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is likely to create a greater sense of entrapment or 
engulfment. When people feel trapped, they instinctively 
look for an escape. For a relationship to thrive—and not 
merely survive—and to realize increasing intimacy, there 
must be choice, change and challenge. Flexibility and 
openness to new ideas, new experiences and new choices 
brings life and energy to a partnership. Thinking of your 
relationship as a journey and not a destination will open 
your heart and mind to new adventures and excitement. 
Do not be afraid of change, embrace it—after all, it  
is inevitable.

Risk and reward are not the same for every person or every 
couple. The challenge for you will be finding a balance that 
allows you to hold on to your comfort zone without getting 
so comfortable as to avoid change. This balance will be 
in flux all the time, so dialogue with your partner must be 
ongoing to continue to move the energy of the relationship 
within the bounds of mutual safety. 

When partners are at different places with regard to a 
model or paradigm for the relationship, extensive dialogue 
is required. I like to remind couples that they are a team 
reaching out to one another to find solutions for mutual 
happiness. This is not about right or wrong. There is no 
right or wrong. This is about transcending the shoulds and 
having a meeting of hearts and minds.

Questions to Ponder:
1. Do you think of heterosexual marriage as the standard 

to emulate for your relationship? Do you have a role 
model of gay relationships to emulate? If so, how 
has such thinking impacted your relationship both 
positively and negatively?

2. What does it mean to you to envision your relationship 
as a journey rather than a destination? How have you 
grown in your relationship? How about your partner?

•
…dialogue  

with your 
partner must 

be ongoing 
to continue 
to move the 

energy of the 
relationship 
within the 
bounds of 

mutual safety. 
 •



163

RELATIONSHIP PARADIGMS AND CONTRACTS

3. Do you think of your relationship as stagnant or 
dynamic? Do you ever feel confined or even trapped in 
your relationship? Would you like to see more change 
and movement? How might that be accomplished? 
Dialogue with your partner about these difficult issues. 

Exclusive or Open 
There are two broad categories comprising the basic 
framework of male-to-male intimate relationships: 
the sexually exclusive and the sexually open. I will be 
providing you with much more information about the 
open relationship paradigm than the exclusive paradigm. 
My attention to the open model is not because I have a 
personal or professional preference for open relationships, 
it is simply because the exclusive relationship is based on 
a model most of us are very familiar with: heterosexual 
marriage. If the definition of exclusivity is the limiting of 
sexual connection to one’s partner—as it is in an exclusive 
relationship—there is a whole lot less partner discussion 
necessary in establishing sexual guidelines. As well, 
because most of us in our society grow up believing that 
exclusivity is the ideal, I will need to take some time to 
explain the notion that there is no ideal paradigm. In my 
practice, I work to help gay men understand that—while 
the exclusive arrangement is great for many men—it 
is not for everyone, and it is okay to work out an open 
arrangement with your partner. Again, that does not mean 
I am advocating an open relationship for everyone, but I 
would like to help to expand your consciousness on the 
issue to help you formulate a workable model for your 
unique situation.

I often hear that open arrangements “don’t work” and lead 
to the end of the primary relationship. I also hear many 
men say that they cannot be monogamous (exclusive). 
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Both statements are true. And both statements are 
false. How can both statements be both true and false? 
Remember that, earlier, I espoused the value of being okay 
with ambivalence. Ambiguity is the normal condition of 
human brain function.

Men can certainly be sexually exclusive with one partner. 
Limiting your sex life to your partner is a choice. It is no 
different from the vegetarian who decides to limit his diet 
to vegetables, even though he may enjoy eating meat now 
and again. He does so because he feels the benefits of the 
discipline outweigh any pleasure gained by eating meat. 
And men who choose to be sexually exclusive with one 
partner feel the benefits outweigh any pleasure gained by 
having “extracurricular” sex. On the other hand, limiting 
sexual encounters does mean restricting an enjoyable 
activity men are biologically driven to experience. To quote 
Ryan and Jetha from their book Sex at Dawn, “…for most 
men, sexual monogamy leads inexorably to monotony.” If 
the desire to have outside sex is very strong and your current 
sexual desire for your partner is not, containing your drive 
has the potential to create resentment and frustration.

