the existing triangle: heterosexual, bisexual, and lesbianò (Ambrose 

2009: 69). The remaining seven percent of individuals identified as another 

sexual orientation, such as queer or lesbian. Eighty-nine percent of individuals 

identified as white. No other racial category had more than one percent within the 
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category. Participantsô age ranged from 25 to 70, with a mean age of 40. The 

research sample was well educated with over 85 percent having attended college 

or beyond. A quarter of the sampleôs household income was below $50,000 a 

year. However, a quarter of the sampleôs income was also above $100,000 a 

year. Unlike Sheffôs work (2014) these research participants were more 

regionally diverse and came from all over the country. Twenty-five percent of all 

research participants came from the West South Central portion of the United 

States (Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas). This was not unexpected, 

as I relied on personal connections to locate initial informants and I attend a 

university in this region of the country. Like Sheffôs (2014) study, research 

participants were overwhelmingly liberal with 85 percent identifying as slightly 

liberal, moderately liberal, or extremely liberal. 
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Table 3.1 Demographic Characteristics of Interview Participants 
 

Demographic Variables Survey One % Interview % 

Gender  
   Female 63 60 
   Male 24 32 
   Another Gender 13 8 
Sexual Orientation  
   Heterosexual 30 29 
   Bisexual 29 26 
   Pansexual 20 19 
   Heteroflexible 7 19 
   Another Sexual Orientation 14 7 
Race/Ethnicity  
   White 85 89 
   All Other Racial Categories 15 < 1 
Age  
   Mean Age 38 years old 40 years old 
Educational Attainment  
   High School Degree 2 2 
   Some College or Associateôs Degree 24 9 
   Bachelorôs Degree 35 42 
   Graduate or Professional Degree 33 43 
   Other 5 -- 
Income  
   Mean Income Category (in thousands) 75-100 75-100 
Political Ideology  
   Extremely Liberal 36 36 
   Moderately Liberal 42 43 
   Slightly Liberal 6 6 
   Moderate 13 13 
   Slightly Conservative 1 -- 
   Moderately Conservative 2 2 
Region  
   East South Central  1 -- 
   West South Central  37 25 
   New England 7 4 
   Atlantic Coast 9 27 
   Midwest 15 13 
   Mountain West 7 6 
   West Coast 23 26 

Note: N = 53; ñAnother Genderò is a general category and is made up of 
researcher-provided and participant-provided gender identities such as gender 
queer, demi-girl, and leans toward female.  ñAnother Sexual Orientationò 
includes sexualities like queer, gay, and lesbian.  ñAll Other Racial Categoriesò 
includes categories like Black, Latinx, Asian, and multiple race/ethnicities.  
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ANALYTIC STRATEGY  

 
 For this dissertation, besides the Stage One demographics, I strictly use 

interview data for analysis. I assigned each interview a unique code. I transcribed 

the interviews using ExpressScribe and Dragon Speaking Naturally. I used 

ExpressScribe because it allowed me to slow the pace of the recording as I 

transcribed the interviews. I used Dragon Speaking Naturally to speak into a 

recorder and have my words transcribed. 

Although transcribing can be laborious, I was able to make note of 

individualsô emotions within the transcription and better know my data. While I 

transcribed, I kept a journal with notes about themes emerging from each 

interview. This allowed me to reflect on my coding choices, how themes were 

taking shape, and emerging patterns across interviews (Saldaña 2013). For 

example, my journal helped me develop the theory that polyamorous people 

were incorporating their subcultural values into their accounts of labor (Saldaña 

2013). While transcribing, I also coded the data.  

 I used NVivo to code and analyze my interviews. I used an open coding 

approachða process where the researcher reads through the interviews and 

labels segments of qualitative data to fit within an evolving set of concepts and 

definitionsðto allow the codes to emerge from the data. As I coded, I kept a 

notebook that contained, first, definitions of codes, and, second, my memos on 

them. I made notes to review whether similar codes could be combined and to 

add thoughts on particular codes. As the coding process unfolded, it became an 

iterative process where I would code interviews, reflect, edit, and refine my 
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codes, and then continue to code new interviews. Once I finished coding the 

interviews, I began the process of putting the data back together (Dale 

Bloomberg and Volpe 2016). The coding process did not end there, however. As 

I put pen to paper and began writing up results, I was able to confirm some of my 

anticipated findings but was also able to refine others.  

POSITIONALITY 

As a researcher it is important to be transparent and make readers aware 

of how my social and cultural position might impact the way in which I 

constructed the study, my assumptions about the topic, and my position relative 

to participants and the subject matter. Though I grew up in Texas, I have lived in 

liberal, urban environments for most of my life. At the time of this research, I was 

in my late 20ôs and early 30ôs. While financially a graduate student, I come from a 

middle-class background. As a liberal, white, middle-class woman living in an 

urban area I reflected many of the demographics of my research participants. 

However, throughout this research I have been in heterosexual, monogamous 

relationships making me different from my research participants. I have never 

experienced polyamorous relationships. I attempted to mitigate my lack of 

experience through reading about polyamory. From sociological texts I came to 

suspect that polyamorous subcultural norms may affect the way polyamorous 

households think about and perceive their divisions of labor. I used grounded 

theory to let themes arise from my data rather than letting my research 

expectations determine my analysis.  

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
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The largest ethical consideration of this research was the potential ñoutingò 

of polyamorous individuals. As required, I sought out IRB approval which 

ensured that the plans for data collection, analysis, and storage was evaluated 

and approved by individuals within the academic community. Both surveys were 

available through the online survey provider Survey Monkey. One key feature of 

Survey Monkey is that it allows for the data to be encrypted. I was the only 

person who had access to the survey results. All research is kept in a secure 

location and only I have master key that links names and codes in a separate 

and secure location. All electronic files containing identifiable information are 

password protected, and I am the only person with access to the passwords.  

Another ethical consideration is the fact that I do not identify as 

polyamorous. I was also concerned about ñethnographic vampirismò (McLaren 

and Giarelli 1995). Ethnographic vampirism refers to observing the behaviors of 

others, imposing your own perspectives on those behaviors, and drawing 

conclusions about such behavior all while personally benefitting from peoplesô life 

circumstances. It is the process of academia turning real people with real feelings 

into a menagerie for oneôs own gain. While a small gesture, to attempt mitigate 

this, I offered all interested individuals a copy of my dissertation, if they so 

wished. Additionally, I openly discussed my sexuality and relationship orientation 

with research participants so that they knew I did not identify as polyamorous. 

Often research participants would reveal that prior to the interview they had 

looked through the surveys and recruiting scripts for ñcluesò about whether I was 

polyamorous or monogamous. This frequently created lively discussions about 
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where our desire for one or many partners emanates. I was also careful to check 

for understanding by making clarifying statements, such as, ñwhat I think you are 

trying to say iséò This allowed the research participant to confirm or correct my 

understanding and, hopefully, diminish the possibility of my own assumptions 

coloring my understanding of the beliefs and behaviors of the research 

participants.  

ISSUES OF TRUSTWORTHINESS 
 
Credibility 
 
 I took four steps to establish and maintain the integrity of my findings. 

First, I kept potential bias at the forefront of my mind. To mitigate this, I made 

sure to code for instances of incongruent findings and noted when I found 

traditional divisions of labor or conservative gender beliefs. These mainly arose 

in early stages of relationships when lack of knowing a person led individuals to 

follow dominant and gendered social scripts. For the most part, individuals do not 

live together or share household labor until comfortably knowing one another, at 

which point they are more comfortable challenging and rewriting social norms.  

Second, I had a prolonged engagement with my data (Dale Bloomberg 

and Volpe 2016). First, I made sure to have a large sample. While I suspected 

saturation around 45 interviews, I continued to interview individuals because 

polyamory can be such a diverse practice. Second, by transcribing the interviews 

personally, I immersed myself in the data, which helped me to begin thinking 

about emerging patterns. 
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Third, I did not keep my findings in a silo. I sought out academic 

colleagues and dissertation committee members with whom to share quotes, 

codes, and thoughts. In these conversations I would ask if they found certain 

quotes, codes, or thoughts in alignment with my own interpretations.  

Fourth, I provide thick descriptions of how research participants accounted 

for their divisions of labor. In doing so, readers can determine why I make the 

conclusions I do and evaluate them in relation to their social world.  

 Dependability   

 I also sought to establish dependability where individuals could evaluate 

the data collection and interpretation (Dale Bloomberg and Volpe 2016). While 

the quantitative research process allows for reliability checks through statistical 

techniques and replication of data analysis, qualitative methods cannot offer such 

numeric assessments (Dale Bloomberg and Volpe 2016). Dale Bloomberg and 

Volpe (2016) encourage qualitative researchers to thoroughly document and 

detail their research process. As detailed above, I outlined a research plan and 

kept notes as I transcribed and analyzed the data. In these notes are decisions 

regarding the refining of these codes. Additionally, I made sure to check both 

small quotes and larger codes and themes with trusted academic colleagues.  

Transferability  

 It is important to me that the findings from this project have the potential 

for transferability. It is impossible to claim that this research is transferable or 

generalizable to all polyamorous individuals. However, I do believe that the 

knowledge generated from this research has the potential to provide new insight 
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for academics and laypeople, polyamorous or not, into the relationship between 

polyamory and household labor. Dale Bloomberg and Volpe (2016) maintain that 

transferability is determined by ñhow well the study has made it possible for 

readers to decide whether similar processes will be at work in their own settings 

and communitiesò (2016: 164).  



 

74 
 

CHAPTER IV 
 

POLYAMOROUS SUBCULTURAL VALUES  
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter I outline and define the polyamorous subcultural norms that 

inform ñdoing houseworkò. The polyamorous community values gender 

egalitarianism, autonomous individuality, and the variety of experiences that 

multiple romantic partners provide (Easton and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014; 

Schippers 2016). To make polyamorous relationships work, the polyamorous 

community emphasizes repeatedly communicating with partners and recognizing 

time as a limited resource (Bettinger 2008; Easton and Hardy 2009; Klesse 2011; 

Sheff 2014).  

The cultural and practical aspects of being polyamorous impacted how 

polyamorous individuals discussed accomplishing housework. While I cannot 

know whether the incorporation of polyamorous subcultural norms into 

respondentsô reports of housework was always consciously done, I did find that 

their subcultural norms were subconsciously used to explain why they divided 

their labor in certain ways. Occasionally, individuals would consciously tie their 

division of labor to the polyamorous subcultural norm of gender equity. However, 

in most instances, there was a seemingly subconscious incorporation of 

polyamoryôs subcultural norms to make sense of how they reportedly divided 
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labor. Additionally, the practicalities of being in polyamorous relationships 

would impact the household division of labor.  

In the following empirical chapters I discuss how respondents reported 

accomplishing their housework. To some, their means to accomplish housework 

may seem laborious. For example, one household reported rotating chores on a 

bi-weekly schedule. The person who handled foodwork would e-mail everyone to 

see what nights they wanted to cook, what they wanted to cook, create the 

schedule for those two weeks, and grocery shop to ensure everyone had what 

they needed for their night of cooking. They met weekly to ensure things were 

going well. They did so to ensure that everyone could handle their workload and 

let individuals communicate if their workload was too much for their personal 

schedule. Thus, through emphasizing communication, they incorporated 

polyamoryôs subcultural values to accomplish housework.  

The complex, but necessary, nature of maintaining many committed and 

romantic relationships leads the polyamorous community to treat doing 

polyamory as work: emotion work, scheduling work, and self-work (Ben-ZeôEv 

and Brunning 2017; Brunning 2018; Cascais and Cardoso 2012; Klesse 2011). I 

argue that polyamorous people strongly identify with their subcultural norms 

because they help them successfully navigate their relationships. Consequently, 

they incorporate these subcultural norms into ways to not only ñdoò polyamory, 

but also ñdoò housework. In the sections below I elaborate on polyamoryôs 

subcultural values, demonstrate that my respondents adhere to these values, 

and then define how I conceptualize the norms in my empirical chapters.  
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GENDER EQUITY 

Gender equity is an important subcultural norm of the polyamory 

community (Easton and Hardy 2009, Sheff 2014, Schippers 2016). Schipperôs 

theory of polyqueer sexualities explores why polyamorous relationships might 

reduce gender inequality in relationships. Schippersô (2016) theorizes that in 

disrupting the relationship between men and women via monogamy, men relate 

to hegemonic masculinity differently and women are freed from their ñobjectò 

status in relationships. Similarly, others have argued that polyamory decenters 

traditional distributions of power in monogamous relationships and transforms 

lived realities (Mint 2007; Willey 2016). Mint (2007) argues that monogamy has 

historically been structured with an unequal distribution of power; polyamory is 

better equipped to dismantle inequality because much of polyamory has been 

written for women by women.  

Women endure most of the burden of gender standards and monogamous 

expectations partially because society demands womenôs sexual exclusivity 

(Jackson and Scott 2004). Polyamory reduces the stigma of women having 

multiple sexual partners (Cascais and Cardoso 2012). Additionally, polyamory 

prioritizes and emphasizes attributes traditionally associated with femininity, like 

communication and emotional labor (Cancian 1986). Thus, as a relationship 

form, polyamory structures relationships to reduce stigma against women, while 

also emphasizing womenôs skills. 

 Sheff (2014) proposes that some of the demographic features of people 

who are in polyamorous relationships, combined with practicing polyamory, 
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enables the community to embody gender equity. First, historically polyamory 

has been practiced by women who are highly educated and have financial 

resources. They have the autonomy to leave relationships that are 

unsatisfactory. While this is also true for wealthier, monogamous women, Sheff 

suggests ñbeing able to set firm boundaries and make relationship requirements 

is both a source and expression of power that is denied women in most 

traditional or patriarchal marriages (2014: 28).ò Second, men drawn to polyamory 

are usually interested in gender egalitarian relationships (Sheff 2014). So those 

men may be less interested in denying women sources of power within romantic 

relationships.  

In summary, gender equity is an important norm in the polyamorous 

community. Polyamory disrupts traditional power dynamics between men and 

women. Relationships are intentionally structured to reduce menôs power over 

women (Mint 2007; Schippers 2014). At the interactional level, women are given 

as much power as men to determine boundaries and relationship expectations 

(Sheff 2014). At the individual level, autonomy is valued (Easton and Hardy 

2009; Klesse 2006; Klesse 2011), his and hers, furthering the notion that gender 

equity is important for all. In the following section, I demonstrate how 

respondents discussed internalizing and/or adhering to these values.  

Bev discusses how polyamory feels freeing to her as a woman. She says: 
 

Thereôs a lot of freedom to initiate. I mean weôve always had the freedom to initiate, but itôs 
very widely accepted and normed and thatôs nice. I know that itôs given me a lot of insight into 
the way different people think, including guys and howðwhen it comes to initiating, whether it 
comes to initiating the conversation, or a date, or physical contactðhow that can be just 
super intimidating for lots of people. Not just guys, anybody, and being aware of that and 
trying to figure out how to negotiate thatéIn the mono paradigm, itôs almost like we, 
especially I think women do this, itôs like weôre waiting for that physical validation of our 
desirability and because mono relationships tend to be linear itôs like youôve gotta get to that 
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next threshold. And once you reject that linearity and, that exclusivity, thereôs a lot less 
pressure. At least in my mind, thereôs a lot less pressure to pursue what comes next.  

 
Bev contrasts polyamory to monogamy and explains that in her opinion 

polyamory is more freeing because it is ñnormedò for women to initiate dates or 

physical contact. She believes that in monogamous relationships women are 

waiting for ñphysical validationò from men to reach the next relationship 

ñthresholdò. She highlights how polyamory creates a space where women feel 

they have the same amount of agency as the men in their relationships. 

Often polyamoryôs subcultural values interlock with one another. Alice 

highlights how different partners meeting different needs makes polyamory feel 

empowering as a woman. She says:  

Iôve liked the fact that I don't have to find everything in one partneréIf I just get along with 
somebody and they fit the billéThen Iôm able to have that relationship with them and not feel 
the pressure to, you know, either get what I want or not get what I want in that relationship. 
So that gives me the freedom to kind of explore and also, I just feel like it's a little bit more 
egalitarian as far as for women. I feel like, you know, especially with gender roles, what 
youôre doing in your research. I find that Iôm able to, as a woman, have more variance in my 
life and Iôm able to haveðreally get what I want out of my relationships instead of you know 
being with one manéSo I just feel like it's a little bit, I donôt know, I just feel like itôs better for 
women in general if they are able to kind of, you know, date a few people.  

 
Alice, like Bev, mentions that polyamory gives her ñfreedom.ò She implies that 

women in monogamous relationships do not have all their needs met, while 

polyamorous women can date multiple men to have their needs met. In stating 

that polyamorous relationships feel more egalitarian, she hints that she believes 

that women in monogamous relationships meet all their partnersô needs while 

their male partners do not do the same. Thus, she speaks to how polyamory may 

not alter masculinity altogether; men in polyamorous relationships may meet 

certain needs, but not all. She could be implying that men, in general, do not 

work as hard as women to meet womenôs needs, but that becomes a moot point 
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in polyamorous relationships because women can date other men to fill other 

needs.   

 Almost all women in this study reported feeling that in various ways 

polyamory was an egalitarian relationship form. Some because it allowed them to 

have more of their needs met, others because they felt they had equal agency to 

men. In my empirical chapters, I further elucidate respondentôs adherence to the 

value of gender equity.  

Men were also drawn to and interested in meeting polyamoryôs 

commitment to gender equity. Leon possibly speaks to Sheffôs (2014) suggestion 

that polyamorous men are more likely to be men who are drawn to egalitarian 

relationships. He says:  

When we were dating before we got marriedðso thereôs always been this undercurrent of 
equality in our relationship. We didnôt really have this ótraditional gender role thingô to 
overcome and so, itôs always been a little different thanðin terms of, itôs a group project, you 
know, raising kids. 

 
Leon and his partner shifted their relationship from monogamous to 

polyamorous. His comment, ñthereôs always been this undercurrent of equality in 

our relationshipò hints that he has always been drawn toward gender equality in 

his relationships.  

While speaking with David about his efforts to be good at emotion work, he tells 
me: 

 
I want to do it rightéBecause being around such a wonderful group of really intelligent 
feminists individuals, male and female, that sort of pushed me to want to learn how to be 
better for them and better for myself, really. So, I try to put my money where my mouth is in 
terms of like accepting or contributing to the general well-being. Now obviously I donôt think 
Iôm always successful. 

 
David highlights how polyamoryôs feminist identity pushes him to ñbe better.ò  He 

states that he attempts to contribute to the groups ñwell-beingò generally, 
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indicating that he wants to, in a feminist sense, contribute to the groupôs 

betterment. Thus, not only women reported internalizing polyamoryôs emphasis 

on gender equity.  

In my empirical chapters, I conceptualize gender equity as an attempt to 

keep women from doing a disproportionate amount of housework compared to 

their male partners. Equity here does not always mean a 50/50 split of tasks or 

time, but often does. It refers to what feels fair to respondents, who are 

consciously aware of the historical implications of womenôs relationship to 

housework.  

Sometimes in my empirical chapters, I discuss equity without the word 

gender included. Here I expand the term to include the idea that polyamorous 

individuals sometimes consider equity more broadly than just gender equity. 

Sheff (2014:22) believes one of polyamoryôs most important guiding rules is ñtreat 

people kindly and live an ethical lifeé óDonôt be a dick.ôò So, I conceptualize 

equity as an understanding that polyamorous individuals are considering gender 

equity in addition to time availability, autonomy, and preference. Equity, not 

gender equity, refers to considering multiple factors to determine what is fair 

according to individualsô respective needs. 

AUTONOMY AND ONUS ON THE INDIVIDUAL  

Polyamorous individuals value autonomy (Easton and Hardy 2009). 

Autonomy relates to many values in the polyamorous community: self-control 

(Cascais and Cardoso 2012), freedom (Klesse 2011), and autonomous 

individuality (Easton and Hardy 1997). For Easton and Hardy (2009) autonomous 
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individuality is the basis of polyamory. Thus, the enlightened polyamorous 

individual is responsible for themselves; their ñreactions, desires, and behaviorsò 

(1997:35), when an individual is capable of this, they realize their ñtrue selfò. 

Easton and Hardy encourage individuals to own their own emotions and 

recognize they can choose how they respond to any emotional situation. 

One of the ways polyamory distinguishes itself from monogamy is in its 

disruption of the relationship between masculinity and femininity (Schippers 

2016). Within the heterosexual matrix, masculinity is socially constructed as 

possessing women, while femininity is socially constructed as being possessed 

by men (Butler 1990). In polyamorous relationships, the idea of being possessed 

or possessing someone is disrupted (Schippers 2016). Hence, a key component 

of polyamory is men relinquishing ownership of women: their body, their time, 

their decision making; while women simultaneously deny men the ability to have 

power over them. 

Reflecting the value system of polyamory, autonomy was incredibly 

important to the women in my study. When I asked women what they liked about 

polyamory, they overwhelmingly felt that polyamory helped them safeguard their 

autonomy. For Yvette, polyamory was a way of maintaining her independence: 

My freedom and autonomy is incredibly important to meéMy ability to make decisions for 
myself, whether it be financial decisions, or housing decisions, or in this case relationship 
decisions, you know, being able to have the freedom to do what I want with the people that I 
have connections with, it, itôs a really important thing for me.  

 
For Yvette being able to make all decisions for herself is incredibly important, 

especially in her relationships. Yvette wants to make sure that she can dictate 
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who she has relationships with and what those sorts of connections are. 

Polyamory allows her to be and act as an autonomous individual.  

Similarly, Fiona stressed that polyamory allows her to have bodily 

autonomy:  

I like that [polyamory] feelsðso, I came out of a background of feminist activism, particularly 
around abortion and bodily autonomy. And for me polyamory feels like the actual 
embodiment of that for myself. Like why are we only talking about, as a society, bodily 
autonomy for women around pregnancy, or even around, just like the act of sex. How about 
like who I have sex with? And how many? Regardless of my marital status, who owns my 
body, who makes decisions about who I share it with, who I share my time with, who I 
prioritize, all of those things feel much more in my handsðnot being expected to commit a lot 
of those things to one person.  

 
For Fiona being in polyamorous relationships allows her to control, and dictate, 

who she can physically and emotionally interact with.  She explicitly contrasted 

this with her feeling toward monogamy as:  

In a monogamous relationship I would be expected to hand over my body to whatever person 
Iôm with and they get to make rules about who I can touch or share time with or whatever and 
that is like not a part of my relationships now. I do not hand over the keys and thatôs why 
before I was like, óIôll never go backô. It seems crazy. It seems crazy, now that Iôve discovered 
I donôt have to hand over the keys in order to have loving, supportive, great partnerships. 
Why would I ever do that again?  

 
From Fionaôs perspective, monogamy restricts her personal autonomy. In 

monogamous relationships she perceives that she must share ñ[making] rules 

about who I can touch or share time withò. With polyamory, she makes all those 

decisions for herself.  To Fiona, it is inconceivable that she could ever return to a 

monogamous relationship, a claim made by many other respondents.  

Likewise, Virginia tells me:  

I just kind of like the freedom to you know, be with other people, to form different kinds of 
relationships, you know? Weôreðmy husband and I both are very much of the, of the mindset 
that one person doesnôt have to be our everything. So, you know, itôs nice to not have that 
pressure on each other.  
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Virginia enjoys the ability to explore new relationships in polyamory. She enjoys 

that other people can meet different needs for her rather than putting all her 

needs on her husband.  

Whether discussing it in terms of autonomy or freedom, women often 

framed what they like about polyamory around what they did not like about 

monogamy; the feeling that they did not have sovereignty over their body and 

their choices. They highlight how, for them, monogamy felt constraining to their 

independence.  

 Men rarely talked about autonomy outright in contrast to womenôs frequent 

discussion of autonomy. Sven mentions it briefly when he says, ñWe are both 

people who like a lot of autonomy in our relationships.ò Men can maintain their 

autonomy in monogamous and polyamorous relationships because the social 

construction of masculinity does not position them as an ñobjectò. However, just 

because men did not talk about autonomy does not mean they were unaffected 

by polyamoryôs relationship to autonomy. Rather, polyamorous womenôs 

autonomy is an unseen consequence of being in polyamorous relationships with 

women. Men in polyamorous relationships with women lose the ñpossessionò of 

ñtheirò woman. Prior to becoming polyamorous, when Virginia was in a 

relationship with a male partner, she felt constrained by her monogamous 

relation to him. Her partner was her only romantic or sexual relationship. Her 

current partners, and the men in this study, have all relinquished sole romantic 

and sexual access to their female partners.  
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Kelly is married to a man and has a boyfriend. While discussing her 

schedule, Kelly tells me: 

I spend about three nights a week at his [her boyfriendôs] house, but what I do isðI put my 
kids to bed at 8:00. My husband has to get up for work at 5:00 in the morning, so he goes to 
bed by 9:00 most nights. So, after he goes to bed then I leave and I go to Joe's house and we 
watch Gotham or you know, something on Netflixé And we will catch up on Gotham and we 
will hang out for a while, but then when I leave his house, he'll come back home with me, 
because he'll be at my house until Saturday morning. 

 
Kellyôs husband is relinquishing the social expectation that one, his wife will only 

have sex with only him, and two, that she will be in his bed every night. He is 

relinquishing the masculine privilege promised to him by the hegemonic social 

construction of womenôs sexuality. Sexual relationships in husband and wivesô 

relationships have always relied on womenôs monogamy, but not menôs 

monogamy (Jackson and Scott 2004). Kellyôs polycule challenges the social 

construction of femininity, masculinity, and their relationship to one another as 

she explores a relationship with another man.  

One male respondent, Louis, talked at length about autonomy. He did not 

want someone to take away his autonomy and did not want to take away 

someone elseôs autonomy. He says: 

People are not chattel, and not slaves, and I didnôt really want somebody that was gonna do 
[what] I told them to do because I wanted them toéI like betterðhaving relationships in 
which I knew that if my lover was with me in that momentðit was because they chose to be 
there and not that they felt obligated because they were married or something like that. So 
thatðand if itôs not working right now then instead of sort of forcing an awkward situation to 
become even more awkward where people are trying to, as I said, impose their will on each 
other, that you go out and say, óYou know what, letôs go out and pursue what is working for us 
and if we walk together for a period of time and we enjoy some activities for a period of time, 
thatôs great.ôéLetôs not make each other miserable, letôs go out and find the other people that 
could go out and do that. 

 
Louis discusses autonomy in a way that the women above did not. He wants to 

ensure that he does not take away othersô autonomy. When he says, ñPeople are 

not chattel, and not slaves, and I didnôt really want somebody that was gonna do 
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[what] I told them to,ò it is possible that he is indicating an awareness of the 

relationship between monogamy and hegemonic gender relations. He talks about 

how he does not want to direct womenôs behaviors. In contrast, the women 

spoke of their autonomy being taken from them in monogamous relationships 

and the freedom provided by polyamory. Together, they indicate an 

understanding of the social construction of man as subject and woman as object.  

In summary, the women in this study highlighted how polyamory allowed 

them to maintain their autonomy. Women were concerned that being in a 

monogamous relationship would lead to someone else having control over their 

actions and relationships. Men in this study moved from being monogamous to 

polyamorous without discussing their relationship to autonomy. As Mossimo puts 

it, ñI got married monogamously before I figured out that no, Iôm definitely not 

monogamous.ò  Mossimo, like other men in this study, does not talk about how 

the switch from monogamy to polyamory gave him autonomy. However, to 

practice polyamory, men must respect womenôs autonomy. 

Onus on the individual   

 An emphasis on autonomy also puts the onus on individuals to voice their 

needs as stressed by Easton and Hardy (2009). Easton and Hardy (2009:88) 

write, ñNo one ómakesô you feel jealous or insecureðthe person who makes you 

feel that way is you.ò Then in a section titled, ñOwning Whatôs Yoursò Easton and 

Hardy (2009) encourage people to own their emotions and communicate to their 

partners when they need reassurance or comfort. In a similar vein, respondents 

emphasized the need to speak up to have their needs met. Easton and Hardy 
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(2009) argue that, most likely, oneôs partners will respond to spoken needs and 

vice versa. Thus, the ñPoly Bibleò (Rambukkanna 2015) encourages people to 

own their personal emotions and communicate them as needed.  

Respondents talked about the importance of putting it upon themselves to 

have smaller needs met, like asking to be relieved from housework on a bad day. 

While speaking with Catherine about her plan to have a cleaning day with her 

partner, Elaine, and determining who will do what, she says:  

The thing is that because communication is at the crux of poly, you canôt function without 
communication. So, if Elaine didnôt want to do anything today and told me that, [I] would be 
like, óYo girl, go laydown, put your feet up, walk a dogô, because she likes to do that or óHell, 
hereôs my debit card, go get your mani/pedi done.ô All would be acceptable, because in 
addition to getting all the household work done, we also need to care for each other and 
make sure that our individual needs are met. 

 
Two things are striking about what Catherine has to say. First, she has the 

expectation that Elaine is responsible for voicing her needs, like exercising her 

autonomy by declining to do chores. Second, Catherine highlights how important 

it is to hear someone when they voice their needs and to respect those needs. 

Thus, Catherine highlights Easton and Hardyôs (2009) claim that oneôs partners 

will respond to their needsðbut they must express those needs in order for them 

to be met. Similarly, when I ask Gracie if her division of labor for foodwork feels 

fair she states:  

Very much. Absolutely. Weôre very much all, grown up enough, comfortable with one another, 
to ask for help when we need itéóHey we need to make dinner and Iôm super tired. Will you 
cook with me tonight because I just don't feel like it tonight?ô Or óWow I just had the worst 
day. Will you cook tonight, and Iôll clean? I promise.ô So, the negotiation definitelyðI think 
weôre all comfortable addressing our own needsðnot to say they always get met. But just 
knowing that you can say that need and that someone is listening. 

 
When I ask if the division of labor feels fair her first thought is to explain that it 

feels fair because they all know they can voice their needs. Like Elaine, Gracie 
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uses direct communication to state she is not in the mood to do housework, as 

opposed to saying, ñWow I just had the worst dayò and waiting for her partner to 

relieve her of her duties. Both, Elaine and Gracie, demonstrate the ways in which 

polyamorous people put the onus on themselves to clearly express their needs in 

order for them to be met.  

 Two other research respondents reported encouraging partners, or being 

encouraged by partners, to read literature to better communicate their needs. 

Gracie says,  

We also both studied and read the book Nonviolent Communication...Itôs basically a therapy 
self-help book, but itôs how to express yourself and thoughts and wants and needs and 
feelings without being an instigator of conflict and how to notðhow not be accidentally 
accusatory. And so, it really is learning a vocabulary of how to discuss conflict and I feel like 
that book should be mandatory in middle school on up because it would solve so many things 
if people just used a non-triggering vocabulary... [He said,] "I really want you to read this," 
and I did! Not that I was particularly inflammatory in my speech or anything like that but 
feeling like you have some rules for how to communicate makes it a lot easier to step out and 
communicate when youôre hesitant to do so. 

 
Gracie and her partner want to have effective conversation where they can 

express their ñwants and needsò without creating conflict with one another. They 

want this badly enough that they are willing to educate themselves in order to 

express their needs in an effective way.  

In summary, maintaining autonomy of the self is a critical part of 

polyamory. The women in this study overwhelmingly thought that was one of the 

best things about polyamory. They felt that polyamory allowed them to maintain 

their autonomy because they got to make the decisions about their bodies, their 

outings, and their relationships. The men in this study did not speak to the 

importance of autonomy through their words, but rather, their actions spoke to 

their ability to respect otherôs autonomy.  
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In my empirical chapters, I conceptualize autonomy as the condition of 

self-governance and respecting othersô self-governance. When I use the term 

autonomy, I am referring to the idea that people have their individual autonomy to 

make certain decisions or perform certain actions. When I use the term ñonus on 

the individual,ò I am referring to the polyamorous subcultural value of ñonus on 

the individualò and am referencing the idea that a respondent is responsible for 

voicing their needs and intentions. They are putting the onus on themselves for 

something to happen within the home, like cooking their preferred meal.  

