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This is an intelligent read and so wonderful to hear someone speaking on dating apps in such a refreshing and real tone. Reflects the reality of dating apps without the sensational gloss you see in the media - and reminds us to stand up and reclaim our power. This is a much-needed, real discussion about love and relationships in Australia.


Alita Bryon the founder of Bad Dates of Melbourne (BDOM)






Lisa does an excellent job of delving into the complex (and frustrating) world of dating, confused men and strong women. Having been labelled ‘intimidating’ by more men that I can remember, this book struck a chord!


Amanda Goff (Samantha X)
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Uber findings 


It’s not often that you slide into a BMW X5 Uber. On a high from a television gig, I liked that the car seemed to match the tone of the morning. I rarely did TV interviews, and they still made me feel giddily successful – a rare occurrence for a PhD researcher. 


‘Paddington?’ the Uber driver asked me in a nonchalant, this-is-my-twentieth-Uber-trip-this-morning kind of a tone. 


I nodded emphatically. Even his indifferent air couldn’t shake my post-TV euphoria. 


As we stopped at the traffic lights in Pyrmont he said, ‘Were you just on TV?’ 


He glanced at me in the rear-view mirror, assessing me impassively from behind his gaudy gold aviators. They looked expensive. Like the car. 


‘Yeah.’ 


‘I pick up guests from the show all the time.’ 


‘Figures.’ 


He had picked me up from the collection bay at Studio 10. It was hardly surprising.


The lights changed and he accelerated. I was hoping for a quiet trip. I had some thinking to do. I liked to mentally replay TV interviews. The questions they had asked and my responses. Carefully unpicking the details. Making sure I had been factual, relaxed, amenable, even. This was a process which I undertook after every TV interview, and it might last for an hour, days, maybe even weeks. A clear sign that I was an amateur. 


‘What did you, you know, talk about?’ His manner was still blasé but his questions betrayed his interest. 


‘I talked about my research,’ I responded. A topline kind of reply. A subtle indicator that I wasn’t interested in continuing the conversation. I was too preoccupied by my personal assessment to chat. Let me indulge in a moment of narcissism already!


He didn’t get the message. 


‘You’re a researcher, then? An academic?’ 


‘Something like that,’ I said, unwilling to give away my status as a lowly PhD researcher. 


‘What do you research?’ 


Here’s the catch. I had learnt very early along in my PhD journey not to tell anyone what my research topic was – it tended to open a Pandora’s box of personal anecdotes. Unfortunately, I sensed there was no squirming out of this discussion. Mr Indifferent was also Mr Persistent. 


‘I research dating apps and intimacy.’ 


‘Really?’ His dispassionate persona was shaken.


This was kind of standard when people discovered my academic discipline. The reason? Most people have used a dating app – and most people have something to say about their experience. 


‘Yes, I look at whether dating apps change the way relationships are navigated, whether they change intimacy, and whether they reinforce gender stereotypes.’


‘And what are your findings?’ 


Internally, I screamed. It wasn’t that easy. I didn’t have a bullet list of findings that I could easily rattle off. People were complicated, messy, contradictory – especially when it came to their intimate lives. Generally, the person asking the questions wanted a sound bite – and intimacy just didn’t work that way. 


‘Hmmmm,’ I murmured. ‘It’s not so easy to summarise.’


‘I see. People are … complicated.’ 


They were indeed. Even though I didn’t want to hear his personal story, I did at the same time.


‘Do you use dating apps?’ I vomited out, unable to keep the snoop in me at bay. 


‘Yeah, yeah, of course. Doesn’t everyone? I mean, I’m in a  relationship now, but before that I used Tinder all the time.’ 


Like I said – everyone has a story to tell, from the mundane to the extravagantly explicit. 


‘I dated a lot of girls from apps.’ 


‘Oh, yeah, and what was that like for you?’ I found myself asking, slipping into researcher mode, despite the changed context. 


‘Honestly?’ Long pause. ‘There were a lot of gold-diggers.’ 


‘Gold-diggers?’ I managed. Now here was a new term. Or a recycled one. I hadn’t heard about gold-diggers since Dynasty, shoulder pads and the 1980s.


‘Yeah, you know, like, high maintenance girls.’ 


