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To Scott, the best decision I ever made.

And to my parents, whose love and support made everything possible.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

When it comes to academic research, here’s the bad news: Most studies to date focused primarily on cis heterosexual couples. Fortunately, when researchers have studied LGBTQ+ relationships, they’ve found they share many of the same problems—and benefit from much of the same advice—covered in the existing research.

In writing this book, I interviewed people across the range of sexual orientations and identities. I wanted to share LGBTQ+ love stories and dating experiences. All of the stories in this book are true, although some of the characters are composites of several individuals. Names and identifying characteristics have been changed and dialogue has been re-created.

After completing this manuscript I took a job as the Director of Relationship Science at the dating app Hinge. This role allows me to help millions of people learn how to date more effectively. All of the research and opinions in this book are completely my own.




INTRODUCTION

You might think you shouldn’t have to buy a book on love. Love is something effortless, natural, organic. You fall in love, you don’t think your way into it. It’s a spontaneous chemical reaction, not a calculated decision.

And yet here you are. Holding this book because you want to find love, and so far it hasn’t worked out for you. Here’s the truth: While love may be a natural instinct, dating isn’t. We’re not born knowing how to choose the right partner.

And if we were, I wouldn’t have a job. I’m a dating coach and matchmaker. I studied psychology at Harvard and have spent years researching human behavior and relationships. This work has led me to Intentional Love, my philosophy for creating healthy relationships. Intentional Love asks you to view your love life as a series of choices rather than accidents. This book is about being informed and purposeful—in acknowledging your bad habits, adjusting your dating techniques, and approaching crucial relationship conversations.

Great relationships are built, not discovered. A lasting relationship doesn’t just happen. It is the culmination of a series of decisions, including when to get out there, whom to date, how to end it with the wrong person, when to settle down with the right one, and everything in between. Make good decisions, and you propel yourself toward a great love story. Make bad ones, and you veer off course, doomed to repeat the same harmful patterns over and over.

SPOILER ALERT: WE’RE IRRATIONAL

But often we don’t understand why we make certain decisions, and that leads to mistakes. And those mistakes thwart our quest to find love. Behavioral science can help.

Behavioral science is the study of how we make decisions. It offers a way to peel back the layers of our mind, peek inside, and see why we tend to make certain choices. Spoiler alert: We’re irrational. We often make decisions that are not in our own best interest.

This happens in all realms of life. It’s why we say we want to save for retirement and then max out our credit cards on decorating our apartments. Or tell ourselves we’ll exercise more, then use our treadmill as a clothing rack. No matter how often and or how earnestly we set goals, we get in our own way.

Fortunately, this irrationality isn’t random. Our brains lead us astray in predictable ways. Behavioral scientists use that knowledge to help people change their behavior, with the goal of making them happier, healthier, and wealthier.

In fact, for a while I took my knowledge of behavioral science and applied it at Google. I teamed up with behavioral science great Dan Ariely to run a group at Google called the Irrational Lab, a nod to his book Predictably Irrational. And while I loved working with Dan and the Irrational Lab team, studying human behavior and running experiments, I had other concerns on my mind. I was single and in my early twenties. I was struggling with one of life’s most essential and common questions—how do we find and sustain love?

I’ve long been interested in studying dating, relationships, and sex. In college I studied the porn-watching habits of Harvard undergraduates for a paper I wrote called “Porn to Be Wild.” (Hint: Harvard students watch lots of porn.) For my first job at Google—years before I ran the Irrational Lab—I managed the Google Ads accounts for porn and sex toy clients, including Bangbros, Playboy, and Good Vibrations. People referred to our group by its unofficial name: “the Porn Pod.”

I trace my curiosity about relationships to my own childhood. I had a happy, loving family growing up, but my parents suddenly divorced when I was seventeen. My “happily ever after” bubble burst, and I no longer took long-term marital success for granted.

At the time, I was single. Dating apps had just come out, and I was spending a lot of time swiping. I saw people all around me were struggling, too. We’d gone from the first iPod (“a thousand songs in your pocket”) to ubiquitous smartphones with a thousand possible Tinder dates in your pocket. Instead of marrying Bobby or Belinda on our block, we could pick from thousands of singles online.

With that in mind, I launched a side project called “Talks at Google: Modern Romance,” a speakers’ series that explored the challenges of modern dating and relationships. I interviewed world-renowned experts about online dating, communication in the digital age, monogamy, empathy, and the secrets to a happy marriage. Within hours, thousands of Googlers joined the Modern Romance email list to receive updates on these talks. Once the interviews went online, millions of viewers watched on YouTube. Clearly, my friends and I were not the only ones struggling.

One night a stranger came up to me and said, “I saw your talk on polyamory. I didn’t realize that relationships could work like that. It changed my whole world.” At that moment I realized the impact of my work. I’d found my calling.

But I didn’t want to be just another love guru, offering unscientific advice. I thought, What if I take the behavioral science tools I honed at Google and apply them to help people make better decisions in their romantic relationships?


IRRATIONALLY EVER AFTER

After almost a decade in tech, I quit my job and set out to help people find and maintain lasting relationships. I believe our natural errors in decision-making cause us to stumble. Behavioral science is the missing piece that can help people change their behavior, break bad patterns, and find lasting love.

