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Swinging is a lifestyle choice where members of a couple seek out other couples 

or sometimes singles, with whom to engage in sexual activity. Swinging is a lifestyle 

associated with the 1960s and 1970s, but Americans still engage in swinging activities 

today. Because of stigmas associated with this practice, swinging couples often keep their 

lifestyle concealed from family and friends. These couples have a unique lifestyle that 

requires strong communication and boundary management styles.  Scholars use 

communication privacy management theory to examine how individuals or couples 

disclose private information and how this private information is then co-owned by both 

parties. The purpose of this study was to understand whom swinging couples disclose 

their lifestyle to, and what risks the couple experienced from the disclosures. The 

swingers disclosed to friends in most cases and were concerned about risks of stigma, 

privacy, and relationship termination. In this exploratory study I showed that swingers’ 

privacy management seems to align with the components of CPM in concealing or 

revealing their lifestyle to others. However the findings also indicate that swingers utilize 

self-disclosure for recruitment into the lifestyle, and that the disclosures seem to be more 

spontaneous then strategic. Future research should look further into the privacy 

management of swingers, as well as other ways in which they manage their stigmatized 

identities. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

 #1 Rule of swinging: Swinging is what you make it. Swinging is about letting go 
of outdated notions about sex and relationships. It’s about giving up hang-ups and 
allowing yourself to be completely free while allowing your lover to do the same. 
(bellemeade, 2008, p. 9)  
 
Swing Rule #2. You must go into swinging for the right reasons. And those 
reasons include wanting to get closer to your lover and to get in touch with who 
you really are and the sexual being inside yourself. (p. 158)  
 
Swinging Rule #3. Swinging is a very private thing between you and your partner 
and not between you and the rest of the world. (p. 182) 
 
“What goes on in my bedroom is my business and not yours” sounds like an 

anthem for homosexual rights, not for a heterosexual married couple, but swingers are a 

unique demographic of married couple. bellemeade (2008) advised that couples who 

swing keep that part of their lives private. Where the study of swingers is novel, the study 

of privacy and sexuality is not a new concept. For years gay, lesbian, bi-sexual, and 

transgendered (GLBT) people have had to hold strong privacy boundaries about their 

sexuality, as disclosing could bring scorn, physical harm, or even death (Chirrey, 2003). 

When GLBT populations began to make public their sexuality, people began to refer to 

the process as “coming out of the closet.” Homosexuality is more accepted in modern 

society, but “coming out of the closet” and living out of the closet still poses risks to 

GLBT individuals (Chirrey, 2003).  
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Scholars have also examined the disclosure process for other sub-cultures such as 

HIV carriers (Derlega, Winstead, & Folk-Barron, 2000), people living with mental 

illness, (Greene, 2000), and abuse survivors (Petronio, Reeder, Hecht, & Ros-Mendoza, 

1996). What all of the above sub-cultures have in common is that they are all people with 

stigmatized identities who did not chose to be a member of the sub-culture. Scholars 

(Greene, Derlega, & Mathews, 2006) posited the need to research identities and lifestyles 

that are outside the typically examined sub-cultures of HIV carriers and homosexuals. In 

this study I examine the disclosures of a sub-culture that is stigmatized, secretive, 

occurring, and a lifestyle choice: married couples who swing.  

In 2000, a national swingers’ organization (North American Swing Club 

Association, NASCA) claimed that 15% of married couples have engaged in swinging 

behavior (Bergstrand & Williams, 2000). Another scholar (Weiss, 1983) claimed the 

number of married couples who swing was only 2% to 4% (as cited in Bergstrand & 

Williams, 2000).  No matter the percentages, swinging is a lifestyle that, even by 

conservative standards, is practiced by at least an estimated one million people in the 

U.S. One website that caters to swingers, www.adultfriendfinders.com, claimed to have 

over 39 million current members, which may show that the above estimate is too low. 

Scholars generally conceptualize swinging as consensual adult couples who seek 

out other consensual adults for the purposes of engaging in sexual activity (Fang, 1976; 

Henshel, 1973; Jenks, 1985, 1998; Rubin, 2001; Walshok, 1971).  While a swinging 

lifestyle is often associated with other types of deviant behavior such as drug use and 

prostitution, the demographics of the swinging population suggests these stereotypes may 
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be inaccurate (Fang, 1976; Jenks, 1985, 1998; Rubin, 2001).  Scholars (Fang, 1976; 

Jenks, 1985, 1998) have established that swingers are mostly Caucasian, middleclass, 

well-educated married people, who hold mostly conservative political views in all areas 

except sex. They also found that swingers are on average under the age of 40 and while 

generally conservative, are not necessarily religious.  Jenks (1985, 1998) revealed that 

these demographics conflicted with non-swingers stereotypes of swingers as lower class, 

uneducated deviant dyads who were likely drug users and Democrats.   

Non-swingers’ perceptions of swingers contribute to the need for couples to 

regulate their communication about participation in the lifestyle (Jenks, 1998; Rubin, 

2001).  Couples who do not swing may have negative stereotypes and negative perceptual 

errors about couples who swing (Jenks, 1998; Rubin, 2001). Because of disconnect in the 

perceptions of swingers and the actual demographics of couples who swing, the lifestyle 

could be classified as stigmatized.  Scholars define stigma as “an undesirable attribute in 

a person that is viewed as setting that person apart from the rest of society” 

(Cunningham, Tschann, Gurvey, Fortenberry, & Ellen, 2002 p. 334).  According to 

scholars (Ragins, Singh, & Cornwell, 2007) people with stigmas, such as homosexuality 

or being a member of a stigmatized religious group, produce an attributional processes in 

others in which the stigmatized person’s actions are interpreted, evaluated, and responded 

to solely on the basis of her or his stigma and not by other personality traits. The 

perceptional error held by non-swingers that swingers are sexually aberrant and deviant 

in all other aspects of life may mean that swinging couples do not disclose details about 

their bedroom secrets to relevant others. Because of these negative perceptions of couples 
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who swing, couples could experience interpersonal risks, such as loss of friendship, 

discrimination, and having their information spread to others, if they admit to family or 

friends, that they engage in swinging activities. The possibility for risks may lead 

swinging couples to resist disclosing their bedroom activities to people close to them and 

seek distant places, other cities or the Internet, to find other like-minded couples. 

Indeed, the Internet is a boon for couples seeking out other couples with which to 

swing. Diamond (2006) claimed that the Internet was a place for homosexuals to go to 

find potential partners with minimal risk of exposure likewise; the Internet has allowed 

couples who swing to locate fellow couples, with a reduced fear of being caught. Ross 

(2005) posited that the major attractions of using the Internet for sexual disclosure are 

both the anonymity and the availability of like-minded people.  In her popular press book 

The Swinger Manual, the author who used the penname Just Ask Julie (2009) listed 15 

different websites catering to swingers and finding sexual partners. For example, she 

referenced the website www.adultfriendfinders.com which is advertised as the “world’s 

largest sex and swinger personal community” with almost 39 million members 

worldwide. Such membership totals suggest there may be more couples who swing than 

previously thought. 

Communication studies scholars have generally neglected researching the 

swinging lifestyle. This is curious considering this lifestyle is borne of, and managed 

through communication (de Visser & McDonald, 2007; Fang, 1976; Henshel, 1973; 

Jenks, 1998; Rubin, 2001).  Thus, scholars know little about how swinging married 

couples manage lifestyle disclosures between themselves and their non-swinger social 
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networks.  Swinging couples may work hard to keep their lifestyle a secret while 

constantly managing disclosures to a select group of people. Most individuals use a 

personal set of rules to decide the target person for the disclosure, when to disclose, 

where to make the disclosure and how much information is disclosed (Petronio, Reeder, 

Hecht & Ros-Mendoza, 1996).  An individual or couple often sets up boundaries around 

their private information; these boundaries may be open, partially open, or completely 

closed in an attempt to be completely secretive.  Scholars (Petronio, Reeder, Hecht, & 

Ros-Mendoza, 1996) claimed that “Secrets may cloak shameful, humiliating or painful 

experiences such as abuse. They can also veil information such as taboo topics” (p. 183). 

Some topics may be taboo because disclosing could be risky for the relationship.  

Scholars have posited that a swinging lifestyle is stigmatized (Jenks, 1998; Rubin, 

2001), and that stigmatized persons have unique disclosure issues (Thompson, Harred, & 

Burks, 2003).  

A core challenge faced by these individuals is the decision to disclose their 
stigma. This decision is an ongoing process that occurs with each social 
interaction and reflects a judgment that weighs the psychological benefits of 
establishing an authentic relationship on the one hand with the potential risks and 
fears of social rejection on the other. Therefore, disclosure is not an all-or-none 
phenomenon but occurs on a continuum ranging from full disclosure on one end 
to nondisclosure on the other. To make matters more complex, the decision to 
disclose may or may not parallel the actual act of disclosure. Individuals may 
decide to disclose but not follow through, or they may disclose impulsively 
without engaging in a full decision process. (Ragins, Singh, & Cornwell, 2007, p. 
1105)  
 

Keeping private information away from others allows the individual a sense of 

anonymity, and a psychological barrier from the judgment of others.  Goffman (1963) 

posited that an individual with a stigmatizing attribute should control information by 
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dividing their social network into two groups, a small group who are aware of the 

attribute and the rest of the group who are not.  

Just Ask Julie (2009) discussed a few people’s personal experiences with 

disclosure of swinging. She mentioned the threat of blackmail, especially for people who 

hold public jobs, loss of friends, problems at work, and parents or family members 

finding out.  One person, using the pseudo-name windsor4fun told the story about 

disclosing her swinging lifestyle to a friend at work, who then told someone else, until 

the information eventually reached her manager. She stated being offended at the friend 

for telling, but experienced no real repercussions at work. Her story may not be typical of 

all swingers; after all the swinging lifestyle is stigmatized, and people with stigmatized 

identities are likely to experience discrimination.  Just Ask Julie strongly promotes that 

swingers keep their lifestyle completely separate from non-swinging friends in order to 

avoid negative repercussions. One theory which may be particularly useful for 

understanding how swinging couples manage privacy related to their lifestyle is 

communication privacy management theory. 

 

Theory 

Petronio (2002) suggested boundary management is a communicative practice 

wherein individuals and couples decide whom they share their private information with 

and negotiate co-ownership of the private disclosures.  Petronio named this concept 

communication privacy management theory (CPM). Scholars use CPM to understand 

how individuals disclose or do not disclose private information with family members or 
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people outside of the family (Petronio & Caughlin, 2006).  People experience a 

dialectical tension when considering whether to disclose private information to others. 

Scholars can use CPM to examine how people regulate the tension.  People consider their 

secrets to be something that they own and choose to share with others. Once the secret is 

shared, the discloser and the target now share ownership of the information and they must 

maintain a level of trust (Miller, 2009; Petronio & Caughlin, 2006).  Petronio (2002) 

argued that private disclosures move from personal boundaries to collective boundaries 

through disclosure.  If a person has a secret and never shares that piece of information, 

the person has a strong personal boundary. If a person has a secret and discloses that 

secret to another, then the two people have a collective boundary.  Scholars (Miller, 

2009; Petronio & Caughlin, 2006) have found different predictors that influence if a 

person reveals or conceals private information.  These predictors include rewards and 

costs, cultural issues, motivations, situational factors, and gender criteria.   

