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Introduction


If a pair of Bottega Veneta ballet flats could stomp, then I would say Agnes stomped down the long hallway and into the cavernous room that is my office. Instead of flinging herself onto the gray sectional, she leaned stiffly against a drafting chair, clutching her phone like a sacred tablet. Her nails were the color of the accent wall, the carpet, and the cigarette pack peeking out of the purse slung low against the thigh of her white capri pants: celadon.


I had acknowledged her arrival and was waiting for a response. At thirty-two, Agnes was used to being the smartest person in the room, and it showed in the way she carried herself. She was an MIT graduate and a level-six engineer at Facebook, making more money than a surgeon or a top corporate lawyer. Now she was wearing a mixture of scowl and pout.


“I don’t get it,” she said, thrusting the ridiculously dim screen of her phone at me. I put on my glasses, which I seldom do around my patients. A text message from a man named Jason read, “Let’s talk when you are back from your trip.”


“What’s the matter?” I ventured.


They had met online recently and had just spent a lovely weekend together, talking, hiking, cooking, feeling. She was hurt and annoyed by his text and wasn’t sure why. “What does this mean, how should I respond?” she asked. I could read the subtext: Why isn’t the relationship developing the way I think it should?


“You know about sharks, how they have to stay in motion?” I said.


“Otherwise they die,” she replied.


“Exactly. People assume relationships are like sharks—that they need to move forward to survive. Well, they’re not; they move in mysterious ways, or sometimes not at all.”


Agnes slumped into the drafting chair, rolled it beside me, and handed me her phone. We began to dissect her online chats with Jason to see if we were dealing with a shark, or perhaps an animal with a better chance of survival.


I’ve got a story for you.


It’s my own story, but I’ve been a psychiatrist long enough to know that it’s a common one. Over twenty-five years of practice, my couch has provided me with a window into people’s intimate lives—their hopes, their dreams, and their worries. It has shown that we are all creatures of romantic attachment, not to mention the victims of epic dating fails. I have listened to countless colorful accounts of my patients’ online dating—just like Agnes’s—their heartening successes and their heart-stopping failures. The thrill of connection, and the agony of rejection.


So if I’ve got a story, it’s only because you’ve had so many stories for me.


Those narratives themselves have always been psychiatry’s bread and butter. While medicine continues to grasp for the biological and genetic underpinnings of mental illness—which neurochemicals cause us to be depressed, anxious, compulsive—our stories remain a quick and reliable tool for understanding ourselves, available to one and all.


In psychiatry we call it the heuristic approach. A heuristic is a problem-solving method that uses shortcuts to come to quick conclusions. We can’t analyze every synapse, download every experience, and sum up a person. We likely never will. But the heuristic approach offers us something else. Through stories and the way we make them meaningful, we can engage in a fruitful process of learning and discovery.


Scientifically speaking, stories have a bad rap. Anecdotal evidence is considered by science a lesser form of knowledge when compared with cold, hard data. Feelings, impressions, unsupported theories—they abound in the writings of psychiatry’s forefathers, largely dismissed today. ­Freud himself acknowledged that his case histories should read like short stories; they lack the emphasis on data that we’ve come to expect, the serious stamp of science. He focused instead on the connection between our narratives and our symptoms—the idea that our psychiatric conditions could be understood by analyzing the stories we tell ourselves about life events.


I witnessed firsthand the role that stories can play in understanding symptoms when I was in medical school. I had elected to do some work in refugee camps in Asia, as well as a rotation at a local clinic that served Southeast Asian refugees. Many of the patients had not only been displaced but suffered significant trauma. Their stories, relayed through an interpreter, were both tragic and compelling. One Cambodian woman described a psychosomatic blindness—losing her sight after watching her husband being stabbed to death with sharp sticks. As Freud suggested, her symptoms could only be understood through her recollections; no eye exam or CT scan could do them justice. This experience brought my interest in mental health into sharp focus. Even when I was a young medical student, my willingness to listen to people’s stories could be powerful and life changing, for them and for me.


It is what we do as humans, after all. We tell stories about ourselves and the people in our lives. Some of the stories are true, some distorted, some frankly false. As a psychiatrist, I am trained to listen to patients’ stories in a specific way: to draw out their histories, their family backgrounds, their symptoms and struggles. Some of what I do is to help patients tell a new story about themselves.


And of course many of the stories I have heard in my practice have been about love—love being one of the greatest stories, one that gives our lives meaning. Love is always a story we tell first to ourselves and then to each other.


For three years, I did my listening at the very place that is credited (or blamed) for inventing the predominant means of online human communication today. At Facebook, I listened to Silicon Valley’s alpha and beta testers, its disrupters and innovators. The inventors and shepherds of the algorithm—that impenetrable sequence of code that promises deeper and more profound connection with our fellow humans—they were and still are my patients. Those geniuses who know how you tick? I know how they tick.


Now, I should admit that for all this talk of stories and their primacy, I’m not immune to the lure of technology. At Facebook and beyond, I’ve seen the power of data firsthand. In the age of Big Data and measurable outcomes, now even psychiatry—founded on the intangibles of emotion—has felt the pull. The field has gone digital. I’ve been fortunate enough to be at the center of it, helping to lead the charge as digital health companies attempt to apply data science, measurement-based care, and even artificial intelligence to the study of human behavior and its associated illnesses. I co-founded Brightside Health, a digital behavioral health company at the convergence of technology and mental health. At Brightside we treat depression and anxiety over telemedicine, using state-of-the-art technology to help patients and providers select treatment plans and manage care. While patients have long relied on trained clinicians for diagnostic impressions and treatment selections, we are now more and more turning to machines, which can help us recognize patterns that humans routinely miss.


The past five years of my work in digital health have centered on training machines to recognize symptom clusters in text messages—in other words, using technology to pore over our digital communication and reveal crucial facts about behavioral health. As a leader in mental health, Brightside has pioneered advances in both diagnosis (recognizing the telltale signs of mental illness) and triage (judging how urgent a patient’s illness is), as well as the selection of appropriate psychiatric treatments. Effectively, we’re wrangling data to understand both internal psychology and external behavior, training machines not only how to think but how to “shrink.”


