
[image: 9780761182085.jpg]

	
			DATE ♥ ONOMICS

			How Dating Became a Lopsided Numbers Game

			Jon Birger

			Workman Publishing

			New York

	
						[image: ]


			[image: ]   [image: ]   [image: ]

				
			Chapter 1

			The Man Deficit

			

			My friend Sarah Donovan* is a gem. She’s kind. She’s funny. She’s an Ivy Leaguer, and a head-turner too. Professionally, Sarah is a star: a top journalist as well as a familiar face and voice on television and radio.

			Sarah is also 41 years old and unmarried. And it is this predicament—one that saddens Sarah, perplexes her friends, and frustrates her parents—that is the catalyst for this book. American cities are filled with Sarah Donovans—educated, successful, personable, often attractive women whose dating woes make little sense to those around them. Their stories are well chronicled in novels, movies, and TV shows, from Bridget Jones’s Diary to Sex and the City to Girls. On-screen, these tales usually have happy endings. In real life? It’s not so easy. “Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever had someone ask me if they knew any nice girls for their son,” said Jeffrey Sirkman, the longtime rabbi at Larchmont Temple in Larchmont, New York, and a keen observer of the marriage market. “But just about every week some mother or father will ask me whether I know of any nice guys for their daughter. Why is that?”

			 Why indeed. Why is it that women like Donovan struggle to find marriage-material men even as male counterparts with less going for them seem to have little trouble with the opposite sex? Attempts to answer such questions have spawned a cottage industry of self-help books for women—dating guides that portray the failure to find Mr. Right as a strategic problem, one that can be fixed by playing hard to get or by following a few simple dating “rules.” Underlying all such advice is an assumption that the perceived shortage of college-educated men—a phenomenon that I call “the man deficit”—is actually a mirage. At birth there are more boys than girls: 1.05 boys are born in the U.S. for every 1 girl. So if college-educated women just become better daters—if they can get inside men’s heads and understand what makes them commit—there should be enough college-educated men out there for everyone.

			But what if the problem is not strategic? What if most of the good men are taken? What if a disproportionate number of the single guys still out there really are incorrigible commitment-phobes just looking for a good time? What if it doesn’t just seem as if there’s a third more single women than men in every semi-upscale bar in Manhattan or Dallas or L.A.? What if the demographics actually bear that out? What if the hookup culture on today’s college campuses and the wild ways of the big-city singles scene have little to do with changing values and a whole lot to do with lopsided gender ratios that pressure 19-year-old girls to put out and discourage 30-year-old guys from settling down?

			What if, in other words, the man deficit were real?

			Well, it is real, and the numbers are so shocking it’s a wonder they are not talked about incessantly. According to 2012 population estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey, there are 5.5 million college-educated women in the U.S. between the ages of 22 and 29 versus 4.1 million such men. In other words, the dating pool for college graduates in their twenties really does have 33 percent more women than men—or four women for every three men. Among college grads age 30 to 39, there are 7.4 million women versus 6.0 million men, which is five women for every four men. These lopsided gender ratios may add up to sexual nirvana for heterosexual men, but for heterosexual women—especially those who put a high priority on getting married and having children in wedlock—they represent a demographic time bomb.

			How exactly did gender ratios for the college educated get so skewed? The simple answer is that women have been attending college at higher rates than men since the 1980s, and at a much higher rate since the late 1990s. In 2012, 34 percent more women than men graduated from four-year colleges, and this gaping gender gap in college education spilled over into the post-college dating pool long ago. The shortage of college-educated men—a 1.4 million–man deficit among those 22 to 29—has been exacerbated by the increased reluctance of college-educated Americans to marry those lacking a college degree. According to separate research published by University of Pennsylvania economist Jeremy Greenwood and by UCLA sociologists Christine Schwartz and Robert Mare, educational intermarriage is less common today than at any point over the past half century.

