




[image: Cover image: 100 Dates by Dr Angela Ahola]











100 Dates
   

The Psychologist Who Kissed 
100 Frogs so You Don’t Have To
   

Dr Angela Ahola


Translation by Johnathan Daily


 


 


 


[image: Bluebird books for life Logo]









To my family.


And all of you who have so generously 
shared your experiences with me.


Thank you.


We accept the love we think we deserve.


The Perks of Being a Wallflower


BY STEPHEN CHBOSKY










Why one hundred dates?



Single life can be fantastic. There’s no need to compromise, no risk of getting hurt. And yet few human beings ever stop scanning for potential partners – we’ve evolved with our radar permanently switched on. We check folks out in the bar, at work, and at the gym, and most singles have at least one dating app. The problem these days is that dating can easily turn into a part-time job. According to the stats, 67 per cent of singles say their dating lives aren’t going well and 75 per cent think it’s difficult to find people to date.1 We spend more time than we’d like on our dating apps yet, despite our best efforts, our results come up short. Things feel dead in the water, our self-confidence wavers, and we delete the app out of mounting frustration. Then a little time goes by . . . and we download it again.


Dreams of romance, visions of finding a soulmate, linger on. I suspect that most of you probably feel the way I do – that single life should be fun! Whether you’re out for intimacy and sex, a relationship, or just a little attention, dating should be exciting, efficient, and give you what you’re looking for. It ought to feel like a stroll in the park on a pleasant evening in early summer, when the air is tingling with anticipation. 


My name is Angela Ahola. I am a doctor of psychology, an avid researcher and author of Your Hidden Motives and The Art of Making an Impression. When I found myself single again after a long relationship, I realized that nothing about the contemporary dating world is easy to interpret. There’s a slew of unspoken rules, concepts, and expressions to be aware of, and a great deal of psychology to contend with. But since the very first day that I decided to start meeting people, I’ve been dating. Although every book requires some research, and performing experiments is nothing new to me, this research really took the cake – I’ve played every role myself in this particular project. I led the experiment but was also its test subject. I’ve downloaded the dating apps and swiped away countless hours, experimenting with different profile pics and bio texts. I maximized the age range of my potential dates, from 18 to 100, and matched with a wide variety of people. I’ve gone on genuine dates all over Sweden, from urban Stockholm to the pastoral countryside, from the far north to the far south, and even across the Baltic to Helsinki in Finland. I’ve texted with thousands of people, testing various opening strategies such as GIFs, emojis, and a zillion forms of ‘How’s it goin’?’, as well as waiting to let the other person initiate the conversation. I’ve met guys down at the bar, on cruises, in my job and at speed-dating events, and many well-intentioned friends and relatives tried to hook me up with someone too, of course. From matching and chatting, to first dates and post-date contact, I’ve recorded statistics regarding my experiences, and analysed and tested the entire process from the ground up. I’ve been in situations that looked good on paper – they were pleasant, and not much else. I’ve felt everything from anticipation and hope to sadness and even futility as I’ve navigated the emotional uncertainties that dating entails.


I titled this book 100 Dates because – combined with extensive scientific research, interviews with other daters, and my 10,000 matches – it is the result of my own series of dates with over one hundred different individuals. Going on those hundred dates was certainly a challenge, but obviously this has also been an exciting and educational adventure. 


This book is aimed at everyone. For simplicity’s sake, the pronouns she, he, and they have been chosen at random. While my research relates to my own dating experience, I’ve tried to make sure that the results for any given example are applicable across sexual orientation.


So why 100? 


I wanted to ensure that I’d experience a full spectrum of the situations we encounter in the dating game. That being said, I still dismissed individuals to whom I felt no attraction. This was legit, the real deal. I met some of my dates several times, while many I only went on one date with. I’ve met city dwellers and country fellers, students, the self-employed, career jockeys, and guys still trying to figure out what to be. A few were stuck on auto-speak and others were quiet types. Extroverts, introverts, tell-it-alls, secret-keepers, the compliant, the dominant, the alphas, and the team players. Some greeted me nervously at first. I’ve met men who I had a great deal in common with, and I’ve been on dates that nearly finished before they started. I even got catfished, ending up on a date with a guy who had used someone else’s photos. Imagine my shock as I stepped through that door to be greeted by a different face! I’ve been on dates in coffee shops, bars and restaurants, on piers and in people’s homes, and have enjoyed picnics and long walks. Some dates went great, some not so great, and I’ve met people with completely different life goals. I’ve gone on dates without any expectations which turned out fantastically, and on dates with high expectations that bellyflopped completely. I have, for a very long time, been living this dating experiment. I was single, I began dating, and my emotions have been fully engaged – no holds barred. Had I stumbled into true love on my tenth date, it would have ended there.


The factors that affect human attraction – what two people like about each other, for instance, and which psychological mechanisms function as clickbait – have all been researched. I’ve pulled out all the stops searching for optimal ways of attracting others and will teach you all about it: trigger words, which attributes strike us as charismatic, and how the psychological phenomenon of mirroring affects dating.