Alongside all this Big Data, I’ve seen the rise of Big Dating. Any technology of real value has always been quickly adapted to suit our most primal desires. So with the advent of personal and mobile computing, it’s perhaps inevitable that online dating has, in a matter of a decade or two, gone from the fringes to the norm. ­More than fifty million American adults say they either have used or continue to use a dating app in the pursuit of romance. Tinder alone processes 1.6 billion swipes per day. In less than a single generation, Big Data has upended the courtship process.


I’ve felt its effects firsthand. Shortly before I began my tenure as Facebook’s resident psychiatrist, my marriage of sixteen years ended. Our partnership had become all about the business of running a family, and while we could still connect intellectually, we had drifted apart romantically. And so we amicably parted ways.


I knew what was in store for me—dating apps—and I was fine with it. In no time I was swiping daily, looking to find that special someone . . . or just looking. What I discovered was something I hadn’t expected: that all my training had prepared me extraordinarily well for this. My clinical practice informed the way I approached dating, and vice versa. My familiarity with data analysis seeped through too. Soon I was sifting through bursts of text messaging to find the golden nuggets of information hidden within. I found myself with an uncanny ability to see through (even sometimes, if I’m being honest, to provisionally diagnose) those I engaged with on these dating apps, often after exchanging just a few messages.


It was here at the intersection of psychology, tech, and romance that I began to see the human condition up close, in high resolution. It is where I truly, and literally, had skin in the game. I started developing my own heuristic approach, translating intimate exchanges like a text whisperer.


“U still up?” an incoming message reads.


Up for what? What do they really mean?


We’ve all done it: obsessively parsing the words from a prospective partner. Looking for clues in their response times, whether too fast or too slow. Wondering why that three-dot ellipsis came . . . and went. To inject meaning into these fleeting moments is a romantic comedy cliché.


Well, it turns out that this cliché, like so many others, is grounded in reality. The changes in the way we communicate accompany a broader fact: romantic relationships have become more complicated. Now it’s not just “Whom should I be dating?” but “How many people should I be dating at once?” “How do I define myself along lines of gender and orientation?” We wonder who is going to initiate the conversation and who will be the one to deepen it. We wrestle with the nuances of the past, overlaid with shifting gender norms and our complex, evolving identities. We seek contact. We crave connection. We are talking about stuff that we have never talked about before.


And we are doing it over text. Texting is now the dominant mode of communication. It forces us to rely exclusively on our written language (and of course our emojis). Word choice, semantics, and grammar have to communicate ever more meaning in the absence of the cues we derive from body language, eye contact, and stance, to say nothing of vocal cues like tone, cadence, and volume. Now our words alone do the heavy lifting. The act of writing—with just our thumbs, no less—forces the compression of these emotional cues into tiny chat bubbles, which then require a new skill set to unpack and understand.


The word “data” derives from the Latin verb dare, “to give.” The French word for data is les données, “the givens.” Let’s not forget, in our technology-ridden lives, that with every thumb tap and keystroke we are giving away little pieces of ourselves. We leave behind contrails of digital exhaust, signatures of ourselves, our desires, our states of mind, even our character.


Does online dating translate into online data? Can the thumbprints encoded in individual text messages help us make sense of our online conversations as a whole and shed light on our subsequent courtships, on-screen and in person?


Sometimes our clearest, most unbiased view of a person is in our first meeting with them. It’s before the storytelling aspects of our brains have begun to spin a narrative about them, before we’ve become attached, our noses pressed up against the glass of our budding relationship, without our objectivity or perspective. What better first glimpse of a person than their initial text messages? Armed with the right tools, these chat bubbles offer peepholes into the psyche.


Our text messages also reflect key factors in the creation of healthy communication patterns throughout the courtship process. The unique features of an individual, and even a couple, are sitting there on our phones, visible to the trained naked eye. The narcissism of the guy who broke your heart was evident in his use of possessive pronouns. The guy who had the attention span of a puppy cursed too much from the start. When the man who eventually shows up for dinner looks nothing like his profile picture, or when a delightful connection disappears like a ghost, traces of those fatal flaws might have been hiding in plain text.


This book is a guide to analyzing dating and relationship text threads. It will provide tools to help you avoid the bad experiences that pollute our dating world and the clarity to better understand and identify key elements of personality, attachment style, and even psychopathology.


I’ll be honest, transparent, revealing. We’ll look over my shoulder at text exchanges, and I’ll show you how to read between the lines. We’ll examine the chats that you’ve probably had, the ones you will have, and the ones you will want to have. These are private conversations, but they are part of our collective yearning to communicate, to comprehend the frustrations, pains, and joys that we endure in finding romantic connection.


Based on my real-life experience and professional expertise, we’ll gather insights on finding the person with the right psychological profile for you, one chat bubble at a time. The first section of the book examines what text can reveal about the traits of the individual; the second section is focused on uncovering traits of the pair-bond; and in the third section we’ll use text exchanges as the written medical record of the arc of the relationship so that we can recognize important inflection points—as well as breaking points. We’ll decipher the real meaning of our romantic text messages.


Together, we’ll go from speaking in tongues to speaking in thumbs.












PART 1



Swiping













CHAPTER 1



Mixed Emojis


OUR LOVE/HATE RELATIONSHIP WITH ONLINE DATING





Sinead: My app says we are a 94% match!



Rosalyn: Mine too. Maybe our profiles should go out on a date while we just keep texting here [image: Winky Face, Open-mouthed Emoji]






The pictures are cute. The bio clever. The face that beams up at you from the open app on your phone seems to want all the same things you do. Someone somewhere, or maybe it was an algorithm, determined that you’re 94 percent compatible—whatever that means. Your finger is poised to swipe right, with all the anticipation that they’ll swipe right as well; I mean, 94 percent compatible, surely they noticed that too. You’ll match, meet, and the rest will be history.


