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Introduction

SO HERE YOU ARE. Your most recent relationship has ended, and you’re thinking about a new one, or looking for love. You might be divorced or separated, or maybe you’ve just ended a long-term relationship, and you’re considering dating again for the first time in a very long time. You might already be out there in search of Mr. or Ms. Right, and this time around, you want to do it right. But the dating world is completely different from the last time you were single, and unanswered questions keep popping up: How do I move on and forget about my ex? What kind of person is right for me? Am I too old to start over? How do I trust someone—or even find someone? And the tiny little voice at the back of your mind wonders: Will it be worth the effort if I do?

Believe me, I understand. I’ve heard the same concerns and fears from literally hundreds and thousands of people just like you, who want to know how they can find a happy, healthy, and fulfilling new love. The kind of love that keeps your relationship strong, the kind of love you tell your children about, the kind of love you dream of. You’re not alone. There are over one hundred million single adults in the United States today, and four out of every ten were already married once. The percentage of married people who will become single again before the age of fifty—either through divorce or a spouse’s death—is inching close to 50 percent as well. Who can blame you for feeling anxious or afraid? It can be overwhelming, I know.

But I’m here to tell you that finding love again—and more specifically, finding the right love—is 100 percent possible, now that you have this book and over twenty-five years of groundbreaking relationship research on your side. For over two decades, I’ve directed a landmark study on love, dating, marriage, and relationships, funded by the National Institutes of Health (NIH). This study is the only long-term study of its kind to follow a large and diverse group of people over such a long period of time: from the early days of newlywed bliss, through the ups and downs of marriage, and, for some, through separations, divorce, and new relationships. The study is unprecedented in its scope and depth; over seven hundred married and divorced men and women have been interviewed for over twenty-five years!

What does all of this mean for you? It means that the unique findings and advice I’ll share with you in this book—the secrets to successful dating, what makes relationships work, and what keeps couples happy and together—are based on sound scientific research. The advice is tried and true—and it works. The simple, practical steps I’ve developed from this research have been shown time and again to help singles find new and happy relationships. Better yet, these steps will be incredibly easy to implement in your own life.

There are plenty of dating guides that will help you grab someone’s attention, turn a few heads, and fill your calendar with double-latte coffee dates, late-night drinks, and four-star dinners. But this book isn’t about finding “just anyone” and hoping that it all works out. This book is about finding true love from the inside out: preparing to date, rebuilding and moving on, discovering what your perfect partner is like, and then putting a plan into action to find that special someone. The person you have fun with and love to be around. The person you’ll grow old with. Maybe even “The One.” In these pages, you’ll discover scientifically proven, never-before-released information that will make this type of relationship possible—which will make dating wonderful, exciting, exhilarating, and fun.

The Love Doctor

In and around the greater metropolitan area of Detroit, I have a private practice as a marriage and family therapist. I consult with several large online dating sites, teach university students, and oversee that well-known government-funded study on marriage and divorce. Here, I’m known as Dr. Terri Orbuch—a psychologist, sociologist, professor, and relationship researcher all rolled into one.

But outside of my counseling office and the two Michigan universities where I work, Oakland University and the University of Michigan, I’m known as The Love Doctor®, a nationally recognized relationship adviser on television and radio, in print, and in online media. Every day, I answer questions about love, dating, sex, marriage, divorce, and all kinds of relationships with advice that’s upbeat, easy to use, and based soundly on science. I have a reputation for being optimistic and nonjudgmental, and people tell me they love my concrete, helpful tips—tips they can apply right away to make their relationships healthier and more fulfilling.

How did I make the move from pure academia to working with folks just like you? My work as The Love Doctor began back in 2004; I was knee-deep in my NIH research study, and my data and findings were being highlighted in stacks upon stacks of academic research journals. Now, don’t get me wrong—I enjoy having my colleagues read about my work in these journals. It’s how we give each other feedback, collaborate, and move science forward in positive and beneficial ways.

But right around this time, I began to hear the same questions and concerns again and again from my therapy clients, research subjects, workshop participants, and college students. Questions that my research answered dead on: Why am I constantly attracted to the wrong people? How can I avoid repeating my disaster of a marriage? Am I too old for love? Are there any available people out there for me? Can I ever trust again? I’m so busy with work and raising children; where would I find someone?

My study had all of the answers and then some, and my findings were groundbreaking—and potentially life-changing—for so many people. What good was this information doing tucked away in a pile of dry academic journals? I wanted this information to be used and read by the people who could actually benefit from it—real people with questions about real relationships! Unlike many of my peers, I decided to become a new kind of academician: a PhD who could bring science to real singles and couples in the form of highly practical tips and advice. I was passionate about making this type of science not only accessible, but understandable and helpful to the general public. Two books and over one thousand media appearances, interviews, articles, and news posts later, I’ve helped thousands of people find new relationships or make their current relationships happier and healthier.

This book brings together the latest scientific findings from my long-term study and findings from other respected relationship researchers to give you fresh insights, strategies, and ideas about the dating world, relationships, and what makes for a strong and healthy partnership or marriage.


Is This Book for You?

How do you know if relationship research—and this book—will help you to find new love? Ask yourself:


	Are you divorced or separated and thinking about dating someone new?

	Have you recently ended a long-term relationship and want to move on?

	Are you in an unhealthy relationship right now but are reluctant to leave because you’re afraid you won’t find love again?

	Have you had your share of past relationships but haven’t found one that “sticks”?

	Have you lost your partner or spouse and wonder if you’ll find someone to love again?



If you’ve answered “yes” to any of these questions, this book is for you! My advice, and the findings from my study, are custom-tailored to finding love the second time around, no matter what type of relationship history you’ve had.



New Information You Won’t Find Anywhere Else

Over twenty-five years of research has yielded some incredible, and sometimes surprising, facts about love and relationships. For example, did you know that it’s women, not men, who are more selective and wary of commitment following a divorce? Or that most divorced singles don’t share money or living expenses once they get into a new relationship? Did you know that men are four times more likely to blame themselves for a breakup or divorce than women are? Or that people who are in happy relationships are more physically active than their single counterparts? This is just some of what relationship research shows us. Is it possible that this information might give you an edge in the dating world? You bet it does!

Most of us base our ideas about relationships and our assumptions about the opposite sex on images from movies and TV, folk wisdom from friends and family, and advice from the world of pop psychology. And much of it simply isn’t true! These myths and incorrect assumptions about relationships cause us to enter into new relationships with fears, misguided actions, and preconceived ideas that affect how we feel, how we behave, and even whom we choose to date. This is how classic dating blunders and misunderstandings begin. And this is why many of us don’t succeed at dating or finding someone special.

As a research scientist and through my affiliation with two universities, I have access to the latest and newest studies on sex, relationships, marriage, divorce, and what makes men and women tick. Unlike other relationship experts and gurus, whose advice is based solely on their own personal lives or experiences with small groups of people, my advice is founded on peer-reviewed scientific research findings. And thanks to my NIH study, I have new and exciting information to share about love before and after divorce—including information on post-marriage relationships, long-term or committed domestic partnerships, and second marriages. My study is the only study to date to focus on what happens after a marriage ends—and what happens when those same people find new love.

Love the Second Time Around

What kinds of issues do people in my study deal with when it comes to finding love again? The same issues as you do: a fear of rejection, feeling frozen about jumping back into the dating scene, feeling shy, hopeless, and even unlovable—and countless dating disasters. They have enormous feelings of grief and loss for the relationship that’s ended. They feel disappointed and rejected. Often, they feel angry. But beyond these initial emotions, men and women in my study also grapple with issues once they are ready to date: What should I say on a first date? Where can I find quality people to date? How do I know if what I’m feeling is real? They worry about how and where to meet someone new. And once they do, they worry about how their family will react to a new partner, and how they can avoid repeating the same mistakes from their last relationship or previous marriage.

These beliefs, emotions, and concerns are not unique; I’m sure you’ve experienced many of these same feelings, too. This is important to realize, because when you think you’re alone—that you’re the only one who’s “unlucky in love”—you tend to blame yourself. You think there is something wrong with you—and let me reassure you, that’s not the case. You simply don’t know who is right for you yet. You deserve and will find love. Finding the right person, as much as other dating guides may proclaim, is not about the right outfit, the right restaurant for a first date, or waiting three days after the date to call. It’s about looking inside of yourself, and rebuilding “you” from the inside out. Only after you know yourself—and how a partner should complement the “real” you—will you truly know if someone is right for you. By changing the focus to you, you are actually in control of finding your special someone. You’re in more control than you realize. Now that’s empowering!

The Benefits of a Healthy Relationship

By rebuilding yourself from the inside out and identifying who is right for you, you’ll also be making changes that will allow you to have a healthy relationship with your new partner. Just being “in a relationship” isn’t enough. What many people don’t realize is that a mediocre relationship (or staying in an unhappy romantic relationship) can actually make you physically unhealthier. One study found that unhappy relationships increase your chances of becoming ill by 35 percent. Studies also support the idea that negative relationships cause greater physical wear and tear on the body.

Positive relationships, on the other hand, contribute to good health—and your body will thank you for it! Love and intimacy can alleviate headaches, improve your immune system, help you to heal faster from wounds and injuries, strengthen your heart and respiratory system, and lower your blood pressure.