Single life doesn’t have to be a drawn-out, tedious wait for that dream catch; you ought to be out there enjoying yourself! You can’t predict when you’ll bump into the right one, and what if this is the last time you’ll be single for the rest of your life? Shouldn’t you make the most of it? Create memories, meet whoever you want, and don’t let the fear of disappointment hold you back. Be appreciative of each person you meet and the lessons they have to offer. Enjoy it while it lasts, and know that you’re (in one way or another) probably getting one step closer to that Big Love. Have fun with the flirting, and also learn to recognize when it’s time to ditch the apps.


One thing I’m sure of is that you’ll sense when you’ve met the right one – no one needs to read a book to figure that out. On the other hand, you need to know how to get to that first date with a good person in the first place. And you may need a few new tools for improving your odds of scoring a second date. We need to know how to respond when asked, ‘What are you looking for here?’ to avoid friend-zoning our date, despite the fact that we want more out of them. And how do we re-ignite flirtation? There’ll be no second date if the chemistry isn’t there. Should you or they initiate contact after your first date, and how soon should you meet up again so that it doesn’t peter out? Which texts keep that fire alive? Racy photos – what’s the best way to manage that whole situation? Also, I’ll teach you about three categories of daters. (Heads-up! One of these should be avoided.)


One major challenge you face is this: dating apps have distorted our impression of reality – we believe there are endless hordes of potential partners running around out there, just waiting for us to snatch them up. We can swipe and swipe until our fingerprints rub off, enraptured by the illusion of it all. It’s like a warehouse of singletons, and those bygone days when you only had three odd villagers to choose from are long gone. (‘Better snap up ol’ Jonas quick . . . What if Anna grabs him first?’) As a result, we’ve grown shallower and more nitpicky – we objectify more. We’re hastier at severing contact with folks over tiny misses, like mixing up the word order in a text, or if they don’t ask us the right questions.


The catch-22 here is that you’ve got a whole lot of other faces clouding your vision. The competition can be overwhelming – we’re like snowflakes in a blizzard, or sand in the Sahara. We can’t see the wood for the trees and soon enough the lonely nights start piling up. Evenings get ground down chatting and swiping instead of getting our hearts stoked on romantic dates with great people. This is why you need to take control of the signals that you’re sending – at each and every level of dating. You’ve got to nail that first impression so that it stands out and sticks around. Dating well is an art. And dating that leads to results? Gear up for the big leagues!


Please allow me to offer you all my best advice, advice that I’m sure will enhance your success. Whether you’re looking for your dream partner, a little appreciation, or just a companion for those long winter evenings, keep these words close to your heart: 


When nothing is certain, everything is possible.










Introduction



When I first became single, I was churning with mixed emotions: I wanted to date, yet I didn’t want to date. I was content being single and not in the market for something new, at least not yet. Still . . . curiosity kept tickling me.


Let’s examine why we search for love in the first place.


Why is our radar on?


What is it we’re longing for? 


To begin with, as a species, human beings have evolved to be social and are naturally drawn to groups. For example, it’s said that folks are generally more afraid of speaking in front of large audiences than they are of death. Public speaking feels dangerous because getting rejected by a vast crowd is an intimidating risk. What if everyone judges us as worthless, and all at the same time? That’s an intimidating thought because, for our ancestors, exclusion was essentially a death sentence.1 But for members of a group, life became easier: everyone had greater access to a larger number of potential partners, could share food and child-raising responsibilities, and could help keep the fire going.


A significant portion of our feelings – everything from ecstatic happiness to intense pain and anguish – is linked to our relationships. A relationship can allow us to experience mind-blowing rapture, yet that very same relationship, should it come to an end, can also make life feel utterly devoid of meaning. It hurts, exactly as it’s supposed to, because these feelings are hardly an accident. They have aided our survival: we’re supposed to care about other people, and social pain is real pain.2 We’re supposed to attach to other people. We should want to keep our children safe nearby. We should want to have friends and to stay engaged socially.3 Having people around who are important to us infuses our lives with a sense of meaning, and we relax together with other people. Due to our inherent social nature, our brains enter into a relaxed state when we’re spending time with the people we’re close to, conserving energy. The closer the relationship, the less energy required; we save the most energy in the company of people we trust. We’re unable to achieve this effect if we’re constantly meeting new people. Hanging out with an ever-changing roster of different individuals is less rewarding than repeatedly meeting up with the same individual.4 Who hasn’t found themselves feeling drained after a full day at a convention, or after mingling at a drinks party? 


Having someone important in our lives who we don’t get to meet regularly is also a dissatisfying scenario; we humans have a basic need to belong to one another.5 Now that human life expectancy has been dramatically extended, is it perhaps time to ask ourselves whether it would suit us to stay with one person until the end of our days, or if a series of partners would perhaps be better? Or even seeing more than one person at the same time?


Will a partner make you happy?


Do we really need a partner to satisfy our social needs? What is it about romantic relationships that differentiates them from other relationships?


For starters, most of us seeking romantic relationships are probably doing it for emotional intimacy. Or perhaps you’d like to start a family. We harbour the hope that someone is going to love us in our entirety – warts, scars, flaws, and all; we seek the feeling of total acceptance. We’re prepared to face disappointments, boring dates, and those painful break-ups because, if everything works out just right, we’ll find that one person who made it all worthwhile. It’s as if an invisible force is compelling us to find someone. A romantic relationship is the closest we adults can come to re-experiencing the depth of the relationship we had with our parents as children (in a best-case scenario). Further along in the book, we’ll spend some time looking at potential obstacles that can trip us up on our way towards finding these special relationships.