If only it were so easy.


Endless strings of texts, fleeting trysts, an online crush on the person you imagine will be the future love of your life—they all form the mainstays of the online dating experience. There is excitement, anticipation, and enthusiasm. There is also ennui, alienation, and just plain exhaustion. If there is one thing that can be said about online dating, it’s that it’s rife with contradictions.


Even though it’s my job to understand human behavior, I too have felt buffeted by the ups and downs of online dating. We can’t help but embark on the journey with inflated expectations. We’re promised a whirlwind of choices, a crowd of suitors, a wondrous wizard of technology pulling the strings behind the curtain. But knowing that the process can be a drag, we simultaneously brace ourselves for disappointment. It’s a story of mismatched expectations, a journey rife with paradoxes.


I once had a text exchange start like this:





Me: Hi Mark



Mark: Hello Mimi. Nice to connect with you



Me: Likewise. Always fun to meet interesting people.



Mark: I’ll certainly try not to disappoint you.





I led with “fun” and “interesting”; Mark countered with “disappoint.” Right out of the gate, he called out this tendency that many of us share, to brace for disappointment in the face of hope. He did so in a facetious way, flirtatiously acknowledging that the hand was his to lose—explicitly calling a low-stakes game as he diminished my expectations. Still, Mark was pointing to a truth about romance: the most perilous aspect is certainly its uncertainty. We say that we “fall” in love because the process feels inherently out of control.


One patient, after a nasty breakup, described to me her secret desire to “win at dating apps.” While this is a nice fantasy, the reality is more akin to walking into a casino, where we might entertain ideas of life-changing jackpots, but it’s the house that always wins. Online dating involves chance; players face unavoidable risk when they follow the usual advice to “put yourself out there.” Bracing for disappointment may just be the price of admission for using the app.


Because online dating involves technology, and technology has reduced friction in so much of our lives, from ordering a pizza to calling a cab, we expect, consciously or not, that dating apps should somehow spare us all this uncertainty. Once our expectations are permitted to soar, no outcome is likely to please.


When I listen to people talk about their experiences with dating apps, I hear a litany of complaints: about conversations going nowhere, not getting second dates, ghosting, the notorious “bad algorithm.” I also find a relentless pursuit of perfection, coupled with a lot of churn. “Men are like buses,” said one of my patients. “There’s another one every few minutes.” Matches sound oddly disposable, rather than representations of actual human beings; chats are treated as transactional and fungible. People form an index of false assumptions, cognitive distortions, and puzzling conclusions. We are prisoners of the paradox.


In this chapter, we’ll dig into the contradictions that surround online dating, how they affect us, and the neuroscience behind them. We’ll also discover how the app that sits in the palm of our hand can be used as our tool, and not the reverse. Along the way we’ll look at real-life examples, showing how we can put our words to work for us. It is only once we’ve grappled with our mixed feelings about the medium that we can get to the messages.


The Paradox of Familiarity


What are we most attracted to, the familiar or the novel?





Duncan: Hi there—loved your profile. It was very authentic!



Duncan: Has London always been your home?



Duncan: I really want to hear back from you!



Sarah: Hey . . .



Sarah: No, London has not always been my home, I’m originally from California



Duncan: Ah, I lived in California for ten years. Loved it.



Duncan: What are you up to tonight?



Sarah: I’m going out. Having a few drinks with friends



Duncan: well, I’d love to buy you a cocktail . . .



Duncan: is it a girls night?



Sarah: it is a girls night . . .



Duncan: I’ll be grabbing a lovely dinner at the Hawksmoor



Sarah: Oh no, not a lovely dinner at Hawksmoor. At least the steak is good company [image: Laughing Face Emoji]




Duncan: I’ll be in Soho in the AM, if you are close we could grab a coffee



Sarah: Ah, thank you, very kind but I have plans tomorrow.



Duncan: I guess I’ll just have a cosy Sunday at home then.



Sarah: A cosy Sunday at home . . . how Sundays are meant to be spent. I’m a Sunday morning with a cup of coffee and paper kinda girl. I look forward to it all week. Haha



Sarah: Was just putting the kettle on



Duncan: Are you making tea?



Sarah: Um yes, I’m a 90 year old woman in a 32 year old body. Such a homebody. Love cooking, Love reading. Love listening to records. Love a hot drink.



Duncan: So cute. I love electric blankets! It’s the best when you wake up . . . and it’s cold . . . then you turn on the blanket. Bliss!



Sarah: This is killing me. I used to actually put an electric blanket under my mattress topper. So you could turn it on before getting into bed, and then get into a warm bed. That was bliss.



Duncan: Same same! See, we both like to be cosy. Of course, cuddling is the #1 best warm feeling. [image: Heart Eyes Emoji]




Sarah: But. When life does not permit . . . an electric blanket and a cup of tea will do.



Duncan: . . . lol, you’re cute. So British





Duncan and Sarah are off to a tepid start. Actually, they have quite a few degrees to go before reaching tepid. But with all the chat about electric blankets and hot tea, Sarah is slowly warming up. One does have the sense that had Sarah said she was a vegetarian, Duncan would have immediately let go of his steak house dinner plans and gushed instead about his love of zucchini. Nonetheless, she is reassured by their shared delights in the small things. Her texts suggest someone who values comfort over excitement.


Everyone falls somewhere on the spectrum. On one end is what’s known as novelty seeking; on the other is harm avoidance. ­The psychiatrist Robert Cloninger has elaborated on the subject. Those high in novelty seeking, he argues, will be consistently more attracted to the unfamiliar and less risk averse. At the extreme, their bucket lists might include skydiving, mountaineering, or even extreme sexual practices. More moderate novelty seekers will be satisfied with trying a new recipe or visiting a new store at the mall. Those high in harm avoidance, meanwhile, will seek security and familiarity, rarely roaming out of their comfort zone. In the next chapter we will explore how to identify where the person you are texting with falls within these categories, using only their text messages as clues.