If your previous marriage or relationship was unhappy (or if you’re in an unhappy relationship right now), that’s all the more reason for your next relationship to be the right one and a healthy one. Throughout this book, I’ll share relationship research that will allow your new relationship to thrive, grow, and benefit you and your partner.

When you are in a loving relationship, the whole world looks more positive and you feel more confident. A happy relationship makes you feel better about yourself, and this optimism and confidence motivate you to take better care of yourself, eat the foods you should, exercise, and go to regular doctor appointments.

A good relationship is also a stress-buster, because you have someone else to count on for help or support when times get tough. A loving partner can help you deal with your job or other issues, like not having enough money to pay your bills, crazy drivers on the freeway, or not getting enough sleep. Leading psychologists have shown that when you experience an extremely stressful situation, the mere touch of your loving partner can relieve your anxiety and pain. Believe it or not, your partner doesn’t even have to say a word. Just a quick hug, kiss, or touch will do the trick. Healthy romantic relationships give us the support and encouragement we need to rise to these new and different challenges. Having a partner there, even just to listen to us when we are feeling down or frustrated, is just what we need to get something off our chest and let go of those negative emotions that can fester inside of us.

My Study: A Look behind the Scenes

With all of these benefits, it’s no wonder that researchers like myself are compelled to discover the secrets to a happy relationship and true love. When my NIH research study started, it focused on identifying what keeps marriages together, healthy, and happy—and what breaks marriages apart. When the project first received funding from the National Institutes of Health, the goal was to follow a diverse group of married couples for only four years, which is why the project is officially named “The Early Years of Marriage” (EYM) Study. But after catching a glimpse of how powerful the findings were, we decided to follow the couples indefinitely: from the early days of marriage, through separations and divorces, on to new marriages or partnerships, and through the twilight years. Today, we survey and study all 746 individuals from the original study, even if they are no longer married to each other.

The study started in 1986 with 373 heterosexual married couples from an anonymous county in the Midwest. To find a study group that was truly representative of everyone who was getting married at the time, we turned to the local county’s marriage licenses. Working with the county clerk’s office, we obtained names and contact information for all black and white American couples who applied for a marriage license within a three-month period of time. The particular county we selected was a good one, because there were couples and individuals from all walks of life and communities—from poor, inner-city neighborhoods to posh suburban areas. Also, this county has a sizable black American population. Although we would have liked to include couples of other races to be a part of this study (including Asian, Hispanic, or Native American couples), they were less common in this particular county. We were also interested, originally, in couples who were matched in their racial background. Although interracial couples would make for fascinating research, these couples have different experiences with marriage and divorce, which was beyond the scope of the study objectives.

Over the first twenty-five years of the project, 46 percent of the married couples divorced the spouse they married in 1986, which is about the same as the national divorce average. During this time, we conducted interviews with 207 divorced individuals: 110 women and 97 men. Of these divorced singles, 71 percent found love again—and 44 percent married their new partner. This book is based on the findings of all of the study participants, married or not, but specifically on those 207 people who—just like you—experienced a long-term breakup or divorce. Throughout the book, we’ll discuss and get to know those who found new love again, and we’ll also hear from those who didn’t (and what we can learn from them).

Why the EYM Study Is Unique

Many researchers have studied marriage and divorce, but the EYM project is the only study to:


	Follow married couples over a long period of time (more than twenty-five years to date). The study began right after couples were married. Once couples divorced, we continued to follow both divorced individuals.

	Collect information from the couples together, and from individuals separately on their own.

	Survey divorced men and women about their divorce experience, the adjustment process, their children and family, dating experiences, new love interests, and new partnerships and marriages.

	Connect how the events in a marriage influence a divorce, and how divorce affects a person’s new relationships.

	Follow both black and white married couples and divorced individuals. (Surprisingly, little attention has been given to black Americans’ experiences with marriage and divorce.)

	Look at both the external stressors (including money, employment, and in-laws) and internal relationship factors (including sexuality, conflict, and communication), to see how they affect marriages over time, how they change the experience of divorce, and how they influence dating and finding new love.



Other research studies typically follow married couples for short periods of time, rely on couples who seek marital counseling, or recruit volunteers through advertising. The challenge here is that short-term studies don’t capture the inevitable changes that occur in a relationship as years go by. In addition, couples in counseling are more likely to be experiencing marital problems than the average couple. And couples recruited through advertising are more likely to be happier (with fewer marital problems) than the average couple. In short, these short-term studies really don’t capture the experiences of everyday couples very well.

Instead, we wanted to assemble a pool of people who would be more representative of the “average American couple”—someone just like you or me—and we studied these people over a long period of time. This also meant that, eventually, we gained insight into the life of the typical “divorced American couple” as well. Up until the EYM study, most research on divorce has relied on volunteers recruited through advertising or divorce support groups. As you can imagine, these groups of individuals aren’t entirely representative of typical American people who divorce, date again, and find new love. The EYM study, hands-down, gives real insight into divorce and dating—insight you’ll be able to use and apply in your own life.


The Technical Data

In order to capture the diversity and depth of what happens during and after a divorce, the EYM study uses two methods to collect information. First, we conduct face-to-face interviews with all divorced individuals using a comprehensive set of questions. These questions cover marriage, divorce, post-divorce dating experiences, and new partnerships. In total, the men and women in my study answer close to one thousand questions, each time they are interviewed, on topics including disappointments and regrets from their first marriage, dating ups and downs, how they’ve adjusted to their divorce, what they did to cope, how their children have adjusted, what their current partnership is like, how they view getting married again, and ways their behavior has changed as a result of what they learned in their first marriage.

Next, because views of marriage, divorce, and new partnerships are often complex and highly personal, we felt that these questions, at least by themselves, wouldn’t adequately capture the nuances of dating and relationships the second time around. So during the interview, divorced individuals are asked to tell the story of their divorce: from when they first discovered an issue in their marriage, to when they divorced and became single again, to how they adjusted, to how and when they found a new partner.

This unusual and innovative technique allows men and women in the study to describe their experiences in their own words, and to tell detailed stories about divorce and dating. Who better to tell you about their experiences than the actual people themselves! The stories from the men and women in my study are rich, interesting, and chock-full of important information. They give color and voices to the findings presented in this book. I know you’ll be able to identify with these individuals—when you read their stories, you’ll see that they are quite relatable. Combining these narratives with the in-depth personal interviews and questions provides a wealth of data from which to speak confidently about how singles let go of the past, move on, and find a new and happy relationship again.



We keep in contact with all the people in the study by sending a project newsletter to everyone each summer. For me, these newsletters have always been a great way to keep in touch. And the newsletter keeps everyone updated on project news and information, and reminds everyone about the importance of updating the study about significant life changes—like the birth of a child, getting married, or moving to a new state—that could further impact the study and its findings. In the newsletter, and in the study itself, we are careful not to give advice or tips to the participants about love, dating, remarriage, children, other relationships, or divorce. If the study participants ask for advice or suggestions, we provide a list of recommended counseling services in the area. This ensures that our study is unbiased, and a true reflection of what really happens in relationships in today’s society.

The EYM project is continually funded by the National Institutes of Health because of its many unique qualities. Not only have valuable findings come out of the study, which I’ll be sharing with you in this book, but the long-term data and stream of new information that continue to come from following the original 746 people are priceless and one-of-a-kind in the field of relationship research.


The Study Participants at a Glance

We compared our EYM participants to two national samples: Census Data and the General Social Survey Data. When compared to these other samples, the participants from the EYM study were consistent with national norms in terms of income, education, parental status, cohabitation, and a slew of other demographic factors, including:

Age: In year one of the study (1986), participants were between twenty-five and thirty-seven years old.

Race: Participants include white (non-Hispanic) and black couples who were matched in racial background.

Education: The average educational level included one year of postsecondary schooling, although some spouses did not finish high school and others were in graduate school.

Employment: In year one of the study (1986), over 90 percent of the men and 67 percent of the women were employed outside of the home.

Children before Marriage: About 55 percent of the black couples and 22 percent of the white couples had children before marriage.

Cohabitation: About 65 percent of the black couples and 41 percent of the white couples had lived together before marriage.

Home Makeup: Over 45 percent of the couples shared their home with others, usually their children, but sometimes with other adults (parents, siblings, friends) as well.



Six Simple Steps to a New and Happy Relationship

In this book, you’ll learn six simple strategies that have been proven—by research—time and time again to help you find a healthy and happy relationship. These steps are practical, easy to apply to your daily life, and will help you to make changes from the inside out, which will ultimately result in finding a new and lasting love:

In Step One:

You’ll learn to forget everything you thought you knew about dating after a divorce or breakup. I’ll debunk some of the most common relationship myths with research that will completely change your beliefs about men, women, love, commitment, and sex.

In Step Two:

You’ll let go of the emotional baggage you may be carrying around from your past relationships, along with the mountain of hurts and issues that can easily get in the way of a healthy new relationship.

In Step Three:

You’ll commit to an action plan for 21 days, which will bring good habits and new, positive behaviors into your life. These behaviors will open up new opportunities to meet people, change how you see yourself, and change how others see you, too.

In Step Four:

You’ll define your true self and become the person you’ve always wanted to be (who may have been hiding up until now thanks to your past relationships). I’ll show you how to focus on your needs and desires in a partnership, which will help you to define the type of person who’s just right for you.

