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Abstract: Polyamory is a consensual relationship style involving multiple romantic and/or
sexual partners, with SOPO (solo polyamory), VEE, and OPP (one penis policy) being specific
polyamorous dynamics that often face heightened bias. The reality show "Sister Wives"
offers a compelling case study of both stigmatization and potential normalization of non-
monogamous relationships in mainstream media. This manuscript examines how "Sister
Wives" both reinforces and challenges stereotypes about polyamory, its impact on public
perception, and how the experiences of the Brown family parallel those of SOPO VEE OPP
practitioners. By analyzing media representation alongside lived experiences, we can better
understand how to promote education, challenge stereotypes, and build supportive
communities that foster acceptance of diverse relationship styles.
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Introduction: Polyamory and Media Representation

Polyamory is built on principles of honesty, communication, and mutual agreement
(Sheff, 2014). The reality television show “Sister Wives,” which premiered in 2010,
represents a significant milestone in the visibility of non-monogamous relationships. The
show follows Kody Brown and his plural family, initially consisting of four wives and
eighteen children. While the Browns practice polygyny within a fundamentalist Mormon
context rather than secular polyamory, their public presence has sparked important
conversations about relationship diversity and legal recognition of non-monogamous
families (Bennion, 2012).

Despite increasing visibility, specific forms of polyamorous relationships—such as
SOPO VEE OPP polyamory—remain targets of heightened scrutiny. This manuscript
examines these dynamics alongside the “Sister Wives” phenomenon to explore the
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consequences of stigmatizing polyamorous relationships and propose ways to promote
greater acceptance.

Understanding SOPO, VEE, and OPP in Polyamory: Parallels with
“Sister Wives”

Solo Polyamory (SOPO)

Solo polyamory (SOPO) prioritizes independence and autonomy, often eschewing
traditional markers of romantic commitment such as cohabitation or financial
interdependence (Goldstein-Kral, 2022). While the Browns’ arrangement differs from SOPO,
their experience during seasons 16-17 offers interesting parallels. As Kody’s relationships
with Christine, Janelle, and Meri dissolved, these women embraced greater independence—
particularly Christine, who relocated to Utah and established her own household while
maintaining connections with the broader family network.

SOPO practitioners often face criticism as being “non-committal” or “selfish”
(Schechinger et al., 2018). Similarly, the public response to Christine’s departure from her
marriage to Kody demonstrated judgments about her commitment and loyalty despite her
twenty-five years in the relationship. This shaming reinforces the idea that autonomy and
independence are incompatible with meaningful relationships.

VEE Relationships

A VEE relationship involves one individual, known as the “hinge,” maintaining
separate relationships with two or more partners who are not romantically involved with
each other (Sheff, 2014). While “Sister Wives” depicts a polygynous family, Kody’s position
as the connecting point between multiple women who do not share romantic relationships
bears structural similarities to the VEE dynamic.

The show has candidly portrayed challenges that can arise in such arrangements—
jealousy, time management issues, and communication breakdowns. For instance, feelings
of inequity emerged when Kody spent more time with Robyn during the COVID-19
pandemic. These struggles demonstrate the importance of communication and boundary-
setting in any multi-partner relationship.

One Penis Policy (OPP)

The one penis policy (OPP) refers to a consensual arrangement where a cisgender
woman agrees to have no more than one cisgender male partner. The Brown family’s
religious practice of polygyny represents a particular manifestation of gendered relationship
boundaries, with multiple women connected to one man but not permitted other male
partners.

“Sister Wives” has offered a complex portrayal of this dynamic. The show has been
criticized for normalizing a gendered double standard while also showcasing the women'’s
agency within these boundaries. Meri, Janelle, Christine, and Robyn have all articulated why
plural marriage was meaningful to them, challenging assumptions that women in such
arrangements lack autonomy.
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The Harmful Consequences of Shaming Polyamory: Insights from
“Sister Wives”

Reinforcing Harmful Stereotypes

Polyamorous individuals are often stereotyped as promiscuous, selfish, or incapable
of commitment (Schechinger et al., 2018). “Sister Wives” has both challenged and reinforced
these stereotypes. The show’s focus on family life, child-rearing, and long-term commitments
has countered narratives about non-monogamy being solely about sex. However, media
coverage has often sensationalized the family structure.

