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Abstract 

This thesis contains two manuscripts related to the study of queer couples’ 

communication. In the first manuscript, I discuss qualitative video-recall procedures as 

valuable tools for generating contextualized and queer-affirmative understandings of 

queer couples’ communication. I argue that these procedures address limitations of 

dominant approaches to couples’ communication research, enabling researchers to 

attend to important social and political factors that shape how queer couples 

communicate. In the second manuscript, I use these innovative research procedures to 

explore partnered gay men’s sexual communication. In this study, three diverse gay 

male couples had video-recorded conversations about their sexual relationships, 

followed by separate video-recall interviews. Findings explore how gay male couples 

collaboratively navigate complex sociopolitical contexts by resisting, creatively 

modifying, and negotiating dominant sexual scripts. I explore how dominant sexual 

discourses and interpersonal power dynamics shape these dyadic processes. 

Keywords:  queer relationships; qualitative methods; video-recall; communication 
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Chapter 1. In their own words: The value of 
qualitative video-recall procedures in queer couples’ 
communication research 

Abstract 

Queer couples’ communication is commonly studied using decontextualized and 

heteronormative research methods. As queer relationships are meaningfully shaped by 

systems of power and hetero/cisnormativity, it is imperative that partnered 

communication be explored through methods that attend to couples’ sociopolitical 

contexts. I argue that qualitative video-recall procedures offer promise as an 

underutilized tool for generating queer-affirmative couples’ communication research. 

Through these procedures, couples engage in video-recorded conversations and then 

separately review their conversations during video-recall interviews. Participants are 

asked open-ended questions about their experiences during their conversations, 

producing rich subjective reflections that centre queer voices in the construction of 

empirical knowledge. I begin this paper with a brief review of dominant approaches to 

couples’ communication research. I then discuss qualitative video-recall procedures and 

their epistemological and ontological foundations. I conclude by discussing findings and 

reflections from a preliminary study that uses qualitative video-recall procedures to 

explore partnered gay men’s sexual communication.  

Keywords: qualitative methods; video-recall; queer couples’ communication  
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Introduction 

The longevity and quality of same-sex relationships, like all intimate relationships, 

relies heavily on effective communication between partners (Connolly & Sicola, 2005; 

Riggle, Rothblum, Rostosky, Clark, & Balsam, 2016). Despite the tight association 

between communication and relationship quality (e.g., Gottman et al., 2003; Julien, 

Chartrand, Simard, Bouthillier, & Bégin, 2003), there is a dearth of empirical research on 

how same-sex couples communicate. Most studies use research methods that 

inadequately address how couples’ complex and changing sociopolitical contexts affect 

their partnered communication (e.g., Kurdek, 2005). In the era of marriage equality, 

same-sex couples in North America have experienced significant shifts in how their 

relationships are recognized by dominant political systems. Although queer relationships 

benefit from increasingly inclusive same-sex legislation (Riggle, Wickham, Rostosky, 

Rothblum, & Balsam, 2017; Rostosky, Riggle, Rothblum, & Balsam, 2016), they also 

continue to be impacted by experienced or anticipated discrimination on the basis of 

their sexual orientation (Meyer, 2003; for review, see Rostosky & Riggle, 2017). 

Contextualized research is needed to fully understand how queer couples communicate 

within these paradoxical systems of acceptance and marginalization. 

Qualitative video-recall procedures have the potential to produce robust, 

contextualized understandings of queer couples’ communication processes. These 

innovative procedures enable researchers to explore how couples collaboratively make 

meaning through partnered communication (Domene & Young, 2008). Grounded in 

interpretivist philosophies, these procedures honour participants as valued agents in the 

co-construction of knowledge (Ponterotto, 2005). When used with queer participants, 

these interpretive procedures help construct queer-centred knowledge that deepens 

empirical understanding and challenges heteronormative theories of partnered 

communication (LaSala, 2007).   

I begin this paper by reviewing commonly used heteronormative approaches to 

the study of queer couples’ communication, highlighting the need for queer-affirmative 

procedures. Next, I introduce quantitative video-recall procedures as the dominant 

approach to video-recall in relationship research. I then discuss qualitative video-recall 

procedures as underutilized, but valuable research tools. Finally, I discuss my research 

that explores partnered gay men’s sexual communication through qualitative video-recall 
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procedures. I discuss my study’s design, briefly explore notable findings, and provide 

personal reflections to demonstrate how these procedures add meaningful depth to the 

study of queer couples’ communication.   

The Need for Queer-Affirmative Research Procedures 

Most of the extant literature on queer couples’ communication uses restrictive 

and notably heteronormative research methods. This includes assessing the processes 

and outcomes of partnered communication using quantitative measures that have been 

developed for research with heterosexual couples (Julien et al., 2003; Kurdek, 2005). 

For example, the Marital Adjustment Test (MAT; Locke & Wallace, 1959), 

Communication Patterns Questionnaire (CPQ; Christensen & Sullaway, 1984), and 

Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976) are widely used in queer couples’ 

communication research, despite being developed to study cisgender husbands and 

wives.  

Using these heteronormative measures with queer couples is limiting for two 

reasons. First, aspects of these measures have questionable reliability when used to 

study same-sex relationships. A meta-analysis of 91 studies that used the DAS found 

that sexual orientation highly influenced the reliability estimates for the scale’s Affective 

Expression subscale (Graham, Liu, & Jeziorski, 2006). Studies using the CPQ have also 

produced inconsistent findings about same-sex couples’ communication patterns 

(Baucom, McFarland, & Christensen, 2010; Kurdek, 2004), suggesting that this measure 

might not reliably capture queer communication dynamics. Second, these widely used 

measures neglect to acknowledge that heterosexual couples and queer couples are 

dissimilarly situated in systems of power and privilege. In addition to institutional 

homonegativity, internalized homophobia, and inadequate social supports (Dudley et al., 

2005; Otis, Rostosky, Riggle, & Hamrin, 2006; Rostosky et al., 2004; Rostosky, Riggle, 

Gray, & Hatton, 2007), queer relationships have also been uniquely affected by recent 

shifts in same-sex legislation (Riggle et al., 2017; Rostosky et al., 2016). Although these 

sociopolitical factors shape how queer couples communicate (Connolly & Sicola, 2005; 

Rostosky, Riggle, Dudley, & Wright, 2006), they are inadequately captured through 

quantitative measures that are commonly used to study queer couples’ communication. 

By contrast, qualitative video-recall procedures enable researchers to explore queer 

couples’ partnered communication as interpersonally and culturally constituted.  



4 

Video-Recall Procedures 

Technological advancements of the 1980s allowed relationship researchers to 

study communication processes in innovative ways (Welsh & Dickson, 2005). Video-

recall procedures were developed to capture partners’ subjective experiences during 

partnered communication. Using these procedures, researchers invite partners to 

engage in self-directed, video-recorded conversations about a given topic. Researchers 

then instruct partners to separately view these video-recorded conversations and reflect 

on their experiences at the time of the conversation (Welsh & Dickson, 2005). The 

development of these innovative procedures has enabled researchers to attend to 

couples’ subjective in vivo experiences during partnered communication. 

Quantitative Video-Recall  

Couples’ communication research almost solely uses quantitative approaches to 

video-recall. Most often, partners are asked to provide continuous numerical ratings of 

their affective experiences while viewing video-recorded conversations that they had 

with their partners (e.g., Gottman et al., 2003). In their seminal study using video-recall 

methods, Levenson and Gottman (1983) asked participants to manipulate a dial to rate 

their affect on a scale that ranged from very negative to very positive. Couples were 

instructed to rate their affect based on how they recalled feeling at the time of the 

conversation, as opposed to their experience while reviewing the conversation (Gottman 

& Levenson, 1985; Levenson & Gottman, 1983). By having partners watch and rate their 

own experience, these quantitative video-recall procedures were assumed to reveal 

some aspect of ‘truth’ about what participants felt at the time of their video-recorded 

conversations (Powers, Welsh, & Wright, 1994). The perceived ability to have direct 

access to participants’ subjective experiences encouraged a proliferation of studies that 

used quantitative video-recall procedures to study couples’ communication.  

Although these quantitative video-recall procedures attend to partners’ subjective 

experiences in innovative ways, they lack the ability to generate previously unknown 

qualities of partnered communication. Quantitative video-recall procedures are used to 

test hypotheses that have been developed based on pre-existing knowledge about 

intimate relationships (Welsh & Dickson, 2005). Because this knowledge is largely 

informed by empirical understandings of heterosexual relationships (Kurdek, 2005), 
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these procedures restrict researchers from exploring communication qualities that are 

uniquely experienced by queer couples.  

Qualitative Video-Recall 

Guided by partners’ subjective reflections, qualitative video-recall procedures 

enable researchers to generate novel understandings about queer couples’ 

communication. These procedures are similar to the quantitative approaches discussed 

above; however, instead of numerically rating their experience on a set of predetermined 

measures, participants are invited to engage in reflective dialogue through open-ended 

video-recall interviews (Kagan, Krathwohl, & Miller, 1963). During these interviews, 

partners separately view their video-recorded conversations with researchers (Young, 

Valach, Dillabough, Dover, & Matthes, 1994). Videos are periodically paused and 

partners are asked open-ended questions about their experience during their partnered 

conversations. The semi-structured nature of these interviews enables researchers to 

explore areas that hold relevance for their participants, thus enabling researchers to 

produce novel understandings of partnered communication.  

One of the most widely used forms of qualitative video-recall, interpersonal 

process recall (IPR) was originally developed as a clinical training tool in the field of 

Counselling Psychology (Kagan et al., 1963). Since its development, IPR has been used 

to produce rich, reflective interview data that is then analyzed through a variety of 

approaches (Rennie, 1992). Whereas IPR does not adhere to a single approach to 

qualitative data analysis, the more recently developed action-project method (APM) 

analyzes video-recall data through contextual action theory (Young & Valach, 2016; 

Young, Valach, & Domene, 2005). Consistent with this specific theory of action, the APM 

uses qualitative video-recall procedures to explore how dyads co-construct and achieve 

joint goals through communication. Although qualitative video-recall procedures have 

mostly been used to study clients’ experiences in therapy (e.g., Rennie, 1992) and 

parent-child interactions (e.g., Young et al., 2001), more recent studies have used these 

procedures to explore partnered interactions in intimate relationships (Domene et al., 

2012). Grounded in constructionist philosophies, these procedures hold particular 

promise for developing contextualized and queer-centred understandings of queer 

couples’ communication. 
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Ontological and Epistemological Foundations 

Qualitative video-recall procedures are rooted in interpretivist ontologies and 

epistemologies. Interpretivist researchers endorse pluralistic views of reality and 

emphasize that human experience is subjective and contextually-situated (Flick, 2009). 

These researchers reject post-positivist claims that probable facts or laws about human 

experience exist and can be generalized across contexts and populations (Lincoln & 

Guba, 2000); rather, they assert that people’s subjective realities are co-constructed 

through their interactions with their world. Thus, interpretivists argue that subjective 

experience is vast and diverse and that general claims about human behaviour 

inadequately capture meaningful nuances of human life. In contrast to post-positivist 

assumptions that knowledge exists independent from participants, interpretivists assert 

that individuals actively co-construct knowledge through their participation in research 

(Ponterotto, 2005). Interpretivists argue that it is not useful, nor is it possible, to study 

human behaviour objectively. Because subjective understandings are viewed as relative 

to each individual, they must be empirically understood within the context of individuals’ 

life perspectives. In the process of understanding participants’ life-worlds (Husserl, 

1970), the researcher becomes inextricable from the knowledge construction process 

(Bentz & Shapiro, 1998).  

Interpretivist approaches to inquiry are particularly well suited for queer couples’ 

communication research. By centring queer voices in the knowledge construction 

process, researchers attend to unique queer experiences that are inadequately captured 

through post-positive approaches that rely on heteronormative research measures. 