In Step Five:

You’ll explore the vast and exciting world of dating, and I’ll reveal the top three ways to meet someone new. I’ll also show you how to make a lasting first impression, which will greatly increase your odds in the dating pool.

In Step Six:

You’ll learn if a new relationship is the right one for you. You’ll also discover how to get a relationship off to a great start—and how to get into habits from the get-go that will keep your love strong for the long haul.

Throughout this book, you’ll also read stories and quotes from remarkable divorced singles from my EYM study. Their stories are poignant, funny, tragic, familiar, and—I hope—ultimately inspiring. These happy singles are just like you, but they have found a way to heal, move on, deal with messy and difficult emotional issues, endure hardships—and find new love again. You will too! Finding love again will take a little bit of time, but it’s oh so worth it.

So what are we waiting for? Let’s get started!


CHAPTER ONE

Step 1:

Reset Your Expectations

FORGET EVERYTHING YOU THOUGHT you knew about dating, divorced singles, and post-divorce life. This chapter is all about how to change your beliefs. In this step, I’ll reveal the eight most surprising myths about dating, relationships, and the opposite sex from my long-term EYM study and other leading research studies on dating and divorce—information that will completely change how you view relationships from this moment on.

For example, did you know that at the beginning of a relationship, your brain makes it nearly impossible for you to see your partner’s faults (even though you’ve heard that first impressions are always right)? Or that men, not women, are more likely to fall in love with someone who doesn’t love them back? In this chapter, I’ll dispel and debunk relationship myths with science and facts you’ll be able to use whether you’re out in the dating world or in a new relationship. You’ll see that simply shedding your old beliefs—and your expectations about how a relationship should be—is the first step to finding that special someone and forming a healthy and long-lasting relationship.

Think back for a minute about your past relationships. Do you feel like you’re making the same mistakes over and over again? Are you hesitant to jump back into the dating scene because your heart’s been broken? Are you having a hard time getting over your ex, or do you feel angry or “burned” by your divorce? If you are currently seeing someone, do you feel like your relationship is in trouble or has lost its spark?

Many of these feelings stem from frustration, disappointment, and the belief that your relationships “just haven’t worked out the way you thought they would.” But the truth is, our expectations about love, men, women, and how relationships “should be” are very different from how events play out in real life. Many of our beliefs about relationships aren’t backed by facts, research, or even science—they are based on myths and misconceptions passed down over time. Without even realizing it, you may be clinging to myths and beliefs about love that are causing you lots of unnecessary pain and disappointment—and they’re holding you back from the relationship you deserve! The very first step to finding new love is to stop believing everything you’ve heard about love and relationships, and to start with the facts and a fresh, clean slate.

Why Changing Your Beliefs Is So Important

Is hanging on to beliefs that aren’t supported by science really that bad? In short, yes! Clearing out those dusty old cobwebs and misconceptions about relationships makes dating so much easier. By learning what relationship research tells us about how men and women relate, behave, and think, you can approach dating and relationships with fresh, unbiased knowledge. This is important because when you stop buying into the myths, you’ll have more realistic expectations. You’ll be able to see potential partners for who they really are—rather than who you thought they were going to be. You’ll be less frustrated and more likely to find a partner who’s a “good fit” for you. And you can stop being swayed by what other people tell you romance is supposed to feel like, or how you’ve found it to be in your past relationships.

Buying into myths not only affects your attitude and expectations, but also subconsciously drives your behavior. Preprogrammed ideas about love influence how you act on a first date, how you choose to communicate and share ideas with your partner (including how you argue), and how you express feelings of love. Getting rid of these myths from the get-go will boost your odds of dating success, make you more self-aware, increase your confidence and self-esteem, and improve your relationships. Doesn’t that sound great?

Where Do Relationship Myths Come From?

Many beliefs about love and relationships have been ingrained in you since your youth. You’ve picked up impressions and ideas from movies, television, and books. You’ve been influenced by your family life growing up, how your parents interacted, and by observing the ups and downs in your friends’ relationships. And you’ve probably learned a thing or two about love firsthand. Your former marriage or long-term relationship, and its demise, will always be at the back of your mind—and you may still cringe when you recall those one or two relationships in your life that sizzled and then quickly soured. You may have read self-help books, listened to relationship gurus, gathered advice columns, or replayed tips from popular daytime talk shows. You may have done everything possible to learn about relationships, but the problem is, most of the tips and advice that are out there and repeated as fact are, in actuality, firmly rooted in fiction.

In contrast, the advice and information I’ll share with you in this book are based on real, scientific findings—not pop-culture beliefs. And unlike most of the information you will regularly read, hear, or see (which is typically based on unscientific polls or studies with very small groups of people), the findings from my study have been compiled by studying a large group of people over a long period of time. By casting a wide net, my research captures the complex, varied, and common experiences of a diverse group of people. Sure, research studies don’t capture everyone’s experiences, and the findings can’t be applied to each and every person—they are about the average experiences of the average person. But, in most cases, the average experience of the average person can be applied to most of us and our concerns about dating, relationships, and love.


Do You Break the Mold?

As you read the findings from relationship research, don’t worry if all of my advice doesn’t ring true. About 5 to 10 percent of us “break the mold” in every research study. Some findings will resonate with you in an “aha” moment, and other times you’ll think, Wow, that doesn’t represent me at all! So stay open-minded, figure out where you fit, and remember that we are all unique. We all have different families, backgrounds, and values, as well as unique dating and relationship experiences, which will influence what works—and doesn’t work—for you.



How Much Do You Really Know about Relationships?

Most of us think we know a lot about relationships and that what we believe is true. But do you really know as much as you think you do? Here’s a fun way to find out. Take the following quiz.

The Love Doctor’s Relationship IQ Quiz







	1.
	True
	False
	There’s a definite period of time after a divorce or breakup before you’re ready to get out there and date again.



	2.
	True
	False
	Not only do opposites attract, they’re more likely to stay together—and stay in love.



	3.
	True
	False
	Men and women can never be “just friends.”



	4.
	True
	False
	When you’re dating, it’s best to disclose everything about yourself in the beginning so your partner knows the real you, no secrets or surprises.



	5.
	True
	False
	Women have more romantic thoughts, beliefs, and feelings about relationships and love than men.



	6.
	True
	False
	Women fall in love faster than men do.



	7.
	True
	False
	Conflict and arguments in a relationship are a sign of trouble.



	8.
	True
	False
	There is no such thing as a good breakup.





Scoring: Add up the number of False answers you circled. This is your Relationship Intelligence Score.

If your score is:





	0–3
	Your beliefs about love, dating, and relationships are based largely on cultural myths passed down by television, the movies, and the media—and possibly your friends and family, too! Don’t worry. Read on to learn more about the realities behind these myths.



	4–6
	Your relationship IQ isn’t too shabby. You have some real-world experience and weren’t fooled by several widely believed myths, but a few of your beliefs still aren’t based in fact.



	7–8
	Congratulations! You’re a relationship myth buster! You’re leading the relationship pack and are in a great position to learn even more about gender and relationship behavior. Read on!




How do these myths impact your everyday life? Still not convinced that they do? Keep reading—you might just change your mind. Let’s dig down and explore the scientific facts behind each of these eight relationship myths, one by one, so you can change your beliefs and become one step closer to finding love and a healthy relationship.

Myth #1: After a marriage or relationship ends, you need to wait before you start dating again.

Truth: There are no set time lines to follow, and only you will know when you’re ready to get into the dating world again.

I’m sure you’ve heard similar advice from well-meaning friends and family: “Don’t jump into a relationship now, you’re on the rebound!” or “You were in a relationship for ten years. Are you crazy? You’ll need at least a year to get over your ex.” Or perhaps your experience is similar to that of Sean and Beth, one of the couples from my EYM study:

Sean and Beth’s Story: Sean and Beth met in their last year of college, dated for eight months, and were married in a beautiful church wedding soon after graduation. Sean jumped straight into med school, while Beth took a lucrative job that had her commuting into the city’s financial district each morning at five and returning at eight or nine at night. Over the next few years, Sean and Beth acquired two cats, one house—and two thriving careers. As their work hours grew, their lifestyles and goals diverged, and Sean and Beth spent less and less time with each other. They were living in two different worlds, and Sean felt like he didn’t even know Beth anymore. When Beth told him she was moving to her own apartment in the city and wanted a divorce, Sean was heartbroken. His friends tried to hook him up with women and blind dates, telling him to shop around and have some fun with no strings attached. But his sister and confidante warned him that rebound girlfriends are always about self-sabotage or revenge; he really should wait at least six months to give his heart a chance to heal. Was his sister right?

Contrary to what your friends or family may tell you, studies show there is no predetermined period of time after a divorce or breakup before you are ready to start dating again. Friends will warn you about “rebound relationships,” as if there were some hard-and-fast truth that your first dating experience after a breakup is bound to fail. You may hear that you should wait one month for every year you and your ex were together. Or maybe you’ve heard that it all depends on whether you’re a man or a woman: women need to wait, take time to heal, and talk things out with their girlfriends—and men need to get out there and start dating immediately.

The truth? These are all myths. There are no facts or evidence to support any of these statements. In fact, scientific research paints a very different picture.

What research and studies do show is that whether you are ready to date after a breakup depends on your prior relationship and your emotional attachment to that relationship.