For now, let’s consider a more adventurous pair. Brittany and Kevin, both in their twenties, get right into fantasy and risk taking in their initial text exchange. They both clearly prefer the excitement of the unknown to the quotidian and familiar.





Brittany: Why do I feel like your fantasy is chloroforming unsuspecting women, only for them to find themselves handcuffed in your sex dungeon



Brittany: If that’s the case, the safe word is pamplemousse



Kevin: You missed the important part where I was unknowingly given a ketamine injection and walk in, lose consciousness, and wake up tied to a 4 corner bed



Kevin: Plot twist!



Kevin: I hope that pamplemousse is still the safe word





Familiarity comes in different flavors.


So we vary in the way we’re drawn to novelty. But how much do we even want to know about a stranger as we decide whether to embark upon the next step? Are we more likely to swipe right the more we know about a person? In other words, does information help or hurt our first impressions? One body of research indicates that the more we know about a person up front, the less likely we are to like them. Another says that familiarity leads to liking and attraction. How do we reconcile these contradictions?


­Michael Norton, a member of the Behavioral Insights Group at Harvard Business School, has spent his career finding answers to questions about our behavior as it concerns love, money, and happiness. He sought to understand whether knowing more about a person (or their dating profile) would lead to greater feelings of attraction. He and his colleagues Jeana Frost and Dan Ariely had noted that users’ satisfaction and engagement with online dating as a whole plummeted quickly after an initial spike. They wanted to understand why. So they did what all curious researchers do: they designed a study.


Norton and his colleagues showed hundreds of online daters a series of potential matches along with anywhere from one to ten personality traits that were randomly chosen from a list of two hundred typical profile traits—such as age, income, athleticism, or religion. The study participants then rated the profiles. Interestingly, the more traits the participants were shown, the lower they rated the profiles. In other words, the more they were told about a potential date, the less appealing that date became.


Norton tells me his team wasn’t particularly surprised by the results but that dating app users usually are. ­“We think that if we know more about someone, we will like them more,” he says, “because all the people that we love in our life are people that we know a lot about.


“But,” Norton adds, “that’s because there are a whole lot of people we never gave the chance to. We hand select the ones we like, and choose to get to know them better.”


Their study concluded that ambiguous or vague information about a person leads to interest, whereas, as the old saying goes, familiarity breeds contempt. On average, the authors showed, the more you learn about any new random prospective partner, the less excited about them you will be.


“There is nothing worse,” said my friend Margaret, who has been on enough first dates to have co-authored this book with me, “than when a guy can’t maintain some sense of mystery at the outset.” I couldn’t agree more. Consider my initial text exchange with Doug, where my interest quickly evaporated:





Me: Where in WI are you from?



Doug: Stevens point (in the middle)



Me: How can a point be in the middle?



Doug: Good question. It’s the point where the Wisconsin river bends.



Me: Ah, I lived in Minnesota during medical school. Followed my college boyfriend there.



Doug: Nice—how’s the online dating world treating you? Been single for awhile or recently may I ask



Me: Well I was married for a long time. And now enjoying not being married. Why do you ask?



Doug: Just inquisitive I guess. I find this process so much work.





Doug’s final text bubble is the romantic equivalent of moaning at a job interview about the fact that you had to shave that morning in order to look presentable. Even if it’s true, that is not what’s going to land you the job. Sprezzatura is an Italian word that means studied carelessness, or graceful nonchalance. Essentially, it means making it look easy. While it would not have occurred to me to put sprezzatura on a list of qualities I was looking for, if I’m honest with myself, I can say that without a bit of sprezzatura at the outset, there is no seduction. Learning about Doug was starting to feel like a chore.


Why would knowing more about someone repel us from them? ­Norton and his colleagues found that people tend to latch on to something in a profile that they disagree with or find unappealing, and their interest plummets from there as expectations begin to sag under the weight of the accumulated information. With only vague information, we can still project imaginary qualities onto a person and maintain high expectations. Too much information only bursts our bubble of hope.


They went a step further. ­In their next experiment, the researchers surveyed two groups of online daters. One group responded to questions about a future planned date, and a second group responded to questions about a date that had already taken place. Expectations far exceeded outcomes; pre-date scores were wildly higher than post-date scores. Imagining a future date was more satisfying than the date itself!


Norton described another discouraging finding: ­“People who had been on more dates with online matches felt worse about their most recent date.” So having more points of comparison—more experiences to think back on—made people more critical. The more options they’d had, the pickier they got. Paradoxically, Norton noted, these same people continued to be just as optimistic about their next date as they’d been at the start. They were souring on past dates, but they weren’t learning to adjust their expectations for the future.


So does familiarity in fact breed contempt? In real life, or IRL, probably not. Once people have passed our initial screening, Norton suggests, and we’ve decided we want to truly interact and get to know them, more interaction will encourage affinity and affection.


­Harry Reis, a professor of psychology at the University of Rochester, looks at a different side of the relationship coin. He studies the factors that influence the frequency and closeness of our social ties, particularly how they can help predict intimacy, attachment, and emotional regulation. Among Reis and his colleagues’ revelations is that having confidence that a person will respond to you, increased comfort during your interactions with them, and greater perceived knowledge about the other person (feeling that you are getting to know them) leads to liking and attraction.


These factors may seem intuitive enough. For some of us, though, there is another paradox at play. Many of us find comfort in identifying flaws in the person we are chatting with. Perhaps we prefer to see a few faults at the beginning—an endearing tendency to misspell, a crooked facial feature in a profile picture—rather than thinking someone is perfect and having them let us down later.


Bennet touches on this notion of imperfection in our initial conversation:





Bennet: That is a fine looking bike. I must confess a slight love for slightly less than perfect gear. As the Japanese 16th century tea master Sen no Rikyu said “In the tea room, all the utensils should be slightly less than adequate” Perhaps this is why I don’t do ironmans?



Me: I watched a movie about the Japanese philosophy of the imperfect. I subscribe to that with my wrinkles. Perfectly imperfect, right?



