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Preface

You might be wondering "why do we need another book on relationships?" 
Well, if the book in question is like all of the existing books out there, in that it 
offers the opinion of a single author...the answer is we don't need another book 
on relationships – at least like that. What we do need is a book on relationships 
that takes a new approach. Thankfully, the book you are about to read represents 
a new way of writing about relationships. Up to this point, if you wanted to 
learn about relationships the most common way to do so was to read a 
traditional self-help or advice book, read an advice page on the Internet, or pick 
up a magazine from the check-out line at the store. Other options, though 
largely underutilized, would be to take a college course on relationships or read 
the hundreds of scientific articles that relationship scholars publish annually in 
academic journals. These approaches each have their pros and cons. This book 
offers a new option, representing a hybrid that capitalizes on the positive 
features of both popular and academic sources.

This new approach presents the leading research on romantic relationships in 
a way that is informative, engaging, and fun. The contributors of this book, all of 
whom are experts in the scientific study of interpersonal relationships, 
collectively felt that the relationship books currently lining bookshelves were too 
heavy on opinion and too light on quality fact-based information. So, on a 
snowy, June night in Breckenridge, Colorado, as over a dozen of us crammed 
into a hot tub, the idea for this book was born. Now you might be wondering if 
that was too many people. For a six person hot tub, perhaps. But for a book on 
relationships that seeks to provide expert information, the more the merrier. In 
fact, the scope of relationships is so broad that it is nearly impossible for any one 
person to be an expert on the entire field. 

Having so many experts insures that someone with a deep knowledge of that 
area delivers the information. All of the contributors to this book hold a Ph.D. in 
the study of relationships. Our specialties cover the spectrum of relationship 
experiences including: dating, attraction, passion, making love last, and 
breaking up, to name a few. Collectively, we have been studying relationships 
for 200 years! Not only are we relationship scientists, but a majority of us are 
also college professors who routinely teach classes on relationships. As a group 
we have also dated, divorced, been engaged, been dumped, cheated, been 
cheated on, fallen in love, gotten into fights, made-up, hooked-up, had kids, and 
avoided having kids, although not necessarily in that order. So we don't just 
study relationships, we have lived them as well! Our combined personal 
experiences and doctoral training make this type of book, where research 
findings are applied to everyday contexts, possible. 

We all have relationships, so aren't we all experts? Not exactly. Just because 
people prepare their own dinner every night, it doesn't make them all Jamie 
Oliver, Rachel Ray, or Wolfgang Puck. When it comes to relationships, an expert 
is someone who has extensive knowledge of the scientific research. But why is 
research important? A fundamental human motivation involves trying to 
understand the world. Often we seek understanding by gathering information 
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about our lives through comparisons to others. In the context of relationships it 
is not uncommon to ask friends what their relationships are like as a way of 
better understanding your own. Other times you might go to the bookstore to 
pick up a book about relationships or simply go Googling for the answers.

While these sources will provide information about your relationships, they 
are limited in a very important way. They represent the opinions of only a few 
people (e.g., your friend and the author of the book). If you had a chance to ask 
hundreds or thousands of people about their relationships, how their partners 
treat them, if they ever experience feelings of doubt, etc., would you? In 
essence, this is what we do as researchers. We pose questions and have 
hundreds of people provide responses so that we can more accurately capture 
what relationships are generally like. This way we are sure to get a better feel for 
what most people's experiences are like, rather than the potentially idiosyncratic 
or biased viewpoints of a few individuals who happen to write relationship 
books. Similarly, if you want to know what most people watch on TV you would 
look at the Nielsen ratings, not what your next door neighbor watches.

Some people might think no one knows their relationships better than they 
do, so it doesn't matter what other people have to say. Unfortunately, we are 
often inaccurate in our perceptions and evaluations of ourselves. People who 
want to believe their relationships are perfect will seek out information that 
confirms these beliefs, and when confronted with evidence that their 
relationships aren't perfect they tend to find fault with the evidence. Because of 
these biases, it is important to use scientific information that arrives at objective 
conclusions that are untainted by personal beliefs. This way you can focus on 
how things really are, and less on how you hope things are. 

One of the complaints people often have about science, and scientific 
writing, is that it is often not very definitive and instead provides lots of "it 
depends" types of answers. While it is true that no conclusion is 100% certain, 
general conclusions can still be made. Throughout the book we have tried to 
provide you with the "take home points" that have emerged from research, while 
also discussing the many details and caveats that characterize complex social 
relationships. Thus, in some cases, our characterization of an original study may 
be somewhat of a departure from the original author's intended conclusion. 
Much like you can drive a car or use your iPad without fully understanding how 
it works, we believe that you can benefit from the scientific study of 
relationships without knowing all of the details. However, we do hope that a 
byproduct of your interest in this book will be an enhanced curiosity into the 
methods scientists use to uncover this information.

Still skeptical about the need for experts and science in living your own 
individual life? Consider the case of the weather. On a daily basis we often 
benefit from being informed about what the conditions outside will be like. Is it 
going to rain? Will it be cold? To find out this information, we don't call our 
friend to see what they think. Instead, we rely on the weather forecast that is 
based on the collection of large amounts of data, which is then interpreted by 
experts. If scientific data are good enough to dictate your wardrobe, shouldn't 
they be good enough to help with other areas of your life? We think so.
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We have gathered a collection of the most commonly asked questions about 
relationships and families to help provide you with the information that will be 
most useful to your relationship. Each question is followed by an answer based 
in science, presented in a way that is easy to understand and apply to your 
relationships. We have organized the book, and partitioned the questions 
around the most common themes relationship scientists tend to focus their 
attention (e.g., attraction, love, commitment, etc.). Each theme serves as its own 
Section, with three or more questions covered as part of each section. Within 
each question, we have cited the relevant scientific literature using numbers in 
[brackets]. In addition, at the end of each question we have highlighted the 
important Take Home Points, provided the References for the research cited, and 
suggested additional resources for readers to Dig Deeper into the topic.

As a whole, the book contains up-to-date scientific findings on attraction, 
finding a partner, dating, flirting, whether or not love lasts forever, why people 
break-up, getting over a break-up, whether or not some people are more ready 
for relationships than others, what makes us become close to another, the 
experience of love, the role of sex in relationships, knowing if you have a good 
partner/relationship, why people stay in a bad relationship, the role of 
counseling, how relationships change over time, cheating, jealousy, conflict, 
improving communication, good and bad fighting, cohabitation, having kids, 
and parenting. You might think that's a lot of information. In reality, this is only 
the tip of the iceberg.
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Section 1: Attraction & Relationship Initiation

Take a second to look up from your book and quickly glance at the person 
nearest to you (take a peek at a picture if you're reading alone). In the blink of 
an eye you have registered that person's physical attractiveness. Are they closer 
to a perfect 10 or a perfect zero? Every enduring romance has to start 
somewhere, and that place is often a spark of physical attraction. But, deciding 
someone is attractive is just the first step. Next, you need to assess whether there 
is mutual interest before you go and make a fool of yourself. Often, the key to 
starting a relationship is being at the right place at the right time. So, the 
question becomes: where is the right place to maximize your opportunities to 
meet Mr. or Ms. Right?
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1. What Makes Someone Hot, And Others Not?
By: Gary W. Lewandowski Jr.

Let's face it. Some people are more physically attractive than others. How 
else do you explain Brad Pitt? Virtually everyone that looks at him says "that guy 
is HOT!" In fact, he is so hot that even straight guys will begrudgingly admit 
that..."not that I go that way but if I did...ok, he's sort of attractive." So what 
makes Brad Pitt attractive, and the guy behind the counter at your local 
convenience store unattractive (not to mention a bit creepy)?

A person's overall physical attractiveness is a combination of many things, 
but derives mostly from facial attractiveness and body attractiveness. We know a 
pretty face when we see it and there is widespread agreement about facial 
attractiveness across cultures and ages.[1] Pinpointing what makes a face appear 
attractive is a bit more complicated (especially since we make our judgments so 
quickly). However, a few general characteristics of attractive faces have been 
identified.

What Determines The Attractiveness Of Women And Men's Faces?
First, attractive faces tend to be symmetrical. [2] Specifically, if you were to 

draw an imaginary line down the middle of your face from your hairline to your 
chin, symmetrical faces tend to have features that are mirror images of one 
another. Of course, most faces match up to some degree (2 eyes, 2 ears, etc.), 
but attractive faces are more perfect mirror images than less attractive faces. Still 
not convinced? Think of Halloween masks of witches, monsters, etc. To make 
the masks scarier, designers make them uglier. One of the ways they do that is 
by making the faces asymmetrical...a droopy eye, a crooked nose, a giant wart 
on one cheek, etc.

Attractive faces, especially in females, also tend to have baby-like features.[3] 
Not so much the baldness, drool, and toothless smile, but the stuff that make 
babies cute, such as large prominent eyes, full lips, a small chin, and a small 
nose. To get an idea of what we mean, think of Reese Witherspoon or Jessica 
Alba: Large eyes, pouting full lips, along with a delicate nose and chin. In fact, 
women who have these features are considered attractive across many cultures. 
Take a look at the list of features again. It's hardly coincidental that women's 
make-up is designed to highlight the eyes and lips, making both seem larger and 
more appealing. 

It's also not a coincidence that men generally don't apply make-up to these 
areas. (For a notable exception please see Russell Brand or any guy in an emo 
band). The features that generally make women attractive aren't the same as 
those that make men attractive. For men, masculinity is key.[4] These include 
things such as a strong jaw line, prominent cheekbones, and broad foreheads. 
While it may sound like we are describing a gorilla, good examples of these 
features in humans are Mathew McConaughey (naked bongos and all) and 
George Clooney. Both are easily more attractive than a gorilla! 

What about men who are generally considered attractive, but don't possess 
these traits, such as Leonardo DiCaprio or Justin Timberlake? Well, don't kick 
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poor Leo or Justin to the curb just yet. It turns out that women's preference for 
males may vary depending on how fertile they are.[5] When women are most 
fertile (i.e., around the time they are ovulating), they prefer more masculine men 
such as Colin Farrell, Russell Crowe, or perhaps a stunning vampire like Edward 
Cullen (especially, apparently, very sullen and pale women). However, during 
other times, Leo is still king of the world; women prefer men with more 
youthful, feminine features because guys like this are seen as more nurturing.

What Determines The Attractiveness Of Women And Men's Bodies? 
OK. Now let's assume that you're at a costume party and everybody is 

wearing one of those costume masks like you see in old movies. So much for 
facial symmetry! But, when it comes to what makes some people hot, and others 
not so hot, facial attractiveness is only part of the story. Even though you might 
not admit it, you probably check out the body of your target of lust shortly after 
or just before looking at his or her face. (You know, that quick up and down scan 
you do with your eyes). Well, what's going to get you to nudge your friend to 
check out that hottie in the corner? Just like with faces, men and women are 
looking at (drooling over) different things.

In women's bodies, there's a universal formula that seems to be related to 
how hot she is—it's known as the "waist-to-hip ratio."[6] We'll avoid asking you 
do any unnecessary math, but it might be helpful to illustrate with some 
numbers. Let's assume that a woman like Scarlett Johansson has "34-23-35" 
proportions. First, if you can manage to do it, ignore her bust size. The second 
two numbers refer to her waist size and hip size. The optimal ratio appears to be 
about .70, or the width of the waist is about 70% of the width of the hips (think 
of your typical hourglass figure). What's interesting is that this ratio works for 
different sized bodies. Anna Nicole Smith was considerably heavier than Jennifer 
Aniston, but she still conformed to the magic .70. It also works cross-culturally -- 
the same ratio is preferred around the world, although the average overall body 
size may vary considerably.

Researchers have actually studied this phenomenon by analyzing the waist-
to-hip ratio of Playboy centerfolds and Miss America winners--gotta love 
science![7] Their results strongly demonstrated the consistency in preference for 
this ratio dating back to the 1920s. While they found that overall body size of 
these beauties decreased over time, the waist-to-hip ratio remained remarkably 
consistent. In other words, although the centerfolds ranged from Marilyn 
Monroe (who would be relatively heavy-set by Playboy's current standards) to 
Twiggy (the Kate Moss of the 70's), they all had similar waist-to-hip proportions. 
Similarly, women find a high shoulder to waist ratio, which equates to broad 
shoulders and a robust upper body (i.e., the "V"-back), to be attractive in the 
men they are ogling.[8] Lanky men like Daniel Tosh aren't hunks—but Ryan 
Reynolds is (in the case of Tosh, humor matters, but that's another topic 
altogether). These ratios relate to sexual behavior such that males and females 
with more desirable ratios have a greater number of sexual partners, have 
intercourse at an earlier age, and are more likely to have sex outside of their 
primary relationship. 



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 8

How Can I Improve The Attractiveness Of My Figure? 
Now, you might be thinking that there's not much you can do to change your 

waist-to-hip ratio or shoulder broadness. But people try; ever notice how men at 
the gym are obsessed with building huge lats and pecs, while ignoring their 
chicken legs? And how many women aren't concerned with building huge 
shoulder and back muscles? Instead, they are focusing on glutes and abs. In 
addition to trying, mostly in vain, to sculpt their bodies, both men and women 
can create the illusion of these desirable physical characteristics. Just like how 
women use make-up to enhance facial features, the clothing that you choose 
can accentuate these key attributes. An Armani suit is cut to create the illusion of 
a man's broad shoulders that tapers towards his waist. And without a doubt, 
women's fashion certainly focuses on creating and showing off her perfect .70. 
Tight jeans, spandex, and even leggings are not coincidental fashion choices. Of 
course, we are also all aware that men and women are increasingly turning to 
plastic surgery in an attempt to obtain that "perfect" figure.

Where Did These Face And Body Shape Preferences Come From? 
Some researchers argue that they evolved over the course of human history 

as a way of finding a good mate.[9] For men, this would be a young and fertile 
woman (which might be identified through big eyes and wide hips); for women 
-- a strong man with the ability to nurture and protect (which might be identified 
through big shoulders and strong cheekbones). Regardless of why these 
preferences started, many claim that the media and commercial industries 
perpetuate and add to these ideals through imagery in television shows, 
magazines advertisements, and music videos as a way of creating demand for 
their products. What is obvious is that these preferences clearly exist -- making 
some people hot, and others not.

Take Home Points

1. Both men and women prefer individuals who have symmetrical facial 
features and a general appearance of health.

2. Men are attracted to women with youthful facial features and a waist to 
hip ratio of .70. This is consistent across both time and culture.

3. Women are generally more attracted to men who have prominent 
cheekbones, square chins, and broad shoulders.

4. Researchers believe these preferences evolved because they were 
suggestive of good genes and therefore good mates.
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2. How Can I Tell If Someone Is Interested In Me? 
By: Debra Mashek

Imagine that you're out at a café enjoying your latte, muffin, and free Wi-Fi 
when you notice a hottie across the room staring at you and unsuccessfully 
stifling a smile. Sweet! Your new haircut is already paying off! That was a smile – 
he's obviously into you! Right? Or, maybe he's into that episode of The Family 
Guy playing on the TV mounted directly above your booth and is simply fighting 
the urge to laugh out loud (at the cartoon, not you). 

People don't typically go around flashing a Derek Zoolander-esque "Blue 
Steel" look, so deciphering romantic interest is a difficult endeavor. On the one 
hand, if you fail to notice someone's interest in you, you miss out on the high of 
realizing someone thinks you're all that, not to mention the missed opportunity 
to form a relationship with that person. On the other hand, if you incorrectly 
think someone is interested in you (what researchers refer to as a 'false positive'), 
you risk wasting valuable time and effort flashing your proverbial peacock 
feathers. You also open yourself up to the sting of rejection and embarrassment 
you might feel upon getting shot down after making your approach. "Hello...oh, 
you weren't really giving me a flirty face? Good talk." Ouch. Worse, 
misperceiving romantic or sexual interest plays a role in sexual harassment[1] 
and sexual assault.[2] That's a definite – and potentially illegal – ouch.

Is A Smile Just A Smile?
At least three factors complicate our ability to detect romantic interest. First, 

some situations are more ambiguous than others. If you go to a singles' event 
and someone smiles at you while making eye contact, chances are good that 
person is at least a little interested in you. However, that same eye contact and 
smile on the face of a waiter more likely signals, "May I take your order, 
please?" (and "please don't be stingy when tipping"). If you're trying to figure out 
whether someone is interested in you, take a moment or two to think through 
alternative explanations for the way the other person is behaving. As any social 
psychologist will tell you, people fundamentally underestimate the influence of 
the situation and overestimate the person's role. It's possible that the situation, 
not their hidden longing for you, is driving their behavior. 

Second, some people are easier to "read" than others. Some display their 
romantic intentions like a billboard with flashing neon lights (think Snooki on 
the Jersey Shore); others are much more subtle. In a clever test of individuals' 
abilities to judge the romantic interest of others, Place and colleagues[3] showed 
English-speaking participants short video clips of German-speaking speed-
daters. Study participants judged whether each person in the video was 
interested in his or her speed dating partner. (By using German-speaking 
'targets', the study participants couldn't use what the daters were actually saying 
to determine level of interest.) Importantly, the speed-daters had already 
provided information about their actual level of interest, which made it possible 
for the researchers to know how accurate the study participants were in 
predicting which of the speed-daters had expressed interest in their "date."
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Based on data from this study, men are more transparent with their romantic 
intentions than women (the drooling is a sure give-away). Observers more 
accurately predicted male interest in female interaction partners than they 
predicted female interest in male interaction partners. But-- and this is 
important-- observers were still far from perfect at predicting men's romantic 
interest. They mis-predicted interest 39% of the time (remember, a chimp 
flipping a coin should be correct 50% of the time). Thus, even though we're 
social animals who are wired to make sense of social situations, our romantic 
detection systems are imperfect at best. And, of course, there's an important 
caveat with the Place and colleagues' study: The outside observers made their 
evaluations of other people's videotaped dating interactions while sitting in the 
relatively quiet confines of a research lab. That's a different sort of task than 
trying to figure out, in the heat of the moment with the noise and distraction of 
other people, whether that hottie on the other side of the café is interested in 
you. That said, if you think a guy is expressing interest in you, you can trust your 
hunch a bit more than if you think a gal is expressing interest in you. (See Q4 for 
insight into why men may be more transparent in signaling interest than are 
women).

A third factor complicating our ability to know when others are interested in 
us is that some of us are better "people readers" than others. For example, in the 
speed-dating study, it turns out that study participants who were already in a 
romantic relationship made more accurate predictions about the actual interests 
of the speed-daters than did people who were single. That doesn't necessarily 
mean dating causes us to be more accurate perceivers, but it's perfectly 
reasonable to think that, given their clear ability to pair up with someone, those 
in relationships are better at identifying romantic interest. If you're trying to 
figure out if someone is checking you out, it might be a good idea to ask your 
friends-- especially friends who are already in relationships. If they're picking up 
on the same vibe you are, then squirt some Binaca and make your move.

Are There Any Clear-Cut "Signs" Of Romantic Interest?
Altogether, then, when trying to gauge someone's romantic interest, we know 

there are costs associated with guessing wrong, and we know a number of 
factors muddle the task of guessing correctly. So what's a guy or gal to do? Well, 
on the upside, research suggests some behaviors really do signal romantic 
interest. In one study, a bunch of guys were asked to evaluate photos of women 
who were displaying a range of different facial expressions, some that were 
meant to signal flirtation and others that were meant to be neutral.[4] Over 70% 
of the guys recognized a specific facial expression as signaling flirtation. The 
photos perceived as most flirtatious showed a woman with "head turned to one 
side, head tilted down slightly, a slight smile, and eyes turned forward (toward 
the implied target)". But, keep in mind, these were images of women posing, not 
photos of women out in the wild (or out in a social situation) actually trying to 
signal "come hither." This is important: just because a bunch of men think a 
particular face means "let's get it on" doesn't mean that's the message intended 
every time that look flashes across someone's face. It also points out something 
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to keep in mind about flirtation more generally. People flirt to create a sense of 
sexual interest in the target, but don't always have any intention of acting on that 
increased interest. Sometimes it's to see if you're interested, sometimes it's to toy 
with you, and sometimes it is just a way for the person doing the flirting to pass 
the time. 

In a nifty study evaluating the extent to which participants' self-ratings of 
interest in an interaction partner corresponded with their actual behaviors, 
Grammer and colleagues[5] videotaped and then "coded" (i.e., observed, 
analyzed, and categorized) the behaviors an individual displayed during an 
interaction and later asked that individual to indicate their degree of actual 
interest in the interaction partner. In other words, the researchers recorded 
individuals' while they had an opportunity to flirt, and then asked them to watch 
the recording and indicate when they were flirting. This method allowed the 
researchers to determine whether certain observable behaviors-- like a smile or a 
hair flip-- map onto people's actual interest. Although the behaviors that took 
place during the first few minutes of the 10-minute interaction didn't correlate 
with professed romantic interest, some behaviors observed later in the 
interaction did. For example, women who fussed with their clothing, tilted their 
head, smiled coyly, and used a lot of hand motions when speaking later reported 
being interested in the guy with whom they had interacted. The men who spent 
more time talking during the latter half of the interaction period reported greater 
romantic interest with their interaction partner.

So, yes, body language can signal important information. But, again, body 
language is ambiguous. In fact, scholars hypothesize this ambiguity serves a self-
protective factor in that it allows people to venture out in public again when an 
object of interest does not reciprocate that interest.[6] Basically you are putting 
yourself out there, but not all the way out there. If the target of your affection 
doesn't reciprocate you can easily play it off as them misperceiving your 
intentions. The take home point--we can rarely know for sure that someone is 
interested in us unless they walk up and say, "I'm interested in you."

"How You Doin'?" Are Opening Lines Effective?
That said, all is not lost: you can opt to signal loud and clear that you are 

interested in someone else. How? Well, holding in mind the imperfections of the 
nonverbal mode of communication, give words a try (augmented with some 
batting eye lashes and asymmetrical grins, as you see fit). In one study, 
participants read stories about men approaching women and evaluated the 
likely effectiveness of the different "chat up lines" the men used.[7] Male and 
female participants thought the most successful lines would be those that 
demonstrated personal qualities (e.g., generosity and helpfulness) and cultural 
competence (e.g., discussing paintings or music). Participants predicted that the 
men would fail miserably when directly requesting sex or attempting to use 
sexual humor. So, guys, skip the Flintstones jokes about "making your bed rock," 
and try, instead, to show your sweet and sophisticated side. 

In a similar study, Wade and colleagues[8] asked men to evaluate the 
effectiveness of a bunch of opening-lines women had said they might use to 
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indicate interest. According to the men in the study, there are several opening 
lines women can use that would be particularly effective: directly asking a man 
on a date, hinting at a date, giving a man her phone number/requesting a call, or 
trying to find out what things they may share in common. So, gals, here are 
some lines you can try: "Want to hang out this weekend?," "You should come 
down to the bar with us," "Call me: 867-5309, the name's Jenny" and "You're a 
Gleek, too?! We should watch next week's episode together." In a nutshell, 
women are looking for signs of a good partner; men are looking for someone 
interested.

Conclusions
Unfortunately, we can't mate with everyone (oh, how exhausting that would 

be!) and thus must spend our valuable-- and limited-- mating resources on 
partners who are most likely to be receptive to our efforts. We figure out who 
those others are by paying attention to their displays of interest and being 
accurate in our interpretations of those displays. And, of course, potential 
partners are paying attention to us and the vibe or flirty faces we are putting out 
there. So, while we can gain useful information by monitoring non-verbal 
signals, there's a lot to be said for directly saying what's on your mind. 

Take Home Points

1. At least three factors complicate the task of figuring out whether others are 
romantically interested in us: some situations call for behavior that, in other 
situations, might be considered flirtations; some people are easier to read than 
others, and some of us are just better than others at reading other people.

2. Although some nonverbal signals are clearly interpreted as flirtatious, it is 
not clear that every time someone gives "the look" she or he is asking you to 
come hither.

3. Rather than trying to rely on nonverbal communication as the sole tool for 
deciphering or signaling romantic interest, use your words.

References

[1] Johnson, C. B., Stockdale, M. S., & Saal, F. E. (1991). Persistence of men's 
misperceptions of friendly cues across a variety of interpersonal encounters. 
Psychology of Women Quarterly, 15, 463–475.

[2] Abbey, A., McAuslan, P., & Ross, L. T. (1998). Sexual assault perpetration 
by college men: The role of alcohol, misperception of sexual intent, and sexual 
beliefs and experiences. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 17, 167-195.

[3] Place, S. S., Todd, P. M., Penke, L., & Askenforpf, J. B. (2009). The ability 
to judge the romantic interest of others. Psychological Science, 20, 22-26. 



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 14

[4] Canterberry, M., Gillath, O., & Rosenberg, E. L. (2011). The FACS of 
flirting: Evidence for a specific female flirting expression. In M. Canterberry 
(Chair), Cues and strategies for communicating interest in romantic relationship 
initiation. Symposium conducted at Society for Personality and Social 
Psychology, San Antonio, TX.

[5] Grammer, K., Kruck, K., Juette, A., & Fink, B. (2000). Non-verbal behavior 
as courtship signals: the role of control and choice in selecting partners. 
Evolution and Human Behavior, 21, 371-390.

[6] Whitty, M. T. (2004). Cyber-flirting: An examination of men's and 
women's flirting behaviour both offline and on the internet. Behaviour Change, 
21, 115-126. 

[7] Bale, C., Morrison, R., & Caryl, P. G. (2006). Chat-up lines as male sexual 
displays. Personality and Individual Differences, 40(4), 655-664.

[8] Wade, T., Butrie, L. K., & Hoffman, K. M. (2009). Women's direct opening 
lines are perceived as most effective. Personality and Individual Differences, 47, 
145-149.

Dig Deeper

Johnson, C. B., Stockdale, M. S., & Saal, F. E. (1991). Persistence of men's 
misperceptions of friendly cues across a variety of interpersonal encounters. 
Psychology of Women Quarterly, 15, 463–475.

Place, S. S., Todd, P. M., Penke, L., & Askenforpf, J. B. (2009). The ability to 
judge the romantic interest of others. Psychological Science, 20, 22-26. 



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 15

3. What's The Best Way To Meet Someone?
By: Benjamin Le

The majority of this book focuses on things that happen after you've paired 
off with someone. However, the fact of the matter is that you need to actually 
meet one or more potential romantic partners before a relationship can develop. 
So, where, and how, do people tend to meet their future mates? Rather than 
simply provide a top ten list of the general locations where individuals meet 
others (e.g., at the library, through friends, or on a runaway bus), let's discuss the 
basic psychological principles that are at play during initial encounters. 
Understanding these principles will allow you to understand the best places to 
find a partner with whom you will be compatible (i.e., someone you will find 
attractive for the long haul). 

They're Right Under Your Nose
You might think that you need to travel the globe, searching high and low for 

your true love. Although that would be fun, and we don't want to discourage 
any potential globe-trotting, chances are that your soulmate (or evening-mate, as 
the case may be) is right under your nose. At the most basic level, physical 
closeness leads to psychological closeness. You have to interact with a person to 
have a relationship with him or her, and being in each other's space ups the 
chances of having an interaction. As a result, potential partners are really all 
around you-- in your neighborhood, in one of your classes, in your church, or in 
a cubical down the hall. And, not surprisingly, the less distant they are from you, 
the more you will interact with them (it is no wonder that couples move in 
together.).

Not only does physical proximity increase the odds of meeting and 
interacting with someone, but just seeing a person a lot can lead you to like 
them more. Ever notice how ubiquitous Coke and Pepsi signs are? Advertisers try 
to increase liking for their products simply by having people see them more. This 
is a well-known phenomenon in psychology known as the "mere exposure 
effect";[1] in other words, merely being exposed to something can make you like 
it more. Interestingly, the mere exposure effect is especially powerful when you 
are not actually aware that a particular person or object is in fact more 
frequently seen. One study demonstrated this by having four women (who were 
"confederates," or accomplices of the experimenters, and were pretested to be of 
similar attractiveness) sit in on a college course that was held in a large lecture 
hall.[2] Each of the women attended the class a different number of times (0, 5, 
10, or 15 visits). At the end of the semester, the students in the class were shown 
pictures of the four women and asked to make several judgments about them. 
Even though members of the class did not necessarily recognize one woman 
more than another, the students thought the women that were in the class more 
frequently were more attractive (even though they didn't necessarily remember 
seeing them!). In short, the girl (or guy) next door will have a competitive 
advantage in winning your heart because you are likely to see that person more 
often. Like a fungus, she (or he) is going to grow on you whether you realize it or 
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not. 

Go to the Places You Typically Go
Physical proximity doesn't just promote attraction; we also happen to share 

characteristics with people who are in our vicinity. This similarity is also very 
important.[3] Think of it this way: You probably chose your particular college, 
job, or place to live for the same reason that others did. Generally speaking, 
"birds of a feather flock together," and the bulk of the research on this topic 
indicates that individuals are attracted to those who are similar in beliefs, 
personality, and demographic characteristics such as family background.[4] 
Collectively, these two factors (proximity and similarity) explain why so many 
celebrities date each other: they are in the same place (movie sets, studios, 
eating at The Ivy) and they have a lot in common (money, good looks, 
narcissism, paparazzi induced rage). 

So what does this have to do with where you are likely to meet potential 
mates? Clearly, to meet a similar partner, you need to frequent those places 
where those similar to you will congregate. If you are into GTL (gym, tanning, 
and laundry), perhaps you should spend your summers at the Jersey Shore where 
others share similar priorities. Likewise, clubs or groups that support the things 
about which you are passionate, as well as church or other community 
organizations, would be a good starting place.

Your Friends And Family Know Best
Also, don't overlook the importance of the role that friends and family play 

during the early stages of relationships. The connections you have with others 
through your "social network" (a la the six degrees of Kevin Bacon game) refers 
to social proximity--people that are not necessarily physically close to you, but 
are close to you through connections (think two degrees of separation rather 
than six).[5] In fact, roughly half of all relationships begin when individuals are 
introduced to each other by a mutual acquaintance, and two out of three people 
know members of their partners' social networks prior to meeting the partner.[6] 
Furthermore, these proportions are similar for both males and females; which 
means that both sexes rely on their social networks as a means of initiating their 
romantic relationships. Maybe Mark Zuckerberg is on to something...

Friendship and family networks serve as an important source of potential 
mates for a variety of reasons. Mathematically, the field of eligibles grows 
exponentially when considering those individuals that are known by friends and 
family (remember the saying that "when you sleep with someone, you sleep with 
everyone that person has slept with too"-- the field of eligibles is sort of the same 
thing, but in a good way). In addition, beyond the power of increased numbers, 
social networks may take an active role in selecting particularly suitable mates. 
They encourage partnerships that they see as good matches, and may filter out 
poor mate choices. This obviously works when you and your matchmakers want 
similar things in a mate, but is more problematic when your mom or friends 
want you to date only lawyers whereas you prefer struggling musicians. Luckily 
there is an added bonus if you do meet someone through your social networks: 
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the support for relationships provided by social networks may be crucial for 
relationship development and success (see also Q24).[7] In short, odds are that 
your next relationship partner is a friend of a friend or knows a member of your 
family. Your social network is an invaluable resource in introducing you to 
potential mates and for screening that pool of individuals to exclude undesirable 
or incompatible partners. The moral of this story: If you don't like your current 
pool of dating partners, it might be time to get some new friends. It may be their 
fault you're single.

* * *

So far, the answer to the question of "where's the best place to meet 
someone?" might seem somewhat obvious. Potential partners are in close 
proximity, within the same social circles that you travel, and they are out there 
doing the same activities as you. Next, we'd like to highlight something that's a 
bit less obvious, and has to do with the particular places that one might look for 
partners (e.g., at dance clubs versus libraries): How does the energy-level, or 
psychological and physical arousal, of a particular situation impact attraction 
and relationship initiation?

Arousal, eh? Now get your mind out of the gutter, what scientists mean by 
"arousal" is somewhat different than the sexual arousal you may be thinking 
about, although, as you'll see, the two are linked in interesting ways. When we 
say "arousal," we are referring to general things like alertness, engagement, and a 
heightened level of physical activity, such as an elevated heart rate. For example, 
you experienced arousal if you were cowering in your seat while watching 
"Paranormal Activity" compared to watching "Hannah Montana" (please tell us 
you were not watching a lot of Hannah Montana-- that may be why you're 
single). The cowering is due to arousal. It turns out that you are primed to be 
attracted to people you meet when you are experiencing higher levels of 
arousal, especially when you don't even know it. 

Love On A Bridge
Imagine that you're out hiking in beautiful Vancouver, British Columbia and 

you come to a bridge that you must cross to reach the other side of the canyon. 
But, this isn't just any bridge. This particular bridge is straight out of an Indiana 
Jones movie: it is shaky and wobbly, longer than a football field, and is swaying 
20 stories high in the air over a river chock-full of jagged rocks and anacondas 
(okay, we made up that last part about the snakes). As you cross the bridge you 
meet an experimenter who shows you an ambiguous picture and asks you to tell 
a story about what might be taking place in that scene. As you finish your 
response, the experimenter gives you his/her phone number in case you "have 
any questions about the study" and you continue on your way. Meanwhile, 
further down the anaconda-infested river, other participants did the same thing 
and talked to the same experimenter while crossing a sturdy and wide bridge 
that was only 10 feet above the water. 

The psychologists who conducted this experiment, Donald Dutton and 
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Arthur Aron,[8] wanted to see if the shaky bridge led the males in their study to 
express greater attraction to the female experimenter. Before we get to the 
findings, really imagine yourself crossing the shaky bridge...you feel a bit 
nervous and unsure of yourself, your heart is beating, your stomach feels a bit 
queasy, and you are sweating just a bit-- the fear of plunging to your death has a 
way of doing that. This physiological response is likely a reasonable reaction for 
a bridge crossing, but it also sounds an awful lot like a first date. Dutton and 
Aron speculated that walking across the bridge created a sense of arousal that 
participants would mistakenly believe was caused by the experimenter, rather 
than the physical environment ("Why is my heart racing? I must love you!"). Sure 
enough, they discovered that males who crossed the shaky bridge were actually 
more likely to call the experimenter (ostensibly because they were attracted to 
her) than the males who crossed the sturdy bridge. Moreover, those same shaky-
bridge guys wrote stories that contained more sexual content than those who 
crossed the sturdy bridge. They interpreted these findings as evidence that the 
guys on the shaky bridge misattributed the arousal caused by the shaky bridge to 
the experimenter-- putting their minds in the gutter and making them more likely 
to pursue her.

So, what does this have to do with where you should meet partners? Clearly 
you should stalk the nearest old bridge and wait until a viable partner meanders 
across. Or, more broadly, you may want to seek out situations that have an 
element of physical and psychological arousal compared to less active, yet fun 
activities. The "chemistry" you feel with your rock climbing partner will certainly 
be more intense than with members of your book club. Activities such as 
dancing, sports, and outdoor adventures, especially those where you have to 
work closely and cooperatively with the potential partner, have a much better 
chance of yielding attraction, and would be a great place to spark a relationship.

* * *

Finally, we can't talk about places to meet others without addressing how 
recent technological advancements have affected relationship initiation. Does 
speed dating work? What about meeting with online matchmaking services? The 
best way to answer these questions is to consider the extent to which proximity, 
similarity, social networks, and arousal are represented in these methods of 
meeting others. 

In terms of proximity, speed dating does bring potential partners into physical 
proximity with each other, if only for a very brief and isolated time period. 
Likewise, internet dating sites forego physical proximity for virtual proximity. 
Neither of these avenues seem to harness the power of the mere exposure effect, 
which require repeated contact. Although perhaps Facebook's insistence that 
you friend your friend's friend (two other people you know are friends with him/
her!) could work in a mere exposure type of way.

As far as similarity, it's unclear that speed dating betters one's chances of 
meeting similar others, except that the sheer number of people one meets while 
speed dating might create a better chance of stumbling across similar others (at 
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least similar others who will try meeting others through speed dating!). Of 
course, speed dating or dating sites can use particular criteria as a way of 
narrowing the field to only those with a certain interest or demographic, such as 
JDate.com (a dating service for Jewish singles) and Cupidtino.com (a site for 
enthusiasts of Macs and other Apple products). Likewise, more sophisticated 
dating sites will use demographic and psychological dimensions (e.g., 
personality) as criteria for suggesting partners; similarity is likely to be a key 
factor in these equations.

At one level, dating sites and speed dating both offer an alternative to 
traditional social networks as a means of introducing you to potential partners. If 
social networks are important for simply broadening your field of possible 
mates, internet and/or speed dating likely can accomplish the same thing. 
However, these alternate methods may lack the "personal touch" that facilitates 
existing social network's insight into your relationships. Friends, roommates, and 
family are still likely to know you better than do online matchmaking and speed 
dating services. Furthermore, they provide support for those relationships they 
approve of, which is associated with relationship longevity. However, as these 
technologies evolve they may begin to be as well informed and develop 
mechanisms to provide relationship support.

Finally, is speed dating exciting and arousing? It likely is, with the movement 
around the room, time constraints on the interactions, and the overall 
atmosphere that is created at these events. However, it is not clear that sitting on 
your sofa using your laptop to surf for potential mates is that exciting, but those 
cat videos your mom keeps sending to you are pretty cute so at least there is 
that.

Conclusion
Hopefully this chapter has helped you augment your "Meet-a-Mate" toolbox 

with several strategies that have empirical support. The implementation is up to 
you. Will you take advantage of arousal by looking to strike up conversations 
with sweaty potential partners at the gym? Will you consider similarity more 
heavily when looking for matches on your online dating site? Will you use the 
powers of Facebook to poke a friend of a friend? Or will you merely expose 
yourself (in a socially acceptable, non-Pee Wee Herman, way) to a field of 
eligibles? In any case, meeting someone is a crucial first step toward establishing 
a happy and meaningful relationship.

Take Home Points

1. We tend to like people/things that we see often; this is known as the "mere 
exposure effect."

2. Similarity is associated with liking; there is much empirical support for the 
saying "birds of a feather flock together."

3. A large number of people are introduced to their mates through friends 



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 20

and family, and social networks are a powerful way of increasing the range of 
people you meet.

4. The psychological arousal caused by fear and physical activity (e.g., heart 
racing, sweaty palms) can be misattributed as attraction for other people; 
meeting people in locations that promote arousal will lead to greater 
interpersonal "chemistry."
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Section 2: Love

"I Love You"...Few combinations of words carry as much weight and 
significance. Simply put, they can make or break a relationship. Mutual 
proclamations can be a glorious life-changing event, but nothing is as awkward 
(or potentially devastating) as an unreciprocated "I Love You." Yet, for all of its 
significance in romantic relationships, love remains a very vague concept. Type 
in the word "love" in any internet search engine and you'll be provided with a 
list of over 4.3 billion hits, with very few of those providing the same definition. 
A regular topic of poems, songs, movies, gossip, and so on, we are a species 
fascinated by the idea and importance of love. In this chapter, we explore if we 
are really meant to love just one person, the purpose of love, whether love 
blinds us to reality, and whether love lasts forever.
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4. Are We Meant To Be Monogamous?
By: Lorne Campbell

It feels like almost every day we hear about famous celebrities, politicians, 
and athletes that have been caught having sex with someone other than their 
spouses or dating partners. These people are generally criticized for their 
questionable, even immoral, behavior, but rarely are we shocked to hear that 
people cheat. Okay, that Hugh Grant incident back in 1995 was a bit surprising. 
But was anyone surprised that Jude Law was being less than faithful? Or that 
Tiger Woods was prowling around with women who weren't his wife? Or that 
Jessica Simpson was rumored to enjoy the company of other men when married 
to Nick Lachey? Or that Kobe Bryant was playing forward for the adultery all-
stars? In light of this evidence, the title of this chapter asks a very important 
question—are humans meant to be monogamous? Or, as Will Smith asked in his 
song Chasing Forever: "Is monogamy a monoga-must?"