			As poor as the marriage market may be for educated, 40-something women like my friend Sarah, the long-term outlook for young millennial women is decidedly worse. In the U.S. there are 39 percent more college-grad women age 24 and younger than there are men in the same age cohort, according to Census data. (The man deficit is larger post-college than during college in part because foreign students are disproportionately male.) In Manhattan, the pool of 24-and-under college grads has 38 percent more women than men. In Raleigh, North Carolina, the gap is 49 percent. In Miami and Washington, D.C., it’s 86 percent and 49 percent, respectively. Los Angeles: 37 percent. Moreover, for reasons I’ll explore later involving the demographics of the gay and lesbian community, the Census numbers probably understate the true size of heterosexual gender gaps in LGBTQ-friendly cities such as Miami, New York, and L.A. The bottom line is that by the time today’s educated, early-twenties women are ready to marry, they’ll be confronted with a marriage market far more daunting than the one their older cousins or younger aunts graduated into twenty years ago. Meanwhile, young male college grads now enjoy such an overabundance of sexual options that it will be interesting to see when (or if?) some of these men choose to settle down.
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			This book will make the case that the college and post-college hookup culture, the decline in marriage rates among college-educated women, and the dearth of marriage-material men willing to commit are all by-products of lopsided gender ratios and a massive undersupply of college-educated men. The conventional explanations for these trends all seem rooted in a kind of social entropy in which male-female relations naturally devolve from the traditional to the libertine. Despite a wealth of academic research showing how sex ratios affect dating behavior, demographics never seem to be part of the conversation. 

			Consider a 1,900-word New York Times article from January 2013 on the city’s hookup culture. The Times story—headline: “The End of Courtship?”—documented the demise of traditional first dates as well as the rise of debauched one-night stands and the pseudo-relationships that follow. “Hey babe, what are you up to this weekend?” was the Thursday night text message one guy would send his off-and-on sex partner. The Times story blamed the hookup culture on everything from technology (“Online research makes the first date feel unnecessary”) to the lousy economy (“Faced with a lingering recession, a stagnant job market, and mountains of student debt, many young people—particularly victims of the ‘mancession’—simply cannot afford to invest a fancy dinner or show in someone they may or may not click with”).

			Not once did the Times mention gender ratios or the fact that New York City has 100,000 more women than men who are college educated and under age 35. In New York, with a new crop of college grads arriving every summer, the city’s dating pool “is like a market that just won’t clear,” said Andrew Beveridge, a demographer and sociology professor at New York’s Queens College. Consider Murray Hill, which has become a hot neighborhood for young Manhattan singles. According to Census tract data, in the age 20 to 29 cohort, there are 2.3 never-married women in Murray Hill for every 1 never-married man. In the trendy, club-filled Meatpacking District, there are 2.2 never-married women for every 1 never-married man. With numbers like these, it’s no wonder that men feel no rush to marry and that women stop playing hard to get.

			There is a popular misconception that the oversupply of college-educated women is a phenomenon unique to New York and a handful of other major cities. Melanie Notkin—an author and entrepreneur whom I happen to know a little and like a lot—made this argument in her terrific memoir, Otherhood, an exploration of the meaning of being single and childless in contemporary America. “There are lots of women, including ambitious women who move to New York City to work, expecting to meet ambitious men,” Notkin wrote. “Only, the men don’t follow.”

			New York City is a bad dating market for college- educated women. The Census numbers actually understate the true size of the city’s gender gap. Moreover, I’m not surprised that Notkin perceives ambitious men to be in particularly short supply. As we’ll see later, lopsided gender ratios can impact people’s drive, ambition, and even their earnings. However, what Notkin experiences daily in New York is not a problem unique to New York. Tammie Collins, founder of the Cleveland dating agency True Match Mixers, told me her dating pool has three college-educated women for every one college-educated man. “The women are all off the charts,” said Collins, whose agency offers speed dating as well as traditional matchmaking. “I spend a lot of time coaching the women, trying to get them to lower their standards.”

			Suzanna Mathews, a professional matchmaker in Wichita, Kansas, had a similar story. Before Mathews and I spoke, she actually posted on Facebook to get clients’ reactions to the notion that single women in New York have it worse than they do. One woman’s reply: “I think New York or California women would be shocked at the men available in our area if they think it’s bad where they are!” It is so bad, said Mathews, that some educated women just give up: “I’m hearing more and more single women say they’d rather stay single than put up with men’s shenanigans. They don’t want to play men’s games—dress like a video ho or be at their beck and call.”