Bennet: It is the whole wabi-sabi concept: the beauty of the imperfections and the beauty of age. And what wrinkles? I don’t see any



Me: Hmm—you might need to get your eyes checked. Reading glasses?



Bennet: Yes indeed. And I’m wearing them



Me: I just got some reading glasses for the first time in my life and I’m now amazed at the wrinkles on my face that I had no idea that I had!



Bennet: There’s a nice softness now to life when I don’t wear mine.



Bennet: it makes the world look like a 1970 Vogue pictorial. So you could do worse.





Do faults make a person seem more accessible? IRL dating so often evolves as a process of disillusionment as that gem we spied online starts to show some cracks. It may be that it’s appealing to start from a place of reality, and to enjoy a process of gradual illusionment as you fall in love.


Whatever the reason, this trade-off—between the comfort in what we know and the thrill or disappointment in what we don’t—will always be at play in our online dating. Seeking new experiences will always involve risk taking; we must trade some sense of security in order to find it. This inherent tension pervades our romantic pursuits as we vacillate between the familiar and the foreign.


The Same but Different


There’s a curious wrinkle in all this discussion of comfort and novelty, one that I’ve observed over the years with my patients. When they are attracted to someone who is not their usual type, I sense that they may be unconsciously sniffing out an essence of something familiar—or even familial. Attraction might be best summarized as something novel that resembles something familiar. We are less attracted to fully familiar people because, we presume, we know all their flaws. Familiarity, however, remains important in our relationships because it allows us to identify with another person. The potential of an online profile seems only greater if it matches our previous criteria of what a partner should be like. So we are likely most attracted to what is only incrementally new. It’s familiarity but with a twist.


When I began chatting with Paulo, we had much in common: interests, political views, tastes. Then he surprised me:





Paulo: Question—somewhat of a touchstone question, at that . . . do you have any interest in shooting pistols?



Me: Who were you planning on shooting?



Paulo: Well, it pays to practice before choosing WHO . . .



Me: Are you a gun owner?



Paulo: I recently became one.



Paulo: No really rational reason.



Me: Impending zombie apocalypse



Paulo: There might be that in the backfield.



Me: Whatcha got?



Paulo: 9mm



Me: Ammo?



Paulo: Range only



Paulo: I only have about 100 rounds . . . CA is quite strict.



Me: I know



Me: There is Nevada



Paulo: But we could do 50 each.



Me: I have to go there to get Fois gras too



Paulo: Now you’re talking!



Paulo: Thelma & Louise & Julia . . . Natural Born Gourmands!



Me: Some might not encourage me to go off on a remote weekend with a stranger that involves guns.



Paulo: True.



Paulo: I’ll give you the key.



Me: Lol—to what?



Paulo: The lockbox



Me: Shoot, I thought you meant your heart



Paulo: Piano, piano . . . Lentamente, carina.





I can’t say I had been planning to become a member of the NRA. Still, I found myself attracted to Paulo. He was well read, had lived in many countries, was emotionally sensitive. He also owned a gun and could chop wood for me. He was familiar, but with a twist.


The psychologist Sheena Iyengar, author of ­The Art of Choosing, studied this notion when her research group looked at how people embrace new things. They showed subjects items such as shoes or sunglasses from a set of choices, then asked them to rate the items on two scales: how much they liked them, and how unusual they were. She found that most people think they like things that are more unusual than what everyone else likes. In fact, people largely liked the same things and liked things they perceived to be slightly unusual. Most didn’t choose the really standard shoes or sunglasses, nor did they choose the really offbeat ones. What they wanted was something with a little bit of a kick. The same but different.


Let’s look at the first text exchange between Solange and James. Solange, a savvy psychologist in her thirties, is an enthusiastic online dater. She and James quickly connect over text because of their perceived similarities in philosophy and lifestyle. But their conversation is also spiked with excitement about the unknown.





Solange: Hi James. The personality that comes through your photos is fantastic. I share your love of joy and playfulness, not to mention burgers on brioche buns and committed polyamory (not necessarily in that order). And Karaoke! What songs do you sing?



James: Hi Solange. I super appreciate your thorough and well-worded message. It’s so rare in dating apps! Journey and Chicago are at the top of the list. Can you believe I was at a karaoke bar and they had a rule: no ballads! What a terrible rule. I mean, seriously. I’m excited that you are also polyamorous. What’s your experience so far?



Solange: Hi James, How can a karaoke bar possibly have a rule against ballads?! Ballads are “made” for karaoke. Or karaoke was made for ballads. One of those. As for me and polyamory, long story. I’ve had both monogamous and polyamorous relationships, mostly the latter. What I’ve discovered for myself is that polyamory is a mindset, a philosophy, not just a different set of rules. I like that each partner is responsible for managing their own jealousy and insecurities rather than treating these things as indicators of love and commitment. I like the idea that love is abundant rather than scarce, that there is enough for everyone. How about you?



James: I’ve been polyamorous for awhile too. I started when I was in a phase of reinventing myself, and was open to exploring new things. But I’m past the exploration phase. I also know what I want and am looking for that. Something I tell people is that it’s easy to find things when you’re not sure of what you’re looking for. It’s very hard to find what you’re looking for, when what you want is very specific. What I’ve found about polyamory is a lifelong journey into my own barriers to love, and separating a lot of concepts that I’ve conflated together. Would you be up for meeting soon? I think at the very least we could have a very connected vulnerable conversation.





Solange and James draw on common experiences to create a sense of familiarity. They reverberate in the tone of their messages and echo each other’s language from the start. But the subject of polyamory, and the possibility of other partners in their lives, seems to inject some intrigue into the chat for each of them. They’re coming from a place of similarity, but with the thrill of something new.


It’s not only familiar personalities that we’re drawn to. We are even attracted to people who look a bit like ourselves. ­One study demonstrated that Norwegian couples rated their partner’s photograph as more attractive when it was digitally morphed to look ever so slightly more like themselves. (“Slightly” being the operative word: after greater than 22 percent resemblance the partner was deemed gross.) Similarly, ­couples with matching speech styles are more likely to stay together than those who speak differently. In Solange and James’s text exchange, they almost sound like the same person.