The answer to this question is not straightforward. Research does suggest that 
although a lot of people are not monogamous, the majority of people do remain 
faithful to their partners. Any answer to the question therefore needs to address 
the conditions that make it more likely for some people to cheat on their 
partners but others to keep their zippers securely fastened. In fact, monogamy, or 
the practice of having a single mate during a period of time, seems to be a dying 
trend in modern American society. In many surveys, around 30% of both men 
and women in committed long-term relationships report that they have cheated 
on their partners at least once.[1] Perhaps more surprisingly, 2-10% of males are 
being "cuckolded." That's not nearly as fun or funny as it sounds. Being 
"cuckolded" basically means that these men are unknowingly raising children 
they believe to be their own genetic off-spring, but are not.[2] On a global scale, 
infidelity is the most frequently cited reason for divorce across cultures.[3] 

Is Monogamy The Best Evolutionary Strategy?
Recent theorizing and research in evolutionary psychology—a field of 

psychology that believes that a) our most basic instinct is to pass on our genes, 
and b) much of the stuff we do today is a result of what made us best able to 
pass on our genes in our distant human past—provides one such answer. 
According to Robert Trivers' parental investment theory,[4] differences in how 
much time and effort men and women invest in the production of children can 
explain the types of mating strategies that men and women are more likely to 
use. When it comes to procreation, a male's minimal contribution can take as 
little as a few minutes and a teaspoon of sperm. Women, on the other hand, at 
the very least must invest over nine months of gestation and experience the pain 
and potential medical complications associated with childbirth. What's more, 
while a woman is spending nine months carrying her child, the father still has 
the capacity to share his teaspoon and few quality minutes with other women. 
Based on these differences in minimal parental investment, Trivers suggested that 
women should prefer long-term committed relationships and be fairly choosy 
when selecting mates because of the high costs involved in becoming pregnant 
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(and even higher costs if she raises the child herself). According to the theory, 
men, on the other hand, should look for multiple mating opportunities and be 
less choosy when seeking mates (i.e., have lower standards) because mating 
opportunities usually have fewer costs associated with them.

Gender Differences In Monogamy
This theory partly answers the question "Are We Meant To Be Monogamous?" 

for women, but for men, maybe not. According to parental investment theory, 
men should be expected to cheat more often than women because seeking 
multiple sexual partners should result in more children. This simple answer, 
however, is somewhat insufficient when considering heterosexual relationships. 
It takes two to tango: when a man cheats on his partner, it means a woman has 
agreed to have sex with him. A "choosy" female looking for a long-term 
relationship should not be having sex with a man committed to another woman. 
Unless there are only a handful of women satiating the sexual desires of a large 
pool of men (e.g., prostitutes), it is obvious that women cheat as well. But why 
would women forego monogamy? Recent work by Steven Gangestad and Jeffry 
Simpson addresses this conundrum.[5] They rightly point out that not all men 
have the looks and buying power of Brad Pitt or Johnny Depp – meaning that a 
lot of men would be hard-pressed to find a lot of women willing to have sex 
with them. They also point out that not all women are looking for a guy with lots 
of money to settle down with, and that some women may be more interested in 
the quality of the men's genes inside his jeans. Specifically, some women may 
forgo the long-term security provided by a relationship with an average partner 
and take advantage of short-term opportunities to be with especially high quality 
men with "good genes". This interesting idea allows us to predict with greater 
certainty when women will stray and when they will stay faithful. 

A lot of recent research shows that men with good genes (e.g., they're 
attractive and healthy) tend to be highly desired by women as sexual partners. 
These men tend to have more symmetrical physical features, meaning the left 
side of their body more closely mirrors the right side of their body. No need to 
worry though; you can leave your protractor and calipers safely at home. While 
you may not notice a person's symmetry, your perceptions of their physical 
attractiveness are closely related to perceptions of symmetry. Women have even 
rated the scent of more symmetrical men as more appealing than the scent of 
less symmetrical men, highlighting another way to tell the difference between 
men with "good genes" and "ok genes". Symmetrical men are more self-
confident and compete more directly with other men to win the affections of 
women.[5] More symmetrical men are also more likely to have sex with women 
that are already in long-term relationships, meaning that some women satisfy 
their sexual desires outside of their relationships with men that have "good 
genes". There is a twist to these findings that is particularly fascinating—women 
are only more attracted to more symmetrical men when they are ovulating, or 
when sexual encounters have a greater likelihood of resulting in pregnancy. If 
women are primarily attracted to the quality of the genes these men possess, 
then it makes sense for them to be aroused by more symmetrical men when they 
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can best take advantage of these "good genes" (i.e., during peak fertility) and 
pass them on to their children.

Conclusion 
It is possible to conclude, therefore, that some people are destined to be 

monogamous, if not by their own choice then by the choices of others. Men 
with "good genes" are simply more desirable as sexual partners, and thus are 
more likely to be successful at locating multiple partners over time than other 
men. Men that have "ok genes" or "bad genes" will be more successful when 
directing their energies towards creating and maintaining monogamous 
relationships. Whereas most women may be more comfortable seeking long-
term romantic bonds, there are women who find the allure of men with "good 
genes" too irresistible, particularly when they are ovulating.[6] Mind you, 
psychologists don't think that people go out and cheat because they think to 
themselves, "this is going to help me maximize the number and quality of my 
offspring" (not to mention that this makes for an awkwardly worded online 
dating profile). Rather, the instinct to pass on our genes has evolved into certain 
tendencies -- namely our tendency to engage in a mating strategy that is best 
given who we have to compete against and who is available to us as partners. 
Ultimately, this suggests that we all have the capacity to be monogamous, or 
not. 

Take Home Points

1. There is a lot of cheating going on, but still most people are faithful to their 
spouses.

2. Evolutionary psychology suggests that men may be able to maximize the 
number of children they have (genes they pass on) by having sex with lots of 
people.

3. Women may find certain men (the good-looking ones) even more 
attractive when they are ovulating—perhaps because they want the 'good-
looking' genes to pass on to potential offspring.

4. It seems there may be some incentive for humans to mate with different 
(attractive) people. 
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5. What Is The Purpose Of Love?
By: Lorne Campbell

According to ancient Greek philosophers, including Socrates, the world 
would descend into chaos if it were not for love. Modern day philosophers such 
as the Beatles are in complete agreement, singing that All You Need is Love. Love 
is what motivated Romeo Montague and Juliet Capulet to stay together despite 
the fact that their families were sworn enemies. If you have not read 
Shakespeare (or seen the movie), this is a spoiler alert: the love Romeo and Juliet 
shared ultimately resulted in their deaths as their families resolutely forbade 
them to be with each other: they chose death over not being with the person 
they each loved! Clearly, love is very important and powerful – powerful enough 
to make lovers sacrifice their own lives. 

Scientists agree that love is important in our lives and it is also an incredible 
motivator of behaviour. Indeed, an analysis of 166 societies by Jankowiak and 
Fischer[1] concluded that romantic love is found worldwide, and, interestingly, 
over 90% of everyone in the world will marry at least once during their lives.[2] 
Yet, despite its prevalence and importance, scientists have rarely agreed on 
exactly what is love. Ellen Berscheid, one of the most prominent researchers to 
investigate love, lamented this fact when she asked and answered a simple yet 
important question: "How many meanings does the word 'love' have? 
Legion."[3] Legion (adjective): great in number (Merriam-Webster Dictionary). 
On a philosophical level, this is problematic: If love truly has an infinite number 
of meanings, then it ceases to be meaningful. If it is everything, then it runs the 
risk of being nothing. Yet, we know, and relationship science knows, that it is 
more than nothing. Romeo and Juliet didn't commit double-suicide for nothing! 
Which brings us back to the original question...

What Is The Purpose Of Love?
There is a growing consensus among researchers from different academic 

disciplines that love, at least romantic love (see Q7), evolved in humans to help 
keep parents together, which increases the chances that any children they had 
would survive.[4] In this scenario, one parent can feed the kid while the other 
fights the sabre-toothed tigers. Think about it: human babies have very large but 
underdeveloped brains and small, relatively weak bodies, meaning that they are 
completely dependent on caregivers for their survival. A baby abandoned in the 
woods would not survive despite being cared for by wolves (Mowgli from The 
Jungle Book being the rare exception). Two parents, at least in ancestral times, 
were in a better position to keep their kids alive. Even today, when infants 
receive care from both parents over their childhood, they tend to have better 
health, are less likely to die in childhood, and have a higher standard of living in 
their adult years compared to when they receive care from only one parent.[5] 
Thus, the survival of our species relied on our ancestors falling in love and 
forming relatively long-term committed relationships. Put another way, love 
appears to be the fuel that motivates us to maintain our relationships.
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Nonverbal Signals Make Us Feel Loved

Building on the idea that love is a commitment device, Gian Gonzaga and 
his colleagues[6] suggest that love promotes commitment to one person in the 
presence of many possible alternative partners. Expressing love in various ways 
(e.g., telling your partner you love her or him, providing help and support for 
your partner, or gazing into your partner's eyes and smiling), communicates to 
your partner that you are committed to your relationship. This is a good thing; 
we all need a little reassurance every now and then. 

If you are in love right now, try this thought experiment. Sit back, close your 
eyes, and think of your partner. Think of when you met your partner, the 
excitement you felt as you fell in love, and the comfort you feel when in his or 
her arms. When researchers asked women in love to do a similar visualization 
task, the women displayed head nods and what are called Duchenne smiles, or 
smiles that cannot be faked because they involve the cooperation of many 
muscles.[7] Interestingly, people can determine how much love their partners 
feel for them based on how often their partners display behaviours such as 
Duchenne smiles and head nods. When we are in love we spontaneously, and 
often unconsciously, express our feelings to our partners in very subtle ways, 
and they in turn feel loved. Another fascinating result of this study was that the 
oxytocin levels (or what some call the "love hormone") in the women's blood 
increased after thinking of their partner. Oxytocin is a hormone that evokes 
feelings of contentment, reductions in anxiety, and feelings of calmness and 
security when we are around a mate. Simply thinking of the person you love can 
have a calming effect, making you feel committed for the long haul. 

Love Means I Have Eyes For You Only
We may communicate our love to our partners, and they may be the source 

of oxytocin spikes that make us feel warm and fuzzy, but does love prevent the 
eyes from wandering to check out other attractive people? Sunglasses were 
invented for a reason! We are exposed to many, many beautiful and successful 
people every day, whether it be in person, on television, the internet, or in print 
media. Being reminded of all these possible alternatives to our current partner 
can have a negative effect on our feelings toward our partners. For example, 
men feel less love for their partners after looking at pictures of Playboy models,
[8] and women are less enchanted with their partners after viewing pictures of 
successful and ambitious men.[9] Maybe you shouldn't have your boyfriend 
watch America's Next Top Model with you, or have your girlfriend watch sports 
with all of those rich successful athletes. So how do people in relationships 
focus their attention away from these potential alternatives? 

Love also motivates individuals to approach their intimate partner and move 
away from tempting alternative partners –a very good thing (your future children 
think so at least). First, individuals in love seem to perceive the physical beauty 
of people other than their partners less positively than do single individuals. If 
you show pictures of attractive men and women to a group of your friends, odds 
are your single friends will think the opposite sex people (if they are 
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heterosexual) in the pictures are hot. Your partnered friends, however, will likely 
be less smitten. Being in a loving, committed relationship seems to make people 
distort perceptions of physical reality, helping them think their partners are so 
much better looking than everyone else's partners.[11] Love seems to make you 
think your partner is better looking, increasing your commitment levels.

When in love, individuals are able to quickly shift their attention away from 
attractive opposite sex others to focus on something else. Imagine that you are 
viewing a lot of pictures of attractive opposite sex people on the internet, and 
you control how fast you click through the images. If you are in love, you will 
most likely spend less time looking at each picture than you would if you are 
single.[11] Recent research even suggests that people in relationships can 
automatically shift their attention away from attractive opposite sex others 
presented on a computer screen so that they can engage in a very boring, but 
not relationship threatening, decision making task ("is this a circle or square?").
[12] When in love, you only have eyes for your partner. 

Conclusion
Research is consistent with the idea that love is a type of commitment device. 

When in love, we are drawn to our partners and show our affections, often in 
very subtle ways. Importantly, when you express your love to your partner, they 
feel loved in return. People in love also derogate, or put down, the appeal of 
opposite sex people that are not their partners, and do not spend too much time 
checking out alternative partners. Love has a way of keeping people focused on 
each other, which keeps them together longer. "All you need is love, love. Love 
is all you need."

Take Home Points

1. Scientists do not agree on what love is, but do agree that it is a powerful 
motivator that exists in all known cultures.

2. We express our love of our partners both intentionally (saying "I love you") 
and unintentionally (smiling when we think about our partners).

3. Love increases our feelings of commitment to our partners.
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6. Is Love Really Blind? 
By: Lisa Neff

Dear Diary: Couldn't be more happy. Am involved with most wonderful 
person ever. Brilliant, funny, sophisticated, and gorgeous to boot. Am certain 
new partner will never engage in dysfunctional, annoying behaviors in manner 
of ex-partners. Cannot imagine a more perfect person. 

All of us have probably been there. Granted, maybe you didn't record your 
incessant gushing in a diary stashed away under your pillow, but you've had 
these types of feelings before. At the beginning of a relationship, your new love 
interest can do no wrong. All those quirky things your partner does are 
endearing and fabulous. Such idealization isn't only true in dating relationships; 
Newlyweds tend to put their partners on a pedestal as well. They don't call it 
"newlywed bliss" for nothing. At the beginning of a marriage, newlyweds are 
deeply in love, describe their partners in extremely positive terms, and 
demonstrate unbridled optimism about the future of the marriage.[1] Talk to any 
newlywed couple and they will tell you: sure, they know the statistics, they 
know other couples have problems, but not them – they couldn't be happier. It 
can even be a bit nauseating to hear. So, in those euphoric early stages of a 
relationship, many people have a tendency to idealize their partners a bit, 
suggesting there might actually be some truth to the old adage that love is blind. 
After all, recognizing that love messes with our perceptions is still the only 
legitimate explanation for the Jesse James/Sandra Bullock romance and why 
anyone finds Flavor Flav, Gary Busey, Courtney Love, or Carrot Top endearing. 
But the truly important question is whether having this idealized view of your 
partner is really good for a relationship over time. 

Are Satisfying, Healthy Relationships Based On A Love That Is Blind?
Shakespeare was on to something: researchers have found that holding 

idealized views of your partner not only leads to greater relationship happiness, 
but also may be critical for maintaining a long-term relationship.[2] Specifically, 
if you have an idealized view of your partner, this may benefit the relationship in 
two ways. First, believing all those wonderful things about your partner should 
make you feel secure in your decision to be with that person – "my partner really 
is the 'right' one." Second, if you idealize your partner, you most likely will be 
providing your partner with all kinds of positive feedback– "honey, you are so 
brilliant and beautiful." As a result, your partner may develop higher self-esteem 
and feel more confident and secure about your love. 

It turns out that the happiest couples don't always view their relationships in 
the most accurate manner. Happy couples often exhibit something known as 
"relationship superiority", reporting that their relationships have more positive 
aspects and fewer negative aspects than do the relationships of most others.[3] 
Other research suggests that the happiest individuals may even hold "positive 
illusions" about their relationship partners. In fact, some studies have found that 
in lasting relationships, individuals often view their partners more positively than 
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partners view themselves.[2] In other words, these studies suggest that 
relationships will be most successful if Katie believes Tom to be an even kinder, 
sexier, more dependable, and more talented person than Tom considers himself 
to be. In other words, individuals in happy relationships tend to put a positive 
spin on their partners' qualities, and, as a result, may end up seeing their 
partners somewhat inaccurately. 

Should We Deceive Ourselves Into Believing Our Partner Is Perfect?
So that's it? If we want to have a happy relationship, we should all idealize 

our partners and gloss over those less-than-perfect qualities our partners may 
have? Basically, we should lie to ourselves? Not so fast! Not everyone agrees that 
positive illusions are good for a relationship.[4] You may just be setting yourself 
up for a fall when you put your partner on a pedestal. It might be better to start 
off a relationship, particularly a marriage, with a clear and accurate view of who 
your partner is so that you may be less surprised by and better able to cope with 
your partner's negative qualities as they inevitably surface in the relationship. 
And let's face it-- at some point you are likely to become painfully aware of your 
partner's inability to put dirty clothes in the hamper or to show up to events on 
time. If your love is based on the false premise that your partner is perfect, your 
love probably won't last very long once you are forced to confront the 
proverbial skeletons that keep finding a way out of the closet. 

Or consider this: if your partner is idealizing you, you might be in the 
uncomfortable position of having to live up to expectations that you are just 
unable or unwilling to confirm. And worse, you might question whether your 
partner really loves you or simply an "ideal" image of you. Imagine your partner 
praises your cooking abilities, yet every time you attempt to make a romantic 
meal for the two of you, it turns out to be a disaster of Bridget Jones proportions. 
You know, the soup that inexplicably came out blue, the charred steak that 
hardly resembles meat...you get the picture. If your partner is idealizing your 
abilities under these circumstances, you may begin to wonder if your partner 
even knows you at all. 

While some people do show positive illusions in relationships, some studies 
have found that the most satisfied spouses do not idealize their partners, but 
rather view their partners fairly accurately.[4] These studies indicate that 
relationship happiness is greater when individuals agree with their partners' own 
views of their particular traits and abilities. Importantly, couples seem to be 
happier even when agreeing with the partners' self-views means seeing the 
partner in a negative light. For instance, if Tom believes himself to be lacking in 
social skills, this research suggests the relationship will be more successful if 
Katie also believes that Tom lacks in social skills. This perspective argues, then, 
that individuals need to have some truthful awareness of who their partners are 
and what qualities they possess. 

What Kinds Of Relationship Perceptions Make For Satisfying Relationships? 
Which is it? Should we idealize our partners or should we have a more 

accurate view of them, even if this means seeing them in a more negative light? 
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Is this one of those annoying "it depends" kinds of answer? Well, sort of, in that 
the answer is that both perspectives are true—it is just the when that depends. 
The happiest, healthiest relationships are based on an element of accuracy and 
an element of positive illusions or "blindness".[5] It is best to be accurate in your 
views of your partners' specific traits and abilities, while at the same time 
idealizing your partners' overall worth as a person. When it comes to things like 
organizational skills or social skills, having an accurate view of your partner will 
allow you to better predict events in your relationship (e.g., you won't expect 
your partner to be the life of the party if you recognize that he/she is a little 
socially awkward) and should make your partner feel more understood in the 
relationship. When it comes to broad qualities, though, like how kind and 
wonderful your partner is, a bit of idealization may help both of you feel more 
secure in the relationship. Newlyweds who both idealize their partners' overall 
qualities and have an accurate view of their partners' specific traits and abilities 
provide better support to one another and are less likely to divorce in the early 
years of marriage! After all, isn't that what we all want?: A partner who 
understands that we may not be the most organized person in the world, or that 
we certainly won't have our cooking skills revered on the Food Network 
anytime soon, but who loves us anyway. 

Conclusion
Is love blind? Not exactly. True love may involve recognizing your partner's 

specific strengths and weakness and loving your partner in spite of (or perhaps 
because of) those imperfections. 

Take Home Points

1. We often idealize our partners at the beginning of a relationship and think 
our relationship is better than the relationships of most others (relationship 
superiority).

2. Idealization has some pitfalls, however, as it can lead to disappointment 
when negativity surfaces in the relationship.

3. The happiest, longest lasting relationships have partners who idealize 
general traits of their partners (such as kindness) while having a more accurate 
view of their specific traits (such as singing ability).
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7. Does Love Last Forever?
By: Lorne Campbell

In the movie Moulin Rouge, Ewan McGregor's character sang to his beloved 
that "Love is a many splendid thing; Love lifts us up where we belong; All you 
need is love!" in his attempt to woo Nicole Kidman's character into forming a 
loving romantic relationship. The message he was trying to convey is clear: love 
is everlasting and will shield couples from the harsh realities of life. Sure, your 
neighbors are annoying, the gas bill is overdue, the baby won't stop crying, and 
the mother-in-law is visiting for two months, but love is enough to turn that 
frown upside down! 

The Hot And Bothered Type Of Love
When you are first falling in love, the feelings that come with it are extremely 

intense. They may not always be so intense that you pull a Tom Cruise on Oprah 
and jump up and down on a couch like a crazy person on national television, 
but the initial feelings of love are pretty exciting nonetheless. Often in these 
early stages, seeing or even thinking about your partner can set your heart 
racing, and give you boundless energy. This type of love, known as passionate 
love, also involves a great deal of preoccupation that makes it difficult to focus 
on anything other than your partner (somehow the fact that you went over your 
cell phone limit doesn't matter so much when you are deeply in love). At this 
time, you tend to be infatuated with your partner...not so much in a creepy, 
building a shrine in your closet type of way, but in a "my partner is the greatest, I 
can't get enough of her" sort of way.[1] As a result, as we pointed out earlier in 
this chapter, people who are passionately in love also tend to idealize their 
partner such that they see only the good sides of their partners and think they 
are perfect.[2] 

Because this type of love is so fun and exciting, it is also addictive, leaving us 
clamoring for more.[3] Unfortunately, as we noted earlier, while it is easy to be 
passionately in love early in relationships, it is hard to maintain over long 
periods of time. Often, the sizzle of the passion starts to fizzle out. Specifically, 
passionate love has been found to decrease following various life transitions, 
including moving in together, getting engaged, getting married, and having a 
child.[4] When you think about it, this isn't terribly surprising. It can be hard to 
be infatuated with your "perfect" partner right after you had an argument about 
the proper position in which to leave the toilet seat or whose turn it is to change 
a diaper. These types of activities just don't have the inherent excitement and 
novelty of first dates or first kisses.

The Friendly Type Of Love
Luckily, although passionate love may fade over time, another type of love, 

companionate love, tends to grow over time. Companionate love is based on 
friendship, affection, comfort, and shared interests with a person whose life is 
intertwined with your own. Whereas passionate love is highly energized, 
companionate love is more calm and relaxed.[5] In the past, a good time used 
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to be going to a club so that you could spend the night dancing with your 
partner. However, when companionate love takes over, partners spend more 
time on more ordinary tasks. As Frank said in the movie Old School when 
describing a married guy's big day, "Well, um, actually a pretty nice little 
Saturday, we're going to go to Home Depot. Yeah, buy some wallpaper; maybe 
get some flooring, stuff like that. Maybe Bed, Bath, & Beyond, I don't know, I 
don't know if we'll have enough time!" You know it is love when you find these 
types of activities exciting!

This might sound like the type of relationship only older married couples 
have, but almost 50% of premarital young adults consider their romantic partner 
their best friend.[6] If this still sounds boring, you should know that 
companionate love is a very good indicator of future relationship success. In 
fact, when researchers asked couples who have been married for over 15 years 
why their marriage lasted, the top two reasons given were that their partner was 
their best friend, and that they liked their partner.[7] But, perhaps more 
importantly, researchers have discovered that beyond the initial infatuation, or 
"honeymoon", phase of love, long-term relationships provide people with a 
"secure-base."[8] We become attached to our partners in both an emotional and 
physical sense. The word "partner" is very meaningful in this regard, meaning 
that we have someone to provide emotional support in bad times, someone to 
share the good times with, and someone to work with us and help us achieve 
important life goals. As love matures within relationships, the feelings of 
emotional dependency that people have for their partners provides them with a 
sense of comfort and security.

Conclusion
In the end, passionate and companionate love are not completely 

independent. Those that experience lots of companionate love still experience 
passion, and vice versa. However, one generalization can be taken from this: 
passionate love gets us married, companionate love keeps us happily married.

Take Home Points

1. Passionate love is intense, all-consuming, and tends to fade over time.

2. Companionate love, a deep love based on liking and intimacy, develops 
over time.

3. Love can last forever—typically by moving from intense passionate love to 
a warm, companionate love.
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Chapter 3: Intimacy & Attachment

Transitioning from a budding romance to a long-term relationship requires a 
strong foundation. A sense of emotional attachment or connection with one's 
partner is a key ingredient that promotes relationship success. Interestingly, our 
ability to form these connections emanates from earlier experiences in 
childhood with our parents. Paging Dr. Freud!! Well, not exactly, but there is 
some truth to the notion that our heterosexual romantic relationship partners 
share qualities with our opposite-sex parents. Relationships also rely on shared 
intimacy and closeness; however, too much of a good thing can be smothering. 
Finally, people often mistakenly believe that individuals' sexuality is a key 
ingredient in relationships. Yet, we'll see that homosexual and heterosexual 
relationships are much more similar than they are different.
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8. Are Some People More Ready For Relationships Than Others?
By: Robin Edelstein

Sure, the guy you just met is a Ryan Gosling look alike and a sure-fire 
candidate for hunk of the year, but will he be a good relationship partner? And, 
what makes someone a good relationship partner anyway? As you've probably 
noticed, people think about and approach relationships differently. Some 
researchers believe that there are three main approaches to close relationships – 
called "attachment styles."[1] There are certain people who always find 
themselves involved in relationship drama (anxious), whereas others tend to 
avoid relationships altogether (avoidant), and some people always seem to be in 
happy, satisfying relationships (secure). Researchers believe that these 
attachment styles start in childhood and are rooted in our relationships with our 
primary caregivers[2] (that's right, it's all mom and dad's fault—how very 
Freudian of us). A person's approach to relationships can tell you a lot about 
what kind of partner they will be.

Anxious Attachment
People with an anxious attachment style tend to be obsessed with 

relationships and their relationship partners. As a result, anxious people tend to 
be jealous, worry that their partners will cheat or leave them for someone else, 
and generally lose sleep over the fact that their partners don't care about them.
[2] This creates a need for constant reassurance from their partners[3]—"Do you 
really love me?" "Promise that you'll never leave me" "Am I the only one for 
you?" "Why don't you say that you love me more?" "You'll never hurt me right?" 
A relationship with an anxious person tends to be like living in a soap 
opera...full of drama—lots of fighting, crying, breaking up, making out, and 
making up. Even though their lives revolve around relationships, anxious people 
don't have the most satisfying relationships.[1] This is likely because they are too 
busy fretting about what their partner is thinking or doing. Quite frankly, they 
can be a real pain in the ass.

Ironically, this worrying and obsessing can backfire, driving you crazy and 
ultimately leading you to do the very thing that an anxious person fears most: 
giving them a one-way ticket to heartbreak hotel. Not surprisingly, anxious 
people do not deal well with break-ups.[5] If you've ever been stalked by 
someone you thought you broke up with, there's a good chance he or she had 
an anxious attachment style. Take a look outside your window...see that person 
in the bushes? Not only is he obsessed with you, but he likely has an anxious 
attachment style as well. (Note: If there REALLY is a person in the window, put 
the book down, and call 911, then keep reading).

Avoidant Attachment
On the other hand, avoidant people probably won't stalk you, won't call all 

the time, and won't really seem like they want to have a relationship with you in 
the first place. People with an avoidant attachment style find it difficult to be 
close and intimate with others, especially relationship partners.[6] This is a 
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partner who has a lot of "walls" and doesn't want to let others in. They also like 
to feel independent and self-sufficient, preferring not to depend on other people 
-- kind of like a cat's "I'll give you attention when I'm ready for it" approach. For 
this reason, avoidant individuals have a hard time being supportive of 
relationship partners, particularly in stressful situations.[7] So, if you're looking 
for emotional support while you're getting a tattoo (those things are permanent, 
you know?), needing your hair held back as you worship the porcelain goddess, 
or support when your grandmother is sick, you may want to avoid an avoidant 
partner. 

Most avoidant individuals do end up in relationships at some point, but they 
still manage to find ways to keep their distance. For example, they're more likely 
to be promiscuous, both in and out of relationships.[8] By playing the field and 
having only short-term relationships (or flings) with people, the amount of 
closeness with any one partner is limited. It turns out that there really isn't much 
time for deep meaningful conversation when you are busy trying to get someone 
naked. Funny how that works.

As a result of having less meaningful interactions with partners, avoidant 
people tend to have less satisfying relationships.[4] And when their relationships 
end, avoidant individuals don't seem particularly upset.[9] In fact, they treat it 
more like parole – as if they are being released from relationship jail...they're 
ready to regain their independence and move on to another partner. 

Secure Attachment
The good news is that the majority of folks are not particularly anxious or 

avoidant, but instead have a secure approach to relationships (the bad news is 
that they're probably already in a relationship[10]). Secure people are 
comfortable depending on and trusting others, having others depend on them, 
and tend not to be overly worried about losing their partners.[11] They are 
comfortable with both physical and emotional intimacy, and can be supportive 
of relationship partners in times of need. Not surprisingly, secure people (and 
their partners) tend to be the most satisfied with their relationships.[4] Secure 
individuals are upset when their relationships end, but not straightjacket-and-
padded-room upset like anxious folks may be.[5] And if there is a secure person 
outside your window they probably aren't hiding in the bushes. Rather, they're 
likely holding a boombox above their head in John Cusack style from Say 
Anything. 

Attachment In Action
To see how attachment styles impact relationships in the "real world," a 

group of researchers observed people saying goodbye to their romantic partners 
as they boarded planes at an airport (this was back in the days when you could 
actually go to the gate with the passenger; around the same time people actually 
used the word 'boombox').[11] While waiting for their flights, people were 
asked to take a brief survey that asked about their relationships, including their 
attachment style and how they were feeling prior to departing. Meanwhile, 
another researcher spied on them from afar, noting how the couples behaved as 
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they waited for their flights: did they ignore each other, cry, hug, kiss, make 
cutesy faces at each other? The researchers discovered that those who were 
avoidantly attached didn't kiss their partners as much, spent less time looking at 
their partners, and (not surprisingly) avoided their partners more than those who 
said they were securely or anxiously attached. Avoidant individuals were 
probably first in line to board the plane! It was almost like they couldn't wait to 
get away. Perhaps that extra leg room is just more important than you are. The 
researchers did not observe links between anxious attachment and people's 
behaviors, but people with an anxious attachment style did say that they were 
more upset about the impending separation. So, if you're ever in the mood to 
'test' your partner (which we don't necessarily recommend), and are wondering 
what kind of attachment style your partner has but you don't want to make them 
fill out a questionnaire, you can simply see how he or she acts or feels as you 
get ready to take a trip!

Can Attachment Change?
What if you're not secure? What if your partner is clingy or emotionally shut-

off? Are you doomed to have bad relationships forever? Not necessarily-- 
attachment styles can change over time.[12] As they get older, people generally 
get less anxious and less avoidant. [10] Not interested in waiting it out? Your 
other option to become more secure is to be in a stable, satisfying relationship 
with a secure partner.[13] The flipside is also true. If you happen to be a secure 
person involved with an avoidant or anxious person, you can help your partner 
become more secure. Be careful though, some insecure relationships can be 
quite stable, especially those between anxious women and avoidant men.[14] 
An example of this is a stereotypical relationship between a woman who can't 
be loved enough, and a man who can't be left alone enough. Not only will this 
relationship tend to be unhappy, but it is one way to make sure that your 
attachment style doesn't change! 

Conclusion
As you can see, even though attachment styles can be simplified into three 

categories, they have important implications for relationships. If you are 
fortunate enough to be secure, your relationship outlook is positive. If you found 
yourself saying "uh-oh" while reading about avoidant or anxious attachment 
styles, you may now be able to take steps toward becoming more secure.

Take Home Points

1. People with an anxious attachment style are overly concerned with 
abandonment and rejection in relationships; those who are avoidant try to 
maintain physical and emotional distance from relationship partners; people 
who are secure are confident about partners' responsiveness and comfortable 
getting close to others. 

2. Secure people tend to have the most stable, satisfying relationships; those 



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 41

who are anxious tend to have more volatile, dramatic relationships, and 
avoidant people tend to have somewhat distant, short-lived relationships.

3. Attachment styles are relatively stable over time, but they're not 
unchangeable. People tend to become less avoidant and anxious with age and 
when they're in satisfying relationships.
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9. Is There Any Truth Behind The Saying That We "Marry Our Father (Or 
Mother)"?

By: Robin Edelstein

In the Greek tragedy Oedipus Rex, the protagonist Oedipus has been 
separated from his biological parents since infancy. As an adult, he returns to his 
place of birth and, in a tragic and creepy turn of events, unknowingly murders 
his father and marries his mother. When Oedipus and his mother finally learn 
the truth, they are (naturally) devastated; she commits suicide and Oedipus 
blinds himself with his mother's dress pins (again, creepy). In this story, Oedipus 
and his mother had no way to know that they were mother and son, but 
Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalytic theory, thought that their 
experiences held at least some kernel of truth. Freud proposed that young 
children go through a stage of development in which they unconsciously 
experience sexual attraction to their opposite-sex parent and, as a result, 
experience feelings of competition toward their same-sex parent. Drawing on 
the story of Oedipus Rex, in the case of boys, Freud called this situation an 
"Oedipal conflict" (Freud, ever the misogynist, had even more complicated ideas 
about what happened with girls); he thought that young children must resolve 
this conflict before normal gender roles and sexual relationships could be 
established.[1] Not surprisingly, historians have noted that Freud had a 
contentious relationship with his father and was the quintessential "mommy's 
little boy."

Most contemporary psychologists no longer believe that young children 
actually go through this kind of process, or that children of any age are sexually 
attracted to either one of their parents. But, many psychologists do believe a 
more benign version of Freud's theory, which is often called the prototype 
hypothesis.[2] According to the prototype hypothesis, early experiences with 
parents help to shape our preferences for the qualities that we look for in a 
partner and the kinds of experiences that we ultimately have with those partners 
-- not because we are sexually attracted to our parents, but because these 
important relationships help us create a template that guides us in later 
relationships. 

Is There Any Evidence That We Are Attracted To Partners Who Resemble 
Our Parents In Some Way? 

You may be thinking, Eww! I would never date someone like my dad (or 
mom)! In fact, however, there's more similarity between our parents and our 
partners than you would expect just by chance. For example, in one study, 
researchers compared pictures of men's wives with those of the dudes' 
biological mothers. They found that there was a noticeable degree of similarity 
between the facial features of the wives and the mothers (at least the similarity 
was noticeable to the experimenter; we'll safely assume the wives and mother-
in-laws turned a blind eye to such overlap).[3] In fact, people who looked at the 
pictures, but did not know whose mother-in-law was whose, were able to match 
up the mother-in-law/daughters-in-law pairs surprisingly well. Similar results 
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have been obtained in studies of women's romantic partners and their biological 
fathers. The next time you have a chance, sneak a glance at your partner and 
then compare them to your same-gendered parent? Weird, isn't it? 

One problem with these studies is that—as much as you may wish it weren't 
so—we tend to look like our biological parents. So, it's possible that our partners 
look like our parents because we tend to choose partners who look like us.[4] 
Remember Q3, where we talked about how we are attracted to people who are 
similar to us? Well, who is more similar to us than our own family? To cleverly 
get around this problem, researchers have studied women who were adopted, 
and compared pictures of women's romantic partners to their adoptive fathers.
[5] As it turns out, findings with adopted women are very similar: Their male 
partners show a noticeable physical similarity to their adoptive fathers (who 
presumably did not closely resemble the women themselves). These findings 
suggest that the similarity between women's partners and their fathers isn't 
necessarily because women chose partners who looked like themselves. Instead, 
women chose partners who looked like the most important male figure in their 
lives: their (adoptive) father. Even more interestingly, women who said that they 
had received a lot of emotional support from their adoptive fathers were 
especially likely to choose partners who looked like their fathers. Similar results 
have been obtained for men and their choice of romantic partners; this isn't only 
a "daddy's girl" phenomenon.[3] 

Having a closer relationship with our opposite-sex parent may lead us to 
choose romantic partners who resemble them more. This could be a really good 
thing, especially if you like your mother. By "marrying your mother" you are at 
least in a relationship with a woman who has likable qualities. Our preference 
for partners who resemble our parents also extends to other characteristics, such 
as a partner's ethnicity, age, and personality (again similarity and familiarity are 
pretty powerful). For instance, people who have parents of different ethnicities 
are more likely to marry someone of the ethnicity of their opposite-sex parent 
than of their same-sex parent.[6] And women who have fathers who are older 
than average are more likely to choose partners who are also older than average.
[7] 

Is There Any Evidence That We Are Attracted To Partners Who Have Similar 
Personalities As Our Parents? 

There's less research on the topic of personality, but at least one study 
suggests that our partners and our parents tend to be similar to one another in 
traits like openness to experience, agreeableness, and emotional stability. 
Interestingly, people are more satisfied with their romantic relationship when 
their partners are very similar to their opposite-sex parent in agreeableness, but 
people are less satisfied with their romantic relationships when their partner is 
very similar to their opposite-sex parent in neuroticism.[8] So, our tendency to 
choose relationship partners who resemble our parents may not always be a 
good thing; it depends on the specific characteristics we're talking about.

How Do We End Up With Partners Like Our Parent? 
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Do you size up that guy at the bar, and think to yourself, "he looks just like 
my dad...I wonder if he's a good kisser?" Or say to your buddies "dude, she's hot 
like my mom; I'd totally hit that!" Please say "no." In reality, how we end up with 
a partner who reflects the characteristics of our mom or dad likely operates 
unconsciously. For example, let's say you meet a new person (Jack) who shares 
some characteristics with an important person in your life (your dad). Just like 
your dad, Jack is always on time, he's super organized, and he has expensive 
taste in fine single-malt Scotches. Research shows that you are likely to assume 
that Jack shares other characteristics with your dad (like terrible cooking skills), 
even though you don't really know whether he does share these characteristics.
[9] If you have positive feelings toward your dad, then you're likely to project 
those feelings onto Jack as well, and you may just end up liking him (despite his 
terrible cooking skills!). This process, called transference (another concept first 
developed by Freud), can also happen if we encounter people who simply look 
like an important person in our lives.[10] So if that guy at the bar looks a little 
bit like your dad (but not too much; see below), you might find him more 
attractive, especially if you have a close relationship with your dad. 

If Someone Resembles My Parent, Will I Find Them More Attractive? 
Just making people unconsciously aware of their opposite-sex parent can 

make them more attracted to new potential partners, even if those new people 
don't look like the parent at all. In one study, participants were asked to rate 
how sexually attractive they found pictures of a series of opposite-sex strangers.
[4] Half of the participants were subliminally primed with a picture of their 
opposite-sex parent (meaning that the picture was presented so quickly that they 
could not consciously perceive it; it affected them on an unconscious level), and 
half of the participants were primed with a picture of someone else's opposite-
sex parent. People who were primed with their own opposite-sex parent rated 
the pictures they saw as more sexually attractive than people who were primed 
with someone else's parent. Again, it's important to remember that many of 
these processes happen unconsciously -- or at least out of our immediate 
awareness. If your best friend reminds you that the guy at the bar looks just like 
your dad, you might actually decide that he's not so attractive after all![4] 

As an aside, a less researched idea in family attraction is a concept called 
genetic sexual attraction, which refers to attraction between biologically-related 
individuals who were unknown to each other until adulthood (typically siblings 
raised apart due to adoption; think The Empire Strikes Back and that awkward 
kiss between Luke and Leia).[11]This is, not surprisingly, an extremely 
controversial idea, but organizations such as www.adoption.org do counsel 
individuals looking to meet family members to be aware that this attraction does 
sometimes happen. Very little research on this 'potential' phenomenon has been 
conducted, but those who do discuss it suggest that our attraction to people 
similar to us, coupled with a lack of desensitization and familiarity that normally 
occurs when we grow up with close biological relatives, could explain genetic 
sexual attraction. In fact, research on non-genetically related children raised 
together as siblings suggests that being raised together makes people extremely 
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unlikely to be sexually attracted to each other; cultural taboos and familiarity 
keep us from being attracted to our actual family members.[4]

Conclusion
So, was Freud right? Are we doomed to unconscious sexual attractions to our 

opposite-sex parent, and is that why we seek out partners who are similar to 
them? Not entirely. Evolutionary psychologists propose that we evolved to prefer 
partners who are similar to us (which could increase cooperation, altruism, and 
the benefits of shared adaptations) but not too similar (so that we have to worry 
about inbreeding and too much genetic overlap).[12] Thus, the ideal mate may 
be someone who resembles your parent in some minimal way, but is not exactly 
like them (whew!).