Studies find that some people, most often women, emotionally separate from their partner or spouse while they are still in the relationship. When the relationship finally ends, they’re ready to find love again right away because they’ve already worked through their feelings. Men, on the other hand, typically avoid dealing with their emotions until they’ve physically separated from their partner. For most men, it takes a physical separation before they are able to internalize their feelings, work through their emotions, and come to terms with what’s happened.

I speak with many people who go to counseling, try to work things out with their partner, and do everything they can to fix the relationship. But when things don’t change, they separate emotionally and grieve the loss of the relationship. This may take days, weeks, or even years—and it can happen during or after the relationship. You may even be in the middle of this process yourself! Once the grieving process is over and you’ve separated emotionally, you’ll be ready to move on and into a new relationship where you can trust and deeply care for someone again. But if you only separate physically, without working through your emotion, grief, and loss, it could take longer before you are really ready to love again.

I recently asked one couple, Tonya and Christopher, to tell me about their divorce. Their stories, as told in their own words, clearly illustrate how one partner (in this case, Tonya) can be emotionally ready to “rebound” right into the dating scene, while the other partner (Christopher) might be grieving and unable to trust someone new:

Tonya’s Story: I was married to Christopher for four years. After about two years together, I realized I was unhappy and ready to leave. I had a heart-to-heart with Christopher, and we agreed to go to counseling together to work on our issues. We learned to be attentive to each other’s needs, and, for a little while anyhow, it looked like our relationship had really come around. But wouldn’t you know, Christopher’s old habits snuck back in. Over the next two years, I repeatedly told Christopher that I was unhappy and needed his support. I desperately tried to get him back into counseling, bought him self-help books, and I even spoke with our priest! But Christopher didn’t listen and shrugged me off. I became emotionally distant and numb. So I decided to call it quits for good. I was ready for a new life, and ready to see other men.

Christopher’s Story: Tonya and I were married for four years. After two years, things started to get a little rocky, so we went to counseling together to work out some issues. I thought the counseling helped—it really changed how we communicated with each other. I worked hard to fix up our apartment and to maintain a nice lifestyle for the two of us, and I made sure I helped Tonya around the house. Sure, our relationship wasn’t perfect, but I felt reasonably happy.

After four years of being together, Tonya woke up one morning and suddenly announced she wanted to split! Honestly, I couldn’t believe what I heard—I was shocked and surprised, to say the least. I was angry with her, too, because I had tried so hard to work things out! I felt totally burned and blindsided, and had no interest in dating anyone else for months after our divorce. After all, I needed time before I could figure out what the heck happened. I had to wait and put the pieces of my life together again.

Everyone is different. You might be ready to date again right after your relationship ends, just like Tonya. Or you might need to heal before you reenter the dating world, like Christopher. Despite what people may tell you, love can happen anytime, so never listen blindly to someone else’s rules about when you’ll be ready to find someone new. Later on, in Chapter Two, I’ll provide tools and exercises that will help you to work through your emotions—and determine if you’re ready to start dating someone new.

Myth #2: Opposites attract and are more likely to stay together.

Truth: If you want to find someone to grow old with, look for someone who has values and attitudes that are similar or compatible to yours.

Do you wonder why certain patterns seem to happen over and over with the people you date? You know, like constantly being attracted to the wrong person or wanting a relationship with someone who doesn’t know you exist? (Does any of this sound familiar?) These types of frustrating dating patterns can usually be traced back to one little myth that’s leading you right into relationships that are less than ideal. What is this small-but-powerful myth? The false belief that “opposites attract and are more likely to stay together.”

Here’s a story from Karen, a divorced woman in my study, that will probably sound very familiar:

Karen’s Story: I’m thirty-two and looking for a healthy, stable relationship, but I’m always attracted to the wrong guys! I’m smart, fit, and I’m told all the time that I’m good-looking. I have a good job with a good salary. I have great friends, a close relationship with my parents (who are also pretty cool), and I love to go to baseball games, eat out, work out, and have fun. I’ve been divorced for a while and don’t need to get remarried right away, but I’d love to find someone who can at least see a future with me in the next few years. I’m constantly finding myself with the guy who doesn’t have a stable job, is broke, can’t stand my family, hates to work out, or who wants to go motorcycle riding across the United States—without me!

My last relationship was with a thirty-five-year-old musician. He was really good-looking and said he played guitar in a band, but he never landed a gig during the entire three months we saw each other, so he worked construction part-time just to get by. He was fun and passionate about life, but he seemed to be more interested in seeing the world from his imaginary band’s tour bus than in seeing whether kids and family were a part of his future. What am I doing wrong?

Like Karen, many people are attracted to their opposite. However, research studies show that similarities are what actually keep people together for the long haul. There really is no danger in having too much in common with your partner. If you’re interested in a committed, happy, long-term relationship, you’ll want to look for someone who is very similar to you—and you’ll want to stay away from someone who is your opposite. Researchers have found that this type of “attitudinal similarity”—the sharing of beliefs, opinions, likes, and lifestyle—is what really helps two people get along.

There are three reasons for this. First, similarities validate our own view of the world; people who hold similar values provide us with support and affirm our own opinions. For example, if you and your partner were brought up in the same religion and still practice it now, your shared beliefs will make you feel good about your religious commitment, and this will be a strong bond in your partnership or marriage. Or maybe you feel very strongly that when you make money, you should give a part of it back to those in need. If this sounds like you, finding someone who shares your love of giving to others will support your way of life and become the “glue” that holds your relationship together.

Second, similarities lead to less conflict and tension between partners. You and your partner won’t end up disagreeing about issues that are most important to you: your core values and underlying attitudes.

And third, similarities often lead to positive mutual feelings. The fact is, we simply like others who share similar points of view because we expect they’ll like us in return.


The Nose Knows: The Importance of Smell in Attraction and Love

Are you attracted to your opposite? Turn to your nose to find out! Many things determine whether you’ll be romantically attracted to another person: physical features, their personality, compatible attitudes and values, maybe their smile—and their smell. Their smell? Yes, that’s right. Surprisingly, research shows that people are literally drawn to their mates by their nose alone.

Smell motivates many of our decisions without us realizing it. Your sense of smell is so powerful that certain aromas can vividly pull up even the most remote memories. The same applies to a person’s natural body scent. If a person’s scent triggers positive memories and emotions, you’ll feel excitement and attraction. But if his or her scent reminds you of negative or unpleasant memories, you are less likely to be attracted to that person, and their smell could push you away! If this is the case, your nose may also be trying to tell you that this person is your opposite, so listen up!

There are even dating websites, including www.basisnote.com, that use smell to match people. Researchers from these sites say that women prefer men who smell different from themselves, and vice versa. You can mail in a sample swabbed from the inside of your cheek, and the company will give you a list of potential dates with similar hobbies—but with different body scents from your own.

Research also finds that women rate scent as more important in the attraction process than men do. One study at Brown University revealed that women ranked body smell as more important than physical looks! If a woman didn’t like her partner’s natural body scent, she was also less likely to feel sexual desire.

How can your sense of smell help you in the love and romance department?

1.  Check their clothes. If you are wondering if your partner is “The One,” pull some clothes from the closet and take a deep whiff. If you immediately think warm and fuzzy thoughts or feelings, that’s a good sign. But if your first thought is that your partner should really do his or her laundry, your nose may be telling you something.

2.  Add romance. If you want to add some excitement or spice to your relationship, buy scented candles, sprays, or spices to induce certain moods. Ask your partner what smells are most relaxing, sensual, or uplifting to him or her, and rotate these scents in your home.

3.  Cool down. If you and your partner are fighting or your relationship is in a rough spot, take a break, hug each other, and take a long, deep sniff. Studies show that twenty-second hugs raise Oxytocin levels, which release feel-good chemicals in your body. By taking a break and smelling your partner, you can actually reduce tension.

4.  Watch what you eat. Want to make a good impression with a new date or that special someone? Watch what you eat for a day or two. A taste for spicy foods, garlic, or fried fish can influence your body smell, sometimes for days on end.



Even when you know that opposites attract, and even when you do your best to stay away from these types of relationships, it’s still easy to be attracted to the wrong type of person or your opposite. Typically, this happens because we’re fascinated with people who aren’t like us. This also happens when we see qualities in someone else that are exciting, exotic, or represent parts of our character that are less developed. So if you’re a reliable, hardworking “good girl,” you may find yourself fantasizing about that stud over in the corner with the cowboy boots, the four-o’clock stubble, and the black Harley parked outside. You may think you want to go boot-scooting into the sunset with a guy who’s unstable, commitment-phobic, and unemployed, but it’s actually more likely that you’re dying to bend the rules once in a while.

Or maybe you’re a straight-laced corporate kind of guy, but your last two girlfriends had pierced tongues, loved Goth music, and were covered with tattoos. Instead of salivating over Mr. or Ms. Wrong, try sowing your wild oats in a healthier and less complicated way—say, by calling in sick to work so you can go hiking or mountain biking with a friend! Playing hooky may not sound like “living on the edge,” but I think you’ll find that it satisfies a lot of the same urges as going after your opposite.


Tip

If you’re attracted to your opposite, ask yourself what qualities this “type” has that you lack. Your answer pinpoints a part of yourself that’s calling out for more attention.



While dating your opposite might be exciting and fun at the beginning, after a while you’ll lose interest in each other if your underlying values and attitudes are not in sync. Does this mean you have to like the same music or food? Absolutely not, although these differences might be important if you’re set to marry a cellist or a chef. If you like to play golf and she prefers to spend time at the gym, no big deal. If you like chick flicks and he prefers foreign documentaries, that’s also fine. What’s important is identifying the similarities in your key life values.