Selecting a partner is already an incredibly daunting task, one weighed down with cultural baggage, bad advice, and societal and familial pressure. But until now no one has applied behavioral science to help people find love. Maybe that’s because we think love is a magical phenomenon that defies scientific analysis. Or perhaps there’s fear of this critique: Who wants to be rational in love? But that’s not it. I’m not trying to turn you into a hyper-rational supercomputer that analyzes all possible matches and spits out a soul mate solution. I’m helping you overcome your blind spots that are holding you back from finding love.

Behavior change is a two-step process. First we’ll learn about the invisible forces driving your behavior, those errors in judgment that lead to costly mistakes. Mistakes like refusing to commit because you always wonder if there’s someone better out there (Chapter 4), pursuing the prom date instead of the life partner (Chapter 7), or staying in bad relationships after their expiration date (Chapter 14).

But awareness on its own doesn’t lead to action. (Knowing you shouldn’t date “bad boys” or “manic pixie dream girls” doesn’t make them any less appealing.) You have to actually do something about it. That’s where the second part of behavioral science comes in. Tried-and-tested techniques can help you jump from knowing that information to doing something about it. Step two is designing a new system that helps you shift your behavior and achieve your goal. Each chapter includes evidence-based frameworks and exercises to help you navigate important dating decisions.


HOW THIS BOOK CAN HELP

In this book you’ll discover you’re not alone. You’re not the only one struggling with these doubts. You and your questions and concerns are totally normal.

There’s no certainty in relationships, but you can approach your decision-making in a more strategic way, pulling from research that understands the strengths and weaknesses of our brains (and our hearts). Intentional Love is informed by both relationship science (what works for long-term relationships) and behavioral science (how to get us to follow through on our intentions).

I will give you a process. And process creates peace.

It’s worked for my clients, and I know it can help you.

Section 1: Getting Ready

We’ll start with an exploration of why dating today is harder than ever before. Then you’ll take a quiz to figure out your dating blind spots—tendencies in your life that are holding you back, likely without you even realizing it. Then I’ll explain how your tendencies affect your dating life and what you can do to overcome them. Next we’ll talk about attachment theory and how it affects whom and how you love. I’ll set you straight about what to look for in a long-term partner. It’s likely not what you think.

Section 2: Getting Out There

We’ll take a deep dive into dating apps. I’ll help you identify and overcome the common pitfalls of modern dating. We’ll have you swiping better, meeting people in real life (IRL), and going on dates that don’t feel like job interviews. You’ll learn a better system to decide whom you should see again.


Section 3: Getting Serious

Then we’ll talk about how to handle major decision points in your relationship, including how to define the relationship (DTR) and determine if you should move in together. I’ll walk you through how to decide if you should break up, how to break up with someone, and how to get over heartbreak. If things progress, you may find yourself asking, “Should we get married?” The last chapter of this section will help you answer that question. Finally, we’ll end with techniques to make your long-term relationship successful by investing daily attention and designing relationships that shift and change as the people in it grow, too.

COMMIT TO TRYING SOMETHING DIFFERENT

You’re reading this book because you want to find love. Perhaps you’ve dated a series of people who haven’t brought out the best in you, who left you disappointed and alone. Or maybe you haven’t been dating at all. School and work and family and all the complexities of life have gotten in the way. But you know deep down that you want to find someone.

I’m here to help you get to that next step. I want you to think of yourself as my dating-coaching client. Here’s my ask of you: Commit to doing the exercises. (They really work!) And allow me the chance to change your mind. You’ve done things your way for your entire life. Why not try something different? A lasting, loving relationship may very well be waiting for you on the other end.






SECTION 1 GETTING READY







CHAPTER 1 WHY DATING IS HARDER NOW THAN EVER BEFORE


How to Understand the Challenges of Modern Dating

Each generation faces its own set of challenges—wars, recessions, shoulder pads. The same holds true for dating. While people of every era have bemoaned their love lives, today’s singles might just be right: Dating is harder now than ever before. And the next time your mom pesters you about finding someone nice to settle down with, you can tell her I said that.

In this book, I’ll offer solutions to some of life’s most difficult dating decisions. But before I get to the tactical advice, I want to set the stage and explain the factors conspiring against modern daters. If looking for love has left you feeling incredibly stressed out, here’s why.

WE SHAPE OUR OWN IDENTITIES

Religion, community, and social class dictated the lives of our ancestors. Expectations were clear, and personal decisions were few. Based on where and into what kind of family you were born, you knew, for example, that you’d work as a textile merchant, live in Bucharest, eat kosher food, and go to the synagogue. Or you’d work as a farmer, live on the outskirts of Shanghai, and eat livestock and crops from your land. When it came to finding a partner, the answer often came down to the dowry—who could offer the best acres of land or the largest caravan of camels.

Today all these decisions are up to us. Modern life is a path that we must chart on our own. Whereas our predecessors didn’t have to weigh where to live or what to do for a living, we make those choices now. That gives us incredible freedom to shape our identities—to pick Nashville over Atlanta, to choose whether to work as a meteorologist or a mathematician—but that freedom comes at the cost of certainty. Late at night, our faces lit by the blue glow of our smartphones, we wonder, Who am I? and What am I doing with my life? The dark side of all this freedom and endless choice is the crippling fear that we’ll screw up our lifelong pursuit of happiness. If we’re in charge, then we have only ourselves to blame. We could fail, and then it would be our fault.