Queer theorists posit that queerness is neither innate nor stable; rather, it is continually 

constructed and deconstructed in politicized contexts and further adapted by the 

individual (Foucault, 1990; Plummer, 1996). As such, to understand how queer couples 

communicate, one must understand the sociopolitical contexts in which partnered 

dialogue occurs. Adopting interpretivist paradigms enables researchers to attend to 

these contextual factors and the knowledge produced contributes to the development of 

queer-centred theories of partnered communication.  
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Preliminary Qualitative Video-Recall Research with 
Partnered Gay Men 

Despite qualitative video-recall procedures’ potential as a queer-affirmative tool 

for relationship research, my graduate thesis is the first known study to use these 

procedures to explore queer couples’ communication. I modified procedures from IPR 

and the APM to explore how partnered gay men navigate dominant sexual scripts to 

construct pleasurable and affirming sexual relationships (Gendron, 2018). In the 

following section, I will describe the study procedures, with an emphasis on 

considerations made to establish a queer-affirmative research environment. I will then 

briefly discuss key findings and how qualitative video-recall procedures brought depth to 

the extant understanding of partnered gay men’s sexual communication.  

Study Development 

Due to the sensitive research topic and the highly personal nature of qualitative 

text, I worked to ensure participants’ comfort and safety throughout the study 

development. To construct a safe and queer-affirmative environment, I enlisted a 

colleague to help conduct video-recall interviews. He and I identify as queer men and 

have considerable experience working with queer populations. Dr. Sharalyn Jordan also 

oversaw the research project and was consulted throughout the course of the study. Dr. 

Jordan is a queer scholar with extensive research and advocacy experience in queer 

communities. I believe the research team’s personal and professional experiences were 

invaluable to establishing a respectful, affirming, and non-exploitative research 

environment.  

After receiving institutional ethics approval, I posted recruitment materials in print, 

online, and through approved email listservs. I also partnered with local queer 

organizations that shared recruitment materials with their members and professional 

networks. It is worth noting that most couples that inquired about participation reported 

hearing about the study through these queer organizations and not through 

advertisements in venues that were not queer specific. Although the effectiveness of this 

recruiting strategy suggests that participants trust and value research that is partnered 

with recognizable and affirming queer organizations, it also restricts the diversity of 

queer experiences represented in the findings. Individuals who are connected to these 
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organizations likely share common features, including proximity to urban city centres and 

integration into local queer communities. Further efforts are required to recruit queer 

couples that are not connected to queer organizations to better understand the diversity 

of queer couples’ experiences.   

Potential participants responded to advertisements by email. I contacted these 

men by phone to tell them more about the study, to answer any questions they had, to 

screen for eligibility, and to collect their demographic information. Although most 

respondents chose to privately discuss the study with their partners, I offered to contact 

respondents’ partners directly to discuss the study and to answer any questions that 

they had about participation. Eligible couples were comprised of self-identified queer 

men, were dating for at least one year, and were able and willing to have video-recorded 

conversations about their sexual relationship in English during a laboratory session. 

Couples were told that they would be reimbursed for their travel costs and that a $20 

donation would be made to a charity of their choice in lieu of direct compensation.  

I used purposive sampling to select three couples diverse in age, relationship 

status, relationship length, and ethnicity. Selected participants were 20 to 46 years old 

and included one transgender man and five cisgender men. These men identified their 

partnerships as committed, ranging from two and a half years to seven years in length. 

The sample included one dating and monogamous couple, one engaged and non-

monogamous couple, and one married couple that participated in threesomes together. 

The sample included ethnic diversity within and between couples, including three 

Caucasian men, two Indonesian men, and one Filipino man. Couples scheduled 

laboratory sessions at Simon Fraser University’s Vancouver campus. 

Laboratory Sessions 

Couples were greeted upon arrival to their laboratory sessions and were 

introduced to the research assistant. Drinks and snacks were offered and time was 

taken to establish rapport with the research team. Before providing informed consent 

(Appendix A), couples were reminded that they would be asked to have two video-

recorded conversations about their relationship, followed by separate video-recall 

interviews. Couples were reminded of their right to withdraw consent at any point during 

the study and were told that they could choose to have their video recordings destroyed 
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at any point in the research process. The research assistant and I identified ourselves as 

queer-affirmative researchers and as members of Vancouver’s queer community. 

Sensitive to the historical mistreatment of queer communities throughout the history of 

psychology (Drescher, 2010), we named and addressed the stigma surrounding open 

conversations about gay male sexuality. We then offered space for participants to ask 

any questions that would make them feel more comfortable with us witnessing their 

stories. These efforts were made to establish a culture of trusting transparency and to 

destabilize power differentials inherent in participant-researcher dynamics.  

We then provided couples with general instructions for their partnered 

conversations. We encouraged couples to follow the natural flow of conversation, but 

asked that they remain somewhat on topic for the duration of their conversations. We 

asked couples to inform us if their conversations naturally ended before the provided 

time limit or if they no longer felt comfortable to continue. We informed couples that their 

conversations would be video-recorded using two tablets that were disconnected from 

the Internet and explained that we would use these tablets to review their partnered 

conversations during video-recall interviews. We informed couples that these video-

recall interviews would also be filmed using two additional tablets. Time was taken to 

address any questions couples had about these procedures.  

Couples then engaged in five-minute self-directed conversations about how they 

met. These conversations were intended to get couples comfortable speaking in front of 

video cameras and to address any additional procedural questions that might arise 

through partners’ engagement in conversation. Next, couples were asked to discuss 

something they would like to change or explore in their sexual relationship. Before 

engaging in these conversations, partners were separated and paired with either the 

research assistant or with me. In separate rooms, partners were asked to compile lists of 

topics that they would and would not feel comfortable discussing with their partner during 

their laboratory session. Once completed, I met privately with the research assistant to 

compare lists. All couples generated at least one topic that both partners identified as 

appropriate for conversation. We presented couples who had more than one overlapping 

approved topic with a list of their approved topics and partners collaboratively selected 

which topic they would discuss. This topic selection procedure was practiced to ensure 

that partners were not coerced into discussing topics with which they were not 
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comfortable. Couples then discussed their chosen topics during self-directed 15-minute 

conversations.  

Following these conversations, partners were paired with either the research 

assistant or with me to separately review their video-recorded conversations. During 

these video-recall interviews, partners and researchers paused the video recordings at 

approximately one-minute intervals and partners were asked to reflect on their thoughts, 

feelings, or motivations at that moment in the conversation. Adapted from the APM 

(Young et al., 2005), this semi-structured approach to video-recall enabled participants 

and researchers to explore particularly salient aspects of couples’ conversations (Welsh 

& Dickson, 2005). Given the variability of this open-ended approach, partners did not 

necessarily reflect on the same moments of conversation, nor were they necessarily 

asked to engage in the same reflective processes. Researchers guided partners’ 

reflections using predetermined open-ended prompts informed by the APM (e.g., “How 

did it feel to hear your partner say that?”) and with process observations (e.g., “Tell me 

about what was going on for you when you rolled your eyes”). Partners also initiated 

reflections themselves by elaborating on the conversation’s content or on their 

experience at the time of conversation. Through this collaborative approach to video-

recall, partners were empowered to take ownership of their stories and highlight 

moments that they deemed particularly important.  

Video-recall interviews lasted approximately one hour. We then reunited both 

partners to jointly debrief their participation. We collected couples’ contact information 

(Appendix B) to ensure that they could be reached throughout the data analysis process. 

Couples also reviewed and signed video release forms (Appendix C); couples could 

select to have their videos destroyed, to have them used only for the purposes of the 

study, or for other identified research and educational purposes (e.g., in post-secondary 

lectures, at academic conferences, or during relationship workshops). We left the room 

while couples reviewed this form to help minimize pressure to consent to release. We 

reimbursed partners for their travel costs and asked couples to identify a charity they 

wished to make a donation to in lieu of direct compensation. We also invited partners to 

provide pseudonyms to represent their participation in the study. 
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Data Analysis 

Informed by Saldaña's (2013) eclectic coding method, I conducted three separate 

readings of couples’ transcripts. During my first reading, I generated open-ended initial 

codes that succinctly captured the content of couples’ sexual conversations and 

separate video-recall interviews (Saldaña, 2013). While generating these codes, I 

noticed that couples discussed their sexual relationships with reference to dominant 

discourses about sex and sexuality. This encouraged a second, discursive reading of 

couples’ sexual conversations, informed by sexual script theory (Frith & Kitzinger, 2001; 

Simon & Gagnon, 1986). Through this second level of coding, I made note of dominant 

sexual scripts that couples referenced, either directly or indirectly, and concisely 

described how couples dialogically navigated these sexual scripts. For example, codes 

generated during this reading described how couples collaboratively innovated unique 

counter-scripts through their partnered communication. During my third and final 

reading, I coded couples’ affective processes. I generated open-ended codes to capture 

couples’ verbal and non-verbal affect during their sexual conversations (Saldaña, 2013). 

Using short phrases, I succinctly described notable affective qualities, including changes 

in partners’ tone of voice, use of gestures, and conversational pacing. 

I synthesized and organized these codes into superordinate categories and 

subcategories. Once organized, I consulted with my research supervisors to discuss and 

modify these tentative analyses. Approximately nine months after couples’ laboratory 

sessions, I invited participants to provide feedback and to contribute to these analyses. 

After explaining the review process by phone, I individually emailed partners excerpts of 

my writing that referenced their participation. Participants were prompted to provide 

open-ended feedback about my interpretations. If participants believed that they would 

be identifiable to readers, they were prompted to offer changes that would further protect 

their anonymity. Participants were also prompted to report whether they were 

comfortable with the quotes that I selected. Finally, participants were prompted to note 

any potential factual errors in my writing (e.g., if I misreported their relationship status). 

Participants were invited to provide feedback and discuss analyses by phone, by email, 

or by Skype. 

All participants opted to provide feedback via email. Participants expressed that 

the interpretations were reflective of their experiences during their laboratory sessions. 
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No participants expressed any concerns about my analyses, nor did any partners offer 

alternative interpretations. One participant offered additional demographic information 

that I added to my analyses. Partners from one couple noted that they did feel 

identifiable in my writing but emphasized that they did not want any information altered. 

Most partners expressed appreciation for the study and one partner noted that it was 

enjoyable to review his partnered conversation several months after his laboratory 

session.  

Findings 

The couples in this study all explored non-dominant sexual desires during their 

sexual conversations. Couples discussed experimenting with sexual non-monogamy, 

viewing pornography as a couple, having sex in public spaces, and practicing 

dominant/submissive sexual dynamics. Through partnered communication, these 

couples resisted, creatively modified, and negotiated dominant sexual scripts, in an effort 

to carve out affirming sexual space within systems of normativity and hetero/cissexism 

(Gendron, 2018). For two couples, partners’ joint motivations to disrupt dominant sexual 

scripts provided a sense of unity and safety that encouraged partnered sexual 

exploration. These couples communicated with positive affect and reported feeling close 

to and understood by their partners. For another couple, partners’ dissimilar motivations 

towards disrupting normativity encouraged partnered negotiation strategies aimed at 

finding compromise. Partners’ distinct sexual values constructed barriers to partnered 

negotiation and power differentials informed by partners’ age difference further impacted 

this couple’s pursuit towards shared understanding. For all couples, positions to 

normativity appeared to meaningfully shape both the content and process of their dyadic 

communication (for elaboration of findings, see Gendron, 2018).  

This study further illustrates the importance of attending to queer couples’ 

contexts when studying partnered communication. Couples’ sexual communication was 

not merely interpersonally constituted; rather, couples dialogically constructed sexual 

relationships with reference to dominant sexual scripts. Despite their influence on queer 

couples’ communication, these dominant discourses are largely unacknowledged in 

post-positive approaches to communication research. In contrast to quantitative 

research measures that largely adopt decontextualized approaches to inquiry, qualitative 

video-recall procedures enabled the couples in my study to explore the influence of 
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power and normativity in depth. Couples referenced dominant sexual scripts during their 

sexual conversations and partners provided further elaboration on their experience with 

normativity during open-ended video-recall interviews. By synthesizing observational 

and open-ended interview data through qualitative analyses, the complexity of couples’ 

meaning-making processes was retained. These qualitative video-recall procedures 

generated novel insights into queer couples’ communication that were inaccessible 

through dominant approaches to relationship research. 

Personal Experience Using Qualitative Video-Recall 
Procedures 

As a novice qualitative researcher, I appreciated how qualitative video-recall 

procedures helped me attend to and honour diverse expressions of queerness in 

committed relationships. Through contextually situated analyses, these procedures 

enabled me to centre queer experiences that might have been silenced or erased 

through other approaches to inquiry. In the following section, I will share two personal 

reflections that highlight the value of using qualitative video-recall procedures when 

working with queer couples. 