One of the factors of CPM is the rewards and costs of the disclosure, and how the 

disclosure may help or hurt an interpersonal relationship. Self-disclosure is generally 

thought of as something that makes two people more intimate, but that may not always be 

the case.  CPM is a rules based theory, meaning that people must act according to a set of 

rules that govern a specific situation (Petronio & Caughlin, 2006).  People must learn 

these implicit and explicit rules, parents teach them to children and existing family 

members teach them to new family members (Petronio & Caughlin, 2006).  The owner of 

the private information chooses with whom to disclose that information, as not all 

recipients want to be co-owners of secretive information (Petronio, 2002; McBride & 
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Bergen, 2008). The scholars labeled these friends as reluctant confidants. These co-

owners must decide how the disclosure will affect their relationship (McBride & Bergen, 

2008).  Having a confidant turn into a reluctant confidant may be a risk for the disclosure; 

a reluctant confidant may choose to terminate the relationship after the disclosure is made 

or the intimacy dynamics of the relationship may change.  Swinging couples needed to 

establish boundary rules and lifestyle norms for themselves in order to navigate the 

unique interpersonal situations that a swinging lifestyle has on the married couple (de 

Visser & McDonald, 2007).   

Greene, Derlega, and Mathews (2006) discussed the need to use the theory to 

study under-researched and stigmatized populations in order to test the strengths and 

weaknesses of the theory. Thus, CPM provides a theoretical lens for examining self-

disclosures in interpersonal relationships and can be extended to examining interactions 

between swinging couples and their non-swinging acquaintances. Previously, scholars 

have examined CPM with populations that are stigmatized, such as, voluntarily child-free 

couples (Durham, 2008), and African American men who have sex with men (Lapinsky, 

Braz, & Maloney, 2010).  Communication scholars can benefit from utilizing CPM with 

other groups of people who, by choice, practice a stigmatized lifestyle. After all, many 

stigmatized groups (homosexuals, HIV carriers, the mentally ill) have no choice in the 

matter. Married couples have the option of whether they want to participate in swinging. 

The notion of choice in being a stigmatized group will allow scholars to better understand 

the decisions behind and communication practices of disclosing a lifestyle that could 

easily be concealed.  
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Purpose 

The purpose of this study is two-fold. First, I examine a sub-culture in America, 

married couples who participate in a swinging lifestyle, a practice which has not been 

examined through a communication lens. Second, I apply CPM to better understand the 

risks, motivations, strategies, and prevalence of disclosing the swinging lifestyle. This 

perspective is different from the medical condition or sexual orientation that 

communication scholars have previously examined using CPM. Instead, swinging 

involves two people making a choice about their lifestyle. In the past scholars from the 

field of sociology conducted most of the research on swingers (Bergstrand & Williams, 

2000; Cole & Spaniard, 1974; Henshel, 1973; Jenks, 1985, 1998; Walshok, 1971).  

Scholars from other disciplines such as sex research, health, anthropology, clinical 

psychology, and family relationships have also examined swingers (de Vasser & 

McDonald, 2007; Dixon, 1984; Fang, 1976; Jankowiak, Bartlett, Hill, Soika, & Escasa, 

ND;  Knapp, 1975; Rubin, 2001).  However, these researchers have neglected the 

communication strategies of swinging couples as they consider whether and how to 

discuss their lifestyles. Compared to the percentages of the population who are 

homosexual or have HIV/AIDS, the swinging population is presumed to be relatively 

small; still, swingers practice a lifestyle that is stigmatized, voluntary, and easily 

concealable.  

The couple’s choice to disclose sometimes comes from being ‘outed’ by another 

person, while other times the disclosure stems from some other need. The need to 

disclose, the prevalence of disclosing with others, the costs of and motivations for 
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making the disclosure, and the communicative strategies utilized to disclose, are what I 

want to better understand. Thus, the goal in this study is to examine privacy management 

between couples who swing and their interactions with individuals and other couples 

outside of the swinging community.   

 

Summary 

Scholars generally conceptualized swinging as consensual adult couples who seek 

out other consensual adults for the purpose of engaging in sexual activity. Swinging is a 

stigmatized activity in U.S. culture, forcing participants to carefully consider the risks 

involved in disclosing their lifestyles to others.   

By completing this research I will enhance the understanding of communication 

practices of swinging couples and people outside of their swinging network. I will expand 

on the knowledge and practice of CPM and self-disclosure. In order to better understand 

swingers and CPM, I will examine the past scholarly literature on swingers, stigma and 

CPM.
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CHAPTER 2  

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Swingers 

The greatest portion of scholarly works on swingers happened in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s when the swinging lifestyle was at the height of its popularity.  Jenks 

(1998) and Rubin (2001) posited that the AIDS epidemic could have led to the assumed 

decline of swinging as a lifestyle and thus studying these couples became obsolete.  

Sociologists conducted the majority of swinger-related scholarly work.  The definition of 

swingers varied minutely between scholars but remained the same general idea of 

couples, married or committed, who seek out other couples, or sometimes an individual, 

for the purpose of engaging in sexual activities.  Walshok (1971) added that swinging 

couples purposefully seek out these encounters and not that the encounters just happen 

among friends. Swingers are different then couples who have open relationships (Rubin, 

2001).  An open relationship often involves attachments that are more emotional and the 

sexual encounters mostly occur with only one member of the married dyad and someone 

else.  Whereas some swingers only swap partners and do not engage in homosexual 

activity, or they engage in sex with different partners in separate rooms, they still engage 

in the sexual acts at the same time (Fang, 1976).  

Within the swinging community, various types of swingers exist. The types vary 

in terms of openness, closedness, and emotional attachments formed. Brennan (2008)
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 used a swingers’ website to gain definitions about the different types of swingers. Soft 

swingers are couples who only engage in oral sex with others.  Closed swingers are 

couples who mate-swap, the couple sometimes engages in sex in the same room as their 

partner, and sometimes they go to separate rooms. Open swingers are the most 

stereotypical image of swingers, they engage in sexual intercourse with multiple partners 

in the same evening, often in the same room as other couples who are engaging in sex. 

Fang (1976) provided the same definition of closed and open swingers as Brennan 

(2008), but she elaborated on the types by categorizing swingers by their interpersonal 

connections during swinging. Utopian swingers are couples who create intimate 

friendships with their swinging partners and are not as prone to hide their lifestyle from 

family.  Recreational swingers are the same as closed swingers but they do not form 

intimate relationships with their swinging partners. Recreational swingers use swinging 

to enhance their marriage and not to increase their social network and interpersonal 

friendships. This type of swinger is less likely to disclose their lifestyle to family and 

friends.  

These dyads may provide different reasons for choosing to engage in the swinging 

lifestyle. The most common reasons given were the increase in sexual partners and that 

the experience was pleasurable to both persons of the married dyad (Jenks, 1998). The 

other reasons couples gave were: relational closeness, excitement, meeting other like-

minded people, voyeurism, an increase in ego, and learning new sexual techniques. 

Although both members of the married dyad must agree to swinging activities, the 

husband was most often the first to suggest engaging in the swinging lifestyle (Henshel, 



13 

1973). According to bellemeade (2008) the decision to begin swinging is a personal 

decision for the couple. Both participants must understand the physical, emotional, and 

interpersonal risks involved in swinging. The couple should understand the risk of 

jealousy, the risk of contracting an STD or getting pregnant, the cost involved, and the 

risk of exposure. bellemeade posited that not everyone will understand the choice to 

swing because swinging is not a “normal” relationship type, but a stigmatized one. 

 

Stigma 

The Greeks used the term stigma to refer to an imposed mark on the body labeling 

the bearer as a criminal, a slave, or a traitor (Goffman, 1963, p. 1). Later, stigma came to 

signify any mark of the body that separated people from “normal society”. More recently 

the word stigma came to mean any attribute that goes against the expectations of a 

society. Goffman (1963) claimed that stigmatized populations are a socially constructed 

phenomenon. Societies, history, and social structures decide who is stigmatized and who 

is not. Who stigmatizes who is always in flux depending on the changes to the societal 

structure.   

One of the most common stigmatized identities that scholars examine is 

homosexuals. Americans are becoming more accepting of homosexuality, but openly 

homosexual people still face discrimination and hostility. Homosexuality is a 

communicated stigma. Some homosexuals can engage in passing as heterosexual to avoid 

the stigma, and some straight people may be stigmatized solely on the fact that they seem 

“gay” (Herek, Gillis, & Cogan, 2009). The scholars credited the ability to pass as 
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heterosexual as why bi-sexual people are less likely to out themselves to family members.  

The discrimination and hostility enacted towards homosexuals may create a self-stigma 

or a negative attitude toward their own sexuality. Homosexuals are not the only examined 

stigmatized groups. 

Thompson, Harred, and Burks (2003) conducted a study into stigma and topless 

dancers in 1992 then revisited the study in 2003 to see if there had been any change in the 

stigma of working as a topless dancer. In both studies the authors found that not only 

were the dancers stigmatized, but so were all of the people who worked at the 

establishment such as the bouncers, waitress, and bartenders. The stigma surrounding 

their work led to the dancers and the club workers to not disclose their place of 

employment to many people. The scholars found that the dancers and workers had to 

constantly control information about their occupation and work to manage and control the 

stigma associated with their deviant occupations. Not all stigmatized identities are related 

to sexual identity or sex workers.  

Goffman (1963) suggested that people who are physically handicapped, or 

mentally impaired, blind, or deaf, and the family or friends of stigmatized people can all 

be considered stigmatized populations. Adopted children may be stigmatized because of 

the abnormal way they became a family (Wegar, 2000).  Families who adopt children 

may also be stigmatized. Scholars (Rochlen, McKelley, & Whittaker, 2010) examined the 

stigma associated with men being stay-at-home fathers. The men in the study identified 

several reasons behind stigmatized reactions from others such as: religious values, 

distrust of all men at playgrounds, and the violation of preconceived gender norms. Some 
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of these stigmas are concealable and some must be disclosed. Goffman (1963) suggested 

that the largest tension a stigmatized person faces is that of disclosure, “To display or not 

to display; to tell or not to tell; to let on or not to let on; to lie or not to lie; and in each 

case, to whom, how, when, and where” (p. 42). Disclosing is a personal choice and 

stigmatized populations have to be concerned with whom they disclose their stigmatized 

identity; this dilemma is the cornerstone of CPM. 

 

Communication Privacy Management Theory 

Communication privacy management theory (CPM) provides a framework for 

how individuals negotiate private disclosures, such as claiming a swinger identity or 

swinging lifestyle. According to CPM,  

Privacy is a communicatively managed and negotiated process among individual 
owners and co-owners of private information. Individuals believe they have the 
right to own their private information and use a rule based system to make 
decisions about revealing and concealing private information. (Miller, 2009, p. 
137)  
 

Miller identified five criteria that effect how an individual might establish privacy rules: 

culture, gender, motivational, contextual, and risk-benefit ratio. Individuals develop rules 

that cover their privacy in general and other rules based on specific pieces of information 

or situations. Some information may have a permeable boundary while some information 

may not be disclosed to anyone else.  

Each culture has implicit and explicit rules for how its members handle private 

disclosures. While this study does not address a couple’s race/ ethnicity culture, I am 

examining the swinging lifestyle as a sub-culture with its own rules. In two different 
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popular press books about entering the swinging lifestyle, both authors (bellemeade, 

2008; Just Ask Julie, 2009) suggested that swingers need to keep their participation in 

swinging a secret from their friends and family. Scholars can learn a lot from examining 

the self-disclosures within a culture that preaches secrecy.  

Scholars have debated the role of gender in self-disclosures. Petronio and Martin 

(1986) found that men are more likely to anticipate negative outcomes when self-

disclosing, but the degree depends on the topic of disclosure. Women are more likely to 

anticipate positive outcomes from self-disclosure. Both men and women expected more 

negative outcomes when the self-disclosure was about sex. This could be why sexual 

self-disclosures are taboo. Caughlin and Petronio (2004) claimed that women tend to 

disclose more, but the motivations behind disclosure differ between the sexes. 