And one of the biggest questions left up to us—a decision that used to be made by our parents and our community—is Who should I pick as a romantic partner?

WE HAVE TOO MANY OPTIONS

We’re experiencing a seismic shift in dating culture. Dating itself only began in the 1890s. Online dating started in 1994 with Kiss.com, followed shortly by Match.com a year later. And we’ve been swiping for love for less than a decade. If it feels like we’re in the middle of a gigantic cultural experiment, it’s because we are.

We’re no longer limited to the single people we know from work or church or our neighborhood. Now we can swipe through hundreds of potential partners in a single sitting. But there’s a downside to these seemingly infinite options. Psychologists, including Barry Schwartz, professor emeritus at Swarthmore, have shown that while people crave choice, too many options can make us feel less happy and more doubtful of our decisions. They call this the paradox of choice.

People are struggling. Like that obnoxious person in front of you in the fro-yo line who can’t pick a flavor (“Can I try them all one more time?”), we’re crippled by analysis paralysis. And this is especially true when it comes to choosing a life partner.

WE YEARN FOR CERTAINTY

What’s the last purchase you researched online? Which electric toothbrush to buy? Which wireless Bluetooth speakers to get your brother for his new apartment? We live in an information-rich society that offers the false comfort of research. It can feel like the perfect decision is only a few more Google searches away. Whether we’re selecting the most authentic taco place or the best-performing vacuum cleaner, we can consult endless rankings and reviews. It feels like if we can research all our choices, then we can select the right one.

We’ve gotten hooked on this feeling of certainty, and we crave it in our romantic lives. But when it comes to relationships, that kind of assurance doesn’t exist. There is no “right answer” to questions like Who should I be with? and How much should I compromise? and Will they ever change? No amount of Googling will reveal if James or Jillian will make a good spouse. We can’t achieve complete certainty before any big relationship decision—and luckily, we don’t have to in order to be happy. Great relationships are built, not discovered. But our minds are often stuck in a trap, thinking that by combing through hundreds of options, we’ll be closer to knowing whether the one in front of us is “right.”


SOCIAL MEDIA LEADS US TO COMPARE AND DESPAIR

Years ago, people lived in communal villages. They witnessed other couples being affectionate, fighting, and making up. There was no such thing as a private problem. Today our primary view into other people’s relationships is staged, curated, Instagram-filtered social media feeds—excited mid-hike engagement announcements, vacation pictures with a snoozing baby strapped on someone’s chest. This leads us to feel like we’re the only ones experiencing heart-wrenching struggles in our love lives (just in much less flattering lighting). Feeling like everyone else’s relationship is perfect when yours is floundering (or nonexistent) exacerbates that pain. I find this is especially true for men, who tend to have smaller social networks and fewer people with whom they can share their fears. They’re even less likely to talk to their friends about their problems and learn that everyone, at one time or another, experiences relationship hardships.

WE LACK RELATIONSHIP ROLE MODELS

We want to find the best possible partner and build the best possible relationship, yet many of us have witnessed few functional relationships firsthand, especially when we were young.

Divorce rates peaked in the 1970s and early 1980s. And while they’ve gone down since then, many of us are what couples therapist Esther Perel calls “the children of the divorced and disillusioned.” Around 50 percent of marriages in the United States end in divorce or separation, and about 4 percent of married people report feeling miserable in their relationships. Put it all together, and a majority of married people have either chosen to end their relationship or are enduring it unhappily.

This is a problem. Study after study demonstrates the power of role models. It’s much easier to believe something is possible when you’ve seen someone else do it, whether that’s running a four-minute mile or eating seventy-three hot dogs in under ten minutes (#lifegoals). For example, women are much more likely to become inventors if they grew up in a zip code with many female patent holders. In fact, they’re more likely to patent in the same categories as older female inventors in their neighborhood.

The same is true with relationships. We all want to build lasting and fulfilling partnerships, but it’s harder to do that when you lack relationship role models. Many of my clients confess fears around not knowing what the day-to-day looks like in a strong relationship—How do healthy couples resolve conflict? How do happy spouses make decisions together? How do you successfully spend the rest of your life with one person?—because they didn’t observe those behaviors in their own parents.

Even those of us with the best relationship intentions may struggle because many of us haven’t seen a functional relationship in action.

THERE ARE FAR MORE WAYS TO BE IN A RELATIONSHIP

Many of the relationship questions we tackle today never would have crossed the minds of our camel-herding ancestors, such as Are we dating or just hooking up? or Should I break up now or wait until after wedding season is over? We agonize with our close confidants over not knowing whether we’re in love with a new boo or feeling burned out from first dates that go nowhere.

Now, thanks to advances in reliable birth control and fertility science, people can ask themselves about new trade-offs, such as Do I want kids, and if so, when? (It’s unlikely that hunter-gatherers lost a lot of sleep over that one.)

Beyond scientific advances, we’re expanding our models for dating and long-term relationships. We’re pondering questions such as Are we monogamous? and How do we define monogamy?

In some ways, these questions are exciting. Who doesn’t want to feel free and in control of their destiny? But at a certain point, all these options and opportunities can stop making us feel free and start making us feel overwhelmed.