Observing Partners in Context 

Qualitative video-recall procedures provide unique opportunities to observe 

partners in varying contexts. Through observing partnered conversations and separate 

video-recall interviews, I could readily explore how interpersonal contexts shape what 

partners discuss and how they discuss it. Some men in my study communicated certain 

relationship values when in conversation with their partner and slightly modified values 

when speaking with a member of the research team during video-recall (Gendron, 

2018).  

Consider the following two excerpts from Greg. During their sexual conversation, 

Greg discussed the potential of exploring extradyadic sex with his partner, Ryan. 

Throughout the conversation, Ryan was vocal in his support for exploring non-

monogamy, whereas Greg adopted varying states of opposition.   

Sometimes there is this occasional feeling where, yeah, sure let’s try and 
work out a way and branch out and see if we can bring someone in and 
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join us, or try something new and include someone else in our sexual 
experiences. Uhh, but more so I’m leaning towards, like I am really 
comfortable and really content with if it were just to be us. 

Greg, sexual conversation with partner 

I want to tell him that…I don’t really mind if that happens or not… 
Whereas it’s him that is really encouraging this for us. Umm, I…kinda just 
wanna say that I don’t really care if anything happens with anyone. 

Greg, video-recall interview with researcher 

Although Greg expressed some hesitation about exploring non-monogamy 

during his sexual conversation and during his video-recall interview, he expressed 

greater motivation for sexual exploration when in conversation with his partner. Greg, 

along with other men in this study, was motivated to attend to his identity as a partner 

and his identity as an individual. His partnered identity was motivated towards dyadic 

cohesion, whereas his individual identity was motivated to affirm personally held morals, 

values, and desires. When in conversation with his partner, Greg’s self-presentation 

served the interests of his partnered identity; he tempered his individual preferences to 

appear more aligned with his partner’s desires. Conversely, when engaged in video-

recall, Greg was not monitoring his partner’s perceptions and his self-presentation 

reflected individual motivations and desires. By observing how partners’ self-

presentations varied based on who they are in conversation with, I developed deeper 

understandings of these men as partners and as individuals. Observing these nuanced 

presentations also enriched my understanding of the dialogical process of sexual 

communication.   

Using Video-Recall to Bracket Personal Assumptions  

The collaborative and participatory nature of qualitative video-recall procedures 

helped me to honour participants’ unique experiences as distinct from my own. Working 

from an interpretive approach, I acknowledge that I analyze qualitative text through my 

uniquely-informed discursive lens and that the knowledge produced is shaped by my 

own personal experiences (Holloway & Biley, 2011). However, as a queer man 

conducting research with queer men, I am particularly susceptible to imposing my own 

experience in a way that silences these men’s unique perspectives (Dwyer & Buckle, 

2009). As such, I must work to bracket my own assumptions and remain open to the 



15 

multiplicity of queer men’s subjective experiences (Husserl, 1970). Qualitative video-

recall procedures facilitated this reflective process by enabling me to explore partners’ 

subjective experiences in depth during video-recall interviews.  

Consider the following excerpt from a conversation between O and K, a married 

Indonesian gay couple. These men reflected on introducing threesomes into their sexual 

relationship during their sexual conversation. In the excerpt that follows, O attempted to 

normalize their partnered threesome exploration by drawing from the experiences of 

partnered gay men more broadly.  

O:  But again, since…I think it happens in most of gay men, I think, 
like… 

K:  I don’t know. I haven’t read any research about that, so I’m not 
going to jump to conclusion… 

O:  You have read a research… 
K:  I only read…I don’t know if like, most of gay men doing this. 

O and K, sexual conversation between partners 

I initially read this section of conversation as K rejecting O’s desire to understand 

their experience by situating it in dominant, homonormative understandings. I believed 

that he was disinterested in whether “most” gay men were engaging in threesomes, 

instead preferring that the couple attend to their own unique experience. However, after 

reviewing the couple’s video-recall data, I came to appreciate how my own perspective 

distorted my understanding of K’s protest.  

We always have this argument. I am a person who always reads 
something first, see the facts, read the numbers, statistics. And I can say, 
‘okay, this is the majority of gay men is doing this’. So even though that 
there’s an article saying that a lot of gay people doing threesome, I still 
don’t believe that. I need to see the facts, what’s the number. Meanwhile, 
for me, [O] tend to say a lot of gay men right away, without saying the 
numbers. Like, assuming something. Like, just by seeing only three gay 
couple doing threesome, and he will say all of the gay people doing it. 

K, video-recall interview with researcher 

K’s frustration was not rooted in O’s comparison to dominant gay experiences. 

Contrarily, what I had initially read as K mocking O’s objective approach to 

understanding their subjective experience was K critiquing the credibility of O’s “facts.” 
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For K, adherence to “facts” was highly valued, perhaps even more so than for his 

partner.  

Bracketing Cultural Assumptions 

Video-recall also helped me bracket my cultural assumptions about affect and 

interpersonal communication dynamics. Socialized in a Canadian context, I initially 

experienced several of O and K’s communication dynamics and utterances as 

contemptuous. Their sexual conversation was characterized by crosstalk, exacerbated 

sighs, eye rolls, and forceful non-verbal gestures. They would often tell each other to 

“shut up” and were seemingly in constant battle over control of the conversation. Despite 

initially reading this emotional intensity as hostility, I also experienced their conversation 

as highly affectionate. They verbally expressed their love for one another and offered 

affectionate gestures, including a kiss. Given the couple’s tempestuous dynamic, I 

reconsidered partners’ behaviours as playful teasing, instead of malicious. I explored this 

hunch further during video-recall. In the following excerpt, I inquire about how K 

experienced his partner seemingly dismissing him in conversation. 

PI:  O responded with, ‘yeah, whatever’. I’m wondering how that felt 
for you to get that response.  

K:  Totally, sincerely, truthfully saying, nothing.  
PI:  Nothing. 
K:  It’s because like, me and O open all the boundaries and there’s 

no boundaries at all, so let it in, bring it on… we respect each 
other, reciprocally in the relationship… I know that if I’m opening 
myself to him, he will give me love. And if he opens himself to 
me, I will give him love too.  

PI:  So you can say things like, ‘yeah, whatever’. 
K:  Yeah, whatever, yeah. 
PI:  Because that’s authentic and true.  
K:  Exactly. And I can say to him, like, shut up. 

K, video-recall interview with researcher 

K discussed how behaviours that might be viewed as contemptuous in dominant 

Canadian societies are highly valued in this couple’s relationship. He explained how 

expressing genuine and unfiltered emotion, regardless of its valence, facilitates 

closeness and trust in their relationship. K connected his blunt communication dynamic 

to his Indigenous Sumatran heritage and to his immersion in French culture and 

explained that his partner’s impassioned affect has been shaped by his involvement in 
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queer advocacy in Indonesia. By exploring how partners experienced demonstrations of 

affect, I could more easily identify when my own learned assumptions unjustly coloured 

how I perceived couples’ communication dynamics. This helped me to remain open to a 

variety of experiences, allowing me to more adequately showcase the rich diversity in 

queer relationships.  

Closing Remarks 

In this paper, I have outlined qualitative video-recall procedures that assist in the 

study of queer couples’ communication. Grounded in interpretive epistemologies and 

ontologies, these innovative procedures enable researchers to explicate communication 

processes that have been largely neglected through heteronormative research 

approaches (Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Ponterotto, 2005). Whereas post-positivist 

approaches have commonly used heterosexual relationships as a lens through which to 

understand queer relationships, qualitative video-recall procedures centre queer voices 

as valued sources of knowledge. They honour and affirm unique experiences, attending 

to the complex sociopolitical contexts in which queer relationships are situated. These 

contextualized analyses generate novel, queer-centred knowledge that disrupts 

heteronormative understandings of queer relationships.  

Despite their affirming potential, these qualitative video-recall procedures are 

underutilized in queer relationship research. Through my own research, I have come to 

not only appreciate these procedures for their theory-building potential, but also because 

they efficiently highlight qualitative researchers’ implicit assumptions. These robust 

procedures enable researchers to add nuance to an incomplete understanding of queer 

relationships in the psychological literature. As such, researchers should consider using 

qualitative video-recall procedures as an affirmative approach to the study of queer 

couples’ communication. 
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Chapter 2. Navigating dominant sexual scripts: 
Observing partnered gay men’s sexual 
communication  

Abstract 

Partnered gay men are exposed to contradictory social messages that celebrate and 

marginalize gay male sex. Little is known about how gay male couples navigate this 

paradoxical terrain through sexual communication. In this study, I aim to develop a 

contextualized understanding of how partnered gay men construct pleasurable sexual 

relationships by exploring the following broad research questions: (1) How do partnered 

gay men communicate about sex? and (2) How do partnered gay men use sexual 

communication to establish or to maintain pleasure and intimacy in their relationships? 

Three diverse gay male couples had video-recorded conversations about aspects of 

their sexual relationships that they wished to change or explore. Partners then 

individually watched and reflected on their partnered conversations during open-ended 

video-recall interviews. Using three levels of qualitative coding, I explored how these gay 

male couples resisted, creatively modified, and negotiated dominant sexual scripts to 

construct pleasurable and affirming sexual relationships. Using a variety of dyadic 

communication strategies, these men adopted and adapted dominant 

hetero/cisnormative scripts and emerging homonormative scripts in their partnered 

conversations. These findings contribute a contextualized, processual understanding of 

gay male couples’ sexual communication to the literature.  

Keywords: gay male relationships; sexual communication; sexual scripts; qualitative 

methods; video-recall  
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Introduction 

Gay men are at a unique juncture in social history. Queer Americans marry under 

the laws of a nation whose top leaders oppose the protection of lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

and transgender (LGBT) people from discrimination in the workplace. Similarly, Canada 

experienced a 24.8% increase in sexual orientation-motivated hate crimes between 

2015 and 2016 (Statistics Canada, n.d.), while also reporting the highest number of 

same-sex marriages on record (Statistics Canada, 2017). LGBT affection is celebrated 

during pride festivities, but is met with disapproving glares on the same streets the next 

day. Gay men are faced with contradictory messages about how to interact as sexual 

beings, raising the question of how gay male couples navigate this paradoxical terrain. 

This study used qualitative video-recall procedures to explore how gay male couples co-

construct pleasurable sexual relationships and collaboratively navigate dominant sexual 

scripts through sexual communication. 

Heteronormative Research: Silencing Gay Communication  

There is a paucity of research on same-sex couples’ communication. Most of the 

limited available research assesses how same-sex couples’ communication differs from 

heterosexual couples’ communication. Some studies suggest that mixed and same-sex 

couples do not significantly differ in terms of content (Kurdek, 1994), quality (Roisman, 

Clausell, Holland, Fortuna, & Elieff, 2008), or process of communication (Baucom, 

McFarland, & Christensen, 2010), whereas others report that same-sex couples resolve 

conflict more effectively and value equality more than heterosexual couples (Gottman, 

Levenson, Swanson, et al., 2003; Kurdek, 2004). 

Because the objective of these comparative studies is to quantitatively compare 

heterosexual and same-sex couples on predetermined communication qualities, 

potentially important qualitative differences are insufficiently captured. These studies use 

measures that have been developed for use with heterosexual couples (Julien et al., 

2003; Kurdek, 2005), which do not attend to gay couples’ formative social contexts. 

Same-sex partnerships are meaningfully shaped by sociopolitical factors, including 

same-sex marriage legislation (Riggle, Wickham, Rostosky, Rothblum, & Balsam, 2017; 

Rostosky, Riggle, Rothblum, & Balsam, 2016) and sexual orientation-based minority 

stress (Meyer, 2003; for review, see Rostosky & Riggle, 2017). Exposure to relationship 
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stigma from friends and the public is also associated with lower quality of sexual 

communication in same-sex relationships (Rosenthal & Starks, 2015). Because same-

sex couples’ communication skills are uniquely shaped by systems of normativity and 

oppression (Connolly & Sicola, 2005; Rostosky, Riggle, Dudley, & Wright, 2006), it is 

imperative that researchers acknowledge the sociopolitical contexts in which same-sex 

partnered communication is situated. Comparative studies’ apolitical and transhistorical 

approaches to couples’ communication research inadequately attends to these important 

contextual factors. 