There are some other revealing features tucked inside their texts. You’ll notice they sometimes read like a treatise on polyamory. There is little banter. Yes, there is the brief back-and-forth about karaoke, but other than that it’s all personal disclosure. And while they are talking about sex, the conversation isn’t actually sexy per se. It’s as if they were taking a shortcut to intimacy by talking about intimate things, rather than creating their own version of it. They clearly both want to be perceived as sexual beings and to determine if their sexuality is compatible; that’s a worthwhile pursuit. But the chat lacks some spark or, dare I say, chemistry. Having a connected conversation does not happen by talking about having one!


My hunch about the two was borne out IRL. Solange accepted James’s invitation, and they met for a drink a few days later. James sat stiffly on his barstool, much less comfortable with the encounter than Solange had imagined he would be. He did not attempt to make even slight physical contact, and what had been a text thread about abundant love became, in person, a staid and pinched conversation. They never met again.


This outcome is all too common. While dating sites are in widespread use, a ­Pew Research Center study recently showed that only one in ten Americans say they have been in a committed relationship with someone they met on a dating app. A full 45 percent of recent users said their experience made them feel frustrated.


Take this initial text exchange between forty-two-year-old Dana and Dale. Dana works as a nurse, has two kids, and would like to meet someone, but she’s been single for a while and trapped in what feels like a vortex of online dating chats that never really seem to go anywhere. Their conversation until this point has been playful and flirty, until Dana unexpectedly decides to bow out:





Dana: I’m probably not the one for you. I’m fearful, middle-aged and mundane. There are some exciting moments, and there could be some rocking sex, but mostly what you get is the domesticity of a single mom with all that brings. Yuck.



Dale: Hey, I’m more middle-aged and mundane and have been a single parent for longer. Not that this is a competition. And I’m really enjoying our chat.



Dana: Well, I’m working like 17 hours a day and there are other reasons too. After I had the twins I lost a ton of weight and have way more damage to my body than a woman my age should have. I don’t think your idea of sexy is a date that badly needs a tummy tuck.





Dana’s self-deprecating words may betray some central character traits, as well as an underlying tendency to self-sabotage. We will explore what texts can reveal about character in the next chapter. But notice for now how badly she needs to safeguard against disappointment and rejection. The chasm between flirting over text and the reality of a relationship is just too big a leap for her to take. To many of us who have online dated, her feelings are all too real, whether or not we’ve ever divulged them to a stranger. It’s an experience rife with hope, fear, and frustration.


And yet for all that, one recurring contradiction emerges: while people generally complain about the experience, they also can’t put down the phone. There is something about online dating that keeps people, even Dana, coming back for more.


Sheila’s chat with Neal sums this up in a nutshell. Sheila is thirty-one and has been burned more than once by online dating. But that doesn’t stop her from trying. She’s matched with Neal, and they’ve launched into a long conversation about their relationship histories. Neal reveals a tendency to rescue women who seem to need help and then to worry he has no way out.





Sheila: Do you think that is why you keep getting stuck in bad relationships?



Neal: Could be. Never really told anyone this before. It’s great talking to you. Really intimate.



Sheila: Well, I just spent two weeks developing emotional intimacy with some guy who finally revealed that he has a regular girlfriend he’s planning to move in with but is also beginning a relationship with another girl.



Neal: That’s awful!  [image: Annoyed Face Emoji] So glad I didn’t move in with my girlfriend



Sheila: Girlfriend? [image: Face-palm Emoji]




Neal: I mean my ex girlfriend.





It isn’t clear whether that was a Freudian slip on Neal’s part, or whether he was referring to a relationship he had in fact moved on from. Either way, Sheila will persist, with Neal or without him.


DA Stands for Dating Apps


“I had to uninstall my apps off my phone,” said Chris, a twenty-eight-year-old private equity investor. “It’s too easy to get sucked in, and then, before I know it, hours have gone by and I’m chatting with a belly dancer from Belize.”


Are dating apps the new slot machines?


Like any addictive behavior that results in a chemical rush, dating apps are designed to hook you into receiving tiny jolts of pleasure. When a person is about to experience some kind of reward, the neurochemical dopamine is released into the brain. It’s not the dopamine itself that makes you feel good; pleasure and euphoria are actually mediated by opioids that our brains produce (like endorphins). But dopamine helps the brain recognize incentive or imminent pleasure. The dopamine signal is the brain’s way of saying, “Pay attention, you are about to get a reward—you need to remember this, so you can do it again.” That reward can be anything from food, to kissing, to drugs, to gambling. It can even be playing or watching sports. Dopamine, which neuroscientists refer to as DA, is about learning and reinforcing what will feel good.


DA mediates behaviors that involve desire, motivation, hard work, passion, perseverance, novelty, and reward. These behaviors take on even more significance when the reward is uncertain. ­Give a rat a lever that it can press to receive a food treat, and you’ll observe a burst of DA just before it gets the treat. Over time, as the rat consistently receives treats with each press of the lever, the DA response will attenuate. The food is still pleasurable, but it has become a known and certain reward, and so DA takes a backseat and no longer plays a driving role in the rat’s brain circuitry. But if that treat is given intermittently and only random lever presses result in a reward, the brain’s DA circuitry lights up like a Christmas tree when the reward is presented. Like a slot machine addict, the rat will abandon other pursuits and spend most of its time pulling the lever to see if a reward is coming. For the brain, a gamble holds much more interest than a sure thing.


What makes social media and dating apps so addictive is the unpredictable element that random human behavior so naturally provides. Your post is liked a lot or a little. Your swipe reveals a match or it doesn’t. A new message awaits, bearing excitement or disappointment. Like in a casino, you are surrounded by flashing lights and ringing bells. Everyone is winning—intermittently and unpredictably.