Your Key Life Values

When you think about your life, what’s most important to you? Having a family? Financial success and a thriving career? Having a balanced, spiritual life? These are a few examples of key life values—and they are values you’ll certainly want to share with your life partner. Key life values are the parts of life, or the goals you strive for, that are ultimately most critical to you. I’ll talk more about these values a little later in Chapter Four and about how you can determine if your partner is compatible with your views in Chapter Six.



My students or clients who tell me they’re always attracted to the wrong people often blame themselves. They’ll say, “There’s something wrong with me” or “I’m hopeless.” Not true! If there’s one thing I hope you’ll learn from this book, it’s that dating and relationship mistakes are not your fault. You’ve picked up a lot of your attitudes, assumptions, and behaviors from believing in untrue or misguided relationship myths. It’s so common to be attracted to your opposite. But now that you know similarity is what predicts relationship success, you’ll be equipped to make better decisions next time.

Myth #3: Men and women can never be “just friends.”

Truth: Men say their friendships with women are actually closer than their friendships with other men.

Can men and women really be “just friends”—with no romantic or sexual overtones? Not only is this a wildly popular subject in the movies (think When Harry Met Sally), but it’s also a very popular question among singles out in the dating world.

How do researchers, myself included, weigh in on the matter? Studies show that most people currently have or have had a close friendship with someone of the opposite sex—and that men and women can be platonic friends. In one recent study, sociologist Diane Felmlee at the University of California-Davis asked 406 adults this same question. The majority—83.5 percent—said yes, men and women can be friends, and only friends. Only 2 percent said no, and 12 percent said maybe. These results held true for both sexes: men and women did not differ in their views.

Not only are these types of relationships possible, they also give you an edge in the dating world. Your opposite-sex friends may know of “just the right person” to introduce you to; they are also great sounding boards and an instant support network. Besides, where else can you learn the ins and outs of the opposite sex firsthand?

To top it off, opposite-sex friendships are personally rewarding. Studies find that men have closer friendships with women than they do with their male buddies—and this type of close friendship becomes very important after a breakup or when you step into the dating world. If you read through the research, it makes sense. For men, how they form friendships starts at a very early age. Young boys engage in rough-and-tumble play with their friends (like wrestling or football) and spend most of their time in large friendship groups. In contrast, when girls are young, they spend more one-on-one time with their friends. They play less physical games, such as dolls and house. Even girls’ sports activities are less likely to be contact sports (like tetherball or four-square). This type of play, and the small intimate nature of their friendships, allows girls to create closer and more intimate same-sex friendships.

Fast forward to adulthood, and these same friendship patterns hold true. As adults, women spend more time simply talking with friends, and men spend more of their time doing things with friends. When men get together with their friends, they engage in activities—not conversations—such as going to a sports event, playing basketball or poker, or watching TV.


Did You Know?

Women’s friendships are typically “face-to-face” and are built on support and talking things through. Men’s friendships are usually “side-by-side” and focus on shared activities and interests.



While friendships with other guys can be bonding for men, they don’t create the necessary intimacy and closeness we all need and crave as human beings. So when men have friendships with women and “do friendships the female way” (with lots of talking and intimate discussion), men end up reporting that these opposite-sex friendships are much closer than their same-sex friendships. In these cases, men and women are not only “just friends,” they are very good friends. And this, of course, is quite fulfilling.

When you understand these differences, you can easily see how same-and opposite-sex friendships play out after a divorce or a breakup. A woman is likely to call her girlfriends to talk, discuss, consult, chat, and analyze what’s happened. They may spend hours, if not days, deliberating about the situation over the phone or in person. This talking time is therapeutic and rewarding to women. For a man, if he calls or gets together with his guy friends, the friends are more likely to play sports, work out, or have a few drinks to help their buddy get over the breakup. You just can’t imagine a guy saying to a male friend who’s been dumped, “Not to worry, man. Let’s get together for coffee and talk about your feelings.” When a guy needs relationship advice, he’s going to turn to his female friends first.


Friendship Facts

Here are more findings about the differences in friendships between men and women:


	Women spend more time talking to friends on the phone.

	Men work on more projects with their friends.

	Men and women like to talk about different topics: Women are more likely to talk about relationships and personal issues. Men are more likely to talk about impersonal interests like sports and their accomplishments.

	Women provide their friends with more emotional support.

	Men have fewer people they would label as good friends.

	Women are more approving of crying, hugging, and close personal contact within their friendships.

	Women express more feelings of love and affection to their friends.





When Same-Sex Friendships Aren’t Enough

Even though men and women can be friends, this doesn’t mean that everyone desires or is happy being “just friends.” Opposite-sex friendships certainly have their challenges—keeping romance out of the friendship, dealing with friends who want to see the two of you “together” (and who may hassle you about it), and trying to figure out if you and your friend have the same expectations about your friendship. For some people, no matter how hard they try, platonic friendships with the opposite sex just don’t work. And although research shows that men have a more difficult time keeping romance out of a friendship—or fantasizing about the possibility of a sexual liaison—women are just as likely to report that attraction makes cross-gender friendships difficult. In Chapter Five, I’ll cover how you can tell if your friend wants something more, what to do if this is something you want—and what to do if this is something you don’t.


What about “Friends with Benefits”?

What if you and your friend are more than friends—complete with sleepovers, intimate encounters, or sex—but aren’t necessarily in an actual relationship? Researchers have explored this type of relationship, and many report that these friendships can work, but they are very complicated; clear expectations and communication are needed. More often than not, sex among friends is problematic. Since the “rules” or expectations of a friendship are different from the rules for romantic or sexual relationships (friendships come with fewer obligations, are not as emotionally intense, and are not exclusive), it can be confusing and challenging when lines are crossed or blurred. In addition, it’s challenging for both friends to be on the exact same page at the exact same time when it comes to sex, and whether they want more from the friendship.



The bottom line? Opposite-sex friendships are higher-maintenance than same-sex friendships, but they can also be very rewarding. By simply shifting your beliefs, you won’t miss out on great friendships, and you’ll have a great support system in place as you start dating. As long as you communicate and keep your boundaries, you can be “just friends.”

Myth #4: When dating, it’s best to “get it all out there” as soon as possible.

Truth: It’s better to reveal personal information about yourself gradually over time. If the person is right for you, there will be plenty of time for the details to unfold.

Now that you’re dating (or at least thinking about dating), you may worry about repeating some of the same mistakes you made in your past relationship. You may believe that it’s now your job to lay it all on the table, the good and the bad, so your potential partner knows exactly what he or she is getting into and what you’re all about. Besides, getting everything out in the open will be a quick way to find out if this person is right for you, so you won’t waste your time either, right?

Well, maybe not. While this approach certainly sounds good, it doesn’t play out as smoothly in real life. Consider what happened to a client of mine named Caitlin:

Caitlin’s Story: Caitlin admitted to me that she hates first dates because she spends the entire time wondering if the guy is going to call her again. She joked, “Next time, I swear I’m going to start the date by saying: I’m giving you five minutes to decide if you’re going to call me again or not so we can either enjoy ourselves or call it a night!”

Caitlin is cute and has a fun personality, and she loves to joke and laugh. I asked her to describe her last first date: a blind date with Rick, a guy who works with her best friend. Caitlin’s friend was convinced that Caitlin and Rick would hit it off, and this was about all they knew about each other when they met for dinner. Rick was fairly quiet on their date, didn’t ask many questions, and selectively told her about his job and interests.

Caitlin said there was something about Rick that made her instantly feel comfortable. He was warm, good-looking, and smiled a lot. She talked about her mother’s recent Alzheimer’s diagnosis, told him funny stories about her “evil boss,” confessed that she only stays at her job because it’s phenomenal money, and even confided about her last relationship and why it didn’t work out. Caitlin told me she was on cloud nine by the end of the night. What a fantastic guy! She thought they had really hit it off. Guess what? She never heard from Rick again.

What happened? Caitlin made the same mistake many people do: disclosing too much information on the first date. If you tell all early on—especially intimate and personal information—your date is likely to feel overwhelmed, or worse, he or she may think you tell your life story to everyone. Studies show that people do not want to hear too much, too soon. It’s called the “airplane syndrome”—when someone divulges excessive amounts of personal information to a relative stranger. Research has found that these people, who think they’re just being honest and open, are viewed by the listener as not trustworthy, because they tell all without knowing the other person first.


Airplane Syndrome: Your Pre-Date Safety Check

Picture yourself boarding a plane. You’re taking a vacation you’ve been looking forward to for ages, and in just two short hours, you’ll arrive at your destination. You settle into your seat and buckle up, take a deep breath, and relax. Just as you are about to reach for your headphones, your seatmate turns to you and starts to tell you her entire life story: How she had to put in extra time at work to make this trip. How that boss of hers is a complete jerk for not giving her more days off; it’s not her fault that she used up all of her vacation days—her allergies were simply off the charts this year! Of course, health issues are the last thing she needs to worry about after the fight she had with her husband about little Johnnie’s report card! And with all the fights they’ve been having lately, she just doesn’t feel like being around her husband at all, let alone have sex with him…

You’re trapped. You can’t escape. You’re stuck in your seat on a plane with no way out. By the time the flight ends, you can’t get out of there fast enough.

