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			INTRODUCTION

			 

			 

			My Story

			In the summer of 2019, I asked a stranger a simple question—and it forever changed my life. 

			“Mind if I charge my computer here?” 

			As the words came out, my stomach twisted in knots and my toes curled. Time seemed to slow, and I wondered if the answer might never come. When it finally did—and it was clear I could share the outlet—I grabbed the last available chair and set up my workstation. 

			As the barista announced another coffee order, I plugged my charger into the wall and took my seat. My heart pounded. Calm down. You’re just sharing a table with her. But as I’m having this thought, a voice snapped my nervous system back to attention.

			“Hey, everyone. Sorry for joining a minute late.”

			It was the woman in front of me—my new coffeeshop crush, who I had been so eager to sit next to. Seems my charging antics held up her work call.     

			Staring at my computer screen, I pretended to be absorbed in my own work. My thoughts raced. Who is this confident, magnetic woman? What is her story? What does she do?

			Tapping her mouse, she unmuted herself again. “Yeah, it would definitely help our carbon score—but it needs to be something we require from all suppliers, not just the North American ones.”

			

			As I listened to her eloquently navigate the call, I was swooning. She was articulate, funny, engaging, and passionate. I was struck by her thoughtful communication style. 

			Reaching for my coffee, I noticed my hands were shaky. Get a grip. I angled my laptop screen down, then back up, then down again. I couldn’t stop fidgeting. Ideas raced through my head as I deliberated over what I might say when her call ended. Then it hit me—the perfect thing to say. An opener that would lead to a relationship with the person who is now my life partner.

			Now, before I get to what that question was, let’s take a step back and address some more fundamental ones: How did I—a shy guy who spent years on the sidelines waiting for love—flip the script? How did I go from hoping to find “the one” to actively making it happen? More importantly, how can you do the same? 

			 

			What You’ll Get from This Book

			First things first. I can’t give you a “happily ever after” guarantee. Sorry. There isn’t a magic love elixir. (Be wary of anyone who claims there is.) 

			But here’s what I can offer: practical, science-backed strategies to help you navigate modern dating. Want to optimize your dating search? Gain confidence in your interactions with strangers? Find hope during tough moments along the way? If so, you’re in the right place! 

			Among other things, this book will help you to:

			

			
					
Gain Control over Your Dating Life: Learn a new mindset to take charge of your dating journey.


					
Create a Game Plan: Date more intentionally by defining actionable steps that bring you closer to finding your person. 


					
Date Smarter, Not Harder: Save time and energy by developing strategies to streamline dating and avoid burnout.


					
Establish Your Dealbreakers: Differentiate between non-negotiable values and areas where compromise is possible.


					
Master the Meet-Cute: Uncover the best places for meeting people IRL (in real life) and learn research-backed tactics to spark conversations. 


					
Break the Ice: Gain the confidence to ask people out—or get them to ask you out—with no swiping required!


					
Reframe Rejection: Treat rejection as a stepping stone to connection, leveraging tools like exposure therapy and compassionate self-talk. 


					
Optimize Your Online Dating: Improve how you date and interact online, following a data-driven approach tested by behavioral scientists at the top dating-app companies.


					
Prioritize IRL: Understand why face-to-face interactions often lead to better connections—and how to use this to your advantage.


					
Design Better Dates: Learn to plan memorable dates that fit your schedule and budget.


					
Know When to Stop Dating: Discover the right time to stop your search and commit.


			

			As a dating coach, I use the strategies in this book to help clients—daters just like you—who seemingly have more options than ever, but feel that meaningful connection has never been harder to find. Applying these new tools, we work to solve this paradox, navigating dating with intention and purpose. 

			But these methods weren’t always for my clients. I originally developed them for myself, to help with my own dating search. How did I begin this journey into intentional dating? 

			It all started with an innocent journal prompt: 

			 

			What Is My Perfect Day Five Years from Now?

			At the time, I was a twenty-nine-year-old graduate student, living in Boulder, Colorado. I sat at my kitchen table, looking down at my open journal, and saw the prompt above. The question seemed simple. Yet as I wrote, my answer grew in complexity. As I peeled back the layers of my aspirations—like good health, financial freedom, a sense of achievement—and thought about what truly mattered, I kept circling back to a key element. More than the job I had, or the house I lived in, the most important piece was the companion I shared this perfect day with.