Partnered Gay Men’s Sexual Communication: More Than HIV  

Researchers have also explored partnered gay men’s communication from 

sexual health and risk prevention frameworks. This literature narrowly observes sexual 

communication as a means to minimize the risk of HIV transmission and focuses almost 

exclusively on partnered gay men with non-monogamy agreements (e.g., Gomez et al., 

2012). This available HIV-risk research suggests that partnered gay men who are 

committed to their relationships, communicative, and securely attached are more likely 

to engage in behaviours that mitigate HIV transmission (Gomez et al., 2012; Mitchell, 

2014; Starks & Parsons, 2014). Conversely, couples who avoid communication and 

have difficulties discussing sex and HIV serostatus are more likely to break their sexual 

agreements and are more likely to have unprotected anal sex with an outside sex 

partner (Gomez et al., 2012; Prestage et al., 2006). 

This focus on risk prevention restricts empirical understanding of the diverse 

topics and processes involved in partnered gay men’s sexual communication. Select 

qualitative studies within this narrow body of research demonstrate that partnered gay 

men discuss sex for reasons beyond HIV prevention. For some gay male couples, 

communicating about monogamy structures facilitates partnered sexual pleasure, fosters 

trust, affirms relationship identities, and bolsters relationship satisfaction (Hoff & 

Beougher, 2010). For other partnered gay men, sexual communication encourages 

boundary setting and facilitates sexual exploration (LaSala, 2005). Further, qualitative 

research with gay male couples managing sexual dysfunction suggests that sexual 

communication fosters empathy, addresses feelings of isolation, and helps maintain a 

sense of connectedness in the absence of sex (Hartman et al., 2014). 



25 

Clearly, sexual communication serves gay men’s relationships beyond HIV 

prevention. Talking about sex appears to not only benefit gay male couples’ sex lives, 

but their relationships more generally. Although this qualitative work importantly expands 

beyond an HIV-risk approach to sexual communication, little is known about how 

partnered gay men communicate about sex. Further, the extant literature explores 

partnered gay men’s sexual communication through either self-report data or through 

open-ended interviewing. Removed from the process of dyadic sexual communication, 

these retrospective reflections likely differ from men’s in vivo experiences of partnered 

sexual communication. Although some studies have observed gay male couples’ dyadic 

communication (e.g., Gottman, Levenson, Gross, et al., 2003), no known studies have 

observed partnered gay men’s sexual communication. Contextualized observational 

research is needed to better understand how partnered gay men talk about sex. 

Research Questions 

This study aimed to produce a contextualized and processual view of partnered 

gay men’s sexual communication and was guided by the following broad research 

questions: (1) How do partnered gay men communicate about sex? and (2) How do 

partnered gay men use sexual communication to establish and to maintain pleasure and 

intimacy in their relationships? 

Method 

Qualitative methods were chosen due to the exploratory nature of the research 

questions. These interpretive methods attend to important sociopolitical factors that 

shape how same-sex couples communicate (Rostosky, Riggle, Gray, & Hatton, 2007). It 

is imperative that preliminary research with same-sex couples attend to these social and 

political factors because, as queer theorists argue, queerness cannot be understood 

independent from the power-laden systems in which it is constructed (Foucault, 1990; 

Plummer, 1996). The collaborative nature of interpretive inquiry enables researchers and 

participants to co-construct knowledge that can challenge existing theories that have 

been established through heteronormative research practices (LaSala, 2007). 
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Couples 

Three gay male couples responded to recruitment materials posted online, in 

print, and through partnerships with queer organizations. I used purposive sampling to 

select couples diverse in age, relationship status, relationship length, and ethnicity. 

Selected participants were 20 to 46 years old and included one transgender man and 

five cisgender men. All selected couples identified their partnerships as committed, 

ranging from two and a half years to seven years in length. The sample included one 

dating and monogamous couple, one engaged and non-monogamous couple, and one 

married couple that participated in threesomes together. The sample included ethnic 

diversity within and between couples, including three Caucasian men, two Indonesian 

men, and one Filipino man. 

Procedures 

I explored the research questions using modified procedures from the action-

project method (Young, Valach, & Domene, 2005) and interpersonal process recall 

(Kagan, Krathwohl, & Miller, 1963; Rennie, 1992). Following a warm-up conversation 

about how they met, couples had 15-minute video-recorded conversations about 

something they would like to change or explore in their sexual relationships. Partners 

then watched their video-recorded conversations during separate video-recall interviews 

with either the research assistant or with me. Partners and researchers paused the 

videos at roughly one-minute intervals and partners were asked open-ended questions 

about their thoughts, feelings, and motivations during that particular in moment in the 

conversation. Couples were compensated for travel costs and a $20 donation was made 

to charities of the couples’ choosing (for more information about this study's procedures, 

see Gendron, 2018). 

Analysis 

I analyzed couples’ transcripts three times, coding different features with each 

reading. During my first reading, I generated codes to capture the content of couples’ 

sexual conversations and separate video-recall interviews (Saldaña, 2013). During this 

open coding process, it became apparent that couples frequently referenced dominant 

sexual discourses in their partnered talk. I explored this process further through a 
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second, discursive reading of couples’ sexual conversations. Informed by sexual script 

theory (Frith & Kitzinger, 2001; Simon & Gagnon, 1986), I concisely described how 

couples navigated dominant sexual scripts in conversation. For example, coding at this 

level detailed how couples referenced and creatively modified dominant 

hetero/cisnormative sexual scripts to better serve their sexual relationships. I then 

conducted a third and final reading to code couples’ affective processes. I generated 

codes to capture couples’ verbal and non-verbal affect, including changes in partners’ 

tone of voice, use of gestures, and conversational pacing (Saldaña, 2013). These 

multiple levels of codes were then synthesized and organized into superordinate 

categories and subcategories. 

Research supervisors with experience conducting research with queer 

populations and with couples provided input to inform these tentative analyses. I then 

presented analyses to partners for review and contribution approximately nine months 

after their laboratory sessions. Partners noted that the analyses captured their 

experiences during their laboratory sessions and no partners provided alternative 

analyses. One partner provided additional information about how his approach to 

partnered communication has been informed by his cultural milieu and this information 

was added to the analyses. All partners approved the presented analyses and the 

selected quotes. 

Meta Reflections 

Beyond the purposes of the study, partners reported relationship-enhancing 

benefits of engaging in the research procedures. These men expressed appreciation for 

the opportunity to momentarily prioritize their partnered sex lives during their laboratory 

sessions and while reviewing their conversations nine months later. Some partners 

noted that talking about sex served their sexual relationships by breaking sexual 

monotony and encouraging sexual exploration. These men also reported that engaging 

in partnered sexual communication facilitated intimacy and instilled trust and safety in 

their relationships. 

Partners indicated that reviewing their conversations during video-recall 

interviews provided unique opportunities to observe their communication processes in 

new ways. Upon reviewing their conversations, most partners expressed comforting 
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affirmation that they understand their partner and that they communicate effectively as a 

couple. These reflections elicited feelings of affection, trust, and love. For other partners, 

reviewing their conversations highlighted problematic communication dynamics. Some 

partners expressed that they observed being silenced and noted behaviours that 

signalled feelings of mistrust. These reflections motivated some men to establish more 

preferred communication dynamics with their partners; for other men, reflecting on these 

problematic communication dynamics did not appear to have clear actionable benefit. 

Navigating Dominant Sexual Scripts  

The couples in this study all encountered tensions associated with navigating 

dominant hetero/cisnormative sexual scripts and competing counter-scripts. Sexual 

script theory (Simon & Gagnon, 1986) posits that sexual behaviour is scripted on 

cultural, interpersonal, and intrapsychic levels. Constructed in systems of power and 

privilege, sexual scripts at the cultural level guide sexual actors to perform socially 

dominant sexual roles and practices. Dominant hetero/cisnormative sexual scripts 

endorse sexual monogamy in committed relationships, closely associate sex with love, 

and prioritize sex for procreation over pleasure or recreation (Mutchler, 2000; Sakaluk, 

Todd, Milhausen, Lachowsky, & URGiS, 2014). I use the term ‘dominant sexual scripts’ 

in this paper to refer to these sexual expectations. 

Unlike heterosexual couples, partnered gay men cannot easily adopt these highly 

gendered sexual scripts. These men are tasked with navigating dominant sexual scripts 

to construct relevant interpersonal sexual scripts (Mutchler, 2000). Because their 

intrapsychic scripts commonly conflict with hetero/cisnormative cultural scripts, gay men 

often innovate unique counter-scripts (Adam, 2006). Organized in localized queer 

cultures, these counter-scripts include partnered negotiation of sexual pleasure (Kattari, 

2015) and exploring consensual non-monogamy structures in committed relationships 

(Adam, 2006). 

Partnered gay men navigate these dominant sexual scripts and competing 

counter-scripts in diverse ways. When applied to sexual script theory, queer theory 

details the fluidity with which individuals adopt, innovate, and use various sexual scripts 

to structure sexual behaviour (Mutchler, 2000). Sexual actors are not passive recipients 

of culturally constructed sexual scripts; rather, these individuals actively interact with 
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sexual scripts in ways that uniquely serve their sexual relationships. Because sexual 

goals and desires vary greatly between individuals and between couples, interactions 

with sexual scripts are diverse. The couples in this study resisted, creatively modified, 

and negotiated dominant sexual scripts in the pursuit of constructing pleasurable and 

affirming sexual relationships. 

Resisting Dominant Sexual Scripts 

In some instances, couples resisted dominant sexual scripts to resolve a 

perceived disjuncture between interpersonal sexual scripts and dominant scripts at the 

cultural level (Masters, Casey, Wells, & Morrison, 2013). For some men in this study, 

dominant sexual scripts were incompatible with personal and partnered sexual desires, 

encouraging joint resistance. These men acknowledged dominant scripts as limiting and 

collaboratively resisted aspects of these scripts that constrained their partnered 

pleasure. 

Resisting Hetero/Cisnormative Prizing of Orgasm 

Winchester, a transgender man, and his cisgender partner Russell collaboratively 

challenged hetero/cisnormative assumptions that orgasm is synonymous with pleasure. 

Dominant sexual scripts informed by hegemonic masculinity discourses uphold the male 

orgasm as the ultimate goal of sexual activity (Dune & Shuttleworth, 2009; Sakaluk et 

al., 2014; Simon & Gagnon, 1986). Reinforced by orgasm-centric depictions in 

pornography (Escoffier, 2007), this script suggests that sex in the absence of orgasm is 

not enjoyable or is otherwise incomplete (Sakaluk et al., 2014). Winchester and Russell 

subverted this dominant sexual script by sharing their unique experiences of orgasm and 

pleasure. 

R: I’m getting used to, and more comfortable with like, accepting-, 
accepting? I guess believing? Umm, that like you said, that it’s 
as much of a turn on for you to be used and that you don’t 
necessarily have to cum or have an orgasm. ‘Cause my wiring is 
like, you’re only satisfied if you have an orgasm. And so I’m sort 
of working on the reprogram of that.  

W: I mean like, I do like to orgasm. And there’s also like, three 
different types of orgasm as well? And I’m perfectly happy with 
the sort of kind of orgasm that I get when I jerk off myself. And 
that’s good. And then there’s the one when you fist me, which is 
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like, way up here. Which is good, but that wouldn’t work every 
day. 

R: That’s intense and you don’t want to go through that every day. 
W: Yeah, not every day. But it’s amazing, and you do very well at it 

so… 
R: Thank you. 
W: But as I say, and then there’s this cool mental getting off, like 

when you use me and possibly different kink play we can try, 
which is very, very rewarding and I value a lot, possibly even 
more than just the orgasm I get when I jerk myself off, or when 
we have good sex. 

Winchester and Russell, sexual conversation 

Learning how Winchester experiences sexual pleasure as a transgender man 

helped Russell appreciate his learned assumptions about men’s sexual arousal and 

allowed the couple to collaboratively challenge hetero/cisnormative scripts of orgasm 

and sexual pleasure. 