DIFFERENT PEOPLE MEET DIFFERENT NEEDS 

Empirical research indicates that polyamorous people get different things 

from different partners (Balzirinni et. al 2017; Brunning 2018). Primary 

relationships are more likely to be associated with relationship investment and 

satisfaction, increased communication, and overall commitment to the 

relationship (Balzarini et. al 2017). This dismisses preconceived notions that 

polyamorous people have insufficient relationships with their primary partners 

and thus are driven to polyamory (Balzarini et. al 2017). Balzarini et. Al (2017) 

found that secondary relationships are more likely to be associated with sexual 

activity. Similarly, Ben-Zeôev et. al (2017) and Brunning (2018) found that 

polyamory allows people to explore different parts of their sexuality with other 

people. If one partner is less comfortable exploring BDSM, ñan umbrella term for 

sexual interests including bondage, domination, submission/sadism, and 

masochismò (Bezreh, Weinberg, and Edgar 2012), a person can have that need 
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fulfilled by others. In my own research, when I asked, ñwhat do you like most 

about polyamoryò respondents reported that different people met different needs.   

Some respondents liked that their partners did not solely depend on them 

to meet all their needs. Louis says: 

You go out and say, óYou know what, letôs go out and pursue what is working for us and if we 
walk together for a period of time and we enjoy some activities for a period of time, thatôs 
great.ôéI donôt want somebody to need me to be, need me to fill in the spots, or the role, or 
missing piece for them. I want them to want me éI want them to get what they want out of 
lifeéWe can do things together to create that stuff for each otherðgreat! And if weôre not, 
letôs not make each other miserable, letôs go out and find the other people that could go out 
and do that. 

 
 Louis is speaking to the idea that different people will meet different needs at 

various points in your life. He hints that, possibly, no one person will meet all his 

needs across the life span. Louisô comments are in juxtaposition with the 

monogamous, dyadic assumption that your romantic partner will meet your 

needs throughout the life span. Many research participants felt polyamory 

provided them with more freedom in their lives. Polyamory was sustainable 

because all their needs were not dependent upon one romantic partner. They did 

not have to decide which of their needs they wanted met most.  

 For other respondentsô, the freedom of only meeting some of individualôs 

needs allowed them to be more authentic versions of themselves. Gracie says: 

And poly makes it so much easier to just be like óOkay, yes, Iôve fulfilled this need for this 
person. I fulfill this need for this person. This person fulfills my need for this.ô And it just takes 
all the pressure off and I feel like I get to be me. And you get to look for the support from the 
person who can provide itðnot ask for support from the person who canôt. 

 
Gracie feels like a more authentic version of herself when she only meets the 

needs for people whose needs she feels capable of meeting. There is no 

pressure to handle a mental health issue that is outside oneôs realm, or 

potentially triggering. For Gracie, being in a polyamorous relationship allows her 
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to thoroughly examine what needs she can meet for whom. This reduces 

pressure to meet a need one cannot and allows individuals to be more 

authentically themselves. Possibly, Gracie also speaks to the feeling that women 

must do everything they can for their partnersô problems (Hochschild 2003). For 

respondents, polyamory encourages and allows individuals to really examine 

who is capable of meeting what needs. 

 For others, it was enjoying different activities with different people. When I 

ask Mossimo what it is he likes about polyamory, he says:  

I really enjoy having multiple relationshipsðhaving very different experiences with very 
different people that Iôm datingéThe silly way to say it is Iôd like to have the tattooed-up chick 
to go to the art show downtown and then go out with the cowboy boots girl. Very different 
experiences, you canôt really have both those experiences with the same person and you 
really get a lot of different energy and then alsoðyou get to outsource what you really werenôt 
interested in doing. So, I donôt have to go see the chick flick. I donôt have to go watch the 
football game. I donôt have to go do the stuff I donôt want. Your other boyfriend can go do that 
with you. Iôm going to go do the stuff that I find exciting. The stuff that we enjoy doing 
together. And so, I really do enjoy that aspect of having multiple relationships. Thereôs just a 

lot more variety and experiences. 
 

For Mossimo, what makes polyamory enjoyable is the ability to go different 

places, with different people, and have different experiences. He finds it freeing 

that is possible for him to decline an event that does not interest him to focus on 

the things he enjoys. Possibly, he speaks to Brunningôs (2018) finding that 

polyamorous people enjoy being seen as a different person with different 

partners. Cowboy boots may not be a unique novelty item to a fellow cowboy 

boot wearer, whereas they are of note to Mossimo. When I ask Carol what she 

loves about polyamory, she echoes Mossimoôs sentiment:  

I get to have all these multiple relationships with people that are so wonderful and fulfilling 
and they make me feel good. So, I have John who just loves me to death and makes me feel 
wonderful and then I have Trey who thinks Iôm a great person and he wants to be with me 
and, you know, then I have Matthew who wants to date me and itôs not just that itôs an ego 
trip. The difference is that Iôm not 60 years old and Iôm with one person and thatôs the only 
input. Also, itôs that Iôm with different people who like to do different things. Who have 
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different interests andéI love that new input, I love having new things to do and new people 
to talk to, and always kind of having that home base thatôs comfortable to come back to. 

 
Carol, like Mossimo, enjoys the multiplicity of different experiences and activities 

she can have with multiple partners. She enjoys the feeling of being loved by a 

multitude of individuals rather than just being loved by one person. Both, Carol 

and Mossimo, find it exciting to try out different experiences with different 

romantic partners and create ñdifferent energy.ò  

 In conclusion, one of the things that research participants liked most about 

polyamory was its ability to let different people meet different needs. This ranged 

from enjoying someone who liked attending work related seminars to knowing 

who to go to for emotional support. Respondents revealed that doing what you 

like to do, and experiencing things you prefer to do with partners who also prefer 

those things, are important to polyamorous people. Correspondingly, preference 

toward and aversion to experiences are important in the polyamorous 

community.  

Respondents often accounted for labor being done a certain way because 

of preference for, or aversion, to a chore. Polyamory emphasizes that different 

people meet different needs (Balzirinni et. al 2017; Brunning 2018). The 

importance given to enjoying your hobbies with people who also enjoy them is 

extended to housework. In my empirical chapters, I conceptualize preference as 

consideration of how inclination for and aversion to specific housework tasks 

matters to polyamorous individuals when thinking about housework. These 

findings are not meant to indicate that I am merely boiling down polyamory to be 
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simply about preference. Rather, I suggest that the primacy given to preference 

or ability to meet a need is also given to household labor.   

COMMUNICATION 
 

Due to the particularly complex nature of polyamory (Ben-Zeôev and 

Brunning 2017; Brunning 2018), polyamorous individuals must work to learn to 

confront highly emotional experiences.  Polyamorists assert confronting 

emotional experiences leads to growth in communication and emotional 

expression (Easton and Hardy 2009). Ben-Zeôev and Brunning (2017) argue that 

the multiplicity of partners in polyamory increases the possibility of emotional 

conflict. However, polyamorous individuals expect and embrace this possibility. 

Brunning (2017) argues the inherent conflict in polyamory leads individuals to be 

better emotionally equipped for self-expression. Similarly, emotion work is crucial 

to the accomplishment of polyamorous relationships while dealing with jealousy 

and new relationship energy (NRE) (Brunning 2018). This reinforces 

polyamorous individualsô time spent communicating as polyamorous 

relationships often make time to check-in on their relationships. Consequently, 

while outlining the few, but common, guidelines for polyamorous relationships, 

Sheff (2014:21) writes, ñCommunicate, communicate, communicate. This helps 

to clarify expectations, manage complexity, and develop intimacy.ò   

Respondents had seemingly internalized polyamoryôs emphasis on 

communication. Alex highlights how emphasis on communication defines doing 

polyamory. Alex says:  

One of the things they say a lot in the poly community isð ñThe first three rules of poly, rule 
number one is to communicate. And rule number two is communication. And rule number 
three is communication. And rule number four is when you think youôve communicated 
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enough, communicate some moreòéWith monogamy there are so many traditions and 
assumptions that go into monogamy that like a lot of people donôt even think about talking 
with their partners about thingséóIs this cheating?ôéWith polyamory everybody does it 
differently, so, you have to talk about these things or else youôre going to, you know, make 
bad assumptions.  

Alex emphasizes that in the polyamorous community there is a clear emphasis 

on communicating, almost to the point of overcommunicating. Alex also speaks 

to why there is so much emphasis on communication in the polyamorous 

community. Because everyone practices polyamory differently, what one person 

considers cheating another may not. Consequently, it is important to 

communicate broadly about oneôs practice of polyamory.    

In a similar vein, Beth jokingly highlights that in adhering to polyamoryôs 

emphasis on communication, polyamorous relationships can almost 

overcommunicate.  She says, ñSometimes to our detriment we'll communicateé 

óWe'll communicateðdamn it!ô So, you know we talked through that and we 

argued through that.ò Beth highlights that in adhering to the subcultural value of 

communication they might occasionally over communicate.   

 Carol emphasizes the multiplicity of needs that need to be considered in 

polycules. She says:   
 

Well, when you have a traditional monogamous relationship and youôve been together for 
fiveðor ten years, things kind of just start to go into a routine and you donôt really have a lot 
of decisions to make. Society has made them for you, but when youôre in a poly relationship, 
or an unconventional relationship, there arenôt any roadmapséHow else can I say this? Itôs 
like you wonôt make it in poly if youôre not communicatingéYouôve got three people 
exercising their wants and desires, and their wants can extend much farther, their desires can 
extend much farther, than you would in a monogamous relationship and so thereôs a lot more 
to talk aboutéSo John and I used to be more involved in the swinger scene and we would go 
to parties and we got involved with some people through that, and thatôs the kind of thing 
where you have to talk to your significant other about, ñWell, Iôm thinking about going to this 
party, would you like to come?ò ñNo?ò ñOkay, do you mind if we go?ò And just all of that has to 
be discussed. Itôs way, itôs like to the nth degree more than a monogamous relationship.   

 
Like Alex, Carol underscores how partners must continually communicate with 

partners about what is acceptable and unacceptable behavior. She highlights 

how for polyamorous people there are not a clear set of routine decisions 
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dictated by societal norms. Instead, the polycule must continue to communicate 

to ensure that everyoneôs needs are being met.   

Carolôs primary partner, John, was previously in a monogamous marriage 

and has experienced monogamy and polyamory. He says:   

Let me add thisðitôs the most, the highest communication you could ever have. Way more 
than a marriage. Way more than anything I can imagine, but to try three peopleðto get along 
and do what we do. The level of communication is way up there and we struggle with, you 
know, we do very good, but weðyou have to recommit to it every day. Thereôs something 
new every day weôve got to generally communicate about because thatôs what keeps us clear 
and keeps our purpose clear and our love clearéSo, itôs a challenge. It really is. 

 
John suggests that polyamory is the ñhighest communicationò anyone could 

have. His words suggest that practicing polyamory, and the communication 

required, requires one to become enlightenedð"itôs a challenge.ò Rambukkana 

(2015) offers that some polyamorous texts frame polyamory as other worldly, 

Carolôs comments suggest he has internalized the polyamory tenet of 

communication as a means to enter this ñenlightenedò space.  

In my empirical chapters, when I talk about emphasis on communication, I 

am referring to the subcultural norm in polyamory that stresses repeatedly 

communicating with your partners (Easton and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014). 

Polyamory emphasizes communication about many things, but they are not 

limited to other partners, emotional needs, or sexual wants. I argue that this 

emphasis on communication cascades into other aspects of their relationships, 

like housework. In using the term ñemphasis on communicationò I highlight the 

ways respondents report communicating their needs, wants, and preferences 

regarding housework to their partners.   

TIME AVAILABILITY   
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Due to its rejection of monogamy in favor of the multiplicity of partners, 

polyamory is potentially unlimited (Klesse 2011). Recognizing this, polyamorous 

individuals report having to create their own limits in terms of time rather than 

ñcapacity for lovingò (Klesse 2011: 15). Sheff (2014) finds polyamory so time 

consuming that she is unsure if working class, or individuals in poverty, could 

practice polyamory due to having to hold multiple jobs at once to deal with poor 

wages. Bettinger (2008) goes so far as to suggest that polyamorous relationships 

cannot function without attention to time as a finite resource. Bettinger (2008) 

says: 

All individuals in polyamorous relationships need the ability to organize and juggle time. 
Polyamory requires people sharing their time and the time of others. Lack of organization 
related to time often results in hurt feelings which has negative impact on the familyôs 
functionality (101).  

 
Bettinger (2008) highlights how polyamorous people must consider not only their 

time, but also their partners. For relationships to work, polyamorous people must 

be willing to share their partners with others.  

In my own research, individuals often spoke to the importance of time as a 

finite resource in their lives. While all people deal with time limitations, polyamory 

theoretically creates the possibility of an infinite number of partners, thus, 

requiring greater attention to time management (Klesse 2011). Individuals in 

monogamous, dyadic relationships do not have to consider how many romantic 

partners they have time for. In polyamory, attention is given to how many 

partners an individual feels they can have while giving enough time to their 

relationships (Sheff 2014). So, while time availability and time management are 

an issue for everyone, it is particularly at the forefront of polyamorous individualsô 
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minds as they recognize that time is a finite resource, and thus a limit in 

polyamory. Mossimo says: 

I was dating three people seriously, counting my wife, and so I was spending one to two days 
with each of them, which just simple math tells you that that fills up my week pretty much 
every week. 

 

Mossimo recognizes that to invest in relationships seriously, he must consider 

how many hours he has available.  

Similarly, Danny recognizes that the theoretical infinite numbers of 

partners lead him to focus his attention on ñresource allocationò. He states:  

Managing how much intimacy to share and how to share it around, I see that as a resource 
allocation problem. And so, I canôt really have very close intimate relationships with, you 
know, a hundred people. That is out of scale. But I certainly feel like I can manage one, or 
two, or threeéSo, what that means in practice is that there is sort of a hierarchy of 
engagement between me and people. 

 
I clarify if by ñhierarchy of engagementò he means time, and he says yes. Danny 

is aware that he could potentially have a multitude of relationships, but in 

practice, having meaningful relationships means creating a ñresource allocation 

strategyò. Dannyôs resource allocation strategy is to only have so many partners 

and determine how much time each partner will receive. Adding more partners 

predictably results in less time with other partners or other aspects of oneôs life.  

While discussing the simplicity that comes with dating his wifeôs 

paramourôs wife, William says,  

Thereôs only 24 hours a day and thereôs only seven days a week. So, giving a relationship 
enough attention is hard and thereôs some poly people that I know who have like five or six 
partners. Some of those partners they see once a month and theyôre fine with it. I kind of like 
to be a little more familiar than that. 

 
William highlights that at a certain point, whatever that may be for different 

individuals, having a certain number of partners leads to an inability to spend 

weekly time together. A claim substantiated by other research participants. 
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Polyamorous people are not only considering time with regards to how many 

partners they can handle, but also, how much time they will dedicate to each 

partner.  

With attention to time as a finite resource, time was also often the most 

important gift a person could give another. Sarah states it as:  

The biggest way someone can show me love is just spending time with meéTime is your 
most finite resourceéWhen it comes down to it, money can come and go, things could be 
broken, you know, you can lose those. Money, whatever, but the time that we have, you 
know, you never know how much you have of it. So, time is your ultimate resource. 

 
Sarah illustrates polyamorous individualsô awareness of time and the value given 

to it as the ñultimate resourceò. For Sarah, there is nothing more important to give 

or receive than time, because in her mind, it is the most limited of all resources. 

She, like other research participants, exemplifies the polyamorous mindset when 

it comes to time. For polyamorous individuals there is an acute understanding 

that time is limited, valuable, and requires determinations about who to spend 

time with and how much.  

 Unprompted, most research respondents spoke about the important role 

that time plays in their lives. The data suggest respondents align with the 

literature that emphasizes the importance of time considerations in practicing 

polyamory (Bettinger 2008; Klesse 2011; Sheff 2014) and awareness of time as 

a limited resource. I do not mean to imply that monogamous couples do not have 

to consider time as a finite resource. Rather, polyamorous people have added 

another time consideration to their already busy lives and are more acutely 

aware of the potential demand this creates.  
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In my empirical chapters, I conceptualize time availability as an umbrella 

term for all time considerations. Time is a finite resource for everyone; however, 

the subcultural norms of polyamory emphasize consideration of time as a finite 

resource. Pop culture often stresses time in terms of work/life balance. I argue 

that polyamory adds nuance to this discourse by emphasizing that, ñpolyamory 

requires people sharing their time and the time of others. Lack of organization 

related to time often results in hurt feelings which has negative impact on the 

familyôs functionality (Bettinger 2008: 101).ò So, when I use the term time 

availability, I refer to the idea that time is not just a balance between work and 

personal life, but also encompasses considerations for partners and their 

relationships with other partners.  

SUMMARY 

In conclusion, respondents internalized and reported adhering to 

polyamoryôs subcultural values. The polyamorous community values gender 

egalitarianism, autonomous individuality, and the variety of experiences that 

multiple romantic partners provide (Easton and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014; 

Schippers 2016). To make polyamorous relationships work, the polyamorous 

community emphasizes repeatedly communicating with partners and recognizing 

time as a limited resource (Bettinger 2008; Easton and Hardy 2009; Klesse 2011; 

Sheff 2014).  Theory and empirical work on polyamory have outlined these 

subcultural norms as an important part of the polyamorous community. In this 

chapter, I first outlined these subcultural norms. Second, I demonstrated how 

respondents adhered to them. Third, I defined how I conceptualize these terms 
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for use in analysis in my empirical chapters moving forward. In the coming 

empirical chapters, I demonstrate how these subcultural norms are incorporated 

into accomplishing housework.  
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CHAPTER V 
 

ñDOING POLYAMORYò: THE DEVILôS IN THE DETAILS 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 In this chapter I discuss decision making in polyamorous relationships. I 

begin with an analysis of how polyamorous individuals make decisions about 

guidelines for their relationships. I then discuss how polyamorous individuals 

decide on small and large purchases. Last, I discuss how polyamorous 

individuals make decisions about levels of tidiness.  

SETTING THE GROUND RULES  

Polyamorous individuals have emotional and thoughtful communication 

with their partners to determine their relationship guidelines. They use their 

values and subcultural norms to guide ñdoing polyamoryò. This labor is repetitive 

in nature due to the continual addition and subtraction of partners. First, I focus 

on research respondentôs answer to the question, ñwhat are the rules or 

guidelines for your polycule?ò. Most respondents preferred not to have rules, as 

they felt rules impacted upon peoplesô autonomy. Sheff (2014) suggests that 

polyamorous people avoid ñrulesò having the same rules for all relationships. In 

my research, respondents emphasized the polyamorous subcultural norm of 

having honest communication with partners. Second, I dissect the relationship 

between sexual practices and the polyamorous subcultural value of respect for 
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autonomy. Third, I explore how these polyamorous values consequently 

influence the negotiation of hierarchies within relationships. The decision to have 

hierarchical relationships can be influenced by practical concerns and the 

polyamorous subcultural values of a) time as a limited resource and b) equity.   

Doing Polyamory.  

 Because monogamy is institutionalized (Schippers 2016), how to ñdoò 

monogamy and embody monogamy are commonly understood by most people. 

As Erica puts it:  

The relationship escalator is defined in monogamy where, you know, you meet, you date, you 
kiss, you have sex, you decide if youôre gonna live together, you get married, you have kids, 
buy a house. Whatever. In a certain order. And, thereôs an expectation that youôll always look 
for whatever the next level is. 

 
Erica highlights that while monogamous dyads may deviate from this outline in 

different ways, there is a guidebook for deviation. When a couple begins dating 

they might see other people, but eventually most couples will decide to be 

monogamous or break-up. Then most couples will continue the trajectory: date, 

move in together, and get married. The institutionalization of monogamy 

(Schippers 2016) structures what monogamous couples ñshould doò.  

Polyamory does not saturate everyday lives and institutions the way 

monogamy does in the media, workforce benefits, or interactions with fellow 

family members (Easton and Hardy 2009).  Additionally, there are a myriad of 

ways to ñdoò polyamory. So, polycules must decide how they want to ñdoò 

polyamory. Due to the lack of institutional resources and the multiplicity of 

options (Easton and Hardy 2009), it is unsurprising that polyamorous people use 

their subcultural norms as guidelines for ñdoing polyamoryò. Most respondents 
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opposed rules because they inhibit autonomy and are incompatible with the 

understanding that each relationship has different needs. Instead, research 

respondents wanted general guidelines and emphasized communicating their 

needs. In so doing, they combined the subcultural values of autonomy, 

preference, and communication.  

No Rules; Letôs Just Communicate.  

Most research participants felt that set rules were problematic, because 

rules inhibited autonomy and did not respect the idea that different relationships 

function differently.  I asked all research participants if they had rules for doing 

polyamory ï especially with regard to number of partners, time spent with 

different people, and bringing people into their polycule. When I ask Sydney if her 

group has rules, she immediately responds with, ñEw, no. Sorry. No, we donôt 

have any rules like that.ò Sydney is so repelled by the idea of rules that she 

automatically responds with what she considers to be a rude response, ñEwò and 

apologizes. Gracie says: ñYeah, no, we try not to do very many rules like that 

because each person is different, and each relationship is different.ò For Gracie, 

having rules restricts the idea that different people meet different needs and that 

different relationships might need to be structured differently. For others, it was 

not about having rules, but rather ensuring that an individualôs needs within the 

relationship were being met.  

Polycules without rules put the onus on individuals to communicate their 

needs. Phillip states:  

We have quite a few discussions. Itôs not a relationship anarchist kind of thing. Itôs more 
subtle kind of things. Itôs óHey ï you know I havenôt seen you this week.ô óWell, what are we 
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gonna do about that?ô Itôs less hard and fast rules as it is thereôs a current situation that I think 
needs to be addressed. óWhat can we do about this?ô 

 
For Phillip there are no rules about who to see or how often. It is thinking about 

what that relationship needs at that time and putting it upon yourself to meet with 

your partner to say, ñhere is what I need from our relationship.ò Gracie and Phillip 

highlight the importance of communication and onus on the individual to voice 

their relationship needs. Gracie and Phillip underscore that communication is 

important to polyamorous individuals who are uninterested in rules (Sheff 2014). 

They emphasize how continual communication is needed to update how to go 

about doing polyamory given that each relationship might have different needs, 

ways of existing, and variables that change over time.  

Communicate with respect for autonomy.  

Other research participants framed a lack of rules and interest in 

communication around issues of maturity and trustðindicating that respect for 

autonomy is a two-way street. Erica states: 

Maturity comes when I donôt feel jealous. Nor do I feel the need to control to be controlled by 
him, nor to control him. If both partnersô [are] mature then yes, thereôs still honesty, and I can 
ask questions any time I wantéSo, maturity is when I trust them to handle their jealousy and 
their insecurities, and they trust me to not violate trust...So, maturity is about trust and 
honesty and love. Itôs not about rules of behavior. 

 
Erica rejects rules in favor of respecting autonomy. For her relationships should 

be built on trusting your partner. Communication is the expectation.  Put 

differently, research participants wanted respect to guide the way they thought 

about ñrulesò with their partners. Speaking of his relationship with his wife, 

Mossimo says:  

We approach it from the from the respect of not so much rules, but we are clear with one 
another about our needs and expectationséWe expect that weôre going to treat each other 
with regard. So rather than having a rule that says óYouôre not allowed to do this or thatô, itôs 
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more that Iôll say, óI kind of would like this or thatô and kind of leave it up to her to manage 
everything...When we have a good relationship thereôs a good give and take; and so, you 
gain a lot with poly, but you also end up having to give up a little bit. So, there might be some 
time that I wanna do something, where Iôve pitched, but her boyfriend wants her to do 
something too, and sometimes there are some mutually exclusive choices like that. And so, it 
might be óHey I would like to do something with you on Thursdayô is not me saying óPlease do 
something with me Thursdayô. Thereôs kind of a distinction there. óHey if you can fit this in, 
and given your other constraints, this is something that I would like. As opposed to saying, óI 
would like ï please do this on Thursday with me.ô  

 
Mossimo shies away from using the word rules. Rather, he and his wife treat one 

another with regard; it is expected that they will communicate their needs to their 

partner, and their partner will respond with respect. Mossimo further highlights 

the onus that polyamorous individuals put on individuals to communicate their 

needs. Thus, his relationship uses the polyamorous subcultural values of onus 

on the individual and emphasis on communication. 

When I ask Olivia if they have rules, she says: 

No. Not that I know of; [we do not have] stated rules or whatever. If you call them rules [they] 
are like that if we are going to reignite something with somebody, we like mention [it], you 
know, to our partner. Sort of check-in, make sure that's okay. Or if weôre seeing somebody 
newéI think sometimes if heôs trying to start something up with one of his girlfriendôs he 
doesn't wanna mention it to me until its real, you know? So no, not that I know of. 

 
Olivia and her partner do not have what they consider to be rules. Instead, they 

have an understanding that they will tell their partner about new or returning 

partners when ready. Her account highlights the importance of giving your 

partner autonomy to make his or her own decisions in their other relationships. 

Additionally, she highlights the polyamorous predicament of telling oneôs partner 

about relationships while also not introducing him or her to every single potential 

partner leading to an infinite number of meetings with potential partners when 

time is already a finite resource.  

Similarly, when I ask Chris about rules in their relationships he pauses and 

says:  
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Huh, we donôt have rules; but we haveðI guess you could sayðmore of a practice. Itôsðif 
she meets somebody, sheôll talk to them for a while and then, sheôll tell me about it upfront. 
Like óHey, I met so and so onlineô or óIôve been talkinô to so and so,ô and Iôm like, óOh, okay 
cool.ô And weôll discuss the person, but itôs not mandatory for us to get the otherôs approval 
before they do anything. 

 
Rules are so outside of his mindset, that Chris pauses to think about how rules 

relate to his relationships. Chrisô relationships do not have rules, but they do have 

an expectation that they will communicate about partners they are seeing. 

However, it is not mandatory to discuss them in advance. Nor do they have a set 

time when the conversation will happen. Chris, like Olivia, believes it is important 

to communicate about other partners. But both trust that their partners will tell 

them at a sensible time. Chrisô account, like others, emphasizes the importance 

of the polyamorous subcultural value of respecting your partnersô autonomy and 

trusting them to communicate when necessary, a second subcultural value.  

Similarly, Virginia says:  

No ruleséI guess we kind of have an understanding. Itôs more or less, if we start talking to 
someone thereôs no rule where we have to tell the other person, but obviously, you know, for, 
if weôre going out with someone, we might say something to the other, like, óOh, you know, I 
have this date with someone that I met on, you know, Okay Cupidô or whatever. And, we just 
kind of tell each other, but thereôs no rule with that, even if he were to go out with someone 
and then not tell me until a day later. You know? Thatôs fine too. 

 
Like the above-mentioned individuals, Virginia does not believe they have rules; 

instead, they have an understanding that allows for communication to arise fluidly 

without ñrules.ò Again, there is an indication that the polyamorous subcultural 

value of communication should be practiced, but it is expected but practiced with 

respect for the individualôs autonomy. Research participants trust that their 

partners will communicate with them in a timely manner, but trust that their 

partner knows when that time is.  
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With almost all research participants there was a sense that knowing 

about or meeting other partners was not mandatory, but rather, inevitable. Similar 

to monogamous couples eventually meeting their partnersô friends or boss, the 

more time an individual spends with a partner the more likely it is that 

metamours, the partner of a partner (Sheff 2014), will meet one another. Bev 

explains that her polycule had rules at first due to fears of not knowing how to 

set-up their polyamorous relationships; however, now it just happens out of the 

co-mingling of life that is predictable with all relationships. She says: 

When we were still trying it out just for like comforts sake - like óIôll let you meet each other 
and everybody will be okay.ô And then that just became burdensome. Itôs not ï we trust each 
other. We talk about things very openly now. So, we donôt have any requirements for that. If 
something seems like itôs going to be, you know, that itôs going to stick, then we do meet. 
Yeah. Weôre very open about talking about one another in front of our partners so, you know, 
itôs important to both of us that our partners know the permanent nature of our relationship.  

 
Bev too highlights the importance of trusting your partner and giving them 

autonomy with their other relationships. She underscores that in the beginning 

rules can feel helpful as you navigate a new relationship style; however, in 

recognizing time as a limited resource meeting everyone became ñburdensome.ò 

Logan reiterates Bevôs points, he says: 

That has evolved over timeéThereôs not real training how best to do this. Itôs like okay, óHow 
do we minimize the amount of friction within a given set of individuals and network? What are 
their own sensitivities and insecurities and feelings about it?ôéSo, I would say that itôs not a 
fixedða hard and fast ruleéThe more important this person might be, the more desire there 
is for existing primaries, or maybe secondaries, to meet them before it goes too faréThings 
that happen at workshops or parties are usually not precleared ócause itôs not expected that 
theyôll have ongoing consequences. Things that are, óOh Iôve met this new person, and Iôm 
feeling stirrings and itôs a crush and I think Iôd like to go out and see them a couple of times;ô 
and then if things are, you know, moving in that direction, óYôall should meet them.ô Then you 
know, if itôs something that might actually turn into a secondary relationship letôs say, then 
primaries partners would usually want to meet them, if possible.  

 
 Logan emphasizes the issue of not having models for ñdoing polyamoryò. He 

tells me that initially they had rules that required them to meet partners; however, 
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that became burdensome, and so the practice stopped. Like other research 

participants, rules can help navigate an unknown situation with few guidelines. 

As people continue to ñdo polyamoryò it makes more sense to let the nature of 

the relationship dictate what conversations and/or in-person meetings occur. 

Finally, Logan emphasizes the role of trusting your partner, indicating a respect 

for their autonomy, to decide when to bring a new or newer partner into the 

relationship.  

 Mossimo highlights how difficult it can be for men who are new to 

polyamory to adjust to seeing their partner with other men. He says:  

Typical hurdles is, particularly people new in poly, particularly the men I guess. My 
experience in this regard tends to be with my, because I typically date women, but [men] 
getting kind of territorial, start coming up with a bunch of rules that are fairly arbitrary. óOh no 
you canôt see him on Wednesdayôs becauseô and then thereôs óYou can only have sex here or 
not there.ô Or I donôt know. Coming up with a lot of different rules thatðthe rules themselves 
arenôt really the issue. The issue is a matter of controléóThis [is] not something Iôm actually in 
control of.ô It becomes a pretty substantial leap of faithðtrust in theory. óI know that I have to 
trust you, but now Iôm understanding that I donôt have the reigns here. That I kind of have to 
trust.ô And so, they have to kind of make the growthéIf they make it there that's good, but if 
they donôt, they can make a lot of rules and just kind of sabotage a lot of things. 

 
First, Mossimo echoes Bevôs point that sometimes individuals set up rules in the 

beginning to feel like they have control over the situation, but with time 

successful relationships have fewer rules. Second, Mossimo repeats other 

research respondentsô claims that trusting your partner is necessary for a 

successful relationship. Third, primarily men have trouble with their female 

partner becoming polyamorous. It takes men time to accept their lack of control 

of their partnersô relationships. Mossimoôs comment speaks to the role of 

autonomy in polyamorous relationships and how difficult respecting that 

autonomy can be for men when it comes to ñtheirò women. Mossimo says, ñif they 

make it there [to a space of trust] that's good, but if they donôt, they can make a 
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lot of rules and just kind of sabotage a lot of things.ò He highlights Schippersô 

(2016) claim that men must relinquish their ability to ñpossessò their partner. 

 In summary, respondents shied away from ñrulesò. They rejected the term 

because they felt ñrulesò inhibited individual behaviors and failed to recognize 

that different relationships need different guidelines. Instead, their accounts 

indicate that the polyamorous subcultural values of respect for autonomy and 

emphasis on communication shape guidelines for relationships. There is an 

expectation that they would be clued in on an ñas neededò basis to their 

paramourôs relationships. Their accounts demonstrate that not only is autonomy 

a value of the polyamorous community, but it is also consequential for 

relationships to succeed. Women and men must respect their partnersô ability to 

organize their other relationships as they see fit. To accomplish this, respondents 

relied heavily on communication with their partners. Thus, polyamoryôs emphasis 

on communication helps people communicate their needs for more information 

from their partners, or helps people handle emotionally difficult conversations.  

Safe Sex2 

Even though they rejected the idea of ñrulesò most respondents did have 

some ñground rulesò about safe sex practices due to the potential health 

implications, thus indicating limits on total autonomy. While asking Sheila about 

any ground rules for her polycule she states: 

The ground rules are, yes, that there's the householdðthat family priority. There's the safe 
sex part. There'sðyou're expected to pitch in. There's, ohðif you haveðif you leave a car 
here we have to have a key to it. 