			It was the person I woke up next to: a best friend, someone to dream with, someone who challenged me. In this perfect world, playing out in the pages of my notebook, we traveled together and were each other’s biggest cheerleaders. This person was my rock, and I was theirs. We navigated life with trust and kindness. Our relationship was respectful, always. And we maintained our individuality—each of us encouraging the other to grow, without fearing we’d ever grow apart. Laughter and joy abounded; no question about that. And together we shared not just our experiences, but a true partnership. One in which we saw each other—really saw each other. As we were, and not for who we might one day become. 

			

			 

			My Reality

			This vision was a great one, but unfortunately, it wasn’t my reality. It’s not that I was unhappy. Life was good! I just hadn’t found my special person. 

			For a while, I lived by the “It’ll happen when it happens” philosophy. I was content to focus on school, hobbies, and time with friends. I spent free moments studying languages, exercising, and learning guitar—things I genuinely enjoyed. But at some point, I began to wonder if I was pursuing these activities for the wrong reasons.

			What had started as a genuine pursuit of curiosity and personal growth morphed into a strategy for attracting my perfect partner. I reasoned that finding this person was just a matter of becoming a more “interesting” version of myself. 

			Gradually, self-improvement became my scorecard. If I spent two hours on Spanish, ninety minutes in the gym, and another hour perfecting Bon Iver guitar chords, it was a good day. My hobbies were no longer just about the joy of learning or staying fit. In my mind, I was a step closer to being worthy of love. 

			My early and mid-twenties were relatively quiet on the dating front, which was fine. I was young and taking time to work on myself—just figuring things out. But as my mid-twenties turned into my late twenties, a hard truth emerged. The “make-myself-worthy-and-wait-for-someone-to-realize-it” approach—despite the occasional date or brief relationship—wasn’t leading me to the meaningful connection I yearned for. 

			I had great friends to unpack these frustrations with, and I later worked with a therapist. Yet, despite these conversations, I circled back to familiar territory, realizing that my most fundamental questions were still unanswered: 

			
					How will I know when I’ve met the “right” person? 

					Are my expectations for connection unrealistic? 

					Can I live a full life without a romantic partner? 

			

			I feared I would find someone who I was partially compatible with, but not in enough ways to feel truly happy about. I wondered if I would become too frustrated with modern dating and would settle—opting for company over loneliness. I worried the work I’d invested in self-development wouldn’t lead to the connection I had imagined. I worried time was running out. 

			All of this wasn’t adding up. 

			After all, I was successful in other areas of life. I’d played semi-pro soccer in Europe, earned a Fulbright fellowship, and was about to become the second-ever person in my university program to complete both a JD and PhD. I’d also biked across multiple continents, shepherding a dozen teenagers along the way. I had figured out how to do hard things. So why couldn’t I figure out dating? 

			 

			My New Dating Philosophy

			For every area of life other than dating, we accept that time, energy, and intentionality are required for self-actualization. There’s an understanding that what we put in is what we get out. Yet romance, society tells us, is just different. It’s supposed to be magical. A fairy tale. Even though nothing else operates this way. 

			

			We believe dating is an arena in which we shouldn’t have to develop our skills, work hard, or set goals. We’re expected to meet someone, but not encouraged to hone the abilities and mindset that make that possible. 

			For years, I accepted this contradiction. But as I envisioned my perfect day and the partner who I hoped to share it with, I wondered: 

			What if applying the principles of dedication, intentionality, and strategy to dating—as I would in other endeavors, like school, sports, or learning a language—could help me find my life partner? 

			I didn’t believe that taking a more deliberate and proactive approach would guarantee I’d meet that person, of course. I knew there were never guarantees with this stuff. But maybe I could at least stack the odds in my favor.

			My curiosity led me back to a familiar place, a place I was already spending most of my waking hours: the world of academia. I dove into the latest research in psychology, human behavior, and relationship science. Then I used these insights to develop a new approach to dating—an approach that incorporates empirical data and encourages being proactive, intentional, and strategic. 