What do we hope a partner will bring to our life?


A dating site asked its members: ‘Why are you looking for love? What is your personal reason for wanting a partner?’ They received a bunch of different answers. Some folks said they were looking for hope.6 Another wrote: 


My life wouldn’t really be happy without love. I just know that I need that kind of romantic intimacy in order to truly feel meaning in it. Love is the missing puzzle piece that makes my life complete.


Others focused on having someone to share experiences with, such as decorating the Christmas tree, cooking food, or just lying around in bed watching a movie together. Someone to send a photo of the sunset to, or maybe to have children with. One response read: 


Searching for love is more about finding someone who it’s worth sharing all of the wonderful things in life with, on a level that friends don’t reach. And don’t forget how it feels to come home to an open embrace. Someone to comfort you on those days when nothing seems to go your way. I’m looking for love because life is just too short to waste, and life is best when I get to share it with someone wonderful. Someone who I can share laughter with, but at the same time the heavier moments in life, too. Someone who brings out the warmest feelings in me with only a smile. I want to be someone’s.


Another response: 


I’m looking for love because it’s one of those beautiful things in life that we can’t recreate or pretend to have. It has to be for real. We can’t force it into existence, and we can’t make it all alone. It has to be genuine. 


So, searching for love is a deep-seated inner need.


Having a special person in our lives is, generally speaking, different from just having friends. People in positive romantic relationships enjoy better health,7 recover from illnesses more quickly,8 and live longer.9 Close and satisfying relationships are one of the most powerful determinants of our happiness,10 while loneliness and poor relationships, on the other hand, are linked to an increased risk of depression and illness.11 Romantic relationships are likewise linked to feelings of euphoria, connection, and inspiration12 – the feeling that everything is A-OK, all’s well with the world. Infatuation affects our neurochemical compounds: studies from China have revealed a unique reaction that occurs in the reward centres in our brains when we’re shown pictures of our loved ones.13


A new contract


Until relatively recently in the long course of human history, we’ve been coerced by external circumstances to commit ourselves to long relationships, and intimacy was often more of a pleasant bonus effect. We face a different situation these days: modern society has opened up opportunities for living alone, and it’s also become an option to avoid the pain of love. Should we choose, we can pretty much just dismiss intimacy if it’s associated with too many heavy and painful emotions. 


Proportionally, there are more single households today than there have ever been. For thousands of years it was taken for granted that people would live together, but in the western world single households became more common during the middle of the last century due to numerous political and cultural shifts, and that trend can now be witnessed globally. In Sweden, single households have established themselves as the most common form of habitation.14


So how did we end up like this? In a nutshell, because we can. Most of us can easily make our way through life without a partner. Many of us no longer struggle with the same logistic or economic dependencies that previously ‘forced’ us together. It’s expensive to live alone, so a society requires minimum levels of prosperity and security before this option becomes reasonably viable on a large scale. Birth control helps us to prevent the unwanted pregnancies that have otherwise denied women their independence, and romantic relationships are a voluntary union – we choose whether or not we want to get in the game. We can choose temporary hook-ups too, or just go on pleasant dates without any heightened expectations. This increase in single households has been one of the most significant societal shifts in modern times, according to Eric Klinenberg, Professor of Sociology at New York University. Now let’s get this straight: not everyone who lives alone is single. But the trend seems pretty obvious, and those who choose to live alone give many reasons for doing so, such as freedom, control over their own lives, the opportunity for self-realization, and voluntary isolation. Many people would like to find their feet in a new life after they’ve come out of a relationship, to find their way back to themselves. Gender equality is another contributing factor – when women are politically and economically free, the statistics reveal it: people marry later and divorce more often, which results in more people living alone. At the same time, most of us don’t live alone throughout our lives – it’s often contingent on which phase of life we find ourselves in. And, as opinions about living alone have grown more positive, so many people now live alone that it’s become commonplace. Perhaps this signals greater freedom and individual strength? In precisely the same way that internet dating went mainstream, there’s no longer anything shameful about being single.


Since we increasingly live alone these days, how is it affecting us? For a long time we believed that loneliness, as a condition, primarily affects the human psyche, but today we know that it also leads to physical illness. Loneliness can even lead to death.15 That being said, it’s important to distinguish voluntary isolation from forced isolation. Many singles with the means to do so live alone voluntarily, enjoying life on their own terms. They’re most likely far from lonely: many have children, friends, and family – just not a partner (a fact they might see as a relief). Isolation can have negative consequences, it’s true, but it’s forced isolation that carries with it an increased risk for cardiovascular disease and premature death. We experience pain more intensely when we’re alone than when we’re not, and the stress hormones that activate the brain’s pain system can harm us. Simply put, it was togetherness that became humankind’s secret for success. We experience things that benefit our survival as positive, so when having a bit of company around caused our ancestors’ brains to release neurochemical substances providing them with a sense of well-being, they naturally repeated the behaviour. This conditioning explains why we feel motivated to seek out contact with others – from the day we’re born till the day we die.


Does love find us once we stop looking for it?