Most of us, at any given moment, can reach for our phones without moving our feet. At night, we keep our phones at our bedsides. Dating apps may be the last thing we engage with before drifting off to sleep and the first when we wake up. There is even a faux-Greek word for the feeling of withdrawal from our phones—“nomophobia,” or “fear of no mobile.” In a 2011 study, one-third of Americans polled said they would rather give up sex than their phones. And the phones have only gotten better since then! (The sex, who can say?) We can only imagine what pursuits are being abandoned or neglected in favor of the screens in our pockets.


There can be a fine line between habit and addiction. A habit is just a behavior done with little thought involved. It develops because we reinforce it, both consciously and unconsciously. Habits can be healthy, like flossing and exercise, or unhealthy, like smoking and snacking. They are considered addictions when the behavior becomes so persistent and compulsive that it hurts the user or takes away from important aspects of their lives, impairing their ability to function.


Can swiping become an addiction? It certainly can. It all depends on what toll it takes on your life and relationships. Dating apps are yet another addictive offshoot of the tech industry, designed to hook the user into a mentality of “but wait, there’s more.” The cost of all that choice and connection is the ensuing lack of attention to, and disconnection from, what might be right in front of you.



The Paradox of Choice



“After I’ve been dating someone for a while, it’s almost like the dating app knows our phones have been hanging out in the same location together,” says my patient Graham, a forty-year-old creative director who moves from one intense short-term relationship to the next every few weeks. “The app starts to notify me of all the new possibilities,” he says. “It’s hard not to start swiping and see what might be better.”


I’m not sure if this surveillance feature is actually built into dating apps, but I do know this: Graham is dogged by choice.


With scores of swipeable faces at the tip of our thumbs, dating apps can leave us less decisive than ever. Apps give us access to so many more choices than we would otherwise meet in daily life. But it turns out our brains are not built to process so many alternatives. Once faced with double digits of choices, we reach cognitive overload.


Research out of Temple University’s ­Center for Neural Decision Making has shown that when people are given complex information, activity in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex ramps up, but only to a point. After too much information is presented, this executive area of the brain switches off, much like an overloaded circuit breaker. In addition, areas responsible for anxiety in the brain become more active. Our dopamine systems may go into overdrive and ultimately shut down, paralyzed. In these states, we don’t and can’t make a choice.


­Professor Barry Schwartz of Swarthmore College has spent years advancing his argument about “the paradox of choice”: that too much choice leads to poorer outcomes and makes us less happy. In one famous experiment, dubbed the jam study, shoppers presented with too many gourmet jam choices were unable to complete their purchase. The ones who did purchase were unhappier with their purchase than people presented with fewer choices.


Schwartz thinks there is value to limiting our choices and, beyond that, that one of the secrets to happiness is mitigating our expectations. More choices come with more agonizing over those choices, more responsibility for them, and more potential for regret. Schwartz’s lectures are often peppered with cartoons. One that he likes to show to illustrate this point is of a college student wearing a sweatshirt emblazoned with “Brown but my first choice was Yale.” Another is of a couple at the altar in which the bride is uttering the phrase “You’ll do” instead of “I do.”


Joe’s text to Allie sums up the sentiment:





Joe: You da bomb.



Allie: Aww . . . I think you’re really great too.



Joe: and if I hadn’t just started chasing this redhead I’d probably have tried to seduce you. [image: Embarrassed Face Emoji]




Allie: Gotcha. Guess I’ll take that as a compliment?





Is choice overwhelming us in our dating lives? Schwartz thinks so, but with higher stakes than any jar of jam. His collaborator ­Sheena Iyengar agrees. “Oh, it’s a huge problem, right? It’s what we call FOMO [fear of missing out]. Barry Schwartz and I first identified it in the domain of job search. And the same thing is happening at a much larger level when it comes to dating,” she says. “You have so many options, and, in many ways, these are incomparable options because you’re comparing humans.”


Mandy learned this all too well when she found herself texting with several women after first joining a dating app. After hooking up with the woman who is now her partner, she had the following exchange with another woman, who also held some appeal:





Hallie: Can we set up a time now to meet? What’s good for you? PS your dog is so beautiful (your kids too!) I have a hankering for a dog. Yum!



Mandy: Hi Hallie—I don’t mean to be hard to pin down, I’m just still figuring out how to do this whole online dating thing! How about we meet up live & low key somewhere?



Hallie: Sure I’m game. What do you suggest?



Mandy: Hi Hallie—apologies for the slow response, my dance card has kinda filled up, and I’m wanting to hit pause on connecting live with any new folks. If you’re willing, we could possibly check in again in a few weeks, but for now . . . Be well, and best wishes, Mandy





It isn’t just choosing between people that poses challenges. By continuing to browse and swipe on a dating app, we are also making a choice not to invest in any one match or relationship. “When there are lots and lots of options,” Schwartz says, “people are less inclined to do the work.” The work, when it comes to dating, is of course the hard and vulnerable effort involved in navigating a relationship. And as we’ve seen above, it’s often the work of really learning about a person that makes you like them and attach to them over time. If you don’t do so, you may find yourself stuck, like my patient Graham, in a cycle of fleeting, insignificant relationships.


In ­The Paradox of Choice, Schwartz uses the following quotation (which he admitted to me is probably wrongly attributed to Camus): “Shall I kill myself, or have a cup of coffee?” The quotation especially resonated with me as a doctor who often works with suicidal patients; in therapy, I find it helpful to bring them back to life’s small actions and pleasures. But Schwartz points out that the quotation underscores a simple fact: suicidal or not, we are always making choices, whether we know it or not. When we have a cup of coffee, we are unconsciously choosing not to commit suicide (also not to drink tea).


Presented with too many choices, the pleasure of choosing right is canceled out by the fear of making the wrong choice. The impulse to keep swiping on potential partners will inevitably win out.


We don’t do ourselves any favors when we set unrealistic standards for our partners-to-be. ­In her book Marry Him: The Case for Settling for Mr. Good Enough, the psychotherapist Lori Gottlieb talks about the long list of requirements her future spouse would need to possess. When she brought this list to a traditional matchmaker, the matchmaker laughed and warned her that there were probably only three people in the world who met these criteria and they might not be into her.