We don’t have to always have an orgasm or cum…and that doesn’t mean 
we’re not having a good time. And so, that’s important for me to 
remember, because I’m wired that way. I’m wired like, you know, you’re 
only getting off if you get off physically. So like, having sex but not 
necessarily having an orgasm can still be fun, can still be hot and 
enjoyable for both. 

Russell, video-recall with researcher 

Winchester and Russell’s candid and specific discussion about their dissimilar 

experiences of sexual pleasure helped to draw out implicit norms that affect how they 

experience pleasure as a couple. Winchester’s alternative perspective challenged 

Russell to consider dominant orgasm-centric sexual scripts as restrictive social 

constructions as opposed to universal ‘truths.’ This more nuanced and personal 

conversation of orgasm and pleasure better enabled partners to resist these restrictive 

sexual scripts. 

Resisting Shame Surrounding Pornography 

 Winchester and Russell also used shared experiences to resist dominant sexual 

scripts that encourage romantic partners to hide their pornography consumption 

(Rasmussen, 2016). While exploring the possibility of viewing pornography together, 
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both partners expressed shame and embarrassment regarding the type of pornography 

they watch and the amount that they consume. 

R: I don’t know, I’m self-conscious with the kind of porn that I watch, 
and like, will you like it, or will I be judged. 

W: Yeah, totally, me too, me too. Just like, will I be judged, and 
yeah, totally. 

R: But I know we wouldn’t. And it’s funny because I always clear the 
browsing history, ‘cause I’m like, self-conscious. Well, not so 
much about the type of porn I’m watching, it’s just like, ‘oh my 
God what if he sees how many sites that I’ve looked at’, or 
whatever. 

W: (laughs)  
R: I know, I know it’s silly. But now that I’ve said it, I probably will be 

less inclined to feel like I need to do it. And I think watching porn 
together will help too, because it’s more that sort of internalized 
like, that sort of shame around porn. 

W: Well like, I had a lot of those thoughts when we were looking at 
whatever site, that anime furry site thing? I was like, ‘oh my God, 
he’s gunna feel disgusted by what I’m looking at’, or whatever. 

Winchester and Russell, sexual conversation 

Beyond embarrassment, both partners expressed fear that their partner would 

view their relationship to pornography as immoral and reject them as a result. 

We have the same fears that the other person will be like, disgusted, that 
we’ll be rejected, that I’m a bad person, or that they will think I’m a bad 
person. And that is the scariest thing I can think of, is for Russell to think 
I’m a bad person. 

Winchester, video-recall with researcher 

Partners’ self-disclosures about pornography-related shame normalized an 

otherwise isolating and stigmatized experience. By bringing their private fears into a 

public space, partners acknowledged how their experiences of shame have been 

shaped by normative relationship expectations. Partners agreed to resist dominant 

sexual scripts that discourage partnered conversations about pornography, instead 

committing to sharing pornographic interests with one another. Partners’ desire to have 

a more transparent, enjoyable, and intimate sex life motivated this resistance. 

R: We can just kind of like, introduce each other to the stuff that 
turns us on and, you know, likely some of it won’t, and maybe 
some that might be a surprise, but- 
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W: And then the other person could be like, ‘well you know, that’s 
cool, I’m not into that, but that’s totally wonderful that you enjoy 
that’, sort of thing. 

R: Yeah, and I think it sort of like, would deepen our relationship 
and our intimacy…just to share that stuff with each other, you 
know? 

Winchester and Russell, sexual conversation 

Calling attention to the presence and influence of dominant sexual scripts served 

these men in their pursuits towards resistance. Dominant norms thrive, in part, because 

they are implicitly woven into the fabric of society (Johnson, 2006). The ubiquity of 

dominant pornography scripts, for example, fortifies their power by suggesting that 

pornography is inherently shameful, rather than acknowledging that shame has been 

socially ascribed to pornography consumption. By addressing the discourses that uphold 

dominant sexual scripts, Winchester and Russell better understood these norms and 

acknowledged their agency in resisting them. This couple’s partnered resistance created 

novel possibilities for shared pleasure. 

Modifying Dominant Sexual Scripts 

In some instances, couples creatively modified dominant sexual scripts to 

accommodate their sexual desires. Some couples’ sexual values and desires did not 

neatly align with dominant sexual expectations, nor were they in stark opposition. The 

ambiguity of these couples’ positions to dominant sexual scripts favoured modification 

over resistance or assimilation. Through modification, couples retained aspects of these 

scripts that served their sexual relationships, while distancing from aspects that 

constrained them. 

Modifying Monogamy and Masculinity Scripts 

 O and K discussed their difficulties reconciling competing sexual monogamy 

scripts during their partnered conversation. These men identified with masculinity scripts 

that encourage frequent sex with multiple partners and with dominant relationship scripts 

that suggest same-sex couples with non-monogamy agreements are weaker or less 

legitimate than those that are heterosexual or monogamous (Mutchler, 2000; Rostosky 

et al., 2007; Sakaluk et al., 2014). This couple demonstrates how partnered gay men 
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simultaneously face contrasting sexual scripts rooted in different axes of identity 

(Mutchler, 2000). 

O: I love you, I find [you] attractive. 
K: I love you too, yeah.  
O: But again, we are men, men. (O flexes his bicep) 
K: Okay, that’s inappropriate. Okay, then… 
O: We like sex. 
K: Right. 
O: But we want other ways for sex. 

O and K, sexual conversation 

O: We kept reading and hearing that gay couples that 
have…threesome or foursome or open relationship is not a real 
relationship. Remember?  

K: Uh huh. 
O: Like, we have that stigma within the gay community that gay 

couples should be monogamous to each other. And that if we try 
to go other way, an open relationship, whatever it’s labeled, it’s 
not a real relationship. 

O and K, sexual conversation 

O and K creatively accommodated these polarizing norms by exploring 

threesomes as a couple. Situated in queer cultures and uniquely constituted between 

partners, gay male couples engage in this sexual innovation to reconcile competing 

sexual scripts (Adam, 2006). For O and K, engaging in threesomes satisfied their desire 

for sexual exploration, while exploring as a couple also protected their partnership from 

perceived threats to their commitment. By modifying dominant monogamy scripts, O and 

K came to understand sex and love as separate, such that partnered sexual exploration 

did not affect the highly valued emotional domain of their relationship. 

O: Apparently we are strong. I mean, it’s just sex. That’s what I’m 
telling you, it’s just sex. You cannot find love anywhere, but you 
can find sex everywhere, right? On the computer, with other 
people, or whatever, so love and feelings cannot change, but 
sex, we can always umm, what was the word? Umm, what was 
the word? 

K: I don’t know. What was the word? What are you trying to imply? 
O: Sex is interchangeable, but love is constant. Love is that. You 

cannot change love. Right? But sex, you can change the value of 
sex. 

O and K, sexual conversation 
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Non-monogamy agreements often contain negotiated structure to protect 

couples’ romantic intimacy (Adam, 2006; Hoff & Beougher, 2010; LaSala, 2005). For O 

and K, this involved clearly articulated rules regarding their sexual relations with casual 

sex partners. This separation of love and sex was apparent in how O and K discussed 

their threesome experiences. These men invested their love and affection in one another 

and dehumanized extradyadic sex partners in conversation. This differential allocation of 

affection prevented casual sex partners from having the power to negatively affect the 

partnership. 

K: I even forgot who did we invite for first threesome. Because for 
me, wait- 

O: He was the third. 
K: Wait, because for me, threesome is only a threesome. So that’s 

why I don’t remember who did we invite for the threesome. 
O: I don’t remember the names, I remember the face and the 

physique, that’s it. 
K: Seriously, I even didn’t remember what’s the name. I didn’t 

remember at all. 

O and K, sexual conversation 

In contrast to their initial fears that extradyadic sex would delegitimize their 

partnership, O and K found sexual exploration brought depth to their relationship. They 

discussed how exploring this new venture together elicited feelings of bonding and unity.  

When you share something that is very joyful…you feel the togetherness. 
That’s what I felt when I had the first threesome with O. It’s just like, when 
you’re having a family dinner and just sharing a food and we feel the 
togetherness, because we share that food. We share that turkey. 

K, video-recall with researcher 

Modifying Consent in Kink 

 Winchester and Russell discussed further exploring a dominant/submissive 

sexual kink in which Russell initiates sex when he desires, whereas Winchester is 

positioned as available for sex at Russell’s choosing. Their partnered conversation 

highlighted how kink play can disrupt dominant sexual consent scripts, emphasizing the 

importance of communication to instil sexual safety while practicing kink (Kattari, 2015). 

R: I also like the idea that you’re accessible, or you’re ready to be 
used whenever. And you make that known to me. 
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W: How do I make that known to you? 
R: You tell me. 
W: Oh okay, yeah. 
R: Yeah, you tell me often that that’s what you like and that that 

makes you hot. And like, not that I didn’t believe it, but I’m like, 
acting on that more? And I will act on that more. Because like, I 
guess there’s part of me…that’s like, I would never want to do 
something that, you know…that you weren’t interested in or you 
weren’t in the mood [for]. 

Winchester and Russell, sexual conversation 

Although both partners expressed desire to explore this dominant/submissive 

kink further, Russell shared reservations. A significant appeal of the kink is that sexual 

initiation is seemingly not negotiated between partners, creating tension between 

dominant sexual consent scripts and sexual pleasure. By fully stepping into the dominant 

sexual role, Russell expressed concern that he would violate his responsibility to attain 

consent from his partner, potentially pressuring Winchester into engaging in unwanted 

sex. 

I would never want to do something to hurt somebody, or that they 
weren’t interested in, or that they weren’t in the mood for. And I wouldn’t 
want him to go through the motions just to please me. 

Russell, video-recall with researcher 

Winchester and Russell creatively modified dominant sexual consent scripts to 

ensure that their dominant/submissive sex was consensual and mutually pleasurable, 

without completely dismantling the power dynamic that makes the kink enjoyable. 

Instead of attaining verbal consent prior to sexual initiation, the couple agreed that 

consent is implied unless Winchester states otherwise. This restores a more balanced 

power dynamic in this kink; although when in play, Russell appears to have control over 

sexual initiation, both partners understand that Winchester is able and encouraged to 

revoke consent at his choosing. 

Revoked Consent and Rejection 

 This modified consent script thus requires Winchester to interrupt and decline 

sexual advances at his choosing. Winchester and Russell explored complex personal 

processes that make declining sex challenging. 
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R: Yeah, like I would like you to please be able to tell me, and vice 
versa  

W: Yeah, absolutely. 
R: You know, but that’s not sort of the most comfortable thing, 

because to initiate something, or like, if one person’s turned on 
and the other person isn’t into it- 

W: Yeah, then that’s sort of awkward. 
R: Then that’s sort of like, I don’t know, it’s sort of I guess a fear of 

rejection thing or something.  
W: Yeah, or fear of the other person being upset that they’ve been 

rejected. 
R: Yeah, or ‘why don’t you want me’, or, you know how we can get 

into our heads. I mean, well I can get into my head.  
W: Oh yeah, absolutely, me too. 
R: So permission to be like, ‘yeah, you know like, not right now’, or 

‘you know, wait a little while’, or anything is absolutely okay. 
That’s actually, that’s fine with me. ‘Cause I would rather, than 
going through the motions with something- 

W: And I really, really, really appreciated the couple times that I’ve 
sort of like, indicated to suck you off or whatever, and you’ve 
said like, ‘not right now’. And I’ve super appreciated that and 
been very happy that you felt comfortable saying that. Because I 
wouldn’t want to go through the motions, likewise. ‘Cause I want 
both of us to enjoy it. And I didn’t feel rejected.  

R: Good. Good, good, good. ‘Cause I wouldn’t want you to feel 
rejected and-, I don’t think I’ll feel rejected either, because I 
mean, I don’t anticipate that it would happen that often because 
we’re both pretty eager. 

Winchester and Russell, sexual conversation 

Upon reflecting on this conversation during video-recall, Winchester discussed 

how his shame-laden self-perceptions have historically led him to prioritize others’ 

desires over his own sense of safety. He expressed great appreciation for how his 

current partnership’s culture of self-disclosure has encouraged a personal shift to 

prioritize his own needs in relationships. 