Several studies have shown that very little is necessary for a human relationship to form. (Which almost sounds like an insult to anyone who’s spent years dating and still hasn’t landed someone, right?) Allow me to explain: the mere fact of living close to one another is often all that’s required for human beings to form social bonds. Other research has shown that we tend to like just about anybody we spend enough time with – even in situations with people we didn’t like previously.16 When two individuals have experienced a difficult situation together, it often leads to increased emotional ties between them. This might seem a bit contradictory, considering that the fundamental idea behind conditioning is that positive associations promote attraction. The researchers Latande, Eckman, and Joy found instead that those study participants who experienced electrical shocks together tended to like each other more than those who had been shocked individually.17 This same phenomenon can be seen in military personnel who have faced heavy combat together. The fact that two people can develop a bond with one another in connection to frightening circumstances carries two explanations: 1) a kind of emotional mix-up occurs (misattribution) that causes us to experience the exhilaration of fear as a form of attraction, and 2) the presence of another person reduces our level of discomfort – in which case the positive emotional relief becomes associated with whoever happens to be in close proximity.18 (Do we really want to take on challenging activities on that first date, if this is the case?)


And that thing about love suddenly popping up out of nowhere like an unexpected postcard, does that work? Here I’m afraid I’ll have to answer both yes and no. The reason for my ambivalence is this: when we really desire something, we send out vibes of desperation – that we need the other person. And that isn’t attractive; in fact, it signals poor self-esteem. So it’s important that we don’t view every date as ‘The One’. Relaxed vibes that say ‘I’m pretty happy with the way things are’ are far more enticing. When you focus on your own goals, needs, interests, and personal development, you radiate self-confidence, and self-confidence is attractive! That being said, behaving complacently when it comes to dating (just sitting around at home) is the number one way for nothing to happen. We’ll never get the ball if we don’t even step onto the pitch.


Dating as an experiment


Dating is an experiment in its own right, and arranging dates with romantic candidates is a process of trial and error. We hang out a bit, get to know each other a little, and then decide whether this person seems appropriate for us: are we a match? Certain traits are visible, such as physical attractiveness. Others are not, unfortunately, and a person’s character can take more time to figure out. However, having insight into these issues can determine whether you get out of a bad situation in time, before you’re paying for mortgages, cars, and puppies together. Or ensure that you don’t miss a good one.


What factors are important to consider when judging potential dates? Obviously, it’s important to us to find ourselves reasonably equal to our partner in certain aspects. These might be attractiveness,19 intelligence, economic views, or our values or life goals – we seek out similarities. Other aspects of our personalities, however, pair better when they’re dissimilar. In those instances, we complement one another (you’ll learn more about this later on in the book). Many people also contend that we all have a ‘soulmate’ out there, but that concept brings drawbacks with it, which again I’ll discuss later.


The most common way to find a partner these days is over the internet (23 per cent).20 The next most common ways are through friends (21 per cent), the workplace (14 per cent), in bars (13 per cent), and at dinner events or parties (8 per cent). Of course, there are other situations in which we meet people, for example at university, on a dance course, or through some other pastime, but the internet has now taken pole position as a meeting point (even if these statistics vary from country to country). And once we finally started dating online, we were ready to invest a whole lot of time in it. We check the popular dating app Tinder between 9 and 11 times per day21 – 62 per cent of users are men; 38 per cent are women.22 Now, a more surprising stat: 54 per cent of the users on Tinder are single, 12–30 per cent are already in a relationship (!), and 3 per cent are divorced singles. (These numbers are likely to vary from country to country.) There are even niche dating apps designed for ‘cheaters’ – participants who often book their dates during working hours and manage to pick up the kids from school and get home in time for dinner, doing whatever it takes to keep their established partner unaware. Then there are certain dating apps primarily intended for folks only looking for brief hook-ups, and others specifically for people into BDSM (bondage/discipline/dominance/submission).


I should also point out that there are some more concerning truths regarding online dating, and there’s a pretty good chance you may have stumbled across a few of these. According to a survey of over 1,000 internet daters in the US and UK,23 53 per cent admitted to lying – most often regarding their appearance (many used younger photos of themselves), but also their employment, usually by falsely representing how successful they are (that they have a better job, for instance). In an earlier study, sociologist Ervin Goffman showed that we actively try to manage how others see us,24 a phenomenon referred to as impression management. All of this deception tends to diminish with age, however. Is this because we become more comfortable revealing our true selves, and less prone towards idealizing? Yet another problem with dating apps is that the men looking for temporary hook-ups far outnumber the women. This often messes up the gears of the apps (more on that in a bit).


Appearances often determine who we approach in bars and nightclubs, and we generally strive to sparkle a bit brighter ourselves when meeting others. Especially for a party, or when we’re in the mood for a flirt – we know full well that this ups our chances of getting someone’s tail to twitch.


So how do dating apps work when it comes to attraction? Your appearance carries a lot of weight here too. Yet we’re not just being superficial as we sit there flipping through each others’ photos, trying to figure out if we’re physically compatible. We’re also trying to get a sense of whether we’ll be socially compatible. We ask ourselves, ‘Do I have anything in common with this person?’ We notice their clothing style, posture, facial expressions, and so on. We evaluate – even if only subconsciously – whether this is a Cosy Rosie into folding napkins, or a Jukebox Jimmy out to paint the town. How self-confident or dominant is this person? Certain individuals are clueless that they’re coming across as superficial. A picture of a guy holding a drink in a nightclub sends completely different signals to a picture of the same man holding a cat on a sofa, and yet another signal if he’s lying on a sunny beach reading a spy thriller. We draw immediate conclusions, and a single photo can broadcast hundreds of signals.