Each person may have a different motivation for disclosing their secrets; these 

could be to express feelings, the need for reciprocity, personal characteristics, likingness 

and attraction, and loneliness and ambiguity (Petronio, 2002).  Petronio established a 

number of benefits for disclosing private information. She claimed that an individual 

could disclose for self-clarification, social validation, relationship development, and as a 

means of social control to influence other people’s perceptions. Motivations and risk-

benefits are definitely connected, but can be examined separately. 

Disclosures also come with an element of risk, where some disclosures are more 

risky than others.  High risk disclosures may cause “shame, threat, or severe 

embarrassment” (Petronio, 2002, p. 67). Moderate risks tend to revolve around “events, 

attitudes, values, and experiences that people find uncomfortable, troublesome, or 
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aggravating for others to know” (p. 69). Low risk disclosures are akin to white lies as 

they have little interpersonal risk, but the discloser still has to decide whether to, when to, 

and how to make the disclosure. Along with levels of risks, disclosers also have to 

consider the type of risk involved: security, stigma, face, relational, and role. Security 

risks involve disclosures which may hurt the jeopardy of themselves or others. Stigma 

risks are based on “the assumption that others might negatively evaluate behaviors or 

opinions of an individual” (Petronio, 2002, p. 70). Face risks happen when the disclosure 

causes embarrassment. Relational risks cause a disruption in a relationship. Role risks 

happen when the disclosure creates a loss of standing, either in the community, family, or 

workplace. 

Scholars have used CPM to study a wide variety of interpersonal privacy 

management situations such as blogging, voluntarily child-free couples, African 

American men who have sex with men, close friendships, and post-marital dating (Child, 

Pearson, & Petronio, 2009; Durham, 2008; Lapinsky, Braz, & Maloney, 2010; McBride 

& Bergen, 2008; Miller, 2009).  Like swingers, these individuals or couples could 

experience interpersonal risks if they disclose their private information to people outside 

of their like-minded communities. However, swingers are unique because both 

individuals in the couple are owners and co-owners of each other’s private information.  

Just Ask Julie (2009) posited that being ‘outed’ is not an issue within the swinging 

community because both couples have a secret to keep, but swingers might experience 

risks if they too closely involve non-swingers with their lifestyle. Swingers deviate from 

the monogamous married lifestyle, so as a couple they create a unique family structure.  
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Family structures that differ from the traditional nuclear family have greater need 

to establish strong boundary management within the family and outside of the family 

(Durham, 2008; Miller, 2009).  Miller (2009) asked how divorced co-parents develop 

privacy rules and set privacy boundaries with each other when they decided to disclose to 

each other a new dating relationship. Most participants did not openly discuss boundary 

management practices with their co-parents, but let their history of communication 

practices guide their current interactions. For the majority of the participants, the person 

was motivated not to disclose because of the need for autonomy and the motivation to 

disclose was to keep harmony and let the co-parent know who was going to be around the 

children. People take risks when disclosing private information including relational, role, 

and security risks. The relationship risks cited were hurt feelings and anger over secrets 

(Miller, 2009). The role risks were harm to the co-parent’s reputation as a good parent, 

and the participants cited security risks and fears for safety when the co-parent had a 

history of violence. Durham (2008) examined voluntary child-free couples and how they 

managed their private choice to remain child-free with family and friends. Durham found 

that these couples were motivated to tell only close family and friends because of 

concerns over the risk of interpersonal disappointment. This may be true for swinging 

couples too, because they deviate from the normative family structure, however, this 

assumption has not been empirically tested.  

Scholars (Petronio, 2002) found different communication choices utilized when a 

discloser chooses to disclose private information. The discloser chooses the target person 

to disclose to for a variety of reasons, including the perceived ability to handle the secret, 
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creditability, trust, and supportiveness. The discloser may choose the time of the 

disclosure and the setting. The discloser may hint to the type of secret previous to 

disclosing (tact permission and incremental disclosures) or may feel obligated to disclose 

because of questions from family or friends.  

When a person chooses to make a private disclosure, the receiver may not want to 

be a co-owner of the private information; scholars call this unwilling participant the 

“reluctant confidant” (McBride & Bergen, 2008).  Petronio (2000) labeled friends to be 

“inferential confidants” because friends expect disclosures from their friends, but when 

that disclosure is unwanted or unexpected then the confidant becomes a “reluctant 

confidant” (p. 52). The scholars surveyed college students about close-friend disclosures 

that made them uncomfortable. The most common unwanted disclosure topic was about 

sex (McBride & Bergen, 2008). The reluctant confidents responded to the disclosures in a 

number of different ways, from asking questions, to advice giving, to ignoring the topic, 

to laughing. However, the majority of participants stated the disclosure had little or no 

effect on their friendship, but others dissolved the friendship after the disclosure. The 

idea of the reluctant confidant and the concern that some people dissolved the 

relationship after the disclosure may be a reason why swingers do not disclose their 

lifestyle to their non-swinging friends.  

Homosexual behavior is a private disclosure that requires boundary management.  

Lapinsky, Braz, and Maloney (2010) discussed how health communicators could reach 

stigmatized groups such as African American men who have sex with men (AAMSM). 

The scholars discussed the term “down-low” to label men who have sex with men but act 
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heterosexual.  People can use this term with any man who has sex with men and acts 

heterosexual, but society tends to use the term for African American and Hispanic men 

only. These men are on the down-low because of the stigma attached to homosexuality 

and bisexuality. Stigma is defined “as a mark or token of infamy, disgrace, or reproach 

that sets a person apart from others and links the labeled person to undesirable 

characteristics” (Lapinsky, Braz, & Maloney, 2010, pp. 611-612).  Often people consider 

the stigma as an act of social deviance. Scholars (Jenks, 1998; Rubin, 2001) who studied 

swingers revealed that swingers are viewed as a deviant group. Lapinsky, Braz, and 

Maloney (2010) cited other scholars who found that stigmatized group identification led 

to different communication patterns with in-group and out-group friends and family. This 

different communication style may affect whether a couple who swings discusses their 

lifestyle.   

 

Research Questions 

Americans still practice swinging lifestyles today. Swinging couples often keep 

their lifestyles concealed from family and friends. These couples have a unique lifestyle 

that requires strong communication and boundary management styles. I propose the 

following research questions to guide my study: 

RQ1): Who do married swinging couples chose to disclose their lifestyle to?  
 
RQ2): What interpersonal risks do swinging couples report they experience when 

disclosing their lifestyle? 
 
RQ3):  To what extent do different types of swingers (soft, closed, open, utopian, 
recreational) disclose their lifestyle to non-swinging acquaintances? 
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RQ4): What communicative strategies do swinging couples employ with how 
they disclose their lifestyle?  
 
RQ5): What were the individual’s/ couple’s motivations for making the 
disclosure? 
 

By answering these RQs, we will learn how and why couples who are members of a 

stigmatized population choose to disclose their lifestyle. I can contribute to CPM by 

testing the theory against a previously unexamined sub-culture with strong privacy 

boundaries. The notion of choice in stigma will elevate the credibility of CPM. 

Previously most of the studies conducted using CPM focused on populations without 

choice. This study will benefit CPM scholars and marriage and family communication 

scholars by expanding the outer edges of married relationships. Rubin (2001) posited, 

“Much can be learned about contemporary family life by examining the extremes” (p. 

712). I will examine an understudied sub-culture, what I learn from swingers could be 

used to help better understand people in other sub-cultures’ and how they manage their 

self-disclosures. 

 

Summary 

In this chapter I have reviewed literature on swingers, stigma and CPM.  I 

discussed what being a swinger means, how the sub-culture is stigmatized, and how CPM 

can be used a theoretical lens to examine the self-disclosures of swinging couples when 

they tell others about their lifestyles. Lastly, I introduced five research questions that will 

help to better understand who these couples disclose to and why they chose to disclose. In 
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the following chapter, I describe my participants, explain my method for conducting this 

study, and answer my research questions
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CHAPTER 3  

METHOD 

Swingers are married couples who like to have sexual relations with other people 

while maintaining their interpersonal romantic relationship. Scholars (Jenks, 1998, 

Rubin, 2001) found that non-swingers hold negative perceptions about swingers that are 

untrue. Given this stigmatized perception, swingers are advised and practice strong 

privacy boundaries about their bedroom activities.  The theoretical model best positioned 

to study privacy boundaries and self-disclosure is communication privacy management 

theory (Petronio, 2002).  By utilizing CPM to examine swinging couple’s privacy 

management, I develop knowledge about the privacy disclosures in a group of people 

who make a stigmatized lifestyle choice. 

Scholars conducted much of the research on swingers pre- Internet, so the 

methodologies and participant collection sources are different than they would be for 

current research. Some of the scholars (de Visser & McDonald, 2007; Dixon, 1984; 

Henshel, 1973) used a qualitative method to study swingers. Other scholars used a 

quantitative approach (Jenks, 1985).  The scholars, no matter their method, discussed the 

difficulty in obtaining research participants because of the secretive nature of the 

swinging culture.  The scholar’s findings varied due to their different research questions 

and methodologies. For this study I employed a qualitative method. Lindloff and Taylor 

(2002) posited that a qualitative interview allows participants to openly express their 
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worldviews without the constraints of pre-determined answers. Interviews allow the 

researcher to gather data that cannot be observed by ethnographies such as interpersonal 

motivations. Conducting qualitative interviews allows the researcher to hear the stories of 

people’s past experiences and the explanations of their actions.  Since I am examining 

past episodes and motivations, open-ended questions in respondent interviews was an 

appropriate means to answer my research questions. 

 

Participants 

Couples who reported they were in a heterosexual, married relationship and 

reported that they engaged in swinging activities were sought for this study. This study 

excluded participants who are in homosexual relationships because homosexual 

relationships already have stigmatized labels. Additionally, participants cannot be just 

engaged in a bondage/ discipline/ dominance/submission lifestyle (BDSM), because the 

BDSM is another lifestyle choice that requires boundary management (Richters, de 

Visser, Rissel, Grulich, & Smith, 2008).  Only BDSM couples who also identified as 

swingers would be eligible for this study. One additional parameter is the participants are 

currently married and have engaged in swinging activity since marriage.   

 Ten married swingers (N = 10) participated in this study. I recruited 8 participants 

through the swinger’s website www.Adultfriendfinders.com, and 2 participants through a 

snowball method in which word of my study passed from friends to others who are 

swingers and agreed to participate in this study (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003).  My primary 

recruitment strategy was non-randomized convenience sample where as I asked people in 
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a chat-room if they fit my research parameters and if they were willing to be interviewed 

(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). By joining the site I had access to swinging couples just as any 

swinging single or couple would. I was able to talk with other participants via a chat-

room for the state of Texas. Texas, California, and Florida are the only states with their 

own rooms; the rest of the U.S. is divided regionally. As a non-paying member, I was not 

privileged to the other identifying details about the couples seen by paying members of 

the website. I interviewed only one member of the married couple. The participants 

included 4 males and 6 females with an age range of 32 to 67. All participants and 

spouses were Caucasian except one participant who identified as Native American. The 

length of marriage was between 3.5 years and 29 years. 