			Armed with this fresh perspective, I then moved from theory to practice. I implemented these strategies, and with each date, each interaction, I learned more about the intricacies of modern romance. I experimented and refined my approach. I discovered where I was likely to connect with people. I uncovered hacks to better ward off dating burnout, and I realized what I could do to 10x my chances of going on follow-up dates. 

			I did all of this so that you don’t have to. 

			

			 

			FAQ—Skeptics Welcome

			Now, you might be wondering: is a statistical, scientific, and deliberate approach to dating really for me? If you haven’t found that special person—and you’d like to—the answer is probably yes. Still, you might have a few additional questions or even some doubts. Let’s address those now. 

			 

			I don’t believe in “analyzing” love. Am I in the wrong place?

			No, you’re not. It’s true that love is complex and driven by emotion. But does that mean you can’t apply psychological principles and data-driven strategies to better navigate the confusing maze of modern dating? Absolutely not! 

			 

			Do I have to be a heterosexual male in my thirties?

			Not at all! While I write from my experience, most of the lessons and concepts are flexible and adaptable. I’ve tested the ideas with dozens of people from diverse backgrounds, encompassing different cultures, races, gender identities, sexual orientations, and life stages. My goal is to speak to a wide range of circumstances. 

			That said, no single book can fit everyone’s dating situation. So I encourage you to take what resonates and leave what doesn’t. In the end, dating is personal. Even if you don’t agree with everything in this book, I hope the principles and mindset empower you to approach dating with more confidence and intentionality, regardless of where you’re starting from.

			 

			Your approach incorporates science and statistics. Do I need to love math?

			

			Nope! While I will share some stats—and use numbers on occasion to drive home a point—I’ve tried hard to make any quantitative discussion accessible. So even if you don’t have pi memorized to a hundred decimal points (or think of it as cake’s delicious cousin), rest assured. If you want a meaningful relationship, you can benefit from the pages that lie ahead. 

			 

			I know you met your partner in person, but I prefer dating online. Is this book for me?

			Yes. This book covers both realms. While I do emphasize the benefits of meeting in person, I recognize online dating is more suitable for some. The good news is that many of the principles—like being proactive, setting goals, and dating deliberately—apply both online and offline. Plus, we’ll dedicate two full chapters to improving your online dating experience. 

			 

			Do I need to abandon the idea of fate to resonate with this book?

			No! This book isn’t about discarding the role that fate plays in dating. It’s about taking control of what you can—putting yourself in the right place at the right time and being prepared—so that when fate steps in, you’ll be ready. 

			As you begin applying the strategies in this book, you’ll discover that dating is a skill, one that can be developed. It doesn’t need to be something that “just happens.” You can be proactive about seeking out connection. This change—from passive bystander to active participant—can help you gain agency. No longer do you need to wait for love to find you; you can actively seek it out. 

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Let’s begin!
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			1. A NEW STRATEGY FOR FINDING LOVE

			 

			 

			My mom made it clear early on that if I wasn’t going to produce at least two grandchildren, I could prune myself from the family tree. She also expected I’d be married first. In a church. And that the word Jesus would make an appearance—and not in a context like Jesus Christ! When is this ceremony going to end so we can get to the reception?! 

			It was a lot to live up to. And while I knew I shouldn’t be so concerned with mom’s idea of a happy life, this proved easier said than done. Truthfully, I did want a family. But before I could even think about kids, I had to find the right partner—the person I’d gushed about in my “perfect day” journal entry. 

			By the time I entered my late twenties, though, I’d had just three significant dating experiences. I was frustrated. I knew what I wanted but didn’t feel I had a way to get there. After a while, I wondered if there was something wrong with me. At my core, I knew that wasn’t right, but my dating life was feeling aimless, and I couldn’t see a clear path forward. Adding to the challenge, I had always found it difficult to approach women, fearing I’d say the wrong thing or be rejected. I knew I needed a new approach. 

			What I wanted was someone to tell me how I could “make” this happen. A step-by-step guide that would say, “Do X, Y, and Z, and you’ll find your person.” But that guide doesn’t exist. For obvious reasons, no one can promise a foolproof path to finding a life partner. That’s not how love works. 

			Disappointed with this reality, I set out to create my own path. I knew, of course, that love has its serendipitous elements and that no map could guarantee an outcome. Still, I hoped that having a blueprint might guide me—and in doing so—help me feel like I had more say in my dating life.