 

 
2 IRB did not allow me to ask research participants about their sexual practices; limiting the availability of 
data on sexual practices.  
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Sheila is in an open ñVeeò with her husband and his lover (see Figure 5.1). Sheila 

is fluid bonded, a sexual relationship where bodily fluids may be shared, with her 

husband and he is fluid bonded with his lover. They are not fluid bonded with 

anyone outside the Vee. Her account indicates that while they do not have many 

rules, they do when it comes to safe sex.  

Figure 5.1 Sheilaôs ñVeeò Polycule 

 

Similarly, Amy highlights how safe sex is the one issue where 

polyamorous people are explicitly okay with behavioral constraints on autonomy. 

Amy is married to her husband and together they date their girlfriend (See Figure 

5.2). Her girlfriend dates outside their polycule. While discussing rules guiding 

her polycule Amy says: 

I donôt have to approve of her partners because theyôre hers. I do insist that sheôs protected, 
and she wear protection for everything and that she keeps herself protected, which I donôt 
know if most partners push that issue (laughs), but I do. Because Iôm a firm, you know, weôve 
been, weôve dated other girls that have wanted to sleep with other men and didnôt want to 
protect themselves and Iôm just like, óWait a minute, youôre gonna sleep with my husband and 
no.ô  

 
Amy notes that she does not ñapproveò of her girlfriendôs partners, because those 

partners are outside her control: ñtheyôre hers [her girlfriends]ò. Her girlfriend has 

autonomy in her choice of partners. However, when it comes to threat of a 
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sexually transmitted infection, Amy feels it is reasonable to require her girlfriend 

to wear protection. Both, Sheila and Amy are willing to have rules to dictate 

partnersô sexual behaviors.  

Figure 5.2. Amyôs Polycule  

 

 

Fiona more extensively outlines how her polycule handles sex and safe 

sex practices. She says:  

I mean I basically have a ñNo rules set upò with my partners with the exception of safe sex 
agreementséI have unprotected sex with one of my partners, well, and use condoms for 
penetrative sex with the other. Everybody uses condoms for penetrative sex with everybody 
else andð'Now I have a series of questions to ask you about, the last time you were tested, 
the STI statusô, like this kind of stuff. Like we spend more timeðmy partners and I going over 
what kind of conversations weôre having with other people than like specific safety measures. 
óCause like when my partner has a date or starts seeing somebody else, I have questions 
about like óOkay, like, whatôs their STI status? Do they get tested a lot? Are they thinking 
about it?ôéThereôs no hard and fast answer and thereôs no like veto or anything. So, I could 
just be like óSo, thatôs a displeasing answer to me. So maybe like you and I will change our 
practices while youôre seeing that person.ô Like Iôm not going to stop them from doing 
anything, but weôre looking forðlike I think weôre all looking for partners that are thinking 
about safety and that are ready to have conversations about safety and boundaries and 
communicate well about sexual safety. 
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Fiona speaks to the importance of safe sex practices in the polyamorous 

community. Not only do she and her partner require their other partners to use 

condoms and know their STI status, but she also wants them to be invested in 

thinking holistically about safe sex practices, like getting tested regularly. Fiona 

highlights the balance between protecting oneôs self and respecting another 

personôs autonomy. A displeasing answer would not lead her to veto a partner or 

break-up with her fluid bonded partner; rather, she would change her sexual 

relations with her fluid bonded partner. She respects her primaryôs decision to 

potentially engage in unsafe sexual practices but would not risk her own safety. 

Her account demonstrates how the polyamorous subcultural value of autonomy 

informs decisions surrounding sexual practices. 

 While a small subset of the research sample, all women reflected research 

which finds that individuals who practice consensual non-monogamy (CNM) are 

more likely to utilize safe sex practices than monogamous couples (Conley et. al 

2013). Possibly, polyamoryôs emphasis on communication makes having these 

difficult conversations more attainable. Of all rules or guidelines for ñdoing 

polyamoryò safe sex was the most immoveable. Additionally, respondentôs 

comments on safe sex practices highlight a spot where polyamorous people 

must think about what is equitable when it comes to respecting autonomy. Will 

they choose their own autonomy: ñI have the right to tell you to use protection, 

because it protects me and my other partnersò? Or will they choose their 

partnerôs autonomy: ñI do not have the right to tell you what sexual behaviors you 
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can engage in with other peopleò? Either way, both conversations require the 

polyamorous subcultural norm of honest communication.  

Hierarchies 
 
 The second form of household negotiation that is unrecognizable to 

monogamous relationships is the discussion of hierarchies (See Figure 5.3). 

Some polycules practice polyfidelity, ñ[resembling] a closed marriage 

groupéthey expect the others in the relationship to be sexually exclusive with 

the people inside the relationship group (Sheff 2014:3).ò Others practice 

hierarchical relationships. Primaries, whether one or five, resemble the concept 

of a spouse; an individual might live with and/or share finances with their 

primary/ies (Sheff 2014). Secondaries ñshare an emotional connection but tend 

to keep their lives more separate than primary partnersò (Sheff 2014: 17). 

Tertiaries receive less time and energy than a primary or secondary relationship; 

however, this could be because the relationship is newer (Sheff 2014). The 

person could become a secondary or primary with time. While almost all 

research participants recognized that they would have relationships that 

resembled primaries, they did not all agree that they would utilize the hierarchical 

structure.  
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Figure 5.3 Hierarchical Relationships 

  

Polyamorous subcultural values were used to explain the decision to 

have, or to not have, hierarchical relationships. The subcultural norms used were 

equity and time availability. Their accounts tell us that, whether or not they adopt 

the practice of hierarchies, their reasons for doing so are in alignment with their 

subcultural norms. Some respondents also discussed practicalities, such as 

merging finances and having children. Individuals who used hierarchies felt it 

was only fair to be up front with secondaries about their secondary status. 

Individuals, who did not practice hierarchies, felt it was unfair to call or treat 

someone as secondary. As I argue in Chapter Four, it is possible that gender 

equity leads to a greater subcultural norm of being equitable, or fair, to everyone 
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in the name of the polyamorous guideline of ñtreat people kindly and live an 

ethical lifeò (Sheff 2014:22). 

Hierarchies: equity, life enmeshment, and practicalities.  
 

Individuals who practice hierarchies feel it is only fair to make sure 

everyone in the relationship know how resources, like time and energy, are 

allocated. Additionally, people noted that living together or being together for a 

longer period influenced resource allocation. Carol is in an open Vee with her 

male partner, John, and his wife Rhonda. Their polycule practices hierarchies 

where John is Carolôs primary. She says:  

I always make it clear that John is my primary partner, because thatôs where my loyalties 
lie, and I understand there might be people who are completely egalitarian about all of 
that; but for me, and the way I think, there kind of needs to be primary and secondary. 
And especially as you get older, and Iôm just going to be completely blunt andéAssets 
and you have issues, you have needs, you have grandkids and all of that kind of 
stufféYou start to build a hierarchy. Now if someone was in their 20s or their 30s and 
they didnôt have these, this extra baggage, there could be aðdifferent ways of dealing 
with itðbut in my mind, you know, and my background, you know, traditional background 
or whatever. The hierarchy of the primary partner does need to be there. 

 
Carol unapologetically practices a hierarchy and frames it in terms of practicality. 

She has built up assets and has grandchildren. For her, as relationships become 

increasingly entangled, they require hierarchies to allocate where you will spend 

time and address needs. However, Carol emphasizes that she always 

communicates with others that John is her primary partner to avoid any confusion 

over where her ñloyalties lieò. Thus, her reasoning for hierarchies incorporates 

being fair to partners and emphasizes communication of what those hierarchies 

mean.  

Likewise, Kelly practices hierarchies, and she cites time spent together 

and the presence of children as the reason for her hierarchy. She states:  
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My husband is probably my primary because we live together. We raise our children together. 
We've been together for 15 years. So, he's the one I lean on first, but my boyfriend very much 
complements the relationship that he and I haveéWhen he knows that there's a lot going 
onéHe might make dinner so that the two of us can go talk. Or if something is going on and I 
just need another set of ears, then he listens to it. Or if there are really big decisions thatð
[the] three of us sit down together to talk about it. So, it's hierarchical, because my husband 
does come first; but, it's not like he comes first without any thought to my boyfriend, because 
both of us are always thinking about how Joe is impacted by the decisions we make and 
weðhe in turn does the same with both of us. 

 
Like Carol, Kelly frames her decision to have a hierarchical relationship as a 

practicality born out of living together, having children together, and having been 

together for so long. She, like Carol, does not see her secondary partner being 

ñsecondaryò due to un-egalitarian reasons; it is born out of the practicality of 

enmeshed lifestyles.  

Sheila is in a hierarchical, open Vee with her husband Tom and his 

partner Maggie (see Figure 5.1 above). She also believes that hierarchies allow 

everyone to understand where resources, like time and energy, are allocated. 

She says:   

It's gotta be clear that, as a committed parent and committed partner, that there's a, there's a 
primary/secondary. I know a lot of people donôt like that language, but you know, you gotta 
know what you're talking about. If both Tom and John get run over by a truck and they were 
in two separate hospitals, I'd be at Tomôs bedside, not John's...There's priorities. If Tom got a 
job in Vancouver we'd move, right? But if John decided to move to Florida, I'd say, óWell have 
a nice time. Enjoy yourself.ô So, I mean it's just, there's different levels of commitment. It 
doesn't mean John's the worst person. 

 
Like Carol, Sheila wants to make sure that John is not on his deathbed when he 

finds out that Sheila prioritizes Tom over John. From the beginning she wants to 

ensure that everyone knows how her time and energy will be ordered. While this 

is framed in terms of practicality, it is also about time being finite.  

Hierarchies help people prioritize where they will spend their time and 

energy. Polyamorous individuals do not place limitations on the ability to care for 

others; they do recognize time is a limited resource (Klesse 2011). Possibly the 
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polyamorous recognition of time as a limited resource, alongside the multiplicity 

of partners, leads them to consider the practicalities of multiple relationships. 

This recognition then leads them to consider the organization brought to multiple 

partner relationships by making hierarchies clear. To be fair to their partners who 

will receive secondary status, research respondents emphasize the importance 

of communicating hierarchical statuses.  

Anchor Partners. 

Some individuals rejected hierarchies but wanted to communicate the 

importance of an individual in their life. They would use the word ñanchor partnerò 

to denote the enmeshment of their lives. This felt honest to other partners about 

their status in their life, while recognizing the transient nature of some 

polyamorous relationships. David says:  

So, we donôt like the term primary or secondary, but for instance weôre getting engaged, 
wanna have children togetherðcertain commitmentsðinvolvements that go along with that, 
so we like the term anchor relationship because it doesnôt necessarily imply any kind of 
hierarchy. Weôll say, óThis person is very important to me in a lot of ways.ô But outside of that 
and outside of those commitments to childrearing, we do generally try to practice relationship 
anarchy. And obviously some people are gonna be closer to us and emotionally involved with 
us than others, but we donôt try to put any sort of value outside of that.  

 
David acknowledges that commitments to build a life together, get engaged, and 

rear children together means that his fiancé will be a significant figure in his life. 

Additionally, rearing children involves a significant time commitment. His fiancée 

will be a meaningful part of his life, and he wants to acknowledge that without 

labeling others in his life as lesser than. He uses the word anchor partner to 

symbolize their enmeshment while avoiding the terms ñprimaryò and ñsecondaryò. 
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 Cara, engaged to David, also leans toward relationship anarchyðrejecting 

the practice of having primaries and secondaries. Instead, she has anchor 

partners.   

I tend to lean more relationship anarchy. I tried the primary, secondary thing. That was me 
and my boyfriend and my girlfriend and her boyfriend. That was a primary, secondary thing 
and it was very structured from the start and it included veto power with the primary. But 
nowadaysðeven though I believeðI donôt want to say I believe in relationship egalitarianism, 
because I feel like relationships very naturally fall into different ways of being and different 
closeness levelséTheyôre just so differentðto categorize thatðputting them on a 
hierarchyðit doesnôt really matter, ócause my emotional dependence on this person may be 
way up here, but I donôt live with them. Or I canôt have children with them, which is something 
I want. So instead of doing a hierarchy, we recognize that there are anchor partners. Anchor 
relationships, those people who you have dedicatedðthat youôre going to be with, probably 
your whole life, and that you enmesh yourself with financially and you live with them and 
things like that and you recognize that other relationships are going to be in other places...My 
fianc®eô and I are definitely anchor relationships now for each other, since weôve moved in 
together two months ago and since we are planning on getting married and having 
childrenéRaising a family together. So, weôve basically sat down and talked that commitment 
out and said, óThis isðwhat this means is we need to be together for as long as our children 
are together and even if our relationship changes and say, weôre no longer romantically 
involved, weôll still be co-parents.ô So, we would have toðso weôve at least committed to all of 
that, and trying to keep our marriage and our romance alive as well. 

 
Cara has tried hierarchical relationships in the past and rejects them because 

she recognizes the transient nature of her relationships. She acknowledges that 

were she to have a primary and a secondary, she might develop a higher level of 

emotional connection with her secondary, defeating the purpose of having a 

hierarchy. She and her fiancée have agreed to be anchor partners, and they will 

stay together while the children grow. Caraôs relationship style highlights 

practicalities that come with rearing children together, while recognizing that her 

relationships may change over time.  

In polyamorous relationships there is an understanding that a relationship 

could end, or another relationship could become more prominent (Sheff 2014). 

Cara believes that her relationships may end, or she may develop more 

emotional closeness with an unknown partner. Cara highlights the negotiations 
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that happen in polyamorous relationships in a way most monogamous couples 

do not face. They must discuss whether they want to commit to being primaries, 

anchors, or eschew hierarchies together. To explain her decisions, Cara 

incorporates the polyamorous expectation that relationships will change to 

explain her decisions. In doing so, and like all other research participants, the 

incorporation of this language tells us that polyamorous people, at least 

discursively, take their norms seriously.  

Lack of Hierarchies Feels Fair.  
 

Individuals who did not practice hierarchies believed that everyone was 

equal and that having a hierarchy would be unequitable. Chris states it simply, 

ñWe try not to do the hierarchy thing ócause we believe that everybody is equal.ò 

Chris has a wife who has boyfriends, and he has another girlfriend. He notes that 

he and his wife recognize that they will date people who practice hierarchical 

relationships. And they respect those. However, for their polycule, practicing 

hierarchical relationships violates the idea that everyone is equal.  

Often research participants recognized they would embed their lives with 

certain people and recognized the lived reality of that. Still, they outright rejected 

the terminology associated with hierarchies. For example, Danny states:  

Oh god no. I mean, I understand that people like to do that, but I generally find hierarchical 
relationships outside of particular very narrow kinky definitions couldðthey seem to cause 
more harm than good. So, keeping track of whoôs primary and whoôs secondaries and whoôs 
tertiaries and what the rotational skip is, there isðI have no patience for that. I mean great, 
you know, if people wanna do that and thatôs their thing. Knock themselves out. But ifðyouôre 
gonna have a hard time persuading me to playéThere is sort of a hierarchy of engagement 
between me and people, but I donôt think itôs a thing to be enforced. Itôs just aðitôs an 
emergent quality rather than a process or a rule.  

 
Danny rejects hierarchies, they do ñmore harm than good.ò Danny says he will 

have a ñhierarchy of engagementò but rejects having outright hierarchies. In 
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chapter Four, Danny talked about how polyamory requires an awareness of time 

as a limited resource. So, while he understands time as a scarce resource, he 

does not want to use hierarchies to organize his time.  

Sarah defines the ñharmò that Danny alludes to in his comment. Sarah 

practices solo polyamory, a type of polyamory that emphasizes autonomy; a solo 

polyamorist may avoid living with others or combining finances (Sheff 2014).  

She says:  

Yes, I am solo andðbecause I don't want to cohabitate at this juncture in life and I donôt want 
to share finances. I have a deep trigger for meeting my own financial independence, and I 
have two children. So, I donôt feel like I come to the table without baggage so to speak, you 
know? And I believe that I really need to be responsible for my family. So, I don't feel like I 
want to go into anything with anybody at that point. So, I do have people who in my life who 
practice hierarchical, but I don't. I prefer not to be in hierarchical relationships, yeah. And so, 
it's a lot more challenges. They're a lot more difficultéOkay, letôs just take - for example, for 
an example, holidays. Holidays are very stressful, especially if not everybody's out...If you're 
at a party with someone and youôre not allowed to have PDA in certain areas, even holding 
his hand. Or having someone's arm around your waist is not acceptableðwhen that's the 
norm. You know? And those are just, it can be uneasy, or the feeling of not having thatðthe 
inequality of the relationship is blatantly obvious at points like that. It can really sting. 

 
Sarah underlines why some polyamorous people object to the use of hierarchies 

in their relationships. She moves it beyond Chrisôs statement, ñeverybody is 

equalò and explains the ñstingò that can come from vividly feeling and realizing 

that your relationship is not the primary one. She explains how damaging it can 

feel to be the ñfriendò at a party while a primary remains on a partnerôs arm. 

Sarahôs example of the holiday party exemplifies why some people object to 

hierarchies; however, what is not discussed by respondents is the role of 

mononormativity in causing the ñstingò. If monogamy were not the one way of 

ñdoingò a ñgoodò or ñnormalò relationship, polycules could decide for themselves 

whether to practice hierarchies out of practicalities while removing the painful 

process of concealing other relationships.  
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Summary of Hierarchies. 

 In summary, research respondents who practiced hierarchies did so for 

practical reasons: they shared children, finances, or had been together for a 

lengthy time. To them it was a matter of making sure everyone understood where 

time and resources would be placed. Some research participants recognized 

those same entanglements but preferred the term ñanchor partner,ò as it did not 

utilize a hierarchical form. Some research participants rejected hierarchies all 

together because they found them complicated or harmful.  

FINANCIAL DECISION MAKING 
 
 In this next section, I discuss financial decisions. Financial disagreements 

can be more problematic than other types of disagreement within relationships 

(Dew and Dalkin 2011). Dew and Dalkin (2011) found that financial 

disagreements are associated with heated arguments and common couple 

violence, minor forms of aggressions not related to power. In this study, financial 

decisions were not discussed as problematic or burdensome. Rather, processing 

emotions was more likely to be a source of contention. Possibly, polyamoryôs 

emphasis on communicationðparticularly for difficult conversationsðreduces 

this burden. However, it is possible that research participantôs higher levels of 

income reduced this as an issue. For example, when I ask Jaren how his 

household handles large purchases, he tells me: 

Itôs not about whether or not you have permission. Itôs about whether or not itôs feasible. Like 
that more or less happened. There was one point where we were all working, and our income 
was hilarious for a short time. And Zoey and Hamish decided that they wanted to contribute 
$1000 to a Murder by Death [a band] Kickstarter in order to get the pledge level whereby 
Murder by Death will record a song of their choice for them and like they presented it to me 
as a request, as opposed to óWeôre doing this thing FYIô, but they didn't have to. 
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Jaren highlights that at one point for his polycule to spend $1,000 on a song 

recording was not a big deal financially, and it was unnecessary for Zoey and 

Hamish to request to spend the money. While it is possible that higher incomes 

reduce the stress of financial disagreements, 75 percent of my respondentôs 

household incomes were under $100,000 a year and 25 percent had a 

household income under $50,000.   

 In industrialized nations, like the United States and Western Europe, when 

womenôs salaries (Bernasek and Bajtelsmit 2002; Bertocchi, Bruntetti, and 

Torricelli 2015) increase relative to their husbandôs salaries, women have more 

involvement in, or responsibility for, household financial decisions. In my study, 

large polycules and dyadic households, who dated outside the home, used group 

consensus for large purchases regardless of womenôs income. It was incredibly 

rare for research participants not to use group consensus. Speaking of her 

husband, Elizabeth says, ñHe definitely has bought major purchases without 

consulting me.ò However, she then explains that he purchases antiques and sells 

them for more than he paid. All individuals made smaller purchases at their own 

discretion.  

Possibly, three aspects of the polyamorous community subcultural norms 

contributed to using group consensus to make financial decisions. First, the 

polyamorous commitment to equity, particularly gender equity, led men and 

women to try to be more inclusive with regards to larger financial decisions.  

Second, while finances can be distressful to talk about, polyamory emphasizes 

communication, particularly with regards to difficult topics, e.g., a partner being 
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sexually involved with someone else. Third, a multiplicity of voices, as opposed 

to just two, creates the pathway for a more democratic process.  

In summary, three strategies of accomplishment were utilized for financial 

decision making: group consensus (equity), autonomy, and rarely preference. 

Group consensus was used to determine whether a large purchase was going to 

be made by the group. Group consensus was utilized whether bank accounts 

were shared or not. Group consensus speaks to polyamorous individualsô 

interest in equity. Autonomy was utilized for smaller purchases. I do not provide 

many quotes on smaller purchases, because all households reported small 

purchases being up to the individual. In only one household preference was used 

to determine who was the household ñpurchaserò.  

Group Consensus for Large Purchases 

Most large purchases were determined via discussion even if a member of 

the household made significantly more. While what constituted a large purchase 

varied across households and among individuals in households, consensus was 

that something became a ñlargeò purchase at around $100-$500. High- and low-

income households used the strategy of group consensus to determine if a large 

household purchase should be made. Sadie makes significantly more than the 

other members of her ñVeeò. She tells me: 

I think their definitions and my definitions of small and large are a little bit different because of 
the income disparity between us. They make closer to what the other makes and have their 
finances more co-mingled; and, like I said, I make a significant amount more. I guess for me 
small is I don't know probably under, under $100 and not for joint use. So, if I was gonna buy 
something for the house that was $100, if I was gonna buy something for the house at all 
levels that I expected everybody to use, I would discuss it. 
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Sadieôs triad reportedly uses group consensus to determine if large household 

purchases should be made. Sadie recognizes that while she may not consider 

$100 a large purchase her partners might, and their opinions need to be 

considered. Additionally, she does not use her position as the primary 

breadwinner to indicate that she gets to make all the household financial 

decisions. Instead, she has discussions with her paramours to ensure that 

everyone feels comfortable with the decision. Possibly Sadie feels it would be 

unequitable to overspend on household purchases that could result in making 

her paramours feel uncomfortable. Her paramour Luke agrees that consensus is 

used for large purchases. He adds that they try to have everyone pay what they 

can. Luke explains: 

Everyone does what they can. Sadie does make significantly more than two of us éShe 
helps out with other financial needs as they arise. If things happen, like come up 
unexpectedlyéWe see what everyone is capable of doingé So, the stuff like that has come 
upéWe always talk it out. It depends upon finances, you know, at that exact moment, 
because everyone one has up months and down months and so forth. And you, you just have 
to figure out where everyone sits and thatôs the thing I guess isðlike any other relationship; 
sometimes finances donôt get discussed as much as they should, and so when something like 
that comes up, the first thing everyone does is like, óOkay whereôs everyone at? How are we 
all doing now? Letôs updates on our statuses.ô 

 
Luke indicates that not only do they sit down to talk about larger purchases, but 

they also discuss where each person is financially so that ñeveryone does what 

they can.ò  The unexpected ñstuffò that has ñcome up beforeò is a $3,000 air 

conditioner unit. While he tells me about having group discussions about the 

purchase, he does not talk about how stressful it was or how tensions rose 

during the conversation. Rather he emphasizes being sure to update everyone 

on where they are financially. Possibly, polyamoryôs emphasis on communication 
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for difficult topics has enhanced their communication skills. In doing so, other 

difficult topics of conversations, like finances, become easier to discuss.  

Sheila, a retiree, rears her Veeôs two children. She reports that everyone 

in her Vee has separate finances. They rely on consensus for things that that are 

not necessary, but they allow one another to forgo consensus if the purchase is 

deemed necessary. She says: 

Well, itôs not formal. I mean it isn't like we have a handbook that says óAll purchases more 
than Xô, but you know if it's more than like, say for a car repair, if it's, if one of us is taking one 
of the cars to the garage because it wasn't running, right? Or the breaks were squeaking or 
whatever, if there's any choice about it, like óDo you want to do this or do you want to do thatô, 
and it's gonna cost $500 or $1500. Then the person who has the car would contact the other 
people and say, óHere's the choice; what do you want to do about this?ô But if it's like, you 
know the car's gonna run, it has to have this $500 repair, then we just authorize it. I mean the 
person who has the car at the garage just authorizes it. If we're gonna do something, like if 
we were gonna put solar panels up on the roof or something like that, we certainly have to 
talk about that. One person wouldn't decide that. So, there isn't really a cut off. It depends if 
it's needed or not. If it's something that just has to be done and there's no two ways about it, 
nobody's gonna give somebody grief who authorized it. 

 
Like Lukeôs Vee, it is possible that emphasis on communication has enhanced 

their communication skillsðstaving off ñgriefò from unexpected, large purchases. 

Sheilaôs household is financially privileged. Her vee is made up of herself, a 

retiree (who according to Sheila has the least amount of money), a well-paid 

mathematician, and a part-time worker. However, when it comes to unnecessary, 

expensive purchases they all come together to discuss them regardless of 

individual income. 

Jessica is legally married and engaged to her soon-to-be, legally 

unrecognized, husband. While she is unemployed, she discusses how 

everyoneôs income goes into one pot. She says,   

So, we all share our finances with each other. So, itôs kind of like any other mono couple 
where, you know thereôs just like the bigépot and you use that potéWe recently just got the 
bathroom redone, and when the bathroom-fitter person came we all three were here. We all 
talked about it. We all kind of negotiated on how we were going to pay it back 
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financially...And then so, we were able to make a decision right there on the spot, but we still 
talked about it. 

 
For Jessicaôs polycule large purchases are made in agreement between the 

three of them, because their money ñgoes into a potò that is shared among all of 

them. While she is currently unemployed, she still has as much say in financial 

decisions as her husband and fiancé. Jessica gets to be equally involved in 

financial decisions unlike previous research which finds womenôs involvement in 

financial decisions increase with income (Bruntetti, and Torricelli 2015). Possibly, 

the polyamoryôs interest in gender equality means that everyone, regardless of 

income, has equal say in financial decisions.  

 Similarly, polyamorous households with only a dyad living together, who 

are dating outside the home, made sure to have consensus on large purchases, 

even when the wife worked part-time or within the home. Kelly works part-time 

and her husband works full-time. When I ask Kelly about how they handle large 

purchases, she says:   

My daughter plays golf and we have talked about that. We really need to get a good set of 
golf clubs for heré And, óIt costs this much moneyô and óIs it okay if we buy it this week?ô 
óYeah, absolutely, it's something we've talked about, let's go ahead and get it.ô Or we decided 
this year we were gonna buy a new bedroom set, so we talked about, óOkay, what do you 
want?ô óWhat do I want?ô And we made the discussion about how much should we spend. 
Okay well, - and then we would flip ideas back and forth, óWhat do you think about this 
nightstand?ô 

 
Kelly reportedly has equal say in their decisions. This is likely due to the 

polyamorous subcultural norm of gender equity. Additionally, Kelly describes how 

large purchases are considered and continually negotiated. When the item is 

finally purchased, it has already been discussed repeatedly, and so, the 

purchase is not stressful. Perhaps the polyamorous communityôs emphasis on 

communication encourages them to discuss stressful, financial topics in advance. 
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When the large purchases are made, they have already been thoughtfully 

considered.  

 Male breadwinners with wives or partners who worked in the home also 

described using group consensus for large purchases. Because David shares his 

finances with his wife, he talks with her about large purchases. He tells me: 

Generally, I discuss them with my wife because we have shared financeséGenerally, a 
larger purchase like that, Iôll tend to research for a while so Iôll usually be like óHey, this is 
something Iôm looking at.ô Or sheôll tell me the same thing, you know? And for the most part, I 
donôt know. I donôt remember saying óNoô to one, but Iôm much more comfortable spending 
money than either of my partners (laughs). I tend to run óem by my wife, because if thereôs 
something she actually doesn't want then I wanna know.  

 
David runs all large purchase by his wife. While he is more comfortable than she 

is with larger purchases, he still runs them by her. As aforementioned, David 

works full-time while his wife works to maintain their home and cares for their 

children. He does not use his position as breadwinner to purchase as he pleases. 

I then ask him if she ever turns down a large purchase. He says: 

Sometimes, if itôs not something that big of a deal, like maybe $100 or so, Iôll typically just do 
it anyway. And she doesnôt tend to be upset about the money being spent thereéIf itôs a 
large purchase, I mean if weôre talking about buying a car or a new computer or something 
like that. I mean generally if thereôs a good case for it, then basically we just go till we can 
come to a consensus on itéIf thereôs no consensus we often just donôt do whatever it is. 

 
While David is their householdôs source of financial income, he still seeks out and 

listens to his wife on large purchases. However, he does note that with smaller 

purchases, under $100, he will buy it even if she does not think it is necessary; 

however, he does not believe that upsets her. Possibly, David is trying to have 

gender equity in financial decisions, but occasionally his status as breadwinner 

makes him feel more comfortable purchasing something she does not agree to.  

Breadwinning as Decision Making  
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Two men in the study insinuated they might have more say in the 

purchasing of large items. Both were breadwinners. Chris says he and his wife 

use group consensus for large purchases but describes how his wife knows to 

ñprepareò for their discussions. He says:  

Sheôll be like, óI wanna buy so and so, this and thisô and Iôm like, óOh okay, what bills do we 
have outstanding right now before we put that much into that?ô Because Iôm more of the 
penny pincher of the family, because I like to make sure everything is paid for first...After 20 
years of being together, she pretty much understands, óHey, you know, I know how heôs 
thinking. So, let me make sure this [research] is done before I even bring this up to 
him.ôéShe goes, óOh okay, I see here, yep; Iôm projecting everything to be this, we can do 
this.ô Iôm like óOkayô.  

 
Chris is his householdôs sole source of income. While he does not say outright 

that he is the final decision maker, he discusses how his wife knows to come to 

him with an outline of answers to potential questions. This could imply that his 

status as masculine breadwinner gives him final say when it comes to large 

financial purchases. Similarly, in Mossimoôs Survey Two he notes that he makes 

the final decision for large purchases. When I ask Mossimo about this, he tells 

me:  

Because I make most of the money. And also, because I kind of track the budget. I tend toðI 
just always have. Itôs not a contentious thing. Its more our pattern has always been. Sheôll 
kind of ask me, óHey can we do this?ô And then if we need to discuss it, but it kind of comes 
down to me saying, óNo, we canôt really afford to do that.ô 

 
Originally, Mossimo says he makes this decision because ñI make the most of 

the moneyò; however, as we talk, he frames it around tracking their budget and 

knowing if they can afford it. These are two very different answers, but this could 

indicate that he, like Chris, has final say on large purchases.  Possibly, they 

indicate that, while people reported using group consensus, breadwinning status 

may dictate decisions more than people wanted to report due to the polyamoryôs 



 

128 
 

emphasis on gender equity; however, only two respondents indicated that this 

may be the case.  

Preference 

 In one instance, preference was reportedly used to determine who made 

the purchasing decisions in the household. Alice says:  

I donôt really know, I kind of just took it on. I like to shop. I like to have the things that I want 
as far as clothes and household stuff, and the party that I live with doesnôt careéSo, he just 
doesnôt really care, so I think thatôs probably why I came on as the person who buys things, 
because I do care.  

 
Alice highlights that in this instance it is her preference for items, and his lack 

thereof, that leads her to prefer to be the one in charge of making most 

household purchasing decisions. Possibly, polyamoryôs interest in letting people 

do the things they prefer leads to this; however, it could also be an instance of 

personality justifying a discrepancy in housework.  The use of personality to 

justify household labor can often have gendered implications (Blaisure and Allen 

1995). Men justify the unequal division of labor by claiming things like ñshe has a 

higher standard (Blaisure and Allen 1995: 14).ò 

Summary 

In summary, most households utilized group consensus to determine if 

they were going to make a large purchase. Income contributions did not matter, 

unlike other research that found women increasingly had say in financial 

decisions as their income grew (Bruntetti, and Torricelli 2015). Breadwinners 

gave stay-at-home wives and part-time workers equal input. However, there is 

small evidence that indicated some breadwinning men may have final say in the 

purchasing of large items.  
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No one in this study discussed finances as a point of contention. Instead, 

they talked about how the group would come together to make the decision. 

Additionally, while other research (Dew and Dalkin 2011) has found that financial 

conversations can be the most stressful of all conversations ï even leading to 

violence ï this research did not replicate those findings. Possibly, the 

polyamorous emphasis on communication removes the contentious nature of 

discussing finances. It is also possible that their higher household incomes also 

relieved the burden of financial conversations.  