Table 1  

Participant Demographics 

Pseudonym Age Gender Race Length of marriage 

SL 58 Male Caucasian  18 years 
Tiny 43 Male Caucasian 21 years 
Trashy 67 Male Caucasian 10 years 
Angel 32 Female Caucasian 4 years 
Jane 32 Female Caucasian 4 years 
Wyld 49 Female Caucasian 3.5 years 
Suzie 34 Female Caucasian 13 years 
Erik 35 Male Caucasian 7 years 
Cinn 52 Female Caucasian 29 years 
Patricia 39 Female Native-American 6 years 
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 Even though my recruitment method was different from previous scholars who 

examined swingers, I found the same difficulty in recruiting participants that Jenks 

(1985) experienced. Despite my transparency and credentials, most married swingers on 

the website were unwilling to participate. I spent many hours attempting to recruit 

participants, got propositioned by several single men, but failed to get more than 8 

married swingers to participate on-line. When the couples did participate, their answers 

were short and concise; they seemed reluctant to tell me too much. The implications and 

findings from these challenges are discussed in more detail in the results and discussion 

sections.  

Before initiating contact with prospective participants I acquired Institutional 

Review Board approval from the host University to proceed with this study. I 

encountered attribution bias in my dealings with IRB for this project, which is discussed 

later. I created a profile on www.Adultfriendfinders.com with the handle CommGrad and 

an email linked to my handle in order to communicate with participants. I asked chat-

room members to participate in the study. Once participation was agreed upon, I arranged 

a time to do the interview. I conducted five interviews via yahoo messenger web cam 

chat, two interviews through the web cam chat offered on www.Adultfriendfinders.com, 

two interviews on the phone, and one face to face. I took detailed notes during all 

mediated interviews and the face to face interview was audio recorded and transcribed.  

Near the end of the interview I asked participants if they knew of any other couples who 

would participate in this study; the response was generally “no.” 
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Procedure 

At the beginning of the interview, I obtained informed consent then asked the 

participant to choose a pseudo name in order to maintain confidentiality.  I asked for 

basic demographic information before asking questions about participant’s lifestyles and 

how they discussed their swinging to others.  In regards to my first research question I 

asked the following questions: 1) Are you open to others about the fact that you and your 

spouse swing? Why or why not? 2) About how many people outside of fellow swingers 

know about your lifestyle? After asking the participant to think of a single target person I 

asked them to think of the most typical person, and the disclosure made to that person. I 

then asked: 3) Who disclosed to that person, you or your spouse? 4) What gender is that 

person? 5) What is her/his relationship to you? These questions gave me a well-rounded 

picture of the discloser and her/his relationship to the participant. 

 In relation to my second research question I asked the following questions: 6) 

How did the person react? 7) How has the disclosure affected your relationship with that 

person? 8a) What risks are you concerned about when disclosing your lifestyle to others? 

8b) How do you feel like you benefit when you disclose your lifestyle to others? 9) On a 

scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being not at all, and 10 being a great deal, how much would you 

say you disclose your lifestyle to non-swinging couples or friends? For Research 

Question 3 I asked the following questions: 10) How long have you and your spouse been 

swingers? After giving the participants a list of specifications of the different types of 

swingers used in the project I asked the participants to identify with a specific type of 

swinger.  
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In order to better understand communication choices made by the participants, I 

asked the participant 11) Can you tell me what events lead up to the disclosure? 12) Can 

you describe the strategy you used to tell this person about your lifestyle? 12a) Is this 

typical of how you disclosed your lifestyle to others? 13) Where did the disclosure take 

place? 14) Why did you choose this location to make the disclosure? And, 15) Why did 

you choose this particular person to tell? For RQ5 I asked 16) Why did you decide to tell 

this person you are a swinger? 17) How did you think the target person would react to 

your disclosure? Did her/his reaction differ from your expectations?  

By conducting an open-ended question interview, I was able to probe for 

additional information to allow my participants to elaborate on specific question or 

answer. At the end of data collection, I transcribed all notes and audio recordings in order 

to proceed with analysis. 

 

Data Analysis 

All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and then coded for boundary 

management related themes. The method I employed to analyze my data is called 

constant comparison (Corbin & Strauss, 2007). Constant comparison is a methodology 

that allows the researcher to identify themes in the data by constantly navigating between 

the data and emergent themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2007; Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). Corbin 

and Strauss describe the process of constant comparison as 

As the researcher moves along with analysis, each incident in the data is 
compared with other incidents for similarities and differences. Incidents found to 
be conceptually similar are grouped together under a higher-level descriptive 
concept…This type of comparison is essential to all analysis because it allows the 
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researcher to differentiate one category/theme from another and to identify 
properties and dimensions specific to that category/theme. (p. 73) 
 

To analyze the interview data, I created a codebook to label and define each category, 

and count the frequency of incidents within each category (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). The 

codebook includes incidents or examples of participant’s responses that fit respective 

categories. The data analysis proceeded through the following stages. First, I conducted a 

line by line analysis to break up and name the data (Charmaz, 2006). Then, I read through 

the data in its entirety to get a feel for its content (Charmaz, 2006). Next, I utilized open 

coding, which involves proceeding through the data, line-by-line, and developing and 

naming emergent categories that aligned with the data and addressed the research 

questions (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002).  This initial round of open coding resulted in the 

development of 18 categories, spread across the RQs.  In order to test the soundness of 

the coding scheme, I conducted an inter-rate reliability test with another scholar, in which 

I explained each category to him and provided him with nine incidents to code. We 

matched on 8 of 9 codes (88% match); after discussing and resolving the one 

discrepancy, I felt the category scheme was appropriate for further analysis.  For the 

second round of coding, in vivo coding, I coded in tandem with the same scholar who 

participated in my inter-rater reliability test. During this round, we sought to name 

categories using phrases and words stated by the participants.  Finally, we conducted 

integration and axial coding in which we merged categories into abstract themes based 

upon common meaning and relationships to each other (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002).   

The data set consisted of notes and transcriptions from 10 interviews with one member of 

a married couple who engage in swinging activities. I conducted a constant comparison 
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methodology and coded into emergent themes. I conducted an inter-coder reliability test 

and in vivo coding with another scholar. The final step of axial coding resulted in the 

themes discussed next in the results section. In the following chapter, I discuss finding 

pertinent to each research question and how findings relate to relevant scholarly research.
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CHAPTER 4  

RESULTS 

As stated in Chapter 3, though I did everything to protect my participant’s 

confidentiality and took steps to recruit from a website for swingers, I experienced 

difficulty recruiting participants. This difficulty could stem from several factors, 

including swingers reluctance to discuss their lifestyle with a stranger, using a website 

(adultfriendfinders.com) designed for facilitating sexual relationships for research 

participants, and swingers’ varying privacy management styles and fears of disclosure. 

Difficulty recruiting participants is a common cause of concern for recruiting participants 

from swinging populations (Jenks, 1985) as well as individuals from other stigmatized 

populations (Lapinsky, Braz, and Maloney, 2010). Still, I was able to interview 10 

individuals who self-identified as swingers and their responses were informative on how 

they disclose their lifestyle to others.   

In the following pages, I discuss the findings in this exploratory study into 

swinger’s privacy management practice. I suggest a relationship between stigma, 

stigmatized actions, and the privacy management styles employed by my research 

participants. I discuss the target audience of disclosure for swinging couples and the risks 

and ramifications that my participants experienced when disclosing their lifestyle to non-

swinging persons. Next, I discuss the different types of swingers involved in my research 

and to what extent they disclosed their lifestyles to others and how this relates to 
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specific types of privacy management. I then explain what types of communicative 

strategies my participants reported employing when disclosing their alternative lifestyles. 

Finally, I discuss the motivations participants experienced and how these motivations led 

them into deciding why and how to disclose their secrets. 

 

RQ1): Disclosure and Targets 

For the question of married couple’s disclosure targets, the answer was almost 

unanimously some type of friend.  Of the 10 participants, 9 claimed to have disclosed to a 

friend, while one participant claimed her target was her husband’s co-worker (see Table 

2). This finding makes sense on multiple levels. First, self-disclosure is a way to build 

and increase intimacy with another person (Petronio & Caughlin, 2006). The disclosure 

of a stigmatized identity that is easily concealable might help increase intimacy with 

friends or family members. While none of the targets discussed in the interviews were 

family members, SL, Angel, and Wyld all mentioned family members who know about 

their lifestyles. Disclosures for recruitment into the lifestyle are still disclosures to 

increase intimacy, just a different type of intimacy, e.g. perspective sexual partners.  

According to Smith (2007) stigmas produce and reproduce societal exclusion and 

societal control. Living with an easily concealable stigma could serve as an isolating 

factor in the swinging population, just as it does in other stigmatized populations such as 

sex workers (Mayer & Richardson, 2010). Some of the swingers I interviewed mentioned 

that few people outside of other lifestyle members know about their stigmatized 

identities; Trashy mentioned that he discloses “only to the group we run with, they are in 
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the lifestyle and a few who aren’t.” As Meisenback (2010) suggested for stigmatized 

individuals, they must shift focus from their stigmatized identities (with their friends who 

share a stigmatized identity) to the non-stigmatized part of his identity (a happily married 

man who coaches sports). Somehow stigmatized identities who can ‘pass’ as not 

stigmatized must negotiate between the two parts of their identity.  

bellemeade (2008) claimed swingers need to keep their lifestyle separate from 

other parts of their life, however, since all of the swingers I interviewed had disclosed to 

non-swingers, the line of separation between stigmatized identity and non-stigmatized 

identity is not always clean cut. The separation may not always be society imposed; 

stigmatized references may also be from within the lifestyle members as a way of 

separating ‘us’ from ‘them’ (Smith, 2007). 

Table 2  

Participant and Target Demographics 

Participant Who disclosed Target’s gender Relationship to participant 

SL Participant Male Friend 
Tiny Spouse Female Friend 

Trashy Spouse Female Friend 
Angel Participant Female Friend/ former co-worker 
Jane Participant Male Friend 
Wyld Participant Female Friend 
Suzie Participant Male Friend 
Erik Participant Male Friend 
Cinn Participant Female Friend 

Patricia Participant Female Spouse's co-worker 
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RQ2): Interpersonal Risk 

Part of CPM theory is that individuals must weigh the rewords of disclosing 

private information to the possible risks. Petronio (2002) categorized the risks involved in 

making disclosures. She claimed that some types of disclosures are more risky than 

others and that, “the privacy-disclosure episode may fluctuate along a continuum from 

very risky to moderate and low levels of risk” (p. 67). Petronio (2002) exemplifies a 

high-risk disclosure as something that “may cause shame, threat, or embarrassment…a 

secret” (p. 67), thus identifying swinging as a high-risk lifestyle due to the deviance from 

a monogamy standard. Petronio (2002) also categorized different types of risks, including 

the following: security, or the shifting of power or jeopardizing of safety for those 

involved; stigmas, the risk of being discredited or negatively evaluated; face, or being 

generally embarrassed by the disclosure of one’s secrets; relational, risks that are a direct 

threat to the relationship; and role, a compromise of one’s station or standing in a 

particular setting. In the present study, most of these categories emerged as my 

participants discussed why they do not tell others about their lifestyles. For the purpose of 

this study, the categories may have different names based on coding, but the concepts are 

similar. For risks I identified three themes: stigma, threats to privacy, and disrespecting 

the partner. For stigma, which will be discussed next, I identified three specific categories 

that my participants felt being in an alternative lifestyle might affect: career, children, and 

relationship termination.  
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Stigma 

Goffman (1963) defined stigma as a deeply discrediting attribute that affects 

relationships. For the present study, the same definition is applied when discussing my 

participant’s involvement with the swinging lifestyle. Stigmatized individuals must 

manage their stigmas daily (Meisenbach, 2010). Where swingers are able to “pass” as not 

stigmatized, or just typical monogamous married couples, they must constantly be aware 

of concealing that part of their life from others. All of swingers’ activities within the 

lifestyle must be managed in order to keep general society from learning about their 

bedroom activities.  