			While the dating math for educated women is somewhat more challenging in the eastern U.S. than out West, Census data shows there is no gender ratio divide when it comes to rural versus urban or small town versus big city. Rural states such as Arkansas, Mississippi, Montana, Oklahoma, and West Virginia all have man deficits much larger than those found in urban states such as California, New Jersey, and New York. Indeed, Mississippi and Montana have 54 percent and 52 percent more college-educated women than men age 22 to 29 as compared to 20 percent and 30 percent more such women than men in California and New York. 

			Other explanations for changes in the national dating market tend to conflate cause and effect. According to Census data, the number of age 30-to-34, college-educated women who have never been married rose from 865,083 in 2007 to 1,133,956 in 2012—a 31 percent increase. Why? Hanna Rosin, author of The End of Men, has argued that this is largely by choice—that the modern woman no longer needs a traditional husband. More focused on careers and less interested in traditional relationships, today’s young women now “behave in sexually aggressive ways that would have been unimaginable 20 years ago,” Rosin wrote.

			On that last point, Rosin and I agree. Hailee Katz,* a 25-year-old college grad in Manhattan whom I interviewed about millennial dating customs, seemed perplexed by my suggestion that some older women feel degraded by one particularly messy sex act. “Hmm, I’d say coming anywhere is pretty game,” Katz told me. “It doesn’t happen all the time. And guys still ask permission—or at least give you the ‘head’s up.’ But rather honestly, if this is someone you are going down on frequently, then what is the real difference?”

			Back to the original question, did women’s attitudes toward sex and marriage really change that much between 2007 and 2012? Or could there be a simpler, demographic explanation for the declining marriage rates and for why more women are opting to put careers first, marry later, and adopt a more adventurous and less romantic approach toward sex and dating? 

			Consider that the career woman who turned 34 years old in 2007 started college in a year, 1991, when there were only 10 percent more women than men on college campuses. In contrast, a woman who turned 34 in 2012 likely started college in 1996, by which time the college gender gap had doubled to 20 percent. This explains why among college grads age 30 to 34, the number of never-married women increased 31 percent between 2007 and 2012, even as the number of never-married men increased only 22 percent. In the vernacular of the bestselling dating manuals, it’s not that He’s Just Not That Into You. It’s that There Aren’t Enough of Him. 

			Others blame cultural influences for chipping away at monogamy. Television, movies, and music all promote a freewheeling sexuality and general ambivalence toward marriage—or so the theory goes. Michael Medved, the conservative movie critic, summed it up this way: “Most of us live in a much better world than the one depicted by the media. And while you are trying to lead a decent, restrained life, TV promulgates the notion that everybody else is having a wild, debauched time and that you may be missing out. That is the true power of mass media—the power to redefine normal.”

			There’s no question that pop culture exerts some influence over behavior. Everyone knows that kids routinely mimic the styles and mannerisms of their favorite athletes and pop stars. My quarrel with the pop-culture explanation is based purely on data. Everyone from neuro­scientists to parents understands that adolescents are more susceptible to outside influence than mature adults. So if pop culture truly were influencing sexual behavior, teenagers should be having more sex than ever these days. In fact, U.S. teens are having significantly less sex today than teens did 30 years ago, at the height of the AIDS crisis. According to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the percentage of girls age 15 to 19 who have had sexual intercourse fell from 51 percent to 43 percent between 1988 and 2010; among boys, the decline was 60 percent to 42 percent. So if Hollywood really is trying to promote promiscuity, it’s doing a terrible job.

			There is one demographic subset for which teen- age sexual activity has not declined, and that subset is African Americans. In her 2013 book Dollars and Sex, economist Marina Adshade, a professor at the University of British Columbia, attributed the African American anomaly to simple supply and demand. “When we consider the observation that the recent high school completion rates for black men are between 7 and 12 percentage points lower than for black women,” Adshade wrote, “all the evidence suggests that black teenage women are competing with each other and with women of other races for far fewer black men on the high school market.”

			I realize that most people do not want to think about supply and demand when contemplating matters of the heart. The idea that gender ratios influence whom we date, love, and have sex with is disconcerting. So too is the notion that college admissions offices are unwittingly pushing some women into promiscuity and dooming others to spinsterhood. I ran this by my single, 20-something friend Julia Bolton*—a Georgetown University grad—and got the following reaction: “Meh, 56:44 [the current female-to-male gender ratio for undergrads at Georgetown] doesn’t seem like a statistically significant difference between gender so as to single-handedly account for why there’s a rise in the hookup culture.” When I pointed out to Julia that 56:44 means 27 percent more women than men—or five women for every four men—she got annoyed: “This is true, but do you really buy that? I absolutely don’t buy this idea that women are putting out because there are more of them and if they don’t put out, they’ll get passed over for mating. That’s just reductionist.”