 
Take Home Points

1. We tend to be attracted to relationship partners who are similar in 
personality and/or physical appearance to our opposite-sex parent.

2. At least some of our attraction to people who resemble our opposite-sex 
parent happens at an unconscious level. 

3. We most likely evolved to prefer partners who are similar to us in some 
way, but not too similar; cultural taboos and socialization processes prevent us 
from developing attractions to actual family members. 
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10. Isn't Being Too Close to a Partner a Bad Thing? 
By: Debra Mashek

What Is The Nature Of Closeness?
Romantic relationships are by their very nature close. Partners share things 

about themselves, do things together, spend a lot of time together, and influence 
each others' decisions.[1] These are good things for relationships, but is it 
possible to have too much of a good thing in your relationship? Let's consider 
this question by thinking about two equally sized circles, much like a Venn 
diagram. Imagine that the circle on the left (labeled "Self") represents you and 
that the circle on the right (labeled "Other") represents your romantic partner. 
Next, imagine that there are 7 different sets of circles such that in the first pair, 
the two circles are next to one another, but do not touch. In the second pair the 
circles being to overlap, but just slightly. In the next pair the circles overlap 
more, with overlap between the circles increasing so that the 7th pair of circles 
almost completely overlap each other. Which pair of circles do you think best 
represents your relationship?

This description depicts a scale called the Inclusion of Other in Self Scale, or 
simply IOS, that relationship researchers use to get a sense of how close an 
individual perceives her or his relationship with another person.[2] In fact, this 
measure accurately taps both what researchers refer to as behavioral closeness 
(how much you and your partner do things together) and cognitive closeness 
(how much you and your partner see your selves as intertwined). Admittedly, it 
may seem odd that this one picture can really assess something as complex as 
closeness in a romantic relationship. No measure is perfect, but in this case the 
saying "less is more" is true: researchers have shown across countless studies that 
the IOS provides an effective measure of the complex idea of closeness. 

Everyone Likes More Closeness Right?
Whenever we talk about this scale with our students, the question inevitably 

arises: "Isn't it a bad thing to select the last pair of circles?! Doesn't that mean 
that the person is totally smothered by the relationship?" The answer, not 
surprisingly, is that it depends. Just as some people crave the timeless blending 
of chocolate and peanuts whereas others prefer to keep the chocolate off their 
nuts, people have different levels of comfort with closeness. Just because 
someone indicates a near-perfect overlap between self and other does not mean 
that the individual, or the relationship, is too close. To illustrate, consider the 
"cupplerobe," a quirky little garment that, as the name suggests, is designed to 
hold two people at once. Some individuals find this idea rather appealing 
(hence the infomercials) but the mere thought of being physically yoked in such 
a contraption is enough to make others jump out of their skin. In other words, 
when it comes to closeness, one robe definitely does not fit all. Thus, it really 
makes sense to not just ask people how they see their relationship, but to also 
ask them how they would describe their ideal relationship with a partner. That is, 
what does the person really want? If reality echoes that desire, then all is well. If 
there's a discrepancy between reality and desire, trouble looms.
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Can People Want A Different Amount Of Closeness Than They Have? 
Now, think about the circles in the IOS. Which pair of circles do you think 

best represents your ideal relationship with your partner? Here is where things 
get interesting. Did you select the same pair of circles when thinking about your 
ideal relationship as you did when thinking about your actual relationship? If 
you did, then we can assume that, at least at this point in time, you are satisfied 
with the degree of closeness in the relationship. You're in good company. 
Approximately 35 to 59% of college students involved in dating relationships 
report experiencing levels of closeness that match their ideals.[3] Another chunk 
of daters (between 38 to 46%) indicate wanting more closeness; that is, the 
circles they select for their ideal relationship reveal more overlap than the pair of 
circles they select for their actual relationship. As you may have guessed, some 
people (13 to 19%) do feel too close to their partners; these people describe 
their ideal relationship as less close than their current relationship. 

Keep in mind that these percentages reflect the proportion of people who 
responded to actual and desired closeness at a given point in time (i.e., right 
now). But what if you looked more broadly at how you've felt in the relationship 
over the past 3 months? Interestingly, a whopping 57% of college students 
involved in relationships reported that they felt too close to their current partner 
at least once in the preceding three months.[3] Clearly, in the world of daters, a 
majority feel there can be too much of a good thing.

How Does Feeling Too Close Make You Feel?
Researchers asked study participants to write down words that made them 

feel too close.[4] They then asked another group of participants to evaluate how 
well each of these words captured the essence of what it means to desire less 
closeness with an intimate partner. Any guesses about which words floated to 
the top of the sea of descriptors? Hint: The words definitely fit into the not-so-
warm-and-fuzzy camp. They include "feeling trapped," "being smothered," 
"needing space," and "wanting freedom." One guy who felt too close to his 
partner summed up the experience as follows: "For seven years every decision, 
from what to eat for dinner to where to live, has been made by the two of us 
together. I want to make some decisions on my own, I don't want my life to be 
tied to my partner." Another woman proclaimed, "My boyfriend thinks our spirits 
should be as one—a unified entity. There is just way too much 'we' and 'us' in 
our relationship, not enough 'me' and 'I.'"

It turns out that people's language use is an important marker of relationship 
quality as well, and accordingly, the issue of "we-ness" versus "me-ness" is likely 
at the heart of what it means to feel too close.[5] Generally speaking, using 
more plural pronouns indicates a greater sense of closeness. So the next time 
you are alone with a friend and ask how much they like the latest American Idol 
and they say "we really aren't fans of the new judges" you can safely assume 
they are close to their partner because they are by themselves but still saying 
"we."
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Should There Be A Balance Between "We" And "Me"?
Relationships struggle to balance the intimacy of the relationship with the 

autonomy of the individuals within that relationship,[6] and just as a 
relationship cannot exist without some level of intimacy, individuals cannot exist 
without some level of autonomy. It's not surprising that many of us bristle when 
our friends treat us as though we are connected at the hip with our partners. 
When they ask, "Are you free for dinner Saturday night?," often they mean the 
plural you (as in Brad-and-Angelina, aka Brangelina) rather than the singular 
you. It is also true that many people get annoyed when newly coupled friends 
are suddenly incapable of doing anything without each other. Assumptions such 
as these, whether made by our friends or ourselves, slowly challenge the 
distinction between me-the-individual and we-the-couple. Ultimately you have 
to strike a comfortable balance for yourself. Being in a relationship where both 
partners are fully independent may not be ideal, much like a relationship where 
you lose all individuality isn't ideal. 

Are Some People More Sensitive To Being Too Close?
As you might expect based on answers to other questions in this book, some 

of us are likely more prone than others to experience this sense of being 
smothered in relationships. One individual difference dimension related to 
closeness is what researchers call attachment avoidance (see Q8). People with 
this personality characteristic are especially sensitive to issues of closeness. 
Avoidant individuals are wary of closeness with others and perceive that their 
partners want to be closer to them than they are comfortable with. These are the 
folks that bristle at the thought of their partner's toothbrush making its way into 
their bathroom or balk at the idea of a shared bank account. Not surprisingly, 
individuals with avoidant attachment are more likely to report that their partners 
desire more closeness than they want in their relationships.[7]

Are There Certain Situations That Provoke The Desire For Less Closeness?
Along with being associated with existing individual differences such as 

attachment avoidance, the desire for less closeness can be caused by specific 
situations, as illustrated by priming in the lab.[4] In one interesting study, 
researchers exposed some participants who were in dating relationships to those 
not-so-warm-and-fuzzy words that describe what it means to want less 
closeness. The key with priming is to expose the word subtly so that participants 
aren't aware that they are encountering the words. In this study, researchers 
embedded the "too-close" words in a word search puzzle like those you 
cherished in Highlights magazine as a kid. Other participants were exposed to 
words not at all relevant to relationships. One fascinating finding from this study 
is that those people who did the puzzle with the "ooh you're smothering me" 
words were more likely than the other group to desire less closeness with their 
partner after completing the puzzle. Even more interestingly, people with high 
levels of avoidance were especially sensitive to these subtle word search 
exposures. Simply reminding these folks about the possibility of feeling too close 
seemed to sensitize participants to this possibility and trigger this very 
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perception about their own relationships.[4]

Conclusion
Closeness, in many ways, is like eating Oreos or gummy bears. A little is 

tasty, but eating the whole bag is likely to be a mistake. Taking the analogy 
further, some people have iron stomachs and can tolerate a whole lot, whereas 
for others just a little bit makes them sick. The key is to figure out what kind of 
person you are, what your partner wants in the relationship, and to find a 
balance that promotes both the development of the relationship as well as one's 
own comfort and independence.

Take Home Points

1. Although closeness is an essential ingredient in romantic relationships, it is 
possible to feel too close to others.

2. Different people have different degrees of comfort with closeness; when in 
a relationship, we should balance the closeness needs and desires of both 
people. 
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11. How Similar Or Different Are Homosexual And Heterosexual 
Relationships?

By: Jennifer J. Harman

Michael is a 32 year old accountant and is madly in love. He had a few 
serious relationships during college, dated a lot of people, but had never met 
"the one." Until Casey. He met Casey, a 28 year old retail manager, at a party 
about a year ago. They hit it off immediately. Casey is smart, charismatic, and 
makes Michael feel great about himself. They share many mutual interests, such 
as cooking, watching independent films, and skiing. Over the first three months 
of their relationship, they spent more and more time together. After 6 months, 
they moved in together, and Michael was amazed that, one year later, he was as 
in love as he had ever been. He decided that he wanted to propose to Casey 
and get married. He views this as the next step towards starting a family with 
Casey.

Michael's relationship with Casey sounds like many other relationships. Two 
people meet, fall in love, and decide to commit themselves to a long-term 
partnership. Well, their relationship is like many other heterosexual 
relationships. In this case, Casey and Michael are both men and would not be 
allowed to marry in many parts of the world. Most Americans agree that certain 
civil rights (e.g., employment) of people like Michael and Casey should be 
protected and that their private, adult, consensual sexual practices should not be 
restricted.[1] However, there is much more disagreement as to whether a same-
sex relationship between couples like Michael and Casey is "bad," and whether 
their marriage would "undermine" the traditional American family.[2] Much of 
the debate stems from the belief that intimate, committed relationships between 
two members of the same sex are inherently immoral, unnatural, and/or a threat 
to the institution of marriage and to children. Many of the arguments offered to 
support these beliefs are religious or philosophical, but often the arguments are 
based on the idea that heterosexual relationships are both different and better 
than homosexual relationships. But, are there really any differences between 
same-sex and heterosexual relationships? 

Roles
Generally, there are not many differences at all between heterosexual and 

homosexual relationships.[3] They fall in love the same way, have the same 
concerns about long-term compatibility and doubts, and experience the same 
desire for long-term commitment. Just as heterosexuals hope to one day marry, 
most gays and lesbians would like to legally marry someone of the same sex one 
day. Rates of domestic violence are similar across both relationship types.[4] 
Most same-sex couples resemble typical dual-earner heterosexual relationships, 
in that both partners work and share their financial responsibilities as well as 
household chores when they live together. The partner who contributes the most 
resources to the relationship typically performs fewer household tasks, 
independent of gender or relationship type.[5] There is a stereotype about gay 
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couples that one partner takes on a more masculine role ("butch"), and the other 
a more feminine role ("femme"), yet there is not research to support this belief. 
Many also assume that gender roles in relationships such as Michael and 
Casey's are related to sexual acts or behaviors that partner's may prefer to enact 
together (e.g., dominant versus receptive sexual role[6]), but there is no data to 
support this either. 

Sex
Sexual satisfaction for both heterosexual and same-sex couples is related to 

overall relationship satisfaction. In the early stages of a relationship, gay men 
report higher rates of sexual intercourse than heterosexuals and lesbian women; 
however, reports of sexual frequency decline in relationships across all types.[6] 
In fact, among couples that have been together 10 or more years, heterosexual 
relationship partners report having sexual relations more frequently than same-
sex couples. Both heterosexual and homosexual males are more likely to be 
non-monogamous than females, and gay men are more likely to report having 
sex with other partners outside of a partnered relationship than heterosexual and 
lesbian couples.[6] One reason for this difference is that norms about exclusivity 
have been found to vary considerably in same-sex relationships, particularly 
among gay males. Some relationships have clear expectations and agreements 
about how and what types of sexual behaviors are acceptable outside of the 
relationship, and others implicitly assume that their relationship is monogamous. 
Navigating "open" relationships can be challenging, but research shows that as 
long as both partners agree about their expectations for each other, then there 
are no significant differences in relationship satisfaction for individuals in 
monogamous or non-exclusive relationships.[7]

Parenting
Would Michael and Casey make good parents? Stereotypes about gays and 

lesbians have led to strong beliefs that they would not, such as the belief that 
homosexuals are mentally ill. In reality, however, homosexuality is not a 
psychological disorder, and there is no reliable research evidence suggesting 
that Michael or Casey would be any "crazier" than partners in a heterosexual 
relationship. There is also no evidence that homosexuals are any more likely 
than heterosexuals to sexually or physically abuse their children. Another 
argument that has been proposed is that lesbian mothers are not "motherly 
enough", yet there is considerable research showing that lesbian and 
heterosexual women do not differ significantly in their parenting practices,[8] 
and that same-sex parents are just as effective, if not more effective than 
heterosexual parents.[9]

How would Michael's and Casey's children be affected by being raised by 
gay parents? Many believe that having a gay parent will make a child have 
sexual identity issues or have problems with their own gender role. But, children 
of gay parents experience no differences in their sexual identity formation 
relative to children of heterosexual parents,[10] nor do they differ in any other 
aspect of their personal or social identity development for that matter.[11] 
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Interestingly, children of gay and lesbian parents have more flexible views of 
acceptable gender behaviors,[12] which may be considerably more adaptive 
than individuals holding firm gender roles. These children also have normal 
social adjustment with peers and adults.[8] In terms of any possible negative 
impact that having a gay parent may have, it is generally due to prejudice and 
discrimination from others in society, yet there is not any conclusive evidence 
that these children are the target of bullying or ostracism any more than any 
other child would be.[13]

Individual Well-Being
Same-sex relationships are often highly stigmatized in society, and this 

stigmatization can result in a number of psychological and physiological 
outcomes, including heightened stress and poorer mental health.[14] Trying to 
hide their relationships can have negative consequences for homosexuals as 
well, such as decreased commitment to their relationships, lower self-esteem, 
and negative physical symptoms.[15] Such findings beg the question: Can the 
legal recognition of same-sex marriage improve or otherwise minimize such 
outcomes? The evidence overwhelmingly indicates that it would. In a large on-
line survey, individuals in legally recognized same-sex relationships have been 
found to report less internalized homophobia, greater meaning in life, fewer 
depressive symptoms, and less stress than those who have not been allowed to 
marry or form a civil union legally.[16]

Marriage Rights
So what is the issue with people like Michael and Casey getting married? 

Most of the debate relies on religious opinions, with the belief that same-sex 
marriage is not "real" marriage. Religious groups often define marriage as the 
"union of a man and a woman," a definition presumed to predate formal legal 
definitions and is therefore used by opponents of same-sex marriage as the valid 
standard.[17] Another argument proposed by individuals against same-sex 
marriage is that legalization would undermine "traditional" marriage. There is no 
reliable data to support this. The Family Research Council provides as support, 
for example, a Boston Globe newspaper article citing that 40% of same-sex 
marriages in Vermont had been previously married to an opposite-sex person.
[17] This belief assumes, erroneously, that sexual orientation is a choice, and 
that if same-sex marriages were not legal, these particular individuals would 
have either not divorced or found a different opposite sex person to marry after 
divorce. There is no research evidence to substantiate such a claim. 

Many in opposition to same-sex marriage also cite research that gay males in 
relationships are more likely to have non-exclusive relationships than 
heterosexuals. If Michael and Casey had a consensually agreed upon, non-
exclusive relationship and were married, this arrangement would not necessarily 
undermine the institution of marriage any more than heterosexuals' behavior in 
their own marriages would. In fact, infidelity rates are high in heterosexual 
marriages without open arrangements, ranging from 25-50% of married men 
having sex outside of their marriage.[6] Arguably, if the legal institution of 



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 56

marriage has not been "undermined" by such high rates of heterosexual infidelity 
that has been occurring without agreement between partners, allowing stable 
relationships that have such agreements would not undermine it either. 

 Lastly, some people believe that if people like Michael and Casey were 
allowed to marry, then we would have to start letting people marry whoever 
they want: minors, animals, multiple people, tugboats, etc. For example, the 
Traditional Values Coalition believes that advocates of same-sex marriage want 
to legalize it "as a way of destroying the concept of marriage altogether-and of 
introducing polygamy and polyamory (group sex) as 'families'".[18] There is also 
a belief that legalizing same-sex marriage will force public schools to "promote" 
homosexuality. Once again, such notions are scientifically unsubstantiated: Gay 
marriage is currently legal in over a dozen countries, and domestic partnerships 
are currently legal in almost another 20 more countries. Across all of these 
countries, there is no evidence that any of the concerns raised by individuals or 
groups opposed to same-sex marriage have a legitimate basis in the available 
scientific data.

Conclusion
As you can see, many of the beliefs surrounding homosexual relationships 

seem to be misguided at best, or grounded in stereotypical and prejudiced 
beliefs at worse. Upon examining data from scientific studies, it becomes clear 
that homosexual and heterosexual relationships are much more similar than 
they are different. Consider this reason number 1 million and 1 to rely on 
research rather than personal opinion. 

Take Home Points

1. There are very few differences in the quality or content of heterosexual and 
homosexual relationships; gay and lesbian relationships operate much like 
heterosexual relationships.

2. Evidence indicates that gays and lesbians are equally good, if not better, 
parents compared to heterosexual parents.
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12. Is Distance Bad For Relationships?
By: Timothy Loving

Tell someone that you are in a long-distance relationship (or relationships in 
which the two partners do not live in the same city or are otherwise not in 
physical proximity of one another), and you may as well put on a pointy hat and 
grab some cake because you just started your very own pity party. We tend to 
believe that people are in relationships because they like their partners, so 
merely mentioning a long-distance relationship (or LDR) immediately creates the 
impression that you must be miserable. Why? Because you can't be with the 
person you like (or love). Despite the overwhelming belief that they suck, LDRs 
are remarkably common. For the college-aged, approximately 25%–50% of 
college students' romances are long distance,[1][2][3] and 70% of students 
become involved in a long-distance romantic relationship at some point while in 
college.[4] Additionally, a growing proportion of people in relationships are 
choosing to live apart for the sake of career promotion (i.e., dual-career 
commuter couples), in that they maintain separate residences in different cities 
so that both partners can focus on careers.[5] Are these geographically separated 
relationships doomed? Maybe, but not necessarily because of the distance 
(technically speaking, many relationships are doomed). In reality, geographic 
distance between partners is both good and bad for romantic relationships. In 
fact, some would argue that the pros of LDRs significantly outweigh the cons. 
How can that be?

Maintaining a Me vs. We Balance
One of the more interesting paradoxes in life is that, at least in Western 

cultures (i.e., the United States, not the 'West Coast'), we feel both a need to be 
connected to others[6] and to maintain a sense of independence[7]; see also 
Q10). Involvement in a romantic relationship makes this paradox particularly 
salient, creating a constant push-and-pull between our independent selves (i.e., 
the ME part of our identity) and our relationship selves (i.e., the WE part of our 
identity). One of the great benefits of LDRs is that they facilitate maintenance of 
this balance. In other words, people in LDRs get to have regular 'me' time to be 
able to take care of individual needs (e.g., hitting the gym, going tanning, and 
perhaps even doing some laundry), but they also get to have 'We' time to fulfill 
those needs that require the company of another person (like riding a see-saw, 
for example). 

This often-underappreciated facet of LDRs has some important implications. 
First, a long-distance relationship is going to be more successful to the extent 
that the partners get to see each other in person somewhat regularly (a good rule 
of thumb appears to be at least once every three months, but more frequent 
visits are even better).[8] Otherwise, the couple members run the risk of not 
experiencing the rewards that attracted them to each other in the first place. 
Absence may make the heart grow fonder,[9] but absence also makes us forget 
things (i.e., "out of sight, out of mind"). There's a fine line between those two 
possible outcomes. Basically, we like to be with people who we like...at least 
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every now and then.

Rose-Colored Glasses are Your Friend
LDRs may also help us like our partners more. Seriously. One of the key 

benefits of LDRs is that we don't see our partners every day. That's right, I said it. 
Although being away from someone we care about can be challenging, it turns 
out that distance allows us to wear the rose-colored glasses of love for longer 
than we'd get to if we lived with or near our partners. Researchers call this 
'idealization', in that we tend to exaggerate our partners' positives and ignore 
their negatives. In a typical proximal relationship, however, we ultimately 
become more aware of things that make our partners less than, how shall we 
say...perfect. To be clear, idealizing a very horrible relationship partner (e.g., an 
abusive partner) is in no way a good thing. But, for the majority of relationships, 
a little idealization goes a long way[10] (see also Q17). One of the real beauties 
of LDRs is that individuals tend to idealize their partners for longer because they 
are less likely to have to be around their partners during all the day-to-day 
mundane aspects of life. Put another way, it's easy to overlook the annoying 
things about your partner if you only have to experience them every now and 
then (and, believe it or not, you can be annoying too, so that distance likely 
keeps your partner attracted to you as well). 

* * *

Given what I've noted above, it should come as no surprise that individuals 
in LDRs actually tend to be more satisfied with their relationships relative to 
individuals in proximal relationships,[10] and are less likely to need their 
partners to help them feel good.[11] It's true. The idealization experience is 
partially responsible for this finding; it's a lot easier to be happy with a partner 
whose faults are less apparent (e.g., you're more attractive if I don't know that 
you trim your nose hair every day). Some researchers suggest that the reason for 
the idealization is that people in LDRs engage in 'restricted communication', 
such that they're less likely to talk about or otherwise display the less than 
positive aspects of their personalities.[10] It is also possible that people who 
choose to stay together in the face of geographic separation are just more 
committed in the first place; otherwise, they would wave goodbye and move on 
to the next partner. This potential bias in research looking at LDRs would, 
however, not account for the fact that breakup rates of LDRs increase 
dramatically once the couple is no longer geographically-separated, especially 
when couples were apart for particularly long periods of time.[12] Given these 
findings, one could argue that distance, and maintaining that distance, is good 
for relationships. 

But there are other forces at play here-- relationships thrive on novelty.[13] 
The rewards or passion we experience for a partner are greater when the time 
we spend with our partners is both 'special' and novel (e.g., going to the movies 
is better than watching Wheel of Fortune at home). Again, LDR couples are at an 
enormous advantage when it comes to maintaining novelty in their 



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 61

relationships. Think about it: when couple members do get to see each other, 
one of the partners is spending time in a novel environment (because they are 
visiting the other partner in his or her digs). Or, if couple members meet 
somewhere else (the meet "half-way" approach), the environment is novel for 
both of them. Sure beats the hour-long conversation that goes something like 
this (note: what follows is a dramatization that may or may not reflect the 
author's actual life):

Partner A: Where do you want to eat tonight?
Partner B: I don't know, where do you want to eat tonight?
Partner A: I asked you first.
Partner B: You give me three options and I'll choose one.
Partner A: (providing three options, most likely all of which are 'regular' 

options)
Partner B: How about we just order a pizza.
Partner A: Fine.

Compare that exchange to the following conversation that may occur 
between couple members in a long-distance relationship:

Partner A: I missed you so much. I can't wait to show you this new restaurant 
I found in a really cool part of town.

Partner B: Sounds great. Let's have sex first.
Partner A: Fine.

You get the picture (of this example, that is). 
In support of these hypothetical scenarios, individuals in LDRs report taking 

efforts to make the most of their time with their partners. In other words, they 
want to make the time special and memorable because they have limited time 
together.[1][14] If only people in proximal relationships could do the same! 
(note: previous sentence should be read with a tone of heavy sarcasm). Again, 
the novelty in a relationship is likely to take a nose-dive when a couple, 
previously separated, gets back together in the same region. The loss of novelty 
and independence is just too much for some people to handle.[15]

These greater efforts at making together-time special is similar to the greater 
maintenance work that LDR couples do. For example, the geographically-
separated engage in more relationship-focused talk[16] when they 
communicate. This is partly because LDRs increase relationship uncertainty,[8] 
so it's likely the couple members look for some reassurances that the 
relationship is on solid footing more often than proximal couples (barring 
unhealthy levels of anxiety; see Q8). Additionally, individuals in LDRs, not 
surprisingly, report missing their partners, and missing someone tends to 
encourage us to do things that are good for our relationships.[17]

Now, this isn't to say that LDRs are all peaches and cream. There's a reason 
that we tend to doll out sympathies when we learn somebody is in a LDR. As 
noted above, they involve a lot of uncertainty,[3][8] which is mostly centered on 
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anxieties about what's happening 'there.' Fortunately, getting to see each other 
on occasion reduces uncertainty. The operative term here is "see"; there is no 
substitute for face-to-face contact! Otherwise, LDRs are remarkably similar to 
proximal relationships in general functioning.

Conclusion
Long-distance relationships can be tough for those involved, primarily 

because we're not able to be with someone we care about. But, that distance 
also comes with a number of benefits that actually help maintain LDRs, based 
on relational idealizations and increased novelty that come with decreased 
physical proximity.

Take Home Points

1. Long-distance relationships help individuals maintain a sense of 
independence and connectedness.

2. LDRs may increase uncertainty about the future, but that uncertainty can 
make people work harder at their relationships.

3. LDRs keep things novel and arousing.
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Section 4: Long-Term Relationship Processes

Yes, relationships are exciting, but they are also extremely challenging. We 
regularly face tough decisions within our relationships. From deciding to 
commit 'til death do us part, choosing whether or not to cohabitate, sticking 
with our partners during a long-term separation, or seeking a little assistance 
when things get rough, the uncertainty surrounding many of the decisions we 
make during the course of a relationship are enough to bring out the Norman 
Bates in each of us. In this chapter we address five of the common concerns or 
worries people have about things that often come up in relationships as they 
progress from initial attraction to (and through) marriage. 
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13. How Do I Know If I've Found Ms./Mr. Right?
By: Jody Davis

You may have had the experience of believing that you've found "the one" for 
you, but later discovered that you were mistaken – as the saying goes, "hindsight 
is 20/20." If you can't trust your intuitions, then how can you determine whether 
a partner is Ms. or Mr. Right? Let's start by laying to rest the myth that there is a 
single person out there who is the perfect match for you (see Q19). (This should 
relieve a lot of pressure; what if 'the one' didn't like you or happened to live in 
Nepal? It'd be you and your 18 cats for eternity.) Complicating matters is the fact 
that people generally are bad at knowing what qualities they want in a partner.
[1] Therefore, we do not recommend simply comparing a partner to your "what I 
want in an ideal partner" wish-list. Nevertheless, a broad review of the research 
literature reveals some universal criteria that Ms. or Mr. Right ideally would 
meet. Importantly, the criteria change depending on whether you're looking for 
"the one" or the "one time thing." Assuming that you are interested in a long-term 
match, we will address this topic by highlighting pertinent characteristics about 
you, about your partner, and – most importantly – about your relationship. 

What Role Do You Play?
Let's start with you. To be clear, this topic isn't about whether you are the 

other person's Ms. or Mr. Right (we'll give you the benefit of the doubt - clearly 
as a reader of this book, you're pretty outstanding). Rather, it might be 
informative for you to examine how you love your partner. Would you say that 
your feelings for your partner are characterized primarily by intense emotion 
and sexual excitement? If you are preoccupied with thoughts about your partner, 
and your relationship is based on great chemistry, then it's possible that you are 
experiencing passionate love (also see Q10). Great, right? Well, not if you are in 
the relationship for the long haul. After only two years of marriage, behaviors 
such as saying "I love you" and having sex occur about half as often.[2] In fact, 
it's pretty clear that passion for your partner does not guarantee a successful 
long-term relationship. In other words, Ms. or Mr. Right may not be the person 
who has given you the most butterflies in your stomach. We guarantee that there 
are other fish in the sea that can make you weak at the knees. 

What Role Does Your Partner Play?
Now let's consider your partner. Does she or he have personal qualities 

consistent with being a caring and skillful relationship partner? You better hope 
so; over the long haul, these are the types of qualities that make for a lasting 
romance. For example, one desirable personal quality that affects a wide range 
of relationship processes – as well as the likelihood of breaking up – is having a 
secure attachment style. Attachment 'security' is characterized by low levels of 
attachment-related anxiety (translation: the clingy and needy type) and 
avoidance (translation: the 'I can't be bothered to care' type; see Q4 for more).
[3][4] What are some indications of attachment security? It would be a good 
sign if your partner trusts you. Imagine that you attend a social gathering without 
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your partner. Would your partner obsess about whom you talked to and express 
jealousy without justification? If so, then your partner may be a bit anxious. 
Similarly, it would be a good sign if your partner is supportive when you are 
stressed out. Imagine that a family member is diagnosed with cancer, and you 
cry periodically about it. Would your partner be uncomfortable with your 
distress and discourage you from expressing your fears by saying something like 
"that's life...deal with it"? A partner who responds to your increasing anxiety by 
withdrawing rather than providing support may be avoidant – not the type of 
person that you want to have around during the hard times in life (it's "for better 
or worse," not "for better and best"). 

There are a few other core personality traits that you should avoid because 
of their toxic effect on relationships – part of finding Ms. or Mr. Right is avoiding 
Ms. or Mr. Wrong! Does your partner have a portrait of himself over his bed? 
Does she post pictures of herself in a bikini on Facebook? More seriously, does 
your partner feel entitled to special treatment and like to show off material 
possessions and social connections? Can you imagine your partner saying any of 
the following: "Check out my new phone and all the contacts I have! You're 
cooler just by knowing me." If so, you may be in a relationship with a narcissist. 
Narcissists can be exciting to be around (think Barney Stinson on "How I Met 
Your Mother"). However, the short-term narcissism-fueled fun typically turns into 
long-term suffering because narcissists use relationships to enhance themselves. 
It won't be long before Mr. Abdominal Muscles insists that you play the role of 
trophy girlfriend by wearing a certain color that looks best with his skin tone! 
Wait, what's that? You wanted something from the relationship as well? Forget 
about it; narcissists don't care about the needs of their partners nor do they 
make attempts to cultivate their relationships.[5] That's for losers. 

Another undesirable trait to watch out for is neuroticism, or the tendency to 
focus on the negatives in life ("the glass isn't just half-empty; it's cracked and full 
of rotten milk, and I'm going to talk to you about it all night long"). Imagine that 
your partner wants you to go out to a movie, but you decide to stay in to study 
for an exam. Would your partner freak out and think that you're no longer 
interested in the relationship? Or would your partner really drive you crazy by 
sometimes getting mad when you prioritize school, but other times making you 
feel guilty if you do poorly in school? It is very unpleasant to have a relationship 
partner who is moody and tends to see the worst in everything, and such 
relationships are more likely to break up or end in divorce.[2][3] For example, 
neuroticism is associated with a particularly destructive process called the 
demand-withdraw pattern: Couples whose interactions are characterized by a 
pattern in which one partner "demands" while the other withdraws are more 
likely to divorce (see Q28 for more).[2][6]

What Role Does Your Relationship Play?
Finally, to predict long-term success, it is most important that you assess 

how your relationship has been going thus far. Features of relationships are more 
powerful predictors of relationship fate compared to partners' individual 
characteristics.[3] Individually, you and your partner could be the most amazing 
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people in the world, but that does not mean that the combination of the two of 
you will lead to relationship bliss. You can give your relationship a "check-up" by 
observing patterns of behavior between the two of you. For example, you could 
look for behaviors that indicate whether your partner feels committed to your 
relationship. People illustrate commitment to their relationships by engaging in 
what we call "relationship maintenance behaviors." 

For example, your partner (assuming that he or she isn't a narcissist!), may 
demonstrate a willingness to sacrifice by sometimes prioritizing your needs 
above his or her own. It would be a good sign if your partner graciously goes 
along with your preferences at times (e.g., attends your favorite music concert 
with you even if he or she dislikes the performer). In addition, your partner may 
tend to forgive your hurtful behaviors, or accommodate when you behave badly. 
For example, imagine that you're very hungry after a long day, and you snap at 
your partner when he's unable to quickly pick something from a restaurant 
menu. Does he respond in a constructive manner, such as saying "you're right, 
I'm taking a long time," or does he order a water and say that he's no longer 
hungry? All couples inevitably have conflicts and disagreements, but healthy 
couples are able to avoid a negative spiral of hostile interactions by responding 
constructively (e.g., forgiving the partner) instead of reciprocating a partner's 
destructive behavior (e.g., showing contempt for the partner).[6][7] If you're 
seeing some signs of negative behavior now, what's going to happen when the 
house is a mess, the dog just ate your favorite pair of shoes, the cable company 
keeps double-billing you, and, well, you get the point. Basically, life gets 
complicated. Is this the person that you want in your corner when things get 
tough?

You also should ask yourself whether your partner promotes your self-
development. For example, you could assess the extent to which your partner 
helps you approach your ideal version of yourself. Does your partner encourage 
goals that you have for yourself by helping clarify those goals or praising you for 
movement toward them? Relationships (and partners) are better for you when 
they help you achieve characteristics of your ideal self (not your partner's view 
of your ideal self).[8] That's right, we said it: you are allowed to be somewhat 
selfish. Does your partner provide opportunities for you to develop new 
interests? Successful relationships require that you mix things up every now and 
then; a partner that will contribute to you having novel and interesting 
experiences will help stave off boredom, leading to greater satisfaction as the 
years go by in a long-term relationship.[9] 

Conclusion
Overall, to the extent that your love has a strong foundation, your partner 

has personal characteristics well-suited for close-relationships, and your 
relationship is characterized by healthy, commitment-promoting behaviors, then 
you can consider yourself on the right track! The real challenge lies in making 
these assessments accurately, without overly-positive interpretations of your 
partner. To increase objectivity, it might be a good idea to seek opinions from 
friends and family members (see Q18). Of course, no person or relationship is 
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perfect; even in healthy, long-term relationships there is a mixture of gratifying 
and frustrating experiences. Likewise, any partner will have a mixture of positive 
and negative aspects; therefore, it is critical that you determine whether you can 
accept your partner's less desirable qualities, because they are likely to only 
seem worse later in the relationship![2] The good news is that once you commit 
to a relationship, your commitment sets into motion a set of perceptions and 
behaviors – such as derogation of alternative partners and positive illusions (see 
Q5)– that will help you maintain the relationship.[6]

Take Home Points

1. Passion tends to decline over time, so it is not the best criterion for long-
term partner selection.

2. Individuals who are low in attachment anxiety and avoidance, narcissism, 
and neuroticism make better relationship partners.

3. Individuals who demonstrate their relationship commitment through a 
willingness to sacrifice and forgiveness, and who contribute to the partner's self-
development have better relationships.
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14. Should I Live With My Partner Before We Get Married?
By: Timothy Loving

Cohabitation. To many, it's a dirty 12-letter word (your grandmom might even 
call it "living in sin") that prompts unsolicited advice from all those junior 
relationship experts in your life. "Don't do it; it will ruin your marriage." "Don't 
do it, everyone knows that you don't buy the cow when you get the milk for 
free!" Such statements, which essentially refer to what is known as the 
cohabitation effect, promote the idea that cohabitation causes later marriages to 
fail (at a greater rate than marriages naturally fail). Of course, you may have 
another set of armchair relationship experts who suggest using cohabitation as a 
test drive that helps promote future marital happiness. So who is right? Does 
cohabitation deserve the bad rap it's garnered over the past couple of decades?

Answering such a question is admittedly a bit challenging for a very simple 
methodological reason: we cannot conduct an experiment that establishes cause 
and effect by randomly assigning couples to cohabitation versus no-cohabitation 
experimental conditions. In other words, in an ideal world we would take a 
group of couples who share similar relationship characteristics (e.g., relationship 
length). Next, we would randomly assign half to live together for a set amount of 
time (e.g., 2 years) while the other half of couples maintain separate residences 
for the same amount of time. We'd then have all of the couples get married and 
follow their marriages over time to see how they turn out. Clearly, such a design 
isn't possible (both practically or ethically) because individuals have freedom of 
choice and self-select to cohabitate or not. Thus, any conclusions we draw about 
the effect cohabitation may or may not have on relationship outcomes must rely 
on studies that compare cohabiters (i.e., sinners) to noncohabiters (i.e., saints) 
using fancy statistical techniques (i.e., math) in hopes of determining whether 
there is any truth behind the so-called cohabitation effect. Addressing such a 
question is critical, as it is now estimated that a minimum of 50% of couples 
will cohabit prior to marriage (and that doesn't include all those who cohabit 
and never marry).[1] So, should you live with your partner before getting 
married? The astute reader of this book has probably already guessed the correct 
answer: it depends.

Cohabitation: One Size Doesn't Fit All
The notion that cohabitation before marriage negatively affects later marital 

outcomes is driven by early studies that demonstrated just such a negative 
association. For example, cohabiting couples report more conflict and less 
relationship satisfaction than their married counterparts[2][3] and are more 
likely to break up with their partners if they are unhappy with the amount of sex 
they are getting in their relationships.[4] Admittedly, a lot of this early work was 
based on analysis of individuals that cohabited back before cohabitation was a 
more widely accepted part of relationship development.[5] So before you go 
and break that lease you and your partner just signed or resign yourself to living 
with your parents until you get married, there are some important qualifiers to 
these general patterns. More recent work indicates that any effect cohabitation 
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has on later marital outcomes depends largely on couples' future plans for 
marriage. If a couple plans to get hitched someday, but chooses to cohabit in the 
meantime for their own reasons (e.g., it's simply more cost-effective), then the 
outcomes of premarital cohabiters look very similar to the outcomes of non-
premarital cohabiting married couples,[6][7] leading researchers to conclude 
that a "pre-engagement cohabitation effect" is far more likely than a "pre-marital 
cohabitation effect."[7] In other words, the real issue at hand is what types of 
future plans or commitment the couple has made before they decide to move in 
together. If there are no future plans (marriage or other explicit long-term 
commitment), then living together before marriage may pose a risk to the 
relationship. 

Why is this? Many individuals choose to cohabit with their partners as a way 
of testing the waters, so to speak. The basic idea is that because living with 
someone is more like marriage than not living together, then perhaps 
cohabitation will give you a feel for what it's like to be married. Here's the rub: 
people who feel confident about their future with their partners have no need to 
take the relationship on a marriage test-drive (not to mention the fact that 
marriage is different than simply living together – but that's an entirely different 
issue). Put another way: people who want to ease into things may have already 
seen the proverbial writing on the wall (and the writing isn't a romantic love 
poem where everything works out in the end).[8] Thus, these relationships were 
pretty much doomed anyway, regardless of whether or not cohabitation was 
involved.