Many men end their relationships not long after opening 
them; this is true. But to blame the ending on the opening 
is often shortsighted and misdirected. When sex wanes 
in a relationship, as we’ve discussed in Chapter Two, it is 
most often either because of a failure to communicate or 
a shifting sexual template. Opening a relationship up to 
outside encounters often occurs without any discussion 
about the underlying issues that created the lost sexual 
interest. As well, many couples open their relationships 
without any real agreement or contract as to how this new 
opening is going to work. The ending of a relationship 
after opening is generally not about the opening; it is 
either about a relationship that has already ended or about 
an opening that does not have parameters to protect the 
emotional fidelity already existing in the partnership.
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There are many benefits, as well as limitations, to whatever 
arrangement any given couple chooses. Exclusivity is 
uncomplicated in its design. As with any machine, the 
fewer moving parts there are, the less likely there will be 
need for repairs. Exclusive sexual relationships require 
constant work on the physical connection—unless a 
couple chooses celibacy—creating grist for increasing 
vulnerability and, hence, greater intimacy. Assuming the 
couple’s trust in each other is well founded (i.e., no one is 
cheating), there is less potential for jealousy, and it would 
be nearly impossible to bring home a sexually transmitted 
disease. The downside of exclusivity is the lack of freedom 
to choose to be sexual with others, which limits the variety 
and exploration that many men desire. When there is 
a lack of sexual desire for one’s partner, this downside is 
magnified by the relationship’s absence of sexual activity.

Open sexual relationships provide freedom to choose 
to explore sex with different men. Openness can be 
tremendously liberating, and, with parameters, can be 
hugely satisfying and safe. Men with waning desire for 
their partners may find the experience of outside sex 
enhances their fantasy lives and actually improves the 
sexual connection with their partners. Talking about having 
an open relationship and setting up guidelines is a particularly 
vulnerable process for a couple. The dialogue itself, in 
combination with the freedom to choose, often creates 
greater physical intimacy for couples. The downside of 
an open relationship is the possibility of jealousy and 
sexually transmitted disease. As well, there is a chance 
that one member of the couple may fall in love with a sex 
partner, leading to the end of the primary relationship. 
These concerns are real, but can be minimized with a well-
formulated open relationship contract.

Those who argue that an open relationship is more likely 
to lead to a break-up because of sexual infidelity often do 
not take into account the fact that many so-called exclusive 
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relationships are secretly open or unfaithful. The most 
common reason men have sex with other men is not because 
they are unhappy at home—it is because opportunity 
knocks. Taking advantage of such opportunities in the 
context of an exclusive relationship is simply living a lie. 
Many men in relationships with other men live this lie. 
Often there is even an unspoken underlying assumption 
that a partner will cheat from time to time. Creating an 
intimate relationship means being honest about what you 
genuinely want—and discussing that with your partner. 
An open relationship out in the open with parameters is, in 
my view, a more honest and intimate relationship than one 
that feigns exclusivity or avoids talking about sex in a full 
and complete manner.

I have had many clients tell me they secretly have had 
sexual encounters within an agreed-upon exclusive 
relationship. These men argue that what their partners 
don’t know won’t hurt them. They tell themselves it is 
better to lie than to disappoint, and they hope they do not 
get caught as the disillusionment might harm the integrity 
of their relationships. To which, I reply, “What integrity?”