This is exactly how it feels for your date when you disclose too much, too soon, especially on a first date. So before you head out to your next dinner or coffee date with that potential special someone, do your own pre-flight safety check to make sure you keep your life’s details in check. Sit down and think about the areas of your life that you wouldn’t mind sharing with your date. (This might be work, your family, what you love to do, or the goals you have in life. If you need some ideas, be sure to check out Chapter Five.) Then make a list and check off three to four topics, tops, that you’ll actually discuss, and stick to it.



If you want to build trust and be liked by a new partner, disclose personal information gradually over time. If this person is right for you, there will be plenty of time to share personal details. Sharing opinions, stories, history, and other pieces of information bit by bit also makes you more exciting and interesting to a date. It’s like eating tiny bites of a heavenly dessert rather than wolfing it all down at once!

When we share personal information with a new date or partner, this process is called self-disclosure. Studies show that when the self-disclosure process goes smoothly and both people are comfortable with the process, it creates feelings of deep emotional intimacy or closeness between the two of you. So instead of speeding the process along by revealing too much, focus instead on making the self-disclosure process as smooth as possible.


An Inside Look at Self-Disclosure

What else does research reveal about self-disclosure? Here are some interesting findings to think about:


	Women typically disclose more than men. Some men find it difficult to reveal information about themselves and their relationships. If you are a woman dating a man, don’t expect your date to tell you quite as much as you may be telling him. If you are a man dating a woman, don’t be surprised when she presses you for more information than you care to reveal.

	Self-disclosure is usually reciprocal. There is an unspoken understanding in almost every relationship: if one person shares something extremely personal, then the other should respond at the same level of intimacy. Relationship researchers call this the “norm of reciprocity in disclosure.” So on the first few dates, if you want the relationship to continue to develop, reveal personal information slowly, so your date won’t feel too pressured to respond with his or her personal details. If you find that your date is revealing too much too soon, and you like this person, instead of clamming up, be honest and tell your date: “I appreciate that you’re so open with me, but I’m just not as comfortable sharing personal information this soon. Give me a bit more time, though, and I will.”

	Attraction develops and grows with everything you disclose. Studies show that if you disclose personal information gradually over time, the other person’s attraction and positive feelings about you will increase, too. You can also use this information to gauge whether the relationship is going anywhere or getting more serious. If your partner’s information becomes more personal as time goes on, it’s a clear sign that the relationship is deepening and growing stronger. If your partner is holding back personal information, you may have hit a stumbling block.





Self-disclosure is usually positive—and leads to the other person liking you more or showing support—unless your disclosure is too revealing or intimate for the depth of the relationship. If you disclose too much or something that’s too personal and your relationship just isn’t “there” yet, it may actually produce dislike. Since Caitlin and Rick were only on their first date, it’s safe to say that one reason the date didn’t go well is because Caitlin revealed too much and pushed Rick away.

But there’s another reason not to reveal too much before you really know your date: the information you reveal may be viewed negatively by the other person. Your date may have a completely different set of romantic beliefs and timetables, different opinions, or may not share the same experiences as you.

So it’s not just how much Caitlin revealed, but what she revealed that may have turned Rick off. For example, Caitlin told Rick that her last boyfriend had spotty employment and income, so she always paid for meals and dates when they went out—which turned out to be one of the reasons they broke up. Now, is it possible that Rick has money issues or feels terrible about his income? Maybe Rick had a past girlfriend who constantly nagged him about not making “enough money,” and Caitlin’s comment reminded him of that relationship. Caitlin may never know what caused Rick to lose interest, because she revealed so many things on their first date.

What has Caitlin learned for her next first date? She’s learned that her belief in “putting it all out there” is completely off target. Next time, she’ll keep the conversation light and funny, which she is very good at, and she won’t disclose highly personal information or talk about past boyfriends. A first date should be fun, and not too heavy or serious if you want to go on a second one. Caitlin now realizes that just because she might want to reveal personal information doesn’t mean her date does; the self-disclosure process has to be smooth and comfortable for both people. If she’s sensitive to the flow, the quantity, and the quality of the give and take between them, her next dating adventure will be more likely to get off to a good start.


Tip

Not sure how to handle a first date? Need some first-date conversation starters? I’ll cover more do’s and don’ts of first dates, along with some simple tips that will turn great first dates into second ones, later in Chapter Five.



Myth #5: Women are more romantic than men.

Truth: Studies show that it’s actually men—not women—who have more romanticized beliefs about love and relationships.

This myth is always shocking to both men and women. Research reveals that men, hands down, hold more idealized views of love and relationships.

Consider these statements. Do you think they’re true?


	True love can overcome any obstacle.

	True love can strike at any time.

	Love at first sight really does happen.

	It’s easy to fall in love.

	There is one person (a soul mate) who will inspire true love for us.



Two leading relationship researchers, Elaine Hatfield and Susan Sprecher, were interested in whether ideas about love and romance differed between men and women. They were surprised to find that men, rather than women, were more likely to agree with the statements I listed above. Men are also more likely than women to think that if you can just love someone enough, nothing else matters. They also tend to believe that love should be more passionate. Keep in mind, these are all romanticized views and beliefs about love itself—these views have nothing to do with a specific person or relationship. Many men idealize how love should be, even though these beliefs don’t match up with the love they express in their own relationships.


Did You Know?

People who are more romantic tend to experience more love, satisfaction, and commitment in their relationships. However, how romantic a person is does not predict which relationships will last and which ones will fizzle.



So how can you use this information? We all have different beliefs about romantic love that guide much of our behavior, especially within our relationships, and just being aware of these differences can help you when you are dating. I’ll give you an example that I hear all the time in my practice and with my students.

Alicia recently met a guy who seems head over heels for her. By the second or third date, he’s swooning, confessing his love, texting several times a day, and asking if she wants to get together. It’s not like he is stalking or harassing her, but he seems to have fallen madly in love with her, almost at first sight, and it’s just too much, too soon for Alicia. Alicia tells her girlfriends, “I’m thinking about calling it off with this guy. I really like him, but he seems too needy. It feels unbalanced.” What’s happening here? Alicia and her date have very different beliefs about romance and love: in this case, Alicia’s date believes it’s easy to fall in love, and Alicia thinks it’s not. Alicia is making assumptions about her date based on her own romantic beliefs. Once she realizes this—and once she realizes where her date is coming from—she can relax and let things unfold, telling her date gently that he needs to take it a bit more slowly. And if he won’t slow down even after a talk? Then it is time to break ties with this guy.

For men, being aware of romantic tendencies, no matter how buried they think these tendencies may be, can keep them from missing out on a great relationship. This was the case with Joshua, a participant in my EYM study:

Joshua’s Story: Joshua met Suzie online, and now they’re meeting in person for the first time. After talking for weeks, Joshua feels a real connection with Suzie; they have a lot of the same interests, and he was blown away by the fact that they’re both presidential campaign volunteers and love weird food combinations—but hate to do real cooking! Online, Suzie seems funny and smart, so Joshua finally suggested they meet after work on Thursday at the coffee shop about two blocks away from his office. If things didn’t “click,” he figured, there would be an easy out.

For an entire week before their date, Joshua could barely contain his excitement. He even started to think that Suzie might be “The One.” Their phone conversations have been great, and they can’t stop texting and emailing each other. As Joshua opens the door to the coffee shop, he instantly recognizes Suzie sitting at a table near the door. They order caramel mint lattes and begin talking. But after about five minutes, Joshua knows it’s a bust. Suzie’s pretty enough and fun to talk to, but he didn’t have that killer “rush of excitement” when he first laid eyes on her.

After a long hour, he tells Suzie he has to go and will chat with her online that evening. Joshua never got in touch with Suzie again, because he believes in love at first sight. He didn’t see fireworks instantly, so as far as he’s concerned, there was no way Suzie was “The One.” You see, Joshua is a romantic, although he might not describe himself that way.

The next time you’re in a dating situation, think about your romantic beliefs and how they might impact your first impressions and your own behaviors. Are your expectations too high, like Joshua’s? Or are you jumping to conclusions, like Alicia? Added perspective can really help you see yourself and the other person in a different—and possibly more empathetic—light.

Myth #6: Women fall in love faster than men do.

Truth: Research shows that men fall in love first…even if they don’t want to admit it!

When couples are asked, “When did you first fall in love with your partner?” men report falling in love much earlier in the relationship than women do. And, yes, I’m referring to love, not lust or sexual attraction. In my long-term study, responses from men who are dating and men who are married are the same. As hard as this may be for men to admit or believe, when Cupid pulls out his bow and arrow, the arrow hits men first.

Unlike men, women are more selective and cautious about who they love; they are more guarded and express their feelings slowly. Women want to be sure about their partner and the relationship before they fall in love or confess their love. Far from the blushing, swooning starlets who get weak-kneed in the presence of an eligible bachelor in old-fashioned flicks, real women are much more pragmatic and rational than men are, at least when it comes to love.


A Man’s Unrequited Love

Studies show that men not only fall in love faster, they also fall in love more—and many times, the women they fall for don’t love them back! About 80 to 90 percent of young adults have experienced unrequited love; they loved someone who did not love them in return. It’s a common (and frustrating) experience, and men report it more often than women.