Now that term I had heard. A lot. During my research. It had never occurred to me that the high maintenance girl might be the updated version of the gold-digger. 


‘I used to work in finance, hedge fund sort of stuff…’ 


That explained the car… 


‘I lost my job during Covid and decided to pick up Uber driving, you know, to give me something to do.’ 


I did know. Covid had been unkind to many of us, and being a serial city Uber commuter, I had come across my fair share of Uber-driving Covid casualties. 


I nodded. 


‘But before then…I was always dating these high maintenance girls. The ones that make you pay for dinner… And everything else!’ He chortled, expecting me to join in with the laughter. This happened a lot. Men always think you will be quick to criticise other women. He had misread the room (or car in this case). 


‘And could you tell these girls were high maintenance from their dating app profiles?’ I asked, unable to stop the sociological questioning flow. 


‘Kind of.’ 


‘How?’ 


‘Well, they’re super-done-up in their profile shots. Lots of makeup, lots of work, expensive clothes… All the photos are taken on the party scene.’


‘But you would still go on a date with them?’ I asked. 


‘Yeah, well, they were hot. Do you blame me?’ 


Yes. Yes, I did blame him. But now was not the time to mention it. 


‘You know what’s a dead giveaway?’ 


I didn’t, but I suspected he would tell me anyway. 


‘When you’re at the restaurant with them, and you spot that they have a Louis Vuitton or Prada handbag or something, and then at some point they pull out their wallet and it’s a matching Louis Vuitton or Prada – like, it’s a set – that’s a clear sign that they’re high maintenance.’ 


I found myself inadvertently tucking my peach Prada (which I had bought myself, with my own money!) out of sight. 


‘So, what would you do at that point? You’ve seen the bag and wallet, you know she’s high maintenance, what do you do next?’ 


‘Pay the bill and get the fuck out. And block her number. If you have it.’ 


Seemed logical. Insert eye-roll. 


‘But what if she just liked an expensive handbag? How is that conclusive proof that she’s high maintenance?’ I demanded, suddenly emotionally invested. It was becoming apparent that women were first  told they needed the designer handbag, and then told they were gold-diggers for carrying it!


‘It is, trust me. It is conclusive proof that they’re high maintenance. Don’t get me wrong – they’re good-looking girls, but they want your money. They want everything … they’re just too much. You’ve got to get out fast before you get entangled.’ 


As usual, when I came across these sentiments, I was quietly horrified, but I maintained my dignified, researcher demeanour. (When they tell you that researchers are objective in field, they’re lying. Researchers are human beings. And highly subjective.) 


‘Listen, do you know Abraham Maslow?’ 


‘Yes, yes,’ I said impatiently. Everyone’s favourite theorist. ‘Hierarchy of human needs,’ I paraphrased. 


‘Yeah, so at the bottom is survival, getting by, then when that’s satisfied, people move onto other needs like emotional and intellectual ones. These girls, the gold-diggers, they’re stuck down the bottom, they’re just looking to survive. You can’t blame them. They need someone to pay for their lifestyle.’ 


Dear God, apparently it could get worse. 


We were at the back of Paddington now. Near the Fiveways. I willed us forward, propelling us mentally onto Oxford Street where I lived. 


‘But I did meet my girlfriend on Tinder.’ 


I gritted my teeth. 


‘I see … and she’s not high maintenance?’ 


‘No, she’s super, super-chill.’ 


‘Great, good for you.’ I tossed some words out like confetti at a wedding, eagerly awaiting the end of this distasteful trip.


‘Yeah, she’s a model you know, but super-low-maintenance.’ 


Far, far worse.


‘How wonderful for you,’ I said. 


‘Yeah, we’re going up to the Whitsundays on the weekend. Staying on a friend’s yacht.’ 


‘Sounds lovely.’ 


As we pulled onto Oxford Street and he released me from that steel trap, it occurred to me that, somehow, he had done me a favour. He had managed to summarise my key findings in a short Uber ride. 


High maintenance girls/women were despised. 


They wanted too much. 


This was both fiscal and emotional. 


Heterosexual women needed to present themselves as effortlessly gorgeous (models, even), but ice-cube-chill. 


They needed to be … ‘cool girls’. 


The patriarchy was alive and well – and critical to love and intimacy.