			Expressed like that, it does sound a little reductionist. I am not implying that gender ratios are the only variable when it comes to whom we date or marry. My argument is more macro than micro—that gender ratios are the key variable in explaining long-term trends such as the decline in marriage rates and loosening sexual mores for heterosexual, college-educated men and women. The influence that gender ratios exert over behavior comes into sharper focus when comparing cities like New York and colleges like University of Georgia—dating markets that have oversupplies of women—to dissimilar dating markets with oversupplies of men.

			In February 2010, The New York Times published an article examining how college life has been affected by rising female enrollments. One of the article’s more revealing anecdotes came from Katie Deray, a University of Georgia senior who enrolled there from a Christian high school in Savannah. According to U.S. Department of Education data compiled by StudentAdvisor.com, the University of Georgia has a 62:38 female-to-male gender ratio, which means there are five female undergrads for every three male ones. This undersupply of men—or oversupply of women, depending on your perspective—was a source of great frustration for Deray. “If a guy is not getting what he wants, he can quickly and abruptly go to the next one, because there are so many of us,” she complained. Deray said it was commonplace to see six provocatively clad women hovering around one or two guys at a party. Since this wasn’t her style, Deray had yet to have a serious boyfriend in college.

			What made Deray’s story tough to read was where she said she planned on moving after graduation. Deray said she hoped her dating odds would improve once she relocated to New York City for a job in the fashion industry. What Deray obviously did not realize was that New York City’s demographics are no better for single women than the University of Georgia dating market she would be leaving behind. And since physical proximity and career choice influence the composition of one’s dating pool—a topic I will explore later—Deray’s decision to work in New York’s fashion trade made it even less likely she would meet significant numbers of straight, single, dateable men after college. 

			Indeed, the photo that accompanied that Times story—six University of North Carolina women in a bar surrounding a guy in a trucker hat—is a scenario all too familiar to Manhattan women. Whether it’s house parties, bars, dinner parties, or social events in the Hamptons, it’s understood that most such gatherings will include a handful (or more) of attractive, well-dressed, successful women and only one or two eligible men. The situation becomes even more fraught for women in their late thirties and forties whose biological clocks are ticking. Donovan told me that women at such gatherings often try to get to eligible men they want to meet early on, lest someone else get to them first and make a connection. On the rare instance when a new single guy enters the room, Donovan described an “almost palpable, heightened state of awareness” among the women. They know—even if they are loath to admit it—“that a competition has just begun,” because good single guys are so hard to come by. Even in casual settings—hanging out at the beach, running into someone at Bloomingdale’s, or walking around downtown Manhattan on the weekend—when a single woman in her thirties gets introduced to, bumps into, or otherwise encounters a new, normal-looking, even slightly well-dressed single guy, “it is an event,” Donovan said. 

			Some men, especially those who remain single into their late twenties and beyond, recognize the favorable market conditions and turn them to their advantage. “The goal for guys is to get as much ass as possible and then boast about it,” said Jim Leveque,* a 31-year-old former college and minor league baseball player who now runs a personal training business in New York City. A good-looking guy with an engaging personality, Leveque’s bar-crawling days are behind him: He is now happily married. But back in his single days, the women Leveque met at bars in Chelsea or the Meatpacking District would routinely text him nude or partially nude selfies—completely unsolicited—within hours of their encounters. “My friends and I would compare photos,” he admitted somewhat sheepishly.

			Whenever Leveque wanted to get together with a girl, he’d scroll through his photo library and decide which one to call. Given what was already on his iPhone, Leveque wasn’t terribly worried about a girl saying no. And replenishing his call list was easy. If Leveque walked into a bar with a couple of buddies—and his friends are not ex-jocks, for whatever it’s worth—it would not be long before five or six women descended on their table. “It’s crazy,” he told me. “I’ve dated all over the country—you know, the life of a minor league ballplayer—and I can tell you that the best place for guys by far is New York. My god, it’s not even close.”