There’s more. We’ve also got dating apps that are supposed to match us up with our most viable candidates. These function through the workings of diverse algorithms: we provide facts about ourselves which are used to pair us up. Eli J. Finkel, a professor of social psychology at Northwestern University, claims that these ‘solutions’25 are nothing but snake oil. According to him, you won’t find any relationship researchers who consider them to be scientifically credible when it comes to finding Mr Right. The dating sites that employ these algorithms contest this statement, of course, but Finkel spent a year investigating the algorithms, evaluating them against eighty years of research on dating and attraction. His conclusion? The evidence fails to verify the claims that these matchmaking services work. (Sorry!) Matchmaking is a thorny field in general. In one study,26 over one hundred variables, traits, and preferences were employed to determine whether two people could be matched up. The result? It doesn’t work. We can increase the odds of pairing up folks who are attracted to one another, but nothing more than that. Coupledom only works when we feel mutual attraction and we sync in everyday life, and matching on both levels just doesn’t happen very often. Researchers speculate that attraction – which occurs the moment two people meet – is essentially unforeseeable; it’s like a spontaneous chemical reaction that’s mysteriously set off by the right combination of personalities.


Not everything in life fits neatly into little scientific boxes or specimen jars, and love, personal chemistry, and attraction still seem to retain a veil of mystique.


All of this means that online dating can feel like tiptoeing through a minefield at times, a place where no one is trustworthy and you’re forced to sleep with one eye open. (OK, maybe I’m being a tad dramatic . . .) And let’s not forget about this mirage: ‘There are sooooo many people out there – I swipe and I swipe and it just goes on forever . . .’ If there are, then how come we never seem to give anyone a chance? It’s like trying to pick a movie to watch when faced with too many choices, and you end up just going to bed instead. Psychologists refer to this phenomenon27 as choice overload (or overchoice),28 a term first coined by Alvin Toffer in his book Future Shock.29 Having too many options and the potential outcomes that ensue quite simply throws a spanner in our cognitive gears, overwhelming our decision-making process, and this increases the odds of us choosing poorly. Whew! This is a tough spot to find yourself in, because whether consciously or not (it’s just how our brains think), we suddenly feel the urge to weigh up hordes of (equally qualified) candidates against each other, one by one, so that we can filter out the best of the best. Our satisfaction with the potential number of alternatives follows a bell curve:30 we dislike only having a few alternatives, but having several alternatives increases our satisfaction,31 peaking at between 5 and 9 choices. As the number of alternatives expands beyond this golden number (in other words, you start getting too many potential dates on the dating site) our satisfaction decreases, slowly becoming replaced by frustration and confusion. In a well-known experiment conducted in a grocery store,32 participants got to see a shelf of jam samples. One shelf held 24 different varieties of jam, and the other only 6 types of jam. There was a 50 per cent greater chance of participants stopping at the shelf with 24 jars; however, there was a 10 per cent greater chance of customers purchasing jam from the narrower selection than from the wider one (30 per cent vs 3 per cent). Smaller ‘arrays’ are more in line with the mechanics of our human psyche.


Studies also show that the design of most dating apps, comparing various candidates side by side, contributes to us going into comparison mode, also referred to as an assessment mindset.33 We become more critical under these circumstances, comparing our potential dates against a backdrop of candidates.34 The alternative, in which one choice is presented at a time, is referred to as locomotion mindset.35 Here, we’re inclined to ponder our various candidates more deeply. The plethora of options we’re faced with when dating online also leads to us objectifying potential partners. Dating turns into an online marketplace,36 very different from meeting at a pub or dinner party, and causes our minds to weigh up the benefits, disadvantages, profits, and expenses of each candidate in a sort of equation,37 all while we run a calculated prognosis of how we believe a relationship with each candidate would work out. In speed-dating experiments,38 it’s also been observed that the greater the number of alternatives available, the lazier we become as decision-makers. With a great many potential candidates, we allow ourselves to be guided by more superficial and easily observable attributes. A person’s appearance, height, or weight, for instance, as opposed to their internal attributes (which we can’t see, of course, but about which we could form an idea if we tried). We become more judgemental and demanding when faced with a whole slew of potential dates,39 more so than when meeting face to face. Online dating causes us to manage our time poorly too,40 spending too much time on profiles that aren’t good matches for us and less time on those that are. We wander off-track and grow less satisfied with our options. 


The reason? Too many alternatives!