The Slippery Slope
Interestingly, people who choose to cohabit without plans for getting married 

or a clear exit strategy from the relationship may often find themselves getting 
married even if the test-drive doesn't go so smoothly. In short, living with 
someone is a big investment, and investments promote commitment. As a result, 
that test-drive may very well result in a purchase nobody was prepared for, such 
that the experience of cohabitation creates momentum, or a slippery slope, that 
propels a couple to marriage.[9] This same logic applies to folks who just move 
in together for practical reasons. You know how it goes; you're staying over at 
each other's house every night and realize it may just be cheaper and more 
convenient to get a place together. Next thing you know, you've invested in 
some fine Ikea kitchen supplies, maybe adopted a plant or pet together, and 
even "accidentally" used each other's toothbrushes. The horror! Guess what? You 
may have just purchased a one-way ticket to marriage (sorry, refunds are very 
expensive and involve lawyers). As you can see, the slippery slope idea can have 
unintended and potentially serious consequences. In this case, individuals who 
may have never married in the first place may find themselves exchanging vows 
just because they thought it would be fun to play house. This is clearly not the 
foundation needed for a successful marriage.

Conclusion
So, should you live with your partner before marriage? Everybody together 
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now....IT DEPENDS! If you're thinking of living together because you want to 
know if you can adapt to your partners' annoying habits (like the way she slurps 
her cereal when she eats, or the way he cuts his toenails in the living room), or 
otherwise have some concerns about your long-term compatibility, then, no, you 
shouldn't live together. The writing is already on the wall. Read it; it says "This 
relationship is not working." But, if you and your partner plan to be together 
forever (how very sweet), and it makes practical sense to shack up, then, by all 
means, have fun playing house. 

Take Home Points

1. Cohabitation is very common.

2. "Why buy the cow when you can have the milk for free?" Maybe you like 
the cow.

3. Cohabitation before engagement is a larger risk factor for poor marital 
outcomes than is 4. cohabitation before marriage.

4. Cohabitation is a big investment that can propel couples to marry, 
regardless of their initial intentions.
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15. Are People Less Happy After They Get Married?
By: Nancy Frye

Imagine your grandparents' 50th anniversary party: They are a cute couple; 
your grandfather looks a bit like Walter Matthau while grandma looks like Betty 
White. Just as they are about to cut the cake, your grandfather launches into a 
speech about how much he loves your grandmother, and how his love for her 
has only gotten stronger and stronger over time. The thing is, he clearly seems to 
mean it, and grandma appears genuinely touched. As you imagine them gazing 
lovingly into each other's eyes, your mind wanders and you recall how, just last 
week, they were bickering over what kind of cake they should have for the party 
and the best, most direct route for driving to the party. You start to wonder – do 
they really love each other more than they did when they got married? It sure 
didn't seem like it last week. What has happened to their feelings for each other 
over time? 

How Do People Think Their Relationships Have Changed?
It turns out that your grandparents aren't alone in thinking that, like a fine 

wine or cheese, their relationship has gotten better with time. If you were to ask 
most people to draw a graph representing how their feelings about their 
marriages have changed over time, they'll likely draw a U-shaped curve. In 
other words, they remember being extraordinarily happy early on, but recognize 
there were some early declines in satisfaction, followed by recent 
improvements. People perceive just this U-pattern whether you ask them after 
they've been married for 4 years[1] or over 30 years.[2] In fact, when you ask 
people to tell you how their feelings for their spouses have changed over time, 
they tend to pretty consistently report that they've gotten better, especially over 
the recent past.[3] What's going on here? Well, it turns out that people feel 
pretty good when they see things as getting better with time; in other words, 
we're motivated to perceive improvements![4] This general motivation applies to 
relationships as well as lots of other areas of life as well. If you're just starting an 
exercise program and are struggling to run a mile, it's not quite so frustrating if 
you at least see yourself struggling a little bit less each time you go for the mile-
that-feels-like-20-miles run. We perceive our relationships similarly. If you're not 
perfectly blissful with your partner, it's nice to at least think of your relationship 
as improving with time. 

How Do People's Relationship Actually Change Over Time?
If there was an overly intrusive relationships researcher stalking your 

relationship over time and plotting your marriage over the years, what would the 
researcher see? It turns out that the actual graph of relationship bliss is a little 
different when it doesn't rely on people's memories. One way researchers avoid 
using people's sometimes overly optimistic or rosy outlooks on their 
relationships is by asking people how happy they are in their marriage and how 
long they've been married rather than having them project how things have 
changed over time. Specifically, participants would only report their current 
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information: married 5 years 3 months and about a 7 out of 10 in terms of 
happiness. This way, people don't have to try to remember how things have 
changed; they just say how they feel 'right now'. When the data are collected 
this way, people who have been married longer tend to be less happy.[5] But this 
method of comparing the newly-married with the long-time married with the 
super long-time married isn't perfect either. First, it doesn't take into account 
things like the state of the world – which might affect couples who have been 
married different lengths of time differently. For instance, if the economy is awful 
and it's becoming harder and harder to retire, it might not be any surprise that 
people who have been married the longest (and who are just about ready to 
retire) might be least happy, since they're experiencing the stress of not being 
able to retire. Second, this method isn't able to look at things like whether the 
unhappier people just end up divorcing. If this happens, the people who were 
unhappy to begin with won't end up being studied, unless of course the 
researchers can catch them quickly before they divorce. 

Another way to avoid relying too much on people's sometimes-flawed 
recollections is to measure relationship satisfaction repeatedly over many years 
in the form of a longitudinal study (with the operative term being 'long') . 
Obviously, this method is time and labor intensive, but you'd think it would 
yield the most accurate picture of how satisfaction changes over the course of 
marriage. Interestingly, despite the drawbacks mentioned above, research that 
follows the same couples over time tends to find the same pattern as the cross-
sectional designs, with relationship satisfaction going down with time.[1][2][6] It 
turns out that the rate of this decline is about the same for people who lived 
together before they got married, had a child before they got married, or who 
took the more traditional marry-live together-have a child route.[7] Why is 
reality less blissful than people's recollection? Are people lying? Are they 
delusional? Well, it's possible they're delusional, but more likely it is something 
much less nefarious. It's likely just a simple matter of how our memory works 
(or, more accurately, how it doesn't work). It turns out we aren't very good at 
remembering details from the past (What did you eat for dinner last Tuesday? 
What about two weeks ago?). Instead, we rely on shortcuts or our best guess 
about how things used to be (Tuesdays I work late so I probably just ate a quick 
salad). So, when you ask people about how their relationships have changed 
over time, you may just be asking them more than they can reasonably know.

What Do These Declines In Satisfaction Mean For You And Your 
Relationships? 

Should marriage vows be "I promise to be with you until you make me so 
miserable I can't help but leave you"? Is all hope lost for the Disney-promised 
happily ever after? Don't worry – and don't be so quick to cancel your wedding 
plans. There is hope; these declines over time just capture what happens for 
couples on average. In other words, there are exceptions to the rule. Some 
couples' satisfaction plummets, some couples' satisfaction declines a bit, and 
some couples' satisfaction stays about the same. That's right – some couples 
actually get to keep those giddy, blissful happy feelings they felt on their 
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wedding day. What is the key to keeping those blissful feelings over time? Well, 
these couples are those who don't have much stress in their lives, aren't too 
neurotic, and express more positive than negative emotions as they talk with 
each other about their relationship.[8] Sounds easy, huh?

As you think about all this research, and you think about your grandfather's 
lovely speech to your grandmother, you start to wonder if your grandparents are 
one of those lucky few couples who manage to defy the odds and remain 
blissfully happy over time. You think about how neurotic both your grandparents 
are, though, all the stress they've gone through, and how sarcastic they tend to 
be when they argue with each other. You start to think they're probably not one 
of those lucky few. So, what's up with your grandfather's speech? Is he just 
delusional? Well, people's memories of their relationships are somewhat related 
to what actually happened such that people who tend to be especially blissfully 
happy remember higher average levels of satisfaction than people who tend to 
be less blissfully happy.[2] But, that doesn't mean that their memories don't give 
them a little wiggle room. Maybe your grandfather's memories of his happiness 
with your grandmother are rooted in reality. At the same time, though, he's 
probably looking back on things with some rose colored glasses, and he's 
probably remembering a little more improvement than an objective outsider 
stalking their marriage over time might have seen. All these things likely make 
your grandfather feel even happier in the present, and have more hope for the 
future. And remember, it's not the type of delusion that could cause him to run 
around without any pants on or talk to squirrels, so it's probably best to smile 
and nod as your grandfather talks glowingly about his increasing happiness over 
time. No harm, no foul. After all, who's to say that your grandfather's memories 
aren't more important than a more objective observation? In fact, recalling 
things this way just might make the years they have left together that much more 
meaningful. 

Take Home Points

1. People tend to remember that their relationships have gotten better with 
time, especially recently. The more people remember such improvements, the 
better they feel about their relationship.

2. People's satisfaction, when measured in a way that doesn't rely on their 
memories, tends to decline on average over time. This varies across couples, 
though, with some couples experiencing steep declines and other couples 
experiencing no decline.

References

[1] Karney, B. R., & Frye, N. E. (2002). "But we've been getting better lately": 
Comparing prospective and retrospective views of relationship development. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 82, 222-238.



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 78

[2] Vaillant, C. O., & Vaillant, G. E. (1993). Is the U-curve of marital 
satisfaction an illusion? A 40-year study of marriage. Journal of Marriage & the 
Family, 55(1), 230-239.

[3] Frye, N. E., & Karney, B. R. (2004). Revision in memories of relationship 
development: Do biases persist over time? Personal Relationships, 11, 79-97.

[4] Albert, S. (1977). Temporal comparison theory. Psychological Review, 84, 
485-503.

[5] VanLaningham, J., Johnson, D.R., & Amato, P. (2001). Marital happiness, 
marital duration, and the U-shaped curve: Evidence from a five-wave panel 
study. Social Forces, 78, 1313-1341.

[6] Halford, W. K., Lizzio, A., Wilson, K. L., & Occhipinti, S. (2007). Does 
working at your marriage help? Couple relationship self-regulation and 
satisfaction in the first four years of marriage. Journal of Family Psychology, 21, 
185-194.

[7] Tach, L., & Halpern-Meekin, S. (2009). How does premarital cohabitation 
affect trajectories of marital quality? Journal of Marriage and the Family, 71, 
298-317.

[8] Lavner, J. A., & Bradbury, T. N. (2010). Patterns of change in marital 
satisfaction over the newlywed years. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 72, 
1171-1187.

Dig Deeper

Anderson, J.R., VanRyzin, M.J., & Doherty, W.J. (2010). Developmental 
trajectories of marital happiness in continuously married individuals: A group-
based modeling approach. Journal of Family Psychology, 24, 587-596.

Sullivan, K.T., Pasch, L.A., Johnson, M.D., Bradbury, T.N. (2010). Social 
support, problem solving, and the longitudinal course of newlywed marriage. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 98, 631-644.



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 79

16. Is Relationship Counseling Useful?
By: Eshkol Rafaeli

People consider calling up a relationship counselor for a variety of reasons, 
ranging from "things are good, and we want them to be even better," to "I worry 
about these patterns we get ourselves into," all the way to "we're at each other's 
throats and I fear one of us will not live to see tomorrow." Let's put aside the last 
reason – serious concerns about physical safety, or other forms of abusiveness in 
relationships – for a minute (though see Q23 on why people stay in bad 
relationships), and focus on the first two reasons. Many couples find themselves 
thinking these types of things, but often wonder whether or not therapy is the 
right route for addressing their concerns. 

Is Therapy Effective?
Imagine that your relationship is showing some signs of wear and tear, 

unhappiness, and/or maybe even infidelity. Should you spend the time and effort 
to go to couples therapy? Will it help? The short answer is it could, especially if it 
uses one of several tried and tested approaches.[1][2][3] There are now several 
such approaches – with names like behavioral couples therapy (BCT), cognitive 
behavioral couples therapy (CBCT), emotion-focused couples therapy (EFCT), 
and insight-oriented couples therapy (IOCT). Clearly, just as C3PO loved R2D2, 
therapists love to use acronyms. 

All of these therapeutic traditions work better, on average, than no therapy at 
all.[2] Admittedly, there have been very few neck-and-neck direct comparisons 
of these treatments, so right now there's little reason to think that one works 
better than another. One exception to this is a relatively new approach, called 
integrative couples therapy (ICT) – which does seem to work better than its 
precursor (BCT), particularly for couples who are in a lot of distress. Though BCT 
was quite effective, the creators were struck by the fact that at least a third of 
couples didn't benefit from it at all, and even among those who did, many 
"relapsed" into renewed relationship problems. Thus, the same people who first 
developed BCT made improvement and developed ICT[3] (more on it below).

There are some similarities between these approaches. For one, all of them 
rely primarily on what's called "conjoint" therapy – bringing the couple in, 
together, and conducting most therapy sessions with both partners in the room 
(think of the therapy sessions in the movie Couples Retreat). But, the focus of 
each one is somewhat different. For example, BCT focuses on changing 
behaviors and activities, CBCT works by changing both the behaviors and the 
thoughts of both partners, and EFCT works on changing the way emotional 
vulnerability (e.g., "I don't feel like my partner supports me for who I am") is 
expressed (and reacted to). Notice that the word "change" kept appearing in the 
last sentence? Well, ICT, the newer approach, is a bit different – it emphasizes 
both "change" and "acceptance" strategies – learning to change those things that 
can be changed and to accept those that can't (much like the serenity prayer 
posted on many an assistant's wall which states "God grant me the serenity to 
accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and 
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wisdom to know the difference.").
Good therapy, like any good medicine, needs to rely on sound science, use 

tried and tested methods, and be implemented by skilled professionals who 
know what they are doing. All the approaches listed above have been tried and 
tested; and there are ways of finding professionals who are well versed in them 
(a few suggested links are below). But unlike, say, an anti-depressant pill, the 
personality of the counselor carrying out the therapy is quite important. Finding 
a counselor who is agreeable to both partners can be tricky, but is really 
important nonetheless. Without mutual agreement, couples therapy is not likely 
to move forward very well. Therapists, for their part, usually try to maintain a 
sense of neutrality – they are there to help the relationship, not to side with one 
or the other of the partners. But, it is not always the case that both partners will 
feel the therapist is neutral. In such cases, it may take time before a couple finds 
a counselor with whom both couple members are comfortable. The key is to 
take the time to find that counselor.

Let's be realistic for a second though; even with mutual agreement and a 
wise and caring therapist, couples counseling may prove to be too little, too late. 
There are few guarantees with any kind of therapy, and the rate of divorce 
following couples therapy is considerable (but remember, this could be because 
those who go in for counseling do so when things are already quite bad). In 
other words, waiting for problems to get out of control may not be the best 
strategy – catching problems early and fixing them is more likely to get a 
relationship back on track. Counseling has it best chance of working when both 
partners are still invested in the relationship.

Therapy in Good Relationships
Now, what about good relationships (the ones that haven't had this kind of 

wear and tear...yet...)? Isn't it strange for a happy couple to seek counseling? As 
they say, "if it ain't broke, don't fix it?" If your fiancée suggests you go to pre-
marital counseling, should you start worrying about the post-marital years? Not 
really. Couples counselors have developed several forms of relationship 
enhancement or prevention intervention programs. Again, so that they sound 
VERY important, they have acronyms for them: RE (Relationship Enhancement), 
PREP (Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program), and CC (Couples 
Communication). These are often brief (a weekend workshop, or a short series of 
evening meetings), sometimes done in groups, and often led by non-therapists. 
For example, PREP is currently being run in many faith-based organizations, and 
has been adopted by entire dioceses as a program offered as part of pre-marital 
counseling. 

These programs stand out in a sea of others because they have been 
researched and validated most extensively; they all seem to do some good, 
especially in the short run.[3] One (PREP) has also been shown to have some 
longer lasting positive effects. All three of these programs emphasize some 
combination of useful themes, varying from problem solving, to communication 
skills, to ideas for enhancing fun and pleasure in the relationship. That can't 
hurt, can it?
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Therapy in Really Troubled Relationships 
At the beginning of this answer, we put aside the question of counseling 

when serious concerns about physical safety, or abuse, exist. We did this 
because relationships that get to this sad – or frankly, scary – state, should 
definitely give us pause. If basic safety can't be guaranteed, counseling is only 
going to be part of the solution, at best. With counseling (and possibly even 
before starting it), we'd want to consider what can be done to get both partners 
to be out of harm's way – and by "harm", we mean being the victim, being the 
perpetrator of any violence – or, as is sometimes the case, being a bit of both. If 
harm (which, in its extreme form, is often referred to as Intimate Partner 
Violence) exists, it really has to be the first target of change, but it isn't an easy 
one.[4] With harm (or the threat of it) out of the way, counseling might have a 
fighting chance of salvaging or improving the relationship. 

Take Home Points

1. Marital or couples therapy can be effective, and some forms of therapy 
have the records (empirical data) to show this.

2. Relationship enhancement programs (again, some forms of these) really 
can enhance relationships--even already happy relationships.

3. Timing is really important - nipping problems in their bud (with well-timed 
therapy) or anticipating them in the first place (with preventative enhancement 
programs) sure beats trying to fix things after they go wrong.
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Dig Deeper

Where to find out more about these programs:

Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies: www.aabt.org

The American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy: www.aamft.org

A c e n t r a l i z e d w e b s i t e f o r m a ny e n h a n c e m e n t p r o g r a m s : 
www.smartmarriages.com

PREP: www.prepinc.com
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Section 5: Relationship Cognitions

William Shakespeare wrote in Hamlet, "...for there is nothing either good or 
bad, but thinking makes it so." Although Hamlet wasn't referring to relationships, 
this statement appropriately captures the power that our thoughts have on our 
perceptions about relationships, especially our own. What do you expect from 
relationships? If your expectations are too high, you may be perpetually 
disappointed. But, if they are too low, you may end up settling for a loser. In 
either case, calibrating your thoughts could help, even though the actual 
relationship may not change. Perhaps you could gather opinions from others 
who are close to you in order to get a more accurate and unbiased opinion. But, 
is it wise to listen to your friends and family? How can someone else help YOU 
find YOUR soulmate? Well, that depends on whether you believe in soulmates to 
begin with.
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17. I Have High Expectations For My Relationship. Is That Bad?
By: Lisa Neff

"I'm looking for love. Real love. Ridiculous, inconvenient, consuming, can't-
live-without-each-other love."--Carrie Bradshaw, Sex and the City

"There's that one perfect person out there to complete you"--Charlotte York, 
Sex and the City

"From my experience, honey, if he seems too good to be true--he probably 
is."--Samantha Jones, Sex and the City

"Soulmates only exist in the Hallmark aisle"--Miranda Hobbs, Sex and the 
City

When it comes to love and relationships, should you expect the best, like the 
eternal optimists Carrie and Charlotte from Sex and the City? After all, most 
people agree that having a satisfying relationship is one of the most important 
things in life (and the research supports this idea) – so why should you settle for 
anything less than perfect? If you expect only the best, you might be more likely 
to actually achieve a happy and fulfilling relationship. Isn't that what the power 
of positive thinking is all about? Then again, holding such high expectations sets 
you up for bitter disappointment if the frogs you kiss fail to transform into that 
magical and elusive Prince (or Princess) Charming. And think about it – how 
many times have you heard politicians and grandparents complain that the 
reason divorce rates are so high these days is that couples just don't have 
realistic expectations of marriage? It has been argued that young couples have 
expectations that are overly romanticized, and when the relationship gets hard, 
they get frustrated and bail on the relationship. Perhaps it is better to lower your 
expectations a bit, like the more practical Samantha and Miranda? 

Positive Expectations May Influence How You Perceive Your Relationship
Pop culture and relationship science actually agree on this one—both have a 

hard time coming to a definitive answer. Some scholars have argued that highly 
positive expectations are critical for maintaining happy and healthy 
relationships. For instance, several studies have shown that couples who hold 
higher relationship expectations also report having higher quality relationships.
[1][2] So, maybe stubbornly holding on to your mental list of "must haves" in a 
relationship is not such a bad thing after all. If you expect the best in your 
relationship, you may end up thinking and behaving in ways that create the 
relationship you were hoping for. For example, when individuals hold higher 
expectations for their relationships, they are more likely to interpret their 
partner's behaviors in a positive light.[3][4] Imagine you come home from a 
long day of work, and although you are noticeably stressed your partner fails to 
even ask "how was your day today?" If you have positive expectations and 
generally see your partner as supportive and nurturing, you are more likely to 
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interpret his or her silence as "it is nice that my partner sees that I'm stressed and 
is giving me some time and space to relax." In other words, our expectations 
color our views of the world around us, a process known as perceptual 
confirmation. If we expect good things from the relationship, we are more likely 
to see good things in the relationship. To rephrase an old adage, "believing is 
seeing". 

Positive Expectations May Influence How You Act 
Highly positive expectations can also encourage partners to behave more 

positively in their relationships. This type of self-fulfilling prophecy is known to 
researchers as "behavioral confirmation." If you believe that you and your partner 
will have a passionate relationship, you might be more likely to engage in 
behaviors that help fuel those passionate desires – like sneaking away from work 
to have impromptu lunch dates, sprinkling rose petals on the bed, or making a 
mix tape (careful, that may have stopped being romantic somewhere in the late 
90's) –thereby creating a more passionate relationship. Passion in, passion out. 
In addition, when couples expect the best, they may be more willing and 
motivated to work at their relationships during difficult times. It stands to reason 
that if you think your relationship is great, you'll do things to preserve it. Studies 
have found that when partners hold more positive expectations, they tend to 
engage in more constructive behaviors like not avoiding a fight when conflict 
arises.[4] As a result, these couples feel more satisfied with the resolutions of 
their conflicts and have relationships that are more likely to last. 

Before you decide to adopt the phrase "I will only expect the best" as your 
new relationship mantra, however, consider this: Other scholars have 
questioned whether holding such high expectations really is beneficial for 
relationships. It is possible that expectations may become too unrealistic. If you 
think your relationship will be free of disagreements and will provide complete 
romantic bliss day after day, you may be watching too many sappy movies or 
reading too many Nicholas Sparks books. When the relationship fails to meet 
those high standards (trust us, it will happen), you may experience 
disappointment.[2] Let's face it – the "believing is seeing" idea can only go so 
far. You may expect that you and your partner will never fight or will always 
have a satisfying sexual relationship, but those beliefs are awfully hard to live up 
to, especially if kids, work, and in-laws enter the equation. When relationship 
experiences continually fall short of expectations, partners often become 
unhappy and stop trying as hard to maintain the relationship: Highly positive 
expectations can be good for relationships, but only if those expectations are 
reasonably likely to be confirmed (see also Q29). 

Do Expectations Influence Everyone Similarly? 
Recent research suggests that the impact of expectations on a relationship 

may depend on the couple's relationship skills.[5] In a study of newlywed 
couples, researchers measured spouses' relationship expectations and 
communication skills soon after the wedding (what an exciting honeymoon!). 
Researchers then tracked these couples over a four-year period to examine how 
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their marital satisfaction changed during the early years of marriage. Couples 
with high expectations reported being happier in the marriage four years later, 
but only if they had good communication skills. If a couple had high 
expectations, yet were terrible at communicating with one another, they became 
progressively less happy as time went on. In other words, it isn't enough to 
expect high quality relationships. Those expectations only produce better 
relationships when partners also have good relationship skills that are able to 
facilitate the achievement of their lofty relationship ideals. 

George W. Bush once said "I'm the master of low expectations." What does 
that mean for his relationships with Laura? Just like for high expectations the 
effect of low expectations on the marriage depends on couples' relationship 
skills. Believe it or not, this study found that if couples had lower expectations 
and poor communication skills, they actually were doing fine four years later. 
Wait. These people seem to have two strikes against them. Why are they okay? 
Because of their poorer communication skills, they were more likely to 
experience problems in the relationship, but importantly they were expecting 
these problems and that expectation may have buffered them from 
disappointment in the marriage. It's strange, but true. It may be a case where the 
common sentiment "if you want to avoid disappointment, lower your 
expectations" rings true. In other words, if you anticipate encountering bumps in 
the matrimonial road, you may be less upset when those rough times roll 
around. Unfortunately, this also means that if you expect a miserable 
relationship, you may be more likely to have a miserable relationship, and you 
are more likely to stay in that relationship (which suggests that relationship 
longevity isn't always the best way to measure relationship success). 

Most surprisingly, however, was the finding that couples with low 
expectations, but good communication skills, were the least happy of all four 
years later! This seems counter-intuitive because these couples are supposed to 
be good communicators, which should help their relationships. But, it may be 
the case that partners who believe the relationship is going to be less than stellar 
end up communicating this belief in a way that makes it more likely to happen. 
Just imagine a partner who frequently mentions how "all relationships are 
doomed to fail; being single is the only way to be truly happy." Perhaps, it's just 
a matter of time before this becomes true. Much like the story of Goldilocks, the 
lesson of this study is that expectations should not be too high or too low, but 
rather should match the skill level of the couple in order to ensure that those 
expectations are likely to be met. 

Conclusion
What does all this mean? In a nutshell, high expectations can be a good thing 

as long as they don't reach a level that is unattainable. Of course, what is 
realistic for one couple may be unrealistic for another couple. It is best to 
consider what skills you and your partner bring to the relational table and then 
set your sights to a level that may be difficult, but not impossible to reach. If "Sex 
in the City" is our guide then being a Miranda may be best, but with a little 
Carrie and Charlotte thrown in for good measure.
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Take Home Points

1. Some research suggests that if we expect good things from our 
relationship, we may create a more satisfying relationship.

2. Other research suggests that high expectations lead to disappointment and 
poor relationship outcomes.

3. Ultimately, it seems that whether highly positive relationship expectations 
are good or bad for a relationship depends on whether those expectations are 
likely to be confirmed.
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18. My Family And Friends Don't Like My Partner. Should I Listen To Them?
By: Jody Davis

In an ideal world, relationships with everyone in your social network – 
friends, family members, romantic partners, and others – would be harmonious, 
with everyone enjoying one another's company. As the saying goes, "any friend 
of yours is a friend of mine!" But, oftentimes, whether we want it or not, our 
friends and family members give us advice or extol opinions about our partners 
that may not be what we want to hear. Imagine the following scenario: your 
friend is in a committed romantic relationship with a guy whom she absolutely 
adores, but you and her other friends all despise him. Perhaps you are trying to 
convince her that his tendency to flirt with every girl he meets is just not 
acceptable, and others are attempting to persuade her that he cannot be trusted. 
You all may even be trying to convince her that he is, in fact, cheating on her. 
Who should your friend believe—her social network, whose view of her 
boyfriend is so different than her own? Or should she trust her own belief that he 
is perfect?

Who Has The Most Accurate View Of Your Romantic Partner? 
As you've probably figured out by now, the answer isn't entirely 

straightforward. On the one hand, you are likely to have greater breadth (i.e., 
you know a greater variety of things) and depth (i.e., you know much more 
about those areas) of information about your partner than do your friends and 
family. That should come as no surprise: it's your partner and those long 
conversations weren't for nothing. On the other hand, your thoughts about your 
partner can be affected by a host of cognitive biases that may lead you to 
overlook negative features about your relationship and/or partner (and they can 
be unconscious or deliberate biases).[1] These biases explain in part why 
individuals' perceptions can diverge from one another and suggest that people 
may not be the best judge of their romantic partners. At the same time, to the 
degree that you are in a committed or satisfying relationship, your thoughts 
about your romantic partner may be positive illusions that increase the 
likelihood of pro-relationship behaviors such as forgiveness. Now, that's not 
such a bad thing, eh? (see Q17)

If researchers were looking at positive illusions in your relationship, they 
would compare your perception of your partner to your partner's actual 
behaviors, your partner's own perceptions, or to perceptions of social network 
members (e.g., your roommates, friends). When researchers examine the social 
network, they find that people describe their own relationships as more 
committed and more satisfying than their friends perceive them to be.[2] You 
may report that you and your partner are always happy together, but your friend 
may report that you're only sometimes happy together (perhaps they hear, and 
remember, your complaints about your partner). Viewing the partner and the 
relationship in an overly positive manner can render inaccurate judgments. For 
example, friends (especially female friends) are more accurate than relationship 
partners themselves at predicting whether a dating relationship will end.[3] It 
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could be that your best friend is right to be skeptical when you say that you're 
sure that you'll be with your partner forever!

Maintaining positive illusions and other benevolent cognitions about 
romantic partners may lead people to make pro-relationship choices. When your 
partner betrays you (e.g., makes fun of you in public), are your friends more or 
less likely than you to forgive your partner? In a situation referred to as the third-
party forgiveness effect, individuals' friends (third parties) are less forgiving of a 
partner who betrays an individual than the person who was actually betrayed![4] 
If someone cheats on your friend; you may still be angry with the person even 
though your friend has long since forgiven the jerk. One reason social network 
members are less forgiving is that they are less committed to your partner than 
you are (they may even be hoping that you'll break up and that you'll date 
someone else); therefore, they tend to interpret your partner's behavior in a less 
benevolent manner and are less likely to give the benefit of the doubt. For 
example, if your partner belittles you to impress someone else, you may attribute 
your partner's behavior to being nervous or to being drunk; however, your friend 
is more likely to attribute such behavior to your partner being a selfish prick. In 
general, an outside perspective from social network members can be a useful 
"reality check."

When Friends' Views And Your Views Collide
Importantly, disagreement with social network members is likely to yield 

tension or discomfort, which needs to be resolved. Otherwise, you walk around 
'out of balance' so to speak, such that you have to manage two separate close 
relationships that mix like Pop Rocks and Coke, or oil and water (in research 
terms, this is known as a lack of cognitive consistency). But, what if you insist on 
maintaining your positive view of your partner in the face of persistent 
disagreement from social network members? The repercussions could be ugly. 
It's possible that the quality of your relationship with your friend or family 
member could suffer due to tension experienced over disagreeing. How many 
times have you heard of people being accused of putting their relationship 
ahead of friends and family? 

Research also suggests that if a romantic relationship is less stable, receiving 
general approval of the relationship from friends or family members strengthens 
relationships. If you're on the fence, knowing your family and friends like your 
partner may encourage you to try to make it work. In fact, social network 
members' approval of a dating relationship predicts people's commitment to the 
relationship, which in turn predicts relationship persistence.[5] In particular, 
people's perception that their friends approve of a relationship (vs. the friends' 
actual approval) is an important predictor of relationship success; so simply 
believing that social network members like your partner increases the odds that 
your relationship will last. Put simply: It's hard to maintain a relationship with 
someone whom your friends don't like. Just ask those star-crossed lovers, Mr. 
Montague and Ms. Capulet.

Conclusion
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To summarize, whether or not you want to admit it, your thoughts about your 
romantic partner are biased. This can be a good thing: keep in mind that people 
like their own romantic partners more than others do and liking partners despite 
their annoying behaviors is a feature of committed relationships. But, your other 
close relationships can become strained when your rose-colored glasses are at 
odds with your friends' and family's doom and gloom colored glasses (for the 
record, the official color of doom and gloom is deep purple). Keep in mind that 
they may see something very important that you are overlooking. Acknowledge 
that your perceptions about your partner may be positively skewed. If you think 
that your partner's habit of quoting movie lines in every conversation is 
endearing ("may the force be with you"), but your family members think it's 
obnoxious ("Toga! Toga!"), that could be okay ("Frankly my dear I don't give a 
damn"), and even helpful to your relationship's success ("I think this is the 
beginning of a beautiful friendship"). However, if you think that your partner is a 
strong, independent person, but your friends think that your partner is selfish 
and controlling, then there could be a problem. Can you remember a situation 
when you felt like a friend was being overly positive about a partner? That 
'friend' could very well be you!

Take Home Points

1. Social networks notice problems in relationships that the individuals in 
those relationships often miss themselves.

2. Individuals' friends (third parties) tend to be less forgiving than the 
individuals who are betrayed by their partners.

3. Relationships that have the support of the individuals' social networks are 
more likely to succeed.
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19. I Believe For A Relationship To Work, Partners Must Be Soulmates. Am I 
Right?

By: Benjamin Le

Many people claim to be looking for their "soulmate." What exactly is a 
soulmate? One common perspective is that soulmates represent the other half of 
one's being (think "you complete me" from Jerry Maguire, but in a more cosmic 
sense). Another perspective is that a soulmate is someone who is your perfect 
partner – the only one out there with whom you will have a perfect relationship 
that is naturally easy to maintain. Obviously, investigating the cosmic sense of 
the word 'soulmate' is impossible because there's not a way to objectively 
measure if two people really do complete each other (and, if you can think of a 
way, the research community would love to hear about it!). Researchers, 
however, can examine individuals' beliefs about the "perfect partner" idea of a 
soulmate. Thus, we will focus on that interpretation of 'soulmate' in this 
response. But first, a bit of background.

Is Belief In Soulmates Related To How A Person Looks At The World More 
Generally?

As it turns out, someone's belief that there's a perfect partner out there is 
conceptually similar to individuals' beliefs regarding whether things in life are 
stable versus malleable. These beliefs, known as "implicit" or "lay theories," have 
been applied to many different aspects of people's lives, including their 
intelligence and personality. Do you believe your intelligence level is pretty 
much set as is? If someone isn't the brightest star in the sky now, do you believe 
that there's not much they can do to get brighter in the future? Or, do you think 
that intelligence can be changed if someone pays attention in school, works 
really hard, and studies a lot? You can probably imagine that people differ in 
these beliefs and that they impact how much effort people put into tasks related 
to those beliefs. For example, if you believe that your intelligence is malleable 
then you will probably study harder because you believe your efforts will pay 
dividends in terms of exam grades. However, if you believe that your 
intelligence is fixed, then there's not much you can do to do better (including 
studying), so you might as well blow off studying and go out with your friends. 
Why bother studying at all if you can't change things?

Do The Ideas Of Stability Vs. Change Apply To Romantic Relationships? 
This basic idea applies to romantic relationship as well.[1] Some people may 

believe that they and their partners can change (he will learn not to leave the 
toilet seat up), and thus their relationships can change for the better (or worse). 
Others might believe that their relationships are pretty much fixed and they're 
not likely to get much better or worse. Just as your implicit theories impact how 
much you might study for an exam, they also help determine how much effort 
you'll put into working through problems in your relationships. If you believe 
your relationship can change, then you would put the effort into making things 
in your relationship better. But, if your partner's personality and the state of your 
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relationship are static, why bother to make an effort?

So What Do These Beliefs Have To Do With Being Soulmates? 
In addition to these general beliefs about personality and relationships, 

researchers have identified a more specific set of beliefs regarding how people 
think relationships will progress (also see Q13).[2] These beliefs influence how 
romantic partners think about their relationships and make efforts to keep them 
going (or not). In particular, two different sets of beliefs have been studied in 
much depth, and they can be illustrated simply by the following brief survey 
(take a moment to determine which of the following statements you identify with 
the most):

___1) Potential relationship partners are either compatible or they are not.

___2) The ideal relationship develops gradually over time.

The first question, which reflects a dimension that researchers have labeled 
"destiny", is essentially the degree to which one believes in a soulmate. For 
example, people high on the destiny dimension believe that there is only one 
romantic match for each person, and that when these two people meet, love will 
strike at first sight – the two are destined to be together. They believe that they 
should follow their hearts in their relationships, and that "love will conquer all." 

The second question taps a set of beliefs that researchers have termed 
"growth." Growth theorists think of relationships as gardens; they need to be 
tended to and nurtured, and they will develop slowly over time. To these folks, 
successful relationships are able to overcome conflict, and they believe that 
working through challenges makes them stronger as a couple.

How Do Relationship Beliefs Influence Relationships?
While it is interesting to be able to identify differences in the way destiny and 

growth theorists think about relationships, what's more important is that these 
dimensions have important implications for relationship development, 
satisfaction, and coping with the negative events that couples face. People who 
endorse the soulmate-oriented destiny beliefs are actually more likely to see 
their relationships break up.[3] Why? Well, it turns out that virtually all 
relationships are faced with challenges, and conflict is a guarantee at some point 
in the life of a relationship. This really rocks the foundation of those with destiny 
beliefs. Whoa, wait a minute: if you don't agree with my choice of curtains and 
unconditionally love all 13 of my cats, you must not be my soulmate. If we 
aren't perfectly happy and conflict-free, I must have made an error in judgment 
about your soulmate credentials -- I'm not supposed to fight with my soulmate! 
Thus, when things get rocky, these folks are more likely to cut the cord and 
move on to the next relationship. Not surprisingly, destiny theorists are more 
likely to take responsibility for breaking up and less likely to maintain a 
relationship with an ex-partner; if they aren't your soulmate, what's the point in 
hanging out with them?3
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In contrast, growth theorists tend to put effort into resolving conflicts and may 
even put a positive spin on negative relationship events ("my partner might have 
cheated on me, but getting through that will only make us stronger!").[4] For 
them, working through conflict is expected to some degree and is part of what 
brings couples together; it isn't necessarily an indication that the relationship is 
going badly.[5][6][7] People who endorse growth beliefs also tend to be more 
committed to their partners and are more inclined to date one person longer 
than those low in growth beliefs. They also have fewer one night stands.3 These 
results are consistent with the idea that relationships take time to develop; 
growth theorists take time to see how relationships play out and are less likely to 
jump in to bed with someone they have just met. 

Conclusion
Does all this mean that your relationship will work out better if you are not 

with your soulmate? Not necessarily. Clearly, growth theorists put more effort in 
maintaining their relationships and experience less negative effects from 
downturns in their relationships. Usually this is a good thing; there's a good 
reason people say "relationships take work to succeed." However, if a 
relationship is in trouble or a partner is a particularly bad match, growth 
theorists may continue to try to salvage things, needlessly putting energy into a 
dead-end relationship. They just don't know when to quit! In contrast, people 
high in destiny may give up too soon and not give relationships an opportunity 
to develop or live up to their potential because they bolt at the first sign of 
trouble. But, destiny theorists are not destined to a world of serial monogamy; 
they just need to be honest with themselves about what they are looking for in 
their relationships and understand their particular belief system. Ultimately, 
having a sense of your expectations for relationships, and knowing how those 
match up to partners' expectations is likely to be key. If you're a growth theorist 
who is with a destiny theorist, you might be frustrated with your partner's lack of 
efforts to work through problems. Likewise, if you are a destiny theorist but your 
partner holds growth beliefs, he or she is likely to be surprised when you want to 
kick them to the curb.

Take Home Points

1. Implicit theories of relationships refer to people's beliefs about the stability 
versus changeability of aspects of their romantic relationships. Are things likely 
to remain the same? Or could they get better or worse over time?

2. Destiny theorists believe in soulmates; that you are meant to be with a 
partner. Any problems in the relationship are a sign that the partner isn't your 
soulmate, so they are more likely to take responsibility for breaking up with a 
partner.

3. Growth theorists believe that relationships get stronger as they overcome 
challenges. Therefore, they are more likely to put effort into their relationships 
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when they encounter trouble.
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Section 6: The Dark Side of Relationships

Unfortunately, relationships aren't all puppy dogs and ice cream. That is, 
relationships aren't always perfect; they can include some pretty nasty 
experiences. For example, your partner could betray your trust by cheating. 
There are many reasons why people cheat, and a few ways to help detect 
whether your partner is cheating. However, worry about this too much and 
you're likely to become overly jealous (and drive your partner away). 
Unfortunately, even when relationships are unhealthy, people will stick with 
them for a variety of reasons. In other cases, relationships break-up; some for 
worse, but some for better. Hopefully, this chapter doesn't become a checklist of 
things your relationship has or should have, but rather serves as a cautionary tale 
of things to avoid. Just think though...without these relationship experiences in 
the world, housewives wouldn't be so desperate and reality television may lose 
a lot of appeal.
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20. What Is Cheating And Its Consequences?
By: Gary W. Lewandowski Jr.