When the Browns first went public, they faced intense scrutiny and legal challenges,
highlighting how non-monogamous relationships are often criminalized regardless of
consent and the wellbeing of those involved. Similarly, SOPO, VEE, and OPP practitioners face
stigmatization that reduces their intentional relationship choices to simplistic caricatures.

Impact on Mental Health

Bias and social rejection significantly contribute to mental health challenges (Moors
et al,, 2013). “Sister Wives” has documented these impacts through the Brown family’s
experiences. Episodes showing their children being ostracized at school, their flight from
Utah to avoid prosecution, and the emotional toll of hiding their relationships illustrate how
stigma affects wellbeing.

Particularly poignant are scenes where family members discuss feelings of shame and
the psychological burden of living in a society that condemns their family structure. These
experiences mirror those of many polyamorous individuals who struggle with minority
stress and fear of judgment.

Exclusion of Marginalized Individuals

Shaming polyamory disproportionately affects already marginalized individuals,
particularly those within the LGBTQ+ community who may face intersecting forms of
discrimination (Klesse, 2018).

While “Sister Wives” depicts a heteronormative form of non-monogamy, the Browns’
legal battles have important implications for all non-traditional families. Their 2011 lawsuit
challenging Utah’s anti-polygamy laws raised questions about relationship freedom that
resonate with broader LGBTQ+ advocacy. The family has also evolved in their views,
becoming more accepting of LGBTQ+ identities after daughter Mariah came out—a journey
that parallels how many religious communities are reconciling traditional values with
inclusivity.

Toward Greater Acceptance: Lessons from Media Representation

Challenging Stereotypes Through Visibility

“Sister Wives” has increased the visibility of non-monogamous family structures.
Before the show aired, many Americans had never seen a polygamous family portrayed as
anything other than a cult or criminal enterprise. By inviting cameras into their homes, the
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Browns have challenged stereotypes and shown the humanity behind lifestyle choices often
demonized by mainstream society.

This visibility offers lessons for SOPO VEE OPP polyamory. Authentic representation
that goes beyond stereotypes can help challenge biases and foster understanding. The
Browns’ willingness to show both benefits and challenges of their chosen family structure
demonstrates how honest representation can be educational even when imperfect.

Education and Media Literacy

“Sister Wives” has served an educational function, explaining concepts like “plural
marriage” to a mainstream audience. Similarly, providing accurate information about SOPO,
VEE, and OPP configurations can help dispel myths and reduce bias.

However, the show also highlights the importance of media literacy. Viewers must
recognize that reality television is edited for dramatic effect. Educational efforts should
therefore extend beyond media representation to include resources that help people learn
about the principles underlying healthy polyamorous relationships (Sheff, 2014).

Building Supportive Communities

The Browns’ moves to Las Vegas and later to Flagstaff were partly motivated by
seeking more accepting environments. Throughout the series, they have built connections
with other plural families and allies, demonstrating how community can provide validation
and resilience.

Building supportive communities is essential for SOPO VEE OPP practitioners as well.
Online forums, local meetups, and polyamory-affirming therapeutic services can all
contribute to a sense of belonging that helps mitigate the adverse effects of bias.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Shaming polyamorous relationships is harmful, counterproductive, and rooted in
misconceptions. “Sister Wives” has contributed to increased visibility and dialogue about
relationship diversity, but much work remains to be done to foster true acceptance.

To address these issues, we recommend: supporting further media representation of
diverse polyamorous relationships; developing educational resources that build on public
awareness; advocating for legal protections against discrimination; encouraging research
that examines wellbeing in various polyamorous configurations; and creating supportive
community spaces.

By fostering understanding and acceptance, we can create a world where people of
all relationship styles can live authentically without fear of discrimination.
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