This too-many-alternatives problem41 leads us to say no more easily than yes: we try to weed out as many lesser options as we can. Yet we still feel less satisfied with our choices afterwards,42 because we wonder if we’re not missing a diamond in all that dust. We humans tend to try to leave our options open, even when this behaviour might sabotage our current situation.43


I think you can see what I’m driving at: online dating is a challenge and our psychological processing just isn’t in line with it – we ain’t cut out for the job. Another thing: the selection offered by dating apps makes us less interested in committing to a parter.44 ‘Why settle? A better version’s only a swipe away!’ We’ve discussed this phenomenon a little already, but the picture darkens further – this affects us even after we’ve found love. When we see so many gorgeous heartthrobs waiting in the wings, we experience our partner as less compelling, resulting in less commitment, more dissatisfaction, and a greater number of break-ups.45 Bad news, right? Yet if we experience the number of alternatives as few instead of many, we’re more inclined to view our partner in a positive light, to harbour more positive illusions about them. The greater our opportunities for changing our minds, the more finicky we generally become. On the other hand, if we perceive a choice as permanent and irrevocable, we tend to be more at peace with it – ‘The dice have been rolled, so let’s make the best of it.’ If we believe that the consequences of our choices can’t be undone, then trying to accept them and be content is a natural defence mechanism. So we tend to prefer our freedom, but it comes at a price. Maximizers46 in particular feel worse when facing a greater number of choices. They strive to sift out the best of the best, comparing as many alternatives as possible and setting the bar high. These folks are also often disappointed even after they’ve chosen. They’re hesitant, focusing on what they haven’t got instead of what they have. Satisficers, on the other hand, are more satisfied with their choices, whether we’re talking about a car, an ice cream, or a life partner. They’re pretty much satisfied the moment an alternative that fulfils their basic requirements shows up. Once they’ve got their selection in their hand, they feel no need to keep looking – they don’t need to have the best to feel satisfied. Unfortunately, maximizing goes hand in hand with less happiness or optimism, lower self-esteem, and less satisfaction with life in general. Maximizers are often depressed, perfectionistic, and angst-ridden. This is despite the fact that their decision-making process improves their odds of finding better alternatives! When it comes to dating, we should try to stay balanced between being a satisficer (Sure, I don’t have everything I want but the important bits are there) and a maximizer (Is there someone better out there?). Always thinking that the grass is greener leads to rejecting everyone and everything, and your relationships and partners will suffer if you’ve always got one eye looking elsewhere. Neither should you just take anybody who comes along without any kind of screening process.


We’re all small fish in the dating ocean; the next person is only one swipe away. We send out a hundred hearts, funny GIFs, and ‘Wassup?’s and get back . . . nada. After a few days of this, it starts getting pretty easy to hear what the world’s trying to tell you: you are getting outshone.47 


Allow me to wrap up with a study that points out one of the positive aspects of online dating. This study has revealed that marriages that originated online showed (despite everything) greater stability than those begun offline.48 The researcher hypothesizes that things probably turn out this way because, through dating online, we’re able to be more selective, leading to us making better choices in partners. Also, it’s believed that online daters are more certain that they’re seeking a relationship, as opposed to just accidentally falling into one. That alone may be a reason why these relationships can be more successful. Given the situation we’re dealing with, I only hope that we can be sensible enough to hold tight to those quality relationships, and avoid the classic pitfall of seeking greener pastures over the fence.


We’ve determined that human beings both seek out and need one another. We hope to gain the emotional intimacy that a romantic relationship can offer us. It’s become increasingly common to find each other over the net, and that’s a rough path to follow in a lot of ways. But that being said, if you’re signing up to an app, it means you’re now ready to dive into the exciting jungle of online dating, where the (potential) trophy of landing that love of your life awaits you! Or maybe it’s just time for some physical intimacy or the warm glow of a little affirmation. Whatever you need, once you’ve finished reading this book, you’ll be able to improve your chances of meeting those special someones. 


Let’s DO this! [image: A Sunglasses emoji]












Part I



BEFORE YOU MEET











1: Mr Right or Mr Right Now?



Or Ms Right vs Ms Right Now, right? 


The first question you’ll need to ask yourself is ‘What am I looking for?’ This is a critical knot, and worth untangling. Knowing what you’re looking for underpins your ability to search for it.


The three types of daters


There are three main categories1 of daters.2 Some are looking for a new partner, someone to couple up with. Others are looking for casual sex. There’s also a group out there merely looking for entertainment or confirmation.3 (Getting right-swiped feels good – it’s nice to know that someone’s out there making eyes at you.) We feel less alone when we have a lot of internet contacts;4 however, ‘confirmation’ daters are seldom interested in meeting up IRL (in real life). There are even folks merely looking for new acquaintances, such as younger adults who’ve recently moved to a new area, but since groups like these are statistically insignificant, we’ll stay focused on our three main categories.


Ask yourself this important question: which of these three types are you?


Once you’ve figured that out, things will be much easier for you. This allows you to tailor your profile to fit your ambitions: the right pics, the right profile bio, which interests to mention, and how to reply when asked flat-out, ‘What are you looking for here?’ How to bait your hook, in other words, so you can send out the right signals to attract the kind of people you’re interested in.


Sifting the wheat from the chaff


You’ll hear the question ‘What are you looking for here?’ over and over. The next important question to consider is whether you and this new match share the same goals. There’s an effective method for finding this out: ask! A vital dating skill that you need to develop is the ability to quickly figure out just who is who. Allow me a moment here to describe our three types of daters in a bit more detail, to help you more easily separate the wheat from the chaff:


Confirmation Seekers. These individuals want confirmation, nothing more. They’re often busy bees on the web, and seduce you with fool’s gold when you stumble across them. They’ll switch you over to a different app or two, chat away all friendly-like, maybe swap a pic or two. Regular pics, sure, but don’t be surprised to get some naughty stuff here as well. The thing is, after a while, things just don’t add up . . . They never want to meet up IRL. You try to set up a simple phone call and they say, ‘I’m more of a texter, not really into the phone thing . . .’ For this group, dating is mostly a fun way to pass the time. Fact is, some of these folks are already in relationships . . .