			At the time, I was in grad school, working with a brilliant sociologist and honing my research skills. I figured these skills could help me create my own personal dating guide. The good news was that I now knew what I had to do. I just needed to figure out how to do it. As with all good reasoning, I first needed to outline some assumptions.

			 

			My Dating Assumptions

			It seemed unlikely that the first person I approached would be “the one.” However, rather than seeing potential rejections as setbacks, I considered them inevitable hurdles on the journey to finding my life partner. Not everyone would be available or interested, but I remained hopeful that by putting myself out there, I’d eventually get some dates. 

			From these initial dates, I assumed some might develop into relationships while others would quickly fizzle. Among the relationships I was hoping to find, I knew only one would develop into the partnership I was ultimately seeking. 

			

			Of course, I was unsure exactly how all of this might unfold. I wanted more clarity on how many people I might need to ask out on the way to finding my life partner. Figuring this out, I realized, required answering three questions:

			
					How many people would I need to ask out to get a date?

					How many dates would I need to find a relationship?

					How many relationships would it take to find my life partner?

			

			 

			How many people would I need to ask out to get a date?

			Seeing many friends struggling with online dating, I hoped to do things a bit differently. Planning to meet most of my potential life partners offline, I looked for research to help quantify the chances a stranger would agree to a date. It was a nuanced concept, but a study from psychologists at the University of Copenhagen provided some guidance. The researchers tracked college freshmen as they approached strangers with a basic compliment, followed by a date invitation. What they found was, when men asked women, 20% said yes. And when women asked men, 30% said yes. 

			The results offer some interesting insights. Armed with basic pickup lines, the guys were succeeding with respectable frequency. Were there limitations in applying these findings to my own situation? Of course. For one thing, there were cultural and demographic differences between me and the study participants. But I wasn’t aiming for my process to be an exact science, so I was comfortable letting the study results guide my approach. 

			The 20% success rate they experienced became my roadmap. It suggested I’d need to ask out five women to get one date, and it braced me to face an 80% chance of rejection. Although it was a simple approach, it seemed to be a practical way to apply their findings to my dating journey. 

			 

			How many dates would I need to find a relationship?

			To estimate the number of dates needed to find a relationship, I again looked to the academic literature for guidance. Unfortunately, not much had been published. Thinking more about it, this made sense. Relationships are complex systems with many variables. They’re not easily characterized by scientific research. 

			Instead, I relied on personal intuition, observation, and prior experience to guide me to an initial estimate—one that was conservative, so that I would be less likely to become disappointed or frustrated. I would then test this estimate and adjust it based on my experience. 

			From what I gathered from people I knew who were dating, there seemed to be a lot of variability. Some connected easily. Others required more dates to find a relationship. In my case, I had a genuine sense I was in the latter camp. I figured I would go on quite a few first dates before finding a relationship. Ten seemed a high, but perhaps not unrealistic starting point. 

			 

			How many relationships would it take to find my life partner?

			I felt I was making progress in my research efforts. I had estimated I’d need to: 

			
					Ask out five women to get one date.

					Go on ten dates to get one relationship. 

			

			

			But how many of these relationships would it take to find my life partner? As with the previous two questions, I knew there was no right answer. Still, I hoped I could come up with a rough guideline based on research.

			As relationships develop, they often reach an inflection point, where we face choices. Do we move toward becoming life partners, do we maintain the status quo, or do we break things off? When we opt for the life partner route, what we’re really saying is: “Among all the people I might spend my life with, I choose you.” 

			This idea of choice is important. On the one hand, choice is how we exercise our agency in romantic relationships, and it reflects the values we hold. On the other hand, it’s well-documented that too much choice can be counterproductive and lead to “decision fatigue.” 

			Professors from Stanford and Columbia, for example, demonstrated this phenomenon at a grocery store, using jam samples. Some customers were given six options; others were presented with twenty-four. Of the customers in the group with limited choice, a substantial 30% bought jam. But of those offered twenty-four flavors, only 3% made a purchase. 

			Decision fatigue isn’t exclusive to the world of marmalade. A study from the University of Wisconsin showed similar results in the context of dating. Researchers found that “online daters who chose from a large set of potential partners (twenty-four) were less satisfied with their choice than those who selected from a small set (six).” 