WE FEEL PRESSURE TO GET THIS DECISION “RIGHT”

To top it all off, we’re bombarded with messages imploring us to get this decision right. Everyone from public figures like Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg (who said: “I truly believe that the single most important career decision that a woman makes is whether she will have a life partner and who that partner is.”) to our own parents (“Don’t make the same mistakes I did!”) reinforces how critical it is that we don’t mess this one up.

It can feel like our entire lives hinge on the one major decision of whom to marry. This is especially true for women, who face more time pressure to pick a spouse if they want to have children by a certain age.

BUT THERE’S HOPE!

We can take control of our love lives by better understanding ourselves: what motivates us, what confuses us, what gets in our way. And that’s where behavioral science—and this book—comes in.





KEY TAKEAWAYS


	
Dating is harder now than ever before. And you can tell your mom I said that.

	Here’s why:

	
We define our own identities, unlike our ancestors, whose lives were defined by their communities.

	We have thousands of options at our fingertips, which causes us to question our decisions.

	We’re uncomfortable making big decisions when we can’t research our way to the right answer.

	
Social media leads us to believe that everyone else is in healthier, happier relationships than we are.

	Far too few of us have good relationship role models.

	There are far more models for dating and long-term relationships.

	We’re bombarded with messaging that we need to get this decision “right”—and that a right answer exists at all.





	But there’s hope. Using insights from behavioral science, we can take control of our love lives.









CHAPTER 2 THE THREE DATING TENDENCIES


How to Discover Your Dating Blind Spots

Have you ever looked around and wondered, Why has everyone found love except me? I like my job, I like my friends, I like myself. Why hasn’t this one piece of my life fallen into place yet?

I’ve heard versions of this from nearly all my clients. I’ve discovered many of them suffer from dating blind spots—patterns of behavior that hold them back from finding love, but which they can’t identify on their own.

I’ve categorized the most common blind spots into a framework called The Three Dating Tendencies. Each group struggles with unrealistic expectations—of themselves, of partners, and of romantic relationships.

The following quiz will reveal your dating tendency. It will help identify what’s holding you back, so you can break your bad habits and develop new ones. Your tendency impacts your behavior at every stage of the relationship, so it’s crucial to learn yours as the first step along your journey to finding love.


THE THREE DATING TENDENCIES QUIZ

Instructions

Read each statement and decide how much it describes you. Circle the number that corresponds to your answer:


	Very unlike me

	Somewhat like me

	That’s so me





	Question

	Answer

	 




	1

	1 2 3

	I don’t want to go on a second date with someone if I don’t feel the spark when we meet.




	2

	1 2 3

	When I’m on a date I might ask myself, Is this person up to my standards?




	3

	1 2 3

	I’ll be ready to date when I improve myself (for example, lose weight or feel more financially stable).




	4

	1 2 3

	I’d prefer if my partner and I had a romantic “how we met” story.




	5

	1 2 3

	I usually read reviews before I make a significant purchase.




	6

	1 2 3

	I don’t have time to date right now.




	7

	1 2 3

	I believe there’s someone out there who’s perfect for me, I just haven’t met them yet.




	8

	1 2 3

	When making a decision I tend to go back and forth weighing all the possible options.




	9

	1 2 3

	My friends tell me I need to put myself out there more.




	10

	1 2 3

	I find the apps unromantic because I want to meet my person in a more natural way.




	11

	1 2 3

	I pride myself on never settling.




	12

	1 2 3

	I rarely go on dates.




	13

	1 2 3

	I don’t believe the spark can grow over time. Either you feel it in the beginning, or you don’t.




	14

	1 2 3

	I’ll know I’ve met the right person because I’ll feel completely sure about them.




	15

	1 2 3

	If I want to attract the best possible person, first I need to become the best possible person.




	16

	1 2 3

	Love is a gut feeling. You know it when you feel it.




	17

	1 2 3

	My friends think I’m too picky.




	18

	1 2 3

	I’m focusing on my career now and I’ll think about dating later.





Scoring Key

The Romanticizer: Add up your scores for every third question, starting with question 1 (sum of answers to questions 1, 4, 7, 10, 13, 16) _________ _

The Maximizer: Add up your scores for every third question, starting with question 2 (sum of answers to questions 2, 5, 8, 11, 14, 17) _________ _

The Hesitater: Add up your scores for every third question, starting with question 3 (sum of answers to questions 3, 6, 9, 12, 15, 18) _________ _

On which one did you score the highest? That’s your dating tendency.

The Romanticizer

You want the soul mate, the happily ever after—the whole fairy tale. You love love. You believe you are single because you haven’t met the right person yet. Your motto: It’ll happen when it’s meant to happen.

The Maximizer

You love doing research, exploring all of your options, turning over every stone until you’re confident you’ve found the right one. You make decisions carefully. And you want to be 100 percent certain about something before you make your choice. Your motto: Why settle?

The Hesitater

You don’t think you’re ready for dating because you’re not the person you want to be yet. You hold yourself to a high standard. You want to feel completely ready before you start a new project; the same goes for dating. Your motto: I’ll wait until I’m a catch.

Although they seem quite different, the Romanticizer, Maximizer, and Hesitater have one major thing in common: unrealistic expectations.

The Romanticizer has unrealistic expectations of relationships.

The Maximizer has unrealistic expectations of their partner.

The Hesitater has unrealistic expectations of themselves.