Post-TV interview serendipitous vibe decidedly killed. 


Inside I dreamed of the death of the cool girl. 
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The high maintenance woman


Gillian Flynn’s definition of the ‘cool girl’ in her best-selling book Gone Girl (later developed into a feature film) resonated with women world-wide. The cool girl is relaxed, and not interested in emotional drama. She is willing to have casual sex. Eats everything and always remains pencil thin (because we criticise women who try to strategically lose weight by dieting – case in point, Kim Kardashian and the tomato-sauna saga of 2022); she is naturally beautiful (no work required to maintain that appearance!); she is sexually explorative; she is wild; but, most importantly, she continues to love her man and makes few demands of him. And, of course, forgives her man for any wrongdoing.


Rom-coms, TV series and books have described and celebrated the ‘cool girl’ for decades – from Serena Van der Woodson on Gossip Girl, to Andie in How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days. The cool girl is a well understood, and rarely criticised, cultural identity. 


Flynn’s definition was revolutionary. Not only did she perfectly delineate the parameters of the cool girl but she also called her out. She identified her. The cool girl had evolved unchecked. A perfect example of embodied patriarchy. So carefully concealed that nobody seemed to think there was a problem with her. 


Instead, we (and I mean, women) tried to emulate her. And men, they sought her out.


Many women seeking relationships, or intimacy, in the 1990s and 2000s have sought to embody the cool girl. And, I would argue, still do today.


Be the cool girl and get the guy. It’s basically a bumper sticker. 


My Uber driver packaged the cool girl neatly as the ‘relaxed model’. 


What is directly opposed to the effigy of the cool girl? 


The high maintenance woman. 


The term ‘high maintenance’ is part of everyday speech, and usually refers to a woman who places a high value on her personal image, wants or needs. Often uttered within the context of dating, the implication is that the woman in question is too much hard work; an easier, more relatable mate would be preferred.


Rarely, if ever, do we come across the term ‘high maintenance man’.


My research relates to gender and intimacy on dating apps. I examine if dating apps change intimacy, how so, what type of relationships dating apps produce, and how gender is reproduced on dating apps. 


On dating apps, users make split-second decisions, relying on profile pictures to guide them.


In my research into dating apps and heterosexual matches, I found that men seek to portray themselves as handsome, muscular – tanned, even – in their profile shots to attract more matches. Of course, there is an implied whiteness here, a kind of quiet sexual racism common on dating apps, and more broadly in Western society, which I explore later in this book in Chapter 13. 


Conversely, women seek to portray themselves against a cultural idea. Women look to develop profiles which convey them as ‘not high maintenance’. 


‘High maintenance’ is a slippery and yet sticky category defined by physical and behavioural characteristics.


In her profile photos, the high maintenance ‘girl’ (as she was often described by the men and women in my research) was likely wearing ‘too much’ makeup and/or form-fitting clothes. She would be dressed for a party (or ‘going out’). She would be pouting at the camera Instagram-style, or toting an expensive handbag.


Once tarnished with the high maintenance brush it was difficult to be perceived as otherwise.


Behaviourally, she was perceived as difficult. She wanted things, and expected a high standard. There was labour involved in dating her and therefore a financial burden.


As one male participant indicated:


There are plenty of super-attractive girls on dating apps […] but I mean, I can’t afford that sort of thing. It’s too high maintenance.


Women within my research sought to present themselves as ‘pretty’ but ‘relatable’. They didn’t want to ‘intimidate’ a potential match through their images and behaviour.


As one female participant indicated, a high maintenance woman comes across as expecting too much. Instead, a woman’s profile should portray a kind of effortless, relaxed prettiness:


My everyday look is an oversized tee and very comfy clothes, but on my profile there’s the festival picture where I’m obviously done up and there are two other photos where I’m with friends […] I did feel the pressure where you should at least look pretty, but at the same time you need to look relatable. So, I guess at the same time, people aren’t intimidated to approach you.


There is that pressure that you need to look friendly enough, but pretty enough, but not too friendly at the same time. It’s a weird line.


This kind of identity management is nothing new, particularly on social media. It is distinctly pervasive for girls and young women who are generally represented as having (or being) too little or too much. Too fat or too thin; too clever or too stupid; too free or too restricted.


