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OBJECTIVES

• 1.  Discuss some assumptions of poly 
relationships.

• 2.  Clarify what boundaries are and 
how they are socially constructed.

• 3.  Discuss explicit and implicit rules 
of poly relationships

• 4.  Discuss clinical and educational 
recommendations



PRESENTATION CONSIDERATIONS

• 1.  I may walk around.

• 2.  My partner and 6 year old are at home with me during the quarantine.

• 3.  My cat Waffles may check in on us.

• 4.  I may use some profanity.

• 5.  I’m going to treat you like family.

• 6.  If I get disconnected because of my WIFI signal then…...



ASSUMPTIONS OF PRESENTATION

• Partners in poly relationships can be 
happy if they are open, willing, and 
skilled at negotiating what they 
want/don’t want.

• Boundary formation and maintenance 
may allow for greater relational 
satisfaction.  

• Assumption of consent



ASSUMPTIONS OF PRESENTATION

• Love and attachment bonds are socially 
constructed and shift across time, 
context, and circumstance.

• Partners bring different emotional, 
communicative, and relational skill sets 
to any interaction.  These skill sets are 
influenced by race, culture, class, family 
of origin, sex, and motivation.



ASSUMPTIONS OF PRESENTATION

• Language is fluid rather than fixed 
and people attach variable 
meanings to what is spoken and 
what is heard.
• What labels will we use to define 

“us” and how might that label 
change over time? 

• Individual, relational and systemic 
change are inevitable



SETTING BOUNDARIES

• Boundaries are emotional barriers that protect 
and enhance the integrity of individuals, 
subsystems, and families (Worden, 2003).

• Being clear on what you need/want and 
articulating it so that your partner(s) 
understand relational parameters.  

• Boundaries pertain to time, space, 
circumstance, emotion, and behavior



RULES

• Rules are explicitly or implicitly agreed-to relationship patterns that 
organize the system.  Rules provide the connection between family 
process and individual behavior (Ford, 1983; Kratcoski; Kratcoski, 
Kratcoski, 2020; Crane, Harper, Bean, Holmes, 2020).

• Family rules are seldom explicit and rarely written down.  They are 
implicit and it is the unwritten law that governs. Once rules are 
written down or become explicit, it loses some of its power (Riskin, 
1963).



RULES

• Family rules are inferences; they 
are abstractions.  Rules may be 
inferred from any behavior that 
has occurred often enough for the 
observer to suggest, “I’ve seen or 
heard that happen before.”



RULES

• Family rules have the dimension of repetition and redundancy.  
The rules that happened to your grandparents and parents, 
may be the same rules that your family has.

• Family rules are prescriptive and limit behavior.  They may 
have qualities and powers that are not relevant in the present 
tense.  



RELATIONSHIP CONSIDERATIONS



PARTNER SELECTION

• Can our secondary 
partners be from different 
backgrounds, lifestyles, 
orientations?

• Are they invited  into our 
home?  Can we go to their 
home?

• Will we take care of their 
children?



LIVING ARRANGEMENTS

• Will we live with our 
partners?

• Will any parents live with us?

• Can our  partner’s parents 
live with us?



LEISURE

• Do we vacation together? A 
part?

• How is my/yours/our leisure 
time spent?

• Can our partners use our car to 
go see other partners?

• Can our partners get drunk or 
high at our house?



LEISURE

• What might be an ”appropriate” 
time to hit us up for you to come 
over? 7PM?  10PM?  1AM?  4AM

• While you are with us, will you 
reach out to other partners or 
search for other partners?

• Will we allow you to spend quiet 
time, at our house, by yourself?



INTIMACY

•Do we share a bed 
with all of our 
partners?

•Can our partner’s 
pet(s) sleep in the 
bed with us?



MONEY



MONEY

• Will those in our relationship constellation be wage 
earners?  How much support would we be willing to 
give to partners who are not wage earners?

• Pool our income?  Separate accounts?

• If our partner(s) move in with us, do we share equally 
the cost of living expenses and keep the remainder for 
ourselves?



MONEY

• What happens to our assets if 
I/you/we die? What will we leave 
for the members of our polycule?

• How much money can/should we 
give to members of our polycule if 
they are in need?



PRIVACY

• Is it okay if we exchange 
email accounts and 
passwords with our 
partners?

• Can our partners pick 
up our phone if we are 
not around?



PRIVACY

• Am I required to disclose everything I think, feel, and do 
or do you have to ask me the right questions?

• Do we need to know our partner’s passwords?  SS#? 
Criminal background?  Child abuse?

• What type of relationship can I/you have with our 
partners on social media? If I like my partner’s posts 
more than I like yours, what might that mean?    



SEXUAL RIGHTS

• Who is responsible for 
initiating sex?

• Am I free to say “No?”

• Can I bring my other 
partners to your house 
and have sex with them 
when you’re not home?



SEXUAL RIGHTS

• Can I bring our other partners to 
your house and have sex with them 
when you are home?  What if you’re 
not at home, can I have sex with my 
other partners at your house?

• Does my fantasy have to include 
you?

• Does your fantasy have to include 
me?  



CHILDREN

• How much time do I/we have to spend with your children? 
Who is responsible for covering your children’s 
expenses?

• What will our children know about our polycule?  

• Who will take care of the children in the event that 
I/you/we die?



HOUSEHOLD DUTIES

• Who does what and how often are these chores completed?
• Living room and common areas
• Exterior of the house
• Food shopping
• Wash clothes
• Take out trash
• Clean the bathroom
• Clean cat litter/dog poop/bird cage



CONFLICT RESOLUTION

• When we fight, can we use 
profanity towards each 
other?

• If we need a time out from 
arguing, how much time do 
we need to cool off and is it 
okay to get support from 
people in our relational 
constellation?



CONFLICT RESOLUTION

• Do we have to sleep in the same 
bedroom/bed if we’re mad at each 
other?

• Should our partner take their ass home if 
they’ve crossed a boundary or should we 
talk it out?

• How committed are we to other 
members in our polycule?



BREAKING UP IS HARD TO DO…

• Assumption that if I/we break up 
with you that you have an 
emotional, cognitive, and 
behavioral skill set to honor my 
request to reframe the relationship 
(friendship, acquaintance, etc.) 
and/or go away…

• ...and stay away



….AND STAY AWAY

• Once you’re away, to what extent 
do you get to communicate with 
other members of our polycule?

• Can you come back to our house, 
sleep in a different room, and be 
intimate with my partner?



CLINICAL AND EDUCATIONAL 
RECOMMENDATIONS

• 1. Teach and help polyamorous 
individuals and couples have 
nuanced conversations.

• 2.  Invite clients to think critically 
about what boundaries exist and 
what boundaries they would like to 
impose.



CLINICAL AND EDUCATIONAL 
RECOMMENDATIONS

• 3.  Help clients move beyond 
performative conversations to 
authentic dialogue.

• 4.  Be able to provide additional 
resources like conferences, chat 
rooms, and support groups so that 
they main gain a robust 
understanding of poly constellations 
and relational expectations.



CLINICAL AND EDUCATIONAL 
RECOMMENDATIONS

• Help clients develop self-
advocacy and relational 
negotiation skills

• Help clients assess and evaluate 
various interpretations and the 
fluidity of affective and behavioral 
response.  
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