If you scored highly on more than one tendency, reread the descriptions and select the one that best describes you. If you’re still struggling, send a picture of these three options to a trusted friend. In validating this quiz, I discovered that friends were able to identify the dating tendency at play even more accurately than the person taking the quiz. Remember, these are blind spots. Friends can often recognize patterns in our behavior that we don’t see.

My tendency is (circle one):

The Romanticizer   The Maximizer   The Hesitater

    If you'd like to take this quiz in the future, or share it with a friend, you can find it at loganury.com/quiz.

    In the next few chapters, I’ll share more about each of the three tendencies, including the struggles they encounter and how to overcome them. I recommend reading all three chapters because they contain helpful lessons for everyone, and they’ll help you understand daters you encounter who have a different tendency from your own.





KEY TAKEAWAYS


	
Many people suffer from dating blind spots—patterns of behavior that hold them back from finding love, but which they can’t identify on their own.

	I’ve categorized the most common blind spots into a framework called The Three Dating Tendencies. Each group struggles with unrealistic expectations.

	
The Romanticizer has unrealistic expectations of relationships. They want the soul mate, the happily ever after—the whole fairy tale.

	
The Maximizer has unrealistic expectations of their partner. They love to explore their options and want to feel absolutely confident they’re making the right decision.

	
The Hesitater has unrealistic expectations of themselves. They feel like they’re not ready to date.





	Understanding your dating tendency helps you discover what’s holding you back and how you can overcome these blind spots.








CHAPTER 3 DISNEY LIED TO US


How to Overcome the Romanticizer Tendency

Twenty minutes into our first session and the tears were already flowing.

“I know he’s out there,” Maya said. “He just hasn’t found me yet.”

He? Her soul mate. The peanut butter to her jelly. The one. Maya couldn’t stop talking about this man who would make all of her dreams come true. She believed the perfect guy was waiting for her just around the corner.

“I want to meet him organically,” she explained when I asked about her current approach to dating. “The apps feel too unromantic to me. Why mess with fate?”

Maya has long black hair that she spends an hour blow-drying every morning before work. When she tells a story, every detail seems slightly more dramatic because she lifts her dark eyebrows in surprise or grins to show her sparkling teeth. (Makes sense—she’s a dentist who runs her own practice.) She’s the child of Iranian immigrants, and her parents are in year thirty-five of what she describes as a “very happy marriage.” She wants what they have.

She’s had a few boyfriends—one in college, two since—but nothing’s stuck. She’s always broken up with these guys. “When it’s right, I’ll know,” she says, arching an eyebrow. She grew up watching and rewatching Disney movies like The Little Mermaid on VHS, and is waiting for her happily ever after.

Maya is a quintessential Romanticizer. Romanticizers believe that love is something that happens to you, and that the reason they’re single is they just haven’t met the right person yet. Romanticizers might not consciously identify with fairy tales, yet they expect their lives to resemble one. They believe the perfect person will walk into their lives one day. All they have to do is wait for that moment. And once that Prince Charming or Cinderella appears, love will be effortless. Of course! Cue the Céline Dion soundtrack!

THE PROBLEM WITH FAIRY TALES

Who cares if you’re a hopeless romantic? I do, and you should, too.

In behavioral science, we know mindset matters. Our attitudes and expectations create the context for our experience, which in turn affects how we interpret information and make decisions.

When it comes to romantic relationships, psychologist Renae Franiuk found that people have either a soul mate mindset, the belief that relationship satisfaction comes from finding the right person; or a work-it-out mindset, the belief that relationship success derives from putting in effort.

Unsurprisingly, Romanticizers fall into the soul mate mindset category. This impacts how they act at every stage of the relationship. First, it affects the way they approach finding a partner. When I asked Maya why she thought she was single, she said, “It just hasn’t happened to me yet.” In Maya’s mind, love is something that happens to you, like lightning striking. So why try? Romanticizers wait for love and won’t put effort in to create love. (I once worked with a woman who would dress up for every flight in case her “future husband” was on the same plane, but then refused to approach anyone lest she be perceived as trying too hard.)

Second, this mindset influences whom you’re willing to go out with. People with soul mate beliefs tend to have a very specific vision of how their partner will look. When we met, Maya rattled off a list of her future husband’s physical traits: “Light-haired, light-eyed. Fit. Muscular but not too muscular. Tasteful tattoos. Medium-length hair. Pretty face but slightly rugged, bad-boy-looking. Tall—five-ten and up. Good hands, no short nails.”

Since Romanticizers are confident they know what their future partner will look like, when they meet someone who doesn’t match that image, they won’t give that person a chance. They end up missing out on great potential matches.

When they start dating someone they believe is “the one,” their sky-high expectations can propel the relationship forward. But when the couple hits an inevitable obstacle—say, for instance, a particularly heated fight—they give up on the relationship rather than trying to overcome it.

Maya’s Romanticizer tendency helps explain why she struggled in her previous partnerships. “In all my relationships, I end up thinking, Wait a minute. Why is this so hard?” she said. “Love is supposed to be effortless, right? This can’t possibly be ‘the one.’ ”

In comparison, those with the work-it-out mindset believe that relationships take effort, that love is an action you take, not something that happens to you. People with the work-it-out mindset tend to fare better in relationships because when they stumble, they put in the work needed to get the relationship back on track, rather than giving up.

If you’re a Romanticizer who wants to find a lasting relationship, it’s time to move on from fairy tales and start a new chapter with a work-it-out mindset.