LEVELS OF TIDINESS 
 
 Women and men reported having higher levels of preferred tidiness than 

their partners. Preference for a tidier space led people to use onus on the 

individual to have a tidier home. Research respondents had two different ways of 

approaching onus on the individual. Some research respondents would put the 

onus on themselves to monitor the household tidiness and let everyone know 

when it was time to clean the house. Other research participants would put the 

onus on themselves to get the house to their preferred tidiness level.   

Ask for Help 
 
 In many polycules the person with the highest preferred level of tidiness 

would either monitor tidiness levels and ask everyone to pitch in once things got 

too dirty or have a routinized schedule.  When I ask Virginia who is most likely to 

say ñitôs time to cleanò she says: 

Heôs [her husband] definitely more of a[n] organizer that way. Iôll be honest. Like if it was just 
me, like if I was alone, itôd probably be done once a month. But heôs very adamant that it get 
done every other week. Itôs usually done on the weekends, you know, when weôre both not 
doing anything. He has it set on the calendar, so it pretty much, 99 percent of the time, gets 
done when he has it on the calendar. 
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Virginia reports that her husband prefers to clean the house bi-weekly as 

opposed to monthly. He keeps a reminder on his phone to ensure that the 

household is cleaned. When I ask if one of them is better about asking the other 

to clean-up she says, ñHeôs definitely better about that than I am. Heôs definitely 

laid back about it and as long as I do, you know, if [he] sees something and I do 

it, then thatôs fine.ò Her husband prefers a tidier house, so if he notices something 

of Virginiaôs is beginning to be untidy, like her mail, he will ask Virginia to pick it 

up. Virginia does not dismiss his preference for a tidier home as something he 

should deal with because he prefers a tidier home. Instead, to keep things 

equitable, she helps clean as well. 

Amy feels her household has an equitable division of labor, but when I ask 

if she and her husband have equal levels of tidiness, she says:  

No. (laughs) My husband does not, he doesnôt. He takes out the trash, but I donôt. I probably 
get on to him and my kids about being tidy. Iôm probably the cleanly one in the house, but I 
wanna keep everything, you know, picked up and neat. So, heôll occasionally let it slack, and 
then Iôll lose my mind. (laughs)éWhen Iôm home during the weekend, during the day, I divvy 
up chores and put-on music and one of the kids will do the living room. Or theyôll go upstairs 
and clean their rooms and weôll straighten up the downstairs. Usually, generally, my son, he 
puts away the dishes. My daughter, she puts in the dishes, my oldest cleans the cat box and 
walks the dog, and my husband takes out the trash. I cook and then I pretty much sweep the 
entire house. So, we all try to pitch in when it comes to cleaning. I try to keep my kids on a 
responsible level, because I want them to be very independent when they move out on their 
own. 

 
Amy represents the proverbial women who ñloses her mindò once the house has 

become so dirty that she can no longer tolerate it. Once she gets to that point, 

she organizes a day for everyone to do their part in cleaning the house. 

However, she reports that like many other men, her husbandôs job is to take out 

the trash. The rest is handled by her and her children. Thus, Amy seemingly 

does more work than her husband to tidy the home. Possibly, she justifies the 
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unequitable division of labor because she prefers the tidier home, which, as 

mentioned above, can have gendered implications (Blaisure and Allen 1995).  

Mossimo reports that his wife is more likely to notice messes: 

One of us will get fed up with the mess and then kind of kick the other one and say, óOkay 
lets clean-up this mess.ô I would say that, I donôt know, I say that its maybe her, maybe 60 
percent of the time, before me. But itôs not like a dramatic difference.  

 
He then tells me that they clean-up together. So, his wife still carries the mental 

load slightly more than him when it comes to monitoring the household. So 

Mossimo is unlike Amyôs husband in that he does not leave his wife to clean-up 

more because she notices it more. Possibly, this is due to the polyamorous 

subcultural value of gender equity.   

In Samanthaôs polycule the call for tidiness comes from the person with 

the best mental health at that time. Samantha explains:  

It is the case that all of us suffer from depression of varying degrees and the one leading the 
charge on any given thing is likely to be the person whoôs least depressed that particular 
dayéWe couldðcan all be beat into work if somebody else is making the decisions.  

 
Like other households, when someone becomes fed up with the untidiness, that 

person will call on everyone to pitch in and clean. In their household, even with 

mental health issues, everyone wants to pitch in to clean the household. Their 

household is evenly divided between two men and two women. Again, it is 

possible that the interest in helping is a result of polyamoryôs emphasis on 

gender equity.  

 In Virginia and Amyôs households, the person with the higher threshold for 

tidiness initiateôs tidying the household. The person with the higher threshold for 

tidiness carries the mental load of determining when to clean and base this on 

their preference, but they ask for everyone to pitch-in. This contrasts research 
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where the person with the preference, usually a woman, cleans by herself 

(Blaisure and Allen 1995); however, Amy seemingly does more work. In 

Mossimoôs and Samanthaôs household the onus to tidy the home is the person 

who suddenly notices it and wants it done. Like Virginia and Amyôs household, 

everyone helps clean. These households indicate that tidying the home is often 

shared among the household rather than falling solely to women for various 

reasons. In other houses, individuals who preferred a tidier home would put it 

upon themselves to clean the house. 

Do It Yourself  
 

For some men, having a higher level of tidiness led them to laugh off the 

matter or handle tidying things themselves. David says, ñI have a much higher 

level of tidiness than she does, but Iôve learned to kind of not worry about it so 

much (chuckles).ò  David has decided not to worry about his householdôs levels 

of tidiness too much. When I ask him to describe his householdôs division of labor 

he says: 

I often clean-up in the evening and in the morning. Those are the two times I do most of the 
stuff around the houseéSo, generally, what I do is, I almost always am the one who takes 
out the trash. I almost always am the one who, I usually do the dishes, not always, Iôd say 60-
70% of the time. I almost always am the one who unloads the dishwasher. Vacuuming? Iôd 
say we split about 50/50. She does almost all of the clothes washing, right nowéWe tend to 
share those [scrubbing the bathrooms] because we only do that when we invite people over 
to play games. (laughs) Like vacuuming is kind of like that - I teach a class on Saturday 
afternoons to some kids and generally I vacuum before that because they work on the carpet. 

 
Like the women in the study, David has a higher tidiness level and reportedly 

takes it upon himself to perform a substantial amount of housework, even though 

he works full-time and his wife works part-time.  

Jack, too, laughs off his partner being a ñslob.ò He says, ñanyways, over 

here I always do the dishes, I always keep things tidy because that womanôs [his 
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girlfriend] a slob. But anyways, I love her. (laughs) But sheôs a slob.ò Like David 

and other women in this study, Jack puts it upon himself to tidy the house. Kent, 

who is in a vee with Kelly and her husband says, ñclutter does sometimes 

become an issueò. He then describes how, if the house gets too dirty, he will 

come downstairs on a Saturday morning and tidy the common areas. He says, 

ñitôs not something I ever feel frustrated about; itôs just something that I know 

about myself.ò Kent reportedly puts it upon himself to tidy the common areas, 

while also not feeling frustrated that it falls to him, because it is ñjust somethingò 

he knows about himself. 

 Thus, most men who reported wanting a cleaner house, put it upon 

themselves to make it happen. Notably, they used ñonus on the individualò to 

accomplish getting the house where they wanted it. Possibly polyamoryôs interest 

in gender equity, combined with their awareness of the relationship between 

gender and housework, leads them to eschew asking their female partners to 

pitch in.  

Cara highlights how housework schedules help everyone keep the house 

maintained, but that she cleans it alone to get it to her preferred tidiness level. 

She says: 

We have sort of a general timeline of, óHey we should probably vacuum the house once a 
monthô, yeah, óWow the floors are getting pretty dirty, someone want to get on that?ôéI feel 
like I have, I am the most demanding in terms of óI want this place to be a little cleaner than it 
is right now.ô But that saidéSometimes I will just clean it myselféôcause I know that I have 
the higher desire for cleanliness, and Iôm not gonna make everyone else live up to my needs. 
So, Iôm happy to chip in and keep things up to my level of need. So long as thatôs okay with 
everyone else. Iôm just not making them do it for me.  

 
Cara does not see it as her housemateôs job to get the house as clean as she 

prefers. She feels that if she asked them to chip-in it would be making them ñdo it 
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for meò, it would ñmake everyone live up to [her] needsò. She puts the onus on 

herself to keep the house at her preferred level of tidiness. Thus, like the women 

in Blaisure and Allenôs (1995) research, her personal preference justifies the 

unequal divisions of labor. 

Yet, David, Caraôs fiancéeô, notes that she is cleaner than him and talks 

about how he tries to keep that in mind. He says:  

She is much neater than I améI try to be a little bit more mindful of my own messes and 
before she even moved inéIôd given away a lot of clothing, donated a lot of clothing, cleared 
out a lot of space for her and her stuff so that she would feel like it was her room, not just my 
room that she was sometime living [in]. We donôt have a lot of conflict over that lately. 
Usually, if sheôs like, óOh hey will you do that,ô I try to get on it as soon as I can. 

 
David was rare in mentioning his attempt to keep his spaces tidier for his 

partnerôs sake. The lack of cleaning to a partnersô higher, preferred-tidiness level 

could reflect polyamoryôs emphasis on voicing your needs. Possibly, research 

participants relied on the person with the higher tidiness level to voice their need 

for a cleaner house. As reflected above, household members were willing to pitch 

in when their partners wanted to clean.  

Like Cara, Sadie discusses how Stephanie puts the onus on herself to 

cleanup if the household is becoming untidy. She says:  

So, Stephanie is probably the most like that and luckily, she owns the cleaning. So, if she 
decides she can't deal with something being messy anymore then she will clean it up, and 
usually Luke and I will be out of her way while she does it. 

 
Sadie admits she does not like to clean. Sadie and her male partner both make 

sure to ñget out of the her wayò while Stephanie cleans, as opposed to helping 

Stephanie clean. Sadie highlights how other women can also reinforce the idea 

that people, often women who want things tidier, should oversee that, and do it 

themself. However, their male partner Luke sees it differently. He says,   
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I think we all have a fairly similar level of cleanliness that we accept. So, usually if one, if one 
of us reaches that point, all of us are kind of thinking along the same lines and so we havenôt 
had any major blow-ups over cleaning thankfully. But a lot of that probably comes from not 
worrying about cleaning as much as we should. 

 
Sadie feels that Stephanie cleans the house when it becomes unruly, while Luke 

thinks they all pitch in equally for it to be a non-issue. Sadie reflects that women 

can also justify an unequitable division of labor attributed to personality. Luke 

believes they all are contributing equitably.  Additionally, Sadie and Luke reflect 

that this research is based on perception, not objective time spent cleaning.  

Sadie was not the only woman who felt that another female polycule 

member was primarily responsible for their householdôs tidiness. While talking to 

Carol about who does the dishes more, she explains that her boyfriendôs wife, 

Rhonda, does more dishes and general cleaning than she does. She then tells 

me, ñI know Iôm sounding, coming off terrible!ò Her boyfriend, John, then jumps in 

to say: 

Rhonda is a housemaker. She loves to do the cleaning and stuff, Carol doesnôt like it that 
much, and so Carol will do what she has to do, but Rhonda does it naturally and loves to do 
it. So, sheôll do laundry, clean the house; and. you know, actually does more than we 
probably even want her to do. 

 
While it is a woman who is performing the housework, she performs it because it 

is ñnaturalò to her and something she ñlovesò to do it. Possibly, women believe 

their preference for a tidier household is something they are responsible for. This 

could be born out of the celebration of autonomous individuality among 

polyamorous people, but historically this has gendered connotations and is used 

to justify women performing more housework (Blaisure and Allen 1995). Here the 

socialization of women toward cleaning could mean that women 

disproportionately prefer a clean house, while also believing it is their 
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responsibility to maintain it. While these points are plausible, it is of note that men 

in the study also put it upon themselves to clean the home to their preferred 

levels of tidiness.   

Messes in Private Spaces 

Some households negotiated that personal spaces could be messier while 

communal spaces would be kept tidy. This could reflect a bargain between 

respecting autonomous individuality for people who like messes and people who 

prefer things to be clean. In these instances, the onus was not on the individual 

with a higher tidiness level to monitor or schedule cleaning. Instead, the polycule 

agreed to keep communal spaces to a certain tidiness level while allowing people 

to keep personal spaces as messy as they liked. Erica says: 

Yeah, so we each have private areas that we do whatever we want with, but then in the 
public areaséWe would sort of discuss it. Like one isðI like things a lot neater and he has 
his areas where he can be as cluttered as he wants to be and we just sort of negotiated that. 
Like heôs not gonna clutter up the living room and the kitchen ócause he has, you know, three 
other spaces that he can clutter all he wants. You know, just to keep the peace. You know, 
heôs agreed to keep his clutterðso if things start cluttering up in the kitchen, then he moves 
it. 

 
Erica and her partner believe that upholding the higher standard of tidiness is fair 

for shared spaces, they also believe that there should be spaces for individuals 

with lower preferred tidiness levels, so those individuals do to not have to 

maintain the same standard everywhere. Similarly, Chris expects everyone to 

pull together for communal spaces, while letting individual spaces be dirtier. 

When I confirm he is the tidiest person in the household he says:  

Of the general areas, yes. Iôm more of, you know, people like bringing their friends over to the 
houseéAt least make the general common areas clean. And everyone understood that and 
thatôs because I was military. So it, to me was óHey the common areas have gotta be clean 
for everybody.ôéBut I did stress the big rooms; more of óOkay, your room, itôs getting a little 
messy in there.ô But that was the whole extent of it.  
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Chris has the highest level of tidiness preference in his household. He asks 

everyone to maintain communal spaces as opposed to taking it upon himself to 

clean as others indicated they might. Possibly, the negotiation of private versus 

public space reflects a belief in trying to meet everyoneôs needs. It keeps tidier 

individuals from ñbreaking downò and cleaning everything by themselves, while 

also respecting that others prefer a less tidy space. This could reflect a bargain 

between respecting the polyamorous subcultural value of autonomous 

individuality (i.e., between people who like messes and people who prefer things 

to be clean) or the polyamorous subcultural value of respecting peopleôs 

preferences. 

Tidiness as a Form of Emotional Labor 
 

In only one instance a woman performed housework as a form of 

emotional labor. Jaren explains that his wifeôs boyfriend, Hamish, has a higher 

level of tidiness, but that Zoey, his wife, helps him clean when he gets too angry 

about messes. He says: 

Hamish has gotten really stressed out by too much mess and has anger management issues 
and has thrown things and yelled. And so, like he willðhe might break down and start 
cleaning or he might throw a fit and Zoey will break down and clean for himéItôs not whoever 
canôt stand it anymore; itôs going to be Hamish who canôt stand it anymore. But from there, itôs 
Zoey or him that fixes it.  

 
When Zoey cleans to keep Hamish from throwing a fit, she is performing 

emotional and physical labor. She is cleaning the house to calm Hamish down. 

While the house is filled with a variety of adults, and Jaren understands the 

dynamics of the situation, he does not report working to help Zoey avoid Hamish 

throwing things and yelling. Here a woman performs housework to meet a manôs 

tidiness level to avoid a blow up, while her husband chooses not to help clean. 
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Their household confirms gendered expectations when Zoey cleans to manage 

Hamishôs anger.  

Both men and women in this study had higher preferred levels of tidiness. 

Men and women had two ways of dealing with their preferred higher level of 

tidiness. Some individuals would monitor the household level of tidiness, but then 

rally everyone to clean together. In most cases, this ensured gender equity, 

because everyone was pitching into help. One female respondent did report her 

husband helped out, but hinted that he may not pitch in equally. Other research 

respondents used ñonus on the individualò and would clean the house to their 

preferred level of tidiness. Individuals who cleaned to their preferred level of 

tidiness did not report feeling like they had an unfair amount of housework. 

Possibly, the polyamorous subcultural value of ñonus on the individualò is what 

causes individuals like Cara and Kent to report cleaning spaces to their preferred 

level of tidiness. However, this could become a problematic way of cleaning the 

home, as it could lead other household members to justify an unequitable 

division of labor as a personality preference, which has historically happened to 

women (Blaisure and Allen 1995).  

SUMMARY 

This chapter looked at decision making in the polyamorous household.  

First, I explored the polyculeôs decisions around group rules and formation. Like 

Sheffôs research participants (2014), rules were avoided in favor of guidelines. I 

found that most research respondents preferred not to have rules, as they felt it 

inhibited peopleôs autonomy. Instead, they focused on the polyamorous 



 

139 
 

subcultural norm of having honest communication with your partners and 

respecting their autonomy. I also explored how polyamorous values influence the 

decisions to have, or not have, hierarchies. The decision to have hierarchical 

relationships is influenced by practicality and the subcultural norms of time as a 

limited resource and an interest in equity.  

Second, I explored how polyamorous individuals handle purchasing 

decisions. I found that individuals made small purchases at their own discretion. 

Larger purchases were made after discussions and group consensus was 

formed. In two instances, two male research participants implied they might have 

final say on financial purchases. Primarily, regardless of income, all household 

members had a say when it came to large purchases. The frustration and tension 

that can accompany discussing finances was absent from respondentsô 

discussions of large purchases. Possibly, polyamorous individualsô emphasis on 

honesty and communication made these conversations less tumultuous.  

Third, I talked about how polyamorous households handle having multiple 

household members with varying preferred tidiness levels. Primarily, the person 

with the highest preferred level of tidiness monitored the household tidiness level. 

They would, then, either ask others to pitch in or clean themselves.  

  



 

140 
 

CHAPTER VI 

FEEDING THE POLYAMOROUS FAMILY 

INTRODUCTION 

Research finds that women are responsible for domestic foodwork 

(Brenton 2017, DeVault 1991, Hochschild and Manchung 2012). Foodwork is 

more than cooking a meal; it encompasses the entire production of feeding family 

members: planning meals, buying food, cooking the meal, and cleaning up 

afterward. In her seminal piece on foodwork, DeVault argues that, while foodwork 

can be rewarding, it requires women to suppress their ñdesires and capacitiesò 

(DeVault 1991:2) to focus on feeding their families. Women are rewarded for 

performing this labor via emotional connections with their families and social 

acceptance from others; foodwork is a way of ñdoing wifeò and ñdoing motherò 

(DeVault 1991).  

Womenôs foodwork is often conceptualized as an act of love for their 

family. This undermines the actual work that goes into foodwork (Cancian 1986). 

Public discourse surrounding feeding the family often focuses solely on the 

cooking of the meal as opposed to the invisible, intellectual work that goes into 

foodwork. Mothers remember and respect individualsô tastes and preferences, as 

well as consider schedules and finances. One of DeVaultôs (1991) research 

respondents recounted the intellectual work of deliberating over which can of 

corn to buy that was ultimately too expensive and negatively affected her familyôs 
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finances. Thus, in being labor intensive, emotionally straining, time consuming, 

and financially impactful (DeVault 1991; Brenton 2017), foodwork is one of the 

most consuming components of housework. However, there is little research on 

foodwork (Sobal 2017).  

While men are cooking more than older generations (Carlson, Miller, and 

Sassler 2018; Meah and Jackson 2013; Sobal 2017; Tashiro and Lo 2015), the 

symbolism and cultural significance of women cooking for their families is 

arguably more intense (Brenton 2017). In her research of 60 women of varying 

racial and class backgrounds, Brenton (2017) found that research participants 

had internalized an óintensive feeding ideologyô: the widespread belief that being 

a good mother is synonymous with intensive food labor. Her respondents talked 

about how public discourse surrounding eating organic, cooking with homegrown 

food, and steering your child away from obesity were synonymous with being a 

ñgood motherò. They felt that being a good mother was no longer just about 

providing your child with food. Instead, being a good mother increasingly requires 

labor-intensive methods of feeding your children, like planting a garden to grow 

food. So, while men are increasingly cooking, the association between foodwork 

and being a ñgood motherò has not eroded.   

 This chapter focuses on foodwork: meal planning, grocery shopping, 

cooking, and cleanup. I evaluate how polyamorous subcultural norms such as 

attention to time availability, preference, and equity are incorporated into 

accounts of foodwork. Additionally, the multiplicity of people in a household, as 

opposed to a dyad, create the possibility for more people to pitch-in.  
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The ideology of separate spheres in the kitchen operates as man as 

breadwinner and woman as bread maker (Sobal 2017). In polyamorous kitchens 

there are often more than two people in the kitchen. While that does not 

necessarily eliminate the ideology of separate spheres, it changes the social 

geometry of the kitchen, because there are often more than two people. 

Furthermore, polyamoryôs interest in gender equity, combined with Schipperôs 

theory (2016) that polyamorous men reject hegemonic masculinity, possibly 

leads polyamorous men to be more comfortable engaging in this form of 

ñwomenôs workò. Polyamorous women, who potentially reject emphasized 

femininity, may also feel more comfortable unlinking being a ñgoodò wife or 

mother from foodwork. Once they have uncoupled their gendered identities from 

gendered tasks, polyamorous individuals report using their communityôs 

subcultural norms to determine how foodwork should be accomplished.  

POLYAMORY, FOODWORK, AND GENDER  

Respondents were most likely to report using the polyamorous subcultural 

values of time availability, preference, and interest in an equitable division of 

labor to determine who would do what foodwork (see Figure 6.1). Different 

aspects of foodwork were associated with different subcultural norms. Time 

availability was primarily used to determine who would meal plan and grocery 

shop. Preference, or the lack thereof, was primarily used to determine who would 

cook. An interest in an equitable division of labor was used to strategize how 

cleanup would occur. Thus, polyamoryôs subcultural norms guided the 

accomplishment of housework. 
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Unlike Brentonôs (2017) respondents, no women in this study linked their 

performance of foodwork to their gendered identity as wife or mother. Similarly, 

men in this study did not seem averse to cooking. Rather, both genders 

subconsciously reported relying on their polyamorous subcultural norms to 

navigate the accomplishment of foodwork.  

Figure 6.1. Foodwork Chore and Strategy of Accomplishment 

  

Awareness of the relationship between gender and foodwork led some 

research participants to consciously avoid falling into ñdoing genderò to 

accomplish foodwork. Those research participants were likely to consider gender 

and power while considering how to accomplish foodwork. Beth, who identifies 

as a female feminist and ñbisexual or queer or pansexual,ò was explicit about 

trying to avoid ñdoing genderò in the kitchen: 

I've never liked cooking. I've spent most of my life avoiding it; and, you know, I didnôt want to 
fall into that trap of, óWell you know how to cook. So, you're going to cook all the things.ô 
Because I've seen so many women do that. So, boyfriendôs an idiot, and he doesnôt know 
how to cook, so they cook all the things for them and then theyôre stuck doing all the 
housework type stuff. And, I don't want to do that, I kind of purposefully didnôt learn to cook, 
like anything an adult needs to survive: how to make spaghetti, how to fry up a grilled cheese, 
or whatever.  

 
While more extreme than most research participants, Bethôs words symbolize an 

understanding among some research participants that too often foodwork is 

synonymous with womenôs work. Beth avoids learning to cook to keep it from 

being assigned to her. If men will not learn to cook, she will not either. While 
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ÅTime 
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some research respondents were cognizant of the relationship between gender 

and foodwork, they were not always able to avoid women being more likely to 

accomplish specific foodwork tasks. This was due to effects of the 

institutionalization of gender, whereby men are more likely to be employed 

outside the home, while women are more likely to work in the home or part-time 

(Bureau of Labor Statistics 2019). However, most respondents, whether 

consciously or unconsciously, reported using polyamorous subcultural values 

rather than ñdoing genderò to accomplish foodwork. 

Respondents recognized the work involved in organizing and feeding a 

large group of people. Consciously, or subconsciously, wanting to avoid ñdoing 

gender,ò alongside the need to feed a large group of people, possibly made the 

mental load of foodwork visible to research participants. Very rarely did 

households assign foodwork to one person. Instead, respondents paid attention 

to the fact that getting dinner on the table was about more than cooking. It was 

about planning the meal, going to the grocery store, making the meal, and having 

the meal cleaned up. Untying a task from one person due to their gender, an 

interest in an equitable division of labor, and the reality of organizing the feeding 

of large groups of people leads to the methodical breakdown of what is really 

involved in getting a meal to the table. This results in people considering how to 

accomplish these tasks and who should accomplish a specific task. 

Logan lives with his children who are old enough to contribute around the 

house. He has been with his wife and girlfriend for over a decade. Their family 

attempts to evenly distribute chores via delegating specific tasks to an individual 
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for a two-week period. Task assignment happens over weekend brunch. At 

brunch individuals can air grievances about someone falling behind on a task, or 

an individual can request a less involved task due to their work or school 

schedule. Loganôs polycule is attempting to balance family and individual needs. 

Polyamory repeatedly emphasizes the need to communicate to have your needs 

met (Easton and Hardy 2009). Loganôs polycule brunches create a space for 

everyone to communicate their current needs.  

 When it comes to cooking, each person is expected to cook during the 

two-week period. He explains: 

The person who is doing the menu planning goes and sends out, asks everybody to say what 
nights they are willing to cookéAnd everybody is expected to do two or three [meals] during 
the two-week period. And they send in their meals and dates to whoever is collecting them, 
who then pieces all this together into a master scheduleéAnd so, weôll come up with this 
two-week plan. Then everybody writes in their own calendar what their days are and what 
theyôre doing, butðfrom that we generate a list of groceries. What do we have versus what 
do we still need to buy in order to cook everything that is still on the list? So, and then that 
becomes the basis for the shopping list and then the same person [the person in charge of 
organizing the dinner schedule] will then go buy the stuff.  

 
Logan and his polycule break up foodwork tasks rather than assigning them to 

one person (see Figure 6.2). Loganôs polyculeôs accomplishment of foodwork is 

not quick or easy; it involves planning who will cook when, what items they need 

to purchase, and visiting the store. Possibly, the amount of scheduling and 

organization that goes into polyamory makes this seem less burdensome, 

particularly given that polyamorous individuals have a desire for gender equity.   
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Figure 6.2. Loganôs Polyculeôs Organization of Foodwork  

 

By rotating the organizer position, each person experiences the mental 

load of foodwork: considering what is in the fridge and pantry versus what will 

need to be bought at the store. The foodwork organizer manages the mental load 

and must ask everyone what he or she would like to make, when he or she would 

like to make it, track down people who have not gotten back to the organizer, and 

then, put together the list and go to the store. This involves a significant amount 

of communication. Possibly, the polyamorous emphasis on communication 

makes the laborious task of coordination among five adults less tedious. In this 

setting, individuals are practiced in communicating their needs.  

While it might be easier to delegate all foodwork to one person, Loganôs 

polycule reduces work for one person by dividing the work into one mental load 

position and a shared cooking responsibility among everyone else. While a more 

complicated process, it ensures that the laborious task of foodwork is shared 

among everyone, perhaps demonstrating commitment to the polyamorous 

subcultural value of equity. A desire for equity can involve more scheduling and 

organization. Conceivably the polyamorous practices of involved scheduling, 

emphasis on communication, and desire for gender equity make the scheduling 

and organizational work worth it.   
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 Loganôs polycule was not alone in reportedly recognizing the multitude of 

steps involved in foodwork. Nor were they alone in dissembling the process and 

allowing it to be covered by various household members for differing reasons. 

Loganôs polycule highlights how feeding large groups of people, with an attempt 

toward equity, requires breaking down what must be done and how it will be 

accomplished. Polycules, then, use polyamorous values such as time availability, 

autonomy, and equity to strategize foodwork accomplishment. Also, technology 

helped polyamorous members democratize the creation of grocery lists.  

POLYAMOROUS VALUES AND FRONT END FOODWORK 

MEAL PLANNING AND TECHNOLOGY 
 

Technology, which in certain forms is associated with masculinity (Lohan 

and Faulkner 2004), brings men into the feminine world of foodwork. While men 

have moved into the world of foodwork, meal planning remains a heavily 

feminine task (Smith et. al 2013). Technology leads men in their polycules to plan 

meals, maintain grocery lists, and shop at the grocery store.  

Access to meal planning services, such as Americaôs Test Kitchen or 

Fresh20, impact the way meals are planned and who carries the mental and 

physical load of getting dinner on the table. Meal planning services help 

individuals find recipes, build a grocery list, and print them. In my study, only men 

had access to meal planning services via a job benefit or higher disposable 

income. Once men had the shopping list, they felt it made more sense to go to 

the grocery store. Alex, who lives with his wife, states: 

The reason it works out the way it does right now, with me doing most of the buying 
ingredients and cooking, is because my employer is currently running a wellness program 
where we earn points for completing various challenges. Points become prizes, such as 
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discount on next yearôs health insuranceéWe have accessé[to] a websiteéand every week 
they produce, like a PDF document for different types of dietséand theyôll give you this PDF 
file that has a shopping list for the whole weeké So, I buy theðeverything on the shopping 
list once every two weekséSince Iôm the one who has access to that recipe and stuff, Iômð

that makes me best suited to do the shopping and cooking.  
 
Alex does not express that he meal plans because of an interest in breaking 

gender stereotypes or an interest in cooking. Rather, his job incentivizes him to 

use meal planning services. This leads him to pick their meals for the week, 

download the grocery list, visit the grocery store, and cook the meal. He could 

give his wife the list, have her visit the store, and cook the meal. Instead, this 

technology brings him into the foodwork process. Similarly, Virginia links her 

husbandôs job, which also comes with a work provided meal plan subscription, 

with being responsible for cooking. She says, ñSince heôs employed and Iôm not 

right now, he actually, is usually the one that makes the meal and then I clean up 

after himéI havenôt actually cooked since he started on this meal plan.ò Thus, 

menôs position as breadwinner makes them the bread maker rather than allowing 

them to bargain their way out of participating in foodwork. 

Both, Alex and Virginia report that the wife cleans after the husband cooks 

in order to keep the division of labor equitable. Because meal planning is 

outsourced to technology, what feels fair to them is the husband visiting the 

grocery store, cooking, and the wife cleaning up.  It makes more sense for the 

husbands to do the work, not because of their gender or time availability, but 

rather, because they have access to the ñplanò via technology.  

The incorporation of technology into foodwork could be a structural 

change in foodwork that changes the relationships between breadwinning, 
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gender, relationship form, and foodwork in a multitude of ways. Sobal (2017) 

writes: 

Only sporadic and scattered efforts have attempted to mobilize men to cook at home. There 
are very few examples of organized social movements that haveðor are attempting toð
promote menôs home cooking (136).  

 
Sobal highlights that no social movements have sought to reduce the gendered 

division of labor in foodwork (Sobal 2005). While only a small portion of research 

participants had access to meal planning services, it is noteworthy that they were 

all men with well-paying jobs. Possibly, corporations increasingly incentivizing 

healthy eating, combined with men being more likely to hold higher paying jobs, 

could lead to men increasingly meal planning and grocery shopping. Feasibly, 

institutional change in the corporate world could bring men into the world of 

foodwork. Like men using alcohol or meat to demonstrate knowledge (Peralta 

2007, Sobal 2005), meal planning and trips to the grocery store may be rewritten 

as demonstrating knowledge and thus become acceptable ñmenôs workò. It is 

also possible that polyamorous menôs interest in gender equity, combined with 

technological tools to ease the burden of foodwork, lead men to increasingly do 

foodwork. Many research participants reported using technology to schedule 

dates, plan grocery lists, and put bills on autopay; so, polyamorous menôs 

familiarity with technology could help ease men into the unfamiliar world of 

foodwork.  

TECHNOLOGY, MEAL PLANNING, AND GROCERY LISTS 

 Although women primarily visited the grocery store for planned trips, 

technology via Facebook chat, group text, and Google Docs reduced the burden 

of creating a grocery list and tracking what was needed from the store. 
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Technological apps allowed for the polycule to create a grocery list together as 

opposed to burdening one person. The ubiquitous use of technology made the 

question of who makes the grocery list feel obsolete. Sydney, who lives with 

three other adults, states: 

Itôs like any married couple thatôs been around for a while. We just have a group text with 
everybody in the house, and some days itôs like, óHey Iôm gonna hit the grocery store on the 
way home; text me what you wantô (laughs). Or if somebody else is kind of hung up theyôll 
make the request for somebody else to run out and grab something. You know? We do a lot 
of communication for boring domestic stuff like that via the group text, or weôll have stuff on 
our shared calendar or whatever.  