"True love is hard to find. Sometimes you think you have true love and then 
you catch the early flight home from San Diego and a couple of nude people 
jump out of your bathroom blindfolded like a goddamn magic show..." ~ Mitch 
Martin, Old School (2003)

How much does this type of thing really happen in relationships? Ok, not so 
much the blindfolds and magic show part, but what percentage of people 
engage in 'extra-relationship' sexual activity? The best answer to this question is 
that we don't really know for sure. Generally speaking, roughly 1 in 3 men and 
1 in 5 women have committed sexual infidelity,[1] although these estimates vary 
from study to study. Yet, although the differences are shrinking, men's self-
reported cheating is higher than women's. How can men be cheating so much 
more than women? It may be the case that men are socialized such that they're 
more likely to inflate their amount of cheating or they're more honest about it 
than are women (who are socialized to protect their 'pure' image). 

What Is Considered Cheating? Are There Different Types?
This is a trick question...cheating is cheating right? It's one of those things that 

you just know it when you see it (or hear about it from a friend that saw your 
partner doing it). Well, let's see just how absolute cheating is. Is having sexual 
intercourse with someone other than your partner cheating? YES! (assuming you 
and your partner are not into swinging or some other form of non-monogamy). 
Maybe this game is easy. What if your partner has conversations with someone 
at work, but doesn't tell you? Hmm. What if you have a crush where you 
fantasize about someone else when you're with your partner? Is flirting cheating? 
What about going to a strip club? What about Hooters? What about accepting a 
friend invitation from an ex-partner on Facebook? What about sexting? The line 
may be a bit fuzzy after all. If you think about it, within your own relationship, 
your partner is the one who ultimately decides what is cheating. You might think 
flirting is okay, but your boyfriend or girlfriend may not. Kissing someone else 
may not be allowed, unless of course your partner is the one encouraging you to 
do it. So, in essence, the reality of the situation is that cheating is any type of 
activity with a non-partner that your own partner would find upsetting or a 
breach of trust in your relationship.

When relationship scientists set out to study infidelity, what do they consider 
cheating? Generally, they will break it down into two main types: sexual vs. 
emotional.[2] Sexual infidelity is the type of cheating most people think of when 
someone engages in physical sexual activity with someone who isn't one's 
romantic partner. Cheating behaviors in this case can range from kissing -- to 
"heavy petting" (yes, this is an official science term that basically equates to 
rounding second base and heading to third) -- to, of course, sexual intercourse. 
Emotional infidelity is a bit more ambiguous, but generally involves forming an 
emotional connection with a non-partner and includes things like a secret 
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texting relationship, engaging in intimate self-disclosure, all the way up to falling 
in love. 

How Can I Tell If My Partner Is Cheating? 
Determining if your partner is cheating may not always be as cut and dry as 

simply waiting for naked people to jump out of your bedroom closet. However, 
if you suspect that your partner may be cheating, researchers have identified 
several things that you can look for to confirm (or disconfirm) your suspicions.
[3] There are two types of infidelity: emotional and sexual. If your partner is 
talking a lot about spending time with someone else (whom you think they 
would consider having a relationship) or acting apathetic toward you, these 
behaviors may indicate either type of infidelity. Clues that your partner may be 
engaging in emotional infidelity include indications that your partner is 
unsatisfied with your relationship, reluctance to discuss a specific person, 
emotional disengagement, increased anger, guilt, anxiety, hostility, and not 
wanting to spend time with you (of course, many of these may just mean he or 
she is just not that into you as well). Indicators that your partner may be 
engaging in sexual infidelity include changes in the partner's normal routine, 
changes in sexual interest (either lack of interest or exaggerated interest), and 
physical clues like lack of arousal. Women tend to be more sensitive to these 
cues, suggesting that they are more adept at monitoring for and identifying 
infidelity. Again, however, a very large and important caveat here is that these 
behaviors only suggest and do not guarantee that cheating is occurring. 

If I Cheat, Should I Tell My Partner?
What do you do if you're the one who slips up? Before you decide on 

whether to come clean, you should know that how a partner discovers your 
cheating impacts your relationship in different ways.[4] Specifically, researchers 
examined four different scenarios regarding how a person could discover 
cheating: they find out from another person, they catch you "red handed" (with 
your pants down, so to speak), he or she confronts you and you admit it, and 
you tell your partner on your own (i.e., "the blindside"). As you may expect, if 
they catch you in the act or if someone rats you out, partners are the least 
forgiving and the relationship suffers the most. If you want to minimize the 
impact of your cheating ways, you should tell your partner about it before they 
find out another way. Granted, they may still not be happy and they may not 
forgive you, but taking an open and honest approach gives you the best chance 
of working things out (if that is indeed what you want). Perhaps the worst 
possible way is that taken by so many politicians and celebrities—having the 
cable news channels let your partner know.

What Are The Consequences Of Cheating? 
Evolutionary theory predicts and research has shown that men would be less 

likely to forgive sexual infidelity and more likely to break-up over sexual 
infidelity, whereas women would be less likely to forgive and more likely to 
break-up over emotional infidelity.[5] But, these summaries require some 
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qualifiers; partners' responses may depend on why they think cheating occurred.
[6] For example, if your partner believes that you cheated because you are a 
terrible person, he or she is less likely to forgive you and more likely to avoid 
you and/or seek revenge. But, if your partner believes you cheated because of 
extenuating circumstances (e.g., you were at a party, had too much to drink, and 
succumbed to someone's promiscuous advances) he or she is more likely to 
forgive you and more likely to try to work things out (note: "more likely" doesn't 
necessarily mean "likely").

While the revelation of a partner's infidelity is a common cause for ending a 
relationship, it does not guarantee that the relationship will end. There is 
evidence that people stay with partners that cheat because they fear losing the 
partner or they are not willing to separate because of a strong emotional 
connection.[8] When somebody stays with a cheater because of fear, he or she 
is more likely to seek revenge, avoid conflict, and become generally more 
disrespectful and aggressive towards the partner. For example, in an 
investigation of how infidelity influences marriage, researchers examined 62 
practicing therapists' cases that involved infidelity.[8] In almost 50% of cases, 
the marriage was preserved following infidelity, but was characterized as 
negative, empty in quality, or having a doubtful future. The next most frequent 
outcome, in 34% of the sample, was that the marriage ended in divorce. Finally, 
couples stayed together 15% of the time and were characterized by therapists as 
having improving and growing relationships.

Conclusion
People typically become romantically involved with partners whom they 

love, respect, care about, and trust. Nevertheless, people are often unfaithful. 
Cheating can take many forms and can reveal itself in relationships in many 
ways. Regardless, it is safe to say that cheating damages relationships and 
undermines many of the positive reasons why a person likely entered the 
relationship in the first place.

Take Home Points

1. The definition of what makes a behavior "cheating" varies depending on 
the beliefs of the partners in the relationship. 

2. Researchers generally distinguish between emotional and sexual forms of 
infidelity.

3. There are several behaviors that suggest one's partner may be cheating.

4. Cheating is clearly bad for relationships and produces many negative 
consequences for the vast majority of relationships.
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21. Why Do People Cheat In Relationships?
By: Gary W. Lewandowski Jr.

In the movie Unfaithful, Diane Lane's character seems to have it all: a nice 
house, kids, and a hunky husband to boot (played by Richard Gere). Yet, 
following a chance encounter with an attractive younger man she finds herself 
being, well, unfaithful. Why would she risk all of the nice things in her life in 
order to cheat? There are several reasons why people might be unfaithful to their 
partners, including individual factors (i.e., their personalities), aspects of their 
relationships, or something particular about the situation. 

Why Do Celebrities Seem To Cheat So Much? 
Quick, think of as many celebrities as you can who have allegedly been 

caught cheating. Go! Tiger Woods, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Jude Law, Bill 
Clinton, Dave Letterman, Kobe Bryant, Eliot Spitzer, LeAnn Rimes, Hugh Grant, 
Bill Clinton some more, Jon Edwards, that guy Sandra Bullock was married to, 
and Brett Favre. That took just about 30 seconds. Why is it so easy to come up 
with names of cheaters? It's just that common of a phenomenon (at least among 
male celebrities and politicians). So why do they do it? The simple answer to this 
is because they can. 

In the case of celebrities, they have high mate value because potential 
interlopers (i.e., home wreckers) find them desirable due to their physical 
attractiveness, money, power, notoriety, or combination thereof (mostly power). 
As a result, their pool of potential partners is large, and because of their celebrity 
status, some of these potential partners are happy to be willing accomplices in 
the affair. In the context of the investment model (see Q23), celebrities have a 
high quality of alternatives, which in turn undermines commitment. There really 
are a lot of other fish in their proverbial seas. Unfortunately, this means that even 
if they are satisfied and highly invested in their relationships, commitment isn't a 
sure bet. When people feel less of a sense of commitment, they are more likely 
to cheat. Researchers from Southern Methodist University in Texas found that 
students who reported lower levels of commitment at the beginning of the 
semester were more likely to cheat, either physically or emotionally, later in the 
semester.[1] In a follow-up study, a different set of students recorded all of their 
interactions during spring break. Even over that short week, those with lower 
commitment reported more physical and emotional intimacy with alternative 
partners. Thus, it may not be the case that the rest of the world is more virtuous 
and more faithful than celebrities. Instead, it may just be that they don't have the 
same temptations or ability to capitalize on them. Of course, when those who 
are less rich and famous cheat, their affairs don't end up on TMZ, so it may be 
that we are just more aware of celebrity's who cheat.

Are Some People More Likely To Cheat Than Others?
Other than celebrities, are there people who will be faithful to the end while 

others are just cheating cheaters? One individual difference that seems to predict 
cheating is sociosexuality. Sociosexuality refers to the extent to which a person 
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considers sexual behavior and emotional feelings to be intertwined (see Q31).
[2] When people have an unrestricted sociosexual orientation, they are more 
capable of having sex without "catching feelings." Practically every person from 
the cast of MTV's Jersey Shore exhibits this pattern. A large scale research study 
of 500 participants found that unrestricted sociosexuality relates to a higher sex 
drive, more sex partners, and a greater likelihood of cheating on one's primary 
partner.[3] Men are more likely to be unrestricted, which may partially explain 
their higher reported rates of cheating. 

A person's attachment style (see Q8) may also influence cheating behavior. 
When 800 participants were asked about their attachment and cheating 
behavior, those who had more of an anxious attachment (e.g., dependency and 
a great deal of worry about how much the partner cares for them) were more 
likely to cheat.[4] A similar study of over 500 undergraduate and over 250 
members of the community found that those who were highly anxious tended to 
cheat because they weren't receiving enough attention in their primary 
relationship.[5] In contrast, those with dismissive attachment styles (i.e., those 
who feel less of a need for relationships), tended to cheat in order to gain space 
and freedom in the primary relationship. 

Some people may be more likely to cheat due to underlying biological and 
hormonal influences. For example, women with higher levels of estrogen are 
more likely to cheat.[6] Similarly, men with higher testosterone have more 
interest in sex outside of their relationships.[7]Even though we don't carry 
around testosterone and estrogen testing kits to use on our partners (although 
that would be cool, wouldn't it?), people can determine levels of these 
hormones without realizing it by listening to their partners' voices.[8] Men with 
greater testosterone have deeper voices (e.g., Barry White), while women with 
more estrogen have higher voices (e.g., Mariah Carey). It seems we may have 
some inherent knowledge of this hormonal link to both infidelity and voice 
pitch. In one study, participants listened to audio clips of male and female 
voices that had been digitally altered to be higher or lower and indicated how 
likely that person would be to cheat. Men with masculine deep voices and 
females with feminine high voices were perceived to be at a higher risk for 
infidelity. 

A woman's ovulatory cycle may also influence her likelihood of cheating.[9] 
Specifically, women are more likely to cheat when they are most likely to get 
pregnant (when she is ovulating). Whoa...why is this? Evolutionarily speaking, 
women should desire to obtain the best genes possible (think Jon Hamm) for 
their offspring. But, the super sexy mate may not stick around to raise the child 
so she needs to have a more stable partner who will provide security (think Phil, 
the dad with three kids, from Modern Family). As a result, if a woman finds 
herself in a relationship with a lesser quality partner (think Napoleon Dynamite) 
she'll cheat when she is most fertile so that her offspring will have the benefit of 
better genes. These hormonal effects might make it sound like a person can't 
help cheating because he or she is at the mercy of their hormones, but that is not 
what the research shows. Hormones may make resisting harder, but people have 
the ability to be self-aware and self-reflective are should be held accountable for 
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their own choices.

Once A Cheater, Always A Cheater?
You and your partner have been a happy couple for some time. One day the 

conversation turns to past relationships (potentially dangerous territory...proceed 
with caution!) and your partner reveals that he was less than faithful in a 
previous relationship. Of course, your partner assures you that he would never 
cheat on you and that he was a different person back then; the past is in the 
past. But should you believe him? While we aren't aware of any research that 
addresses this question directly, you should know that there is a common 
aphorism in psychology that says "the best predictor of future behavior is past 
behavior."[10] Basically, if you have ever gone over the speed limit, cheated on 
a test, or cheated on your taxes, you're likely to do it again. This happens 
because the first time you do something (like cheat on your partner), you have to 
weigh several options ("will I get caught?" "am I the type of person who cheats?") 
and then make the decision ("this is worth the risk"). The next time around this 
will require less thinking and processing because you've weighed your options 
once before (and presumably gotten away with it), which will allow the behavior 
to occur automatically. In essence, past cheating behavior greases the skids 
making it easier to slide into bed with someone who isn't your primary partner. 
As Ann Landers said, "If you marry a man who cheats on his wife, you'll be 
married to a man who cheats on his wife." So, there isn't direct evidence that 
someone will always be a cheater, but the research on a variety of other 
behaviors certainly suggests it is more likely.

What About The Relationship Leads Someone To Cheat? 
Frankly, it could be a lot of things and researchers have approached this 

question in a variety of ways. In a nationally representative sample of over 2,800 
participants, researchers looked at infidelity in married as well as cohabitating 
couples.[11] At a general level, attending fewer religious services, cohabitating, 
and having less overlap between partners' social networks (i.e., having fewer 
common or 'joint' friends) were risk factors for infidelity. Additionally, those with 
lower relationship satisfaction were more likely to have engaged in recent 
infidelity. This raises the proverbial chicken vs. the egg debate. Does lack of 
satisfaction lead to cheating, or does cheating lead to less satisfaction in the 
relationship? To answer this, researchers examined couples in the context of a 
longitudinal study covering 17 years.[12] Their data suggests that dissatisfaction 
by itself is not a risk factor for cheating, but that when people felt a divorce was 
on the horizon they were more likely to cheat. Once people cheated, their 
satisfaction in their marriage decreased, and they perceived divorce as more 
likely. Looks like it's neither the chicken nor the egg. 

With this in mind, you'd probably want to identify potential deficiencies in 
the relationship. One potential contributing factor is that one's partner doesn't 
provide enough new and exciting experiences within the relationship.[13] When 
one's partner provides insufficient opportunities for self-growth within the 
relationship then people report a greater inclination for cheating on their partner 
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in order to fulfill their needs. To find an alternative partner that can meet those 
needs, you'd likely need to do a bit of window-shopping. To test this, people in 
a current relationship rated the relationship's ability to provide self-expansion 
(i.e., new and exciting experiences) then had the chance to interact with 
someone that could have been an alternative partner.[14] In reality, they 
interacted with a computer that provided preplanned answers that suggested a 
great deal of self-expansion. For example, if participants asked "Do you like to 
hear different perspectives on topics?", the program responded "Yes, it keeps life 
interesting." Not surprisingly, those who had relationships with less self-
expansion enjoyed the interaction more, and picked more questions that would 
assess the potential partner's ability to provide self-expansion.

In a follow-up study, nearly 150 participants rated their own self-expansion 
and then were given a chance to participate in a "get acquainted" activity with 
highly attractive single partners. Participants knew they could select as many or 
as few people to interact with as they wanted. How many should they pick? 
Assuming they were happy and committed...ZERO! If you are in a happy and 
self-expanding relationship, it is probably a terrible idea to pick anyone because 
you might be tempted to do more than just chat. As with the previous study, 
those in less self-expanding relationships selected more potential interaction 
partners. These studies are important because people are less likely to 
consciously make the decision "today I'm going to cheat on my partner!", even if 
their relationship isn't very expanding. Instead, they likely engage in a series of 
behaviors that increase the chances of it happening, starting with paying more 
attention to alternate partners.

Are There Situational Factors That Make People More Likely To Cheat?
We can't overlook a major determinant of whether you check out alternatives

—quite simply, there have to be alternate partners to check out in the first place. 
This highlights the role of situational factors on cheating. As any good social 
scientist will tell you, a person's surroundings and environment have powerful 
influences on behavior. To assume that there are only cheaters and non-cheaters 
in the world is an oversimplification. Sometimes we find ourselves in situations 
full of potential partners and other times it's a sausage-fest (is there an equivalent 
term for women?).

Case in point: when you aren't at home with your partner, the next most 
likely place you'd be is at work. As you might expect, when you work at a place 
where there are greater opportunities for sexual partnerships, infidelity is more 
likely to occur.[15] So if your husband wants to work at Victoria's Secret or your 
wife wants to work at Home Depot...just say no. Ok, so you've solved this issue 
by making sure your partner works in a setting that is devoid of human contact. 
However, it is also possible that stress from work could influence cheating. 
Stress, whether it is from excessive demands, making difficult decisions, or 
preventing yourself from strangling your boss requires effort that leads to ego-
depletion, or a state where the person feels worn down.[17] When you feel 
worn down from one activity, it makes it harder to control yourself in other 
situations. 
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To see if ego-depletion, or psychological fatigue, affects the likelihood of 
cheating, researchers created a sense of stress in participants (all of whom were 
currently in committed romantic relationships) by bringing them into a room 
smelling of freshly baked cookies.[17] In the room, participants saw two plates, 
one with the cookies and the other with radishes. Those in the depletion 
condition had to ignore the cookies and eat the radishes. The other group (who 
got the far better deal) got to eat the cookies while ignoring the radishes. Next, 
participants were given the opportunity to interact with an attractive stranger in 
order to help out a local dating service. In reality, the stranger was part of the 
experiment (a confederate) and asked standard questions and provided standard 
answers. During the conversation, the confederate asked two key questions "Do 
you have a number I could text you at? You seem like definitely the kind of 
person I would really like to get to know more," and "Do you think you would 
want to meet up for a coffee date with me sometime soon?" Granted, 
participants weren't given the chance to physically hook-up with another 
person, but would you really be happy if your partner indulged either of these 
requests? Probably not. It turns out that participants who ate radishes (those in 
the depletion condition) were three times more likely to give out their phone 
number and to accept a coffee date. Forgoing temptation (like fresh-baked 
cookies) while doing something unpleasant (eating radishes) is stressful and ego-
depleting in a way that can lead to a lack of restraint around other kinds of 
temptations. Experiencing a long, stressful, and ego-depleting day at work, is 
likely to make cheating more tempting. 

Conclusion
Overall, your best bet is form a relationship based on trust with someone you 

care about and respect. Then, spend time making sure that the relationship is 
satisfying, fulfilling, and provides sufficient excitement so that that neither 
partner will be inclined to stray. Also, you should obviously never eat radishes, 
or let your partner within the same zip code as a celebrity.

Take Home Points

1. Celebrities seem to cheat a lot, and it may be due to more opportunities or 
to their higher mate value.

2. Some individuals are more likely to cheat than others.

3. Individuals who have cheated in the past, are more likely to cheat in the 
future. 

4. Factors within the relationship such as impending divorce, or lack of 
growth can lead to greater infidelity. 

5. A person's surroundings or experiences can lead to more cheating. 
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22. Isn't A Little Jealousy A Good Thing?
By: Robin Edelstein

While killing time during your lunch hour, you (Brenda) see that your 
boyfriend (Dylan) is now Facebook friends with Kelly. Whoa....stop the bus! 
What in the name of Facebook friends is going on here? Didn't Dylan have a 
thing for some girl named Kelly before you got together? Dylan is definitely up 
to something, and that something certainly involves this Kelly chick. It may be 
time to look through all of Dylan's "friends" and see what he's up to. Better yet, 
you could steal his password and really see what he's been up to. But, before 
you begin the termination process, you might want to step back a bit so that you 
can avoid unleashing the wrath of the "green-eyed monster." Jealousy can strike 
when you least expect it: on Facebook.....or when you see your girlfriend talking 
to a guy at a party and you wonder about her motives (and his)...or when you 
find somebody else's underwear in your girlfriend's laundry basket (okay, maybe 
this last one is worth a little jealousy). What does it say about your relationship if 
you're always obsessing about what your partner is up to, or who else might 
have their sights on him? And who wants to be with someone who doesn't trust 
them? Too much jealousy can obviously be a problem. But what if your partner 
is never jealous? Could a little jealousy actually be a good thing in a 
relationship? 

What Is Jealousy?
Jealousy occurs when we feel that an important relationship might be 

threatened.[1] Importantly, all jealousy is not created equally. For example, 
reactive jealousy results from a specific event with a realistic threat such as when 
you actually see someone clearly flirting with your girlfriend. A threat may also 
be imaginary....like when you wonder what your boyfriend is doing on that 
"business trip" in Las Vegas (what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas, right?). You 
may be worried about the Vegas trip because of suspicious jealousy – when an 
individual is constantly vigilant about the partner's behavior and may event 
resort to snooping. Regardless of the type, jealousy, especially when it results 
from insecurity or lack of trust in the relationship, undermines relationship 
quality. 

Not surprisingly, however, although jealousy is generally a pretty negative 
emotion, it can actually have some positive effects in relationships -- at least in 
small doses. By being cognizant of our partner's wandering eye, or aware of 
others who are trying to catch our partner's eye, we help to avoid losing an 
important relationship.[2] Believe it or not, people often deliberately engage in 
mate-poaching -- meaning they pursue partners who are already in a 
relationship, and those pursuits are surprisingly successful!.[3] At the same time, 
if you fail to monitor your partner's behaviors to some degree, you could end up 
staying with someone who's being unfaithful to you. So, in order to protect your 
relationship, it's important to pay at least some attention to what your partner is 
doing and who your competition might be. And if your relationship isn't really 
worth protecting because your partner is being unfaithful, that's important to 
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know, too. 

Can Jealousy Be A Good Thing? 
We're most likely to experience jealousy in relationships when we feel more 

serious, committed, and interdependent.[1] Jealousy can also show your partner 
that you're invested in the relationship (and vice versa). After all, if you weren't 
invested in the relationship, would you really care that much about what your 
partner was doing (and with whom)? (Of course, there's a danger that this kind 
of thinking can lead people to justify a partner's excessive jealousy with 
thoughts like, "she only hacked into my email account and deleted all my high-
school female friends because she loves me so much"—more on that later.) 
Feelings of jealousy may sometimes even lead to positive behaviors that can 
make a relationship stronger. For example, if you start feeling jealous, you might 
stop to reexamine your relationship; if you think that your relationship is worth 
fighting for, you might be more attentive to your partner, or be less likely to take 
your partner for granted.[4] These kinds of behaviors might even make your 
partner less likely to stray in the first place, and there's some evidence that 
people who have a (somewhat) jealous partner are more satisfied and committed 
to their relationships, especially if their partners also make them feel less 
jealous.[5]

Is Purposefully Making Your Partner Jealous A Good Idea?
It's probably not surprising, then, that most people have deliberately tried to 

make their partners jealous at some point during the relationship, often in hopes 
of getting more attention or as a way of "testing" their relationship.[7] This 
strategy can sometimes be effective at keeping a romantic partner interested, 
especially for people who are more secure in their relationships. Paradoxically, 
secure individuals (see Q8) have less to be jealous about in the first place, which 
may be why purposefully eliciting jealousy doesn't undermine relationship 
quality.[6] Women may be more likely than men to try to make their partners 
jealous,[7] and they're also more likely to focus on maintaining the relationship 
when they feel jealous themselves.[8] Men, on the other hand, may be more 
likely to retaliate by finding new partners when they feel jealous. As a result, if 
you're a heterosexual female, or a gay male, trying to elicit jealousy might not 
be the most effective strategy to use with your boyfriend (it may just encourage 
him to stray himself). 

The Dark Side Of Jealousy 
Of course, we all know that jealousy has another side, one that is potentially 

very dangerous. The dark side of sexual jealousy is highlighted in the popular 
media, from movies like Fatal Attraction and Mean Girls to television shows like 
The Bachelor. As you may have noticed, these sorts of love triangles never seem 
to end very well for those involved (and, sometimes, innocent bystanders even 
get caught up in the wreckage). In the real world, sexual jealousy is a commonly 
cited cause of relationship break-ups, and excessive jealousy during a 
relationship has been associated with violent stalking behavior after the 
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relationship ends.[9] In fact, jealousy is one of the most common motives for 
violence and homicide between romantic partners.[2] Even under less extreme 
circumstances, excessive and unwarranted jealousy can destroy an otherwise 
healthy relationship. 

Conclusion
Although jealousy can have some positive effects in relationships, it's 

important for both partners to keep jealous feelings in check and not to let them 
get too out of control. Although an extremely jealous partner might also be an 
extremely invested partner, too much jealousy is definitely not a good thing, and 
you shouldn't let that investment become an excuse (or a justification) for 
excessive jealousy. If you really feel like you can't trust your partner, maybe your 
suspicions are correct. And if you feel like you need to do a lot of work to keep 
your partner interested, maybe this isn't the right relationship for you. So, is a 
little jealousy a good thing in a relationship? A little, yes, but just remember that 
a little bit of jealousy can go a long way!

Take Home Points

1. A little bit of jealousy can be a good thing in a relationship—it's a sign of 
investment and can keep partners from taking each other for granted. 

2. Although people often try to make their partners jealous, this strategy 
doesn't tend to be very effective.

3. Too much jealousy can definitely be a problem in a relationship—it's a 
sign of lack of trust as well as a common cause of relationship break-ups (and 
worse). 
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23. Why Do People Stay In Bad Or Abusive Relationships?
By: Nancy Frye

In an ideal world, once people find a relationship, they would live out the 
Hollywood version of life (that is, the "riding off into the sunset" version of things 
– not the version of things where their significant other turns out to be a double-
agent working for the CIA). Granted, this usually doesn't happen; you probably 
don't ride off into the sunset and the CIA thing is unlikely to pan out (although 
that would be really cool). Sometimes, things go in pretty much the exact 
opposite direction of the stereotypical Hollywood ending. It may be on a small 
scale, where you and your partner are constantly bickering and finding that your 
relationship just isn't that nice to be in anymore. Or, it may be more serious, 
where your partner is constantly monitoring your Facebook account and asks 
you to justify every friend you have. 

To be sure, these are the signs of a bad relationship, but unfortunately it can 
get much worse. Abusive relationships involve physical abuse such as punching, 
hitting, kicking, and slapping, or verbal abuse such as insulting or otherwise 
emotionally tormenting a partner. For example, one person could start belittling 
the other (in a way that goes way past the scope of "You really thought that shirt 
and those pants matched?!"), or things could get physical, with objects or 
punches being thrown. In short, men and women behave badly at times and it 
can spell disaster for any relationship and can be dangerous for the victim's 
well-being. But, even if such behavior is enough to make you want to end a 
relationship, thoughts of ending the relationship don't always lead to actually 
doing so; people stay even when everyone else is yelling "Get Out!" Which leads 
to the question: Why do people stay in bad relationships?

The Economics Of Relationships
Part of the answer comes down to economics. Don't worry – the words 

"macro" and "micro" will not appear henceforth. But, part of economics involves 
comparing alternatives. Deciding whether to stay in a relationship or leave it is a 
little like deciding between an iPad and a new LCD TV. If you buy the latest 
iPad, you may not be able to buy a new LCD TV as well – at least not without 
racking up a monstrous credit card bill. So, you need to compare the iPad and a 
new LCD TV, and decide which will add more to your life. Similarly, people 
weigh what they think would happen if they left their partners against what they 
think would happen if they stayed, and they tend to go with the better (or at least 
less horrible) of the two projected outcomes. For instance, people who have 
little or no income on their own might feel like they have to stay in their 
relationship, no matter how bad it gets, because the alternatives (like eviction or 
starvation) are even worse. This can be seen in research that's directly asked 
people to think about the alternatives to their relationship, by asking them to rate 
how much they agreed with statements like "My alternatives to our relationship 
are close to ideal (dating another, spending time with friends or on my own, 
etc)." The less undergraduates in relationships agreed with statements like that, 
the less likely they were to have broken up with their partner a few months later.
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[1] The economics of relationships are so powerful that they can even predict 
whether people return to abusive relationships. Women who had left their 
partner and gone to a shelter who had little education and no income of their 
own were more likely to later return to their partner than those women who had 
more education and an income of their own.[2] So, the fewer options people 
have – in terms of other relationships, how happy they'd be on their own, and 
how much money they have – the more likely they are to stay in a bad 
relationship.

Another part of the economics involved comes down to investments. The 
more time and effort that people put into something, the harder time they have 
just giving up on it. Despite the saying "you shouldn't throw good money after 
bad," people do this sort of thing all the time. Once people have defended their 
significant others to their friends and family, celebrated anniversaries, and 
possibly had kids, ending the relationship can feel like throwing away all that 
time, effort, and energy. This link between investments and staying in a 
relationship was found in that study of those college students mentioned above; 
the college students were less likely to leave their partner if they agreed more 
with statements like "I have told my partner many private things about myself (I 
disclose secrets to him/her)."[1] The importance of investments can also be seen 
in the study mentioned above about women in the shelter, who were more likely 
to return to their husband if they had been with him longer and had more 
children with him.[2]

"Ours Is Not To Reason Why" – Or Is It?
The stability of relationships where partners have few alternatives and have 

invested quite a lot seems like it will look pretty similar to the stability of 
relationships where partners are blissfully in love – partners in both types of 
relationship seem likely to end up having to figure out what to do for their fifth 
(or fiftieth) anniversary. We'll get to whether this is really likely to be the case in 
a second. First, though, what about the day to day life of these relationships? If 
people stay because of those economics, does their relationship look any 
different than if they stay because they're so blissfully happy they can't imagine 
life without their partner?

It turns out the answer is yes – all relationships are not created equally. If 
people stay, despite the relationship being not so great, because they just don't 
see any alternative to their partner, they actually behave differently toward their 
partner. This can be seen in looking at how people respond when their partner 
has messed up (or transgressed, in fancy researcher speak). In one study, people 
were asked to think of a time when their relationship partner had transgressed. 
This could have been any kind of transgression, from forgetting a birthday to 
kissing someone else. Then, the researchers looked to see how the reactions to 
transgressions might be related to why people were staying in their relationship. 
Those people who were staying because of the economics (e.g., staying because 
they were worried they just didn't have any alternatives to their partner) weren't 
quite so forgiving as the people who were staying because they wanted to stay. 
Those people who didn't see alternatives tended, down the road, to act a bit 
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cold to their partner, deny affection to their partner, and not help their partner 
out as much after their partner had transgressed. So, the next time you forget 
your partner's birthday (or accidentally kiss someone else), think about why your 
partner is staying with you – if it's because you're on a desert island and no one 
else is around, you should prepare yourself for a cold shoulder.[3]

Now, what about that stability question? If people feel they have few 
alternatives and that they've made a lot of investments in their relationship, are 
they doomed to stay in a bad relationship forever? To find out, researchers asked 
people why they stayed married (which is a bit rude and impertinent of a 
question, but researchers can get away with such things). Then, they followed 
people over time to see whether the reasons why they stayed married were 
related to whether or not they actually did stay married. It turns out that people 
who said they only stayed married because marriage was the lesser of the two 
evils (because they were on the equivalent of a desert island with no one else 
around, because they couldn't afford to live on their own, etc.) actually tended 
to figure out a way to leave, if they were given enough time. Over the 17 years 
of the study, people who reported they stayed married only because they had 
barriers to leaving were over one and a half times more likely to divorce their 
partner than people who reported they stayed married because their partner was 
the bee's knees and they were head over heels in love.[4]

"It's Not That Bad Now And Will Get Better In The Future"
The economics of relationships give some idea why people may stay in not 

so great relationships, and looking at divorce over time gives some hope that 
people may actually figure out a way, with enough time, to leave a bad 
relationship. But, to stay in a bad relationship day in and day out, over decades, 
can't just be about alternatives and investments, can it? It turns out there's a bit 
more to the story. 

In addition to economics, classic concepts from Shakespeare also play a role. 
Think about the line from Hamlet "there's nothing either good or bad, but 
thinking makes it so." This sentiment applies not only to trying to decide whether 
you should kill your uncle (if you're Hamlet), but it also applies to relationships. 
Even the worst of the worst in bad relationships tend not to be completely bad. 
People tend to put more emphasis on the better parts of their relationships ("sure 
my partner belittles me in front of his friends and calls me names, but he did 
take me to the Bahamas last summer.").[5] This view of things can help make it 
easier to stay in a relationship that the rest of the world may view as pretty 
horrendous. 

In addition, like Little Orphan Annie, people may think that "The Sun'll Come 
Out Tomorrow" -- telling themselves that things in the relationship are going to 
get better if they just wait (and stick up their chin and grin...). People are actually 
pretty good at seeing improvement in all sorts of areas, whether or not that 
improvement is really there. For instance, a bunch of people who had taken a 
study skills training program vehemently believed that their study skills had 
gotten better over the course of the program. The thing is, though, when 
researchers compared measures of their study skills before the program to 
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measures of their study skills after the program, there were no differences.[6] 
How can this be? How can people remember improvement where there's none 
at all? It turns out that when people looked back on their initial level of study 
skills, they were underestimating them. By a lot. As a result of their inaccurate 
thoughts about where they started, they saw things as having gotten better over 
time. Which makes them a winner. And who doesn't like to be a winner?

Such findings provide interesting insight into why people may stay in 
objectively poor relationships. It turns out that people seem to do something 
very similar when thinking about their relationships. Basically, they tend to look 
at how things are changing over time in a way that lets them see improvement. 
To test this hypothesis, researchers asked people at different points in time how 
happy they were in their relationships. They later asked them about how their 
relationships were changing over time. People tended to say that their 
relationships were getting better over time, even if the measures taken at each 
time point showed no improvement at all (or even, in some cases, the measures 
showed declines in the relationship). If people are this bad at remembering how 
their relationships have changed over time, think about how terrible they must 
be at predicting how their relationships will change in the future. People, after 
all, are not psychic. And, it can be really easy to think about all the ways the 
future will be better than the present (think along the lines of "I'll lose five 
pounds as soon as I'm less stressed" – how often does that ever really happen?). 
Just like with studying and weight loss, people's expectations about how their 
relationships are going to change in the future have pretty much nothing to do 
with how their relationships actually do change.[7] As a result, people may wait 
it out, thinking that the abuse will stop. It seldom, if ever, does.

Conclusion
Why is it that people stay in bad relationships? In short, the answer comes 

down to economics, Shakespeare, and Little Orphan Annie: because they have 
to, they're just not focusing on the right stuff, or they make themselves feel good 
by thinking things are better today than yesterday. Seldom do they stay because 
they want to.

Take Home Points

1. People may feel they simply don't have any alternatives to a bad 
relationship, or they'd lose too many investments if they left a relationship and 
so will stay in the relationship even if it's a bad one.

2. People expect things to get better, so they may stay in a bad relationship, 
thinking that, over time, it'll become a good relationship.

3. Just because a relationship lasts a long time does not mean the people in it 
our happy. 
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24. How Will My Breakup Affect Me? 
By: Gary W. Lewandowski Jr.

"We need to talk" may be the four most dreaded words one can hear from a 
partner. After a few hours of intense "discussion," the only thing left to do is to 
update your relationship status on Facebook. You're going to be okay. After all, 
your partner took responsibility and clearly stated "it's not you it's me." How 
very nice. Besides, it isn't totally over; your partner said "we may be better off as 
friends" which indicates you'll stay in touch. Wait, on second thought, maybe 
that stuff didn't help at all. That's right, you got dumped. It might seem like it's 
the end of the world and that you'll never get over it, but chances are if you did 
a casual survey of your family and/or friends, you would find out that most, if 
not all, of them got dumped or experienced a break-up at some point in their 
lives. And, guess what? They've all made it through the experience alive, 
perhaps much to their own surprise. 

How Good Are People's Predictions About How Bad Their Break-Up Will 
Be? 

Though your friends may have emerged from their break-ups in one piece, 
they may not have thought such an outcome was remotely possible back when 
the relationship was going strong. In fact, research on the topic suggests we're 
not very good at forecasting our emotional reactions to a breakup. For example, 
researchers at Northwestern University and Carnegie-Mellon University had a 
group of college freshman, who tend to be prone to break-ups, answer questions 
about their relationships over a 9-month period.[1] When their relationships 
were still intact, participants predicted how distressed they would be if the 
relationships ended. Later, when their relationships ended, participants 
answered a parallel question about how distressed they actually were about 
their break-ups. The results showed that participants anticipated experiencing 
more distress than they actual endured. In other words, when we're involved 
with someone, we think we'd be devastated if we lost them (which makes 
sense), but, it turns out, life does indeed goes on.

What Is The Negative Side Of A Break-Up? 
Just because the break-up's aftermath may not be as bad as you think, it may 

still be a tough experience. Again, research with college students highlights the 
emotional aftermath of breakup. In one study, approximately 200 college 
students who experienced a break-up in the previous three months were asked 
to provide information about their current well-being.[2] Breaking up was 
associated with experiencing depression, anxiety, betrayal, rejection, intrusive 
thoughts, and sleep disturbance. Distress was also more pronounced when the 
break-up occurred more recently, when the participant was the one broken up 
with (i.e., the "dumpee"), and when a new relationship had not been started. 
Importantly, break-ups aren't just depressing; they may also have consequences 
for the individual's sense of self.[3] Anything that you would provide as an 
answer to the question "who am I?" is your self-concept and positive 
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relationships can help add to your self-concept by making you more 
knowledgeable, less anxious, or even more patient. However, once that 
relationship is lost, those new aspects of the self-concept may be lost as well, 
leading to a loss of self. To determine how break-up influences the self, 
researchers asked "How were you affected by the break-up of your relationship?" 
Researchers then analyzed the responses to look for important themes or types 
of comments, and paid careful attention to whether participants demonstrated a 
loss of self through statements such as "I'm confused about who I am," and "I lost 
part of my self." These types of statements were especially likely to be provided 
when the former relationship was fulfilling and provided sufficient opportunities 
for self-growth (i.e., the participants had more to lose). So, The Script may have 
had it right when they sang in the song "Breakeven" "...when a heart breaks no it 
don't break even, even no. What am I supposed to do when the best part of me 
was always you..."

Can Break-Up Be A Positive Thing? 
On the flip-side, there is also the possibility that your break-up not only 

won't kill you, but could actually make you stronger. Thanks Nietzsche. For 
example, nearly 100 college students were asked an open-ended question about 
how much they had grown as a person following their break-up.[4]On average 
they listed five positive changes for every one negative change. For example 
feeling more self-confident, gaining communication skills, and learning what 
type of partner is better for them in the future. It also turns out that if you end a 
relationship with a partner who is dull, boring, or doesn't help you become a 
better person, you increase your chances of experiencing positive outcomes.[5] 
Reported positive outcomes included a range of positive emotions (e.g., 
competent, empowered, optimistic, thrilled, and wise), as well as a sense of 
personal growth. The really great news is that only a third characterized their 
break-up as negative, with over 66% of participants describing it as positive or 
equally good and bad, with 41% of those saying that the break-up was a positive 
experience overall. So, when Brittney Spears decided to make Kevin Federline 
FedEx, it may have been the best thing she could have done for her self-concept 
(she may not be the most stable individual, but she's far more interesting than 
Federline). 