The categories of children and career align with Petronio’s (2002) notion of role 

risk, where the disclosure may create a loss of standing within the family (children) or the 

workplace. Several of my participants discussed the feeling of being stigmatized as a 

contributing factor in their decisions to disclose. The actual term “stigma” was only 

utilized by one participant, but the other’s claimed that lack of understanding was a large 

consideration for not disclosing. Angel stated, “Swinging is only a small subset side 

effect of my life choices in general, but due to the stigma, I keep things to myself.” SL 

said, “It’s a personal choice for us and most don’t understand.”  When asked what she 

was concerned about, Susie replied, “…what other people would think. I care too much 

about what people think.” When I asked her what she was worried other people thought, 

she responded, “…like, just that it’s a bad thing. Like there’s something wrong with me. 

Or that I am a bad person…like…a slut.” Angel claimed swinging was only a small part 

of who she is, but the part that is the most stigmatized, and thus the part she is most 
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reluctant to talk about. This attribution error, made by others, could create gossip and 

misunderstandings. For example, Erik mentioned the risk of rumors when he said, 

“…Sookie (spouse) is uncomfortable with telling people we are bisexual. I don’t care 

who knows but I don’t want to have to deal with the drama and rumors.” These examples 

suggest the attribution errors that Ragins, Singah, and Cornwell (2007) claimed people 

outside the stigmatized population make about people within the population. People 

outside the stigmatized population may assume that because swingers are deviant in the 

bedroom that they are also deviant in other facets of life. Smith (2007) discussed the 

attribution theory and attribution bias, which is conceptually similar to Ragins, Singah, 

and Cornwell (2007) concept of attribution errors.  

Smith claimed that “Attribution bias concerns people’s belief that other’s negative 

behaviors imply things about their character, whereas others’ positive behaviors results 

from situational or outside behaviors” (p. 470). Where none of the swingers interviewed 

expressly said they had trouble by outsiders who knew about their lifestyle, they did 

mention they were worried about the possibility.  

In conjunction with the worry that most people do not understand their lifestyle 

choices, attribution bias, and the risk of gossip, some participants made references to 

others not needing to know their bedroom secrets. Trashy claimed, “Most people just 

can’t understand the reason to do it and think it’s immoral” I asked why he thought 

people considered swinging to be immoral, he replied, “You know, Republicans want in 

our bedrooms, Christians too.” He expressed that what goes on in his bedroom is not the 

business of others, Erik echoed this sentiment “I don’t really see any benefits from telling 
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people. No one should care what I do in the bedroom. I sound like a conspiracy theorist, 

but it is true, my bedroom, my business.” The second role risk identified was the risk to 

the role of career, which is discussed next. 

 

Career 

Two of my participants stated that role stigma associated with the workplace was 

of primary concern to them, and thus, part of their privacy management. Tiny said, 

“…see, I’m a youth sports coach also... and if we were totally open I don't think many 

parents would want their child playing baseball and football for me so we kinda keep it 

on a need to know or ask basis.” Patricia and her spouse work as public figures; she 

stated, “My work life, because I deal with the public, and his work life, not from the co-

workers, but from the general public. He’s apt to come into contact with people if they 

are in his area of town that he works.”  Where none of the swingers I interviewed 

mentioned being fired or having issues with their career because of their lifestyle, the 

assumed threat is enough to make them not disclose their lifestyle at work.  

The idea that a stigmatized identity affects a career is not a new one. Ragins and 

Cornwell (2001) argued that, due to organizational policies and practices, disclosure of 

sexual orientation in the workplace, is associated with discrimination and stigmatization 

toward deviant persons. The scholars attributed this predilection to lower promotion 

opportunities and negative workplace attitudes.  Likewise, some swingers in the present 

study were concerned the stigmatized perceptions of swingers might affect their careers. 

Tiny stated concern for his youth sports coaching job and that parents might remove their 
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children if they knew his bedroom activities. He believed that others knowing his stigma 

could affect his livelihood. The role risk of family was also a concern with my 

participants, mainly pertaining to their children. 

 

Children 

The second category associated with stigma involved the couples’ children, 

particularly concern over the disclosure of their swinging lifestyle and the possible 

implications for their children. Both Angel and Jane mentioned being worried about their 

children being taken away from them because their lifestyles were stigmatized. Both 

discussed the possibility that the stigma and negative penchant associated with being a 

swinger would make others assume they were un-fit parents. Jane clarified what she was 

worried about:  

There are select friends that know. Most do not. We have young children and 
have to be very careful who we tell things like that to since some would 
misconstrue and try to make us out as bad parents or worse. Thought our lifestyle 
choices have no effect on our children, we never bring it around them, it is still 
necessary to be very careful. 
 

Angel echoed this sentiment “I am discreet to protect my kids.” Angel’s concerns were 

less about people’s assumptions about her sexuality and more about the affect their 

assumptions would have on her children. Angel stated, “The only thing I would worry 

about is the narrow-mindedness may cause people to think it makes us unfit parents.” 

This notion relates to perceptual attribution errors about stigmatized identities (Ragins, 

Singh, & Cornwell, 2007), and the perception of swingers as deviant in all areas of life 

(Walshok, 1971). Because swingers practice a stigmatized sexual lifestyle, other people 
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may perceive them as bad parents, and that risk may be too much for swinging parents to 

handle. This stigmatization often leads to biased attribution errors, where others have 

negative implications about one’s character because of the disapproval of one aspect of 

their lifestyle (Smith, 2007). Therefore, swingers are not always open about their 

bedroom activities. Smith (2007) suggested how society uses stigma communication as a 

form of social control and as a mode of separating stigmatized identities. While swingers 

may not be socially quarantined, they may be involved in a form of self-imposed 

isolation for safety and community. Many of the participants in the present study stated 

that their social circle is made up of other stigmatized people or people directly 

associated with their lifestyle. The risk involved with having friends outside of the 

lifestyle is those friends having an adverse reaction to the information were they to gain 

the knowledge of the stigmatized identity. 

 

Relationship Termination 

 The third area identified by swingers as related to stigma is the termination of the 

relationships after the disclosure. This aligns with Petronio’s category of relational risks 

where the disclosure creates a disruption in the relationship. Tiny, Trashy, and Jane all 

mentioned losing relationships because of the disclosure, either the relationship with the 

target person (the specific person disclosed to in regards to the interview results), or other 

disclosure targets. Tiny described the disclosure of their lifestyle by his wife to a mutual 

female friend. Tiny’s wife made the disclosure as a form of recruitment into the lifestyle; 

however, the woman said she was flattered, but not bisexual. This disclosure resulted in 
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relationship termination and Tiny stated that the woman “has basically stopped talking to 

us.” Trashy did not have negative repercussions from his target disclosure, but mentioned 

having issues with people knowing about his lifestyle in the past. He said, “…family 

disowns you and friends just drift away because of it.” These targets became reluctant 

confidents; the disclosure made them uncomfortable and they terminated or changed the 

friendship in some way (McBride & Bergen, 2008). Not only is relationship termination a 

risk, so is the co-ownership of private information. According to Petronio (2002) when 

private information is shared, the target then becomes a co-owner of that information 

which could lead to threats to privacy.  

 

Threats to Privacy 

Alongside the risks associated with the social stigma of swinging, participants 

discussed risks associated with the co-ownership of private information. Petronio (2002) 

argued that, in CPM, once you disclose personal information to another, you and that 

person co-own the information and must negotiate if/how the information is dispersed to 

others. Not trusting other people to keep the secret was both a risk and a motivation (see: 

safe-targets) for disclosing. The swingers’ responses aligned with the theory in this aspect 

because the participants did not trust others to maintain the confidentially of the disclosed 

information. SL mentioned that he did not want his target to, “…go crazy and tell 

everyone my business.” Erik was worried about having “…to deal with the drama and 

rumors” if people knew about his alternative lifestyle. Trashy also worried about gossip. 
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He claimed that, by going out of town to meet other people, he did not have to worry 

about, “…it going around the town gossip ring.”  

Gossip is another component of privacy management. The person discloses to one 

other person, who tells someone they were not supposed to tell creating boundary 

turbulence between the discloser and the target. But the secondary person told does not 

have the same connection to the discloser and could tell many others, creating a cycle of 

gossip that could potentially affect the discloser’s social network. Every person who 

knows their stigmatized identity is the potential risk of making secondary disclosures, the 

private information is no longer under the complete control of the stigmatized person or 

the couple.  

 

Disrespecting the Partner 

The last category was mentioned by two participants and involves the inter-couple 

risk of disrespecting one’s partner by making a disclosure without consent. Since the 

couple co-owns the information, one member of the couple disclosing to someone else 

may pose the risk of upsetting the privacy boundaries within the couple. Both of the 

participants that mentioned disrespecting their partner as a risk were male. Tiny claimed, 

“I don’t offer that info (publicizing their swinging lifestyle) often without the wife being 

very involved unless it’s on a website or something.” Similarly, Erik said, “I am not 

concerned about risks per-se, I would not want Sookie (wife) feeling uncomfortable if I 

told someone she did not want to know.” This is an interesting application for CPM. 

Where Petronio (2002) discussed co-ownership between the discloser and the target, this 
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study also finds the importance of co-ownership of information between spouses. There 

may be boundary turbulence if one spouse discloses to someone the other did not want 

them to.  

 

RQ3): Swinger Types and Disclosure Targets 

For Research Question 3, which asked to what extent different types of swingers 

disclose to non-swinging acquaintances, the data was inconclusive due to the small data 

set. All of the swingers I interviewed were recreational/closed swingers, which means 

they generally do not participate in orgies, do not bond with their swinging partners, and 

generally participate in swinging activities together. Some had sex with couples, while 

others had sex with singles (mostly bi-sexual females) but none claimed to be only soft 

swingers (oral sex only) or utopian (love everyone). If the couple engaged in open 

swinging (in the same room as others), they did not disclose to me that open swinging 

represented the majority of their swinging activities. The question as to the amount of 

disclosure is still an interesting one. Some of my participants claimed to disclose very 

little: SL, a 2 out of 10 scale; Erik, a 2 out of a 10 scale; and Cinn, a 1 out of a 10 scale. 

While one participant, Wyld, claimed to disclose to most everyone. She said her family 

and her children know about their lifestyle with little negative repercussions. This may 

have to do, not with the topic, but the discloser’s normal boundary management practices. 

Wyld maintained an open boundary practice about her lifestyle, while Cinn maintained 

an almost completely closed boundary even though they are the same type of swingers.  
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These results lead to an interesting dimension of CPM, two people, with the same 

stigma (and all of the risks associated with disclosing that stigma) behaved in two 

completely different manners. This could be explained by each participant’s impressions 

of the risks associated with the disclosure or their natural willingness to disclose about 

any topic.  Brouwer (1998) examined the disclosure of HIV positive status, where some 

non-symptomatic people with HIV chose to keep their status hidden from the general 

population; others acquire tattoos that mark them as carriers of HIV. Their motivations 

for acquiring the tattoo varied from the need to be honest, to opening themselves up to 

public surveillance in order to educate the population about their stigma. Wyld did 

mention wanting to encourage people to ask her questions about the lifestyle so they 

know their exist alternatives to monogamy.  While the present study could not definitely 

answer RQ3, the results do suggest an interesting research question.  What individuals 

with the same stigma chose to reveal and conceal is as a part of CPM should be examined 

further in easily concealable stigmatized populations.  