 
For Sydney, the use of a group text to produce a grocery list is so obvious that 

she likens her group to ñany married couple thatôs been around for a whileò 

insinuating that group text communication is a long-standing, common practice of 

producing a grocery list. She highlights that dealing with the grocery store is less 

of a job that belongs to someone; instead, the role is inhabited by who is 

available.  

Furthermore, Sydney highlights how the polyamorous subcultural values 

are possibly influencing the accomplishment of grocery lists. Her household 

ñ[does] a lot of communication for boring domestic stuffò via the group text. 

Possibly the emphasis to communicate about emotions and relationships (Ben-

Zeôev and Brunning 2017; Easton and Hardy 2009) has infiltrated the 

accomplishment of housework. Like Loganôs polycule, it is okay for individuals to 

say they do not have time for a chore, but the onus is on them to vocalize that. 

Conceivably, this indicates that the polyamorous subcultural value of owning and 

communicating your needs influences discussions surrounding housework. 
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Additionally, polyamoryôs attention to time (Bettinger 2008; Klesse 2011) is 

influencing the accomplishment of grocery trips.  

Possibly, polyamoryôs emphasis and dependency on communication (Ben-

Zeôev and Brunning 2017; Easton and Hardy [1997] 2009) leads polyamorous 

individuals to communicate about all aspects of their lives including the grocery 

list and who will visit the store. The increase in communication regarding 

foodwork brings foodwork to the forefront of everyoneôs mind, and technology 

allows them to review who went previously and could serve to remind people to 

carry their fair share of responsibility. This does not guarantee an equitable 

distribution of excursions to the grocery, as I will discuss later, but it creates a 

transcript of who has done what and when. This could facilitate an equitable 

distribution of labor, thus allowing polyamorous individuals to embody their 

subcultural norm of gender equity.  

 Catherineôs polycule, comprised of herself and two other adults, uses a 

group text to ask about additions to the list:  

We have a pretty set need listé [Someone texts] the group text and asks if thereôs anything 
we want and thatôsðitôs really that simple. I mean people make, people make poly sound 
really hard, and I guess the emotional relationship is, but I feel like the actual household 
management, if you just communicate, itôs like there. If you just communicate itôs so much 
easier. I mean yeah, thereôs roadblocks, but you know, occasionally [stuff] gets forgotten at 
the grocery store, but that happens in mono couples too. 

 
Catherine, like Sydney, highlights the informal nature of how list making is 

accomplished via communication. The household has a standard list and uses 

the group text among the adults in the household to discuss what else will be 

needed. Polyamoryôs emphasis on communication could be leading to a more 

thoughtful approach to accomplishing household labor. It could be that emphasis 
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on communication in one spot, like practicing polyamorous relationships, leads to 

increased communication in another spot e.g., grocery lists.  

Technologies, like group texts and Facebook chats, helped some larger 

households and polycules across multiple households plan dinners. When I ask 

Cara, who lives with four other adults, how they plan for dinner, she says: 

Thatôs mostly determined through our Facebook group chat. For instance, today, at like 
noonish, Blake was out shopping and he was like, óHey. I wanna make this eggplant 
Parmesan thing for dinner. Is anyone gonna be at the house?ô And Carrie and Ford are 
gonna be here, and Cate is gonna be out, and he was like, óCool thatôs awesome. Iôll make 
enough for the four of us then.ô And occasionally Carrie and Ford will do the same thing. 
Theyôll just check-in and be like, óHey who allôs gonna be at the house? óCause weôre making 
chili.òéItôs not really something that we write down. You know? óYou have to make dinner for 
the household once a week.ô Or óWell, we made dinner for the household this week on 
Tuesday. So, you know, Carrie and Ford itôs your turn on Wednesday.ô It just, you know, we 
all kind of like cooking. Itôs easier to make big meals. 

 
Caraôs household has an informal process for cooking in the household. No one 

is required to cook on a regular basis; however, they enjoy eating dinner together 

when possible. Her quote conveys the complexity of making this possible with 

multiple adults living together. It is unlikely that Blake would have the opportunity 

to survey everyoneôs availability for eggplant dinner before leaving for work in the 

morning. Technology makes it possible to survey a large group of individualsô 

schedules. Caraôs household is different from Loganôs polycule in that they do not 

routinize cooking. Instead, they rely on who wants to cook that evening. As I 

discuss later, polyamoryôs emphasis on doing things you enjoy possibly 

influences how to determine who will cook.  

 Like above, technology and menôs familiarity with technology impacted the 

accomplishment of foodwork. When I ask Danny, who lives with many adults and 

children, how the grocery list is made he says:  
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Oh, it used to be on a Wiki that I ran, because Iôm a techno. Thatôs what I do for a living. Now 
itôs on a shared Google Docs. Google Docs is really kind of fabulous in that it allows multiple 
people to be editing the same document from multiple places at the same time. Now for some 
things, like financial spreadsheets, thatôs a complete disaster, but for very simple things like a 
grocery list, thatôs the perfect thing and you can do it on your phone. You can do it on your 
computer. You can do it anywhere. So, you can update the list at the grocery store with your 
phone. Anybody anywhere can say, óOh weôre out of heavy creamô, and they can add it to the 
list. So that has really worked out very well and then if somebody is at the store, theyôll pull up 
the list, and theyôll see whatôs on there. 

 
Danny highlights that his work in technology led him to originally be the maker of 

the grocery list. However, advances in technology have relieved him of the 

burden of running the list on his wiki. Now it sits on a Google Doc, and like 

Catherine and Sydney, the creation of the grocery list is a communal process as 

opposed to being assigned to one person. Mossimo tells me, ñIôm sure youôve 

heard Google Calendars is kind of a poly life saver.ò Mossimo highlights how 

scheduling and technology are an integral part of the polyamorous community. 

The technology that simplifies doing polyamory (i.e., scheduling and organizing) 

possibly influences how polyamorous people use those technology to accomplish 

other housework. 

 Reportedly, the use of technology helps democratize the creation of 

grocery lists. As I discuss in Chapter Seven, polyamorous people regularly use 

technology to coordinate schedules among partners. They, then, incorporate that 

technology into coordinating foodwork. Consequently, shared apps or Google 

Docs take an invisible mental task and make it physically visible to all members 

of the group. The work becomes tangible. Certainly, many women write grocery 

lists that also bring visibility to the task, but here everyone has access to the list, 

sees the list, and contributes to the list; thus, reportedly democratizing a task that 

is usually assigned to women. In doing so, respondents incorporated the 
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subcultural norm of gender equity into their housework.  While technology was 

utilized to create grocery lists, polyamorous values were used as strategies for 

visiting the store, cooking, and cleanup.  

POLYAMOROUS VALUES AS A WAY TO ACCOMPLISH FOODWORK 
 
  Three polyamorous values were used in accounts of divisions of labor: 

time availability, preference, and an interest in equity. Each subcultural norm was 

associated with a particular step of foodwork. First, this research indicates that 

polyamorous people find time availability best suited toward tasks that are 

flexible in nature. While dinner needs to be cooked in the evening, meal planning 

and grocery store visits can occur at flexible times. Throughout interviews 

respondents continually talked about their awareness of time due to the 

multiplicity of relationships. Polyamorous people respect that, not only are they 

under time constraints, but their partners are as well. Thus, time availability was 

reportedly best suited to accomplish flexible tasks.  

 Second, two different polyamorous subcultural values were used to 

determine who would cook: preference and time availability. Primarily, 

respondents reported that people who enjoyed cooking would cook. Because 

there are a multitude of adults in the household, if the person who usually prefers 

to cook does not want to cook, another person who enjoys cooking can cook 

instead for the household. Some respondents reported that the person with the 

time available would cook. Thus, rather than dividing the task of cooking 50/50 to 

ensure equity, respondents incorporated other factors into considering what is 

equitable. 
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Third, most households reported living by the rule ñchef doesnôt clean.ò So, 

the person who did not cook, regardless of employment status, cleaned up. 

Polyamorous individuals focused on where or how they had contributed to the 

meal. They tried to ensure that everyone had fairly contributed, either by cooking 

or cleaning up. This is unsurprising as equity, and particularly gender equity, is 

an important value within the polyamorous community (Schippers 2016; Sheff 

2014). 

In households where one person worked full-time, and another worked 

from home there was attention to divisions of labor after 5:00 p.m. Households 

with stay-at-home mothers and working dads still attempted to equitably divide 

labor in the evenings. David works full-time while his wife stays home with the 

children. He says: 

During the week, right now, I work full-time, and wife stays home with kidséGenerally during 
the week she makes meals but not always. On the weekends I typically make larger meals. 
Among the two of us I like to cook more, so it just varies. Itôs mostly a matter of how much 
time, because I often donôt get home till after seven from work. 

 
In his Stage Two Survey, he says he usually cleans-up after dinner.  When I ask 

him about this he says: 

Yeah, so we kind of trade off there. I mean it depends. We have very different cooking styles. 
When I cook there usually arenôt very many dishes. I tend to clean as I cook, and when I get 
done mostly itôs putting things away fromðplates from dinner. But, yeah and I often clean, I 
often clean-up in the evening. 

 
David works full-time but cleans after dinner if his wife cooks. While an individual 

may have visited the grocery store during their ñwork hoursò it was understood 

that dinner and cleanupða post 5:00 p.m. activityðwere work ñafter hoursò and 

should be divided equitably.  David does not use his status as the male 

breadwinner in the household to opt out of housework. Rather, he contributes 



 

156 
 

after work by cleaning up instead of letting his wifeôs status as homemaker mean 

that she will handle all of the foodwork. Possibly, he has internalized the 

polyamorous value of gender equity, which leads him to consider who cooked 

and thus, who should clean.  

 Polyamorous individuals rejected ñdoing genderò as a strategy of 

accomplishment; nevertheless, the institutionalization of gender impacted who 

had the time to do what. Women were more likely to work part-time and within 

the home in this study. Consequently, they often had the time available during 

the day to meal plan and visit the store. So, this chore was more likely to fall to 

them. To help with grocery trips, many full-time, working research participants 

would volunteer to visit the store for those last-minute items, while homemakers 

would handle the weekly trip. Time availability dictated who did which trips. 

Through their awareness of ñdoing genderò, polyamorous households attempted, 

consciously or subconsciously, to avoid ñdoing genderò to accomplish 

housework.  

In summary, polyamorous households reported utilizing polyamorous 

subcultural values of time availability, preference, and equity to accomplish 

foodwork. They reported attempting to equitably divide housework, which 

resulted in them not reporting a reliance on gender to accomplish housework. 

Subconsciously, and occasionally consciously, polyamoryôs subcultural values 

became ways to understand how they accomplished foodwork.   

TIME AVAILABILITY AND FOODWORK 
   
Meal Planning and Grocery Visits  
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Polyamorous households reported unlinking the entire process of 

foodwork from one individual. As previously stated, households reported using 

different subcultural norms for different tasks. Time availability was deemed best 

for meal planning and grocery trips. Individuals who worked at home or part-time 

would take over daily trips, while full time workers would cover last minute or 

weekend trips.  

David says, ñWe only live two blocks from the grocery store, so pretty 

much if we run out of stuff one of us walks over. Iôd say she does more larger 

trips, and I do more smaller trips.ò He notes that because he works full-time his 

wife handles most of their foodwork during the week, but he helps by cooking if 

he gets home early enough or by cleaning after. On the weekend, he does most 

of the cooking. David is reportedly taking a wholistic look at foodwork and 

attempting to do his fair share of housework. While he does not link this directly 

to polyamory, it could indicate that men in polyamorous relationships are aware 

of the historical association of foodwork as womenôs work (DeVault 1991; 

Brenton 2017).  

Similarly, Tina, a bisexual woman, who has a primary partner, says: 

I guess I would say I do tend to do more of the shopping, or the bulk of it, and meal planning 
kind of stufféMore so because, not because he wouldnôt, but more just because Iôm more 
available. 

 
Tina explains that neither she, nor her husband, do much meal planning; 

however, she acknowledges that she visits the store more than her husband. 

She recognizes that her husband would go to the store more, but for them it 

comes down to who has more time on their hands. Additionally, she notes that 

dinner is cooked by whoever gets home first. Like David, Tina is paying attention 
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to who is devoting time to work, paid or otherwise. In her account of their 

household labor, work should be shared equitably. Possibly, polyamoryôs 

emphasis on gender equity leads both, men and women, to think about what is 

truly equitable to everyone.  

Respondents also indicated that when another household memberôs 

schedule changed, they would attempt to help with meal planning and trips to the 

grocery store. Phillip says: 

I would say she [his wife] does slightly more grocery shopping because she has a slightly 
more flexible schedule than I do, except in the summers. So, if neither one of us are working, 
we both go grocery shopping. If sheôs had a particularly hard dayéIôll go by myself, but thatôs 
not very often. We like to spend time together, but if she has the day off because she doesnôt 
have any clients that day, sheôll do the shopping.  

 
Phillip indicates that the foodwork division of labor is not static. In his household 

the grocery shopping is done by the person with available time. When he has the 

time available, he does the grocery shopping rather than leaving the usual 

division of labor in place. Like David and Tina, Phillip reports paying attention to 

contributing when he has the time available. This suggests that he has 

internalized polyamoryôs emphasis on attention to time and gender equity.  

Respondents reflected the literature on polyamorous people that 

emphasizes owning your emotions and communication (Easton and Hardy 

2009). Respondents repeatedly came back to the idea of making things seem 

ñevenò or being sure everyone was ñpulling his or her weightò around the house. 

Like Alex says above, ñto kind of even that out [finding the recipe, visiting the 

grocery store, and cooking] she does the cleaning.ò Zayne, a transman with two 

male partners, highlights the expectation that individuals will communicate. He 

says: 
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Weôre able to communicate and figure out who can do what. I mean we can problem solve 
together, and I think that in sort of having that approach and not being locked into óWell, this 
is my thing and I have to do itôéAs opposed to, okay, this idea of consensus and working 
together and also [an] accountability piece of everybody owning their shité You know, if one 
person is kind of constantly slacking off and saying óWell, Iôm not going to do the dishes.ô 
Thatôs not going to work. It has to kind of be everyone is pulling together, and everybody has 
to have this idea that the family is bigger than anyone of us. You know? The family is bigger 
than the sum of us. 

 
Zayne highlights that everyone needs to be accountable to care for household 

responsibilities. They need to ñown their shitò and chip in to get the work done. 

Easton and Hardy (2009), in more delicate words, repeatedly emphasize ñowning 

[your] shit.ò While Easton and Hardy frame this in terms of relationship needs, 

housework impacts such needs (Coltrane 1996; Risman 1998). Through the 

emphasis on ñowning your shitò, polyamorous people may take it upon 

themselves to pitch in when there is time available. Such a desire to assist 

maybe tied to their awareness of time as a limited resource. Zayne also stresses 

the subcultural emphasis on communication and its role in problem solving the 

accomplishment of housework.   

Additionally, some research participants viewed trips to the grocery store 

as quality time. Because time is limited in polyamorous relationships visits to the 

grocery store become a way to get extra time with a partner. Limits on time lead 

polyamorous individuals to be cognizant and respectful of otherôs available time. 

However, there are situations where preference supersedes time availability.  

Research respondents indicated that preference for a meal could 

supersede households using time availability to accomplish meal planning and 

trips to the grocery store. Tina notes that the inclination for a particular meal 

changes their accomplishment of foodwork. She states her husband ñmakes 
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really good chickenò, so when he wants chicken the onus is on him to make it as 

opposed to whoever got home first. Similarly, Beth states: 

I try to come up with ideas ahead of time. I don't always succeed. Sometimes when we go 
shopping itôs just like picking up necessities and itôs like, óOh what do you feel like eating 
tonightô, but if itôs, yeah, if itôs like forward looking meal planning for like a week or two then 
yeah, Iôm probably doing the meal planning. Unless he has something specific he wants to 
cook. Like óhey letôs do steakô, or you know, óletôs do this thing, letôs pick up potatoes for thatô.  

 
In Tina and Bethôs households time availability dictates how things get done 

unless the person who is less likely to cook wants a specific meal. In that case, 

that individual is doing the planning and/or cooking. Repeatedly research 

participants placed ñonus on the individualò to accomplish their preferred tasks. 

Research participants felt that if someone preferred something the onus was on 

him or her to accomplish it. Because Tinaôs primary partner wants his chicken, it 

is his responsibility to plan and cook it. Being polyamorous requires respecting 

an individualsô autonomy. So, the onus is on the individual to get the things they 

want (Easton and Hardy 2009). This means not casting personal wishes for 

things on other people. Time availability is the primary strategy used for meal 

planning, but a specific preference can lead to the use of the subcultural norm of 

preference. 

Beth, the self-identified feminist, who admitted to not learning to cook to 

avoid falling into the ñtrapò of cooking as a woman, acknowledges that she does 

her householdôs meal planning. Beth says, ñIôve ended up doing more of the meal 

planning. He's working full-time and Iôm not. So, because he works full time, I've 

got more time to think about thisò. She reports doing more of the meal planning 

because she has the time available. Being the primary meal planner does not 

come at odds with her feminist identity, because she knows that other aspects of 
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foodwork will be shared. As a feminist Beth wants to ensure that an undue 

amount of foodwork does not fall to her; however, she also wants to make sure 

her household has an equitable division of labor. She handles meal planning, 

because it is more convenient for her to do it than her partner. Like other 

research respondents, she is looking at foodwork holistically.  

Beth adds that she has learned to cook because ñadults need to surviveò 

and that now she sometimes meal plans because, as she says, ñI want to cook 

this thing. What will go well with that? That's why I think I've fallen into more of 

the meal planning stuffò, indicating a newfound preference for cooking. As 

cooking becomes a hobby of hers, she attaches the polyamorous ideology of 

ñonus on the individualò to plan and cook the meals. For Beth, cooking because 

of her identity as a woman is unacceptable; however, cooking due to time 

availability and preference are acceptable reasons. Like Tinaôs primary partner, if 

Beth or her partner wants to cook a specific meal, the onus is them to plan, 

purchase, and cook. The work for a particular meal is not automatically assigned 

to the gendered ñfoodworkò person, but rather is recognized as a personal 

choice. As an individual choice it is upon the ñprefererò to produce the meal. For 

Beth, gender equity does not mean she will not perform household labor; more 

specifically, she makes sure to consider how and why it is being divided a certain 

way. To make sense of their labor, she subconsciously incorporates 

polyamorous values of equity and preference.  

In only one instance did preference dictate an individualôs relationship to 

grocery store visits. Danny, the self-proclaimed ñtech guyò explained, ñI am less 
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likely to go to the grocery store, because I donôt particularly like it. So, everybody 

else does.ò Danny notes that, due to the composition of his household, this 

ñbreaks down on gender linesò. When Danny says, this ñbreaks down on gender 

linesò, he is speaking to his awareness of doing housework and doing gender.  

However, it is not that Danny does not contribute to foodwork; he used to run the 

grocery list, still contributes to it, cooksô breakfast for his children every morning, 

and oversees the dishwasher. He, and one member of almost every polycule, 

has a particular preference for its organization.  Danny contributes to his 

household, but not when it comes to something he does not prefer; instead, he 

contributes elsewhere to maintain an equitable division of labor. He does not let 

his status as a man and breadwinner opt him out of contributing, thus 

incorporating the polyamorous subcultural value of gender equity into his 

thoughts on housework. 

Time Availability and Cooking 

Occasionally, whoever had the time available cooked dinner. In cases 

where cooking was not done by the person who preferred to cook, it was done by 

who had the time available. Bev states:  

Thereôll be a óThis is whatôs for dinner, can you cook it?ô He works on Monday nights. I go to 
work on Tuesday nights, and so we know that either, like on Monday nights, if weôre eating at 
home chances are weôre not eating at the same time and that Iôm cooking. On Tuesday 
nights, he doesnôt work at all on Tuesdays. So, heôs cooking if weôre eating at home, but 
chances are that Iôm going to be home for a whopping 25 minutes on Tuesday evening. So, it 
either needs to be on the table when I walk through the door or donôt worry about it. Both are 
acceptable answers. 

 
Bev indicates that their schedule on Monday and Tuesday nights means that 

cooking, if it happens at all, will be dependent upon their schedules. The person 

with the time available oversees dinner for the two of them. Again, polyamorous 
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people treat time as a scarce resource and use it as a strategy of 

accomplishment across all housework. Kelly, who works part-time, says: 

So, if Joe [her boyfriend] is home with us he might help, because like Thursday, tomorrow, I 
have a PTO meeting after school. So, he's making dinner, because if I make dinner tomorrow 
then it's not gonna get done till 7:00. Sometimes 8:00. So, he's in charge of dinner tomorrow.  

 
Kelly lives with her husband, who works full time. Her second partner, Joe, has 

his own home. Kelly is usually in charge of cooking; however, because she will 

be at a PTO meeting Joe will be cooking dinner for the family. While not as 

common as preference when strategizing who will cook meals, time availability 

will be used. Being able to cook dinner due to preference, while ideal, is difficult 

to constantly obtain. When not possible, dinner is cooked by the person with the 

most time, something polyamorous individuals are particularly cognizant of.  

In summary, polyamorous individuals primarily use time availability to 

accomplish meal planning and trips to the grocery store. Polyamorous 

individuals, due to the time demands of having a multiplicity of partners, are 

attentive to time demands on their schedule. Furthermore, being respectful of 

anotherôs time is key to functioning polyamorous relationships (Bettinger 2008). 

Technology helped members of the household put the grocery list together, 

relieving the task from belonging to just one person. Nonetheless, time 

availability was the primary way households accomplished meal planning and 

trips to the grocery store. When an individual recognized they had time in their 

schedule to perform a household task they did it. For polyamorous individuals 

doing a task when you have the time respects anotherôs time.  

Using time availability to plan meals and visit the grocery store was the 

strategy of accomplishment unless an individual had a particular preference for a 
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meal. The preferring individualsô preference then became the strategy of 

accomplishment for meal planning and grocery store trips. Thus, the individual 

would put it upon themselves to have a particular preference met. For 

polyamorous individuals, preference is important, but so is not putting your 

demands on others (Easton and Hardy 2009). Consequently, if someone wanted 

to deviate from the menu the onus was on him or her to undertake the meal.  

While gender was never the determining factor, the institutionalization of 

gender led to gender differences when it came to who had time available to 

grocery shop. Women were more likely to have time in their schedules to meal 

plan and visit the grocery store due to working part-time or fully at home. What is 

unknown is whether this is due to a belief that women are better suited for 

rearing children or due to institutional forces, whereby men make more money 

and are more likely to be promoted to better paying jobs (Chapman and Benis 

2017). 

PREFERENCE AND FOODWORK  
 

Preference was primarily used to dictate who did, or did not, cook. Most 

individuals would cook, because they viewed it as a hobby, or because they 

ñdidnôt mindò, whereas other members of the polycule were averse to cooking. I 

posit that preference is used for cooking in polyamorous households, because 

polyamorous people mentally break down the full process of getting food to the 

table. Each part of foodwork revolves around what the task is, what strategies 

are available, and what strategy makes for the most convenient completion of 

that task. For many individuals, polyamorous or otherwise, cooking is a hobby. 
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Consequently, if an individual can accomplish cooking dinner as a hobby it is 

sensible for them to do it. However, while someone may cook a meal because 

cooking is a hobby, respondents still acknowledged that cooking is work. Further, 

someone else must clean because, reportedly, housework should happen 

equitably.  

Again, I do not mean to imply that polyamory is simply about people 

preferring things. Rather, polyamory celebrates the idea that different people will 

meet different needs (Balzirinni et. al 2017; Brunning 2018; Easton and Hardy 

2009). I am arguing that possibly this creates a unique emphasis in the 

polyamorous community to focus on what portion of housework you would like to 

do.  

 Preference for Grocery Stores, Meal Planning, and Cleanup  
 

Some individuals reported using preference to determine who would, or 

would not, complete a foodwork task outside of cooking. As aforementioned, 

Danny does not grocery shop because he does not like it. He noted that this 

does fall along gendered lines, but he still pays attention to equity in his 

household. To maintain equity, he cooks breakfast for his children, handles the 

dishwasher, and cooks dinner regularly. Similarly, Fiona says, 

I really prefer not to do the dishes if I can help it...I like cooking a lot and the three of us cook 

together, but I prefer to do like a really boringðI would prefer to do like all the prep for 

cooking, like all the boring chopping or whatever thenðand then have them do the dishes; 

like then Iôm happyéóWhatever you donôt wanna do, Iôll do that as long as you guys do the 

dishes.ô  

 

Fiona indicates that she really prefers to prep the meal and avoid the dishes. She 

is not eschewing the work that centers around getting the meal done, she 

indicates that when possible she would prefer for her household to share the 
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work along lines of what people prefer. Therefore, research participants thought it 

was important to not only consider what you prefer to do, but also to consider 

what you prefer not to do. This links to the polyamorous ideal of equity. Possibly, 

for research participants preference and equity are related. Stated differently, if 

an individual hates doing something, how fair is it to ask them to do it when 

someone else can manage that task?  

Research participants would also report that grocery shopping could be 

done preferentially as a date with a partner. Kelly, who works part-time, says of 

her secondary Joe, ñPayday for our household is Thursday. So, we go grocery 

shopping on Fridays, when we're together anyways, because it's just convenient. 

And, we just make that part of the day, you know, part of the date.ò Because 

polyamorous individuals are trying to work with multiple schedules and have 

limited time, many individuals turned grocery trips into dates. Similarly, Yvette, 

who has three partners, but lives alone says, ñIf we have enough time, weôll go to 

the store together. Thatôs been a fun thing that we do sometimes, or weôll go to 

the store and get snacks.ò For polyamorous individuals with limited time, and 

multiple partners, a trip to the grocery store can act as a date. When schedules 

allowed, some people preferred to couple off and visit the grocery store.  

For some individuals visiting the grocery store was preferred to control 

what food was available in the home. While discussing why she primarily visits 

the store and cooks, Samantha states, ñI have the food allergies as well as the 

desire to have variety.ò Throughout her interview she talks about enjoying picking 

the household meals. For Samantha, meal planning is not a chore, it allows her 
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to control what food she cooks. Possibly, she is combining two polyamorous 

values: the importance of preference with ñonus on the individualò. Because she 

has a preference, she puts it on herself to have it met. 

Similarly, when I ask Sadie if her love of cooking includes meal planning 

and trips to the grocery store says, ñIt would be harder to cook if I didn't have 

control of what the food coming in was.ò Luke, Sadieôs partner, explains: 

As far as planning the meals, she plans the meals. To her, grocery shopping for her, I 
believe, is her personal time. She goes out, she puts the headphones on, she roams around 
[the grocery store] éand jams out to whatever sheôs listening to that day, and thatôs her 
personal time, like me and my runs.  

 
Grocery shopping is an extension of cooking as a hobby. Sadie ensures she has 

all her supplies before ñcraftingò. Like Samantha, Sadie goes to the grocery store 

because she wants her supplies in order before ñcraftingò. For personal health 

issues, or to cook with ingredients they are familiar with, individuals may prefer to 

visit the store. So, while not used as much as time availability, the polyamorous 

subcultural norm of preference could dictate who visited the store.   

Preference and Cooking  

 Preference was primarily used to determine who would cook. 

Respondents spoke overwhelmingly about preference when it came to cooking. 

As aforementioned, polyamory allows people to enjoy doing the things they 

prefer with people who like those things as well. Being polyamorous requires 

understanding that your partner may prefer to do certain activities or talk out 

emotional issues with someone else. Polyamorous people take preferences, their 

own and their partners, very seriously. Possibly, their relationships to preference 
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are born out of their respect for autonomy. Thus, preference for, or aversion to, 

cooking indicated who would do the cooking.  

When I ask Carol, who lives with her partner John and his wife Rhonda, 

why John and Rhonda handle most of the cooking she states: 

Well for one thing, they both care about that a lot, and I really donôt. Iôm happy to chip in on 
the money, or the labor, or whatever, but itôs not a big thing for me. Theyôre both into food, 
theyôre both into cooking, theyôre both into preparing mealséSo thatôs kind of how that 
evolved and part of it is just they care more than I do about it. If it was up to me, weôd have 
cheese and crackers every night. So, they want real meals. And so, they want to do that 
(laughs)ò.  

 
For Carol, there are two other willing individuals in her household who enjoy 

cooking while she does not. Carol would be just fine with ñcheese and crackersò 

every night. So, while she admits she is willing to pitch in with labor or funds, she 

does not want to plan or cook. In offering to add labor or pay for food she 

indicates that she is paying attention to an equitable division of labor. Again, it is 

possible that the polyamorous value of gender equity encourages polyamorous 

people to think about equity in other ways, like household labor.  

Gender and housework are socially linked. While Carol is a woman, if she 

did not pitch in with foodwork, she would be symbolically embodying hegemonic 

masculinity by using her breadwinning status as a reason not to contribute. 

However, that would be a violation of the norm of gender equity in polyamory. To 

keep things equitable, she says she helps with cleanup, which I discuss in the 

next section. 

One male research participant framed his preference for cooking in an 

inverted ñessentialistò argument. Mossimo, who makes more than his wife, says: 

Long before I met my wifeðbeen pretty passionate about cooking and so Iôve alwaysðand 
she never did. She just never has cooked her whole life. And, I really enjoy cooking, so I have 
just, pretty naturally, done everything in the kitchen. 



 

169 
 

 
For Mossimo his passion for cooking and the fact that it comes to him ñnaturallyò 

makes it more logical for him to cook, as opposed to using his position as 

breadwinner to ñopt outò of cooking. Mossimo uses an essentialist dialogue; that 

is, it is innate for him to want to cook. He notes that everything in the kitchen 

comes to him ñnaturallyò while emphasizing that his wife has never cooked. So, 

while an essentialist argument is used, it is used to underscore why he cooks as 

opposed to using his wifeôs gendered identity to better suit her to the task of 

cooking. Thus, he counters the way essentialist arguments are commonly used 

within the home regarding gender and housework. 

For some research participants, the ability to cook was not a chore or 

work, but rather stress relief. The multitude of adults who find cooking to be a 

hobby in polyamorous households relieves the burden of it always falling on that 

one individual, thus decreasing the likelihood that cooking takes on chore status. 

Luke articulates: 

Sadie really loves cooking and so she does the cookingéSadie could happily cook every 
eveningéThatôs her thing, mostly, unless work or something else is stressing her out, and 
she just doesnôt feel it. You know what I mean? 

 
When Sadie does not want to cook because of work stressors, his wife 

Stephanie will cook. He says, ñShe [Stephanie] enjoys cooking, though not as 

much and not as regularly, like Sadieò. In their household, the person who mainly 

prefers to cook can take a night off and be replaced by someone who still enjoys 

cooking. Carol, who could just eat crackers for dinner, lives with Rhonda and 

John. She explains that, if Rhonda does not want to cook, John cooks that 

evening. In polyamorous households there are often many adults who enjoy 
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cooking. If someone wants a night off someone else can step in. In larger 

polycules dinner would not be covered by one person, it would be done by who 

preferred to cook and preferred to cook that evening. Thus, preference was used 

to determine who would cook and when they would cook. 

 There is a relationship between preference, time availability, and gender. 

Rhonda, married to John, was more likely to cook than John even though they 

both reportedly enjoyed it equally (see Figure 6.3). Carol works in the home, 

while John works part-time, so while there is a seemingly equal interest in 

cooking, it was more likely to fall to Carol as part of her working day.  

Similarly, Sheila, who is retired, says:  

Well, Maggie works half-time, and she works some of the time from home. And she likes to 
cook, and if she's here in the late afternoon thenéshe will prepare the meal. If she has gone 
into the office to work that day then I cook, and, of course, weekends she's home. So, she 
mostly cooks. Tom cooks occasionally. I didn't write that [in the survey] because it was too 
long to say, but you know, he'll often make, fairly often, make a big pot of pea soup or 
something. Sometimes he cooks the pot stickerséAnyway, so, both Maggie and I like to 
cook. So, we sort of share the cooking. That's basically how it works.  