How Can I Get Better? 
So, if some people have these positive break-ups, is there a way to help the 

rest of us who are wandering around Dumpsville (population: YOU) feeling 
rejected? One simple strategy you could use is to write about your break-up 
experience. There is a body of literature that shows writing about an emotional 
or upsetting experience can lead to improvements in mental and physical 
health.[6] Specifically, when participants in these studies write about 
experiences such as death, tragic events, and physical or sexual abuse for a little 
bit each day, there are benefits in terms of fewer doctor's visits, less absenteeism 
from work, and decreases in distress or depression. If this can work for these 
types of events, it should certainly work for break-up. And, the good news is that 
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it does. In a study of people who were single after experiencing a recent break-
up, participants were randomly assigned to write either about the negative or 
positive aspects of their break-ups.[7] Compared to a group that wrote about a 
neutral topic, both the positive and negative writing groups felt better about the 
break-up. Perhaps most importantly, the group that focused on the positive 
aspects did the best and reported the fewest negative emotions (e.g., empty, 
rejected, traumatized) and the greatest number of positive emotions (e.g., relief, 
confidence, and strength). "Dear Diary, I'm getting a divorce from Ryan 
Reynolds. On the upside, I'll be able to date pretty much anyone in the world 
that I want because I'm rich, attractive, and well, basically I'm still Scarlett 
Johansson. Wow, I do feel better. Thanks Diary!"

The "dear diary" approach of writing about break-up highlights the more 
general strategy of spending time thinking about the past relationship.[8] Here, 
you'll want to be careful to avoid thinking about things in a way that can 
actually make you feel worse. Specifically, you should avoid obsessing about the 
things that bother you, dwelling on the small details, and focusing on how 
others don't have it as hard as you. Instead, reflect on what you can learn from 
the experience, try to derive benefits from the positive, and focus on moving on 
with your life. 

Conclusion
Sure, breaking up is hard to do, but it's a natural part of life. While it may 

hurt and it may feel like you'll never have a relationship again, it isn't the end of 
the world. In fact, people think it will be worse than it actually is, and in many 
cases people experience break-ups as positive. And really, why not? In many 
ways, break-ups are the natural outcome when two people aren't able to make a 
relationship work. Or, more simply, high quality fantastic relationships between 
ideally matched partners don't generally break-up. So rather than view a break-
up as a major loss, perhaps it's really just an opportunity to go out and find the 
type of partner that will provide you with a lifetime's worth of relationship 
happiness. 

Take Home Points

1. People are bad at predicting their break-up's negative impact and tend to 
overestimate how bad it will be. 

2. Break-ups result in many negative experiences such as loneliness, distress, 
and loss of self.

3. Break-ups also often result in positive outcomes like positive emotions and 
personal growth. 

4. Writing about your break-up experience, especially focusing on the 
positive aspects, promotes better adjustment after break-up. 
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Section 7: Resources, Power, & Conflict

All couples argue at some point or another, and money is often the topic of 
choice. Thus, who makes more money and decisions regarding whether or not 
to combine income may hold long-lasting implications for couples. At the most 
basic level, arguments occur when two people prefer different things in their 
relationships. Interestingly, although they say "money is power", determining 
who gets their way in a relationship is far more complicated than counting 
dollars and cents. Further, the tactics someone uses to get his or her way in a 
relationship matter more than the mere presence of conflict. Sticks and stones 
may break your bones, but contrary to what your momma told you, words will 
hurt you as well. How you react to those words (or other misdeeds by your 
partner) is quite informative, and that information can be used for better or 
worse by your partner.
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25. Should We Combine Our Money?
By: Marci E. J. Gleason 

One of the most famous lines in literature is the opening to Pride and 
Prejudice by Jane Austen, "It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single 
man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife." It is famous 
because a) Pride and Prejudice is the best book ever (note: this is a personal 
opinion of this author), b) it succinctly and with sly humor summarizes the 
theme of the book, and c) it accurately points out that marriage and money were 
inexorably linked in the late 1700's in England. This latter point is, although less 
so today, still true in many cultures. 

Marriage for Money and Power
Let's take a step back for a bit: for hundreds of years marriage was largely a 

financial and/or political arrangement made by people other than the two 
individuals getting married.[1] It was a way to consolidate resources and 
reinforce connections between different groups of people-- think the arranged 
marriages between European royal families. In the past, women had no property 
rights and so upon marriage, if her family (her father) wanted to give her 
resources, they had to pass directly from her father to her husband. These 
resources were commonly referred to as dowries and could consist of money or 
other goods (e.g., a flock of sheep or plot of land). Not surprisingly, women with 
large dowries were more likely to be sought after by suitors (aka gold diggers) 
because the money and material goods would belong to the former suitor, now 
husband upon marriage. By law, women had little to no rights over their 
finances (this was true until the mid to late 1800's in the United States[1]), so the 
question of whether to combine money at marriage was moot. 

Thankfully, the times they were a-changing, and in the United States and 
other modern Western cultures, marriage is no longer commonly determined by 
financial and political concerns, but people are expected and encouraged to 
marry for love.[1] (In fact, most of Jane Austen's book describe the turmoil that 
arose when society starting believing that marriage should be based on love 
rather than property-- Jane Austen was clearly on the side of love.) A recent 
example of the turnover to a love-based model of marriage is evident in the fact 
that Prince William of England married Kate 'the commoner' Middleton 
presumably motivated by love when only 30 years before his father was 
encouraged very forcefully to enter into an arranged marriage with a woman he 
did not appear to love. 

Marrying For Love, But The Bills Must Get Paid
Now we marry for love, often referred to as companionate marriage, and 

both partners have equal rights to their property upon entering marriage. 
Couples largely decide what happens to resources after marriage, but each state 
has its own laws governing who has rights to assets in a marriage. The different 
laws about the allocation of assets come into play when a couple divorces and 
when one member or both members of the couple go into debt, inherit property, 
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are given a large gift, and on and on. For instance, in some states, if your partner 
goes on a spending spree and runs up huge credit card bills, you will be also be 
held responsible for that debt. (Time to freeze the credit card in a block of ice 
and block QVC from your TV.) The legal distinctions go on and on, but what 
becomes clear from them is that couples, married couples in particular, are tied 
together not only emotionally but also financially.

This leads to difficult decisions that partners need to make about how 
finances should be handled within their relationship. Choosing a system of 
money management is a task that couples should not take lightly because 
fighting over money is one of the most common conflicts couples' report.[2] 
Unfortunately, we may not be that good at choosing partners who have similar 
money management styles and priorities to our own. Recent research surveyed 
individuals about their tendencies to be conservative (a group they labeled 
"tightwads") or liberal (the "spendthrifts") with money and found that people are 
more likely to be married to someone whose orientation is the opposite of their 
own and that the less matched people were on this spending dimension, the less 
satisfied they were in their marriage.[3] Further, it seemed that the tendency to 
choose partners who had a different fiscal orientation may be driven by the fact 
that people disapprove of their own tightwad or spendthrift tendencies. So if 
money is a big source of conflict and we have a tendency to choose people who 
are likely to disagree with us on how money is spent, can choices in how to 
manage money alleviate conflict?

What Are The Choices In Money Management?
You can think of money organization as occurring along a continuum. On 

one side you have couples who keep their money entirely separate from each 
other and on the other side the couples who combine all of their money. Of 
course, in between, are the couples who do a little bit of both. By far the most 
common approach is that of couple's pooling all of their money and spending 
out of that common pot. This accounts for how over 75% of married couples 
approach their finances and over 50% of couples who are cohabiting.[4] This is 
the most traditional approach to couple finances-- the whole "what's mine is 
yours and what's yours is mine" idea. Advantages of combining money include 
the ability for both members of the couple to have equal access to assets and for 
both partners to potentially have equal say in spending choices. Couples also 
view pooling money as a way to signal commitment.[5]

Increasingly, couples are choosing not to completely pool their assets, but to 
instead keep some assets separate. When couples don't have a completely 
pooled approach, they will have many shared assets including things like 
houses, cars, and at least one joint back account, but also have assets that are 
not jointly held. The most typical manifestation of this is a couple in which each 
partner has an individual bank account while also maintaining a joint bank 
account.[6] In this situation the joint account is often used for expenses which 
are considered shared (e.g., the mortgage or rent, the utility bill, groceries) and 
the individual accounts are used for things that are considered separate (e.g., 
clothing, gifts, hobbies, trips to the spa or strip club, or other splurge purchases). 
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This allows for different spending habits between the spouses while still 
maintaining a large degree of common pooling. 

Maintenance of completely separate assets with partners having no shared 
account or shared assets is the least common approach but is increasing as more 
partners take an individualized approach to marriage (e.g., an approach to 
marriage that promotes maintaining independence from one's partner).[6] 
Keeping their assets separate is one way to maintain independence. People who 
have previously been divorced or are marrying later in life are more likely to 
adopt this model perhaps because they have learned that interdependence can 
be messy or are just accustomed to a certain level of independence.

To Pool Or Not To Pool Your Money
Back to the original question: should you combine your money? There is no 

definitive answer to how these different styles affect relationship satisfaction and 
longevity. However, if you remember back to Q23, the more investments (such 
as shared assets) a couple has in their relationship, the stronger their level of 
commitment tends to be. Not only is sharing money symbolic of commitment, it 
may also increase commitment. People who keep their assets separate report 
they do so in order to retain their independence and are more likely to endorse 
the idea that one should leave a relationship when it is no longer satisfying (not 
a sign of deep commitment).[6] Conversely, for individuals who have very 
different spending habits, having independent accounts (entirely or in part) 
might help alleviate tension over spending choices. If your partner has a 
penchant for buying Star Wars memorabilia or Beanie Babies, you might prefer 
that they do that on their own dime (and that means you can indulge your love 
of fine wine or microbrews guilt-free). 

The most typical advice given to couples is that they discuss how money will 
be handled and agree to a method of handling it. Open communication is key. 
Regardless of the approach you choose in the beginning, there is a strong 
tendency for couples to pool their assets as they are together for a longer period 
of time and this tendency is even more pronounced when couples do things like 
buy a house together or have kids-- perhaps because both of these activities tend 
to make money a bit more scarce, leaving little left to discuss or use to buy that 
fine wine.

Take Home Points

1. Historically, marriage was a primarily financial arrangement with the 
husband making all financial decisions. Today, marriage is typically entered into 
because of a desire for companionship and love.

2. Most married couples, and many cohabitating couples, pool all of their 
assets, but an increasing number of couples are keeping at least some money 
separate.

3. It is unclear how decisions over pooling money affect marriages in terms 
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of satisfaction and longevity, but there is evidence that joint assets increase 
commitment.
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26. Will My Husband Resent Me If I Make More Money Than He Does?
By: Jennifer J. Harman

"Oh, please let him earn more money than I do. You may not understand that 
now, but believe me, you will one day. Otherwise, that's a recipe for disaster."

This was relationship advice given to the character Natalie Keegan by an 
older female colleague in the 2009 movie Up in the Air when they were 
discussing important characteristics for a marital partner. While some historians 
think this sentiment may be outdated as attitudes towards gender and marriage 
have changed, others think that the increased status of women can result in 
backlash against them. So, what happens to relationships when wives start 
earning more money than their husbands? Do husbands resent their wives?

Income, Power, And Equity In Marriages
Although women on average still earn significantly less money than men (~ 

75.5 cents for every dollar in the United States),[1] women have made some 
strides. In 1970, only 4% of wives earned more money than their husbands; 
22% of wives did in 2007. Married women today, compared to 1970, are also 
more likely to have a higher education level than their spouses.[2] Basically, 
over the last few decades, men have had access to a larger and larger number of 
financially secure and educated spouses; women have seen decreases. 

Can differences in income lead to power imbalance in a relationship? Some 
psychological theories predict that any valuable resource, such as money, can 
be exchanged for other benefits, like power. The data, however, are not as clean 
cut. Some surveys show that married women's increased income allows them to 
make more household decisions,[3] and whoever makes less money in the 
relationship tends to take on a greater burden of housework, regardless of 
gender.[4] Other studies, however, show that a man's power and status in the 
home remains about the same -- even when their wife makes more money![5] In 
other words, not only does he get to have a sugar-momma but he doesn't do 
extra housework either. 

Role expectations may partially account for these differing results. 
Traditionally, husbands have been the "breadwinners"; wives have been the 
"homemakers." Today, however, modern gender roles have both partners sharing 
these roles.[6] If a husband and wife are traditional, the wife usually defers to 
her husband ("yes, honey, you can have the remote"). But, if partners are 
modern-minded, they may coordinate their power and influence across 
situations ("you pick the TV show, but I pick the vacation destination"). In one 
study of marriages in which the wife earned more money than the husband, 
money provided little power advantage for the women in their relationships; 
couples used their role expectations for each other to drive how they interacted 
and made decisions.[5] These couples worked together to establish and maintain 
roles in their relationship based on their expectations for what each other should 
be doing, with traditional gender roles informing those expectations. 
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Expectations And Relationships
Now, to the original question: How might these expectations influence 

perceptions of one's partner? In a survey of married adults, husbands who were 
perceived as providing more to the family reported feeling appreciated and their 
wives reported feeling grateful.[7] Who doesn't enjoy a nice paycheck? It's a 
win-win situation. If the wife was perceived as the "provider," the husband was 
not any more grateful than other husbands, and women did not feel particularly 
appreciated. Here, husbands get the benefit of someone else being the provider, 
but aren't exactly thankful for it. On the bright side, other than not feeling more 
appreciated, there did not seem to be any negative consequences when women 
earned more money in these relationships, from either the male or female's 
perspective. In another large survey, relationship problems were not associated 
with a wife making more money than her husband.[8] Clearly, we've come a 
long way since the 1950's TV show "Father Knows Best" (but still have a ways to 
go).

So When Might A Husband Resent His Wife For Earning More? 
Husbands experience more resentment when gender role expectations in the 

relationship do not match their actual relationship experience. If the man is 
"modern" and the female is "traditional," there are typically fewer problems, as 
the female usually does what the man wants in terms of taking on the heavier 
load of cooking, cleaning, and child-rearing.[9] However, there can be problems 
when the woman is "modern" and the man is "traditional." In these relationships, 
the wife may resist her husband's wishes (i.e., she isn't super keen on being 
barefoot, pregnant, and cooking Sunday dinners while he watches football all 
day). As a result, the traditional male will be annoyed that his expectations are 
not being met.[6] Women in these relationships are typically unhappy and their 
husbands are more withdrawn and less trusting.[10] These expectations even 
play a role in decisions to marry. When men have modern gender role views 
and expect to share the provider role with a spouse, they are likely to marry 
earlier, whereas men who expect to play the provider role delay marriage longer 
until they are more financially stable (given that age and income are positively 
correlated). Low-income individuals tend to hold more traditional gender role 
expectations than high-income individuals, and this has been used as one 
explanation as to why some lower income men are less likely to marry.[11]

How Do Women's Earnings Affect Parenting? 
Children and parenting expectations might also create problems in marriages 

when the wife makes more money. Parental roles oftentimes force "modern" 
women into less powerful caretaking positions and "modern" men into more 
powerful positions (i.e., after a child is born household task division adheres 
more closely to traditional divisions resulting in substantially more work for 
women). Indeed, for women who make more money than their spouses, role 
strains associated with parenting and inequity in household chore assignment 
were found to be stronger predictors of marital problems.[8] Basically, women 
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earning more money is only helpful for the marriage if she also isn't doing the 
lion's share of the housework. Conversely, stay-at-home fathers, who take on the 
homemaker role entirely (aka Mr. Mom), often face considerable stigma from 
society for violating traditional gender roles.[12] (We'd have to ask Gaylord 
Focker if the stigma is more or less pronounced for male nurses). The long-term 
ramifications of this role reversal are yet unknown, but strains and stressors from 
within and outside the family structure can ultimately cause problems in 
relationships.

* * * * *

How can you best navigate these potential problems? First, select a mate that 
shares your expectations for how to balance decision-making and other roles in 
the relationship. This is one way to ensure fewer problems. If both partners work 
outside the home, communication and conflict management skills can help 
them address role strain more effectively, which can also increase marital 
satisfaction and martial quality.[13] The actual way that household decisions and 
responsibilities are divided up (assuming all decisions were not based on heated 
matches of rock-paper-scissors) matters less than how fair each partner believes 
their division to be.[14] So, communication about what both partners think is 
fair in terms of household responsibilities, role expectations, and decision 
making authority can help a lot too.

Conclusion
Overall, it seems that a woman earning more money than their husbands 

isn't necessarily going to doom a relationship. However, the one clear downfall 
is that women don't necessarily get a fair deal in terms of division of household 
labor. Marital satisfaction seems to be based more on shared expectations 
regarding gender roles and clear and open communication and less on who has 
the bigger paycheck.

Take Home Points

1. Women still earn less, on average, than men, but this gap is closing.

2. Conflict arises when gender role expectations do not match; for example, 
if a husband holds traditional gender roles and his wife has a more egalitarian 
viewpoint.

3. Selecting a mate with similar expectations about decision-making and 
household responsibilities can help lessen relationship problems.
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27. Why Does One Person In A Relationship Tend To Always Get His Or Her 
Way?

By: Minda Oriña

Why does one person in a relationship always get his or her way? Because 
the other person lets them. Okay, well, it's actually not quite that simple. 
Probably the best way to think about this topic is to consider the immortal words 
of the great philosopher, George Costanza. You might recall this memorable 
scene from Seinfeld ("The Pez Dispenser" episode):

George: "No everything is not going good. I'm very uncomfortable. I have no 
power. I mean, why should she have the upper hand. Once in my life I would 
like the upper hand. I have no hand—no hand at all. She has the hand; I have 
no hand...How do I get the hand?"

Clearly, the "hand" George is referring to is POWER, or who has more 
influence in the relationship. In a perfect world, our partners would always share 
our hopes, our dreams, our wants, our viewpoints, and our needs. In that world 
power would be irrelevant because "what I want -- you want; what I get -- you 
get". Unfortunately, while that may be the way it works in fairytales, not 
everyone is so lucky. Think about all the things that may cause tension between 
two people: who goes grocery shopping, who takes out the trash, should they 
see the latest Harry Potter movie or the recent Oscar winner on Friday night? Or, 
perhaps you both want to go on vacation at the same time, but you want to go 
to the beach but your partner wants to go to New York City. You get the point: in 
any relationship there are times when a little negotiation is needed. It's not 
unusual for two people to want different things and somebody has to win (and, 
by definition, somebody has to lose). Who is the winner going to be? The one 
with the most hand -- that's who. 

Where Does Power Come From?
What determines whether or not one person has power over another? 

Researchers don't all agree on the answer to this question.[1] Some people 
believe that men tend to have power because society tends to give more power 
to men in general. Many marriage vows contain the pledge by the wife to obey 
the husband (and not vice versa) presumably giving him precedence when 
decisions are made, but times are changing and even Kate Middleton didn't 
promise to obey Prince William. But, others argue that because women tend to 
'manage' close relationships (i.e., they're more knowledgeable about 
relationships), they tend to have more power in their relationships. Neither 
explanation captures the whole picture because a good understanding of how 
power comes about should work as well for heterosexual relationships as it does 
for gay and lesbian relationships (where the traditional gender role explanations 
don't necessarily apply).

As a result, many argue that looking at the relationship itself is the best way 
to understand how power develops. Consider Dick and Jane (or Dick and Jack, 
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or Diane and Jane; it doesn't matter) and their relationship. See Dick. Dick 
absolutely and desperately loves Jane and wants his relationship with Jane to last 
forever. Not only does he love Jane, but Dick doesn't want to be with anyone 
else (or can't imagine that anyone else would ever date him). See Jane. Jane 
really isn't that into her relationship with Dick (perhaps because she likes Diane, 
but I digress...) and believes she could find another suitable partner with little 
trouble. Because Dick realizes this, he tends to do whatever Jane wants, in order 
to keep her in the relationship. In this scenario, Jane hasn't asked for or taken 
power from Dick. Instead, Dick gave power to Jane. By wanting to be in a 
specific relationship with someone who doesn't care about maintaining the 
relationship as much, Dick has given Jane "hand." This is called the 'principle of 
least interest,' and Jane is the considered the weak-link partner in the 
relationship.[2][3] Basically, the person who wants something least has the most 
power. Business negotiators know this. That's why one of the things people in 
negotiations have to be able to do is be prepared to always walk away. Why? 
Walking away shows you're less interested than the other party. As a result, you 
now have more power.

Leveraging Your Power
This is why playing hard to get might be a particularly effective dating 

strategy. If you show that you're undecided about pursuing a relationship with 
someone, you've given yourself hand in that relationship. Not only will your 
suitor be more attracted to you (because you want what you can't have!), but if 
you do decide to date the person you've put yourself in the driver's seat. A 
couple words of caution about trying to leverage yourself into power, though: 
First, while it might seem like it's a good thing to call the shots in the 
relationship, research has shown that people in relationships characterized by 
inequalities in power may experience more negative emotions, even if they are 
the one with power.[4] For example, in couples in which the partners have 
disparate levels of commitment (one high and the other low), both relationship 
partners tend to display and reciprocate hostile behaviors as compared to 
couples in which partners have similar commitment levels regardless of whether 
those partners are highly or barely committed.[5] In addition, playing hard to get 
runs the risk of losing that partner altogether (should he or she become 
discouraged and abandon pursuit of you). Or, in an ongoing relationship, threats 
to leave a partner will obviously upset him or her, and your partner might decide 
to leave you given you don't reciprocate his or her love. In a sense, your partner 
can turn the power tables on you! So, you might get to pick what movie to see, 
but in the end, if you're not careful, you might be watching it alone. 

In a nutshell, power in relationships is determined by the wants, needs, 
emotions, and dependence of the two individuals involved in the relationship. 
Here's another way to think about it. If your relationship were to end today, who 
would be the most devastated? If the answer is your partner, then 
congratulations, you're in command of this ship! But if you can't imagine life 
without your partner, but can envision you partner dropping you for someone 
else in a heartbeat, then you may as well forget about getting your way. That is, 
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unless your partner, in a random act of kindness, let's you have your way just to 
keep things interesting. 

Of course, there are other things that can influence the power equation. For 
example, some people have specific personality characteristics that contribute to 
them trying to maintain power in any relationship. These folks are labeled as 
"domineering" and are generally the people you would describe as power 
hungry. Indeed, these people try to be dominant and controlling in their 
relationships (all relationships, not just the romantic ones). In addition, some 
people are more submissive or indecisive and actually prefer handing the reigns 
over to their partners. Furthermore, culture plays a role as well. For example, 
cultures that maintain traditional patriarchal (i.e., man is boss) customs often 
give power to men in relationship, regardless of whether or not they need or 
want it.

Conclusion
Overall, then, who's the boss in relationships? The one who most looks like 

Tony Danza? That would make things interesting! Ultimately, people get their 
way in relationships for a number of reasons. They might just have the kind of 
personality that makes them bossy and domineering (or their partner might be 
submissive), they may live in a culture or society that dictates who is supposed 
to have power, or the specific dynamics of the relationship can dictate who has 
the power. However, if one person always gets his or her way, then odds are that 
his or her partner may be needy, clingy, and overly-dependent on the 
relationship.

Take Home Points

1. The person who is least dependent upon the relationship for good 
outcomes has the most power.

2. Power in relationships often carries a high price; relationships with large 
power inequalities are often characterized by high levels of negative emotion 
and hostility. 

3. Unless you have a domineering personality or are in a culture where 
power is prescribed, power emerges from the dynamics of the relationship.
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28. Is Fighting With My Partner A Bad Sign?
By: Lisa Neff

"The process of selecting a partner for a long-term relationship should involve 
the realization that you will inevitably be choosing a set of unresolvable 
problems that you will be grappling with for the next ten, twenty, or fifty years"--
Dan Wile, Clinical Psychologist (1988, pg. 263)

Imagine you have been casually dating two different people, but recently you 
have decided you are ready to settle down and start a committed relationship 
with one of them. Do you choose the person who is smart, attractive and funny, 
yet is a bit of a slob around the house? Or do you choose the person who is 
smart, attractive, and funny, yet occasionally spends money a little too 
frivolously? Given that both partners have the same virtues, which vice is more 
appealing? This may seem like an odd question, but this scenario illustrates the 
message of the above quote. Namely, when you choose a relationship partner, 
you are also making a choice about the kinds of conflicts you will be having in 
the years to come. Think about it this way: when two people form a relationship, 
they each bring a unique set of goals, needs, and preferences to the table. As a 
result, partners may often find themselves in situations where they both cannot 
simultaneously have what they want. You may want to save money for a better 
place to live, but your partner wants to splurge on an awesome movie-screen 
sized flat panel television (which would admittedly make your current place 
better). You want to spend the weekend at a local music festival, but your partner 
wants to go jousting at the renaissance fair. These things wouldn't be a problem 
if you were dating a perfect clone of yourself, but where is the fun in that? Let's 
face it, your partner isn't perfect, but you aren't perfect either. In any relationship 
between imperfect people, some amount of conflict is inevitable. 

When Is Conflict More Likely To Rear Its Ugly Head?
Interestingly, it seems couples are more likely to fight in particular locations 

and at specific times of the day. One study asked married couples to describe 
their relationship interactions every day over a two-week period.[1] Couples 
reported arguing more in the kitchen than in any other location (maybe because 
that's where the knives are stored?). They also reported arguing more on 
weekdays than on weekends. In fact, the early evening weekday hours, when 
partners were transitioning from work to their roles at home, seemed to be an 
especially turbulent period for couples. Finally, and perhaps not surprisingly, 
disagreements were more likely to occur on days when partners reported 
experiencing more life stress (e.g., work stress, sickness, etc.). We have all been 
there before, haven't we? You come home after a long and stressful day and all 
you want to do is sit in front of the TV with a bowl of your favorite cereal to 
unwind. Unfortunately, as you reach for your Frosted Flakes you discover that 
your partner once again put an empty cereal box back in the pantry. Normally 
you might shrug it off, but today that same behavior makes you want to scream. 
When couples are under greater stress, they often are more easily annoyed by 
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each other's less-than-perfect behaviors. 

The Key To Relationship Success Is Lack Of Conflict, Right? 
So what does all this mean for the relationship? If you want to maintain a 

happy and healthy relationship, should you avoid interacting with your partner 
in the kitchen on weekdays just after you return home from work? Not exactly. 
What if you were sure to keep your pantry stocked with sugary cereals? Nope. 
Relationship scientists have found that the mere presence of conflict does not 
necessarily indicate that the relationship is in trouble. Rather, what is important 
for relationship success is how couples manage the conflicts that do inevitably 
arise. In other words, the key to a healthy relationship is learning how to discuss 
your differences in a way that prevents the development of negative feelings 
between you and your partner. For instance, suppose you find yourself in an 
argument with your partner about keeping the house clean. Your partner accuses 
you of leaving dirty dishes in the sink....again. Responding with "oh, yeah, well 
you always leave your shoes in the middle of the living room floor – who is the 
slob now?" is probably not the best way to resolve this issue. In fact, responding 
to a partner's negative behavior with further negative behavior, a process known 
as negative reciprocity, has been shown to be quite harmful. In one study, 
researchers brought couples into a lab setting and had them rate the degree to 
which they argued about particular topics in their relationship.[2] Next, couples 
picked one important problem that they would work to resolve while being 
videotaped. Based on researchers' coding (i.e., detailed observation and 
quantification) of the couples' verbal and nonverbal behavior seen in the 
recordings, unhappy couples engaged in more negative reciprocity than happy 
couples. It seems that unhappy couples have a tendency to become trapped in 
spirals of negativity. Happy couples, on the other hand, were more likely to 
respond to a partner's negativity with positive and constructive behaviors like 
agreement, summarizing what the partner is saying, and problem solving. In this 
way, happy couples found ways to prevent the argument from escalating out of 
control. For example, instead of snapping back when your partner criticizes you, 
you might suggest that the two of you work together to create a household chore 
list. 

The Demand-Withdraw Pattern: It's Particularly Bad
The time has come. Your partner needs to get a job. The bills are piling up 

while your partner sits around the house playing Angry Birds and watching 
reruns of Friends. To provide your partner with the necessary motivation, you've 
decided to apply a bit of pressure by dropping not so subtle hints like "I wish we 
had more money so that we didn't have to eat hot pockets every night." When 
that doesn't work, you resort to frequent reminders like "did you remember to 
check the job ads?" or "did you update your resume?" At times you even criticize 
your partner by saying things like "I never realized you were so lazy" or "This is 
great. I always wanted to live poor and pay all of the bills." Of course, you only 
do this out of love and to provide your partner with a source of motivation. 
However, your partner perceives all of this "encouragement" as nagging, 
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annoying criticism. As a result, any time you begin to talk about jobs, your 
partner tunes you out, changes the subject, gives you the silent treatment, or 
leaves the room. This style of dealing with conflict is known as the demand/
withdraw pattern. As one partner pushes and prods, the other partner responds 
by avoiding the conflict. As demand escalates, withdraw escalates. As you might 
expect, studies have shown that couples who exhibit this pattern more 
frequently become less satisfied in their relationships as time goes on.[3]

"It's Not What You Say, But How You Say It."
You've probably heard this saying before. Well, there is a lot of scientific 

truth to that nugget of wisdom. Imagine you ask your partner what he or she 
wants for dinner that evening and your partner responds by saying "whatever 
you want, honey." These four simple words can have a very different meaning, 
depending on the speaker's tone of voice and style of delivery. If your partner 
responds with a smile and a lighthearted tone, these words can indicate a 
genuine interest in your desires. However, if your partner responds with a sneer 
and an eye-roll, these same words are likely to lead to an uncomfortable 
conversation. It turns out that the emotional tone of couples' conversations is 
highly predictive of relationship outcomes. Newlywed couples who exhibit 
more negative emotions, such as anger and contempt (e.g., eye-rolling), when 
discussing their problems are more likely to divorce during the first seven years 
of marriage.[4] On the contrary, newlyweds who express more positive affect, 
such as humor or affection, when talking about their issues report being happier 
in the marriage years later.[5] Interestingly, this last finding was true even if 
spouses exchanged a few harsh words such as criticizing or blaming one's 
partner, during the discussion. This means you may be able to complain about 
how you never go out anymore, provided you do so with a bit of humor ("We 
should get out more--it is not okay that I'm in pajamas on the couch on Friday 
nights at 10 PM--although that is a whole hour past my regular bedtime!"). In 
other words, expressing positive emotions during conflict discussions may help 
protect the relationship from the effects of poor communication skills. Why 
would this be? When spouses use more humor in their conflict discussions, 
partners tend to feel closer to one another and are more likely to report that the 
conflict was effectively resolved.[6] When it comes to working out the 
differences with your partner, a little humor (which is not the same as sarcasm!) 
may go a long way towards reducing tension and reaffirming that you are both 
in it together!

Conclusion
In virtually any relationship between two people, some level of conflict is 

inevitable. So remember: it's not whether you fight, it's how you fight that really 
matters. As long as you fight fair and perhaps with a little humor, conflict won't 
destroy your relationship. 

Take Home Points
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1. Conflict is most likely to occur when spouses are tired and stressed.

2. There are good and bad ways to fight. Humor, empathy, and demonstrating 
listening are positive conflict tactics, while showing disgust and contempt are 
particularly negative.

3. A pattern of conflict where one person continually makes demands (nags) 
and the other responds by avoiding or withdrawing is a particularly toxic way of 
interacting.

References

[1] Halford, W.K., Gravestock, F.M., Lowe, R., & Scheldt, S. (1992). Toward a 
behavioral ecology of stressful marital interactions. Behavioral Assessment, 14, 
199-217.

[2] Gottman, J., Markman, H. & Notarius, C. (1977). The topography of 
marital conflict: A sequential analysis of verbal and nonverbal behavior. Journal 
of Marriage and the Family, 39,461-477.

[3] Heavey, C. L., Christensen, A., & Malamuth, N. M. (1995). The 
longitudinal impact of demand and withdrawal during marital conflict. Journal 
of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 63(5), 797-801.

[4] Gottman, J., & Levenson, R. (2000). The timing of divorce: Predicting 
when a couple will divorce over a 14-year period. Journal of Marriage & the 
Family, 62(3), 737-745.

[5] Johnson, M.D., Cohan, C.L., Davila, J., Lawrence, E., Rogge, R.D., Karney, 
B.R., Sullivan, K.T., & Bradbury, T.N. (2005). Problem solving skills and affective 
expressions as predictors of change in marital satisfaction. Journal of Consulting 
and Clinical Psychology, 73, 15-27.

[6] Campbell, L., Martin, R. A., & Ward, J. R. (2008). An observational study 
of humor use while resolving conflict in dating couples. Personal Relationships, 
15, 41-55.

Dig Deeper

Heffner, K. L., Kiecolt-Glaser, J. K., Loving, T. J., Glaser, R., & Malarkey, W. B. 
(2004). Spousal support satisfaction as a modifier of physiological responses to 
marital conflict in younger and older couples. Journal of Behavioral Medicine, 
27(3), 233-254.

Randall, A. K., & Bodenmann, G. (2009). The role of stress on close 
relationships and marital satisfaction. Clinical Psychology Review, 29(2), 



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 139

105-115.

Sullivan, K. T., Pasch, L. A., Johnson, M. D., & Bradbury, T. N. (2010). Social 
support, problem solving, and the longitudinal course of newlywed marriage. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 98(4), 631-644.



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 140

29. Should I Really "Forgive And Forget" When My Partner Isn't Perfect Or 
Messes Up?

By: Nancy Frye

Think back to the last time when your partner really annoyed you. I mean 
seriously irked you. Maybe your partner neglected several of your texts, forgot to 
mail in the mortgage check, flirted with your best friend, forgot your anniversary, 
or was implicated with a call girl while serving as Attorney General of New York. 
If any of these ever happened, it would be nice if life was like a cartoon where 
you could safely smash your partner with an anvil, confident that he or she 
would spring back into shape. Let's face it; your partner isn't perfect 100% of the 
time. The question becomes, then, what's the best way to respond when your 
partner shows off his or her less than perfect side?

How Can Forgiveness Benefit The Relationship?
Well, on the one hand, it seems like there's some merit to that "turn the other 

cheek" way of dealing with things. First, if you tend to forgive your partner, it 
may be a sign of how you feel about your relationship. People who are more 
committed to their relationships tend to be the most willing to forgive their 
partners' less than desirable behaviors – and they also see those behaviors in the 
best possible light.[1] Did your partner put an empty milk carton in the 
refrigerator, leaving that bowl of cereal you just poured stranded on the counter? 
Surely that only happened because he or she had a rough day at work, hit traffic 
on the way home, or wanted to spend more time with you (who has time for 
recycling anyway?). Here, giving a little benefit of the doubt turns a potentially 
negative situation into something much less threatening to the relationship. So, 
chances are, the more forgiving you feel when your partner messes up, the more 
you probably want your relationship to last a long time. Even more than that, 
forgiveness and commitment seem to have a cyclical relationship, where 
commitment helps people forgive their partner, and forgiveness helps people 
feel more committed to their relationship.[2] So, if you're going to be in this 
relationship for the foreseeable future, you should forgive some of your partner's 
forgetful behaviors so that you can better enjoy your time together. Reciprocally, 
because you are forgiving, your partner may be more inclined to be committed 
to you who has such a wonderful ability to overlook his or her peccadilloes. 

Your tendency to forgive your partner's wrongdoings reflects your current 
relationship feelings and may also provide a glimpse into how your relationship 
may develop into the future. A study that tracked over 100 married couples over 
a 6-month period found that spouses who were initially more forgiving 
continued to be more forgiving six months later. Also, more forgiving spouses 
tended to be more satisfied with their relationships.[3] In other words, if you 
hold grudges against your spouse now, you're likely to keep doing so in the 
future and to start feeling a bit disgruntled about your relationship. In addition to 
being related to later relationship feelings, forgiveness also predicts later 
relationship behaviors. For example, wives who were more forgiving of their 
husband earlier in the relationship tended to have husbands who later reported 
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that they, as a couple, were better able to resolve arguments and disagreements 
over time.[4] Thus it seems that forgiving your partner may build up a sense of 
goodwill that paves the way for better conflict resolution later on in your 
relationship.

How Can Forgiveness Help Me?
Beyond helping the relationship, forgiveness also seems to help the 

individual who is doing the forgiving. Maybe this is why Mel Gibson still has 
friends! Think of friends you know who tend to hold grudges. Now, think of the 
friends you know who tend to turn the other cheek and forgive and forget. Odds 
are that the second group of friends, those who forgave all of the people who 
made fun of them in high school for their mullet hairstyle, tends to be happier 
and healthier. This tendency for forgivers to be happier and healthier than non-
forgivers is especially true for older people; it does not pay to carry grudges with 
you to your grave, doing so will only make you more likely to get there and less 
happy on the way.[5]

Is Forgiveness Always The Best Strategy?
When it comes to your partner's negative behavior, so far, turning the other 

cheek seems to make the most sense when it comes to benefitting the 
relationship and your own personal health and life satisfaction. Before you start 
looking for Hallmark's stock of "I forgive you" cards, though, there's actually a 
little more research on the subject of forgiveness that merits some attention.

The ability for forgiveness to influence relationship satisfaction and people's 
happiness with themselves tends to vary depending upon the kind of partner 
who is the object of potential forgiveness (i.e., the forgivee). Imagine you're 
dating Sally or Sam Screw-up (think Lindsay Lohan or Charlie Sheen). First, Sally 
or Sam puts the empty milk carton in the refrigerator. Then, Sally or Sam forgets 
to come home early to let the dog out, and you come home to an unhappy dog 
and a messy floor. Then, Sally or Sam forgets your birthday. Again and again, you 
take the high road and forgive Sally or Sam because you are thinking about how 
forgiveness will be good for your relationship commitment, relationship 
satisfaction, conflict resolution, karma, and so on. Odds are that constantly 
turning the other cheek to your partner's transgressions will inevitably get old 
after a while. In fact, research that followed newlyweds during the first 2 years of 
marriage shows that the more frequently one spouse messes up, the more likely 
it is that the other spouse with a forgiving nature will actually become less 
happy over time.[6] In other words, when married to a Sally Screw-up, over 
time, spouses who are less forgiving end up happier. This is important, so it's 
worth stating again: Forgiving the occasional transgression = good. Forgiving the 
frequent transgression = bad.

Perhaps all this forgiving of your partner is encouraging his or her bad 
behavior to some degree. To test this, more than 100 newlyweds were followed 
over a 7-day period.[7] Each day participants indicated whether their partners 
screwed up and whether they forgave their partners. It turned out that when the 
partner did something wrong and was forgiven, that partner was twice as likely 
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to do something wrong the next day compared to when a partner wasn't 
forgiven for negative behavior. It was almost as if forgiveness was enabling the 
partner's bad behavior. You could just imagine the forgiven partner thinking, "I 
know you'll be mad if I get home late from hanging out with my friends, but you 
ultimately forgive me when I'm inconsiderate, so what's the harm in doing it 
again?" Give them an inch, and they take your soul.