The place that I come from is one of very low self worth. And so the belief 
that if someone was interested in me, in any way, that I didn’t have the 
right to reject them…because then they would leave, basically. They 
wouldn’t be interested in me…because I wasn’t inherently worthy, in that 
sense. So just the fact that we’re able to sit here and talk about that 
feeling of rejection and reassure one another that like, that’s okay? That’s 
huge…to have this discussion and have it be true…it’s not just me saying 
it, it’s actually like, this feeling of safety…to say no. And that’s okay. And 
to have Russell say no, and that’s okay. 
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Winchester, video-recall with researcher 

Winchester’s process towards acknowledging his self-worth suggests that his 

current partnership provides a sense of security uncharacteristic of his prior 

relationships. Consistent with models of adult attachment (Mikulincer, Shaver, & Pereg, 

2003), Winchester sacrificed his own needs in past relationships to maintain closeness 

and to avoid loss. Whereas these past self-sacrificing attachment strategies were 

motivated by fear of loss, Winchester exhibits less attachment anxiety in his current 

partnership. Through ongoing partnered negotiations, he and Russell jointly established 

a culture of relational trust that encourages partners to openly voice their sexual needs. 

This trusting dynamic has created a sense of safety that has empowered Winchester 

and Russell to practice their modified consent script with less fear of rejection or hurt. 

This couple’s ability to construct and use this mutually enjoyable consent script created 

new and exciting opportunities for partnered sexual pleasure. 

Negotiating Dominant Sexual Scripts 

At times, partners were not aligned in their views towards dominant sexual 

scripts. These couples encountered interpersonal tensions, as one partner largely 

adopted dominant sexual scripts and the other resisted normativity. Same-sex couples 

reconcile differences through acceptance or partnered negotiation (Rostosky et al., 

2007), and the men in this study engaged in similar processes, attempting to negotiate 

differences to bridge the divide between seemingly disparate sexual values.  

Negotiating Consensual Non-Monogamy 

 Greg and Ryan discussed the potential of introducing extradyadic sex into their 

sexual relationship. These partners differentially endorsed dominant sexual monogamy 

scripts, resulting in attempted negotiations to reach a compromise that satisfied both 

partners. 

G: Sometimes there is occasional feeling where, yeah, sure let’s try 
and like, work out a way and branch out and see if we can bring 
someone in and join us, or try something new and include 
someone else in our sexual experiences. Uhh, but more so I’m 
leaning towards, like I am really comfortable and really content 
with if it were just to be us.  



38 

R: I think for me, like, I would be comfortable and content if it was 
just as well, but for me, that’s like saying I’m comfortable and 
content with living in just Vancouver and not exploring the rest of 
the world. Like, I don’t want to go live anywhere else, but I would 
like to go travel and see and experience other places. Whereas 
I’m obviously very comfortable with you, and like, I’m satisfied 
with our relationship, sexually and otherwise, but I just think it 
would be fun…to go on a vacation. 

Ryan and Greg, sexual conversation 

Greg approached the conversation expressing a general disinterest in exploring 

extradyadic sex. His position is aligned with dominant sexual monogamy scripts that 

closely associate physical intimacy with emotional affection and commitment (Adam, 

2006). This dominant script suggests that one’s partner should satisfy these relationship 

needs. 

I’m not really okay with him making out with someone else. I just feel like 
that’s-, can be emotional and I’m a very emotional and passionate 
person, and that’s just how I see and feel when I do things with him. And 
[I am] trying to understand how one can separate…passionate emotional 
feeling with just pleasure. 

Greg, video-recall with researcher 

Greg discussed how his preference for sexual and emotional monogamy has 

been shaped by the traditional values of his social milieu. 

I grew up in a very strict Catholic family…the way I think is that a couple 
comes together and you’re monogamous…It’s what we see in society, 
like…traditionally people get married…not many people were as open 
before. 

Greg, video-recall with researcher 

By contrast, Greg’s partner Ryan supported exploring extradyadic sex. He 

frequently referenced sex as a fun and playful activity that does not necessarily involve 

emotion. 

For me, it is just an activity that you might do with somebody. And there 
definitely can be emotion attached to it, but doesn’t have to be. 

Ryan, video-recall with researcher 
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Ryan’s endorsement of extradyadic sexual exploration resists dominant 

monogamy scripts and is consistent with sexual innovation commonly observed amongst 

partnered gay men (Adam, 2006; LaSala, 2005). Ryan explained how his views towards 

non-monogamy have been shaped by age, sexual experience, and integration in a gay 

male culture. 

I think because I have more sexual experience…I’m more inclined to be 
like, hey, monogamy’s sweet, but like, let’s separate feelings and 
emotions with the physical act. And let’s just have some fun. 

Ryan, sexual conversation with Greg 

I have a bank of really good friends…that I didn’t meet until like, after my 
early twenties basically. After I was like, fully out and fully comfortable 
with myself, and was exploring around that a little bit more? Whereas 
Greg is still kind of getting to that? 

Ryan, video-recall with researcher 

Ryan and Greg engaged in numerous negotiation strategies to reconcile their 

contrasting views towards monogamy. They attempted to better understand their 

partner’s perspective and modified how they presented in conversation, in an effort to 

become more aligned on this topic. 

Negotiating Values through Perspective-Taking 

 Both partners expressed the importance of understanding and honouring one 

another’s perspective when negotiating partnered sexual practices. By exploring their 

partner’s position with open curiosity, these men became more informed and better 

equipped to find compromise in their discrepant opinions. 

We’ve just straight up told each other we need to communicate properly 
in order to understand what each person wants. And once we figure out 
what each person wants we can try to find out some sort of medium to the 
both. 

Greg, video-recall with researcher 

Ryan described how cultural difference has created opportunities for partners to 

attend to one another’s perspective. 
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We’ve spent a very significant amount of time trying to understand the 
other person’s perspective…we both have very, very different 
backgrounds. Greg’s from the Philippines, he moved here when he was 
six. And my family’s like the eleventh generation Canadian, so…there has 
been a lot of requirements for us to sit down and try and understand the 
other person’s side…because his family’s background is very different 
than my family’s background. 

Ryan, video-recall with researcher 

This demonstrates how within-couple difference can create barriers and bridges 

to partnered negotiations. Although Ryan and Greg’s contrasting culturally-informed 

values regarding monogamy created barriers in the couple’s sexual exploration, their 

differing cultural locations also helped foster communication skills that can help bridge 

the divide. Qualitative research with long-term lesbian couples suggests that respectful 

acknowledgement and understanding of culturally-informed difference facilitates 

respectful partnered communication (Connolly & Sicola, 2005). Ryan and Greg 

honoured one another’s position towards monogamy, allowing the couple to engage in 

non-contemptuous dialogue. 

Modifying Self-Presentation for Unity 

 Motivated towards cohesion, Ryan and Greg also presented more agreeable 

versions of themselves during their sexual conversation. Ryan emphasized that 

extradyadic sex would be meaningless fun, whereas Greg expressed potential interest in 

sexual exploration, should certain conditions be met. Speaking to one another’s interests 

served to establish commonality in a conversation characterized by difference. 

G: I personally would have some limitations and boundaries, if we 
were to join another couple, or if someone were to join us. 

R: I know you have limitations and boundaries. Like, you wouldn’t-  
G: Like, I don’t feel comfortable…with like, kissing other guys? 

Which you- 
R: And that’s not something I’m interested in at all. Like, those are 

reserved for you. But like, I don’t know, ‘cause [mutual friend] 
and his boyfriend have like…made it very clear that if we did 
ever want to do anything with them…it doesn’t have to 
be…necessarily us all going crazy, it could just be getting off in 
the same room? It doesn’t even have to [be] sexual, but 
like…does that-…if we were the two couples in the same room? 

G: Yeah, that would- 
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R: Like, that’s something you’re totally comfortable with. But if-, 
yeah, I shouldn’t put words in your mouth, but it’s something 
you’re comfortable with.  

G: No, definitely that is. 

Ryan and Greg, sexual conversation 

Although well-intentioned, Ryan and Greg questioned whether their partner’s 

self-presentation during their conversation was constructed to serve the couple’s interest 

at the expense of the individual. 

He’d be like, ‘yeah, sure’ [referring to engaging in extradyadic sex while 
on vacation]. Assuming, to my understanding anyways, that it would just 
never happen. So it’s very easy to say, ‘yeah, I’ll agree with you. I’ll be 
very agreeable.’ 

Ryan, video-recall with researcher 

I think that he’s afraid if he were to say what he actually felt about the 
situation or wanted, that it might hurt me. But I don’t know, he can say 
whatever he wants. Like, if you want something, you can share that. Just 
be honest. 

Greg, video-recall with researcher 

Aware of their partner’s modified self-presentations, Ryan and Greg worked to 

discern whether their partner was withholding their personal desires during the couple’s 

conversation. Through questions and compassionate confrontation, partners invited one 

another to share alternative presentations that prioritized personal desires over 

partnered cohesion. Despite potentially highlighting the divide between their views 

towards monogamy, Ryan and Greg expressed that honesty is paramount to successful 

negotiation. 

Call a spade a spade, you know? Like, there are differences. That’s kind 
of what it is, and we’ve both called each other out on those differences 
before… there was a lot of beating around the bush the first time we 
talked about it. Like, ‘here’s what I want to talk about, but here’s what 
we’re actually going to talk about.’ 

Ryan, video-recall with researcher 

I can tell that he’s modifying it in a way that I would like to hear, which is 
considerate of him. He doesn’t want to hurt me, and I understand that. 
But I would like for him to just tell me what he wants, so we can figure out 
what’s best for us. 
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Greg, video-recall with researcher 

And this couple is not alone; most men in this study highly valued transparency in 

their partnered communication. Despite this desire for candid dialogue, Ryan and Greg’s 

conversation demonstrates how sharing personal desires becomes difficult when 

partners endorse competing sexual scripts. Although these men note that perceived 

secrecy creates barriers to effective partnered communication, they also acknowledge 

that sharing personal desires might compromise their partnered cohesion. This balance 

of individual and partnered interests created tensions in Ryan and Greg’s conversation 

and elicited feelings of mistrust and disconnection. 

The Role of Interpersonal Power in Navigating Dominant 
Sexual Scripts 

Couples demonstrated and used interpersonal power while navigating dominant 

sexual scripts (Tannen, 1986, 1990). Sociolinguistic theories of gendered 

communication suggest that men are encouraged to attain power in interpersonal 

relationships and are socialized to achieve status through talk. Given that the couples in 

this study were comprised solely of men, these theories might predict that couples’ 

conversations would prominently feature interpersonal struggles for power. Conversely, 

some relationship researchers have suggested that same-sex couples’ communication 

benefits from gender-based equality (Gottman, Levenson, Swanson, et al., 2003). 

Couples’ complex demonstrations of power outlined in the following sections indicate 

that intersectional approaches are needed to fully understand the role of power in 

partnered gay men’s sexual communication. 

Asserting Power through Conversation Dynamics 

 Some partners’ affect and pacing served to assert dominance and to retain 

control while discussing sexual exploration. Through frequent interruption and crosstalk, 

some men attempted to silence their partners’ voice while amplifying their own. 

O: Because we set some boundaries. 
K: Yes, exactly- 
O: We set some rules for- 
K: I belong to you. Let me just finish.  
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O: (sigh) 
K: I belong to you. Okay, and after that- No, you keep on talking 

and keep on talking. 
O: (laughs) 
K: See this is actually that we need to like, work on.  
O: Go on! 
K: You need to give me a time to speak. 
O: I gave you! 
K: There you go! And now stop doing this, okay?  
O: I, I didn’t talk…(laughs) 

O and K, sexual conversation 

When their partner did have the floor, these men’s affect conveyed disinterest 

and minimized their partner’s contributions. Through sighing, eye rolling, and mimicry, 

these men maintained a powerful presence while their partner was speaking.  

Asserting Power through Self-Presentation 

Partners further portrayed dominance by posturing in the relationship. One 

couple’s age difference constructed power differentials during their partnered 

conversation. In the dialogue that follows, Greg, a 20-year old man, requests specific 

information about what to expect during potential threesomes with Ryan, his 29-year old 

partner. Poised as having more sexual experience, Ryan notes that it is not possible to 

know what will happen during spontaneous and non-linear sexual encounters. 