 

RQ4): Communicative Strategies 

For Research Question 4, which asked about the varying communicative 

strategies swingers employ when disclosing their lifestyle, two themes emerged as 

communicative strategies: opportunity and lifestyle norm. For this study, opportunity is 

defined as a good time, place, or person to disclose to.  
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Opportunity 

The opportunity theme included two categories: setting and target. Setting refers 

to a time or place where the discloser felt at ease disclosing. Target refers to the person 

the disclose felt at ease disclosing to. The categories setting and target overlapped, but 

contained distinctions based on the participant’s answers. First, I will examine the setting 

opportunity. 

 

Setting 

The time and place, or setting for the disclosure, affected the participant’s 

willingness to disclose. Petronio (2002) explained that context plays a role in disclosure. 

She explained that context has two distinct parts: social environment and physical setting. 

The social environment is the appropriateness of the disclosure, and the timing of the 

disclosure. The physical setting is the other part of context and refers to the actual place 

and the participant’s feeling of safety in that physical setting.  

Susie, Erik, and Patricia all claimed to have disclosed to the target without 

making the disclosure premeditated, so the physical setting (time or location) suited the 

disclosure. Susie gave the best example of disclosure without premeditation 

(R=Researcher):  

R: Okay. So you wouldn’t say that the disclosure was premeditated? 

SUSIE: No. 

R: You didn’t set it up or mean to do it? 

SUSIE: No. I had thought about talking to SOMEBODY, but not this person in 
specific. But that was as far as I had ever thought about it.  
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R: Is this “blurting out” generally the same way you’ve disclosed to other people 
about your lifestyle? 

SUSIE: Yeah. 

R: Yeah? 

SUSIE: Yeah. 

R: Okay. So you don’t tend to plan to tell them about it? 

SUSIE: Yeah. Pretty much. 

Susie reported her disclosures were not planned. Instead, she felt the setting and 

target were safe, so she disclosed. Erik said he made the disclosure because the 

conversation led to him revealing the information, “I didn’t think about his reaction when 

I discussed it, it just seemed like a part of the conversation flow.” Patricia was joking 

about sex with her husband’s colleagues during a lunch when she made her disclosure 

She did not specifically choose the targets to make the disclosure. Rather, the topic 

naturally came out as part of the conversation. The notion of spontaneous disclosure of a 

stigma is mentioned by Ragins, Singh, and Cornwell (2007) in relation to setting and 

audience. The scholars showed that environment and reception of similar disclosures can 

lead to a feeling of a “safe zone,” where stigmatized individuals are more prone to 

disclose information about their lifestyle (p. 1106).  The setting for the disclosures in this 

study might have served as a safe zone for the participants. Susie made the decision to 

disclose but had not chosen a target beforehand. Erik and Patricia felt the setting and 

conversation topics made the disclosure a lower risk.  

The fact that the disclosures were not premeditated is interesting; scholars 

(Miesenbach, 2010; Petronio, Reeder, Hecht, & Ros-Mendoza, 1996) attempted to better 
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understand the strategies employed for disclosing uncomfortable information or stigma, 

and some of the participants in this study claimed to not think about making the 

disclosure before actually doing so. This could be because of a natural inclination to 

disclose, an internal feeling of safety with the target, or the participant might not have 

been aware of using strategies during the disclosure or during the re-telling of the 

disclosure to the researcher. Even though the participants claimed not to use a specific 

strategy, I did find a connection from how they disclosed to other scholars’ findings on 

stigma disclosure and strategies.  

The largest reference to strategies used to disclose came from research on abuse 

victims. Swinging and abuse are two very different types of disclosures; however, the 

strategies employed by both swingers and abuse victims to disclose their stigmatized 

information aligned. Petronio, Reeder, Hecht, and Ros-Mendoza (1996) discussed tacit 

permission where some type of message from a target, usually a direct question, makes 

the discloser feel at ease. Other participants stated that they would disclose honestly to 

anyone who asked them about their lifestyle, so for them, the direct asking of a question 

led to disclosing. SL specifically discussed this theme for his target disclosure, 

“…because he asked…and I didn’t think there would be any harm in telling him the 

truth.” Tiny, Susie, and Erik all mentioned being honest to others if they asked. Tiny said, 

“We’ve told folks we shouldn’t have, and we’ve shared our lifestyle but only when 

asked.”  Erik claimed, “To close friends, yes. If the conversation leads to it, I don’t hide 

it.” Similarly, Susie said:  

Because he’s (her husband) much more of a private, guarded, person. He doesn’t 
talk much about his life in general to other people. So I think that would come up 
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even less. But he’s the same way. If someone asked him, he wouldn’t deny. But 
he also doesn’t advertise as much about it as I do. Or to as much people about 
anything…so. Me. I talk. A lot. 
 

The time and place of the disclosure made a difference to the participant’s decision to 

disclose, so did the target person.  

 

Target 

 This category related to opportunity was seeking safe people to disclose. 

Swingers picked who they told based on anticipated positive responses or beliefs that the 

target would keep the secret. Tiny, while discussing when his wife approaches people in 

public places, stated, “Then she has confidence that that person is real and won’t run their 

mouths.” Angel said, “I am just careful who I tell.” Susie stated that, even though she did 

not specifically pick out her target, she felt he would accept her after the disclosure. She 

mentioned knowing her target would be supportive, but shocked. This aligns with the 

strategies outlined by Petronio et al. (1996), in which the discloser must feel safe with the 

target before disclosure will occur. For abuse victims, this means waiting for a target they 

feel would be creditable and supportive. Likewise, swingers chose their targets based on 

if that person would keep the secret and not be judgmental.  

 

Lifestyle Norm 

  The second strategy was lifestyle norm, which refers to the understood knowledge 

that swingers do not disclose their lifestyle to others. This may be an explicit norm 

learned by reading a swinger’s handbook or website or an implicit norm learned as a 
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“common knowledge” that disclosing an identity that violates the norms of society is 

dangerous. As posited earlier, swingers are a stigmatized sub-culture with fear of possible 

repercussions if their lifestyle was made public. Therefore, disclosing or not disclosing 

depends on the individual’s lifestyle. Wyld tells almost everyone, including her children. 

She claimed  

WYLD:  it tends to make people ask questions about the lifestyle, gets them 
thinking and possibly being open to other lives 

R: have you ever disclosed specifically to recruit? 

WYLD: yes, but for me mostly to straight women to see if they might be a bit bi 
curious. 

On the other hand, Tiny and Angel have young children to protect so they are 

more concerned with the risks of disclosing. They follow the explicit or implicit norm of 

keeping the swinging lifestyle separate from the rest of their life. Just Ask Julie (2010), 

and bellmead (2008) both suggested that swingers should keep their lifestyle private, a 

decision echoed by Angel when she claimed, “…the community in general is extremely 

discreet about their activities. This is especially true in smaller areas. No one has 

specifically said 'don’t tell people’ but it is always understood that participants and 

encounters aren’t to be randomly disclosed to others.” 

The notion that swinger couples have strong boundary management aligns with 

Durham, (2008) and Miller’s (2009) claim that families that differ from the traditional 

family structure may need to have strong boundaries within and outside of the family. 
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The time, place, target, and lifestyle norm were strategies that swingers employed 

when they decided to disclose their lifestyle to others. The next section discusses the 

motivation for disclosing.  

 

RQ5): Motivations for Disclosure 

The focus of this RQ was to identify what motivations were involved for the 

participants when they decided to disclose information about their lifestyle. Petronio 

(2002) offered a set of motivations for disclosing: reciprocity, personal characteristics, 

liking and attraction, loneliness and ambiguity, traumatic events, therapeutic events, and 

life circumstances (pp. 49-65). Some of the categories labeled for this exploratory study 

mirrored Petronio’s listed motivations, but were given a different label in this study. The 

first theme I coded for swinger’s motivations to disclose was relationship building and 

the second theme was safety.  

 

Relationship Building 

Relationship building referred to those instances in which my participant 

attempted to create or strengthen a relationship. In general self-disclosure builds intimacy 

and closeness between people (Petronio & Caughlin, 2006), though in the present study, 

swingers had to be careful about this approach. This category is the participants 

explaining how they were motivated to build their interpersonal relationship through 

telling the target about their lifestyle. For relationship building, I identified five 
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categories within the theme: value openness and honesty, heads-up, relationship advice, 

bonding, and lifestyle recruitment.  

 

Valuing Openness and Honesty 

Valuing openness and honesty is similar to Petronio’s (2002) “personal 

characteristics” and refers to those instances in which participants prefer to be honest 

with people, even about possible sensitive subjects. This category is also similar to 

intimacy increasing through self-disclosure, leading to what disclosure scholars 

(Petronio, 2002) call reciprocal disclosure, or the revaluation of an equal depth of 

intimate information. Wyld claimed to be open about her lifestyle as a way of allowing 

other people to ask questions about the lifestyle and bi-sexuality. Honesty could also be a 

personal trait.  Trashy, Cinn, and Susie all claimed to be honest people in general and that 

led them to want to be open about their lifestyles to others. This desire for honesty is in 

dialectic with the fear of risks involved in disclosing. Angel also expressed the need for 

others to be comfortable with her identity so she did not have to lie about where she was 

going.  

 

Heads-Up 

The second category under relationship building was a heads-up or a soft 

warning. This soft warning aligns with Petronio’s “life circumstances,” where the 

specific circumstance created a need for the participant to change their disclosure rules. 

The person disclosing made the disclosure so the target would not find out about their 
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identity by accident. Angel, who previously claimed to be discreet to protect her family, 

instructed her target to visit a website that catered to alternative lifestyles and warned her 

target that she had a profile on the site. This disclosure caused the target to ask questions, 

and for Angel to disclose her lifestyle. Trashy, who claimed that “most people just can’t 

understand the reason to do it and think it’s immoral” disclosed to his target because she 

was visiting them during the time they planned to attend a swingers’ party, so they 

disclosed to their visitor about their lifestyle and took her to the party with them. For 

these participants, disclosure came in the form of a warning, to ease the target into some 

information for which they may not be ready.  Motivations to disclose also came as a way 

to help their target by offering information about their lifestyle in the form of relationship 

advice.  

 

Relationship Advice 

Advice giving is a part of social support which is an important factor in building 

and maintaining relationships (Goldsmith & Fitch, 1997). So disclosure as a form of 

advice giving might be perceived as a way to build intimacy. Both Angel and Wyld 

claimed to have disclosed to their target as a form of advice giving. Angel directed her 

lonely friend to a website and then made her disclosure. Wyld’s friend experienced a 

cheating boyfriend so Wyld suggested that she consider becoming a swinger or having an 

open relationship. The target was not interested in taking Wyld’s advice. The link 

between CPM and advice giving is a possible new direction for CPM scholars. Advice 

giving sometimes has an element of self-disclosure, but self-disclosure through advice 
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giving seems a surreptitious method to disclose a stigmatized identity. The target has 

some reason to know about the stigma, they need advice on something that relates to the 

stigma, so the discloser uses the need for advice as a cue that disclosing is a safe choice 

for the situation. Self-disclosure and advice giving are methods to increase relationship 

closeness, which was the next motivation for disclosure.  

 

Bonding 

 Bonding and increased intimacy is a function of self-disclosure (Petronio & 

Caughlin, 2006). Some participants claimed to make disclosures as a way of 

strengthening relationships or bonding with their target person. For example, Trashy 

claimed 

R: How did she react?  

TRASHY: She just accepted it and understood 

R: So she did not care? 

TRASHY: Not at all 

R: How has the disclosure affected your relationship with that person? 

TRASHY: Made it better 

R: Better as in you can be honest? Or better like she is interested in the lifestyle? 

TRASHY: A little of both 

R: Ok, so was getting her into the lifestyle the reason you disclosed to her? 