			The man deficit does not turn every guy into a lothario. Obviously there are still plenty of marriage-minded men. And some of them are nice, normal guys who simply cannot believe their luck. A friend of a friend is one such type—a kind, sweet, but not terribly attractive business executive from Oklahoma who now lives in New York. He was always dating attractive blonds—one a model—and he ultimately married a gorgeous event planner. “This city is unbelievable for guys like me,” he said. “I tell all my guy friends they should move to New York.”

			Now compare the New York City dating market to that of Santa Clara County, California, home to Silicon Valley and the locale with the highest male-to-female ratio for under-30 college grads of any well-populated area in the United States. It is a common refrain among Valley types that there are not enough women; it’s talked about almost as much as the shortage of engineers. San Jose, the county seat, is jokingly referred to as “Man Jose” by the locals, and with good reason: In the 22 to 29 age cohort, Santa Clara County has 37,410 never-married, college-grad men versus 27,147 never-married, college-grad women. That’s 38 percent more men than women—essentially New York City in reverse. If the Manhattan dating scene is Girls, Santa Clara County could be The Big Bang Theory. 

			So how does the high ratio of educated men to women affect dating and marriage in Silicon Valley? Well, according to 2012 Census estimates, the marriage rate for college-educated women in Santa Clara County is abnormally high: 33 percent of the women age 22 to 29 are married, versus 31 percent nationally and 13 percent in Manhattan. Silicon Valley’s marriages are more stable too: Only 4 percent of Santa Clara County women age 30 to 39 are separated or divorced, versus 7 percent nationally and in Manhattan.

			Male competition for women is so fervent in Silicon Valley that some single women cannot believe their luck. “I think it’s pretty good for the girls,” Elizabeth Harris, a transplant from Los Angeles, told The San Jose Mercury News in 2009. (At the time of the interview, she was the only woman sitting at the bar at San Jose’s Mission Ale House—aka the “Mission Male House.”) “You can be more picky,” Harris said. “They have to try harder. They all try to one-up each other.”

			Of course, single guys are less enamored with Silicon Valley’s male-heavy gender ratio. “It’s the attitude girls have because they can be picky, so they can blow off any dude they want,” complained Rigo Pantoja, a 25-year-old bartender. “I think guys have to throw money at girls now to get more attention.” 
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			This book will use economics, sociology, and demographics to explain social trends and phenomena people feel to be true but cannot explain. Think of every grandmother who has shaken her head and announced—exasperated—that she cannot understand why her granddaughter does not have a nice man in her life. Think of the aunt at the wedding reception who wonders aloud why there’s a table full of young, single women, yet no single men to sit them with. Think of the 30-something single career women in New York, Toronto, or Los Angeles who gather at brunch on Sundays and complain over mimosas that “There are no guys in this town.” For these people, this book will finally deliver the tangible proof that will make them smack their hands down on their tables and say, “Aha! See? I KNEW it!” 

			Happily married for twenty years and a business journalist by trade, I stumbled onto this topic. The staffs at Money and Fortune, my last two employers, were both majority women, and I could never understand why so many of my favorite female colleagues seemed to have such trouble when it came to dating. By the time my wife and I turned 40, we both had a plethora of single female friends, yet no single men we could set them up with. We weren’t alone. “Oh my goodness, my wife and I talk about that all the time!” said one former colleague when I informed him of the subject of my book. “Does the data back this up? Are there really more single women than men?” 

			My hope is that the statistical revelations in this book will be of comfort to educated women who may blame themselves for the failure to find Mr. Right. My fear, however, is that the reaction from at least some of these women will be more “screw you” than “thank you.” They’ll interpret the data as some sort of backdoor argument that today’s young career women cannot have it all—that they cannot have a budding career or a fun sex life without jeopardizing future hope of marital bliss.

			That is neither my argument nor my intent. For the record, I do not believe that marriage or even monogamy has to be the right choice for everyone. I do not care whether people prioritize career over family or vice versa. And I certainly don’t care how much sex or how many partners consenting adults choose to have. Yes, my statistical analysis does indicate that college-educated women who wait till their thirties to get serious about dating are putting themselves into a more challenging marriage market. But that is not to say that educated women should never delay marriage. Everyone’s priorities and aspirations are different. My goal is simply to make sure people’s choices are informed ones.