The noted psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg wrote his 
doctoral dissertation in 1958 describing the stages of moral 
development. He was not promoting a particular set of 
moral standards, but, rather, he was providing guidelines 
for observing human behavioral interaction. He speaks 
about six stages of development. The first two stages (Level 
One) are typical of childhood. Children make decisions 
based upon (1) obedience and punishment (i.e., how might 
I avoid punishment and what can I get away with) and (2) 
self-interest (i.e., what’s in it for me, I don’t care what might 
be good for you or mutually acceptable). The second two 
stages (Level Two) are typical of adolescents and adults 
who make decisions based upon (3) conformity (i.e., am 
I adhering to social norms) and (4) authority (i.e., am I 
adhering to the law). The final two stages (Level Three) 
are driven by wisdom, and decisions are based upon (5) a 
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social contract protecting the general welfare of the public 
at-large (i.e., is this in the interest of the common good) 
and (6) universal ethical principles founded in abstract 
reasoning where unjust laws are disobeyed and right action 
is founded on empathic response (i.e., putting yourself in 
another’s emotional and situational context).

Ideally, sexual behavior in intimate relationships would be 
based upon Stage Six—empathically directed integrity—
where mutual understanding and honest open dialogue 
result in compassionate compromise. Such an approach is 
incompatible with a Stage One “what can I get away with?” 
“how do I avoid punishment?” and “what’s in it for me?” 
style of deception. 

One of the professors in my PhD program offered up 
the following assessment: “What all men want is an open 
relationship where they are open and their partner is exclusive 
to them.” A main advantage of an exclusive arrangement is a 
feeling of safety, knowing your partner will not be enticed 
to go off with someone else. Of course, this can be a false 
sense of security, particularly if there are unaddressed 
problems in the relationship. In my view, the best reason 
for entering an exclusive arrangement is for the purpose of 
building trust and intimacy without distraction, diversion 
or escape. Such a mutual decision is one made out of love. 
The deep love often feels more committed in an exclusive 
arrangement. Exclusivity creates a context of “no escape” 
from the conflict, tension and pain inherent in passionate 
connections. As such, continuous intimate dialogue and 
resolution become invaluable. Choosing exclusivity to 
avoid jealousy or the anxiety of insecure attachments, on 
the other hand, creates a possessiveness trap. Trying to 
control the sexual desires or activities of a partner to enhance 
your own sense of security is not about love or intimacy, 
it is about fear. Recall the discussion in Chapter Two 
regarding decisions made out of love, versus those made 
out of fear. The argument often used in a jealousy-based 
exclusive relationship is that asking a partner for an open 
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relationship is selfish. However, I’m not sure why asking for 
an open arrangement is selfish but asking for an exclusive 
arrangement is not.

Jealousy comes from the fear that you may lose something 
you think you have. Jealousy is about ownership and 
possession. Jealousy is the main cause of partner abuse, 
and it is the primary cause of spousal murder throughout 
the world. Clearly, this exceedingly potent emotion is both 
human and universal. Jealousy rules our desire to control 
our partners’ behaviors. It originates as a primitive tool for 
keeping couples together for the integrity of the family. 
Its intensity is inversely proportional to a person’s self-
confidence and self-esteem. The more you feel unworthy 
or uncertain of your partner’s commitment to you, the 
greater the likelihood of jealous reactions. The best response 
to jealousy is self-reflection. 

If you become jealous, ask yourself one or more of the 
following questions: What is it about me that I am not 
accepting? Why do I feel threatened? What hot buttons 
are being pushed based upon my childhood experiences or 
previous relationships? How do I ask for the reassurance 
I need to feel safe? How might I discuss these with  
my partner? 

The worst response to jealousy is to rein in your partner, 
placing controls that create a sense of entrapment or 
engulfment. A trapped man is going to look for an escape. 

Questions to Ponder:
1. What is the framework for your relationship? Have 

you and your partner discussed an open-versus-closed 
framework? How might you begin a conversation 
about your relationship paradigm?

2. Is jealousy a factor in your decision-making process 
about the nature of your relationship paradigm? If so, 
what makes you jealous? How might you better deal 
with jealous feelings?
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