Here’s some of what Duane and Michelle, a couple in my long-term study who have been dating for two years, had to say when they were asked to describe the moment they knew they were in love with each other:

Duane’s Story: (smiling) I remember the exact moment like it was yesterday. Michelle and I had been dating for a couple of months. She was walking down the stairs, and as I looked up I remember thinking, “Now this is the woman I want to spend my life with.” Right then and there, I knew she was the one. After that, I couldn’t hold back. I actually ended up telling Michelle I loved her later that night at our favorite restaurant, right after the waiter came by with a second bottle of wine. (laughs) I think Michelle was a little surprised when I told her, but sure enough, nine months later, we got engaged and had a big party to celebrate. Her friends and family were all at the party, and I couldn’t wait to introduce Michelle as my fiancée.

Michelle’s Story: (laughing) Can I tell you, this man walked up to every single person at that party—even people he didn’t know—and said, “Have I introduced you to my fiancée?” They might not have known Duane, but they sure knew I was his fiancée!

Back when Duane first told me he loved me, I was happy—but I was also a little nervous. I knew I had feelings for Duane, and I was pretty sure I had fallen for him, but I wanted to be really, really sure. I mean, my first marriage was a total mess, and honestly, I didn’t think I’d be able to love someone again. I finally broke down and told Duane I loved him a few months after he did while we were on vacation. We were having a great night just walking along the beach. It felt so right. I finally knew I was in love. After that, we got engaged, and, well—here we are!

Duane and Michelle’s story shows just how differently men and women process and express falling in love. Men are more likely to give their love freely, and women are selective and cautious. But why? Studies and research point to three areas that drive women’s behavior.

1. For women, relationships and sex come with more risk.

Women need to be careful about how they love because they are the ones having the children. According to David Buss, an evolutionary psychologist, men and women have different short-and long-term genetic mating strategies. For women, a single night of passion could mean nine months of pregnancy and years of child care, so women are more selective about their partners. They’re careful to choose men with specific qualities, because these features represent better reproductive potential and a good environment for their children. For example, a woman might choose a man because he’s a good provider, financially secure, or physically fit.

In contrast, men aren’t as selective with their partners and are quicker to jump into sex, because they can have sex and simply walk away. They are particularly drawn to women who are physically attractive and young. Evolutionary psychologists believe that men have these built-in preferences because their genetic code will be more successful if they partner with healthy women who can have children. Men are preprogrammed to spread their genes around, which, from a purely scientific perspective, is a fact that’s reflected by their greater acceptance, on average, of casual sex—something I’ll talk about more in Chapter Five.


Did You Know?

A woman’s preprogrammed genetic desire to find a “good provider” influences many of her choices, even when she least suspects it. Researchers in Austria have found that even the car a man drives may influence how a woman views a potential mate. Women were asked to rate pictures of the fronts of cars, just as they would rate photos of men, and to assign the cars personality characteristics (such as “strong,” “weak,” “friendly,” or “powerful”). Women preferred cars that projected status, dominance, and power, because they assumed the men driving these cars were financially stable, strong, and had the ability to provide for a family.



2. Women have learned to connect love and sex.

Women are also careful about how they love because they have been taught by the people around them—through religion, the media, parents, and teachers—to believe that they shouldn’t have sex unless they are in a loving relationship. From an early age, women learn that sex and love are one and the same. As a result, women are careful and cautious about how and who they express love to, because for them, a decision to love is also a decision about who to have sex with. The connection between love and sex makes it very challenging, although not impossible, for women to have casual sex. In contrast, men are not taught to believe that sex should only happen in the confines of a loving relationship, which makes noncommittal sex easier.

3. Women are judged negatively by others.

Women are also worried about how others will view, perceive, and judge them—and with good reason. Studies show that women who have sex too early in a relationship are viewed harshly and more negatively than the men they have sex with! In other words, when it comes to sex, a double standard still exists. Deep down, women know these judgments exist, so they may hold back their love. Recent studies show that although this double standard may be less pronounced today than in decades past, it still exists and influences the experience of love for men and women.


Did You Know?

Women who have casual sex are judged harshly by men and other women. In a recent study, my colleagues and I gave men and women a scenario: we described a person’s sexual experiences, and then asked the participants to rate how they viewed this person. When the scenario was about a man having casual sex, men and women were more accepting of the man’s behavior. But when the scenario was about a woman instead—and the remaining details of the story were identical—men and women judged the woman harshly. No matter how we modified the scenarios, women who were having casual sex were judged negatively by others.



Once a Woman Falls in Love

Even though women are cautious and don’t fall in love first, once a woman does fall in love, the tables turn. After falling in love, women become very “love-oriented.” That is, they really get into it! Love, and the experience of being in love, becomes a major role in a woman’s everyday life, more so than it does for a man. Studies show that women are more likely than men to:


	find love more personally fulfilling and rewarding

	have more vivid memories of past partners

	experience more intense romantic sensations or feelings (such as euphoria)

	place more importance on love and the experience of love

	think about love and relationships on a daily basis




Are You in Love? The Answer Is Hidden in Your Brain

Scientists can tell if you’re in love by making a scan of your brain. In a recent study, researchers Art Aron, Helen Fisher, and their colleagues placed men and women in medical imaging machines. After an initial brain scan, the men and women were shown pictures of their loved ones. Then they were shown pictures of platonic friends. The results show that images of our loved ones activate specific areas of the brain and produce a pattern associated with intense reward (similar to reward patterns associated with addictive drugs or gambling). Scientists have also used this method to pinpoint and map other feelings, including affection and commitment, which each activate different areas of the brain.



Once you understand that men fall in love faster than women, dating and relationships will become so much easier. For women, it will finally make sense why men come on so strong at the beginning. For men, the women you date might become slightly less mysterious, and you’ll now expect the process of courtship to last longer and take more patience, care, and effort, especially if you are dating a woman who has been divorced.

Myth #7: Conflict is bad for your relationship and a clear sign of trouble.

Truth: Conflict is healthy for any relationship. It means you and your partner are dealing with issues, instead of sweeping them aside or “under the rug.” It’s how you handle the conflict that matters.

Like many people, you may believe that fighting and arguing are clear signs of trouble…and a one-way ticket to the end of a relationship. But in fact, science proves that conflict is actually okay for a relationship. In my long-term study, when couples were asked if they had tensions, differences, or all-out fights about six different topics—including money, family, their partner’s family, how to spend leisure time, religious beliefs, and raising children—the couples who said they never disagreed with each other were also extremely unhappy in their relationships. The happiest couples admitted that they had disagreements and arguments. (And, sometimes, they argued a lot.) For these couples, the key to happiness was not in avoiding conflict, but in learning how to deal with conflict in a healthy and constructive way.

In my long-term study, when couples were asked if they had tensions, differences, or all-out fights about six different topics—including money, family, their partner’s family, how to spend leisure time, religious beliefs, and raising children—the couples who said they never disagreed with each other were also extremely unhappy in their relationships. The happiest couples admitted that they had disagreements and arguments.

If you and your partner “never fight,” it’s probably because you are avoiding issues and concerns that are important to you. Eventually, not talking through issues leads to other issues, which can easily snowball into even bigger problems that become very hard to address.

For example, let’s say you grew up watching your parents fight constantly. Or maybe your previous marriage was rocky and turbulent, filled with nightly fights and name-calling that ultimately led to your divorce. As a result, you believe that conflict is negative and can’t possibly be good for a relationship, so you start avoiding conflict at all costs. You clam up when things bother you. You may never tell your partner what annoys or irritates you, like when he chews with his mouth open, forgets to take the dog out, or when she won’t stop talking on the phone with her friends. The next thing you know, you develop the habit of not talking through issues, especially the important ones. You may feel distant and out of touch with your partner. You’re constantly bottled-up, tense, and secretive about your feelings. Eventually, your pent-up frustration bursts and you find yourself stomping through the house, slamming doors, and giving your partner dirty looks—and your partner has absolutely no idea what’s happened or what you’re upset about.


Did You Know?

Your upbringing, culture, and social circles all shape how you perceive and react to conflict. For instance, most Mediterranean cultures consider heated arguments to be a typical (and expected) part of everyday life. But in many Asian cultures, conflict and disagreements are avoided—and highly discouraged—at all times. Even ethnic and racial differences play into conflict and relationships; in the United States, intense and animated arguments are seen as harmful or detrimental to the relationship by white Americans, but not by black Americans.



This is exactly what happened between Charles and Melina, one of the unhappy couples from my study. In counseling, Charles had been shocked to discover that Melina had bottled up her feelings and was still harboring resentment from issues that were several years old. And Melina was just as surprised to find that Charles could barely remember the issues she was talking about, which led to even more anger, frustration, and disappointment. Charles and Melina often bragged to their friends about how they rarely fought, yet years of avoiding conflict had done some serious damage to their relationship.


Men vs. Women: How We’re Hardwired for Conflict

New gender research shows that men and women are hard-wired to process conflict in fundamentally different ways. From my long-term study, we know that women have a tendency to analyze and overanalyze their relationships with men; they are more sensitive about conflicts and problems that come up, remember all of the details, and don’t let go of disagreements easily. Men, on the other hand, have a difficult time remembering when their last argument was and what it was all about. When asked, men will usually say that an issue is resolved, whereas women will insist that the same issue is far from being resolved, and there’s still a lot more to work through. Why does this happen?