OUR FAIRY-TALE EXPECTATIONS

Romanticizers aren’t the only ones who think marriage holds the promise of a great love story filled with explosive passion. Many of us feel that way.

But it wasn’t always like this.

In fact, for most of history, the idea of marrying for love would have seemed silly. Marriage was about economics and convenience. You married someone because their father’s land was adjacent to your father’s land. Or because you were poor and someone offered your family a dozen cows in exchange for your hand in marriage.

As marriage historian Stephanie Coontz explained, “Until the late eighteenth century, most societies around the world saw marriage as far too vital an economic and political institution to be left entirely to the free choice of the two individuals involved, especially if they were going to base their decision on something as unreasoning and transitory as love.”

We know from ancient poetry that humans have always experienced love. In the four-thousand-year-old Sumerian “Love Song for Shu-Sin,” considered the world’s oldest love poem, the author declares: “Lion, let me caress you / My precious caress is more savory than honey.” (And I know what you’re thinking, but no, that isn’t a Beyoncé lyric!) But for most of human history, love was simply not part of the marriage equation. Love was something you might experience outside of the marriage. Perhaps you’d have a love affair with a neighbor or develop a major crush on the local blacksmith.

Alain de Botton studies how our views on love have changed over time. He’s a philosopher who runs the School of Life, a crash course in how to design a meaningful existence. He’s also written two profound novels on relationships—On Love and The Course of Love.

When I spoke with him, he explained how our ancestors used to view love: “It was seen as a very exciting moment, akin to a kind of illness, a kind of ecstatic moment. Love stood outside of ordinary experience… almost like a religious visitation. And it might have occurred to someone only once in their life. It was not generally seen to be something that you should act upon in any practical way. You let it wash over you, you let it guide an intense summer in your youth, but you certainly didn’t marry according to it.”

It wasn’t until around 1750 that the idea of marrying for love took hold. It all dates back to the age of Romanticism, an ideological movement that began in Europe, with philosophers waxing poetic about love, and eventually took over the world. Romanticism elevated love from “a kind of illness” to the new model for what we have come to expect from long-term relationships. The Industrial Revolution propelled this model’s adoption by mainstream society. With greater mechanization and more widespread wealth, marriages could finally focus more on personal fulfillment than on meeting basic needs.

Several centuries later, Romanticism still rules our ideas about love. Take a look at this list of Romantic ideals. How many of these do you relate to?


	Love is a gut feeling. You know it when you feel it.

	When we meet our soul mate, we will feel an immediate attraction to them. We will be attracted only to them, and vice versa.

	Our soul mate will intuitively understand us and know what we need before we do.

	We will remain passionately in love with our partner throughout our marriage.

	Our soul mate is the only person we really need. They can fill every role in our life, from best friend to travel partner to passionate lover.

	
Good sex marks a good marriage. Bad or infrequent sex (or worse, infidelity) means the relationship is doomed.

	It’s not sexy to talk about money. Love isn’t meant to be practical.



The more these ideas resonated with you, the more you’ve been brainwashed by the principles of Romanticism. (And if all of them did, I’d love to borrow your glass slippers and pumpkin carriage.)

When people expect romantic relationships to unfold this way, they develop soul mate beliefs, just like Maya did. They waste years waiting for “the one,” rejecting anyone who doesn’t meet their unrealistic expectations of love.

HOW TO FIGHT BACK AGAINST THE IDEALS OF ROMANTICISM

Movies and TV shows have long perpetuated the syrupy ideals of Romanticism (read: Life isn’t The Notebook). Not only are these messages about love and long-term relationships incorrect, they’re also harmful. Plus, kissing in the rain is so much colder and more uncomfortable than it seems. Here are the main culprits:

Romanticizer Intensifier #1: Disney’s Prince Charming


Soul mate belief Disney perpetuates

“The one” is out there, and he or she looks just like you imagined.



Disney tells us that one day we’ll get swept off our feet by our own Prince or Princess Charming. This tendency plagues more than just straight women; I’ve met Romanticizers of all different genders and sexual orientations. And they’re all out there waiting for this perfect person. He’s an architect who also mentors foster children. She’s a model with a PhD. This person has every positive quality they want and none of the bad ones.

In animated Disney movies, people fall in love without even knowing each other. In The Little Mermaid, all Prince Eric knew about Ariel was that she was an attractive redhead with the upper-body strength to pull him safely to shore when his boat capsized. And he loved her for that? In Cinderella, the heroine falls for the prince because he can dance and makes an effort to return lost items to their rightful owner. Seems a little shallow, if you ask me.


Work-it-out mindset shift

Even Prince Charming has morning breath.

No one is perfect, including you. Don’t know what I’m talking about? Think about the last time you really let someone down. (If you’re having trouble thinking of your flaws, try giving your siblings a call for inspiration. I’m sure they’d be more than happy to remind you.)

It’s time to give up on this idea of perfection.

Like Maya, you may have in your mind a vision of your future wife or husband. Perhaps this is informed by an early crush on the boy across the street or your favorite movie star. It’s time to realize that the package this person comes in might be different from what you were expecting. Maybe this person is shorter or taller or rounder or slimmer or darker or lighter or hairier or smoother than you expected. That very narrow view of this person’s looks holds you back from seeing the possibilities in front of you. If you’re not perfect, why should this person be? Stop the double standard: You’re not a movie star. (And if you are, cool! Thanks for reading my book!)