			This is not an advice book per se. But I do believe that enlightening women and men alike about how education, career, and geography can affect one’s dating and marriage prospects can help everybody make better, more informed life decisions. Based on the more woman-friendly gender ratios in California, Colorado, and Washington State, for instance, “Go West, Young Woman” could be the new mantra for freshly minted college grads. But data also show that college-grad women do not have to change their zip codes to expand their dating pool. An undersupply of men among the college educated means there is an oversupply of men among the non-college educated. Given this demographic reality, I believe that a rise in what I call mixed-collar marriages—i.e., pairings of white-collar women and blue-collar men—is inevitable.

			Long term, the only way to fix the man deficit is by increasing the number of boys attending college. How to accomplish this is a topic I explore in the final chapter. One of my many goals for this book is to spark a fierce and long overdue debate about whether the increasingly lopsided gender ratios at most colleges are bad not only for the young men forgoing college but for female undergrads as well. 
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			The title of the next chapter, “How We Got to 57:43,” refers to the current gender ratio among U.S. college students. Of course, explaining how we got to 57:43 is sort of pointless if readers do not understand what 57:43 actually means. So before proceeding, I’m going to give a quick primer on the statistics and calculations I use to make various arguments in this book. None of the math is terribly complicated, so if you’re already comfortable with math and with statistics, feel free to skip ahead.

			I’m a business writer in my day job, which means that A) I have to be good with numbers and B) I’m usually writing for people who are number savvy themselves. But writing a book about dating for a mainstream audience is quite different from writing about corporate earnings for the readers of Fortune magazine. I did not appreciate how different until someone who read an early draft admitted he did not realize that a 60:40 ratio of women to men was that big a gender gap. Well, it is big: 60:40 means a population with 50 percent more women than men.

			In general, I believe “how much more” questions are best answered with percentages. Percentages put quantitative differences into proper context. Let’s say I’m writing about oil (something I do a lot), and an editor asks me how much more crude oil Saudi Arabia produces than the United States. The simplest answer to her question would be 2 million barrels more per day. But to most readers, that 2 million number is fairly meaningless. Unless they know the oil market, they have no idea whether 2 million barrels per day is a big difference or a small one.

			If Saudi Arabia produced 102 million barrels of oil per day and the U.S. produced 100 million, then that 2 million-barrel difference would be rather small. Saudi Arabia would only be producing 2 percent more oil than the United States. But if 2 million were the difference between 9 million barrels in Saudi Arabia and 7 million barrels in the U.S. (which it is, approximately), then the gap would be considerably larger. It would be a 29 percent difference.

			How did I arrive at 29 percent? I subtracted U.S. oil production (7 million barrels per day) from the Saudi oil production (9 million barrels per day), and then I divided that 2 million barrel-per-day difference by the U.S. figure of 7 million. The answer to the division problem is 0.29. Move the decimal two spaces to the right and, voilà, you’ve got a percentage: Saudi oil production is 29 percent higher than that of the U.S.

			(9-7)/7 = 0.29

			This same mathematical concept can be applied to population counts. Problem is, many demographers and sociologists prefer using ratios, and not percentages, when discussing gender differences in populations. U.S. colleges also use ratios to describe the gender composition of their student population. As a result, I had little choice but to also use some ratios in this book. 

			For me, translating a ratio into a more-than or less-than percentage is fairly intuitive, but obviously that is not true for everyone. So let’s go back to 60:40, which happens to be the female-to-male sex ratio at University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

			As I said, 60:40 means 50 percent more women than men. How did I arrive at 50 percent? One way to think of 60:40 is as a dating pool with 60 women and 40 men. In order to calculate how much bigger the female share of that dating pool is than the male one, I start by solving for the difference between 60 and 40, which is 20. To determine the percentage by which the female population exceeds the male one, I divide 20 (the difference) by 40 (the total male population). The answer is 0.50. Move the decimal two spaces to the right, and that’s the percentage. Among undergrads at UNC, there are 50 percent more women than men.
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“Date-onomics is the Moneyball of dating.
College-educated women wanting to improve their odds in
today’s wacky marriage ‘market’ will be dog-earing its pages.”

—JEAN CHATZKY, NBC’s Today Show financial editor
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