G: It’s just that when we start planning things, and then you don’t 
say… Like, I want specifics. Like, I want to know- 

R: You can’t have specifics.  
G: Okay, well it’s- 
R: That’s the hard thing. 
G: I know, but just like, having specifics would make me feel more 

comfortable. 
R: I know, I know, and I understand that. 

Ryan and Greg, sexual conversation 

Upon reviewing this section of dialogue, Greg noted feeling overpowered in the 

couple’s conversation. Power-laden roles informed by age and sexual experience left 

Greg with a less assertive voice during the conversation. He expressed regret for not 
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further advocating for his desire to be as informed as possible before exploring 

threesomes. 

I think with the age difference we have, sometimes he feels, I don’t know 
if he feels like he can take control on certain things, but sometimes I think 
I let him have that power over me…I kind of like, backed away a little 
when I shouldn’t have. 

Greg, video-recall with researcher 

Partners also positioned themselves as knowledgeable to convey dominance in 

their conversations. These men would correct one another about details of their 

relationship and would challenge one another’s claims. Through confrontational 

questioning, some men undermined their partners’ intelligence, positioning themselves 

as more knowledgeable and dominant. 

O: So, since we are on our seventh year, almost eighth. 
K: Oh my God, okay.  
O: Wow, this [is] like the longest… 
K: Seven years living together, in which three years marriage. 
O: Excuse me, six years. 
K: No, seven. 
O: We’ve been 11…we’ve been living together since 2011. 

O and K, sexual conversation 

We are both full of ego, we don’t like to be corrected. We don’t like to be 
incorrect about anything, so either one of us trying to correct each other. 

O, video-recall with researcher 

Power Sharing in Conversation  

In addition to these power differentials, couples also demonstrated power sharing 

while jointly navigating sexual scripts. Some men elaborated on their partners’ 

contributions through cooperative and overlapping dialogue. Through this collaborative 

talk, couples co-constructed partnered understandings of sexual excitement and 

pleasure. 

R: So certain kinds of outdoor sex, definitely, but-. 
W: Yeah, like if we go up to like, Lynn Valley or something, in a nice 

little isolated pathway. 
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R: With a calculated-  
W: Yeah. 
R: With calculated risk. 
W: Yeah, exactly. Like, pretend risk. 
R: Yeah, pretend risk. Where it’s just like, the likelihood of us being 

caught is- 
W: Is miniscule. 
R: So low. 

Winchester and Russell, sexual conversation 

Reluctant to overpower their partners’ voices, some men also created space for 

their partners to share their own, occasionally dissenting perspectives. 

R: I don’t mean that you and I go off on our own and find somebody 
else or go join another couple. Like, I would rather you and I 
bring somebody into the bedroom with us. Or a few people into 
the bedroom with us. I don’t know, what are your thoughts on it? 

G: Umm, to be honest, I think like right now, in the next little while, I 
think I would be pretty like, very satisfied if it would just to be us. 

Ryan and Greg, sexual conversation 

Need for Intersectional Understandings of Power 

Couples’ demonstrations of power-laden talk and intentional power sharing 

highlight the complexity of gay male couples’ partnered communication. Whereas 

gendered theories of talk posit that men prioritize power and dominance in conversation 

(Tannen, 1990), some relationship researchers suggest that same-sex couples’ 

communication benefits from the relative absence of gendered power dynamics 

(Gottman, Levenson, Swanson, et al., 2003). Neither of these dichotomous 

understandings of gender-based power fully capture the demonstrations of power 

asserting and power sharing observed in couples’ conversations. In addition to gender, 

the men in this study discussed how their approach to communication has been shaped 

by other power-laden axes of identity, such as age, ethnicity, and queerness (Gendron, 

2018). These couples demonstrate that power cannot be understood by attending to 

gender alone. Complex intersections of power and identity must be considered to 

understand gay male couples’ communication dynamics more fully. 
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Discussion 

Partnered gay men’s sexual relationships are situated in complex and 

contradictory sociopolitical systems. The men in this study discussed their sexual 

relationships with reference to hetero/cisnormativity, acknowledging points of 

convergence and departure from dominant sexual scripts. Similar to same-sex couples 

in other studies (Dudley et al., 2005; Rostosky et al., 2006), partners in this study used 

other relationships as exemplars to better understand their own partnerships. In 

acknowledging others’ experiences while storying their own, these men positioned 

themselves as connected to and distinct from dominant sexual values and norms. 

Given the dominance of the hetero/cis hegemony, many gay male couples 

construct sexual relationships with reference to socially dominant sexual scripts 

(Mutchler, 2000). Gay men adopt these dominant scripts to varying extents, often 

innovating modified scripts that better serve their relationships (Adam, 2006; Mutchler, 

2000). Past research that has explored gay men’s interactions with hetero/cisnormative 

scripts has been conducted in contexts that excluded same-sex couples from dominant 

demonstrations of partnered commitment, including legal marriage (Adam, 2006; 

Mutchler, 2000; Reczek, Elliott, & Umberson, 2009). Given these studies’ exclusionary 

sociopolitical contexts, it remained unclear whether partnered gay men viewed dominant 

scripts as inaccessible and innovated sexual scripts out of necessity, or whether these 

men capitalized on their exclusion from dominant relationship portrayals and willingly 

constructed sexual scripts that were unfettered by normative expectations. 

Unlike participants in prior research on this topic, the men in this study could 

legally marry, adopt children, and construct relationships that more closely resemble 

those of the hetero/cis hegemony. This increased accessibility begs the question: Would 

partnered gay men abandon sexual innovation and adopt dominant scripts, or would 

they retain their freedom to uniquely construct relationships that challenge normative 

relationship expectations? For the couples in this study, the answer is complex. Despite 

their subscription and aspiration towards traditional unions of marriage, parenthood, and 

joint home ownership, these men’s stories do not culminate at the white picket fence. A 

legally married couple interested in joint parenthood also actively explored threesomes. 

Another couple who was pursuing legal marriage practiced polyamory and kink play. 

Couples’ continued sexual innovation suggests they perceive socially dominant 



47 

relationship scripts as desirable, but insufficient. Further, by simultaneously challenging 

dominant sexual scripts and adopting other dominant relationship scripts, these men 

demonstrate that partnered sexual scripts are distinct from the relationship scripts in 

which they are commonly embedded. Further research is needed to explore whether 

same-sex couples’ historical exclusion from dominant demonstrations of commitment 

contributes to a culture that permits sexual innovation and exploration in committed 

relationships. 

Facilitators and Constraints to Navigating Dominant Sexual Scripts 

The couples in this study demonstrated factors that facilitated and constrained 

partnered navigation of dominant sexual scripts. Whereas couples who were unified in 

their rejection or modification of dominant scripts experienced empowered partnered 

navigation, those who were divided in their positions to normativity experienced an 

impasse in their joint pursuit towards navigating sexual scripts. 

The Power of Unity 

 Challenging dominant sexual scripts is an onerous task; social systems confer 

privileges upon those who uphold normative expectations and marginalize those who 

defy (Johnson, 2006). These social costs discourage individuals from disturbing 

normativity, thereby strengthening dominant scripts. However, confronting these scripts 

is easier when one has an ally in their resistance. In his seminal study on conformity, 

Asch (1951) found participants were significantly less likely to conform to ill-informed 

group consensus if they had one ally who also resisted. Similarly, couples that were 

aligned in their rejection of dominant sexual scripts took concerted joint action, 

highlighting the power of unity in navigating socially dominant discourses. 

Beyond action, this unity also elicited positive, relationship affirming feelings 

between partners who jointly challenged dominant sexual scripts. These men felt 

understood by their partners and expressed appreciation for their joint approach to 

navigating dominant discourses. These partners legitimized and honoured each other’s 

sexual desires, instilling safety and comfort in their partnerships. Whereas these men 

might anticipate facing social opposition for their non-dominant sexual desires, their 

partners’ acceptance and joint understanding elicited feelings of trust, warmth, and 

affection. 
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The Constraints of Division 

 Not all couples were aligned in their endorsement of sexual scripts. Ryan and 

Greg favoured contrasting monogamy scripts and remained unaligned in their stances 

towards exploring non-monogamy. This couple’s conversation adds to existing research 

that explores the importance of perceived similarity in same-sex relationships. Some 

long-term same-sex couples report that their relationships have endured because 

partners share similar values (Riggle, Rothblum, Rostosky, Clark, & Balsam, 2016). 

Further, in a cross-sectional study with 274 lesbian and 187 gay male couples, 

perceived identity similarity was associated with relationship quality, regardless of 

whether partners viewed these identities as positive (Mohr & Fassinger, 2006). These 

studies suggest that same-sex couples value similarity and benefit from feeling aligned 

to one another. Ryan and Greg’s attempts at negotiation illustrate how couples use 

partnered talk to reconcile perceived discrepancies between partners’ sexual values and 

preferences.  

The persistence of Ryan and Greg’s dissimilar views towards monogamy also 

demonstrates how sexual scripts are entrenched in personal values and morals. Unlike 

the division of household labour or deciding what to have for dinner, challenging 

dominant sexual scripts often involves disrupting highly personal beliefs about 

relationships. As Ryan and Greg discussed, their views towards monogamy are situated 

in rich and distinct cultural contexts; peer groups and religious teachings have shaped 

and fortified these men’s divergent views towards monogamy in committed relationships. 

The impasse that this couple experienced indicates how culture-laden sexual scripts 

evoke personal sensitivities that represent challenges to partnered negotiations. 

Strengths and Limitations 

This study provides a contextualized exploration of partnered gay men’s sexual 

communication. This research adds to the extant literature, which is largely comprised of 

self-report and interview data. The innovative qualitative video-recall procedures used in 

this study generated in vivo understandings of partnered communication and provided 

rich insights into partners’ subjective experiences during partnered dialogue. Partners’ 

video-recall reflections contributed to interpretive analyses and participants provided 

further input through consultation with the primary investigator. These collaborative 
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procedures centred partnered gay men’s voices, producing analyses reflective of 

participants’ diverse experiences. 

In addition to these strengths, important limitations should be considered. 

Although the selected sample represented diverse axes of identity, all couples resided 

either within or near a large, socially progressive urban city. As sexual scripts are 

uniquely constructed in specific sociopolitical contexts (Simon & Gagnon, 1986), it is 

unclear how these findings apply to gay male couples in rural or socially conservative 

environments. This study also only explored three couples’ processes of navigating 

sexual scripts. Further research is required to uncover additional communication 

processes that were unexplored in the study’s sample. 

Concluding Remarks: Implications and Future Directions 

Partnered gay men’s sexual relationships are inextricable from systems of power 

and normativity. Gay male couples are tasked with constructing pleasurable sexual 

relationships in ambivalent and paradoxical sociopolitical contexts. Although systemic 

legislation has become increasingly inclusive of LGBT relationships (Riggle et al., 2017; 

Rostosky et al., 2016), same-sex couples continue to face marginalization (Rostosky & 

Riggle, 2017). Through resisting, modifying, and negotiating dominant sexual scripts, the 

men in this study navigated this complex sociopolitical terrain to carve out legitimate and 

relationship-affirming sexual space. 

Helping professionals are encouraged to attend to how gay male couples are 

aligned to systems of normativity and to one another. Couples in this study endorsed 

dominant sexual scripts to varying extents; some integrated aspects of normativity into 

their relationships, whereas others problematized these dominant scripts. These varying 

states of alignment occurred not only between couples, but also within couples. When 

couples were aligned, they jointly modified and resisted dominant sexual scripts; when 

partners were differently positioned to normativity, couples experienced an impasse. By 

attending to both axes of alignment, helping professionals working with partnered gay 

men can develop situated understandings about how their clients navigate dominant 

scripts. 
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Further research is needed to more fully understand how gay male couples 

construct sexual relationships in complex and contradictory sociopolitical contexts. 

Although most of the men in this study suggest that gay male couples continue to 

challenge and modify dominant sexual scripts in the era of marriage equality, it is 

unclear whether this endures in younger cohorts (Adam, 2006). Perhaps as younger gay 

men are socialized into cultures that are increasingly accepting of same-sex 

relationships, they are less allured by sexual practices on the fringes of normativity. 

Continued culturally and historically situated research is needed to understand how 

partnered gay men shape, and are shaped by, shifting social and political contexts. 