 
In this household, like others, cooking is shared among the individuals who enjoy 

doing it. Maggie enjoys cooking and can do it more than Tom because she works 

part-time. Sheila, too, likes cooking and shares it with Maggie. However, this 

does not mean that Tom, who works full-time, does not cook. Due to the 

multiplicity of individuals in the household, they can share it among who is 

available and in the mood. Cooking is achieved via preference; however, if 

preference is not available it then moves to time availability. Still, it is worth 

noting, that women repeatedly are more likely to work from home or part-time 

and thus, have the time available to cook.  
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Figure 6.3 Carolôs Polycule 

 

 
BREADWINNING AND EQUITY 
 
 To keep things equitable people who did not like to cook cleaned after 

dinner. As the ñfinalò aspect of the foodwork process, clean-up becomes the 

place to make sure the accomplishment of foodwork has been fair.  As stated 

previously, cooking and cleanup were treated as after work hours and paired 

together to think about fairness. Fairness, with regards to cooking and cleaning, 

centered around the idea, ñwhat does fair mean and to whom?ò  Whether 

consciously or subconsciously, research respondents incorporated the 

polyamoryôs subcultural value of equity. 

Chef Does Not Clean  
  
 Most research participants reported that if an individual cooked dinner it 

was not their responsibility to clean; this was done in the name of an equitable 
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division of labor. Bev states, ñIn theory whoever cooks is not the person that 

cleansò. Virginia highlights that sometimes it is not explicitly talked about, but 

more an idea that exists. She says: 

I actually donôt remember if we actually, really had a discussion. It might of just worked out 
that way. That he said well, óIôll cook if youôll just clean up after meô, and it just kind of worked 
out that way. You know in the past weôve, I guess weôve kind of, we kind of had that idea 
where if one person cooks the other one cleans.  

 
Virginia focuses on the idea that they never talked about clean-up, but indicates 

that fairness is of concern to them. If one individual does the first part of the task, 

the other does the second task. Similarly, David says, ñIf Iôm like cooking and 

someone is over and I say, óHey you want in on dinner?ô Itôs sort of an 

expectation that theyôll take care of the dishes.ò Like Virginia, according to David, 

if someone cooks for you, even if you are hosting them in your home, the 

expectation is that the person who cooks will not clean. The norm of equity in the 

polyamorous community leads individuals to recognize where work is occurring 

and to want to help.  

Because housework is routinely recognized as gendered, it is possible 

that polyamorous people pay particular attention to equity in housework. 

Samantha, who lives with one partner full-time and two partners part-time, says 

of Joseph:  

Well cleanup is what Joseph assigned for himself when he moved in. I think he thinks that he 
canôt cook good enough for me. Heôs probably wrong. I donôt generally feel like arguing with 
him about it at dinner time. 

 
Samanthaôs quote indicates that in Josephôs mind one either cooks or cleans. 

Because he feels that he cannot live up to Samanthaôs high-level cooking, he 

assigns himself the task of cleanup. Rather than waiting for someone to direct 
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him, he reportedly puts the onus of cleanup on himself, a polyamorous 

subcultural value, to equitably contribute to some part of the meal.  

 In summary, most research participants reportedly subscribed to an 

ideology of ñchef doesnôt cleanò. Among research participants, the need for there 

to be an equitable division of labor between dinner and cleanup meant that it 

went without saying at home, or with friends, that if someone cooked for you, you 

cleaned up after dinner. If the division of labor was explicitly talked about, it was 

an individual putting the onus on themself to ensure that the cook did not have to 

cleanup. Thus, respondents embraced the subcultural norm of equity and felt that 

cooking and cleaning would be unfair to the cook. However, some households 

felt differently about what constituted fairness when it came to cleanup.  

Chef Does Clean  

 When research participants lived in a household that did not follow ñthe 

chef doesnôt cleanò mantra, they still based their division of labor around what felt 

equitable to their household. For these research participants, the chef would 

reportedly clean based on two reasons. First, they put the onus on the individual 

who chose to cook to clean. Second, different people have different cooking and 

cleaning styles.  In the first instance, respondents would highlight that, if 

someone had chosen to cook for others, it was their responsibility to clean up the 

mess that came out of this choice. Danny states:  

The other rule [in their last house] was if you cook, you donôt clean, and thatôs also a bad rule 
as somebody who cooks and cleans. You know? There are ways to cook where you use 
every dish in the house, and there are ways to cook when you donôt. And, at this other house, 
some of the people who prided themselves on their, you know, ñfly cooking skillsò would use 
every dish in the house and then leave this horrible mess and say, ñI cookedò, and itôs like ñI 
didnôt even wanna eat your cookingò and now thereôs this horrible mess. 
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Again, Danny harkens back to the polyamorous subcultural norm of taking 

ownership for yourself and considering what is equitable to others. If an individual 

wants to cook it is their choice to cook, their choice to make a mess, and their 

responsibility to clean it up.  

 Second, research participants who did not believe in the ñchef doesnôt 

cleanò mantra noted that most people have different cooking styles. Some 

individuals like to clean as they go. As David said, ñWhen I cook there usually 

arenôt very many dishes. I tend to clean as I cook, and when I get done, mostly 

itôs putting things away from, you know, plates from dinner.ò  Some people use 

every dish in the kitchen and wait until then end of the meal to clean it up. For 

Johnôs household, ñEverybodyðwhoever cooksðhas to do their own cleaning.ò 

Because different people have different cooking styles, some research 

participants felt it would be unfair for someone who makes less of a mess when 

cooking to have to cleanup a messier cookôs work.  

Individuals who follow the ñchef cleansò mantra also link their reasoning to 

equity. Individuals who argue the ñchef cleansò assess the amount of work that 

goes into each task, recognize personal preferences, and determine what equity 

would look like based on those factors. The ñchef cleansò mantra still considers 

the polyamorous subcultural norm of equity, but it moves beyond a 50/50 

dichotomyðone person will cook and one person will cleanðand emphasizes 

the personal choice to cook.  

DETERMINING WHAT IS EQUITABLE 
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 Research participants indicated that an equitable division of labor involved 

more than sharing equally in time spent on foodwork. For Danny, fair meant 

being excluded from trips to the grocery store, because he despises it so much. 

For Sydney, it meant doing meal prep so she could avoid meal cleanup. 

Equitable divisions of labor meant paying attention to a plethora of other issues, 

and polyamorous subcultural norms, like preference, ability, and time. 

Subconsciously, respondents reportedly incorporated polyamorous values into 

considering the larger topic of equity. This is important because it indicates that, 

not only are polyamorous people attempting to relieve women from foodwork as 

womenôs work, but they are also moving equity away from 50/50 and bringing in 

unique considerations to the question of equity. 

Alice is a medical student. She lives with her partner who falls on the 

autism spectrum. She says she does more cooking than he does because her 

schedule has more flexibility and because of his cognitive difference. She says:  

I think if he had more of a typical [way] of looking at things, things would be little more 
different, because I really try to create more egalitarian relationships. I really believe in that. 
Iôm a feminist. So is he, but, you know we also have to think about tolerance levels as far as, 
you know, just whatôs gonna cause stress and too much stress for him and also how much 
stress there is for me when I am overloaded with papers and all that. So, weôre both, thatôsð
that's in constant flux for us, I think. And we have to constantly negotiate, you know, óWhat 
are we gonna be eating tonight, whoôs cooking?ô And then, if anything, itôs kind of a daily 
basis that weôre negotiating these things.  

 
Alice reports feeling more comfortable taking on more of the work because 50/50 

here feels like a power imbalance. She has the tolerance to engage with more of 

this work, thus, requiring her partner to engage in more work would be unfair. For 

polyamorous individuals, the goal is not merely achieving gender equity, its 

understanding what is equitable given a multitude of factors.  Bev states that her 

ideal is a 50/50 split between cooking and cleaning: 



 

176 
 

In theory whoever cooks is not the person that cleans. Realistically, it kinda comes down to 
whoôs got the time which almost always means him right now. But that's not; itôs not always 
him. Itôs just that right now heôs got the time. 

 
For Bev, the 50/50 split would be theoretically what is fair, but right now fair is 

determined by who has the time. Because her husband has more time, he is 

sharing the cooking responsibility with her, but he is doing most of the cleanup. 

Respondents suggest that polyamoryôs interest in gender equity has led them to 

move beyond gender and equity. That is, they have moved toward including 

factors beyond gender to focus on factors of ñequityò.  

 Consequently, an interest in gender equity requires men to seek to 

disrupt the social norm of performing less household labor than their female 

partners. Polyamorous men often reported considering gendered expectations 

when thinking about fairness. For example, when men did not engage in a part of 

foodwork due to preference, they made up for it in other areas or outsourced the 

work. Jack works in technology and makes considerably more than his two 

girlfriends. While discussing how and what they eat he says:  

We end up eating pizza a lot because Iôm really freaking lazy, but they are too. Do we eat in? 
I mean yeah. Dawn will cook. Beth will cook. I don't cook because the last time I tried to cook 
I set something on fire. And I just don't like cooking, but I also don't expect either one of them 
to cook, and that's something that I try to make clear.  

 
Jack does not cook because he is not good at it. His partners will cook, but 

mainly they get takeout, which he pays for. He later explicitly discusses power 

and inequity by saying: 

I don't I really don't like thatðto the power, the inequalityðand so Iôm like, óYeah. Iôm not 
gonna cook. So, you don't have to cook either. Letôs just eat pizza, or we can get Chinese. Or 
we can go outô. 
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Jack notes that sometimes his partners will cook even after he has offered to get 

takeout. When I ask who cleans up if they cook, he reports that he always does. 

When I ask him if the division of labor and funds feels fair, he says: 

Having worked all day or she worked a whole day, you know, how could I possibly be like, 
óGet in there and make me a sandwich.ô I just couldn't do that, but Iôm also not going to get off 
of my ass, so we are just like, óAlright weôll just order pizza.ô And for one night, it's not a big 
deal. 

 
Jack highlights his awareness of the relationship between gender and foodwork 

when he references the idea of ñget in there and make me a sandwich.ò He 

rejects the notion that his partners should cook when he does not want to. He 

continually reiterates the idea that meals should be centered on equity. He has 

no interest in cooking or making his partners cook; instead, he uses his buying 

power to outsource the issue altogether. 

Jack is reminiscent of Danny, who prefers to avoid the grocery store. Like 

Jack, Danny makes significantly more than the members of his household; 

however, he does not use breadwinning to get out of foodwork. Instead, he 

makes sure to contribute elsewhere, like overseeing the dishwasher. Finally, 

David, mentioned earlier, has a stay-at-home wife who goes to the grocery store 

and cooks more. Like Danny and Jack, he does not believe his paycheck 

exempts him from foodwork; instead, he reportedly makes things equitable by 

cleaning up after dinner and taking over cooking on the weekends. Male 

research participants did not report using their financial contributions to relieve 

them of housework; rather, they looked to their time availability to see where they 

could pick up a task that could be completed outside work hours or they 

outsourced the work for themselves and their female partners. 
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SUMMARY 

In this chapter, I discussed how research participants reported 

accomplishing foodwork. Research participants used technology to create 

grocery lists together. Grocery shopping was reportedly accomplished by 

whoever had the time available; however, that disproportionately fell to women 

due to them being more likely to work part-time or within the home. Research 

participants reported that the person who preferred to cook did it. Those 

individuals viewed cooking as a stress relief or hobby. In the name of equity, it 

was negotiated that the person who did not cook would clean. However, some 

households felt that it was more equitable to have the cook clean when people 

did not ask them to cook or they made a large mess. At each step of the 

foodwork process, besides grocery shopping, polyamorous individuals used 

subcultural norms to negotiate how to accomplish foodwork. In doing so, their 

accounts indicated that polyamorous people use their subcultural norms to chip 

away at the gendered division of labor within homes.  
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CHAPTER VII 
 

 POLYAMOROUS VALUES AND WEEKLY CHORES 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter focuses on non-daily labor that can be done at leisure: 

scheduling, laundry, and bill pay. These chores are not as labor intensive as 

foodwork. Again, within their accounts of non-daily labor, polyamorous individuals 

incorporated their subcultural values into their divisions of household labor, both 

in an explicit and conscious manner and in a seemingly implicit or subconscious 

manner. The polyamorous community values gender egalitarianism, autonomous 

individuality, and the variety of experiences that multiple romantic partners 

provide (Easton and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014; Schippers 2016). To make 

polyamorous relationships work, the polyamorous community emphasizes 

repeatedly communicating with partners and recognizing time as a limited 

resource (Bettinger 2008; Easton and Hardy 2009; Klesse 2011; Sheff 2014).  

In the first portion of this chapter, I discuss managing household and multi-

household schedules. In prior research, scheduling dates, among other 

schedules, in polyamorous households has overwhelmingly been womenôs work 

(Ritchie and Barker 2007; Sheff 2014). However, I found that technology has 

changed how this task is accomplished. Due to Google Calendars merging the 

work and personal calendar and the ease with which those can be shared, men 
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in polyamorous relationships now contribute to the laborious, but 

important, task of scheduling time with romantic partners. While most 

respondents reported using Google Calendars (or other forms of technology) to 

schedule as a group, how polycules incorporated and used those tools varied by 

embracing different subcultural values. Some research respondents only shared 

specific event details to maintain their autonomy, while others shared calendars 

with paramours and metamours to ensure relationships at all levels were 

receiving adequate time and attention.  

In the second portion of this chapter, I discuss bill pay. Historically, bill pay 

was done by women, then done by men (Levant, Slattery, and Loiselle 1987), 

and now is gender neutral (Coltrane 2000) or is performed solely by men 

(Bianchi et. Al 2000). Respondents indicated that due to autopay, this chore is 

almost non-existent. However, the person with the most finances oversaw 

autopay or the few bills that were not on autopay. Thus, embodying the 

masculine position of ñbreadwinnerò led those individuals to oversee finances. 

So, being in the position of ñbreadwinningò created housework.  

In the third portion of this chapter I discuss laundry. Historically, laundry 

has been viewed as ñwomenôs workò (Shehan and Moras 2006). In my research, 

this finding was more complicated. Research participants reported utilizing 

personal preference as the strategy of accomplishment. However, women were 

more often reported as the person who preferred to do laundry. When time 

availability was used, respondents were more likely to report both men and 
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women doing laundry. Rarely, onus on the individuals was used to get laundry 

done.  

In summary, polyamorous people relied on their subcultural norms to 

accomplish these non-daily tasks. Nevertheless, gendered norms also influenced 

the accomplishment of these chores.    

SCHEDULING HOUSEHOLD EVENTS AND DATES 

Ritchie and Barkerôs (2007) polyamorous respondents felt womenôs 

socialization to be adept at organizing and communicating meant that the women 

could control schedules and sometimes order schedules to best suit them. 

Similarly, Sheffôs research (2004) concluded that women in polyamorous 

households might have more control in their relationships because they could 

shift otherôs schedules to their advantage (2004). However, both sets of research 

concluded that scheduling was viewed as burdensome because it required 

women to be responsible for complex time management and scheduling. Or as 

Sven tells me, ñWhat polyamory really isïis a fetish for logistics.ò 

This research did not replicate Ritchie and Barkerôs (2007) or Sheffôs 

(2004) findings; respondents did not lament the burden of scheduling. Research 

participants referenced Google Calendars, texting, scheduling apps, and 

Facebook Messenger to ease scheduling. Individuals can share some of their 

calendar, all their calendar, or merely add events to one anotherôs calendars. 

Similarly, Facebook chats are often linked to individualsô profiles, which are also 

private and personally ñrunò. Respondents indicated that technological advances 

have not only reduced schedulingôs burden on women, but also, brought men 
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into the feminized world of scheduling. Because Google Calendars help people 

manage their work and personal calendar in one spot, they help people, and men 

specifically, take ownership of their calendars. Men could easily schedule a date 

with their paramour and have it auto populated on their household calendar. For 

the smaller population of respondents who did not utilize technology to 

accomplish scheduling, men and women reported that scheduling was either 

routinized or ñjust figured outò. Rarely, polycules negotiated that one person 

would handle scheduling.   

Google Calendars: a ñPoly Relationship Landmarkò 
 

Research participants abundantly reported using technology, particularly 

Google calendar, for scheduling. Technology was used to organize dates, 

coordinate work schedules, and allow individuals to see their paramoursô, and 

sometimes their metamoursô, calendars.  However, Gracie explained to me that it 

was not just Google calendar that helps organize relationships. She says:  

Google calendarïwe, many of us share our calendars together and we alsoïwe use Group 
Me, the chat appéSo, we have a chat app where we schedule óHey, I wanna do family 
dinner, here are some dates to keep in mind.ô And then we also do, I canôt remember what it 
is ï itôs a voting thing. 

 
Gracieôs polycule reportedly utilizes three different forms of technology to 

coordinate schedules. First, they share calendars with one another to see 

peopleôs schedule. Second, they use a chatting app to plan family dinner. Third, 

they utilize polling technology to find the date that works best for family dinner. 

Gracieôs polycule highlights the amount of coordination that goes into scheduling 

across multiple polyamorous relationships, while also demonstrating how 

technology can ease scheduling burdens.  
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Overwhelmingly, Google Calendars was peopleôs go to technology choice 

for scheduling and organization. Google Calendars have become so ubiquitous 

within the polyamorous community that the sharing of calendars has become a 

polyamorous relationship landmark. When I ask Yvette how she manages her 

scheduling she says, ñGoogle Calendars.ò  I then ask if that is shared with 

everyone or some individuals, she tells me:  

It depends on how committed the relationship is. Like if Iôm committed to seeing someone 
once a week and weôve been dating forïI donôt knowïafter a certain amount of time it just 
makes sense to share calendars with each other and thatôs just like, not a big deal. It just, I 
mean, I guess itôs like a sort of silly poly relationship landmark. 

 
Yvette explains how Google Calendars help polyamorous individuals plan and 

schedule dates. More importantly, she highlights that polyamorous individuals 

are doing so much scheduling that the sharing of Google Calendars has become 

a relationship landmark. Other research respondents also mentioned this 

particular ñpoly relationship landmark.ò For this relationship milestone, like 

exchanging house keys or storing a toothbrush at a partnerôs house, to exist it 

must be agreed upon by all parties. This indicates that men are agreeing to this 

milestone and participating by sharing their calendars. Symbolic interactionism 

tells us that for a symbol to have meaning the meaning has to be agreed upon by 

all individuals involved in interaction (Goffman 1956).  

While respondents agreed that the sharing of calendars was a relationship 

landmark, they related to Google Calendars differently. Some talked about it in 

terms of keeping scheduling mistakes from happening; others discussed it in 

terms of autonomy, while still others believed technology could be used, but did 

not eliminate the continued emphasis on vocal communication.   
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Technology Coordinates Information so Mistakes Donôt Happen 

Many research respondents used technology to keep scheduling mistakes 

from occurring. Because time is limited in polyamorous relationships (Bettinger 

2008), mistakes in scheduling can result in hurt feelings and are important to 

avoid. When I ask Laurie how scheduling is managed, she says: 

I mean Iôm sure there [are] like some other calendars or planners or whatever the people use, 
but Google, like everybody has Gmail. You know? Everybody can get Google calendar on 
their phoneéFor the first, probably, I donôt know, year or year and a half that I was dating my 
second partner all of the scheduling was really informal. Just kind of, you know, the beginning 
of the week we say, óWhat day [do] you have open?ô But that led to a lot of, kind of, 
misunderstandings or like, you know, he and I would know we were supposed to meet up, but 
he forgot to tell his wife or, you know? Or she hadnôt communicated to him that she had 
already made some plans for him to go do something else. And so, we eventually did get on 
the whole, you know, Google calendar thing. So, I do have, I have two separate calendars. I 
have a calendar for my ex-husband, me, and his other partner. And then I have a calendar 
that is me, my other partner, and his wife. 

 
Laurie is coordinating six different schedules; her account punctuates the 

multiplicity of schedules needed to be coordinated in polycules. Laurie explains 

how Google calendar helps her polycule share schedules to avoid missing dates 

with different partners. She also points out the usefulness of 21st century 

technology with regards to cell phones. Due to apps, people can share their 

schedule and receive their partnersô and their metamoursô calendars. Sharing 

calendars allows people to quickly respond to one another regarding scheduling 

and avoid hurt feelings over a missed date. 

Similarly, Logan highlights how Google Calendars keeps him from double 

booking and underscores how useful it can be for individuals with hierarchical 

relationships. He says:  

Oh, well, technology is oneôs friend. Yeah, scheduling and calendar isðI went to online 
calendars ten years ago because I had to, because I was double scheduling people too often 
and itôs criticalðand shared calendars to some extent are really usefuléMy two primaries get 
weekly dates, plus I see them a lot the rest of the time. Secondaries get something less than 
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weekly. Some of them are close to weekly, but it sort of varies, ranging from a couple times a 
month to maybe three or four times a month.  

 
Logan is organizing hierarchical relationships. His calendar helps him ensure he 

is spending his preferred amount of time with each level of relationship. It also 

keeps him from booking multiple dates at the same time. Consequently, Logan 

highlights why polyamorous people are inclined to be sensitive toward how their 

time is spent. Because he practices hierarchical relationships, the calendar helps 

him to ensure each partner gets adequate time with him. In summary, shared 

calendars help people quickly and efficiently manage their and their partnersô 

schedules. Still, not all individuals thought technology could reduce the 

polyamorous emphasis on communication.  

Google Calendars + Lots of Communication  
 
 Some research respondents talked about the way technology helped them 

organize their calendars but still emphasized the need to rely on communication 

to coordinate dates and household schedules. Kelly describes having to 

coordinate schedules between her husband and boyfriend. When I ask how she 

manages scheduling she says:  

Google Calendars. (laughs). We rely very heavily on our Google calendar and we are in 
communication constantly with each other. Like tomorrow night is - I want us - Joe and I are 
going to go on an actual date, not just sit at home and watch movies. And so, I talked to 
Leon, my husband, óIs there anything going on that I need to know about? Are you, you know, 
good hanging out with the kids? Do you have other plans? This is what I want to do and are 
you okay with it?ô  And there are nights that - like so my husband's going through some 
counseling right now and so I'll call Joe and I'm like, óHey, can you watch the kids tonight? Do 
you mind hanging out with them?ô And óLeon and I are going to go out on a nature walk for a 
while and we're just going to be togetherô and we just look at our schedule and then figure out 
times.  

 
When I ask Kelly about scheduling, she simply says, ñGoogle calendarò.  

However, after explaining that she and her polycule rely heavily on Google 
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Calendars, she then emphasizes the importance of communication as well. While 

Kelly negotiates the schedules between her husband and her boyfriend, she did 

not link that to her gender identity. Rather, she handles those conversations 

because those are her romantic partners, and the onus is on her to negotiate. 

Kelly reportedly embraces the polyamorous commitment of taking ownership of 

your relationships and the emphasis on communication. 

 Perry, like Kelly, talks about Google Calendars but then shifts her 

explanation to a discussion of the importance of communication. She says:  

People say Google Calendars, but the problem is that we are a mixed family and that 
Thomas has always been an Apple guyéAnd Tel has Google calendar for work, so he canôt 
really change that. So, we finally managed somehow to share the calendars together so that 
they write on each otherôs and I have an app that shows both of them at the same time. So 
weôre able to see the calendars andðactually, right now, the way it usually happens thatð
Tel and I spend, we spend 20 minutes every morning cuddling and talking about how the day 
has to go and planning the logistics of it (laughs)é óI canôt do this. What are you doing at that 
time?ô That sort of thing. And we know Thomas is really busy right now. So, weôre covering, 
we know weôre covering a lot of those logistics ourselves. And if we canôt cover something 
weôll often say, óThomas can you do this? Is this a possibility for you?ô And if he can he does. 
But especially in the evenings, heôs just not available right nowéItôs a lot of messaging, 
weôve got a shared chat, Facebook messenger chatéWe can contact each other almost 
immediately and ask, óOkay, this is happening. Can someone compensate with this?ô 

 
Perry and Tel are currently managing the household schedule. Thomas is busy 

as a member of the local orchestra and they are getting ready for the Spring 

production. While they use Google Calendars, Perry and Tel take twenty minutes 

in the morning to manage day-to-day scheduling. In addition, they use Facebook 

chat to keep everyone in the polycule informed of the household schedule. So, 

while ñGoogle Calendarsò is the rote answer, the real accomplishment of 

scheduling involves more communication and more technology, like the app that 

allows Perry to see both calendars. Perry, like Kelly, emphasizes that a shared 

calendar does not reduce the emphasis on communication to make it all work. 

Additionally, Perry and Tel pay attention to Thomasô scarce free time. Knowing 
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that Thomas is currently too busy, they leave him out of the discussion. 

Alongside embracing technology, Perryôs account of housework incorporates the 

polyamorous values of communication and attention to time availability (i.e., to 

manage their household of multiple adults and children). 

 While Perry and Kelly emphasize the importance of communication in 

person, Cara emphasizes communication via technology. She says:  

Google calendar. We also do a lot of Facebook group chats, just looking to negotiate what we 
can get with everyoneôs scheduleðon the same page for those who are sharing calendars 
with all of each other. Itôs like I have all of my partners on my Google calendar, but I donôt 
have all of my metamours on my Google calendar. Or all of my roommates. Or all of their 
[paramour and metamour] roommates. So, itôs a lot of people to organize sometimes. 

 
Like others, Cara relies on Google Calendars. However, she extends scheduling 

beyond simply sharing Google Calendars and explains that not everyone has 

access to everyoneô s calendar. Instead, they rely on communication in group 

chats to fill gaps in the visibility of calendars. Consequently, technology and 

communication help manage schedules among a large polycule. This also serves 

to reduce emotional conflict that can result from double booking.  

Technology and Autonomy  
 

While some polycules embraced sharing calendars to ease the burden of 

scheduling among a multiplicity of adults, other respondents embraced the 

subcultural value of autonomy when considering scheduling and calendar 

sharing. Some individuals preferred to respect the independence and autonomy 

of their partners by letting everyone schedule their own dates without asking if 

other partners were okay with their plan. Others shared calendars based on 

levels of trust. Some did not share their calendar with anyone to maintain 

autonomy.  
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Women were more likely than men to discuss calendars and autonomy. 

While Cara (mentioned above) has access to her paramoursô calendars, Fiona 

refused to allow her paramours to see her calendar. She says: 

So, we haveðall have Google Calendars. We don't have it synced up like some people do. I 
really don't like that. I have no desire toðrelated to my autonomy, I have no desire for my 
partners to know where I am at exactly every momentéIt makes me feel totally creeped out 
and Iôm like, óIôll share with you the information that is relevant for youôéI mean thatôs like 
non-negotiable...You can be like, óHow much time is she spending with other people versus 
me?ô éThey might be true, or they might not be true, like assumptions or thoughts about 
what that means about your relative value in someoneôs life. 

 
Fiona rejects the idea of sharing her entire calendar with her romantic partners. 

She frames this in two ways. First, she wants to maintain her autonomy by not 

divulging her entire schedule to her partners. Second, she believes that divulging 

that information could be harmful to her partners who may measure 

commitments quantitively rather than qualitatively. Fiona speaks to Bettingerôs 

(2008) concern that, for polyamorous relationships to work, all parties must have 

respect for the fact that their partners will spend time with others. However, Fiona 

does not see the point in having partners know exactly when and for how long 

she will be with other partners.  

In Chapter Four, Fiona spoke about how polyamory made her feel more 

autonomous than monogamy. She said:  

So, I came out of a background of feminist activism, particularly around abortion and bodily 
autonomy. And for me, polyamory feels like the actual embodiment of that for myself. Like 
why are we only talking about, as a society, bodily autonomy for women around pregnancy?  
Or even around, just like the act of sex? How about like who I have sex with? And how 
many? Regardless of my marital status, who owns my body, who makes decisions about who 
I share it with, who I share my time with, who I prioritize. All of those things feel much more in 
my hands, not being expected to commit a lot of those things to one person.  

 
For Fiona sharing her calendar would invalidate the autonomy polyamory 

provides to her as a woman. To do so would alter what polyamory means to her 

and how she wants to practice it. In Chapter Five I discussed how women related 
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to autonomy and polyamory. Polyamoryôs turn away from compulsory monogamy 

helps her feel like she can maintain her autonomy and keeping her calendars to 

herself is a further extension of that.   

Other research participants understood calendar sharing as trusting that 

others would be respectful of commitments with other romantic partners. Yvette 

says: 

If we decide to see more of each other it makes sense to share calendars é It kind of says, óI 
care enough toôðit says a) óI trust you enough to know what my schedule is and [b] not be 
weird and stalky (laughs).ô Or you know, ask questions like where I was and that sort of thing. 

 
For Yvette, calendar sharing is a sign that you trust your partner to respect your 

autonomy and not invade your personal space with questions about how you 

spend your time. While all individuals believe technological calendars enhanced 

coordination, they come at an expense. Partners can encroach upon oneôs 

schedule, ask questions about where one has been, or view more time spent 

with another partner in an unintended manner. Thus, calendars become an 

extension of Bettingerôs (2008) finding that schedules and respect for partnersô 

time with other partners is an important part of successfully practicing polyamory.  

Technology and Onus on the Individual  

 Other individuals handled calendars and scheduling with an emphasis on 

the polyamorous subcultural value of ñonus on the individualòðit is on the 

individual to ask for the dates they want. Alex and his wife make plans 

independently of one another and the onus is on the spouse to communicate that 

they would like to see the another. Google calendar allows them to check their 

spouseôs partner, avoiding a back and forth of ñAre you available on 

Wednesday? Tuesday?ò Alex explains: 



 

190 
 

We operate on a kind of likeðyou know, weôre free to make our own plans independently of 
each other until we actually want to make plans with the other person [their spouse]. At which 
point, you know, weôll ask for some time and weôll put it on our calendaréWe have access to 
each otherôs Google Calendars. So, weôll check stuff there and Ali, actually wait noðitôs 
Lauren and I also can see each otherôs Google Calendars, which helps to kind of know if a 
certain period of time might be available or not andðbut yeah, pretty much, we just, we ask 
for time and try to schedule something and we put it on the calendar and go from there. 

 
Alex and his spouse put the onus on the individual to speak up when they need 

time with their live-in spouse. Rather than routinizing it as some couples do or 

waiting to be asked if they can make plans with another partner, Alex and his 

wife give one another the space to make plans independently. Thus, they 

embrace the polyamorous subcultural value of ñonus on the individualò. They give 

one another the freedom to engage with others autonomously, but at the same 

time, expect that of their husband-and-wife relationship.   

Similarly, David, his wife, and girlfriend use Google calendar to coordinate 

dates. However, they put the onus on the individual to speak up if they would like 

more dates. He says:   

Both parties use Google calendar for that [scheduling]. Although, my wife isnôt real good at 
looking at Google calendaréMy other partner and I have like scheduled times each week 
that we see each other and then you know, some others here and there. And my wife and I, 
weôre at home together almost all the time. So, when weôre with the kids we tend to schedule 
like a date night often. Once a week? Not always. Just to get away from the kidséIôd say, 
you know, a lot of the time is equally spent andðas a general rule the way we mostly do it is 
people just let each other know if they want more or if they want something else.  

 
Davidôs polycule routinizes their schedule by availability, but ñas a general ruleò 

they also put the onus on individuals to speak up when they want more.  Like 

Alex, David schedules among his romantic partners, but expects everyone to 

voice their needs when it comes to the volume of dates, thus embracing 

polyamoryôs endorsement of speaking up to have your needs met (Easton and 

Hardy 2009).  
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Louis, too, repeats the subcultural value of emphasis on voicing your own 

needs in relationships. He says:  

In general, I have some scheduled days when I usually spend time with my one partner that I 
donôt live with, and I usually schedule some time with the one that I do live with. So that even 
if Iôm here, I might have some other, just time to myself for other things and stuff. I think this 
was an area of great difficulty in the beginning of the relationshipéShe sort of expected that 
since Iôm here Iôm available all the timeéI had to really, get really firm and say, óYou know, if 
you want to do something with me then you will schedule it and we will do things together, but 
they will be scheduled.ô And so, weôve done that. 

 
David prefers for people in his polycule to voice their needs. He does not want 

his live-in partner to expect him to be ñon-callò for time spent together, rather he 

expects they will let him know when they want time together. Consequently, it is 

on his partner to communicate her needs in advance.  

This type of scheduling represents autonomous individuality advocated by 

Easton and Hardy (2009). While it reportedly works for individuals like Alex and 

his wife, who are comfortable advocating for their own needs in their 

relationships, this style of scheduling could be difficult for individuals with less 

ability to self-advocate or in newer relationships where it can be harder to 

communicate needs. Indeed, men were more likely to discuss putting the onus 

on individuals to communicate their scheduling needs to partners. So, while onus 

on the individual was practiced happily by some polycules, it could be 

problematic for women who perform emotion work (Hochschild 1989; Fahs and 

Swank 2016; Thomeer, Reczek, and Umberson 2015) for their partners and for 

women, or men, who may be less vocal about speaking up for their needs.  