Research supports the beneficial effects of confirmation. Receiving signals of approval from others holds an important role in our sense of well-being. In one experiment,5 participants were given ‘greetings’ written by close friends or family to read. When they read positively charged emotional messages, such as ‘You are the only person who cares more about me than yourself’, the reward centres in their brains were activated, as opposed to their reaction to objective statements, such as ‘You have brown hair.’ That specific study researched messages written by loved ones. But what about strangers? Do their opinions induce the same effect? Surprisingly enough, they do. A related study6 exposed participants to images of unfamiliar faces on a screen. They were first shown a portrait and then informed that the subject of the photo wanted to chat with them. When participants found out that this stranger wanted to chat, it activated the reward centres in their brains – whether or not they desired to chat with the stranger in question. So even strangers we don’t want to hang out with give us a warm, fuzzy feeling when they tell us they like us.


If you’re not just out for a little online confirmation, a pen pal, or a way to liven up lonely evenings at home, then forget these little fish – despite the pleasant rush you feel when they nibble your line. How can we identify these small fry in the first place? The solution here is to book a date ASAP (after you’ve texted enough to know if it’s worth it). That tends to be the solution to most issues, by the way. If too much water passes under the bridge before you get that date sorted, you’ll watch a ‘relationship’ run out of steam.


1NS (One-Night Stands). The second group consists of folks primarily focused on casual sex – flings, quick hook-ups. These daters use a lot of code words. Netflix and chill definitely advertises a date where underwear is optional. The premise: we hook up at your place or mine, and then wham, bam, thank you, Sam. 


A study researching gender differences regarding online dating behaviour7 on Tinder asked men and women to state what they were seeking through the app. Participants were given five options: 1) I use Tinder to look at profiles; 2) I use Tinder to chat with people online; 3) I use Tinder to find a partner; 4) I use Tinder for casual dating; and 5) I use Tinder for one-night stands. They were then asked to rank these in order of importance, with 5 representing the most important and 1 the least important. According to the results, 49 per cent of male respondents rated ‘I use Tinder for one-night stands’ as 4 or 5, compared to just 15 per cent of women. (If you’re a woman who’s been dating men on Tinder for a while, I doubt this comes as a surprise.)


The challenge is that, in the dating apps, all these conflicting attitudes are thrown together in one big, sloppy mix. The apps’ inability to differentiate between the intentions of their users leads to many mismatches between people looking for quite different things. The stats reveal how many of our matches turn out to be awkward dead ends: 73 per cent of dating singles have estimated that 10 per cent or fewer of their matches result in real-world meet-ups. (And these figures are virtually identical among men and women.) When one sees figures like those, it’s hardly surprising that one of the most common questions asked on the apps is: ‘What are you looking for here?’ 


In the beginning, I always replied: ‘I’ve just got out of a long relationship and I’m probably not really ready for a new one, but dating sounds like fun.’ I was thinking, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice to meet up for a walk, or a cup of coffee, you know . . . Get to know a few new people, see if there’s some chemistry there?’ But nine times out of ten, my answer was interpreted as: ‘So you’re lookin’ to brush out the ol’ cobwebs, eh, firecracker?’ 


Sometimes this question pops up: ‘Where do you want to meet?’ Between the lines, what they’re really asking is if you want to meet up in public or in private. Your date also wants to get an idea about what you’re expecting. This is a way for them to figure out if they’ve got a 1NS cooking or whether you’re looking for something different. If someone asks ‘Wanna meet up?’, I sometimes reply ‘What did you have in mind?’ This way I can check what their intentions are. If they answer me with something like, ‘A nightcap,’ then I know that they just want sex, which makes it easier for me to decide.


It’s important to be in control of your dating and avoid undesirable situations. If the 1NS daters aren’t for you, then make sure you are very clear about this in your bio text and in your pre-date communication. (It can be as easy as writing ‘Not open for 1NS’, ‘Looking for a serious relationship’, or ‘Searching for true love’.) 1NS daters make up a very large group online, so you need to take charge: be the director of this play, not just an actor. If you’re only interested in meeting up for sex right now, be clear about that too. Keeping things honest and safe is important for everyone.


Relationship Seekers. Our third group is looking for long-term partnerships. If this is you, then you need to target your audience the same way that confirmation seekers and 1NSers do, and filter out who you’re looking for.


Perhaps you’re looking for more than one of these types, or even open to all of them – it may depend on your current prospects, for instance. Maybe Ms Right is your ultimate goal, but Ms Right Now will do for the moment. It’s good to know that you can always answer ‘What are you looking for here?’ like this: ‘I’d like to meet up with you, and we’ll see how it goes from there.’ Or even: ‘Meeting new people is always fun, and who knows? You never know where things might lead.’