Here, the line was between sexiness and effortlessness. Female participants felt the urge to look pretty but also not so pretty that they might scare prospective matches off. Physical attributes, or ways of presenting oneself, were also often conflated with personal behaviours and expectations.


In effect, women had to portray themselves as naturally pretty, capable, expectation-less, fun-loving and, most importantly, easy-going, all to ensure a man’s comfort. 


Online, there are a multitude of ways women must rein themselves in to appease men: not complaining, not demanding too much, not expressing their needs, not having expectations for emotional openness or fulfilment.


In effect, not making any of the demands which are the necessary requirements for an intimate relationship based on equality and mutuality.


Ultimately, the ‘high maintenance woman’ was too much to handle – which confirmed known stereotypes that women are expected to be quiet, subservient, opinion-less, and always amenable. That they shouldn’t be difficult or demanding.


It confirmed feminine mainstays that a woman is required to smile and make nice, not be too overt, and not take up too much space.


A certain invisibility was required, even in an online dating space.


In my research, the high maintenance woman came up time and time again, evoked by both men and women. It was done with such ease that it was difficult to identify what exactly about her made us all feel uncomfortable. 


In this book, I describe who the high maintenance woman is, how she interacts with modern expectations and appearance management, the financial and emotional labour associated (which are somehow entangled), and the need for her invisibility not just on social media but more broadly in society. 


I explain my research, how data was collected, some of the leading theorists that guided my work, and the social context in which this research was collated. This book is unapologetically non-linear. It focuses on case studies and anecdotes to tell the story (interviewees’ quotes have been edited for clarity), and relies on the reader to make their own assessment. People are complex, contradictory and messy. They don’t fit into neat boxes, and they don’t follow arrow straight plot lines. 


The ‘high maintenance woman’ I discovered defies expectations. At first glance, she appears to be the antithesis to any feminist movement: a woman shaped purely by the male gaze, physically enhanced (cleavage-rich and fish-lipped, influenced by the pornification of female attractiveness). She wears clothes that enhance her physical assets and she lives an Instagram-lensed lifestyle. Yet, at the same time, she demands things, she seeks emotional fulfilment on her terms, she is highly visible in all spaces … she is powerful. The high maintenance woman emerged as a new-age feminist.


Conversely, the ‘cool girl’ sagged – she was quiet, subservient and willing to go along with her man at her own peril. 


Sadly, there was little space in between for women, only continued criticism and judgement.


The way women must negotiate how they’re perceived reminds me of a trapeze artist walking a tightrope, hundreds of metres up in the sky – with no end in sight.


Destined to fall. 
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Amelia: Trapped somewhere between the cool girl and high maintenance 


Amelia is one of my research case studies. She is 21 years old, studies media at university in the evenings and works full-time at an insurance company. She lives in an apartment in Redfern with a flatmate. She has a tight-knit circle of friends she has known since childhood, and she is looking for a connection. 


She’s not looking for love per se – she’s looking for a connection.


Whether that be friendship, or sex, or a relationship. She wants to feel something within the intimacy space.


She uses multiple apps (on and off) to meet with people, including Tinder, Bumble and Hinge.


‘I would definitely prefer to meet people In Real Life, but people don’t go out to meet people anymore. Like, you don’t go to out to meet someone. If you go to a bar in town with friends, everyone there is just on a dating app, swiping. People just don’t approach you anymore. Or they don’t approach people like me. Maybe if you looked like Jennifer Lopez they would, but not someone like me.’


‘What do you mean by “someone like you”?’ 


‘You know … I’m not your typical good-looking girl. I’m kind of big, and I’m not that pretty.’


‘Do you think men your age are more likely to go after stereotypically pretty women?’


‘Yeah, of course. They might say they want someone more chill or relaxed, but really if they must choose between the good-looking girls and me, who are they going to go with? Not me, of course.’ She laughs, seemingly comfortable (and uncomfortable) with this outcome.


‘So, tell me a bit about your profile.’ 


‘Well, it’s a mixture of photos of me at festivals and doing stuff, out with friends. I like music, so I want to get across that it’s important to me. I guess I want to show that I do stuff, I’m not the kind of girl that’s just doing her makeup and buying clothes or whatever, there’s more to me.’
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