 While men were more likely to report using onus on the individual to 

schedule dates, one male wanted to use onus on the individual, but emphasized 

practicing emotion work as well. Mossimo reports using technology and 
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schedules but wants to ensure that the schedule can be fluid enough to meet the 

everchanging needs of different individuals. He believes that schedules should 

meet peopleôs needs in that moment. He says:  

So, Iôm sure youôve heard Google Calendars is kind of a poly life saver. And yeah, we 
definitely use Google Calendars. And my pattern, I tend to really prefer to have relationships 
with people that are friendly with each other, and so we do certainly some alone time, but 
then we do group activities and group hangouts. óLetôs all go and hangoutô and with my wife, 
my partners, my metamour, my girlfriendôs husbands and stuff. And so, itôs really, itôs one of 
those things thatðthatôs a pretty typical question that people ask and it ends up being not 
nearly as hard as you think as long as everyone is considerate and really vested in everyone 
else as opposed to óMe, me, me.ô And so, if you have the right people it ends up being pretty 
easy. Everyoneôs concerned that everybody elseôs needs are taken care of and so itôs more 
of a matter of óHey, your girlfriend seems like sheôs having a rough week. Why donôt you go 
spend some extra time with her? She might need it.ô Because--óHey, sheôs in my schedule.ô 
That sort of dynamic is something that would not work out for me. The dramaðitôs much 
moreðI guessðkind of a requirement that everybody kind of gets along, together, because if 
theyôre not, then thatôs not a good fit for my polycule.  

 
Mossimo utilizes calendars to organize his schedule with his partners; however, 

he notes that scheduling is not a big issue for him. Furthermore, he discusses 

how what is most important to him is that everyone be willing to spend time 

together and be flexible to ensure that individual needs are being met over a 

routinized schedule. Mossimo potentially reflects a shift in autonomous 

individuality and emotion work. Possibly, Mossimo rejects the notion that a 

woman ñbelongsò to him on their date night, and in that rejection, he begins to 

practice emotion work for metamoursðconsidering what spoken or unspoken 

needs a partnerôs partner might have and how to help them meet those needs. 

Other research respondents found that having routinized schedules made 

scheduling easier.    
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Routinized Schedules 

Many individuals negotiated a routinized schedule, as opposed to Google 

Calendars, to spend time with their multiple partners. William explains how his 

quad has found a routine that works for them:  

I guess we donôt really have any set rules so to speak. We just kind of have a precedent 
weôve fallen into. So, generally we spend the weekends all togetheréEither theyôll come to 
Tucson or weôll go to Phoenix on Friday nights, and weôll usually stay together through 
Sunday night and just do whatever weekend activities. You know, go to the movies, go to eat, 
go shoot archery or whateverðjust hang out basically. And then weôve startedðlike one 
night a weekéhaving a solo night, just to make sure we get some one-on-one time. And 
occasionally, on the weekends, weôll do like a separate activity. This weekend, you know, my 
wife and her boyfriend went and got massages and me and my girlfriend and my daughter 
went out and got dim-sum. You know? So, kind of ended up with some solo time this 
weekend, but thatôs not typical.  

 
I then ask how solo time is usually initiated. William says:  
 

Probably more often in one-on-one conversations or several one-on-one conversations. So 
that itôs not like a big hoop-la. My wife might tell me, óHey, Iôve really been missing some 
alone time with him. Iôd like to see him at such and such time while youôre out,ô whatever.  

 
William mentions ñwe donôt really have any set rules so to speak,ò aligning with 

polyamorous individualsô aversion for rules (Sheff 2014). Rather, he and his wife 

have set up a precedent of routinely getting together with their polycule on the 

weekends as a group. They put the onus on individuals to speak up when they 

would like alone time with their non-live-in partner. In doing so, they eschew 

rules, emphasize communication of needs, and allow routinization to manage 

expectations around time spent with other romantic partners.  

Similarly, Kelly, who did mention technology above, explains her 

routinized schedule as:  

I spend about three nights a week at his [her boyfriendôs] house, but what I do is, I put my 
kids to bed at 8:00. My husband has to get up for work at 5:00 in the morning. So he goes to 
bed by 9:00 most nights. So, after he goes to bed then I leave and I go to Joe's house, and 
we watch the Flash or you know, something on Netflix. And I go, but I don't take time away 
from my household to see him. Because he stays up a lot later. I don't have to get up as early 
as my husband does. Tomorrow I will leave before the kids go to bed, but I try to not take 
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away from time with them - mostly because I don't need to luckily...It's really, (deep breath) 
we're really lucky that everything has just really fallen into place for us. 

 
Like William, Kelly has been able to find a routine that allows her not to have to 

feel like she is taking time away from her children or husband for her other 

relationships. Possibly, the routinization of the schedule keeps Kelly from 

reporting feeling overwhelmed by scheduling like Sheffôs (2004) female research 

participants. Kelly feels ñluckyò that everything has ñfallen into placeò for her 

polycule.  

Both, William and Kelly highlight how a consistent routine can reduce the 

burden of scheduling without incorporating an abundance of apps. A reliance of 

routines reduces the time spent on scheduling. Additionally, routinized schedules 

may help manage expectations about time spent in place with other partners, 

potentially reducing hurt feelings (Bettinger 2008). Rarely, polycules avoided 

scheduling and routines altogether.  

It's a Puzzle that Just Fits  
 
 Other polycules negotiate to ñcatch as catch canò rather than utilize 

Google Calendars or routines. Beth explains it is easy to see her husband 

because they live together. With her girlfriend it is ñcatch as catch can.ò She says 

they try to ñjust kind of figure out when we have time.ò I ask if they use any forms 

of technology to help schedule and she says:  

I think those people [who use organizers] are great and organized. I'm just not one of them. I 
know a lot of people who have that kind of arrangementéIn theory, it would be great to have 
that kind of thing, but itôs harder to do in my lifeéBecause you know, a lot of people work 
normal jobs. And so, they know when theyôre gonna have free time, and they know when 
they're gonna be off. Well I'm a photographer, I don't have scheduled times off. 

 
Using Google Calendars or routine would be hard for Beth to do because of her 

varying work schedule. She and her girlfriend wait until they both have the time 
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available to get together. Beth is unique in that she does not adopt a subcultural 

value to understand how they manage scheduling. She does hint that having an 

irregular schedule could make it difficult to have polyamorous relationships as 

Sheff suggests (2014), which could be why she does not adopt a subcultural 

value. Or possibly, Beth is an extreme example of ñthere are no rulesò (Sheff 

2014: 21).   

Similarly, Jack talks about how graduate school has made him schedule 

averse:  

So, in the past I would have done Google Calendar but what has happened with me recently 
is that Iôve come to avoid any kind of scheduling which has a lot to do with me as a personð
because grad school. And after that is over, youôre just kind of likeéYouôre just kind of like 
óhahahaha fuck itôéSo as for us, this relationship, we all just wing it.  

 
For Jack, recent experiences with graduate school have put him off Google 

Calendars and formally trying to schedule things. Like Beth he prefers to ñjust 

wing itò and does not adopt a subcultural value. Jackôs attitude of ñfuck itéwe all 

just wing itò relieves the women in his life of having to schedule. However, 

because I only spoke with Jack, I do not know if his partners enjoy ñwing[ing] it.ò 

Likewise, Alice is in graduate school and wants scheduling to be more relaxed, 

she says:  

So, whatôs really good about my two other partners is that oneðhe understands how intense 
my life can be, and so heôs hasn't really pushed me to like see him, and he also has many 
other partners. So, I really appreciate his approach, and our approach together of like, óYou 
know weôll see each other every few months and thatôs going to be okay.ô And then the other, 
he also he has children, small children, so he has scheduling issues a lot of the time too. So, 
for him, itôs more like óOkay, I could do this today.ô So, kind of flyðwe fly by the seat of our 
pants a lot, so it's a matter of, óWell can I get my homework done? Can my current partner, is 
it okay with him that, you know, Iôm kind of leaving without giving much of a plan?  
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Alice also does not incorporate a subcultural valueðshe ñ[flies] by the seat of 

[her] pantsò due to her chaotic graduate school schedule. So, rather than 

schedule and feel burdened by it, she eschews it altogether.  

Alice, Beth, and Jack all attribute their lack of scheduling to their job or 

professional experience. While a small subset of this research, they report 

eliminating scheduling altogether. In doing so, they do not adopt a subcultural 

value. Possibly, they represent an extreme adaptation of polyamoryôs aversion to 

rules (Sheff 2014), going so far as to avoid any form of scheduling or rules 

altogether.  

One Point of Contact for Scheduling 

 Very rarely a polycule negotiated that one person would be solely in 

charge of managing schedules or calendars. This was attributed to their 

personality or skill set. The use of personality to justify household labor can often 

have gendered implications (Blaisure and Allen 1995). Men justify the unequal 

division of labor by claiming things like ñshe has a higher standard (Blaisure and 

Allen 1995: 14).ò In my research three respondents, one male and two females, 

reported one person solely handling scheduling. Sheila tells me: 

Tom's in charge of the schedule. He sends an e-mail toward the first of the month in which he 
sets out dates for his four, three partners: me, Maggie, and Debbie and thenéDebbie doesn't 
have any outside local partners to speak of at the moment; I don't think. And Maggie doesn't. 
But, so, I fit in dates with my other partners around the master schedule that Tom makes. 

 
When I ask her why Tom oversees scheduling, she responds, ñWell, he's a 

geek.ò Tom holds a prestigious position as a mathematician in a governmental 

office. Consequently, Sheila links his coordinating everyoneôs schedules with his 

personality as a ñgeekò. Tom could indicate that both, men and women, are now 
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considered adept for scheduling. Or Tomôs use of technology, which in certain 

forms is associated with masculinity (Lohan and Faulkner 2004), could make it 

more sensible for him to handle scheduling. In contrast, the two women who 

reported handling scheduling linked it to their personal abilities.  

Virginia reports entering her and her husbandôs schedule into Google 

calendar. She says:  

We do share a Google calendar. So, generally he, well heôs actually the one thatôs dating 
other people right nowéThough he doesn't see them a lot per se, he usually sees the other 
people about once a week or once every other week, but he usually puts it on með'cause Iôm 
more of a planner than he isðto make sure that we have that time together. 

 
Virginia reports planning alone time with her husband even though he is the one 

seeing other people at the time. However, she does not lament taking on this 

task; instead, she frames it in terms of being more of a planner than he is. 

Possibly, her husband ñputs it onò her because she is more of planner. It is also 

possible that Virginiaôs account of scheduling keeps her world view in line with 

the polyamorous subcultural value of gender equity rather than aligning with 

Sheffôs finding (2004) that women disproportionately handle scheduling.  

Likewise, Jessica tells me:  

Iôm a really good scheduler and my fianc®e and my husband both arenôt. So, I talk to their 
partners and we all discuss about scheduling. Because theyôre also the people that schedule. 
And I think that itôs kind of funny that the women are the ones that schedule everything. And 
we just tell the guys, óOkay this is what [is] happeningô (laughs). 

 
Jessicaôs account of scheduling replicates Sheffôs findings (2004) that women are 

more likely to handle scheduling then men. Jessica and Virginia report believing 

themselves to be more adept at scheduling than their male partners. Jessica and 

Virginia could indicate that when a sole person oversees scheduling, women and 

their male partners, may be more likely to assign that task to a woman. This is 
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rationalized by attributing their scheduling skills to personality rather than gender. 

Indeed, while they may attribute scheduling to personal preference or personality 

traits, they may fail to consider how ñdoing genderò and socialization inform 

womenôs abilities to schedule.  

Unlike Sheffôs (2004) and Ritchie and Barkerôs (2007) research 

respondents, Jessica and Virginia did not report finding scheduling burdensome. 

However, most research participants discussed how scheduling was 

accomplished as a group. Possibly, technological developments have made 

scheduling more inclusive and easier than when Sheff (2014) and Ritchie and 

Barkerôs (2007) data were collected. Additionally, technological advancements 

have led to more men taking control of sharing their schedules. So, while it is 

possible that Jessica and Virginia represent women disproportionately handling 

scheduling, my data do not support that conclusion. 

Summary 

 These findings demonstrate how technology has reduced a burdensome 

task for polycules and particularly women. Respondents acknowledged 

scheduling had to be done, but they did not see it as extraordinarily burdensome. 

Rather, most recognized it as a necessity. I hypothesize that this is because 

technology, particularly Google Calendar, has made the chore less burdensome. 

Individuals manage their own calendars for work and private life with ease on 

Google Calendars, sharing calendars in their entirety or specific events. This 

paved the way for men to enter the world of scheduling. The onus is on 

individuals to maintain their own calendars thus relieving one person of 
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overseeing scheduling. Some research participants utilized Google Calendars, 

but also stressed the subcultural value of emphasizing communication. Possibly, 

the emphasis on communication helps diminish potentially hurt feelings that can 

accompany scheduling time with other partners. Although fewer, some research 

participants did not utilize technology to accomplish scheduling. Instead, they 

developed routines or allowed things to ñwork outò. Using routines for schedules 

can possibly reduce the emotional turmoil surrounding time with a different 

partner, while letting things ñwork outò could be an embracement of polyamoryôs 

aversion to rules. Even fewer respondents relied on one person to handle 

scheduling. While using one person for scheduling was attributed to personality, 

it could indicate that gender is being used to determine who will handle 

scheduling.  

BILL PAY 
 
 Time-use diaries show that in the 1960ôs bill pay was primarily handled by 

women, then taken over by men (Levant, Slattery, and Loiselle 1987) and is now 

gender neutral (Coltrane 2000) or masculine (Bianchi et. al 2000). This research 

found this task to be almost obsolete. Most respondents reported automating the 

payment of their bills, eliminating time spent paying bills. I began to feel like 

asking ñwho pays the billsò was an antiquated question.  

When I ask William who pays the bills, he says: ñThatôs all pretty much 

autopay. éItôs not major.ò William highlights how bill pay is no longer a daunting 

chore: ñitôs not major.ò A task that would have possibly belonged to William due to 

his status as man has been eliminated. Similarly, Kelly says, ñIt is all done 
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electronically, nobody needs to think about anything except the tabs on the 

caréEverything else for the house is done in escrow. So that's all done 

automatically.ò Kelly highlights that a chore that would have taken up 2.7 hours a 

week for men (Bianchi et. al 2000) has become almost obsolete. Phillip says:  

I set it up so that 99 percent of our stuff is automatically withdrawn from our accountéAs we 
earn money it goes into an account and then any money that we want to spend gets 
transferred into another account and the rest just stays there and the bills get paid. 

 
Like Kellyôs household, automatic bill pay has made ñ99 percentò of time spent 

paying bills obsolete. Possibly, the incorporation of technology into grocery lists 

and scheduling leads polyamorous people to use technology in other areas, like 

bill pay. However, this does highlight that some of my research participants were 

like Sheffôs (2014) in that they are wealthy enough to have bills on autopay.  

For bills not on autopay, research participants reported that the person 

with the most financial resources, or the homeowner, would pay the bills. 

Mossimo says, ñI do [pay the bills] éI would always handle my own finances. 

And I earn most of the money in our relationshipéIôve just always done it.ò For 

Mossimo bill pay is something he has ñjust always doneò. However, he also ties 

his bill pay to the fact that he makes more money than his wife with whom he 

shares a bank account. Thus, the physical paying of the bills is not connected to 

him having access to money that she does not, but rather is tied to his status as 

masculine breadwinner.  

Similarly, I ask Erica who pays the bills in her household and she says, 

ñhe [her live-in partner] pays the household bills. óCause itôs his house, like itôs in 

his name.ò Erica explains that not only does he physically pay the bills, he also 

financially pays them because he makes more money than she does. Like 
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Mossimo, her partnerôs status as masculine breadwinner and homeowner makes 

him the person who pays the bills. Likewise, while Phillipôs bills are primarily on 

autopay, he adds, ñBefore we combined accounts, I paid most of the large bills. 

But I make more, so that made sense.ò Phillip, as the masculine breadwinner, 

physically took care of the bills before combining finances because that ñmade 

senseò. Now, autopay eliminates bill pay altogether. Phillip, like Ericaôs partner, 

reports paying more of the bills because ñ[he] makes more.ò  

Additionally, most people who made more money than their partners 

would report paying a larger portion of the bills, rather than splitting them ñ50/50ò. 

Possibly, polyamorous people do not utilize a ñ50/50ò divide of bills, or other 

labor, because they are not in a dyadic relationship. Jaren, who is also his 

householdôs primary breadwinner, says:  

By coincidence Iôm the one that makes a lot of money. That's not why Iôm the one who 
watches it. I just kind of have the head for keeping finances. I think the money is ours 
collectively, and it doesn't matter where it comes from. 

 
I then ask if he is the one who primarily pays the bills, and he says, ñYeah. 

Manually pay bills, or set automatic payment, watch the account balance.ò Jaren 

reportedly pays the bills or sets up the automatic payment because he ñhas the 

head for keeping finances.ò However, like other breadwinners in my research, he 

makes the most money of his household.  

Carol, who lives with her boyfriend and his wife, reportedly paid most of 

the bills. She says:  

We donôt pay a lot of those together. John and Rhonda have their bills. I have my bills. And 
then we do share like, for example, the cell phone account and thatôs the only bill that we 
share. So, theyôll send me money for that, and I pay that bill. But other than that, I mean I own 
this house. I pay the mortgage and the energy bill and all of those things. They have their 
expenses, and so, those arenôt combined all that much. 
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While Carol, John, and Rhonda do not have many bills together, Carol pays their 

shared bills. Carol works full-time and is the homeowner, while John works part-

time, and Rhonda is a home maker. Thus, like the men in this study Carol 

functions as the financial steward of the household and physically pays any bills 

that are shared by the group.  

  Previous research found that men are more likely to pay bills than women 

(Bianchi et. al 2000) or that bill pay is gender neutral (Coltrane 2000). This study 

found that most bills are on autopay, almost eliminating the chore altogether. 

Reflecting national trends, men in this study were more likely than the women to 

have a higher income (Chapman and Benis 2017). So, men were more likely to 

be the ñwatchersò of finances. When women were ñbreadwinnersò, they were also 

more likely to pay or oversee autopay. Research participants linked overseeing 

autopay and paying bills to breadwinner status. Possibly, today it is more 

important to embody the masculine position of ñbread winnerò with regards to bill 

pay than it is to identify as a man. Being the highest earner of the household did 

not allow individuals to exempt themselves from bill pay. Rather it created work 

for them; that is, they became responsible for ensuring that the bills were paid. 

Perhaps, polyamorous people with attention toward equity do not utilize their 

status as a higher income household member to opt out of bill pay, but they do 

use their higher earner status to assign themselves the masculine task of bill pay. 

Knowing that the task must be done, and in the interest of contributing, it ñmakes 

senseò that the breadwinner would do it. Additionally, individuals who made more 

would report paying a higher share of the bills, rather than splitting them ñ50/50.ò 
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I suggest polyamorous people do not split finances, or most labor ñ50/50ò 

because they are not in a dyadic relationship. 

LAUNDRY 
 

Laundry wasðand isðan unliked, routine chore viewed as womenôs work 

(Cowan 1983; Shehan and Moras 2006). Most research participants reported 

that the person who disliked laundry the least would do itðan inversion of the 

polyamorous subcultural value of preference. It felt ñfairò for people who loathed 

laundry to get to avoid it. Some polyamorous households negotiated that different 

polycule members would be responsible for different part of the laundry process 

based on time availability. Possibly, the high level of work and planning that can 

accompany polyamory infiltrates all multi-task chores, like foodwork and laundry. 

Rarely, households attempted to split laundry ñ50/50ò or placed the onus on the 

individual to do their own laundry.  Regardless of the use of a polyamorous 

subcultural norm to account for housework, laundry was disproportionately 

performed by women.  

Preference and Aversion 
  
 Most households negotiated that individuals who preferred to do 

laundry performed this task. Using preference is unsurprising as laundry is a 

chore that can be put off, done at a leisurely pace, and is routinely found to be 

unsavory (Shehan and Moras 2006). Research participants negotiated it this way 

so that the person who prefers to do it, or hates it least, can wait until they have 

the time available. However, it was overwhelmingly women who preferred this 

task. For example, Gracie says:  
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I think I said in my interview that I like laundry. I usually have Mondays off, so Monday is my 
laundry day. Thereôs a basket sitting next to me. We both take turns with the dishes because 
thatôs something that just has to get done every day. Like you can put off the laundry and 
survive, but cleaning the counter tops and the dishesðcleaning up the dirty partðthat has to 
happen every day. And thatôs very much a, óIf you see it needs doing, do it.ô Both of us have 
worked in restaurants in the past. So, we just apply that same skill set and it helps. 

 
Gracie negotiates with her partner that she will do the laundry, because she likes 

it and can wait to do it on a day that is convenient for her. While she can put off 

laundry, it is the day-to-day tasks that keep the house from getting dirty that must 

be done daily. Her household negotiates to use the polyamorous subcultural 

values of preference and time availability for tasks that can wait, and they use the 

polyamorous subcultural value of onus on the individual for chores that need to 

be done daily. Possibly, her household is using different subcultural values in 

different places to ensure overall equity in household labor.  

Lukeôs household reportedly breaks up the process of getting laundry 

done. Often Luke will put the laundry in the washing machine, move it to the 

dryer, and then his wife Stephanie folds and puts up laundry as a form of ñme 

timeò. He explains: 

Laundry is primarily Stephanie and I. Stephanie, because sheôs the ñorganizeeò one in the 
relationship [and] has taken the responsibility for putting up clothes, mostly. But as far as who 
gets the clothes out there, itôs whoever is available between the two of us. Iôm home a lot, and 
I routinely get asked, óCan you take this load out during the day? Can you move this to the 
dryer?ô And itôs fine, but yeah, in putting up [laundry], Stephanie is all ñorganizeeò and she 
likes doing that while she watches something on Netflix. So - and thatôs [folding and putting 
away laundry] her alone time. Iôm realizing everyone has alone time.  

 
Because Luke works from home and has the time available to move loads 

around, he handles that process; however, Stephanie folds and puts up the 

laundry as a form of ñme timeò. Thus, like Gracieôs polycule, Luke describes their 

laundry as a combination of subcultural values: preference and time availability. It 

is possible Lukeôs suggestion, that she folds and puts away laundry, is a 
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justification of her labor as a woman; however, he reportedly handles the front 

end of laundry while their third female partner is not involved in the laundry 

process at all.  

Some research respondents preferred to do laundry among all other 

choices or to help someone who was averse to doing laundry. For Phillip, it was 

as simple as ñshe doesnôt like to fold laundryò that reportedly led to him doing 

laundry. Samantha says:  

Bonnie tends to do the vacuuming and the laundry, sometimes cleaning up the bathroomð
that kind of thing. Basically, everybody does the thing thatôs least obnoxious to them, and for 
the things that none of us like to do, it tends to hang around and not be done till somebody 
gets fed up with it and does itéSo she feels like sheôs contributing. Itôs not specifically that 
we asked her to do those things, although once she said, óOkay, Iôm gonna handle all the 
laundry and vacuuming.ô Then we will tell her, óHey we need a black load soon, or whatever.ô 

 
Samantha explains to me that Bonnie does the laundry, because it is ñthe least 

obnoxiousò to her. She later explains to me in the interview that Bonnie does not 

have the same amount of funds for the household as the rest of quad. Samantha 

believes Bonnie took over the laundry and vacuuming to assuage guilt over her 

inability to financially contribute. So, while Bonnie does the laundry to contribute, 

displaying an interest in equity, she contributes by doing the chore ñthatôs least 

obnoxious to [her].ò Thus, she utilizes a strategy of preference to make sure she 

is equitably participating in household labor. Possibly, polyamoryôs interest in 

gender equity creates a greater interest in equity. 

Laundry as womenôs preferred and skilled work.   

While rare, some men in the study reported their female partners did the 

laundry because they wanted things done a certain way or were better suited for 

the task. Mossimo says: 
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That was just something, again, before we got together; sheôs always been ï always done 
laundry, and then there were a couple of mishaps where I ruined her delicate laundry and 
itéIôm not allowed to touch laundry (laughs). 

 
Mossimo highlights the ways in which men, and some women, utilize a language 

of ñsheôs just better at itò to avoid performing household labor. Mossimo and his 

wife could have worked on his laundry skills together, he could have worked to 

understand how she prefers her laundry done, but instead they decided he would 

not perform this household task. Similarly, John talks about Rhonda as being a 

ñnaturalò at doing laundry. Carol begins by talking about how Rhonda doing the 

laundry is ñjust what needs to happenò. Carol says:  

Rhonda is here. Sheôs been pitching in on that [general clean-up] which has been very nice. 
So, the clean-up is more like just what needs to happen, what laundry needs to happen, what 
bathroom needs to be cleaned, and Iôll jump in on this or, sheôll jump in on that. 

 
As mentioned previously, Carol works full-time, John works part-time, and 

Rhonda has always been a stay-at-home wife. So, while it could be time 

availability that is influencing Rhonda doing more housework, throughout the 

interview it seems that Carol takes on the masculine role in the household as 

ñhelperò (Coltrane 1989). Whereas John, who does work, but not as much as 

Carol, mainly helps with cooking. As mentioned previously, while talking about 

the division of housework, Carol says, ñYeah I know Iôm sounding ï coming off 

terrible!ò After she says this, John interjects to say, ñRhonda does it naturally and 

loves to do it. So, sheôll do laundry, clean the house, and you know, actually does 

more than we probably even want her to do.ò Perhaps, Rhonda does the laundry 

because she has the most time available for domestic work, but John believes 

Rhonda does the laundry because she ñlovesò it, and it comes ñnaturallyò to her. 

So, it makes more sense for her to do the household laundry. These comments 
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hint that John may see laundry as womenôs work which Rhonda is ñnaturallyò 

suited for. While Mossimo does not say his wife is ñnaturallyò better at 

housework, he does discursively construct her as better at laundry. As was the 

case when one person was the point of contact for scheduling, personal 

preference discursively explains and justifies the sole ownership of the task. 

In one instance income and preference were utilized in a household and 

bedroom to accomplish housework. Cara, who lives with her fiancéô and 

roommates explains her householdôs laundry as:  

Yeah, my roommate Cate basically pays half her rent in money and half her rent in chores. 
So, she does a lot of the cleaningðthe floors and the vacuuming. Sheôll do some household 
laundry which is mostly towels. We all basically do our own laundry, but [she] does towels, 
things like that. 

 
Cara is engaged to David, who makes more than Cara or Cate. So, David is 

using his higher income to opt out of housework for himself and other members 

of the household. In doing so he uses his masculine position as breadwinner to 

bargain himself and other housemates out of housework. Additionally, Cara 

handles putting away her and Davidôs laundry, because she does not like for it to 

sit out. David frames Caraôs putting away of laundry in terms of her preference, 

ñShe doesnôt like having the hampers of clean clothes like hanging out, sheôd 

rather they be folded and put away. So thatôs like something that bothers her, so 

she just takes care of it.ò Thus, Cate pays rent via housework and David utilizes 

personality preference to explain why Cara puts the laundry away. David is using 

his higher income to relieve himself of the burden of laundry. Together, John, 

Mossimo, and David hint that some polyamorous men may view laundry as 

ñwomenôs workò. 
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Preference summary 

In summary, many households utilized preference as a strategy to 

accomplish laundry. However, women were overwhelmingly reported to prefer 

laundry. While presented as seemingly neutral, the utilization of preference to 

accomplish housework has historically gendered connotations (Blaisure and 

Allen 1995).  Nonetheless, their accounts depict women doing laundry because it 

is their preferred chore.   

Time Availability  
 
 Unlike preference, using time availability to accomplish housework led to 

more women and men being likely to do laundry. Individuals would do laundry, 

because they felt there was time during the week for them to accommodate 

laundry. Like Luke, who works from home and moves the laundry around, 

Williamôs work schedule is flexible and allows him to do laundry during the 

weekday. William, married to his wife and who dates another woman, says:  

Laundry is usually me, just because I have a much more flexible schedule, and [in] our 
apartment we decided to use our laundry room as a storage room instead of laundry room. 
So, we go to the laundry mat, and itôs just easier for me to go the laundry mat than her. Or 
sometimes Iôll take, you know, if weôre going [to] Phoenix, Iôll just take a load of laundry with 
me over there, and Iôll use their washer and dryer. So, the laundryôs mostly my thing. 

 
William incorporates the subcultural value of time availability to make sense of 

why he reportedly performs this task. William has the flexibility and time available 

in his schedule to visit the laundry mat, so ñitôs just easier for [him] to goò. 

Possibly, ease then becomes a way to equitably divide labor in polyamorous 

relationships. Similarly, Sydney says: 

My husbandôs available during the day soéSome of the chores have kind of fallen to where, 
like, heôll do the laundry during the day and then I put it away in the evening. 
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Sydneyôs husband is home during the day, so laundry falls to him because he 

can shift loads while he works. Possibly, to make it feel equitably shared, she will 

then put the laundry away at the end of the day. Conceivably, her putting it away 

is an attempt to split laundryðto do her fair share. I hypothesize that 

polyamorous individuals, with an eye toward time as a scare resource, attempt 

not to burden others with an unfair share of chores.  

Similarly, Virginiaôs polycule navigated laundry with attention toward 

weekly time demands and everyone trying to pitch in. Virginia explains it as:  

Laundry is just kind of, both of us help out...Just this past week I did it since I was home not 
doing anything, and he was working. He actually took off this week, so heôs off work, and he 
happened to do the laundry yesterday. So, itôs really just kind of, whoever gets to it first, or if 
we do it on the weekends, we do it together. 

 
In Virginiaôs polycule, laundry is reportedly done by whoever has the time to get 

to it first, or the work is shared on the weekend. Thus, the polyamorous 

subcultural value of time availability ensures that she is not disproportionately 

burdened with housework. Again, it is quite possible that recognizing time as a 

scare resource encourages people to respect limits on otherôs time. Concomitant, 

Emma cites her lack of time availability due to working outside the home as a 

reason not to do her husbandôs laundry. Emma says:  

My dad found out that I donôt do Dannyôs laundry, and I was like, óBut we both work full time. 
Why? Why would I do his laundry?ô... If Danny supported me and I didnôt have to work, I 
would definitely do things differently. 

 
For Emma, lack of available time explains why she does not do her partners 

laundry. While she does not explicitly speak to gender, Emma is speaking to the 

idea that because both she and her husband hold the masculine position of 

providing for their household, she should not also perform the feminine task of 

doing a disproportionate amount of housework while working. 
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 In summary, individuals who reported using the subcultural value of time 

availability were more likely to report women and men doing laundry than 

individuals who use preference. Additionally, these research respondents were 

more likely to report breaking down laundry into a two-part process of washing 

and putting away in contrast to people who used preference and usually 

assigned laundry to one person.  

Onus on the Individual  
 
 Few research respondents reported everyone did their own laundry. Like 

Jaren who says, ñdoing the laundry is every man for himselfò, reportedly choosing 

to use onus on the individual to accomplish laundry. Logan captures the difficulty 

of doing laundry for a five-person household. He says:  

That is handled individually. Or at least it has been for the past six or seven years. There was 
a time early on, well not early on, but maybe up until the late 2000s when officially laundry 
was one of the rotating jobs. But that was deemed to be disproportionate because that meant 
that whoever was doing the laundry, everything got dumped on them andéthey had to do 
more work than everybody else and kept getting complained at that they werenôt doing this 
right or that right or óThis thing needs to be hung up, or air driedô or whatever. Or there were 
still stains on the other. So, it was finally decided from here forth, something like 2009 or 
2008, I think, that everybody was going toðknew how to do their laundry and was just going 
to do their own and that everybody would be responsible for their own share of household 
things like linens or towels. 

 
Loganôs household regularly outlines and rotates specific tasks to each person. 

However, he highlights, like other large polyamorous households, that 

particularities with laundry can make it best to be done by the owner of the 

clothing.  