Scientists have recently discovered that women may have more fibers connecting the two hemispheres of the brain. During an argument, these fibers turn into an information superhighway. As the brain connects and pulls from many different sources of information, relationship problems can become intricate and complex. In contrast, men may have fewer connective fibers, leading researchers to believe that men’s brain hemispheres may act independently, allowing men to separate themselves from the problem and to process one issue at a time. This makes dealing with conflict, at least from a purely scientific view, drastically different for men and women.

The good news? Simply recognizing this difference can instantly make a relationship better. Instead of focusing on “she just can’t get over it” or “he just doesn’t care,” you’ll understand your partner’s behavior. You’ll be able to try new tactics, appreciate each other’s perspective—and eventually move on. Later, in Chapter Six, I’ll provide advice and tips to help you deal with these differences in a way that will keep a relationship happy and strong!



From my long-term study, we know that women have a tendency to analyze and overanalyze their relationships with men; they are more sensitive about conflicts and problems that come up, remember all of the details, and don’t let go of disagreements easily. Men, on the other hand, have a difficult time remembering when their last argument was and what it was all about. When asked, men will usually say that an issue is resolved, whereas women will insist that the same issue is far from being resolved, and there’s still a lot more to work through.

If you’ve ever had a relationship like Charles and Melina’s, or if you find you tend to avoid conflict, it’s time to change your beliefs. Try to look past the myth and accept that bickering and disagreements are a common and natural part of any relationship. It’s how you choose to resolve the argument that will determine if the conflict is bonding or destructive—something I’ll go over in detail in Chapter Three. If you take a step back and listen to your partner’s needs constructively, you’ll gain insight about your partner, and the conflict will be bonding. But if you handle conflict consistently in a destructive manner—like yelling, interrupting, calling your partner names, or walking out—studies show that you are more than twice as likely to break up over time.

Does what you are arguing about make a difference to the success of your relationship? Do you have a few hours? Seriously, couples fight about many different topics, but the top three are running a household, sex, and money. Other volatile topics include parenting and pet peeves. Again, conflict about any of these issues is perfectly fine, as long as you manage the conflict constructively. When it’s done right, conflict can help to resolve the differences that are interfering with your relationship, and it will make your bond stronger.

Myth #8: There is no such thing as a good breakup.

Truth: Good breakups can happen. With a little work, you and your ex can keep your sense of worth, learn from the relationship, and gracefully move on.

Yes, there is such a thing as a “good” breakup, but understand, it’s not the same as a painless breakup. When two people really care about each other, it will hurt when the relationship ends. There will be grief, anger, and sadness. But a good breakup allows both people to keep their sense of worth. In a good breakup, sadness over the end of the relationship doesn’t turn to bitterness. One partner doesn’t turn the children against the other partner. And both people are able to learn from the relationship and eventually move on.


Divorce Ranks as One of Life’s Most Stressful Events

Breaking up is extremely hard, both for the person who’s initiating the breakup and for the person on the receiving end, no matter how long the relationship lasted. In fact, multiple studies show that the death of a spouse, a divorce, and a separation consistently rank as the top three most stressful events in a person’s lifetime.



Despite what you may believe, research shows that 50 percent of all divorced couples are able to maintain a decent relationship with each other after the marriage ends. One study by well-known psychologist Constance Ahrons found that most exes fall into one of four postmarital relationships. Do you recognize yourself in this list?

Perfect Pals are still good friends, even after the marriage or relationship ends. (12 percent)

Cooperative Colleagues are civil, respectful, and amiable to each other. They aren’t friends, but they work together for the sake of their children. (38 percent)

Angry Associates are filled with anger, but both partners are able to work together to co-parent the children. (25 percent)

Fiery Foes are filled with animosity and bitterness. They can’t co-parent or work together, and they have constant conflict and disagreements. (25 percent)

When breakups go wrong (and exes turn into Angry Associates or Fiery Foes), it’s usually because people expect the breakup to go badly. They believe that all breakups are bad, and because of this, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Unlike the breakups of your youth, when you divorce, it’s usually not the end of the relationship, and there are plenty of opportunities for things to go wrong. There are merged finances, friends, family, and belongings to contend with—and if you and your ex have children or a business together, a breakup can be especially complicated. Here’s a comparison of just how differently two similar breakups can play out.

The “Bad” Breakup: Chris and Megan were married for seven years, and they have one child together. Things between Chris and Megan got nasty as soon as Megan told Chris she wanted a divorce. Megan moved out in the middle of the day while Chris was at work, and by the time he found out, all of their mutual friends had already received a call from Megan, who told everyone what a jerk Chris was and that she was so happy to finally be “outta there!” Chris dreaded the divorce and knew it would be a disaster, and wouldn’t you know it, he was right. Everything about their breakup was a struggle, and Megan’s divorce lawyer was going after Chris like there was no tomorrow. Every time the couple saw each other, the encounter turned into a screaming match. To make matters worse, their son Brandon was starting to fall behind in school. The divorce wasn’t even close to final, and Chris and Megan were both worn out, stressed to the max, and emotionally exhausted.

The “Good” Breakup: Juan and Nikki were married for ten years, and they have two girls together. Nikki had an affair with Juan’s best friend in the last year of their marriage. After their divorce, they had to deal with selling the house, turning in the car, conflicting school and work schedules, and swapping visitation days with the kids. They both hired separate lawyers to make sure the property was divided equitably. Juan was ready to move on—and as far away from Nikki as possible—but he knew that living nearby would be better for the kids. Whenever Juan ran into Nikki at school functions or at his girls’ gymnastics events, he felt sick to his stomach, but he managed to be civil. Nikki, who was surprised by Juan’s behavior, returned the favor by being flexible with the visitation schedule and by keeping Juan updated about the girls’ grades and report cards. Juan and Nikki didn’t like to be around each other, but they never spoke badly about each other in front of the kids, and their girls transitioned to their new life and routine fairly well.

Having a civil or polite relationship with your ex doesn’t mean you’re going to start hosting holiday dinners together. It doesn’t mean that you need to sit near each other at your kid’s little league games or that you suddenly need to carpool. Like Juan and Nikki, having a good breakup, and a cooperative relationship after your divorce, will have numerous positive effects on both you and your children. And when you compare it to the alternative—in this case, the emotional exhaustion that Chris and Megan are going through—it might just be time to start rethinking your breakup beliefs.


Tips for a Positive Breakup

Granted, a positive breakup can be challenging. You don’t have control over your ex’s behavior. But if you’ve just broken up with an ex, you’re looking to get out of a bad relationship, or you still need to smooth things over after your divorce, there are ways to keep the breakup as positive as possible:

Don’t criticize or speak negatively about your ex. This is a golden rule, especially if you have children together. People are going to ask why you broke up. Be careful not to say too much, because your words will probably make their way back to your ex. Take the high road and keep the critiques to yourself.

Don’t be cold. The pain of a breakup often means you can’t be friends for a while. You may not be able to be friends at all. You may need to avoid each other, because it’s just too hard on you or your ex’s emotions and well-being. It’s good to get some distance, but try to avoid being cold or rude. Your ex is still a person, and once was someone you loved.

Stay confident about your decision. Stay firm. Over time, you may only remember the good times and forget the bad times altogether. You have to be confident and not waffle back and forth—doing so will only give your ex hope that you might come back or change your mind.



Choosing a good breakup is also best for your children, if you have them. Children observe and model how you treat other people, and they pay special attention to how you treat the other parent. When you avoid yelling and screaming in front of your kids, they are less inclined to think that this behavior is okay, and they’ll be less likely to repeat it. Research shows that parental conflict is very stressful and disrupting to children, and that many children hope their parents will get back together. By setting boundaries with your ex, and by keeping your interactions with your ex calm and cool, you’ll help your children to establish a renewed and separate relationship with each parent.

In the next chapter (Step 2), I’ll show you how to get past your breakup (and your anger), how to work through your emotions, and how to set yourself up for new love with strategies that are healthier for your kids—and healthier for you.


Step 1 Take-Aways


	Many beliefs about dating, love, and the opposite sex are based on myths and misconceptions that are entirely untrue and not supported by research.

	Changing your beliefs is the very first step to finding that special someone and building a strong, supportive relationship.

	Understanding the science, research, and facts that dispel and debunk these myths will make dating and relationships so much easier. In this chapter, eight specific myths were discussed and refuted with the realities of science.

	After a relationship ends, there’s no special timeline you need to follow before you start dating again. Do what feels right for you.

	Dating your “opposite” may be exciting, but it doesn’t make for a long-lasting love. Instead, look for someone who shares your beliefs, values, and lifestyle.

	Opposite-sex friends are a great support system, and they provide invaluable insights as to what your date may be thinking or feeling.

	When you are dating someone, it’s best to disclose information about yourself bit by bit, instead of all at once. Sharing too much, too soon pushes people away.

	Your romantic beliefs about love and relationships impact your behaviors and first impressions of others. It is important to understand that men have more romanticized beliefs than women.

	Men tend to fall in love faster, harder, and sooner in a relationship than women do. Women are selective and cautious, and they hold back their feelings until they feel secure in the relationship.

	Conflict can be good for a relationship, as long as disagreements are handled in a healthy and constructive way. Fighting or arguing with your partner means you are tackling important issues, rather than looking the other way.

	Breakups don’t need to be filled with drama. By remaining calm and rational, you’ll be able to learn from the relationship, and apply its lessons to your next one.
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