TRASHY: No her and the wife are very close 

So, his relationship with the target was better after he made the disclosure, both 

because he can now be honest and because she (the target) occasionally goes to parties 
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with Trashy and his wife. Susie stated that she liked being able to talk with someone 

about the lifestyle. Cinn claimed to dislike keeping things from her friends; she said that 

her friends would love her no matter what she did.  The participants mentioned that the 

disclosure enhanced their relationship with the target, which is a function of self-

disclosure in general, but possibly risky for people with stigmatized identities. The 

swingers took the risks associated with disclosure, for the purpose of increasing bonding 

with their targets. Another motivation for disclosure that the swingers revealed was 

disclosure to recruit people into the lifestyle.  

 

Lifestyle Recruitment 

The final relationship building category is recruitment into the lifestyle. This 

correlates with Petronio’s (2002) category of liking and attraction, where the disclosure is 

made because the participant likes or is attracted to the target, with hopes that the 

disclosure will increase the targets liking of the participant. Tiny, when discussing a 

disclosure to a friend of his wife, said, “Well, she was recently divorced and she told the 

wife she needed some company and the wife read a little too far into it and ‘offered’ our 

services.” He claimed his wife disclosed because he was attracted to the target. He also 

discussed other instances of disclosure to potential swinging partners: 

TINY: Oh yeah! met a few "players" after telling. 

R: Wow..really? Like in your neighborhood? 

TINY: At a bar and at a swimming pool 

R: What made you decide to tell them? 
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TINY: Attraction... 

R: So you thought she was hot and told her you were swingers? 

TINY: Well, the wife did. I don't offer that info often without wife being very 
involved unless it’s on a website or something... 

So for him and his wife, disclosures are a mode of recruitment outside of ‘safe’ swingers’ 

parties or websites. Wyld mentioned disclosing to see if straight women might be bi-

curious as a form of introducing the lifestyle to others. So, for Wyld, she claimed to want 

to see if the disclosure would increase her target’s interest in the lifestyle or in her. 

Meisenbach (2010) mentioned that some people with stigmas see the stigma as a way to 

educate the population about the stigma. Wyld used her stigma to teach people about her 

lifestyle choice. Lifestyle recruitment is a motivation that may be unique to only a portion 

of people with stigmatized identities, but should be further explored by scholars. The 

participants also disclosed when they felt safe with the target.  

 

Safety 

 The second motivation theme was safety. The participant felt the target was safe 

to disclose. Where feeling safe with the target is listed by Petronio (2002) as a strategy, 

for the swingers, safety was also a motivation. They felt the need to disclose about their 

lifestyle and a safe target allowed for them to disclose without the feeling of risk. The 

three categories for this theme are: response to inquiries, low risk, and reciprocated risk. 

 

Response to Inquiries 

The motivation to disclose due to inquiry is different than using inquiry as a 
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strategy. The motivation because of inquiry goes back to the need for safety. If the target 

asks, or maybe how the target asks about the lifestyle or person’s identity makes the 

participant willing to disclose to the target.  SL claimed that because his target asked he 

did not think “there would be any harm in telling him the truth.” Tiny and Susie also 

mentioned being motivated to disclose because someone asked them about their lifestyle. 

SL mentioned that he would not have made the disclosure if he was not sure his target 

would keep his secret.  

 

Low Risk 

Low risk is where the discloser thought the target was relatively safe to disclose 

too, with little risk of judgment or boundary turbulence. Both Susie and SL mentioned 

that their targets were people who were likely to accept the information.  

R: So you expected him to accept things?  

SL: yes, and he did. I am not sure I would have told him otherwise 

For SL the disclosure had low risk so the benefit of disclosing and being honest with his 

target outweighed the possibility of a risk. The same risk/ benefit difference happened to 

Susie and her target.  

R: Okay. When you told that person, how did they react? 

SUSIE: Surprised? Not shocked. And not judgmental.  

R: Okay, So he was not judgmental when you disclosed? 

SUSIE: No. 

R: Okay. How did you think he would react? 
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SUSIE: I expected shock.  

R: You expected shock? 

SUSIE: Yeah. I didn’t expect judgment. I expected shock, but acceptance. 

Petronio (2002) discussed risk/ benefit analysis as a motivational factor for the disclosure 

of private information. For the discloser, the lower the perceived risk, the greater the 

likelihood for higher benefits thus more self-disclosure.  

 

Reciprocated Risk 

Reciprocated risk is similar to low risk being that the discloser feels they have a 

low risk in disclosing, but the lower risk is not necessarily the personality of the target, 

but co-ownership of other secrets.  In SL’s case he knew his target’s secrets before telling 

him his secrets.  

R: So you knew he would keep your secret? 

SL: Yes...as I have kept many of his 

R: So you both keep each other’s secrets? 

SL: I do his income taxes ever year 

This reciprocated risk lead SL to feel safe that his target would keep his disclosure a 

secret. This related to reciprocal disclosures but with secrets. In reciprocal disclosure the 

discloser tells the target something and the target shares something equally as intimate in 

return. For reciprocated risk, the discloser already knows a secret about the target so 

revealing a secret has little risk involved.  
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   The privacy management of swingers aligned with the components of CPM with 

a few interesting exceptions. The swinger’s utilization of disclosure for advice giving, 

recruitment into the lifestyle and the theme of reciprocated risk offer a different direction 

for CPM scholars to examine. The following discussion will provide a brief overview of 

the results, the theoretical implications for the study, limitations, and directions for future 

research.
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CHAPTER 5  

DISCUSSION 

Greene, Derlega, and Mathews (2006) discussed the need to use CPM to examine 

under-researched and stigmatized populations in order to test the strengths and 

weaknesses of the theory. This exploratory study did just that, I found many ways in 

which swingers’ disclosure practices aligned with CPM and some variances that should 

be examined further. 

In this study I attempted to answer five research questions. In relation to who the 

swingers disclosed to, the answer was almost unanimously friends. The swingers also 

mentioned disclosing openly to people in the lifestyle, which aligned with Smith’s (2007) 

claim that people with stigmatized identities connect themselves to people with the same 

stigma. For the matter of interpersonal risk that the swingers were concerned with, I 

found that swingers consider their stigmatized identity to be high risk (Petronio, 2002). I 

found three themes under risks; stigma, threats to privacy, and disrespecting the partner. 

Swingers have a stigmatized identity but they also have the ability to ‘pass’ as not being 

stigmatized (Goffman, 1963). The three categories associated with stigma were children, 

career, and relationship termination. Some of the swingers were concerned with an 

attribution bias, that if people found out about their lifestyle, they would assume they 

were deviant in all aspects of their lives (Smith, 2007). The swingers were



59 

most concerned that people would assume they were bad parents just because they are 

swingers.  

Disclosure of a stigmatized identity could affect a person’s career. Some of the 

swingers were concerned that they might have difficulty at their jobs if people knew 

about their lifestyle. This seemed especially true for Tiny who coaches children’s sports 

for a living. The third area stigma might effect is interpersonal relationships. The risk of 

disclosure is that the target could become a reluctant confident (McBride & Bergen, 

2008) and that the disclosure could make the target change or terminates the relationship.  

 The second theme under what risks swingers felt inhibited them from disclosing 

were threats to privacy. As Petronio (2002) discussed, when a discloser discloses to a 

target then the two co-own the private information. The target has to understand, 

implicitly or explicitly, what should be done with the private information. The target 

needs to understand if the discloser wants the target to keep or share the information; 

when this is misunderstood there could be boundary turbulence that has to be re-

negotiated (Petronio, 2002). However, with a stigmatized identity the private information 

could spread through gossip and may have risks that go beyond interpersonal boundary 

turbulence.  

 The final risk theme was disrespecting the partner, where disclosing could create 

boundary turbulence between the married couple. With a stigmatized identity that both 

members of the couple share, they must have rules and norms as to when, where, and 

with whom disclosures could be made. On top of the disclosure risks there could be inter-

marital risks of going against the partner’s wishes.  
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 For the research question regarding if different types of swingers disclose 

different amounts, the data set was too small and homogeneous for any clear results to 

emerge. All of the participants were the same type of swingers (closed/ recreational). 

However, among the participants there were wide ranges on how much they disclosed. 

Some swingers claimed to not disclose almost at all, while one (Wyld) claimed to be 

completely open to everyone including her family and children. This variation in 

boundary permeability is an avenue for future research.  

 For the communicative strategies the swingers claimed to utilize when disclosing 

two themes emerged: opportunity and lifestyle norm. The theme opportunity referred to 

perceptions that a good time, place, or target for disclosure had arisen. The setting for the 

disclosure was important for some participants. Some stigmatized identities utilized a 

safe zone when deciding to disclose, for some of the swingers the place was not 

necessarily a preconceived safe zone, but the feeling that the setting was a good place to 

disclose. The time opportunity functioned in much the same manner when the timing was 

good based on what was happening or being discussed. This contextual reason for 

disclosure could explain why some of the disclosures seemed to have no clear 

communicative strategy but were more spontaneous. The context was right for the 

discloser. The feeling of safety with the target was also a strategy. The swinger claimed 

to feel comfortable enough with the target to let them know about the lifestyle. 

 The other emergent theme for strategies was to fall back on the implicit or explicit 

lifestyle norm for the swinging population. Instead of risking a disclosure, the swingers 

kept to the rule that swingers should keep their lifestyle friends separate from their non-
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lifestyle friends. Disclosures should only be made to lifestyle friends or in safe spaces 

(swinger websites, parties) where the majority of people also hold the same stigma. 

Along with strategies employed, I wanted to better understand the motivations for 

disclosing. 

 For motivations to disclose, two themes emerged: relationship building and 

safety. Self-disclosure scholars (Miller, 2009; Petronio, 2002; Petronio & Caughlin, 

2006) claimed that disclosure helps to increase interpersonal intimacy or closeness. This 

concept emerged in the swingers, some of the categories under relationship building 

were; openness and honesty, heads-up, relationship advice, bonding, and lifestyle 

recruitment. Two of these categories that were the most unique were disclosures in the 

form of advice giving and for recruitment into the lifestyle. The second motivation was 

safety in which the target was low risk, there was reciprocal risk or the target asked a 

question about the swinger’s identity or lifestyle. The category of reciprocated risk was 

unique for CPM, where the discloser knows high risk secrets about the target so they feel 

making the disclosure is safe. The findings of this study have theoretical implications for 

CPM scholars and scholars who examine stigmatized identities.  

 

Theoretical Implications CPM 

Scholars (Child, Pearson, & Petronio, 2009; Durham, 2008; Lapinsky, Braz, & 

Maloney, 2010; McBride & Bergen, 2008; Miller, 2009) have utilized CPM to examine a 

wide variety of interpersonal privacy management scenarios. The majority of the findings 

in this study support CPM. Most of the swingers held impregnable privacy boundaries 
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concerning their lifestyle, but in the right context the swingers utilized self-disclosure to 

increase intimacy with the target (Petronio, 2002). Some of the participants (Trashy, Jane, 

Erik, & Cinn) expressed strong ownership over their private information, while Wyld 

held completely permeable (low control) boundaries about her lifestyle. The risk/ benefit 

ratio was also evident with the participants. Some would only disclose if they felt the 

target was safe to disclose to and were careful who had co-ownership of their private 

information. Boundary turbulence in the form of others gossiping and spreading rumors 

was evident, as well as the fear of boundary turbulence within the swinging couple (see: 

disrespecting the partner). The levels of risk involved in disclosing the swinging lifestyle 

and the different types of risks (role and relational) also aligned with CPM (Petronio, 

2002). The participants discussed that some targets did not want to know about the 

discloser’s lifestyle, so the swingers also had a target become a reluctant confident 

(McBride & Bergen, 2008). Strong culture rules were evident in the swinging 

community. Popular press authors Just Ask Julie (2010) and bellemead (2008) and the 

participants, suggested that there is a lifestyle norm to not disclose and to keep their 

swinging activities completely separate from their non-swinging lifestyles. Yet, along 

with the lifestyle norm came an individual’s need to be open and honest with in some 

contexts overrode the general norm of not disclosing which aligns with the dialectical 

tension people feel when deciding to whom to disclose (Petronio, 2002).  