 In summary, preference was overwhelmingly used to accomplish laundry, 

followed by time availability, followed by onus on the individual. The previous 

chapter demonstrated that preference for cooking, which is increasingly seen as 

a hobby for men and women, often determined who would do it. Laundry, which 
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is not usually a hobby, demonstrates how preference as a strategy of 

accomplishment can become problematic. When individuals approach 

housework with an understanding that first, a certain number of tasks must be 

completed, and second, that they want housework to be done equitably, then use 

of preference can help to accomplish chores. This was the case within the 

previous chapter with the mantra ñchef doesnôt cleanò. However, when tasks are 

looked at singularly or ñthat person prefers itò, then the relationship between 

socialization, ñdoing genderò, and housework can become problematic. I am not 

implying that any household where women do the laundry because they prefer it 

is a household ignoring an equitable division of labor. Rather, laundry is a lens to 

view how this strategy of accomplishment can become problematic if equity is not 

a concern in a household.  

SUMMARY 

This chapter covered non-daily household chores: scheduling, bill pay, 

and laundry. First, I argued that technology has reduced the burden of 

scheduling for women. I noted that the convergence of work and personal 

calendars coupled with individual ownership of Google Calendars and the ability 

to quickly share calendars or events have made scheduling a group taskð

therefore eliminating scheduling as a burden unique to women. I discussed how 

polyamorous subcultural norms informed peopleôs relationship to scheduling and 

technology. For example, some people talked about how Google Calendars did 

not eliminate the need to emphasize communication, while others consciously 

considered how technology and scheduling related to their autonomy. Second, I 
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argued that autopay reduced time spent on bill pay. I noted that individuals with 

higher incomes did not use their higher income to opt out of bill pay; rather, they 

are more likely to pay the bills. I noted that this applies to both, men and women. 

I posited that perhaps the incorporation of technology to ease scheduling has 

caused polyamorous people to use it in other places like bill pay and grocery list 

making. Last, I looked at how individuals reported doing laundry. I noted the way 

in which preference can become a problematic strategy of accomplishment. To 

this point, I discussed how approach matters when considering preference as a 

strategy.  
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CHAPTER VIII 
 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

 
In my study I examined polyamorous individualsô accounts of housework. 

Their accounts of labor provided insight into the meaning and rationale they 

assign to their divisions of labor. In discussing their rationale for how they divide 

labor, research participants, at least discursively, revealed what values they 

espouse and reject. Unequivocally respondents revealed that they have 

internalized and, at least discursively, embraced the polyamorous subcultural 

values as a way of ñdoing.ò Although it is possible that these values are not 

actually embraced in reality to the degree that participants expressed, the mere 

discussion of these values suggests a desire to live up to polyamoryôs value 

system.   

Theoretical perspectives informed the study at each stage. As discussed 

in Chapter II, three primary theories inform my research and provide the 

framework for the project. First, doing and undoing gender (West and 

Zimmerman 1987; Deutsch 2007) informed how gender impacts our interactions 

with others in the social world. Second, theories of the gendered division of labor 

in households informed how doing gender is implicated in household labor 

(Coltrane 1996; Hochschild 1989; Smith 1993). Third, theoretical frameworks for 
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polyamory informed how polyamorous subcultural norms might lead 

polyamorous individuals to approach household labor differently (Schippers 

2016).  

Using Schippersô (2016) theory of polyqueer sexualities, I examined 

polyamorous peoplesô descriptions of their divisions of housework to understand 

if they replicated the traditional division of labor set forth by an ideology of 

separate spheres (Smith 1993). Schippers (2016) argues that polyamorous 

relationships can transform men and womenôs relationship to hegemonic 

masculinity and femininity. Thus, polyamory creates ñqueerò possibilities whereby 

institutions, actions, and identities associated with gender may be altered to 

create new possibilities (Schippers 2016).    

Practicing polyamory reportedly disrupted the linkages between gender 

and chores as members of a monogamous dyad were no longer the only persons 

available to accomplish housework and paid work. There was no longer an easy 

match between two partnersðtwo realms of labor (i.e., housework and paid 

work) that can easily fall back on strongly embedded sociohistorical norms of 

SNAF, hegemonic masculinity/femininity, and separate spheres. The multiplicity 

of adults in the household allowed individuals to reportedly consider new ways of 

accomplishing housework that were not guided by stereotypical gendered 

behaviors and norms. Consequently, respondents pursued gender equity through 

questioning gendered divisions of labor and incorporating the polyamorous 

community values of gender equity, autonomous individuality, and the variety of 

experiences that multiple romantic partners provide to consider how to 
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accomplish housework (Easton and Hardy 2009; Sheff 2014; Schippers 2016). 

To make polyamorous relationships work the polyamorous community 

emphasizes repeatedly communicating with partners and recognizing time as a 

limited resource for all involved (Bettinger 2008; Easton and Hardy 2009; Klesse 

2011; Sheff 2014). These values and practices were incorporated into new ways 

of accomplishing housework.  

My primary data gathering tool was in-depth interviews to generate new 

typologies to understand polyamorous peoplesô accounts of household labor. I 

also supplemented the qualitative data gathered from interviews with survey data 

collected from a larger sample of polyamorous individuals. Because little has 

been written about perceptions of household labor by people in polyamorous 

relationships, I used a grounded theory approach to analyze their accounts of 

housework described in the interviews. This meant that I continually applied 

relevant theories and updated the review of the literature as data collection, 

interpretation, and synthesis unfolded so that data collection and analysis 

informed theory which then, in turn, informed data collection and analysis. 

Chapter Four 

 In Chapter Four, I elaborated on polyamoryôs subcultural values and 

demonstrated that respondents adhered to those values. First, I introduced 

gender equity as a pillar of polyamorous relationships (Mint 2007; Schipper 2016; 

Sheff 2014). The ideology of separate spheres and the gendered division of labor 

in households are linked through the institution of monogamy (Smith 1993). In 

challenging womenôs sexual exclusivity via engaging in polyamorous 
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relationships, polyamorous households begin to challenge other aspects of 

femininity. I then presented quotes to demonstrate research participants 

internalization of the value of gender equity and defined how I conceptualized the 

term in my empirical chapters. 

Second, I elaborated on polyamoryôs subcultural norm of valuing 

autonomy. Autonomy relates to many values in the polyamorous community: 

self-control (Cascais and Cardoso 2012), freedom (Klesse 2011), and 

autonomous individuality (Easton and Hardy 1997). For Easton and Hardy (2009) 

autonomous individuality is the basis of polyamory. Thus, the enlightened 

polyamorous individual is responsible for themselves; their ñreactions, desires, 

and behaviorsò (1997:35), when an individual is capable of this, they realize their 

ñtrue selfò. Easton and Hardy encourage individuals to own their own emotions 

and recognize they can choose how they respond to any emotional situation. 

Using respondentsô quotes, I demonstrated that the women in my study valued 

polyamory because it allowed them to maintain their autonomy. I then defined 

how I conceptualized the terms ñautonomyò and ñonus on the individualò in my 

empirical chapters. 

 Third, I discussed how polyamory celebrates the different experiences 

people with have with different partners (Balzirinni et. al 2017; Brunning 2018; 

Easton and Hardy 2009). I demonstrated that research participants repeatedly 

discussed how they appreciated that polyamory allowed them to find partners 

who met different needs or enjoy similar passions that other partners might not. I 

suggested that in taking experiences seriously, polyamorous people also take 
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preference for and aversion to certain chores seriously. I then outlined how I 

conceptualized the term preference in my empirical chapters.   

 Fourth, I elaborated on how polyamory repeatedly emphasizes 

communication. Polyamory requires confronting emotional experiences, but 

difficult conversations lead to growth in communication and emotional expression 

(Easton and Hardy 2009). Ben-Zeôev and Brunning (2017) suggest that the 

multiplicity of partners increases the possibility of emotional conflict. However, 

polyamorous individuals expect and embrace this possibility. In doing so, 

communication skills grow. I then presented respondentsô quotes on the 

importance of communication in polyamorous relationships. Following that, I 

defined how I conceptualized emphasis on communication in my empirical 

chapters.  

Fifth, I elaborated on polyamoryôs recognition of time as a limited 

resource. Due to its rejection of monogamy and the multiplicity of partners, 

polyamory is potentially unlimited (Klesse 2011). Recognizing this, polyamorous 

individuals report having to create their own limits in terms of time rather than 

ñcapacity for lovingò (Klesse 2011: 15). Bettinger (2008) goes so far as to suggest 

that polyamorous relationships cannot function without attention to time as a 

finite resource; for polyamorous relationships to flourish individuals must be 

willing to accept that their partners will spend time with others. Using 

respondentsô quotes, I then explored how respondents consider and related to 

time as a limited resource. I then defined how I conceptualized ñtime availabilityò 

in my empirical chapters. 
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Chapter Five 

In Chapter Five, I discussed polyamorous decision making: ñdoingò 

polyamory, purchasing decisions, and determining whose level of tidiness to live 

up to. First, I explored the polyculeôs decisions around group rules and formation. 

Like Sheffôs research participants (2014), rules were avoided in favor of 

guidelines. I found that most research respondents preferred not to have rules 

because they felt rules inhibited peopleôs autonomy. Instead, they focused on the 

polyamorous subcultural norm of having honest communication with your 

partners. I explored how these polyamorous values influence the decisions to 

have or not have hierarchies. I suggested that the decision to have hierarchical 

relationships is influenced by practicality, length of relationship, and an interest in 

equity.  

Second, I explored how polyamorous individuals handle purchasing 

decisions. I found that individuals made small purchases at their own discretion. 

Larger purchases were made after group discussion and consensus was formed. 

In two instances, two male research participants implied they might have the final 

say on financial purchases. However, regardless of income, most respondents 

reported all household members having equal say when it came to large 

purchases. The frustration and tension that can accompany discussing finances 

(Dew and Dalkin 2011) was absent from research participants reports of 

conversations on expected, and unexpected, large purchases. I suggested that 

possibly polyamorous individualsô emphasis on communication made these 

conversations easier to have.  
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Third, I explored how respondents managed having multiple household 

members with varying levels of preferred tidiness. Generally, the person with the 

highest preferred level of tidiness monitored the household tidiness level. They 

would then either ask others to pitch in or clean it themselves. For those who 

rallied others to clean with them, I suggested that the polyamorous emphasis on 

communicating oneôs needs helped them to communicate their need to clean as 

a group. For those who cleaned by themselves, I suggested that asking others to 

clean to their level of tidiness would encroach upon otherôs autonomy. This 

highlights how polyamorous subcultural norms can at times contradict one 

another.  

Chapter Six 

In chapter six, I discussed foodwork. First, I explored how technology was 

reportedly helping to bring men into the traditionally feminine world of foodwork. 

Reportedly, the use of technology helps democratize the creation of grocery lists. 

Shared apps or Google Docs take an invisible mental task and make it physically 

visible to all members of the group. The work becomes tangible. Certainly, many 

women write grocery lists that also bring visibility to the task, but on apps 

everyone has access to the list, sees the list, and contributes to the list; thus, 

reportedly democratizing a task that is usually assigned to women. In doing so, 

respondents incorporated the subcultural norm of gender equity into their 

housework.   

Second, I found that respondents used time availability for tasks that are 

flexible in nature. While polyamorous individuals rejected ñdoing genderò as a 
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means to accomplish housework, the institutionalization of gender impacted who 

had the time to do what. Women were more likely to work part-time and within 

the home in this study. Consequently, they often had the time available during 

the day to meal plan and visit the store. So, this chore was more likely to fall to 

them. To help with grocery trips, many full-time, working research participants 

would volunteer to visit the store for those last-minute items, while homemakers 

would handle the weekly trip. Time availability dictated who did which trips. 

Through their awareness of ñdoing genderò, polyamorous households attempted, 

consciously or subconsciously, to avoid ñdoing genderò to accomplish foodwork.   

 Third, two different polyamorous subcultural values were used to 

determine who would cook: preference and time availability. Most respondents 

reported that people who enjoyed cooking would cook. Because there are a 

multitude of adults in the household, if the person who usually prefers to cook did 

not want to cook, another person who enjoyed cooking could cook instead. Some 

respondents reported that the person with the time available would cook.  

Third, most households reported living by the rule ñchef doesnôt clean.ò So, 

the person who did not cook, regardless of employment status, cleaned up. 

Polyamorous individuals focused on where or how they had contributed to the 

meal. They tried to ensure that everyone had fairly contributed either by cooking 

or cleaning up. This is unsurprising as equity, and particularly gender equity, is 

an important value within the polyamorous community (Schippers 2016; Sheff 

2014). However, some households reversed the mantra and had the cook clean 

in the name of equity. These respondents felt that if someone made a mess, the 
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onus was on them to clean it upðthus incorporating the polyamorous subcultural 

value of owning your own actions to determine who should clean. 

Chapter Seven 

In Chapter Seven, I discussed the weekly tasks that must be 

accomplished in households: scheduling, laundry, and bill pay. First, I examined 

the feminine task of scheduling. I suggested that technology has reduced the 

burden of scheduling for women. No research respondents lamented the difficulty 

of scheduling dates across multiple households. These findings demonstrate how 

technology has reduced a burdensome task for polycules, and particularly 

women. Respondents acknowledged scheduling had to be done, but they did not 

see it as extraordinarily burdensome.  

I hypothesized that this is because advances in technology, particularly 

Google Calendar, have made scheduling less burdensome. Individuals manage 

their own calendars for work and private life with ease on Google Calendars; 

additionally they can share calendars in their entirety or just specific events. This 

paved the way for men to enter the world of scheduling. The onus is on 

individuals to maintain their own calendars thus relieving one person of 

overseeing scheduling. Some research participants utilized Google Calendars, 

but also stressed the subcultural value of emphasizing communication. Possibly, 

the emphasis on communication helps diminish potentially hurt feelings that can 

accompany scheduling time with other partners.  

Although fewer, some research participants did not use technology to 

accomplish scheduling. Instead, they developed routines or allowed things to 
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ñwork outò. Using routines for schedules can possibly reduce the emotional 

turmoil surrounding time with a different partner, while letting things ñwork outò 

could be an embracement of polyamoryôs aversion to rules. Even fewer 

respondents relied on one person to handle scheduling. While using one person 

for scheduling was attributed to personality, it could indicate that gender is being 

used to rationalize the chore of scheduling. 

Second, in Chapter Seven I found that most bills are on autopay, almost 

eliminating bill pay as a chore altogether. Reflecting national trends, men in this 

study were more likely than the women to have a higher income (Chapman and 

Benis 2017). Breadwinners were more likely to be the ñwatchersò of finances. 

When women were ñbreadwinnersò, they were also more likely to pay bills or 

oversee autopay. Research participants linked overseeing autopay and paying 

bills to breadwinner status. Possibly, today it is more important to embody the 

masculine position of ñbread winnerò with regards to bill pay than it is to identify 

as a man. Being the highest earner of the household did not allow individuals to 

exempt themselves from bill pay. Rather it created work for themðthey became 

responsible for ensuring that the bills were paid. Perhaps, polyamorous people 

with attention toward equity do not use their status ñbreadwinnerò to opt out of bill 

pay, instead they use their ñbreadwinningò status to assign themselves the 

masculine task of bill pay. Knowing that the task must be done, and in the 

interest of contributing, it ñmakes senseò that the breadwinner would do it.  

Third, I looked at how individuals accomplished laundry. Most households 

used preference to accomplish laundry. However, women were overwhelmingly 
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reported to prefer laundry. While presented as seemingly neutral, the use of 

preference to accomplish housework has historically gendered connotations 

(Blaisure and Allen 1995). Individuals who reported using the subcultural value of 

time availability were more likely to report women and men handling the laundry. 

Additionally, these research respondents were more likely to report breaking 

down laundry into a two-part process of washing and putting away clothes in 

contrast to people who used preference and usually assigned laundry to one 

person. Very rarely, research respondents reported everyone did their own 

laundry.  

DISCUSSION  

 I found that polyamorous people consciously and subconsciously 

incorporated their subcultural values into their explanations of how housework 

was accomplished. Whether consciously or subconsciously, it seems that 

respondents use their subcultural norms to accomplish housework rather than 

reproducing a gendered division of labor. The reported use of their subcultural 

norms to accomplish housework indicates that, as sociologist have long said, 

norms matter. They can dictate what values we espouse and seemingly produce 

change at the interactional level. Consequently, this research finds that change 

at the institutional level, here a change in relationship form, does lead to change 

at the interactional level.   

The polyamorous subcultural value of emphasis on communication seems 

to ease tension in conversations that are typically stressful (Dew and Dalkin 

2011). For example, while previous research found that discussing financial 
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topics can be stressful (Dew and Dalkin 2011), the individuals in this study did 

not report finding it stressful. Possibly, polyamoryôs emphasis on communication 

and the practice of repeated communication lessens the tension involved in 

talking about finances. Similarly, polyamoryôs emphasis on communicating needs 

may have helped Elaine and Gracie speak up when they felt they could not 

contribute to that dayôs housework. Thus, the incorporation of emphasis on 

communication to doing housework, helps women verbalize when they need a 

break from housework. 

The polyamorous subcultural value of time availability led respondents to 

consider who had time in their schedule to perform certain types of labor. 

Respondents seemingly looked at time availability holistically with attention 

toward time constraints outside who engaged in paid work versus who worked 

part-time, or within the home. For example, David works full-time while his wife 

takes care of the children. He cooked on the weekends, cleaned-up dinner after 

her on weeknights, split vacuuming with her 50/50, and tidied the home in the 

mornings and evenings to his preferred tidiness level. He contributed to 

household labor when he was available and did not use his paid labor to bargain 

out of time spent on housework. Polyamorous people paid attention to how their 

own and otherôs time was spent because they understand time is a limited 

resource. I argue that attention toward time availability, in combination with an 

eye toward gender equity, leads polyamorous people to attempt to have a gender 

equitable division of labor. 
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 Polyamoryôs emphasis on autonomy often led people to put the onus on 

themselves to accomplish housework, like tidying the home to their preferred 

level. As aforementioned, David cleaned in the mornings and evenings to keep 

the house how he likes it. Gracie mentioned how she and her partner put the 

onus on themselves to clean-up daily whatever needs to be done. Thus, an 

interest in autonomy, led people to it upon themselves to perform the housework 

that needed to be done. Unexpectedly, an emphasis on autonomy, an interest in 

gender equity, combined with technological advances, brought men into the 

world of scheduling, grocery list making, and meal planning. In doing so, chores 

typically performed by women became communally shared by the group. 

The polyamorous subcultural value of preference lead people to perform 

the chores they enjoy or are least averse to. Primarily, respondents used 

preference to do laundry and cooking. Possibly, using preference to do 

housework incorporates autonomy and equity. Individuals take it upon 

themselves to perform the tasks they like as a way of ensuring they are helping 

with housework, while also choosing to do the things they like the most. 

Regardless of which strategy was used, research participants were interested in 

an equitable division of labor. 

Like the three-dominant perspective of household labor (gender display, 

time approach, and bargaining), the use of polyamorous subcultural norms to 

negotiate accomplishing housework are seemingly gender neutral, but in some 

instances, could lead to a gendered division of labor.  
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The use of autonomy or preference as a means to accomplish housework 

revealed how these subcultural norms could possibly lead to a traditional, 

unequal, and gendered division of labor. Research suggests (Blaisure and Allen 

1995; Duncombe and Marsden 1995) that cleaning to a preferred level of tidiness 

can lead women to perform a ótriple shiftô where women mentally convince 

themselves that their husband did the work to their preferred level or that it was 

their job to do the cleaning because they had the higher tidiness level.  

In one instance, Cara preferred a tidier home. So, she cleaned it to her 

preferred level. Similarly, Mossimoôs wife preferred her laundry done a certain 

way, so she did it herself. Both examples demonstrate how the use of seemingly 

gender-neutral subcultural norms can lead to a gendered division of labor. 

However, there are two other things that could explain why almost all research 

participants felt that their division of labor was fair. First, autonomous individuality 

is a core part of doing polyamory. Possibly, Cara genuinely feels it would be 

unfair to ask her housemates to clean the house to her preferred level. It would 

be a violation of her beliefs to ask her housemates to help her out. Perhaps, 

equity is in the eye of the beholder. Second, polyamoryôs emphasis on 

communication could help people verbalize when they begin to feel things are 

unfair or that they need help. So, it is also possible that Cara is comfortable 

voicing her needs when she begins to feel that housework is becoming 

inequitable. These examples demonstrate how the incorporation of subcultural 

values can, at times, seemingly contradict one another. 
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In rare instances, polyamorous individuals seemed to report women 

performing a disproportionate amount of housework. This was uncommon as 

they were more likely to report using their subcultural norms to accomplish 

housework. In one instance, Zoey reportedly cleans when her partner Hamish 

gets angry because the house is too messy. Consequently, Zoey does 

housework in the name of emotion workðshe is attempting to appease his 

anger. These results are unsurprising because polyamorous people do not live in 

a vacuum, they, too, are affected by the institutionalization of gender.  

Together, the use of polyamoryôs subcultural norms of gender equity, 

autonomy, and interest in preference, combined with emphasis on 

communication and time as a limited resource seemingly led respondents to not 

only a gender equitable division of labor, but also an equitable division of labor. 

By this, I mean to suggest that polyamorous individuals are considering gender 

equity in addition to time availability, autonomy, and preference. Equity, not 

gender equity, refers to considering multiple factors to determine what is fair 

according to individualsô respective needs.  

IMPLICATIONS  

My findings are significant because they explore gender dynamics within a 

hitherto understudied and less understood family form, offering implications for 

the scholarly literature on family, gender, and household labor as well as social 

and public policy. I add to the growing body of literature on polyamory as a lived 

practice by providing insights into how polyamorous people organize their day-to-

day lives with their partners in their homes. I add to our understanding of the 
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social construction of gender within the home by examining how the ethics and 

subcultural norms of the polyamorous community alter the meanings associated 

with masculinity and femininity in polyamorous relationships (Schippers 2016). I 

found that polyamorous people are reportedly mitigating a gendered division of 

labor by incorporating their subcultural values to accomplish housework. 

I also highlight how accounts of divisions of labor could develop new 

theories about gender, relationship style, and the accomplishment of household 

labor. Possibly, the inclusion of polyamoryôs subcultural norms into other 

relationship forms could lead other relationship styles to challenge gendered 

divisions of labor.  It is possible that encouraging monogamous dyadic 

relationships to consider gender equality, time as a limited resource, and 

emphasizing communication could reduce gendered divisions of labor. 

Additionally, and possibly most consequential, I broaden the study of 

polyamory by moving it away from its primary analytic location within studies of 

sexuality and into the field of family research. Within the field of research on 

sexual and gender minority families (SGM), polyamorous households and the 

polyamorous people who constitute them remain understudied (Reczek 2020). 

These individuals may experience higher levels of stigmatization while also 

offering challenges to our current paradigms of monogamy, the gender binary, 

and heteronormativity (Reczek 2020). My research adds to the literature on SGM 

families by providing context and understanding for polyamorous individuals, and 

presents their lived experiences as similar to and different from the lived 

experiences of people in SNAF.  
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My findings could have public policy implications in that I explore how 

polyamorous households deal with the same problems as other households, but 

potentially find new approaches to handling those problems. At its heart, my 

study investigates how polyamorous households ask the same basic question as 

any other household: ñHow are we going to work, rear children, and get the 

laundry done?ò The data that I and other scholars provide on polyamorous 

relationships could help to reduce the stigma surrounding individuals in 

polyamorous relationshipsðpotentially providing a stronger standing within state 

institutions. Recently we have seen the powerful role research can play in 

guiding public policy and court decisions related to SGM families. When the 

United States Supreme Court struck down the Defense of Marriage Act, Stacey 

and Biblarz (2001) research on gay and lesbian households was cited as a 

reason for the court to find in favor of gay and lesbian marriage (Obergefell et al. 

v. Hodges 2015).  

Stacey and Biblarz (2001) did not advocate that children in gay and 

lesbian households were just like children raised in heterosexual households. 

Rather, they suggested the ways in which gay and lesbian households are 

different from heterosexual households and what strengths lie specifically in gay 

and lesbian households. In a similar vein, my research does not ask ñhow are 

polyamorists like monogamists?ò Instead, I investigate how polyamorous people 

are reportedly accomplishing housework and highlight how they align and break 

with other households when attempting to accomplish housework. Thus, like 

Stacey and Biblarz (2001) research, this study highlights the important ways 
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polyamorous households are potentially different from monogamous, dyadic 

households.  

LIMITATIONS  
 
 Although this study reveals important dynamics in polyamorous 

households and their divisions of labor, it is not without its shortcomings. First, 

my study was overwhelmingly made up of white individuals. Future research 

would benefit from understanding the perspectives of racial ethnic minorities and 

how they might accomplish a division of labor differently from both, white 

polyamorists, and monogamous, dyadic households.  

 Second, I did not use time diaries or ethnographic observations. 

Consequently, this research is dependent upon research participantsô self-reports 

of divisions of labor. Because gender equity is important in polyamorous 

communities, social desirability bias (Nederhof 1985) could be impacting my 

findings. Research participants could have subconsciously, or consciously, 

attempted to present their households as more gender equitable than they are in 

reality.  Ethnographic observations and time diaries would lend further credence 

to respondentsô reports of household labor. 

Third, I did not always hear from multiple members of the polycule. Thus, 

for some households I am relying on one personôs subjective experience of how 

housework is accomplished. I also rely on their reports to tell me how otherôs feel 

about the way housework is accomplished. Thus, they could be accurately 

reporting how the housework is divided, but may not understand otherôs feeling 

about the way it is divided. 
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It is worth noting that I do not believe this research project was negatively 

affected by the lack of inclusion of other polycule members. This is due to the 

large sample size and that themes were developed from similarities in interviews.  

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 Future research could change the methodology of this study. First, an 

ethnographic study would allow researchers to watch the interactions of the 

entire polycule. This could allow the researcher to see the accomplishment of 

household labor. In conjunction with interviews, this could create a more 

complete picture of household labor. Perhaps some members of the polycule 

enjoy using the subcultural norms to accomplish their divisions of labor, while 

others do not. Additionally, a future study could ask research participants to 

record their time spent household labor. This would allow the research to 

quantitatively compare men and womenôs time spent on housework.  

Second, a future study could compare the differences between 

polyamorous households and monogamous, dyadic households. The study could 

use any combination of interviews, time diaries, and ethnography to better 

understand how these two households are similar and different. 

Third, a study looking into polyamorous households with children could tell 

us what happens to the gendered division of labor in childrearing, polyamorous 

households. Research finds that children exacerbate the gendered division of 

labor in households (Bianchi et. al 2012). In my research, most research 

participants had reared children long ago or did not have children. Sheff (2014) 

found that the multiplicity of adults in the polyamorous household relieved 
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individuals of some of the work; however, her work did not take a deep dive into 

parenting, gender, and childrearing. Possibly, polyamorous individuals use their 

subcultural norms to rear children.   

 Fourth, future research could also look at the relationship between 

technology and housework. This research could compare the use of technology 

between monogamous and polyamorous households. Itôs possible that 

polyamorous households incorporate technology into their housework because of 

their reliance upon Google calendars, the ñpoly life saverò. Possibly, Google 

calendars become the pathway to consider the ways in which other technology 

can reduce other housework burdens.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A 

ORIGINALLY SUBMITTED TO TULANE IRB AS SURVEY I 

Stage 1 Survey: Demographic Information 
 
Individual Survey 
  
1. What is your gender identity? 

  Female 

 Genderqueer/Androgynous 

 Intersex 

 Male 

 Transgender 

 Transsexual 

 Cross-Dresser 

 FTM (Female-to-Male) 

 MTM (Male-to-Female) 
Other (please 
specify)

   
2. How do you sexually identify? 
  
 Asexual 

 Bisexual 

 Gay 

 Heterosexual 

 Lesbian 

 Pansexual 

 Queer 
 Other (please specify) 
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3. How do you racially identify? 
 

 American Indian or Alaskan Native 

 Asian Indian 

 African American or Black 

 White or Caucasian 

 Chinese 

 Cuban 

 Filipino 

 Guamanian or Chamorro 

 Japanese 

 Korean 

 Mexican or Mexican American or Chicano 

 Native Hawaiian 

 Puerto Rican 

 Vietnamese 
Other (please specify) 

  
4. What is your age? 
 
 Text Box Here 

  
5. What is the highest degree or level of education you have obtained? 

 No Schooling Completed 

 Some High School 

 High School or GED 

 Some College 

 Bachelor's Degree 

 Master's Degree 

 Professional Degree (For Example JD, MD, DDS) 

 Doctorate Degree (PhD, EdD) 
 Other (please 
specify)

   
6. How much total combined money did all members of your HOUSEHOLD earn 
in 2014? This includes money from jobs; net income from business, farm, or rent; 
pensions; dividends; interest; social security payments; and any other money 
income received by members of your HOUSEHOLD that are EIGHTEEN (18) 
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years of age or older. Please report the total amount of money earned - do not 
subtract the amount you paid in taxes or any deductions listed on your tax return. 

  

 $20,000 to $34,999 

 $35,000 to $49,999 

 $50,000 to $74,999 

 $75,000 to $99,999 

 $100,000 to $149,999 

 $150,000 or More  
7. In which region of the United States do you live? 
 

 1. New England (Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode 
Island, Connecticut) 

 2. Middle Atlantic (New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania) 

 3. East North Central (Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin) 

 4. West North Central (Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, North Dakota, South 
Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas) 

 5. South Atlantic (Delaware, Maryland, District of Columbia, Virginia, West 
Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida) 

 6. East South Central (Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi) 

 7. West South Central (Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Texas) 

 8. Mountain (Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, 
Utah, Nevada) 

 9. Pacific (Washington, Oregon, California, Alaska, Hawaii)  
8. When it comes to politics, would you describe yourself as liberal, conservative, 
or neither liberal nor conservative? 
 

 Extremely liberal 

 Moderately liberal 

 Slightly liberal 

 Neither liberal nor conservative 

 Slightly conservative 

 Moderately conservative 

 Extremely conservative  
9. Please describe your polyamorous relationships and your partners' 
relationships. 
 
Text Box Here 
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10. How many of these partners do you consider family? 
 
Text Box Here 

  
 
Gender-Based Attitudes Toward Child-Rearing  
 
It is more important to raise a son to be strong and independent than to raise a 
daughter that way. 
 
ñStrongly Agreeò ñAgreeò ñDisagreeò ñStrongly Disagreeò 
 
I would give a daughter as much encouragement and help in getting an 
education 
as I would a son. 
 
ñStrongly Agreeò ñAgreeò ñDisagreeò ñStrongly Disagreeò 
 
It is as important to steer a daughter toward a good job as it is with a son. 
 
ñStrongly Agreeò ñAgreeò ñDisagreeò ñStrongly Disagreeò 
 
It is more important to raise a son so he will be able to hold down a good job 
when heôs grown, but thatôs not so major with a daughter. 
 
ñStrongly Agreeò ñAgreeò ñDisagreeò ñStrongly Disagreeò 
 
It's okay for children to help around the house, but I would not ask a son to dust 
or set the table. 
 
ñStrongly Agreeò ñAgreeò ñDisagreeò ñStrongly Disagreeò 
 
Education is more important for sons than for daughters. 
 
ñStrongly Agreeò ñAgreeò ñDisagreeò ñStrongly Disagreeò 
 
I see nothing wrong with giving a little boy a doll to play with. 
 
ñStrongly Agreeò ñAgreeò ñDisagreeò ñStrongly Disagreeò 
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238 
 

Appendix B. Stage 2 Survey Two: Family Work 
 

1. Relationship Information  
 

a. Describe your polyamorous relationships; please include your 
paramours (your partnersô partners), if you have any.  

b. Do you consider any of these individuals to be family? 
i. Yes/No  
ii. If so, please list any members in the group who you would 

define as a family member.  
 

2. Household Information  
 

a. Describe the living situations of individuals in your group.  
 

3. Job/Career Information  
 

a.  List you and your partnersô current jobs.   
 

4. Housework 
 

a. Describe in general terms how you divide up household chores in 
your relationships. 
 

5. Food Work 
 

a. Describe how meals are planned, bought, and made in your 
relationships.  
 

6. Home Products and Services Consumption 
 

a. Within your household who makes buying decisions? Describe 
small everyday decisions and larger ones.  
 

7. Emotion Work 
 

a. How are emotions addressed in your relationships? Is one partner 
better at talking the other through conflict or recognizing emotions? 
 

8. Kin Work 
a. How do different relationships within your polyamorous group 

interact? Do certain individuals help manage the relationships 
between people? 
 

9. Childcare 
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a. Do you have children? 
1. If yes, a new question arrives. 

 

Describe how childcare is provided for these children. 
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