Romanticizer Intensifier #2: Disney’s Happily Ever After


Soul mate belief Disney perpetuates

The hard work of love is finding someone. Everything after that is easy.



Disney movies depict everything a couple goes through leading up to the marriage—the courtship, the conflict, the evil witch standing in their way. But once they vanquish their foes and can finally be together, the couple’s challenge ends. After that, happily ever after, right?

Wrong. I call this the Happily-Ever-After Fallacy—the false notion that the hard part of love is finding someone.


Work-it-out mindset shift

No relationship is easy all the time. Even the healthiest, most rewarding marriages require effort.

Finding someone can be hard, but often the real challenge comes later. The hard part is the daily work you put in to grow and sustain a great relationship. The hard part is feeling excited to see your spouse at the end of the day, after thirty years and two kids, long after the honeymoon period is over. The hard part is remembering why you love someone during all the logistical, financial, emotional, and spiritual challenges life throws at you.



Romanticizer Intensifier #3: The Rom-Coms’ “Meet-Cute”


Soul mate belief rom-coms perpetuate

Don’t worry, love will find you, and it’ll probably happen in a really great meet-cute way you’ll want to tell your friends about.



Rom-coms are Disney fairy tales for people old enough to buy their own movie tickets. And who find bumbling English men attractive. (Colin Firth is like Brussels sprouts; you don’t appreciate him until you’re older.) We all know rom-coms are not real life. Yet they’ve still surreptitiously bored their way into our collective subconscious. Especially when it comes to the meet-cute. In a rom-com, the meet-cute is the hero and heroine’s first encounter, and it often happens as the two characters are just going about their day—visiting the farmers’ market, for example. And you think that it could happen to you, too. You’ll reach for that perfect-looking tomato at exactly the same moment when the handsome stranger next to you goes for it, and BAM! your eyes meet. He explains he needs the tomato to make his grandmother’s bruschetta (pronounced with the proper Italian flourish). You offer to let him keep it. He asks if he can buy you a cappuccino to thank you. You say yes. Eleven months, one major fight, and one grand gesture later, he’s chasing you down the terminal at JFK Airport, flanked by TSA agents, begging you not to get on your flight to Seoul for your new job at an advertising agency.

The rom-com promotes the idea that love finds you and not the other way around. That love at first sight is real. That all you have to do is live your life (and consume vast amounts of tomatoes while hanging out at the farmers’ market) and one day your future husband or wife will magically appear. While I acknowledge that people do meet in real life all the time—at parties, events, even protests—the problem with this idea is that it gives people permission to be overly passive in their love lives.


Work-it-out mindset shift

Love takes work—from finding it to keeping it alive. Waiting around at the farmers’ market just won’t cut it. You need to put in effort to find someone. (Don’t worry, I’ll show you how in Section 2.) The magic of a relationship doesn’t depend on a serendipitous or cinematic meeting. The magic lies in the fact that two strangers come together and create a life. It’s not important where or how they met.




Romanticizer Intensifier #4: Social Media


Soul mate belief social media perpetuates

Relationships are effortless, sex-filled love fests (in great lighting).



At least Disney movies and rom-coms are up front about the fact that they’re fictional. Social media is in many ways a more dangerous culprit because its lies disguise themselves as real life. On social media, we see curated images of the perfect relationship—from the romantic beach walk captured at sunset to the kiss over a masterfully plated homemade dinner. By contrast, we find our own partnership lacking. We compare and despair.


Work-it-out mindset shift

First off, don’t believe what you see on Instagram. Images are cropped, blurred, and distorted to send a message. And when it comes to relationships, the pictures you see on social media are only one heavily filtered view of that partnership. Just like people don’t post pictures of themselves crying or picking their nose, no one puts up photos of blowout fights with their girlfriend or nights spent wondering whether they should stay with her. Social media tells us that everyone else is experiencing a blissful, effortless, passionate, picture-perfect relationship, which contributes to our sky-high expectations for our own partnership.

Relationships go through periods of highs and lows. If you’re working hard at your relationship, that’s a good sign, not a bad one! Many hours of a marriage are spent on the everyday, rarely posted minutiae of life: changing dirty diapers, doing laundry, and washing dishes. Love happens in these moments, not in spite of them. Love is so much more than a filtered photo captured at sunset.




FROM FAIRY-TALE ROMANCE TO REAL-LIFE LOVE

I explained to Maya how Disney, rom-coms, and social media had triggered her Romanticizer tendencies. If she wanted to find love, she needed to change her expectations.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Do you get it?” she asked me, her eyebrows furrowed. “I feel like you’re telling me to give up on my dream. I have this vision of love, and now you’re saying it doesn’t exist. That I have to settle or give up. Why do other people get to have this epic relationship and I don’t? Why am I not good enough?”

I did get it. “Maya, no, that’s not it,” I said. “I want you to be open to a love that is different from the one you thought you’d have. I’m not telling you to settle. That would imply that Prince Charming is the prize and I’m asking you to date a runner-up. But that’s not true, because Prince Charming doesn’t exist.”

Same goes for you: It’s time you gave up on Prince Charming and started looking for someone real. Let’s call him Larry.