51 

References 

Adam, B. D. (2006). Relationship innovation in male couples. Sexualities, 9(1), 5–26. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/1363460706060685 

Asch, S. E. (1951). Effects of group pressure on the modification and distortion of 
judgements. In H. Guetzknow (Ed.), Groups, leadership and men (pp. 177–190). 
Pittsburgh: Carnegie Press. 

Baucom, B. R., McFarland, P. T., & Christensen, A. (2010). Gender, topic, and time in 
observed demand-withdraw interaction in cross- and same-sex couples. Journal 
of Family Psychology, 24(3), 233–242. http://doi.org/10.1037/a0019717 

Connolly, C. M., & Sicola, M. K. (2005). Listening to lesbian couples: Communication 
competence in long-term relationships. Journal of GLBT Family Studies, 1(2), 
143–167. http://doi.org/10.1300/J461v01n02 

Dudley, M. G., Rostosky, S. S., Riggle, E. D. B., Duhigg, J. M., Brodnicki, C., & Couch, 
R. (2005). Same-sex couples’ experiences with homonegativity. Journal of GLBT 
Family Studies, 1(4), 61–78. http://doi.org/10.1300/J461v01n04 

Dune, T. M., & Shuttleworth, R. P. (2009). “It’s just supposed to happen”: The myth of 
sexual spontaneity and the sexually marginalized. Sexuality and Disability, 27(2), 
97–108. http://doi.org/10.1007/s11195-009-9119-y 

Escoffier, J. (2007). Scripting the sex: Fantasy, narrative, and sexual scripts in 
pornographic films. In M. Kimmel (Ed.), The sexual self: The construction of 
sexual scripts (pp. 61–79). Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press.  

Foucault, M. (1990). The history of sexuality, volume 1: An introduction. New York: 
Vintage Books.  

Frith, H., & Kitzinger, C. (2001). Reformulating sexual script theory: Developing a 
discursive psychology of sexual negotiation. Theory and Psychology, 11(2), 209–
232. 

Gendron, M. R. (2018). In their own words: The value of qualitative video-recall 
procedures in queer couples’ communication research. Manuscript in 
preparation. 

Gomez, A. M., Beougher, S. C., Chakravarty, D., Neilands, T. B., Mandic, C. G., Darbes, 
L. A., & Hoff, C. C. (2012). Relationship dynamics as predictors of broken 
agreements about outside sexual partners: Implications for HIV prevention 
among gay couples. AIDS and Behavior, 16(6), 1584–1588. 
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-011-0074-0 



52 

Gottman, J. M., Levenson, R. W., Gross, J., Frederickson, B. L., Mccoy, K., Rosenthal, 
L., … Yoshimoto, D. (2003). Correlates of gay and lesbian couples’ relationship 
satisfaction and relationship dissolution. Journal of Homosexuality, 45(1), 23–43. 
http://doi.org/10.1300/J082v45n01 

Gottman, J. M., Levenson, R. W., Swanson, C., Swanson, K., Tyson, R., & Yoshimoto, 
D. (2003). Observing gay, lesbian and heterosexual couples’ relationships: 
Mathematical modeling of conflict interaction. Journal of Homosexuality, 45(1), 
65–91. http://doi.org/10.1300/J082v45n01 

Hartman, M., Irvine, J., Currie, K. L., Ritvo, P., Trachtenberg, L., Louis, A., … Matthew, 
A. G. (2014). Exploring gay couples’ experience with sexual dysfunction after 
radical prostatectomy: A qualitative study. Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy, 
40(3), 233–253. http://doi.org/10.1080/0092623X.2012.726697 

Hoff, C. C., & Beougher, S. C. (2010). Sexual agreements among gay male couples. 
Archives of Sexual Behavior, 39(3), 774–787. http://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-008-
9393-2 

Johnson, A. G. (2006). Privilege, power, and difference (2nd ed.). New York: McGraw-
Hill. 

Julien, D., Chartrand, E., Simard, M., Bouthillier, D., & Bégin, J. (2003). Conflict, social 
support, and relationship quality: An observational study of heterosexual, gay 
male, and lesbian couples’ communication. Journal of Family Psychology, 17(3), 
419–428. http://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.17.3.419 

Kagan, N., Krathwohl, D. R., & Miller, R. (1963). Stimulated recall in therapy using video 
tape: A case study. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 10(3), 237–243. 

Kattari, S. K. (2015). “Getting it”: Identity and sexual communication for sexual and 
gender minorities with physical disabilities. Sexuality and Culture, 19(4), 882–
899. http://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-015-9298-x 

Kurdek, L. A. (1994). Areas of conflict for gay, lesbian, and heterosexual couples: What 
couples argue about influences relationship satisfaction. Journal of Marriage and 
the Family, 56(4), 923–934. http://doi.org/10.2307/353603 

Kurdek, L. A. (2004). Are gay and lesbian cohabiting couples really different from 
heterosexual married couples? Journal of Marriage and Family, 66(4), 880–900. 
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.0022-2445.2004.00060.x 

Kurdek, L. A. (2005). What do we know about gay and lesbian couples? Current 
Directions in Psychological Science, 14(5), 251–254. 
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.0963-7214.2005.00375.x 

LaSala, M. C. (2005). Monogamy of the heart: Extradyadic sex and gay male couples. 
Journal of Gay and Lesbian Social Services, 17(3), 1–24. 
http://doi.org/10.1300/J041v17n03 



53 

LaSala, M. C. (2007). Queering ideas: The descriptive and theory-building potential of 
qualitative research with lesbian and gay families. Journal of Gay & Lesbian 
Social Services, 18(2), 61–72. http://doi.org/10.1300/J041v18n02 

Masters, N. T., Casey, E., Wells, E. A., & Morrison, D. M. (2013). Sexual scripts among 
young heterosexually active men and women: Continuity and change. Journal of 
Sex Research, 50(5), 409–420. http://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2012.661102 

Meyer, I. H. (2003). Prejudice, social stress, and mental health in lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual populations: Conceptual issues and research evidence. Psychological 
Bulletin, 129(5), 674–697. http://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.129.5.674 

Mikulincer, M., Shaver, P. R., & Pereg, D. (2003). Attachment theory and affect 
regulation: The dynamics, development, and cognitive consequences of 
attachment-related strategies. Motivation and Emotion, 27(2), 77–102. 

Mitchell, J. W. (2014). Between and within couple-level factors associated with gay male 
couples’ investment in a sexual agreement. AIDS and Behavior, 18(8), 1454–
1465. http://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-013-0673-z 

Mohr, J. J., & Fassinger, R. E. (2006). Sexual orientation identity and romantic 
relationship quality in same-sex couples. Personality and Social Psychology 
Bulletin, 32(8), 1085–1099. http://doi.org/10.1177/0146167206288281 

Mutchler, M. G. (2000). Young gay men’s stories in the States: Scripts, sex, and safety 
in the time of AIDS. Sexualities, 3(1), 31–54. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/136346000003001002 

Plummer, K. (1996). Symbolic interactionism and the forms of homosexuality. In S. 
Seidman (Ed.), Queer theory/sociology (pp. 64–82). Cambridge: Blackwell 
Publishers. 

Prestage, G., Mao, L., McGuigan, D., Crawford, J., Kippax, S., Kaldor, J., & Grulich, A. 
E. (2006). HIV risk and communication between regular partners in a cohort of 
HIV-negative gay men. AIDS Care, 18(2), 166–172. 
http://doi.org/10.1080/09540120500358951 

Rasmussen, K. (2016). A historical and empirical review of pornography and romantic 
relationships: Implications for family researchers. Journal of Family Theory & 
Review, 8(2), 173–191. http://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12141 

Reczek, C., Elliott, S., & Umberson, D. (2009). Commitment without marriage: Union 
formation among long-term same-sex couples. Journal of Family Issues, 30(6), 
738–756. 

Rennie, D. L. (1992). Qualitative analysis of the client’s experience of psychotherapy: 
The unfolding of reflexivity. In S. G. Toukmanian & D. L. Rennie (Eds.), 
Psychotherapy process research: Paradigmatic and narrative approaches (pp. 
211–233). Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications. 



54 

Riggle, E. D. B., Rothblum, E. D., Rostosky, S. S., Clark, J. B., & Balsam, K. F. (2016). 
“The secret of our success”: Long-term same-sex couples’ perceptions of their 
relationship longevity. Journal of GLBT Family Studies, 0(0), 1–16. 
http://doi.org/10.1080/1550428X.2015.1095668 

Riggle, E. D. B., Wickham, R. E., Rostosky, S. S., Rothblum, E. D., & Balsam, K. F. 
(2017). Impact of civil marriage recognition for long-term same-sex couples. 
Sexuality Research and Social Policy, 14(2), 223–232. 
http://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-016-0243-z 

Roisman, G. I., Clausell, E., Holland, A., Fortuna, K., & Elieff, C. (2008). Adult romantic 
relationships as contexts of human development: A multimethod comparison of 
same-sex couples with opposite-sex dating, engaged, and married dyads. 
Developmental Psychology, 44(1), 91–101. http://doi.org/10.1037/0012-
1649.44.1.91 

Rosenthal, L., & Starks, T. J. (2015). Relationship stigma and relationship outcomes in 
interracial and same-sex relationships: Examination of sources and buffers. 
Journal of Family Psychology, 29(6), 818–830. 

Rostosky, S. S., & Riggle, E. D. B. (2017). Same-sex relationships and minority stress. 
Current Opinion in Psychology, 13, 29–38. 
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2016.04.011 

Rostosky, S. S., Riggle, E. D. B., Dudley, M. G., & Wright, M. L. C. (2006). Commitment 
in same-sex relationships: A qualitative analysis of couples’ conversations. 
Journal of Homosexuality, 51(3), 199–223. http://doi.org/10.1300/J082v51n03 

Rostosky, S. S., Riggle, E. D. B., Gray, B. E., & Hatton, R. L. (2007). Minority stress 
experiences in committed same-sex couple relationships. Professional 
Psychology, 38(4), 392–400. http://doi.org/10.1037/0735-7028.38.4.392 

Rostosky, S. S., Riggle, E. D. B., Rothblum, E. D., & Balsam, K. F. (2016). Same-sex 
couples’ decisions and experiences of marriage in the context of minority stress: 
Interviews from a population-based longitudinal study. Journal of Homosexuality, 
63(8), 1019–1040. http://doi.org/10.1080/00918369.2016.1191232 

Sakaluk, J. K., Todd, L. M., Milhausen, R., Lachowsky, N. J., & Undergraduate Research 
Group in Sexuality. (2014). Dominant heterosexual sexual scripts in emerging 
adulthood: Conceptualization and measurement. Journal of Sex Research, 51(5), 
516–531. http://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2012.745473 

Saldaña, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (2nd ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Simon, W., & Gagnon, J. H. (1986). Sexual scripts: Permanence and change. Archives 
of Sexual Behavior, 15(2), 97–120. http://doi.org/10.1007/bf01542219 



55 

Starks, T. J., & Parsons, J. T. (2014). Adult attachment among partnered gay men: 
Patterns and associations with sexual relationship quality. Archives of Sexual 
Behavior, 43(1), 107–117. http://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-013-0224-8 

Statistics Canada. (n.d.). Table 252-0092 - Police-reported hate crime, by type of 
motivation, Canada, annual (number). CANSIM (database). Last updated 
November 28, 2017. (accessed April 5, 2018). 

Statistics Canada. (2017). Same-sex couples in Canada in 2016. Statistics Canada 
Catalogue no. 98-200-X2016007. Ottawa, Ontario. August 2. 
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/as-sa/98-200-
x/2016007/98-200-x2016007-eng.pdf (accessed April 5, 2018). 

Tannen, D. (1986). That’s not what I meant!: How conversational style makes or breaks 
relationships. New York: Ballantine Books. 

Tannen, D. (1990). You just don’t understand: Women and men in conversation. New 
York: William Morrow and Company, Inc. 

 Young, R. A., Valach, L., & Domene, J. F. (2005). The action-project method in 
counseling psychology. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 52(2), 215–223. 
http://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.52.2.215 



56 

Appendix A.   
 
Informed Consent Form 



57 



58 

 



59 

Appendix B.   
 
Contact Information Form 



60 

Appendix C.   
 
Video Release Form 



61 

 