Such lists can also fail to acknowledge subtle but important factors in attraction. Not long ago one of my patients described a guy she had met. He seemed perfect: tall, handsome, athletic, smart, accomplished, and wealthy. There was one problem, she said. “What, he hasn’t written a concerto?” I said. No, she didn’t like the sound of his voice.


Even if we were able to generate the ideal mate through a list that could be fed into an algorithm and matched, what are the chances we’d actually be attracted to that person? And what are the chances that person would be attracted to us? That brings us to the final paradox of online dating.



The Paradox of Learnability



In 1931, the Austrian mathematician and philosopher ­Kurt Gödel published his incompleteness theorem. Simply put, the theorem states that there are properly posed mathematical questions that cannot be proved from already self-evident propositions. These questions are thus deemed undecidable. In other words, some mathematical statements cannot be proved true or false using mathematical axioms, even though those mathematical axioms themselves cannot be proved false. Therein lay the paradox.


The idea that math is insufficient to understand some aspects of the universe may not seem shocking to non-mathematically minded people, but it was certainly shocking to the mathematical world of Gödel’s time. Other mathematicians tried to challenge the theorem without success.


The theorem remains relevant to this day, particularly as it applies to machine learning and artificial intelligence (AI). Machine learning supposes that with a large enough data set and a sophisticated enough algorithm a machine can make accurate predictions. Show a computer enough images of a bird, devise a rule set for the computer to be able to identify certain features of a bird (a beak, wings, wide-spaced eyes), and over time the computer should be able to reliably distinguish birds from other animals. It has proven enormously effective in such fields as video surveillance, facial recognition, and medical diagnostics.


But you can’t simply identify an ideal partner, reduce them down to a set of features, and run them through a machine. What the extension of Gödel’s theorem shows is that no matter how powerful the computer or AI, a data set may never be enough to make certain predictions reliably. This was dubbed the learnability paradox. It’s the notion that machine learning itself has an unsolvable problem at its core.


This abstract principle intersects with the world of dating precisely at the place where daters today congregate, on dating sites and apps—and specifically under the hood, in the much-vaunted algorithms that power those apps. Old-school online dating sites, like matchmaking services before them, led clients to believe in them through a process of refinement. Hundreds of questions were answered; an individual’s profile could be pages long. With so many keystrokes up front, people necessarily felt invested and dependent on the outcome of the process. It is questionable whether much of this data was actually used; the sites and services likely just tossed available profiles your way. But it lent an air of seriousness, a patina of science, to the matchmaking. There could be a self-fulfilling prophecy to it all: you believed that your matches were well suited to you, and so you were more likely to give them a fair shot.


Over time, all the window dressing went, well, out the window. Now the strategy has evolved to maximize and optimize choice. Users who receive lots of right swipes will be ranked higher than those who don’t, and they will be presented in turn with more desirable choices. A popularity contest, in other words.


There are other features beyond simple rank. ­Dating algorithms also learn from a user’s prior swiping behavior. They operate under the same collaborative filtering principles that power your Facebook, Google, Netflix, and Amazon suggestions. Your prior decisions inform predictions about your preferences. If you haven’t previously engaged with white people, for instance, the app may stop showing you images of white people. So the algorithms aren’t actually predicting who might be compatible for you, but rather the likelihood of your right swipe. This may lead to users only being presented choices based on superficial criteria. Just because you swiped left on a bunch of people with tattoos doesn’t mean you don’t ever want to be shown someone with a tattoo, or that there is not a tattooed person out there who might be a good fit for you.


Might the concept of “the right match” fall into Gödel’s learnability limbo, where no human-curated data set of right-swiped profiles is large enough to predict whom we might actually fall in love with? By focusing on a list of desired traits—like a degree from a prestigious college, or a person’s taste in music, or their athletic lifestyle—might we miss important red flags? Could we be obscuring glaring personality traits, psychiatric diagnoses, or even the larger and more elusive question of “Could you really be into this person?”


Technology and artificial intelligence have begun to offer us the hope of knowability; whether they achieve it none of us will probably live to see. But in the meantime, they’ve also fueled our deepest existential fears. Killer robots, online propagandists, virtual reality that eclipses our real lives—these are features not just of Hollywood sci-fi but of our day-to-day existence. Almost everyone who has used a dating app has at some point wondered if they were chatting with a bot.


Take this dating app exchange that I once entered into. Well, not an exchange exactly . . .





Brian: Hi Mimi, nice to connect. Brian.



Brian: Mimi?



Me: Hi Brian. Looks like I missed this msg some time ago. Hope you had a good weekend.



Brian: Hi Mimi. Let’s try again.



Brian: Hello



Brian: Mimi?



Brian: Missed again [image: Sunglasses Wearing Emoji]




Brian: Mimi, Harvard in common, how r u?



Brian: Mimi?



Brian: Hi Mimi



Brian: Hi Mimi. How r u?



Brian:[image: Winky Face Smiling Emoji]




Brian: Mimi? [image: Kissing Face Winking Emoji]




Brian: Mimi are you still around?



Brian: Mimi?



Brian: ??



Brian: So . . .



Brian: Hello . . .





Looking at this thread, it’s hard not to wonder if Brian is a bot—a piece of lazily designed code. Then again, one would expect more sophisticated programming for a bot. This is likely just a faulty human.


So while dating apps certainly grant us choice and ease of communication, their algorithms are likely not their most useful feature. ­A pivotal study by Eli Finkel and colleagues at Northwestern University found that algorithms were very limited in their ability to predict compatibility and that the best predictors of a lasting relationship came from responses to “unpredictable and uncontrollable events that have not yet happened.”


Michael Norton of Harvard Business School says that dating algorithms get a bad rap. “Yes, their claims may be overstated,” he says, “but what they do is give you options that you wouldn’t otherwise have. They present you with lots and lots of vaguely acceptable options. They are not going to provide you with a soul mate on the first try.”
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