Because that’s the name of the guy Maya wound up with. She met him when she was filling in for another dentist who went on vacation. Through our work together, she learned to let go of her soul mate beliefs, which were holding her back from finding real love. Her now live-in boyfriend is nothing like she expected. He’s a divorced dad with two little kids.

“He slouches, he wears sweaters with holes in them,” she said. “He doesn’t open doors for me.” She smiled, surprised that she no longer cared about those superficial traits. “But he makes me laugh. He’s kind, and I feel like myself around him. He makes me feel smart and funny. I know it sounds cheesy, but I’m honestly much happier than I’ve ever been.”

They fight. About where to spend Thanksgiving, whether or not they really need to go to her frenemy’s wedding, and the amount he spends on his dog’s super-premium food. But now Maya believes those fights are a sign that things are right, not wrong.

“We’re passionate! We care about stuff. We talk openly. We’re not the same person, so of course we’re going to fight. I know all relationships require work. And I’m choosing to invest in this one.”





KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Our mindset matters! The ability to shift your mindset from soul mate to work-it-out beliefs could mean the difference between finding a life partner or not.

	
People with soul mate beliefs reject promising partners because they don’t match their vision for what love should look and feel like. They think that love will just happen to them. They expect love to be effortless. If it’s not, they must be with the wrong person.

	People with a work-it-out mindset know that relationships take effort and that building a successful relationship is a process.





	
Our belief in fate and fairy tales—caused in part by Disney movies, rom-coms, and social media—creates unrealistic expectations for finding and sustaining relationships. Remember, no one is perfect, including you. Even Prince Charming has morning breath.

	
The Happily-Ever-After Fallacy is the mistaken idea that the hard work of love is finding someone. In reality, that’s only the beginning. Staying in love takes work, too. If you expect relationships to be easy, you’ll be caught off guard when they hit an inevitable rough patch.

	It’s time to embrace (and seek out) real love, scuffs and all!








CHAPTER 4 DON’T LET PERFECT BE THE ENEMY OF GREAT


How to Overcome the Maximizer Tendency

Steven told me he couldn’t remember a time when he’d just known instinctively what to do. Extensive research preceded every major—or minor—decision. Every few months, he interviewed at a different company (“to keep my options open,” he told me) only to stay in his current job. He pored over Scotch reviews for two hours before buying his dad a bottle for Father’s Day. He saw every decision as a problem to dissect, analyze, and fret over. Pro/con lists filled the Notes app on his phone. Why risk making a merely okay decision when a perfect one was only a few hours of research away?

While his behavior was occasionally annoying to his friends—and job recruiters—no one but Steven really suffered from his indecision. No one except his girlfriend Gabby.

Gabby loved Steven. Steven loved Gabby. They had dated for four years and lived together for three of them. But Steven often wondered: Who else is out there? He knew Gabby’s good qualities. She worked as a nurse and fostered cats from the local animal shelter. She was loyal, warm, caring, attractive, kind, and intelligent. Yet that wasn’t enough. He wished she were more social. He wanted dinner parties and deep conversations about abstract ideas.

Gabby felt ready to get married and start a family. True to form, Steven wasn’t so sure.

After a year of waiting for Steven to make up his mind, Gabby had had enough. She was tired of going to the weddings of friends who had met after she and Steven started dating. Late one night, she told Steven, through tears, “I can’t wait around anymore. I want to get engaged or break up.”

For the next few months, Steven had no idea what to do. He wanted to want to get engaged, but he could never actually get himself to propose. He debated with his friends. He went on long swims to meditate on the question. But he never felt any closer to knowing what he really wanted.

He couldn’t stop himself from asking, Could I be 5 percent happier with someone else?

MAXIMIZERS VERSUS SATISFICERS

Steven is a Maximizer. Maximizers obsess over making the best possible decision. American economist, political scientist, and cognitive psychologist Herbert A. Simon first described this personality profile in a 1956 paper. According to Simon, Maximizers are a special type of perfectionist. They’re compelled to explore every possible option before they feel like they can choose. Yet this compulsion becomes daunting, and ultimately unfeasible, when they face a vast number of possibilities.

On the other end of the spectrum are Satisficers (a portmanteau of “satisfy” and “suffice”). They have standards, but they aren’t overly concerned that there might be something better out there. They know their criteria, and they hunt until they find the “good enough” option. It’s not that they settle; they’re simply fine making a decision once they’ve gathered some evidence and identified a satisfactory option.

Imagine you’re on a two-hour flight. The plane takes off and you begin scrolling through the movie options. Do you A) select the first movie that appeals to you? Within five minutes, you’re reclining in your seat, eyes glued to Good Will Hunting. Or do you B) spend twenty-five minutes scrolling through every single new release, comedy, drama, documentary, and foreign film, as well as all the TV shows, before committing to the absolute best option?

If you chose A, you’re likely a Satisficer. If you selected B, you’re clearly a Maximizer. (You can fall on the spectrum between these extremes, or you may be a Maximizer in some parts of your life and a Satisficer in others.)

Maximizers obsess over their decision-making. They trust that careful analysis will ultimately make their life better. But that’s not true. Not only are Satisficers able to make good decisions, they tend to wind up happier about them. That’s because—and it’s worth repeating—satisficing is not about settling. Satisficers may have very high standards and stop only after those standards have been met. The difference is, once they stop, they don’t worry about what else is out there. Maximizers, on the other hand, may find an option that meets their standards, but they feel compelled to explore all possibilities.
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