			Both studies suggested that choice seems optimized within a certain bandwidth, even if the things we’re choosing are very different. Too many options can lead to indecision, while too few would obviously limit the diversity of possibilities. Six is better than twenty-four, but is six better than twelve? Or might three options be the real sweet spot? 

			Research from voter behavior provides interesting insights. When presented with twelve candidates, compared with just six, voters struggled to make value-aligned choices. 

			However, their decision-making accuracy didn’t improve when they reduced choice even more, moving from six candidates down to three. 

			I understand that people aren’t jams and that most of us aren’t dating politicians, but the principle of making optimal choices can still apply. The challenge of decision-making in relationships often involves comparative thinking—wondering if a current or past relationship would make us happier. If we want to help our brains make good decisions, we need to avoid decision overwhelm. This decision-management approach isn’t an exact science or a perfect match for relationships. It’s simply a guide: one I decided to apply to my search for a life partner.

			Distilling the lessons from these studies, six seemed to be a good number of options for human decision-making. This led me to answer my last question: If I was fortunate enough to have six relationships, I felt confident that I’d find a unique connection with one of them—my life partner. 

			 

			My Date Number

			Assuming it would take ten dates to find a relationship and six relationships to find my life partner, I calculated that I’d need to go on as many as sixty dates:

			

			 

			10 × 6 = 60

			 

			Then, anticipating I’d need to ask out five people to get a date, I realized—Oh dear Lord!—I could be looking at up to 300 approaches: 

			 

			5 × 60 = 300

			 

			These numbers seemed absurd. Honestly, I felt uncomfortable quantifying the dating process at all—much less enduring 240 potential rejections. But I recognized that while the method involved calculating staggering numbers, that wasn’t the point. The point was to change my outlook—getting me to think differently, feel differently, and act differently—so I could find the opposite of a staggering number: the one person I wanted to settle down with. 

			When I needed to make my dating journey seem manageable, I focused on the sixty dates. When I needed the push to act, I shifted my perspective to the 300 approaches. Whichever number I was using, I termed my “Date Number.” 

			Of course, this Date Number was a hypothetical construct. It was impossible to know the precise number of people I’d ask out or go on a date with before meeting my life partner. These were simply rough estimates. In the end, the numbers themselves—and the assumptions underpinning them—didn’t matter much. What mattered was having a compass to guide me through the disorienting jungle of modern dating. As psychologist Adam Grant says, “When people can’t see a path, they stop dreaming of the destination.” 

			Over the next two years, I went on first dates with forty-seven incredible people. Each meeting was a unique chance to connect. I met amazing humans with diverse perspectives, stories, and identities. Through all this experience, I became a better version of myself. I learned to be more patient, and I better understood the things I truly valued, like humor and kindness. This meant that whenever I finally met my life partner, I would be showing up as the person I wanted to be. 

			This journey showed me that while love can unfold in surprising ways, it’s also a numbers game—one that can be steered by intentional choices. There are patterns that guide human connection, and by adopting a mindset that embraces strategic dating, we empower ourselves to seek out the connections that resonate most deeply with us. We’re no longer passive participants in our love lives; we become the architects. 

			Now it’s your turn to establish a Date Number. While yours will look different than mine, we’ll explore in the next chapter how others have tailored the concept to their unique circumstances, and why creating a Date Number can be so transformational.

			 

			You can take action. 

			You can optimize your dating journey. 

			You can be strategic.
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			2. YOUR DATE NUMBER

			 

			 

			“We’re out to sushi and this bozo orders a California roll!” Jenna exclaimed, shaking her head with an expression of deep disapproval. “I’m sorry, but you gotta draw the line somewhere.”

			Jenna had come to me during a period of romantic frustration, hoping to break her cycle of “one-and-done” dates. During this session, she was focused on explaining why, in her view, ordering imitation crab was a clear red flag. 

			“You think a guy like that travels to Thailand?” she asked. 

			As an avid jet-setter, Jenna worried that her date’s bland food choices were proof they wouldn’t share a sense of adventure. Looking through the guy’s profile, I wasn’t convinced. In one picture he was backpacking through Argentina. In another, riding a motorcycle. 
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