Can Being Too Forgiving Hurt Me? 
It turns out that feeling like you always have to forgive your partner may end 

up lowering your feelings of self-respect over time.[8] How many times can 
people forgive their partner before they start feeling like a doormat who has their 
good nature taken for granted? This doesn't mean that if you're with Sally or Sam 
Screw-up you should suddenly become Graham or Glenda Grudge-keeper, 
though. Again, it really depends on what your partner is like. If your partner 
keeps screwing up, but is at least trying to make amends, forgiveness shouldn't 
threaten your self-respect. Also, if your partner screws up, but you're pretty sure 
it's a one-time thing and not a repeat-offense, your self-respect probably won't 
take a blow from forgiving him or her. And if your partner is repeatedly putting 
empty milk cartons into the fridge and you consider this a relatively minor 
offense (and besides you always leave your socks on the living room floor) then 
forgiving is probably the right choice. In all of these cases, it may not be so bad 
to forgive your partner.

Conclusion
The bottom line is that turning the other cheek is usually the way to go. 

However, if you feel like you're turning the other cheek so often that you're 
getting whiplash, you may want to take a closer look at this person you're 
constantly forgiving. Remember, no one is perfect, and you're bound to get irked 
at your partner now and then. As long as your partner is earnestly trying to do 
better in the future, forgiveness is most likely the best policy. Just don't write a 
blank forgiveness check.

Take Home Points

1. Forgiving minor transgressions by your partner or even major 
transgressions that your partner seems genuinely willing to avoid in the future 
will strengthen your relationship and make you happier and healthier.

2. Forgiving a partner who continually violates your trust and seems 
unwilling to change their negative behavior will likely result in you being less 
healthy and happy in the future.
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Section 8: Sex

"Let's talk about sex, baby. Let's talk about you and me." Thank you Salt-N-Pepa. 
(If you have ever heard this song it will now be stuck in your head for the rest of 
the day. You're welcome.) Frankly, there is a lot to talk about here, mainly 
because sex is a key factor that distinguishes romantic relationships from 
friendships. As a result, deciding when to have sex is important so that your 
relationship gets off on the right track. But how do you know when is right? 
Should you wait for love? Or, does love only come after sex? Or, perhaps you're 
waiting for marriage, but isn't that where your sex life goes to die? Or, is that 
only true for some couples that just happen to have a direct pipeline to public 
opinion? If only there were statistics on people's sex lives so you could see how 
your sex life stacks up. Good news. We have some numbers for you. Let the 
comparisons begin!
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30. How Long Should I Wait Before Sleeping With My Partner?
By: Jennifer J. Harman

Okay, so you've met a hottie, hit it off, and are having a fantastic time. You 
can tell she wants you, and you're in the mood too! One thing leads to another, 
and before you know it, you are getting it on just like a scene from Basic Instinct 
(but without the ice pick, hopefully). Now, some of you reading this may be 
totally psyched and may not be thinking much of anything. Others may be 
thinking, "Should we be having sex? We hardly know each other! What's your 
name again?" or "Will she think I'm easy if we have sex?" or even, "Does she do 
this on all her first dates?" (of course not; she did say she's never done this 
before, right?).

Will My Partner Respect Me If We Have Sex On The First Date?
These questions don't come out of nowhere. How many times have you 

heard, "why buy the cow when you can have the milk for free?" (incidentally, 
we'd like to suggest a new saying "why buy the diamond mine when you can get 
the diamonds for free", this way no one has to be a cow; see also Q14) or "they 
won't respect you in the morning." Surprisingly, the answer to whether your 
partner will respect you if you give it up right away is fairly straightforward and 
depends on your response to one (seemingly) simple question: What do you and 
your partner each want? People can have many goals for a first date: having fun, 
getting to know the person better, impressing your friends with how hot your 
date is, looking for a long term relationship, having sex, etc. You may start with 
one goal as more important than others, but change your priorities as the date 
goes on. For instance, suppose a guy asks you out and you think he is average 
looking but he makes you laugh. Your intention at the beginning of the date may 
to just be friends and have fun, which is why you didn't bother to clean your 
apartment, but you may begin to really like him as the date goes on. You may 
even find him more sexually attractive as the hours (and tequila shots) go by. 
What really determines whether a date is "good" or "bad," and how you and 
your partner subsequently feel the next morning, is whether you had similar 
goals for the evening. 

Do Men And Women Have Different Goals For First Dates?
This is the million dollar question. Although research shows that sex is a goal 

more often for men than women on first dates, both men and women do want to 
get to know the other person better and see whether they might want a romantic 
relationship. For instance, surveys of college students[1] show that an 
overwhelming number of people, both men and women, go on a first date 
primarily to get to know another person better and to have fun (not to mention 
that its better than writing papers). Less than 10% of people (although more men 
than women) listed sex as their primary goal for the first date. In other words, 
men and women are surprisingly similar— most people go on a first date to 
figure out if it's worth pursuing a continuing relationship with someone or not. 
You're both checking out the merchandise. 
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Another way to look at this question is to think about what sex means to 
different people. Women are more likely than are men to connect sex with love 
and intimacy. Across many studies, men consistently are more open-minded 
towards casual sex and don't think sex and intimacy have to be connected.[2] 
Love and marriage may go together like a horse and carriage, but sex and 
relationships go together like chocolate and peanut butter—sometimes they are 
perfect together but sometimes chocolate is better alone. Therefore, on a first 
date, if the man's goals are to have sex, this goal may or may not be related to 
whether he wants to develop a relationship. However, for women, sex may be a 
way to achieve the goal of intimacy; having sex and wanting a romantic 
relationship are linked for women. In other words, some women believe that by 
having sex they might help "create" that romance. Interestingly, in this same 
study, as men's sexual goals increased, they actually became less interested in 
getting to know their partners! Wow.

These findings do not mean that a man would respect the woman less if she 
had sex with him on a first date, however. Many psychologists believe that we 
have "relationship scripts" that influence how, who, what, where, and when we 
interact with other people.[3] These are like movie scripts; they contain your 
expectations about what the plot of the story is, what is likely to happen to the 
characters in the story, and what the ending will be. These scripts influence how 
we interact with other people, including those we date. You decide if your date 
did or said the right things based on your expectations. Obviously, you can see 
how things get complicated when people have different ideas about how the 
story should unfold! If you are working under the "let's get to know one another" 
script, and your date is working from the "your place or mine" script, you each 
will have very different reactions to the date. Think about Ross and Rachel from 
Friends; when they first met, she was assuming that they would be friends ("let's 
be friends" script) and he wanted to be dating her ("much more than friends" 
script). This is where many of Ross's troubles (and much of the humor in the 
show) came from; they had very different goals for their relationship.

Where Do Expectations About Sex Come From?
These expectations don't appear out of nowhere; we learn them from family, 

friends, past experiences, romance novels, movies, and so on. In traditional 
American culture, women have often been seen as "loose" and "easy" if they 
have sex right away. This is part of a script of what is expected of women and is 
based in traditional gender roles. If a guy has sex on the first date, is he seen as 
"loose" or "easy?" Not usually! More like, "stud," "rock star," or "professional 
athlete." One interesting finding across many recent studies is that this sexual 
double standard appears to be going away.[4] For instance, over 8,000 adults 
rated women with multiple sex partners very similar to men in terms of their 
values, popularity, and power. But, although it looks like the sexual double 
standard is slowly disappearing and sexual scripts are getting less traditional, it 
doesn't mean that everyone has changed their scripts. It sure would be nice to 
know what script your first-date has ahead of time, wouldn't it?

 The important part of these scripts is the settings and circumstances that lead 
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up to the sexual encounter in question. Who asked whom out? Usually, the 
person who initiates the date has a clearer set of goals than the person who 
accepts the date. When you get asked out on a date, the person who asked you 
out usually sets the plans and has a clear vision for the evening. They certainly 
have goals for the date, and you may not have the same goals. Another thing to 
consider is the context in which the date occurs. Let's say you meet your date at 
a bar after having several martinis. What are your expectations for how this 
interaction will unfold? What are their expectations? Would it be different if you 
met at bookstore? Or, let's say that you ask someone out on a date, and find out 
that she is on the rebound from a really serious relationship. Although you may 
have at first thought that you wanted to get to know her more seriously, you 
realize that she is not ready for a relationship right now. Your original goal may 
switch to a sex goal ("rebound sex" script), or to being a friend ("not ready for 
anything serious" script). 

If you are currently in your twenties or have seen an episode of Jersey Shore, 
you might have read the above and found yourself asking, "Dating? Who dates?" 
One very popular script these days seems to be that of "Hooking up", which 
involves sexual activity but doesn't have any pretense towards romance. 
Hooking up typically occurs after (or during) parties or other group activities and 
is understood to be a solely sexual encounter (i.e., no "strings" attached).[5] 
There are several possible reasons that the hooking up script has become 
increasingly common, including the fact that the stigma attached to premarital 
sex has decreased greatly for women (admittedly, it was never very strong for 
men). A recent book by two sociologists[6] suggests that hooking up may be 
becoming more common because college educated women (translation: 
successful women) currently outnumber college educated men (apparently 
being on a popular reality show also counts as success). Why would this matter? 
Well, when something is a scarce resource, such as eligible and educated men, 
the scarce resource gets to call the sexual shots.[6] As discussed in Q31, men 
tend to be higher in sociosexuality, and this tendency to be more interested in 
sex without commitment means that when men call the shots, casual sexual 
encounters or hooking-up is likely to become more common. Thus, if your goal 
is to find and develop an emotionally intimate relationship, then you might think 
about avoiding the hook-up scene altogether.

Conclusion
So, should you have sex on the first date, and, if you do, will he or she 

respect you in the morning? The trick is figuring out what script your date is 
working from and what his or her expectations are. But unfortunately, finding 
out isn't part of a normal dinner conversation (um, could you pass the salt and 
did you think we were having sex tonight and if you did, were you thinking a 
one-night stand or the start of something wonderful, and how are your 
enchiladas?). Ultimately, you only have access to the script with your lines on it. 
However, this doesn't mean that a little conversation and getting to know each 
other as the date goes on won't help you find out.
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Take Home Points

1. Our goals and expectations strongly influence how we interpret our dating 
behaviors; expectations for certain types of relationships (long-term versus short-
term) can influence whether we view sex as "OK" when it happens early on.

2. Men and women are found to vary on their goals for first dates, but the 
double standard of "early" sex has been diminishing in recent studies.

3. Individuals higher on sociosexuality are more likely to accept/engage in 
casual sex and engage in sexual behaviors when uncommitted. 
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31. Does Sex Lead To Love, Or Does Love Lead To Sex? Is One "Direction" 
Better?

By: Jennifer J. Harman

We have all heard stories about couples having sex on their first date that 
then ended up happily committed or married to each other many years later. We 
have also heard stories of couples who waited to have sex with each other until 
they were in love, or married, and are happily committed or married to each 
other years later. Indeed, the movie "He's Just Not that in to You," based on the 
best-selling book of the same name, has a number of scenes in which the female 
characters discuss all the ways relationships can start out and end with "happy" 
endings of love and commitment. Although Hollywood movies and random 
stories of others by no means constitute data, they do provide the question: 
Does sex lead to love, does love lead to sex, or are both routes equally possible? 

A good beginning point for addressing this question is to consider the 
function that sex may serve (ignoring, for now, the whole baby-making function). 
Sex not only motivates people to connect with one another (we use the term 
very loosely here). It also serves as a "magnet" of sorts that keeps partners 
coming back until a true emotional bond can form.[1] When you have sex, the 
pleasure centers of your brain are stimulated in much the same way that 
partaking in other pleasurable experiences does (Can I PLEASE have more 
chocolate cake?).[2] As a result, you are likely to want to have more sex, which 
can eventually lead to emotionally-based feelings of love. In other words, sex 
feels good, it leads to positive, happy, warm tingling feelings that are very 
reinforcing, and these tingly feelings cause us to want to stay with the person 
who helps us have that experience.[3] This probably comes as no surprise, but 
from a scientific standpoint, it presents a bit of a "chicken and egg" issue. Do 
you have sex and then experience feelings that lead you to want to be with the 
person, or is it that wanting to be with the person, perhaps because they have a 
nice body (see Q1), that led you to want to have sex in the first place?

To definitively sort this type of thing out, you need a specialized situation 
where one group of people is purposefully led to think about sex, while the 
other group is not (and there are all sorts of interesting ways to make sure sex is 
not on the brain, trust us). Then, you can test which group experiences more of a 
desire to establish a relationship. Such a design will provide some information 
regarding whether sex promotes love (or attraction anyway). Fortunately, some 
creative researchers did something just like this. In a set of carefully controlled 
experiments, participants were subliminally exposed to words and pictures that 
were either sexual or nonsexual in nature (let your imagination run free). When 
people saw the sexual words or erotic pictures outside of their awareness (i.e., 
they were subliminally exposed), they were more willing to self-disclose 
intimate information to a partner, they reported having more intimate thoughts, 
and they used more positive-conflict resolution strategies.[4] Sex, or even 
thoughts of sex that you don't realize you are having, make you use more 
relationship promotion strategies! In addition, the men (but not the women) 
were more willing to sacrifice important things for their partner. So, if you want 
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your man to sacrifice his Sunday of watching football, you may want to get to 
work on subliminally priming sex.

Fine, But Can Sex Lead To "Love?"
The answer to this question really depends on what kind of love you are 

talking about. One type, passionate love, is the "hot and bothered" type of love 
that contains a strong sexual component.[5] Among other things, this type of 
love relies on feelings of strong physical attraction, arousal, and lust.[6] Provided 
that an individual is having lust-filled sex, it would certainly seem possible that 
sex can lead to feelings of passionate love. But, there's a risk in letting sex play 
such a central role: if those lusty feelings start to go away, which is a strong 
possibility if partners are no longer having passionate sex, partners can start to 
feel like their love for each other has gone away too. In the best-case scenario, 
passionate love can transform into companionate love, which is more of a "best 
friend" type of love. Of course, it may also lead to the perception that you've 
fallen out of love and that this isn't the relationship for you. So, sex can certainly 
lead to passionate love and, if you're lucky, companionate love as well.

Can Love Lead To Sex? 
Interestingly, how people define "love" determines the meaning of sex, and 

not the other way around.[7] Some people, for example, believe that love comes 
before sex (those people are generally women), whereas others may not (those 
others are generally men). It turns out that there may be some truth to the 
common perception that men need to have sex to fall in love, while women 
need to fall in love to have sex. Love within an emotionally-bonded relationship 
is often the primary reason that women have sex for the first time,[8] while being 
sexually aroused or curious about sex is the primary reason men have sex for the 
first time.[9] Now, before we give too much credit or blame to men or women it 
is important to point out that there is a psychological construct that may provide 
a better explanation. Sociosexuality is a person's inclination toward separating 
the experiences of love and sex.[10] A person high in sociosexuality, or 
someone referred to as "unrestricted", is more likely to believe that sex without 
love is okay. It should come as no surprise that "unrestricteds" are more likely to 
enjoy casual sex. Whereas it is true that men are more likely to be unrestricted, 
individuals high in sociosexuality, regardless of gender, will be more likely to 
have sex without requiring the experience of love. 

Which Path Is Better -- Love First Or Sex First? 
The answer to this question really depends on your expectations. If you 

believe that sex should only happen after both partners love each other, but you 
go out and have sex after a first date, for example, you will probably feel regret. 
These feelings of regret can contribute to lower levels of satisfaction and 
commitment to any relationship that may result, especially for women.[11] 
Some of the emotional reactions to sex depend on what precedes the sex. If 
couples express love before they have sex, the perception will likely become 
that the sexual act is an expression of love and commitment. But if lust, rather 
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than love, is expressed before sex, then the sexual act would likely be 
interpreted as just a sexual act. Of course, as discussed above, even these sexual 
acts can eventually lead to feelings of love. In short, the answer to the question 
of which should come first is....neither direction is "best" for everyone. Much 
depends on what you personally want and expect from the sexual experience, 
and what the experience ultimately means for the relationship that you want to 
have with the person. 

Take Home Points

1. Positive outcomes associated with sexual behavior (e.g., pleasure) are 
reinforcing and make us want to repeat the behavior; this leads to greater 
likelihood of emotional attachment (e.g., love).

2. People differ in their beliefs about what "sex" means; some equate sex with 
love, and others do not. 

3. Sex can sometimes lead to passionate love, which can lead to more 
"stable" companionate love; there is not however, evidence pointing to a 
"correct" ordering of these experiences.
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32. Will We Stop Having Sex Once We Are Married?
By: Jennifer J. Harman

In the Academy Award winning film Annie Hall,[1] Woody Allen (Alvy) and 
Diane Keaton (Annie) spend one evening discussing why their sex life has 
changed so dramatically since they first started dating:

ALVY: It's always some kind of an excuse. It's...You know, you used to think 
that I was very sexy. What ... When we first started going out, we had sex 
constantly ... We're probably listed in the Guinness Book of World Records.

ANNIE (Patting Alvy's hand solicitously): I know. Well, Alvy, it'll pass, it'll 
pass, it's just that I'm going through a phase, that's all.

ALVY: M'm.

ANNIE: I mean, you've been married before, you know how things can get. 
You were very hot for Allison at first.

Sex And Marital Status
Does sex change after people get married or have been a relationship for a 

long time? Does the "thrill" really go away? Could it be that simply living 
together takes away some of the romance, which results in less sexual desire for 
one's partner? I mean, is it really sexy to watch your partner brush their teeth or 
use the bathroom with the door open? But wait, cohabiting, unmarried couples 
report having sex more often than married couples.[2] A-ha! This must mean that 
it really is marriage that undermines sex. No, it isn't that simple either! Married 
people have more sex than single people.[3] Ok, married > single, but married < 
cohabitation. What's going on?

One explanation is that frequency of sex declines as the duration of the 
relationships increase (and people get older).[4] You might not be setting the bed 
on fire after marriage, but any changes in sexual frequency may not have much, 
if anything, to do with marital status and has more to do with marriage being a 
longer-term relationship between two people who are older. For example, 
relationships that have stood the test of time long enough to lead to marriage are 
the result of partners' commitment to each other. In fact, research shows that 
couples' level of psychological commitment to each other seems to matter most 
in making couples satisfied with their sexual relationship.[5] The connection 
between commitment and sexual satisfaction is also true in contexts other than 
marriage. For example, sexual satisfaction is high for single women who believe 
that their relationships will last forever and lowest when they believe their 
relationships are more temporary.[6]

It's important to note that you need to be careful when considering a 
category like marital status. Sure, you'll see research findings comparing married 
to non-married, or married to cohabitating, but always keep in mind that 
anything focusing too much on marital status is an oversimplification. What we 
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mean here is that if you take a couple and look at them the day before they are 
married and compare them to the day after they are married, you likely won't 
see any big differences. The simple act of marriage doesn't change people much. 
Instead, there are other underlying psychological factors that are a little harder 
to see that ultimately account for the difference. 

What Leads To The Perception That Marriage Destroys Your Sex Life?
Where does the belief that marriage torpedoes your sex life come from? For 

one thing, relationships develop over time.[7] In the beginning, couples 
experience a "honeymoon" phase, a magical time when one's partner is novel 
and exciting; there is lots of sex and passion, experimentation, and intimacy.[8] 
This is the time when you become excited daydreaming about your partner, you 
think they're hot, the sight of them makes you feel tingly and your heart feel 
fluttery, and you may even obsessively write your partner's name repeatedly in 
your notebook. Unfortunately, this does not last forever. As partners and 
relationships mature, a working/responsibility phase begins, where the practical 
demands of life affect the amount of time partners can spend together, which in 
turn influences their sexual relationship.[9] In other words, time is a zero-sum 
game; work, family, and kids can all cut into the amount of time available to 
have sex. Life may also get in the way by creating extra stress that can inhibit the 
enjoyment of sex. For example, women report less sex during pregnancy,[2] with 
declines being most evident towards their last trimester.[10] Many studies also 
find a decline in satisfaction following the birth of a baby – a time when a crying 
baby, sleep deprivation, and diaper changes all influence how likely it is for 
partners to want to initiate and receive sexual advances from their partners.[10] 
The good news is that at retirement, many couples have more time for each 
other and sometimes report "rediscovering" their love for each other again, and 
this can result in a rekindled sexual relationship.[8]

What Determines Sexual Satisfaction?

ALVY'S PSYCHIATRIST: How often do you sleep together?

ANNIE'S PSYCHIATRIST: Do you have sex often?

ALVY: Hardly ever. Maybe three times a week.

ANNIE: Constantly! I'd say three times a week.

Alvy and Annie agree about the amount of sex they are having, which is 
good sign because they are having it with each other. But, having sex three times 
a week means different things to each partner, and this leads to very different 
feelings of (dis)satisfaction. Annie and Alvy may both be a bit unhappy, but the 
fact of the matter is that they have sex more often than most married couples, 
who average about 6.3 times a month or a bit over 1.5 times per week.[2] This 
also highlights a funny thing about individuals' abilities to perceive the exact 
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same situation in different ways. Alvy and Annie both agree on the objective 
reality of their relationship, but subjectively perceive that reality very differently. 
When you scrutinize the statistics, Alvy is having twice as much sex as the 
average husband, yet he isn't twice as happy. As you can see, sexual frequency 
may not be the best way to determine sexual satisfaction because one person's 
definition of "a lot of sex" may vary considerably from another person's.

If sexual satisfaction isn't really about how often you crank up the Barry 
White tunes, there must be other factors that contribute. Such factors include 
things like whether orgasm is achieved as well as individuals' general positive 
feelings about the experience. Often people will mistakenly believe frequency 
matters the most for relationships because it's the easiest thing to quantify. 
However, sexual satisfaction or how happy you are with your sexual experiences 
in your relationship, is a better predictor of relationship satisfaction.[6] In fact, 
when partners report feeling sexually satisfied, they also are likely to report high 
relationship satisfaction (and vice-versa).

So does being married make people less satisfied with their sex life? For most, 
the answer is no. When researchers asked people across the United States about 
their sex life, 88% of married individuals considered themselves "extremely" or 
"very" pleased with the sex in their relationships, even more so than couples 
who were just cohabitating or dating.[3] Such findings highlight the importance 
of quality over quantity. You may have sex less often after getting married or after 
being in a relationship for a long time, but when you do have sex, it may be 
better, more satisfying sex. Really, it comes down to a choice: would you rather 
guzzle a liter of boxed wine or enjoy the aromas and complexity of a finely aged 
glass of Bordeaux? So, even if you are married, both have full time jobs, with 
kids and a mortgage, the right combination of communication, commitment, 
love, and dedication to make time for each other can better ensure that you will 
be like the majority of married people: quite satisfied with your sex life.

Conclusion
Will you stop having sex once you're married? Not necessarily, but you will 

very likely stop having sex as much as you did before you were married. 
However you won't necessarily be unhappy with your sex life. Part of a healthy 
sexual relationship is learning each other's turn ons and turn offs. That's a far 
easier task in a long-term relationship.

Take Home Points

1. The demands of life (e.g., kids, work, illness) can interfere with sexual 
frequency dramatically, so it is not marital or relationship status per se that 
predicts this decline.

2. Sexual satisfaction is more closely linked to quality rather than quantity. 
Fortunately, only frequency typically declines in longer-term relationships over 
time.
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3. Sexual satisfaction is strongly related to overall relationship satisfaction, so 
a focus on quality of each interaction rather than frequency is the way to go.
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33. How Does My Sex Life Stack Up To Others'?
By: Benjamin Le

First things' first: there is tremendous amount of variety in the sexual 
behaviors of Americans and people all over the world, so you should be careful 
in making evaluations about your sex life compared to others. The range of 
things that are "normal" is large; don't despair if you stack up unfavorably to the 
numbers reported below. Chances are that you will be above average in some 
ways, and below average in others. What's important is your level of sexual 
satisfaction (or dissatisfaction) prior to reading this chapter. If you are already 
perfectly happy with your sex life, don't let these statistics spoil your fun. But, if 
you are currently dissatisfied with your life between the sheets, the numbers 
might provide some insight into why that's the case.

A Brief History of Sex Research
The first research on sexual behavior in United States traces back to Alfred 

Kinsey[1][2] who, in the late 1940s and early 1950s, began collecting statistical 
data on human sexuality and sexual practices via intensive interviews. Shortly 
thereafter, Masters and Johnson[3] began their studies on the physiological and 
psychological mechanisms involved in sexual behavior (i.e., detailed laboratory 
observation of research participants' masturbation, sexual arousal, and 
intercourse— where do I sign up?!). Although it is certainly sexy research 
(pardon the pun), it has less bearing on the question of what constitutes a 
"normal" sex life than does Kinsey's research. However, we won't directly 
discuss Kinsey's findings because they are now more than half a century old. 
Kinsey's data also were not entirely scientific because they were generated from 
a non-random sample (i.e., people who were willing to be interviewed about 
sex during that relatively conservative time period, at least by today's standards) 
that might not be representative of the American population.

Current Sex Research
Recent studies have done a better job gathering representative samples, 

including the National Health and Social Life Survey (NHSLS),[4] the General 
Social Survey (GSS),[5] and most recently the National Survey on Family Growth 
(NSFG...not to be confused with "NSFW")[6] conducted between 2006 and 
2008. Data from the NSFG were collected from nearly 13,500 people across the 
United States who ranged in age from teenagers through middle age (15-44 
years old). Think of these studies as the scientific version of the sex polls you 
might see in magazines like Cosmopolitan or Men's Health.

The info below is intended as a quick look at some of the numbers; it's not 
meant to be comprehensive. Also, because the numbers largely speak for 
themselves, we are taking a bit of a Dragnet ("just the facts") approach. Think of 
these numbers as your way of peeking in on your neighbor's sex life in a socially 
acceptable way that avoids the hassle of hiding in bushes under a window. Note 
that these data are all self-report; keep in mind that respondents may not have 
been completely honest (either overstating or understating their experience due 
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to social desirability concerns). Unless otherwise noted, the numbers below are 
from the NSFG.

Sexual Attraction And Sexual Orientation

-83% of women were attracted only to men, just under 1% were attracted 
only to women, and 15% expressed some level of attraction to both sexes; 94% 
of women self-identify as heterosexual, 1% as homosexual/gay/lesbian, and 4% 
as bisexual.

-94% of men were attracted only to women, just over 1% were attracted only 
to men, and 5% expressed some level of attraction to both sexes; 96% of men 
self-identify as heterosexual, 2% as homosexual/gay/lesbian, and 1% as 
bisexual.

Types Of Sexual Activity

-For people between the ages of 25-44, 97% of men and 98% of women 
have engaged in (vaginal) intercourse, 90% of men and 89% of women have 
had oral sex with an opposite sex partner, and 44% of men and 36% of women 
reported having heterosexual anal sex at some point in their lives.

-Among 25-44 year olds, 6% of men and 12% of women have had some 
level of same-sex sexual contact in their lifetimes.

Age and Number Of Sexual Partners

-Men typically engaged in sexual intercourse for the first time at age 16, 
whereas for women it was age 17 (NHSLS); by age 18 over half of males and 
nearly two-thirds of females have had intercourse (note: this is not a typo).[7] 

-Across all ages, in the past year, 16% of females had no sexual partners, 
12% had at least one same sex partner, 61% had one opposite-sex partner, and 
9% had two or more opposite sex partners. Among 20-24 year old women, 
those numbers are 16% (no partners), 15% (same sex), 50% (one partner), 18% 
(two or more), respectively.

-Across all ages, in the past year, 16% of males had no sexual partners, 4% 
had at least one same sex partner, 60% had one opposite-sex partner, and 18% 
had two or more opposite sex partners. For 20-24 year old men, those numbers 
are 18% (no partners), 5% (same sex), 48% (one partner), 27% (two or more), 
respectively.

-Women (15-44 years old) typically had 3.2 heterosexual partners in their 
lifetime. This is a large age range, with lifetime partners differing depending on 
age. For example, 15-19 year olds average 1.4 partners (although 48% have had 
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no partners), 20-24 year olds average 2.6 partners (13% have had no partners), 
and 25-44 year olds average 3.6 partners (1.6% none).

-Men (15-44 years old) typically had 5.1 heterosexual partners in their 
lifetime. Among 15-19 year olds, the average is 1.8 partners (43% have had no 
partners), 20-24 year olds average 4.1 partners (14% have had no partners), and 
25-44 year olds average 6.1 partners (2.4% none-- so there may be a few 40 
year old virgins after all).

-From the GSS, which includes a larger age range than the NSFG, women 
averaged 4 sexual partners, while men averaged 12, with an overall average of 
7.[8]

Sex Differences In Number Of Partners
One thing that you might have noticed is that the average number of sexual 

partners for men and women are not the same. While the actual numbers 
reported vary from sample to sample, a consistent finding is that men report 
having more partners in their lifetimes than do women. If men and women are 
having sex with each other, shouldn't these numbers be the same? There are a 
few explanations for this difference in reports of number of sex partners.[5] 

First, not all sex occurs between men and women. However, the rates of 
male-male sex would have to be very high (much higher than is found in studies 
of homosexual activity) compared to female-female sex and heterosexual sex to 
account for the difference in male and female reports of number of partners. 
Second, there is a small population of women (e.g., prostitutes) who are having 
a lot of sex with men that are not included in these studies. This makes some 
sense, but estimates of rates of prostitution probably don't fully account for the 
difference. Third, men and women may define sex differently, with men being 
much more inclusive when thinking about what "counts" as sex and women 
using a more narrow definition (with Bill Clinton, who "did not have sex with 
that woman," being the notable exception to this explanation). Finally, men may 
exaggerate their numbers to seem more cool or macho, while women may 
underreport their sexual activity to seem more chaste. This explanation seems to 
have the most support, which suggests that anytime a person gives you their 
"number" of sexual partners you may need to adjust based on that person's sex 
(i.e., male vs. female).

Frequency And Timing Of Sex

-Overall, married couples (NSFH data from 1987-1988) report having sex 6.3 
times per month on average. However, in what may be the only benefit of 
marrying younger, married couples under the age of 24 reported nearly double 
that frequency (11.7 times/month).[9]

-Married couples' frequency of sex declines both as a function of age of the 
husbands and wives, and as the relationships duration increases.
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-Couples who cohabit report having sex more frequently than similarly-aged 
married couples.[9]

-Data on frequency of sex in dating relationships is surprisingly difficult to 
obtain, but it is undoubtedly quite variable given the diversity in the types of 
pre-marital relationships (e.g., casually dating vs. engagement), different 
contexts (e.g., being at college vs. living at home), physical distance (e.g., 
proximal vs. long-distance), and beliefs (e.g., acceptability of pre-marital sex) 
that are at play in dating.

-In premarital relationships,[10] less than 10% had sex on the first date, but 
by "a few weeks" nearly 40% have been sexually intimate. Within two months of 
beginning the relationship, more than half of all couples have engaged in sexual 
activity, and by one year, three out of four dating couples are having sex. 
Approximately 17% of couples do not have sex until after marriage; only a very 
small number of couples (5%) have pre-marital sex for the first time after one 
year of dating (i.e., if you haven't done it by one year, you're probably going to 
have to tie the knot before getting any lovin').

Rates Of Extradyadic Sex
Overall, the rates of extramarital sex (i.e., cheating on a spouse) are higher 

for men than women; 22-25% of men (from the GSS and NHSLS, respectively) 
reported they had cheated on their spouses, while these numbers are 13-15% 
for women. However, this sex difference in reports of cheating seems to partially 
be a function of age. With older samples, men are more likely to report 
cheating, but with younger samples, the rates for men and women are about the 
same. Furthermore, cohabitating couples have higher rates (33%) of extradyadic 
sex than married couples.[11]

Hooking Up
It probably doesn't surprise you that "hooking up" is quite common among 

college students. In this study, "hooking up" included a range of sexual 
behaviors, including kissing (25%), manual stimulation (27%), oral sex (10%), 
and sexual intercourse (41%).[12] Approximately 70% of college students 
reported having at least one hook up, with 55% of those encounters being with 
someone they did not know previously. Overall, the average number of hookups 
in this college-sample was approximately ten encounters per person.

Conclusion
By this point 100% of the readers of this chapter have compared a statistic to 

their own experiences to see how their sex life stacks up to others. To reinforce a 
point we made at the beginning of this answer, the numbers presented here 
simply represent national averages; they do not encompass the wide variety of 
sexual behaviors that Americans engage in. And just because a lot of people are 
(or are not) doing something, it doesn't mean it's the right thing for you and your 
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partner. The best advice is to talk openly about what you'd like to be doing in 
the bedroom (or in the kitchen, if that's your thing) and figure out what you're 
both comfortable with.

Take Home Points

1. Married couples, on average, have sex once or twice a week, with 
frequency decreasing over the course of the relationship.

2. Women report having 3-4 sexual partners, while men report somewhat 
higher numbers. This difference is likely due to different definitions of what 
"counts" as sex between men and women, and also biases in self-reports.

3. Rates of cheating are in the 15-25% range.
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Dig Deeper

If there was something we didn't report that you're interested in, you can 
download the report here: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhsr/nhsr036.pdf 

Another good resource is the National Survey of Sexual Health and Behavior 
(NSSHB): http://www.nationalsexstudy.indiana.edu 
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Section 9: Expanding the Family

Kids. The other 4-letter word. Love them or hate them, our society demands 
that you either embrace the world of sleepless nights and loss of independence, 
or open yourself up to less-than-flattering judgments and public shame. Sorry, 
there is no more appealing 3rd option. Given the pros and cons on both sides of 
the 'have kids or not' coin, decisions about whether or not to have kids, and 
when and how you plan to do so if you venture down that road, is a highly 
personal decision worthy of careful analysis. Choose wisely, my friend.
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34. Am I Wrong For Not Wanting To Have Kids?
By: Timothy Loving

No, you are not wrong for not wanting to have kids, but that doesn't mean 
you won't be made to feel like you're wrong, especially if you are a woman.[1] 
For all practical purposes, we live in a pronatalist or prochildbearing society that 
"encourages reproduction and exalts the role of parenthood".[2] This pronatalism 
starts very early and can be found reflected in children's toys (baby dolls), books 
(e.g., a Little Golden Book's "Little Mommy"), and nursery rhymes ("...and then 
comes YOU with the baby carriage"). I still remember vividly the comment my 
then new mother-in-law made to my wife and I the morning after we were 
married. We were opening wedding gifts and not five minutes into the 
extravaganza my M.I.L. proclaimed, "next time you'll be opening baby shower 
gifts." No pressure there, eh?

Because of these very strong pronatalist attitudes in Western society, which 
are apparent in other cultures as well,[3] people often perceive those choosing 
to not have children negatively, including seeing them as less happy, sensitive, 
and loving, and more selfish.[2][4][5] A large amount of the research on the 
topic makes use of hypothetical vignettes, where study participants (typically 
undergraduate students) read about people in which the only differences are 
whether the individual described has or does not have children (or wants versus 
does not want children). In some cases, the researchers manipulate whether the 
person described deliberately chooses to not have kids (i.e., childfree, or 
voluntarily childfree/childless), is not able to have kids because of fertility issues 
(i.e., involuntarily childless), and so on. Other work has asked individuals to 
rank order various lifestyle options, such as having an egalitarian marriage, 
being married without kids, or, for example, living on a rural commune with 
shared sex (no really, we aren't making that up—swingers, baby!).[6] In this 
work, participants prefer childfree marriages less than egalitarian marriages, 
long-term cohabitation relationships (see Q14), traditional marriages, and 
relationships in which there is an evaluation of whether to continue the 
relationship every five years (sort of a "pay as you go" model). Interestingly, but 
perhaps not surprisingly, the undergraduate men in this sample even preferred 
the rural "rampant sex" commune situation over a childfree marriage (women 
did not; see Q30 for potential insight). It is likely that the younger hormone-
driven sample biased the results. 

Childfree and Proud of It
Despite these apparent stigmas, which may be decreasing (more on that 

below), consciously choosing to not have kids is an increasingly common 
choice made by both women and men. [4] The increased incidence in 
deliberate childfreeness for women is particularly striking in light of the fact that 
society generally considers childbearing to be a core part of the female 
experience.[7] Many factors contribute to somebody's decision to not have kids: 
concerns about work-family balance, financial considerations, poor parenting 
models in one's past, a general lack of basic interest in children, and worries 
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that one's personality is incompatible with child-rearing contributing heavily to 
the 'con' column.[8] In other words, choosing to have or not have kids can be a 
rational decision, and one that comes with enormous implications. There are 
very logical reasons someone would choose to forego parenthood,[9] and it very 
much is and should be an individual (or couple-level) decision.

We Live in a Pronatalist Society
As noted at the outset, however, your rational choice to remain childfree 

does not protect you from the attitudes and opinions of others. Although 
childfree couples often report better marital quality than do married couples 
with kids, that doesn't stop friends and family from dolling out the pressure. First 
comes love, then comes marriage, then comes incessant nagging about the 
whereabouts of impending grandchildren. To make matters worse, that pressure 
often tends to be mixed, with the childfree hearing from some family and friends 
that they should definitely procreate whereas others in their social network 
might say they're not ready.[10] Fortunately, there is some evidence that younger 
generations are more accepting of the decision to avoid sleepless nights, messy 
diapers, snotty noses, whining, etc. It is hard to imagine why, especially when it 
sounds so blissful, eh? 

For example, in another vignette study, participants rated childfree women 
more positively than unhappy pregnant women (who, presumably, violated the 
social norm that pregnancy is bliss[5]), and other more recent studies reveal 
similar findings.[1] Yet, couples who go child-free still report feeling stigmatized.
[11] What's going on here? It very well may be a function of the methods 
employed. Remember that a lot of these studies use vignettes in which 
undergraduate students are asked to indicate either feelings about people 
described as childfree versus not. It's not hard to imagine that an 18 year-old has 
no problems with somebody choosing to not have kids, but their attitudes may 
change over time as they transition into serious relationships and thoughts of 
parenthood become more salient. 

Conclusion
So, are you wrong for not wanting to have kids? Not at all. Parenthood is 

certainly very fulfilling and satisfying for some, but it's not for everyone[12] (see 
also Q33 and Q34). As long as you're willing to weather the stigma, which may 
get worse as you get older, then you are likely to live a very satisfying childfree 
life.

Take Home Points

1. We live in a pronatalist society.

2. Although choosing to have or not have kids is a personal decision, many 
people still feel stigmatized when they go against society's pronatalism. 

3. There is some indication that younger generations are more open to 
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childfreeness, but it's not clear that acceptance holds as individuals get older. 

4. There are pros and cons to having children that should be weighed 
carefully.

References

[1] Koropeckyj-Cox, T., Romano, V., & Moras, A. (2007). Through the lenses 
of gender, race, and class: Students' perceptions of childless/childfree 
individuals and couples. Sex Roles, 56(7-8), 415-428.

[2] Jamison, P. H., Franzini, L. R., & Kaplan, R. M. (1979). Some assumed 
characteristics of voluntarily childfree women and men. Psychology of Women 
Quarterly, 4(2), 266-273.

[3] Rowlands, I., & Lee, C. (2006). Choosing to have children or choosing to 
be childfree: Australian students' attitudes towards the decisions of heterosexual 
and lesbian women. Australian Psychologist, 41(1), 55-59.

[4] Hoffman, S. R., & Levant, R. F. (1985). A comparison of childfree and 
child-anticipated married couples. Family Relations, 34(2), 197-203. 

[5] Shields, S. A., & Cooper, P. E. (1983). Stereotypes of traditional and 
nontraditional childbearing roles. Sex Roles, 9(3), 363-376. 

[6] Strong, L. D. (1978). Alternative marital and family forms: Their relative 
attractiveness to college students and correlates of willingness to participate in 
nontraditional forms. Journal of Marriage & Family, 40(3), 493-503. 

[7] Ory, M. G. (1978). The decision to parent or not: Normative and 
structural components. Journal of Marriage & the Family, 40(3), 531-539. 

[8] Park, K. (2005). Choosing childlessness: Weber's typology of action and 
motives of the voluntarily childless. Sociological Inquiry, 75(3), 372-402.