Date like The Bachelor


Swipe right or left? Who’s in, who’s out? It’s easy to get nitpicky when faced with so many choices. You brood over every profile, wondering things like: ‘Will we sync?’ ‘What if this one’s an asshole?’ ‘Do I really think she’s hot?’


Here’s the rub: it’s going to be a real drag if you keep your filter cranked up to 11, jamming every candidate through your mental wringer before you swipe or text. It’ll take you forever to pick out the right candidates, and the love express will be gone by the time you’ve packed a suitcase. Plus, you’ll be missing out on unexpected pleasures such as the interesting companions you can meet along the dating trail. Get out there and meet some people! This is a numbers game – wanna sell some cars? Most folks are looking, not buying, so more visitors = more sales. This is no different. A lot of pieces need to fall into place before you meet up with someone IRL. You have to like them, sure, but it’s important that they like you too. Right?


Perhaps you’re newly single and you just don’t know what kind of person you’d like. We’re all different, with different tastes. (What a relief, right?) One of the most important lessons that my dating journey has taught me is to know myself, what’s important to me. What attributes do I appreciate about a date? I’ve gone from feeling uncertain to becoming someone who knows what kind of people I enjoy spending time with. Dating several people at the same time gives you an advantage because it keeps you from seeming desperate. When you don’t have all your eggs in one basket you can relax a little, and it shows: your shoulders appear more relaxed, your posture improves, and your renewed self-confidence gives you a little extra glow on your dates. Now let’s make one thing clear: I am not suggesting that you walk in bragging about your sex appeal or that you play jealousy games with your dates. Be discreet.


Let’s say that you’ve begun meeting up with someone. The first date went well. So did the second! And one date starts leading to the next – does this mean you’re together now? Are you exclusive? NO. No, this does not mean that you’re together. That must be stated openly and agreed upon by both of you. If this hasn’t been determined, then either of you may date – or perhaps are dating – other people. We need to know each other a bit before we establish an exclusive relationship – that’s just how it is. If thoughts of your dates meeting other people make you jealous, be patient and ignore those feelings. Don’t let this negative attitude cloud your judgement, and certainly don’t sabotage anything. This is still an early stage of dating, and you haven’t established exclusivity yet.


So, figure out what you want, what you need, and what you’re looking for. This way you’ll always be able to vet your dates. Maybe one person looks good for a little intimacy. Perhaps you had an incredible date with another person who looks like relationship material. If you’re on the prowl for a potential partner but they’re only spreading their wild oats, though, it won’t matter how much you clicked – you’re not a match. Both sides of the coin are needed: that your goals are aligned, and that your personalities are compatible.


If a situation isn’t working out – even at the start – please don’t go around thinking you can fix it with your magical fairy wand. The greater your demands, the fewer candidates that make the cut. But they’re out there; it just might take a little longer to find them. Keep swiping, keep texting, and book those dates. Pretend you’re on The Bachelor. Some dates end there. Some lead to friendships. With a few, you’ll click. But a lot of prospects won’t make it through the playoffs, so you’re going to have to run the numbers game a bit. Think of it as a multi-tiered process, not a single admission fee. You’re looking for that person you click with on a deeper, more intimate level, and a series of dates will help you find them.


And for all you hopeful romantics out there, keep your chin up. Lightning can strike from a clear blue sky! 










2: First impressions



There are two secrets to dating smart. First, you need to make a good first impression, to stand out from the crowd. Second, you need to learn how to read your dates.


In this chapter, I’m going to explain what first impressions are built on and why we build them. You’ll also learn why the ability to read other people plays such a definitive role in human relationships. This is how we operate, after all, and it affects everyone.


Being good ain’t good enough


In my role as an inspirational speaker, I often discuss those unconscious questions we ask about each other. How do we read each other’s personalities? 


The ability to express ourselves effectively provides fertile ground for growth in relationships. If we fail at this task, our fruit withers on the vine. I like to explain it this way: being good ain’t good enough. Don’t get me wrong, being good is a great foundation to build on, but the pertinent question is: how do you manage to express that to the world? It’s crucial to give off the right impression when you meet your dates – otherwise it’s like hitting the dance floor with one arm tied behind your back. Instead of letting a bad first impression hamper your chances for success, let a good first impression be your key to success. Unfortunately, we’re not judged for who we are, but for who others believe us to be.


This decisive moment follows a predictable pattern. For starters, first impressions happen virtually instantaneously. After a first impression has been formed, changing it is like, well . . . Ever watch someone try to work a dent out of a car door? Another factor is our generally sceptical attitude towards one another, referred to as the smoke detector principle. When meeting new people, we’re calibrated to set alarm bells ringing at the slightest suspicion that something is amiss. We’re faster at spotting the negative than the positive – a contributing factor to our survival over the course of human evolution. One implication of this is that we need to overcome an inherent barrier of suspicion before we can get someone else’s approval, from the second they see your profile, to your first text, to your first date . . . Time to shine for the jury, my friends.


After a first impression has been established, we spend the rest of our time gathering evidence to corroborate whatever that impression happened to be. This is referred to as confirmation bias – a tendency in human behaviour to unconsciously and selectively pay attention to information that reaffirms our suppositions. We see what we expect to see, and hear what we expect to hear. Or to be more specific: what I see and hear confirms the first impression I got of you. I’m ignorant to the rest. 
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