Some of the results from this study lead to new implications and directions for 

CPM scholars. One of the motivations for disclosure that emerged was recruitment into 

the lifestyle. Disclosure for the purpose of recruitment would not necessarily work in 
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some populations (Mental illness, abuse survivors, HIV) but might be found in other 

populations such as vegans, VCF couples, adoptive parents, marijuana smokers, and 

African American men who have sex with men. Petronio (2002) posited that increased 

intimacy was a primary motivation for disclosure, and swingers would be possibly 

creating sexual intimacy with their recruits, but just recruitment into an ideological based 

lifestyle would be an interesting venue for CPM scholars.  

The second variation found in the results was the idea of spontaneous disclosures. 

Joinson (2001) examined spontaneous self-disclosure in computer mediated 

communication and Palombo (1987) examined spontaneous self-disclosure in 

psychotherapy, but the idea of spontaneous disclosure is understudied among CPM 

scholars. Where Joinson and Palombo both examined spontaneous self-disclosure, they 

are both psychologists not communication studies scholars. The idea of spontaneous self-

disclosure could inform CPM scholars when examining the strategies utilized to disclose 

or in instances of boundary turbulence. Scholars should research to what extent 

spontaneous disclosures are the inducers of boundary turbulence with co-owned private 

information. The extent to which the co-owner just ‘blurts’ out the private information to 

another person.  

This finding also raises questions about the strategic nature of sharing personal 

information.  The present study suggests some highly personal information may be 

disclosed to targets for apparently no reason.  One concept that may be useful for 

exploring this phenomenon is “mindlessness.” Timmerman (2002), defined mindlessness 

as “a state in which individuals engage in minimal processing of information that is 
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relevant to their current task (p. 114). Timmerman utilized the concept of mindlessness in 

examining media usage. However, CPM scholars could examine the mindlessness in the 

spontaneous disclosures of the private information owner or in instances of boundary 

turbulence with co-owners.  

The third finding in this study that is unique for CPM research is the notion of 

self-disclosure as a form of advice giving. Scholars (Goldsmith & Fitch, 1997) have 

examined advice giving as a form of relational maintenance but have yet to examine the 

intersection of advice giving and self-disclosure. Scholars should examine if there is a 

connection between advice giving and lifestyle recruitment, both Angel and Wyld 

brought up the idea of swinging to friends who may possibly become interested in the 

lifestyle. Angle’s friend wanted to meet new people and Wyld’s friend had a cheating 

boyfriend, swinging could have been a solution for both friends. Scholars could also 

examine if the discloser feels that disclosing via advice giving is safer than outright 

disclosing their stigmatized lifestyle. CPM scholars could also examine the concept of 

self-disclosure in the form of advice giving as a new strategy for disclosing in the context 

of social support internet forums. 

The final addition to CPM is the concept of reciprocated risk. Scholars (Petronio, 

2002) examined the concept of reciprocated disclosure, where the discloser reveals 

private information and the target reveals a similar level of private information in return, 

which should increase interpersonal intimacy. However reciprocated risk involves the 

discloser already having sensitive information about the target making the target safe to 

disclose to. The co-ownership of information is different when the two people do not 
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share the same stigmatized identity. Scholars could examine the notion of reciprocated 

risk in friends with benefits relationships, divorced couples, co-workers, and the parent/ 

child relationship.  

 

Methodological Implications 

This exploratory study into the disclosure practices of swingers also has 

implications for scholars who study stigmatized identities. As stated previously, swingers 

are a stigmatized identity who can ‘pass’ as not stigmatized and are in their lifestyle by 

choice. Both passing and choice are interesting implications for stigma scholars. Most of 

the participants claimed to rarely disclose to people outside the lifestyle; this concept of 

social isolation has been applied to homosexuals, strippers, and sex workers (Mayer & 

Richardson, 2010; Smith, 2007) but not swingers. Though there was evidence the 

population does in some way isolate itself, the social isolation is less of a physical space 

and more of a metaphorical safe zone when they are around people also in the lifestyle.  

This phenomenon occurred in the chatroom used for participant recruitment. The 

chat room created a safe space for the swingers because their identifying information is 

hidden from view and is only disclosed in private when both parties feel comfortable with 

each other. As a scholar intruding on the safe space I was teased, ignored and hit on 

often. One of my participants sent me an unsolicited picture of his wife’s vagina. On 

another day, I had a very interesting conversation in instant messenger with a man about 

the theoretical implications of a small data set, and even he wanted me to engage in 

cyber-sex with him, or at least send him a picture of my breasts. The anonymity and safe 
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zone of the website, as well as my seemingly willingness to be there, made me fair game 

for sexual advances just like any other woman on the site. Sexual advances were 

considered acceptable by website members but they still were unwilling to participate in 

this study (granted that some of the advances were made by single males who were not 

eligible for this study).  

Ragins et al., (2007) discussed attribution errors with stigmatized populations, the 

participants in this study mentioned being concerned with attribution errors but scholars 

have not re-evaluated people’s perceptions of swingers since Jenks (1985). With 

changing views on homosexuality, there exists a possibility the perception of swingers 

has changed. However, my attempts to secure IRB approval for this study indicates those 

views have not changed. I ran into a long delay in securing IRB approval and inquired 

about the reason for the delay.  This is the reply I received: 

RE: Who Knows their Bedroom Secrets? Communication Privacy Management in 
Couples who Swing 

Response from Dr. *******, IRB Chair: 

While the role of the *** Institutional Review Board is to help protect the 
participants in human subjects research studies, as IRB Chair, I am also concerned 
about protecting the safety of researchers.  Due to the subject matter and the 
manner in which subjects will be recruited, I strongly recommend that you limit 
data collection (your interviews) to over the telephone or by use of Skype or in 
person only in a public place such as a public library. 

Since you will be asking the participants to use only assumed names, I will waive 
the use of a signed written informed consent document if you will use an 
information notice to be given to potential participants in person or by email or 
read to potential participants over the telephone or by use of Skype. 

IRB was concerned for my safety because I was interviewing swingers, their perception 

of the lifestyle as deviant became an attribution error that I, as a researcher, was 
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somehow at risk while interviewing the participants. Koerner (2005) examined other 

communication scholar’s relationship with IRB and found that the relationship was 

“often the source of significant frustration for scholars, and sometimes even interferes 

with their scholarship” (pp. 331-332). IRB issues with this study examining a stigmatized 

but adult population impeded data collection. Future scholars who might wish to examine 

swingers may also be confronted with issues with IRB which might hinder or even stop 

scholarship of this population which would be a detriment to the discipline. 

 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The major limitations for this exploratory study were: a small data set, technical 

issues with CMC based interviews, and relatively short responses from the participants. 

First, my data set was small.  Lindlof and Taylor (2011) claimed “Projects that 

study an event of brief duration, or that depend on using hard-to-find (or hard-to-recruit) 

people as participants, may be more justified in having smaller samples” (p. 117).  

Swingers are a population that is hard-to-recruit; Jenks (1985) experienced the same 

problem recruiting from this population. Other scholars have utilized small data sets with 

hard-to-recruit populations such as Dixon, Houghes, and Walker (2005) study over dating 

and older women, and Richardson and McGlynn (2011) study on whistle blowers.  It is 

possible that my recruitment method could have been different and increased my data set 

size. If I had had a sponsor or someone in the lifestyle to prove I was safe, I may have 

had better luck gaining participants. A sponsor is “someone who goes around and 

personally introduces you, vouches for your study, and helps you gain access (Lindlof & 
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Taylor, 2011). Although this may not even be the case, Angel claimed “I can’t even think 

of anyone offhand that would be willing to talk to you, even with my recommendation.” 

Still, a sponsor might have helped. Also if I could have spent more time with the 

population, gone to clubs, or to parties, to gain more people’s trust I may have gained 

more willingness to participate.  

Next, the small data set was not the only limitation to this study. I had technical 

issues with the usage of video chat and telephone and several of the interviews had to be 

transcribed from notes not from video tape. The use of telephone seemed to make the 

participants uncomfortable, or maybe it was the interview in general, and their responses 

were short and to the point. Follow up questions did not lead to greater disclosure or 

clarification in most instances. There might be a possibility that “short responses” are 

indicative of the Swinger population, or maybe the stigma is so strong, they do not feel 

comfortable talking about their lifestyle to strangers in detail. The lack of different types 

of swingers besides closed/recreational and the predominately Caucasian demographic 

are also study limitations.  

 

Conclusion 

In this study I examined how one member of the married couple disclosed and 

why; future studies should examine how the married couple navigates their privacy 

together and with what frequency boundary turbulence occurs in stigmatized couples.  

Communication scholars should examine if reciprocated risk increases feelings of 

interpersonal closeness like reciprocal disclosures do. For other studies on the swinging 
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population I suggest examining the inter-couple negotiations that brought the couple into 

the swinging lifestyle and how the couple negotiates their shared norms and rules for the 

lifestyle. Henshel (1973) claimed that the male was the first to initiate conversations 

about becoming swingers, communication scholars should reexamine if this is still the 

case.  

Swingers are a stigmatized population with strong boundary and privacy 

management. They live their lifestyle without their non-swinging acquaintances ever 

having an idea and are thus able to pass as traditional monogamous married couples in 

public. The couples must have strong communication practices in order to navigate the 

communications with people in the lifestyle and privacy management with those people 

outside the lifestyle. Communication scholars should explore their communication 

practices in order to better understand this sub culture and other stigmatized identities. 
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APPENDIX  

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
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Read and obtain informed consent 

Pseudo name: 

 

Husband age__________ 

Wife age ___________ 

Husband Race:  Caucasian African American Hispanic Asian 

 Other 

Wife Race:   Caucasian African American Hispanic Asian 

 Other 

 

Length of Marriage_________ 

 

1) Are you open to others about the fact that you and your spouse swing? Why or why 

not?  

2) About how many people outside of fellow swingers know about your lifestyle?  

3) On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being not at all, and 10 being a great deal, how much 

would you say you disclose your lifestyle to non-swinging couples or friends?  

4) What risks are you concerned about when disclosing your lifestyle to others?  

4a) How do you feel like you benefit when you disclose your lifestyle to others?  

5) How long have you and your spouse been swingers?  

6) After giving the participants a list of specifications of the different types of swingers 

used in the project I will ask the participants to identify with a specific type of swinger.  
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7) After asking the participant to think of a single target person, if the participant has 

disclosed to several people I will ask for them to think of the most typical person, and the 

disclosure made to that person. 

8) Who disclosed to that person, you or your spouse?  

9) What gender is that person?  

10) What is her/his relationship to you?  

11) How did the person react?  

12) How has the disclosure affected your relationship with that person? 

13) How did you think the target person would react to your disclosure? Did her/his 

reaction differ from your expectations?  

14) Can you tell me what events lead up to the disclosure?  

15) Can you describe the strategy you used to tell this person about your lifestyle?  

15a) Is this typical of how you disclosed your lifestyle to others?  

16) Where did the disclosure take place?  

17) Why did you choose this location to make the disclosure?  

18) Why did you choose this particular person to tell?  

19) Why did you decide to tell this person you are a swinger?  
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