[9] Seccombe, K. (1991). Assessing the costs and benefits of children: Gender 
comparisons among childfree husbands and wives. Journal of Marriage & Family, 
53(1), 191-202. 

[10] Fried, E. S., & Udry, J. R. (1980). Normative pressures on fertility 
planning. Population & Environment, 3(3-4), 199-209.

[11] Somers, M. D. (1993). A comparison of voluntarily childfree adults and 
parents. Journal of Marriage & Family, 55(3), 643-650. 

[12] Galatzer-Levy, I. R., Mazursky, H., Mancini, A. D., & Bonanno, G. A. 



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 169

(2011). What we don't expect when expecting: Evidence for heterogeneity in 
subjective well-being in response to parenthood. Journal of Family Psychology, 
25, 384-392.

Dig Deeper

Burkett, E. (2000). The baby boon: How family-friendly America cheats the 
childless. New York: Free Press.

Gold, J. M., & Wilson, J. S. (2002). Legitimizing the child-free family: the role 
of the family counselor. The Family Journal: Counseling and Therapy for Couples 
and Families, 10, 70-74.



SCIENCE OF RELATIONSHIPS / 170

35. What Will Happen To Us If My Partner and I Are Not Able To Have Kids?
By: Marci E. J. Gleason

There may come a time when you finally decide you are ready to plunge into 
parenthood (see Q37) only to find that the stork has seemingly misplaced your 
order. First, let's get specific: what does it mean to be infertile? The standard 
medical definition of infertility is based on women of reproductive age (ages 
15-44) having unprotected heterosexual sex for a year without becoming 
pregnant (or for 6 months for those 35 and older). Rates of infertility typically do 
not include cases in which either partner is infertile due to a surgical procedure 
(e.g., removal of the ovaries due to ovarian cancer) or individuals who are 
unable to carry a pregnancy to term (e.g., suffering multiple miscarriages). 
Unfortunately, according to a representative sample of women, many couples 
face this dilemma: approximately 7.4% percent of married or cohabiting women 
in the United States reported experiencing infertility in a five year period.[1] 
When considering all types of infertility across the lifespan, the rate of infertility 
is much higher--at least 17% of couples struggle to start a family once they begin 
trying.[2] 

Will Infertility Destroy Your Relationship?
Infertility is indeed a significant stressor in relationships and, as we know, 

stress is not easy on relationships (see Q28). Many people experience infertility 
due to health problems and the treatment of infertility can lead to both mental 
distress and unpleasant physical symptoms for both men and women, all of 
which are documented stressors on relationships. In addition, almost all 
treatment for infertility is expensive, including adoption, and health insurance in 
the United States rarely covers the more expensive procedures (and as discussed 
in Q25 money is a common source of conflict in relationships). Not surprisingly, 
both couple members tend to show increased distress during infertility treatment 
and a lack of successful treatment can result in decreased relationship 
satisfaction and increased anxiety and depression, particularly among infertile 
women.[3] Women, more so than men, may be particularly vulnerable to 
depression and anxiety after a diagnosis of infertility for two reasons. First, the 
importance of being a mother is often felt more strongly among women than 
being a father is by men; a belief that society reinforces. Second, the burden of 
infertility treatment (e.g., men might have to "provide some samples", while 
women need to get a series of shots and far more tests than men) is far greater 
for women regardless of the cause of the infertility (actually much like the 
burden of pregnancy is on women, but in that case it is more likely to be 
considered a positive role-fulfilling event).[4]

So if you can't have children, will you be depressed and be at risk for 
divorce? Not necessarily; there is also compelling evidence that couples who 
have experienced infertility can actually benefit from the experience. In a survey 
of 2250 individuals being treated for infertility, the majority (over 60% of 
women and nearly as many men) reported that their marriages improved and 
that the inability to have a child had brought them closer together; less than 
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10% thought that it had hurt the level of closeness that they felt with their 
partner.[5] Further, men were more likely to experience marital benefit when 
they were open about the infertility and discussed it with their partner. Again, 
open communication amongst couple members seems to be important (see 
Q16). In particular, couples who eventually have children, through successful 
treatment or adoption, appear very similar in satisfaction to couples who had no 
trouble getting pregnant. 

Having A Baby The Not-So-Old Fashioned Way
There are many ways to start a family that don't involve the traditional meet 

and greet in the master bedroom or backseat of a car. These fall into three main 
camps: adoption, infertility treatment, and surrogacy. Adoption has been a 
common practice throughout history and there are many ways to adopt children 
in the United States.[6] The "traditional" idea, which still exists today, of 
adoption is that of a closed infant adoption wherein adoptive parents receive the 
baby shortly after birth and they nor the birth parents have any knowledge of 
each other. International adoption (adopting children from other countries a la 
Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt) and open adoption (adopting a child while having 
contact with the child's birth family) are becoming increasingly more common 
than the "traditional" method.[7]Adoption can be a wonderful way to start a 
family and longitudinal studies of adopted children suggest that they are likely to 
be well-adjusted and the families formed through adoption are cohesive.[7] Yet 
another type of adoption is through the foster care system; these adoptions differ 
in key ways from those listed above: children adopted through foster care are 
often older, have memories and on-going relationships with their birth parents, 
are more likely to have been victims of abuse, and are more likely to have 
behavioral issues.[8] Importantly, children who have been abused or neglected 
prior to adoption are more likely to have behavioral problems in the future, but 
this tendency can be avoided through effective parenting. 

Increasingly, infertile couples are turning to medical procedures to become 
parents. Medical infertility treatments have greatly improved and involve 
everything from drug therapy to surgery to IVF (in vitro fertilization--the children 
of this procedure were commonly referred to in the past as "test tube babies").[9] 
These medical procedures, along with donor assisted reproduction (where either 
sperm, eggs, or both are acquired from an outside party in order to achieve 
pregnancy) and surrogacy (where another woman carries and gives birth to the 
child) are making it possible for more and more infertile couples to have 
children. (More information about these procedures is readily available and 
suggestions for reading can be found in the "dig deeper" section.) Researchers 
have found that women who have children through fertility treatments are likely 
to experience more complications during pregnancy and at birth, but actually 
reported fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression in the first few months of 
motherhood than women who got pregnant without medical intervention.[10] 
Parents of infants conceived through donation (of either egg or sperm) have 
warmer relationships with their infants compared to parents of naturally 
conceived children.[11] These studies suggest that there might be something 
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about either the process of infertility treatment or about couples who decide to 
undergo the difficult and expensive procedures that leads to positive parenting 
outcomes. However, as many of these procedures are new, this area of study is 
also in its infancy and a true consensus in the field about the long-term effects of 
fertility treatment has not been reached.

Conclusion
If the stork fails to visit you and your partner when you decide you are ready, 

there are many options. However, before you decide you are infertile, be sure to 
practice evidence-based strategies for getting pregnant: learn when female 
ovulation occurs and have sex a few days before and after that time.[12] Many 
doctors recommend having sex every other day in order to insure you hit those 
peak fertility days— "have lots of sex" --talk about the greatest medical advice 
ever. Also heartening is the fact that there is a good chance that even if you don't 
conceive naturally and you want children, you will one day have one. For 
instance, in a longitudinal study of women who had undergone IVF researchers 
found that 82% were parents 10 years later either through assisted reproductive 
procedures, spontaneous pregnancy (suggesting even when diagnosed with 
infertility one shouldn't stop trying), adoption, fostering, or step-parenting.[13] 
Finally, individuals who either choose to remain childfree or embrace being 
childless (see Q34), not surprisingly, can lead rich and satisfying lives.[14]

Take Home Points

1. Infertility is a relatively common dilemma faced by couples.

2. Although infertility is stressful and is associated with stress for both 
members of the couple, many couples actually report that it strengthened their 
relationship.

3. There are many ways to start a family and very little to suggest that being 
unable to conceive naturally will negatively affect your relationship or your 
parenting.
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36. Will Having Kids Ruin Our Relationship?
By: Jody Davis

Over the course of long-term romantic relationships, couples inevitably 
experience major life events such as moving to a new city, beginning a new job, 
or having a child (though ideally, these will not all occur during the same year!). 
This last event, having a child, ranks right up there as one of life's biggest 
moments, affecting parents' identity, life-satisfaction, bank account, social 
relationships, and emotional well-being (if you're old enough to recall those 
"Calgon, take me away" commercials, it's no coincidence that they always 
involved screaming children). Having children also can transform your 
relationship with your partner. Have you ever heard people say that having a 
child will bring a couple closer together? Perhaps it works that way for some, but 
there is wide variation in how successfully people (and couples) transition to 
parenthood. 

Does Having Kids Keep Relationships Together? 
The majority of married couples will have children (e.g., 88% of ever-married 

women have a child by the age of 44). Thus, it would be fair to think that 
researchers should have a clear idea of how having children affects romantic 
relationships.[1] And there are consistent research findings on one issue: 
Married couples with children – at least, those who have toddler-aged children – 
are less likely to divorce compared to those who do not have children.[2] But 
don't be fooled by this statistic. Kids are an enormous investment, and they may 
keep a couple together, but that doesn't necessarily mean the couple is happier 
because of having kids.[3] There's a big difference between being happily 
married and not getting divorced! Research findings are surprisingly mixed on 
the topic of how having children affects relationship satisfaction, possibly in part 
due to differing methodologies.[3]

Before turning to what we do know, let's put this research in context. Without 
access to a cloned relationship that exists in an alternate universe, it's 
impossible to study the following question directly: What would a given couple's 
relationship have been like over time if they had not had children? In other 
words, researchers are not able to take a group of 100 couples, all of whom are 
capable of having kids and all of whom want them, choose 50 of them at 
random and tell them they cannot have kids, and then see what happens. 
Instead, researchers often use cross-sectional studies that compare couples with 
and without children at a single point in time because such studies are easier to 
conduct (by 'easy', we mean 'ethical' and 'possible'). When researchers 
examine couples over time, or longitudinally, they most often follow couples 
from late pregnancy through a year or so after birth. Ideally, we would be able to 
draw conclusions from multiple longitudinal studies that last several years (just 
in case relationship satisfaction with infants is different than with older children), 
begin pre-pregnancy for a couple's first child (in case relationship processes are 
different during pregnancy than before pregnancy), and include childless-couple 
comparison groups.[4] While we're at it, we'd also like to request studies that 
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cure cancer, solve world hunger, and teach politicians to get along! Why do we 
need such complex studies? As you know from the section on "Are people less 
happy after they get married?" (Q15), there are predictable changes over time in 
all couples. Researchers' ongoing task is to separate out which of those changes 
are unique to couples with children. Unfortunately, the ideal research designs 
are time-consuming and expensive, which contributes to the lack of definitive 
answers.

How Does Having Kids Affect Marital Satisfaction?
Some studies show a decline in marital satisfaction that is uniquely 

associated with the transition to parenthood, whereas other studies do not. A 
recent meta-analysis (that's science jargon for a study that synthesizes results 
from several previous studies) of 41 longitudinal studies (some of which began 
during pregnancy and some of which began before pregnancy) concluded that 
couples with and without children experience similar decreases in satisfaction 
over comparable amounts of time.[5] For example, in an 8-year longitudinal 
study including a childfree-couple control group, couples with or without 
children experienced similar declines in marital satisfaction, but the decline 
occurred more suddenly – following the birth of a child – among couples with 
children.[3] Thus, having kids gives the typical drop in marital satisfaction a bit 
of a turbo-boost – lack of sleep and dirty diapers can do that! In many ways, the 
more interesting issue is whether or not we can predict which couples are most 
likely to experience such steep declines. 

Some Couples Will Be Affected More Than Others
Studies testing a number of different possibilities indicate that there are 

certain pre-baby features of individuals and relationships that may be useful for 
predicting shifts in relationship satisfaction after birth. Decreases in relationship 
satisfaction are magnified among partners who before having a baby were 
depressed, had unrealistically high expectations about parenthood (that were 
later unfulfilled), or had poor problem-solving skills.[3][4][6] These findings 
make intuitive sense. Imagine that you expect your partner to share equally in 
caring for an infant, but when the baby arrives, your partner instead withdraws 
from the family and spends extra time at work; clearly you would feel 
disappointed! Interestingly, some variables have affected relationship satisfaction 
in both directions, depending on which study you examine. On the one hand, 
most studies report the intuitive finding that couples with higher relationship 
satisfaction pre-baby are buffered from drops in satisfaction during the transition 
to parenthood.[4][6]On the other hand, some studies report that those with 
higher levels of relationship satisfaction pre-baby experience greater drops in 
satisfaction during the transition to parenthood, perhaps because they are more 
likely to have unrealistically high expectations (also see Q9). Results are 
similarly mixed for associations with couples' income-level. Sometimes more 
money helps, but other times "mo money, mo problems." In addition, some 
studies show an effect and some show no effect for topics such as whether or 
not couples planned to have a child (it may depend on whether the couple 
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thinks of the baby as a happy surprise or a stressful accident), whether couples 
had been married a shorter amount of time before having a child, and whether 
partners came from families with poor quality parental relationships.[3][4] 
Researchers are still accumulating evidence that will allow us to identify factors 
that protect new parents from a relationship satisfaction decline (or even lead to 
an increase, in a small minority of relationships).

Are There Post-Baby Factors That Influence The Transition? 
Yes, but the funny (or not so funny) thing is that because they are post-baby, 

you won't know about them until after a baby arrives. Decreases in relationship 
satisfaction are magnified among couples who show more negative emotion 
during marital conflicts and among couples who have female babies (possibly 
because fathers are less involved with female versus male infants), and there are 
mixed results on the effect of having infants with difficult temperaments (e.g., 
babies who are difficult to soothe).[3][4] In addition, longitudinal studies 
beginning during pregnancy have demonstrated that after having a child, wives 
are likely to take on a disproportionate amount of the childcare and household 
responsibilities. This increasing asymmetry in division of labor precipitates a 
drop in relationship satisfaction, particularly for women.[4] Moreover, during the 
transition to parenthood there are likely to be increases in conflict, greater 
negative communication or emotion, and decreases in conflict management, all 
of which may decrease relationship satisfaction.[3][4] And, let's not 
underestimate the role that late night feedings and extra visits from the in-laws 
may play!

Avoiding These Negative Outcomes
Are there ways to decrease the odds of experiencing a nose-dive in 

relationship satisfaction after the birth of a child? Certainly! Interestingly, a small 
number of people do not experience a decline – and some even experience a 
gain in relationship satisfaction; those lucky folks can rest easy and bask in the 
glow of parenthood.[3][4][7] For everyone else, it may be useful to consider 
interventions designed to strengthen relationship satisfaction during the 
transition to parenthood. Strengthening relationships after the birth of a child is 
important not only for the parents' well-being, but also for the child's well-being 
– poor parental relationship quality is associated with negative outcomes for 
children. Children experience better outcomes when parents have greater 
involvement in child rearing, and marital quality appears to be an especially 
strong predictor of fathers' involvement with their children.[7]

Having unrealistically positive expectations seems to be a reliably strong risk 
factor for declines in relationship satisfaction. It may be helpful to learn about 
the hard work and sacrifice involved in parenting. We recommend staying up for 
48 hours straight while listening to a baby cry, assembling dozens of toys, and 
chauffeuring kids all around town to properly calibrate your expectations. Sound 
too intense? Just spending some time babysitting other people's children may be 
helpful. Fortunately, there are a handful of interventions (that don't involve these 
trial by fire types of experiences) that can help couples maintain healthy 
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relationships as they transition to parenthood.[8] In one study beginning three 
months before birth, couples who were randomly assigned to attend weekly 
workshops for six months on topics such as division of family labor and 
problem-solving strategies experienced a smaller decline in satisfaction over the 
next five years compared to those who did not attend the workshops. Increased 
relationship satisfaction may then have spillover effects such as increasing 
parents' involvement with their children.[7] Though you may not have time or 
access to participate in a structured workshop like this, it does make sense to 
talk with your partner about common issues before you begin the hazing 
process that comes with the arrival of a child. 

Conclusion
Overall, we can put to rest any fanciful idea that having children is likely to 

create marital bliss where it has thus far been lacking. Instead, it appears that the 
transition to parenthood often accelerates what appear to be typical drops in 
marital satisfaction. So, should you decide not to have kids because of concern 
over how it will change your relationship? Probably not; there are plenty of 
other reasons not to have kids (just kidding)! Declines in relationship satisfaction 
during the initial transition to parenthood are modest and varied, and there are 
still several questions left unanswered. For example, little is known about the 
long-term impacts of having a child on relationship quality (when children are 
older, or out of the house). But, be aware that the transition to parenthood may 
be a vulnerable time for your relationship. When going through a difficult 
transition, it can be comforting to know that other couples experience similar 
challenges, and that strategies such as calibrating your expectations to match the 
realities of parenting may be helpful. A common tendency is to underestimate 
the impact of life events on relationship processes. Attributing relationship 
problems to a stressful situation instead of to your partner may lead you to feel 
better about your relationship (e.g., "my partner didn't snap at me because he 
doesn't love me; he did it because our son just peed on him!"). Having to 
navigate through major life events is unavoidable; the manner in which you and 
your partner do so will determine your well-being.

Take Home Points

1. It is challenging to design and conduct studies that examine shifts in 
relationship satisfaction during the transition to parenthood.

2. During the transition to parenthood, many couples experience a more 
rapid decline in relationship satisfaction than they otherwise would have.

3. Individuals who are not depressed, have realistic expectations, and have 
good problem-solving skills experience less of a decline in relationship 
satisfaction post-baby.

4. After having a child, couples with more equitable division of labor, less 
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conflict, and less negative emotion experience less of a decline in relationship 
satisfaction.
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37. Is There A "Good" Time To Have Kids?
By: Jody Davis

First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes baby in the baby 
carriage. Is that the way it should happen? This normative course may 
characterize some couples, but there are many paths to parenthood. These days 
there are several effective birth control options, and more people are electing to 
delay parenthood than ever before: between 1990 and 2008, the birth rate for 
women under 35 declined 9%, but the birth rate for women over 35 increased 
19%.[1] In 2006, the average age when a woman had her first child was about 
25, but in 1970 it was about 21.[2] In addition, it is becoming more common for 
people to have children without being married; in 1960, only 5% of births were 
to unmarried women, but by 2008 the number had grown to 41%.[3] With the 
timing of parenthood largely under your control (aside from the "biological 
clock"), you may be wondering when the optimal timing is for having kids. We'll 
address this question by (a) identifying a few predictable outcomes of having 
children (that could influence your choice of timing), and (b) presenting 
evidence about a range of factors that affect parent or child well-being.

Life Will Change
There are various predictable changes that take place after having kids that 

generally occur no matter when you take the plunge into parenthood. So, 
whenever you are prepared (or at least willing) to experience such changes, it 
could be good timing for you! First, you may wonder whether having children 
may affect the likelihood that you will complete your college education. The 
answer is a conditional 'yes'; those who have children and work full-time are 
more likely to attend college part-time or delay their enrollment.[4] Second, 
what you do for leisure activities will be affected, although results on this topic 
are mixed. Obviously, certain activities can become difficult (or at least 
different!) with a toddler in tow, so if you have a short-term goal of doing 
something dramatic like sailing around the world, it would be easier to do so 
pre-baby. On the flip side, in a longitudinal, national US sample, new parents 
reported more frequent social interaction with relatives, friends, and neighbors 
compared to couples without children.[5] Thus, you may be less likely to engage 
in certain activities, but such losses may be offset to a degree by increased social 
connections (although perhaps not completely offset until you make it out of the 
'frequent vomiting' stage of infancy). Third, there are specific personality 
changes that are likely to follow the birth of a child. For example, parents of 
young children increased in emotionality (e.g., were more likely to experience 
negative emotions) after parenthood (especially if they were high in emotionality 
to begin with and especially when they had two or more kids). Although it may 
be surprising that personality traits can shift, one theory is that existing traits may 
become more extreme after experiencing some life events. For example, after 
parenthood, highly sociable men became more sociable, whereas less sociable 
men became less sociable.[6] Fourth, according to a nationally representative 
US sample, having children affects parents' well-being differently depending on 
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marital status and gender. For example, among married women, parenthood was 
associated with increases in housework but less depression; among unmarried 
men, parenthood was associated with greater depression.[5] Finally, children 
cost money. LOTS of money. In 2009, people with household incomes from 
about $56,000 to $98,000 spent about $12,600 per year on each child from 
birth to age 17 (before sending them to college!); housing costs (additional 
bedrooms) accounted for up to a third of the expense.[7] So, it makes sense to 
evaluate your ability to spend a great deal of money on kids. Collectively, these 
types of findings provide some information on when it may be most opportune 
to have (or not have) kids. Specifically, if you can control it, have kids when you 
are comfortable with a change in leisure activities, you like your friends and 
family enough to put up with them more, you and your loved ones are prepared 
for your personality to become stronger, and you're stinking rich. Easy, huh?

Age Matters
Additionally, there are specific factors that set the stage for the transition to 

parenthood; these circumstances may or may not be under your control. For 
example, there is fascinating research on the topic of whether there is an ideal 
age for a woman to get pregnant. The medical and social risks associated with 
teen pregnancy are well-documented; it's easy to rule out the teenage years as 
an optimal time to have children. Beyond the adolescent years, however, there 
are a couple of timing possibilities depending on the criteria used to evaluate 
the options. If the standard is ease of pregnancy and childbirth, then it would be 
best to have children around age 20, before women experience declines in 
fertility and increases in pregnancy and birth complications. But, if the standard 
is the long-term health of infant and mother, then it would be best to delay 
parenthood for as long as possible. You may find it somewhat surprising that 
these two things don't go together ( i.e., that the best age for good health post-
birth is different than the best age for fertility). An operative issue at play here is 
the extent to which the woman is in a good place in life to provide the best 
possible care for her child. But, you can't entirely leave fertility-related issues 
out of the equation. Thus, in research using a national sample from the US, it 
turns out that the optimal age range for childbirth, taking into account both 
criteria, may be the early to mid thirties.[8] Giving birth during this time yields 
positive outcomes for long-term infant and mother health and mortality risk, 
likely due to social and economic resources that people are more likely to attain 
later in life that benefit health. Moreover, there is evidence that older parents 
provide more skilled parenting, even when controlling for variables such as 
parents' education level (an effect that seems to level off after age 30).[9] Given 
that the average age of parents is climbing, this is reassuring news. 

Balancing Work and Family
You may also be wondering how maternal employment affects children. In 

2008, 71% of mothers – 60% of those with children 3 or under – were working 
(up from 47% and 34%, respectively in 1975).[3] According to a recent meta-
analysis, whether or not mothers of young children were employed largely had 
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no effect on children's later achievement or behavioral problems. But, there 
were some interesting small effects for achievement. For example, when mothers 
were employed during the toddler years, children's school achievement tended 
to be slightly greater (but when mothers were employed – especially full-time – 
during children's first year of life, achievement tended to be slightly lower); 
whether mothers were employed during years 3-6 had no effect on their 
children's achievement.[10] Overall then, there are small effects for mothers' 
employment, and they seem to depend on other factors. Additionally, studies on 
this topic are correlational, which means that we do not know what the causal 
relationships are. It could be that mothers who are able to stay home for a year 
have greater resources that allow them to stay home (nice how that works), and 
that those greater resources are the reason that their children's achievement is 
greater (because the resources buy not only more one-on-one time with mom, 
but also things like healthier foods, better medical care, and less stress for the 
whole family). The only definitive way to claim that mothers' work affects 
children's outcomes would be to study the topic using the experimental method 
by randomly assigning groups of mothers to either work or stay home for a year. 
Wouldn't you like to be in that study? 

Notice the focus on how having a mother that works affects children, but not 
on how having a father that works affects children. Much of the research that has 
examined the impact of fathers' work on children has focused on the nature of 
the work (blue versus white collar professions) rather than whether the father is 
working.[11] For mothers the question often asked is whether working hurts 
children, but for fathers the question often asked is whether the nature of their 
work affects children. This inconsistency reflects reality--women are more likely 
to be the primary caretakers of young children--but also perpetuates the idea 
that mothers, not mothers and fathers, are responsible for how young children 
are raised. 

Conclusion
A converging message seems to be that delaying parenthood is desirable in 

various ways, both for parent and child.[6][8][9] Rather than being a "selfish" 
decision, delaying parenthood is likely to benefit children. One decided 
drawback of planning to start a family later in life is reduced fertility, but these 
days there are many ways to start a family (see Q35). Some reassuring news is 
that no matter what timing you decide upon, you are likely to rationalize your 
choice by focusing on the benefits of your timing and drawbacks of other 
possible timings you could have chosen! In other words, the best time could be 
the time that you've determined is best for you. Just be prepared for a few bumps 
in the road.

Take Home Points

1. New parents are likely to experience changes in their social lives, 
personalities, and finances.
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2. There are a range of benefits to parents and children when parenthood is 
delayed.

3. Parents' employment has modest associations with children's outcomes.
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Section 10: Parenting

"Give me a child and I'll shape him into anything." This famous quote is often 
attributed to the famous psychologist B. F. Skinner, who was clearly the modest 
type. The basic idea here is that how we reward and punish children has a 
profound impact on who and what they become. Although Skinner's claim was 
more than a bit grandiose, the general idea that caregivers influence how a child 
turns out is indisputable. And with great power comes great responsibility. In this 
chapter, we cover the basic qualities of what makes a "good" parent and 
hopefully shed a little light on two topics about which people tend to have very 
strong opinions (that are often in direct opposition to scientific data).
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38. What Makes A Parent A "Good" Parent?
By: Minda Oriña

In February of 2006, Britney "hit me baby one more time" Spears was 
photographed driving her SUV while holding her baby, Sean, in her lap. The 
incident made headlines immediately and prompted a backlash of negative 
public opinion. It wasn't long before the media-fueled craze resulted in Spears 
being labeled as one of the world's worst moms (right up there with Joan 
Crawford's character in Mommy Dearest). Obviously, not strapping a kid into a 
car seat is inexcusable, but the response highlights the strong, ingrained ideas 
the public has about what makes a parent a "good" vs. "bad." In fact, a quick 
Google search on "good parenting" will bring up lists of behaviors that parents 
should do to become "good parents." Are these lists accurate? Can we guarantee 
that performing a checklist of certain behaviors will ensure that children become 
well-adjusted, successful, and happy adults? Of course not. It is also important 
to point out that people generally use the term "good" as a value judgment (what 
is good for them, may not be good for you) and their recommendations are not 
always based on the most current scientific data. But, we can highlight which 
parenting styles are associated with the best (i.e., "good") outcomes in terms of 
cognitive, social, and emotional development of children, and we can use 
scientific data to warn you about what parents should absolutely avoid doing.

What Types Of Parent Behavior Are Best For Kids?
Researchers have found that specific parenting behaviors (e.g., having an 

early vs. late bedtime) don't predict specific child outcomes (e.g., getting along 
with others, high self-esteem, etc.) as well as broad patterns of parenting. In 
particular, according to considerable research by Diana Baumrind, the extent to 
which parents provide warmth, nurturance, expectations, and guidance, and the 
extent to which they communicate with their children and discipline their 
children when needed is associated with important child outcomes.[1] These 
behaviors can be distilled in two primary dimensions, termed responsiveness 
and demandingness, to create four distinct 'styles' of parenting.

Parental responsiveness captures the extent to which parents attempt to 
socialize their children by being particularly attuned to their child's specific 
developmental needs; such efforts help teach their children to control their 
emotions and behavior. Parental demandingness captures the extent to which 
parents set expectations regarding behavior and make use of developmentally-
appropriate discipline techniques when children are disobedient. Authoritative 
parents, who are high on both responsiveness and demandingness, set clear 
expectations and limits for their children's behaviors ("I'd like you to clean up 
around the house today"), but they are also warm and responsive to their 
children's needs and are supportive in their discipline attempts ("If you have 
school work to do today, then the chores must be done tomorrow"). Although 
they do set expectations, authoritative parents listen to their children and 
provide reasons for their expectations ("being tidy around the house shows 
respect for those that you live with"). Authoritarian parents also set clear 
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expectations for their children, but not necessarily in a warm and fuzzy way. 
Such parents demand and expect obedience ("you WILL be home by 10pm"), 
provide no explanations for their demands (why? "because I said so"), and tend 
to be punitive when their children disobey ("you're grounded for a week for 
every minute you're late"). In other words, authoritarian parents attempt to 
control their children through the use and/or threat of punishment. Indulgent, or 
permissive, parents are highly responsive but do not set expectations or 
boundaries for their children's behaviors. Such parents are considered loving but 
lenient and do not place demands on children to self-regulate ("you feel better 
when you scream in the house? Okay, scream away!"). Finally, uninvolved 
parents, while providing for children's basic needs, are not responsive or 
demanding ("do whatever you want") and have more of a "wake me when you're 
18 and out of the house" approach.

How Do Parenting Styles Influence Children's Outcomes? 
Most of the time, psychological research yields complicated answers for 

our questions. For example, you might expect to find that a particular parenting 
style improves some child outcomes, but is detrimental for other child 
outcomes. Or, we might find that good outcomes only occur in some cultural 
contexts and not in others. Consequently, we often have to put strong qualifiers 
in the advice we give. However, in the case of parenting styles there are 
consistent findings showing that authoritative parenting uniformly produces 
positive child outcomes, cognitively, socially, and emotionally, and these 
findings are consistent across cultures. That is, children from authoritative 
families tend to be well adjusted, happy, and successful.[2][3] Additionally, we 
find that parent-report, child-report, and objective measures all agree![4][5]

The other styles of parenting have mixed outcomes. In general, high parental 
responsiveness tends to be associated with psychosocial outcomes (do the 
children feel good about themselves, and do they interact well with others?), 
and high parental demandingness is associated with behavioral control and 
instrumental competence (do the children do well in school and do they have 
self-control). Consequently, children with Authoritarian parents (high 
demandingness and low responsiveness) perform well in school (although, not 
as well as children with authoritative parenting) and don't exhibit problem 
behaviors (perhaps because they worry about getting in trouble at home). On 
the other hand, these children do tend to have problems socially, have poor self 
esteem, and are more likely to suffer from depression. Children from indulgent 
families (high responsiveness and low demandingness) are socially competent, 
have high self-esteem, and do not suffer from depression. Yet, children from 
indulgent families tend to engage in problem behaviors and do not perform as 
well academically.[6][7] It is Uninvolved parenting that produces the poorest 
outcomes across the board, and it doesn't matter who is judging the children's 
outcomes (the child, the parent, or observers).

Can Parents Influence Their Children's Attachment Style?
Finally, attachment theory (see Q8) also suggests that the manner in which 
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parents respond when their children are distressed has consequences for how 
children see themselves and important others. Specifically, by providing 
sensitive and responsive caregiving, particularly during times when the child is 
distressed, parents can help their children to develop a secure attachment, 
which will promote positive outcomes across many aspects of life. For example, 
children who are securely attached in infancy are more likely to become good 
problem solvers when they are two years old, display more positive and less 
negatives emotions in toddlerhood, become social leaders in nursery school, 
and have more close friends in adolescence.[8] Basically, they are the coolest 
kids on the playground.

How do 'security-promoting' parents behave? Generally speaking, they 
provide sensitive caregiving by not being smothering, intrusive, controlling, 
unresponsive, underinvolved, or rejecting. Such care involves giving contingent 
care by reading kids' signals, providing appropriate stimulation, and being 
prompt and responsive when a child is distressed, sick, or feeling threatened. 
These types of parental behaviors foster autonomy by allowing their children to 
safely explore their world because the kids know that they can always count on 
mom (or dad) to be there when the kids are fearful or distressed.

Conclusion
Because each child will differ in terms of their temperament and needs, and 

because the range of tricks good parents have in their bags varies incredibly, it's 
difficult to provide global lists of behaviors that will make someone a good 
parent. What we can say is that educating yourself about your child's 
developmental needs and capabilities, being responsive (but not smothering), 
setting realistic and consistent boundaries and expectations, and communicating 
your wishes and the underlying rationale for them will get your kids off to an 
outstanding start in life. That doesn't mean they will be perfect; they will make 
mistakes (and so will you). But, those mistakes won't crush their self-esteem, and 
they'll always be comfortable talking to you about those mistakes. 

Take Home Points

1. Set boundaries and expectations for your children, and be attuned to your 
children's needs!

2. Provide the underlying rationale for your boundaries and expectations for 
your children. 

3. Be responsive to your child when your child needs it. Overly responsive 
and under responsive caregiving are both associated with poor outcomes. 
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39. Is There A Best Way To Discipline My Kids?
By: Timothy Loving

No matter how skilled at parenting you are (see Q38), you will undoubtedly 
find yourself having to dip into the proverbial parenting toolbox in hopes of 
coming up with an effective means for shaping your child's behavior after they 
have violated or otherwise disobeyed your expectations of acceptable behavior. 
Hopefully, you have more tools at your disposal than brandishing a wire clothes 
hanger and berating your kid! (R.I.P. Joan Crawford). Interestingly, despite the 
universal need for discipline techniques, and the grave concern regarding their 
consequences for child and parent-child relationships,[1] identifying the best 
'scientifically-proven' ways to discipline kids is a bit challenging. This challenge 
is driven by at least three factors: (1) we are not able to randomly assign parents 
and children to specific 'discipline' groups (see Q14 for further discussion of the 
importance of random assignment), (2) the effectiveness of specific discipline 
tactics often varies in different cultural contexts,[2] and studies often lump 
together many discipline techniques, making it hard to isolate the effects of any 
specific technique.[3] Thus, this response reviews two of the more common 
discipline tactics --- corporal punishment and time-outs – and closes with some 
general guidelines for how to approach discipline. To begin, however, it's 
probably a good idea to clarify exactly what is meant by the term 'discipline'.

What Is Discipline?
When most people hear the word 'discipline' in the context of parenting, 

they often think of 'punishment', which generally involves the application of 
some negative stimulus (e.g., physical pain, like spanking) or removal of 
something positive (e.g., removal from a rewarding activity, like a time-out from 
play) in hopes of changing a child's behavior. Researchers, however, 
conceptualize the term discipline far more broadly; it turns out that a lot of what 
parents might do when their children misbehave is considered discipline. For 
example, recent research by Elizabeth Gershoff and colleagues,[2] assessed how 
eleven different parental responses (or as researchers refer to them: discipline 
techniques) in six different countries were associated with 8- to 12-year old kids' 
future aggressive and anxious behaviors. Researchers asked parents how 
frequently they performed eleven behaviors after their kids misbehaved (kids 
also indicated how often their parents did these things). So what were these 
discipline techniques? Those techniques/behaviors included: (a) talking to the 
child about good and bad behavior – i.e., defining acceptable and unacceptable 
behavior; (b) asking the child to apologize; (c) putting the child in a time-out 
(more on this tactic below); (d) taking away privileges; (e) spanking or using 
other forms of corporal punishment; (e) expressing disappointment in the child; 
(f) telling the child he or she should be ashamed; (g) scolding the child in a loud 
voice; (h) telling the child that the parent will no longer love the child if the kid 
does it again; (i) threatening some punishment if the child performs the behavior 
again; and (j) promising to give the child something rewarding, such as a treat, if 
the kid behaves appropriately (i.e., a bribe). As you can see, these tactics view 
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discipline very broadly in that they all attempt to change the child's behavior, 
but don't all involve punishment per se. 

What did the researchers find? It turns out that most of the reported discipline 
techniques had little to no effect on kids' aggressive behaviors or anxiety. Which 
ones were effective? Use of corporal punishment, expressing disappointment in 
the child, loudly scolding, putting in time-out, and shaming the kid were all 
effective --- effective at making the kids either more aggressive or anxious! That's 
right, none of the discipline techniques were effective in any true sense of the 
word, unless you're trying to raise a bully with mental health issues.

Interestingly, when a specific discipline tactic is considered more 'normal' or 
typical in a particular country, the negative effect of the tactic on aggression and/
or anxiety was still negative, but slightly less so. In other words, for example, if 
you live in a community or culture where shaming a kid is considered normal or 
appropriate, your child may become less anxious than a kid who is shamed in a 
context where the culture considers shaming unacceptable, but your kid will 
still become more anxious than if you never shamed him or her. Importantly, 
findings such as these generally replicate what is seen in American samples. In a 
nutshell, 'harsh parenting', or being critical, yelling, and/or using physical 
punishment will jack your kids up,[4][5][6] making them more aggressive, 
disobedient, anxious, and depressed (among other negative outcomes). 

So, does that mean you just shouldn't discipline your child? Not at all – 
permissive parenting (i.e., parents who don't use any discipline techniques) is 
bad too.[7] It's all about finding that right balance -- one that teaches kids how 
to think for themselves and make appropriate decisions without being so heavy-
handed they grow up resenting you and/or themselves. Sounds simple, huh? If it 
does, just wait until your three-old-year throws himself or herself down in the 
aisle of the supermarket screaming because you won't buy them ice cream. For 
those who are already afraid, and you should be, see below for some general 
guidelines for how to go about raising a healthy, well-behaved child. 

More On Spanking
Admittedly, the vast majority of the research on discipline has focused on 

physical punishment, or, most commonly, spanking. Researchers define physical 
punishment as "the use of physical force with the intention of causing the child 
to experience bodily pain or discomfort so as to correct or punish the child's 
behavior".[8] Spanking, particularly within the U.S., is remarkably common, 
with roughly 80% of parents reporting they have physically punished their child 
by the time he or she is in the 5th grade; 2-5 year old are the most likely targets.
[8] As of 2008, however, 24 countries had banned physical punishment (the US 
is not one of them), essentially viewing spanking as equivalent to striking or 
assaulting an adult (it is illegal to strike an adult in the US, but until you're 18 
you don't get such protections). Countries base these bans on moral rights or 
human rights arguments, and are in line with research findings that show 
spanking or corporal punishment is positively associated with many negative 
outcomes (e.g., stress, anxiety, aggressiveness, etc.[1]). Even in studies that look 
at 'normal' levels of spanking (i.e., it is used as a last resort a few times a 
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month), spanking is associated with, at best, no negative outcomes.[7] 

Time-outs
Perhaps more importantly, there are far more effective means for disciplining 

a child than spanking, so you can shape their behaviors and avoid harming your 
kids to boot. Talk about a win-win. One strategy that parents employ quite 
frequently is the time-out, which generally involves removing a child from an 
enjoyable activity because he or she was behaving inappropriately. 
Unfortunately, many parents misuse time-outs, often putting a child in 'social 
isolation' as a punishment (yours truly can remember spending a good chunk of 
time with his nose in a corner, becoming intimately acquainted with the subtle 
nuances of the walls). However, if you treat a timeout as an opportunity to have 
the child take a break from the activity, reach some acceptable level of 
composure that you define in advance (e.g., sit quietly for 2 minutes), and also 
use the time-out as an opportunity to have a conversation with your child about 
the circumstances that led to the time-out, then it can be a very effective strategy 
(note that it does require actually engaging with your kid and does not rely on 
social isolation as the primary mechanism[9]).

Basic Principles Of Effective Discipline
One of the things that can make time-outs effective is when the parent or 

caregiver focuses on the child's behavior and not the child's character.[9] For 
example, coloring the wall with all 64 of Crayola's finest colors is an 
undesirable behavior, but doesn't make the child a bad kid, especially when you 
consider the fact that you actually praised your child for coloring just a few 
hours prior. How is your 2 year-old supposed to just spontaneously know that 
paper = good; walls = bad? Focusing on the child's character (e.g., "bad boy/
girl") starts to look a lot like shaming, whereas focusing on the kid's behavior 
implies the child has a sense of control or agency over their behavior (after all, 
we want the child to feel like they can control what they do, right?). Focusing on 
the behavior is a good rule of thumb. Here are a few other rules of thumb worth 
keeping in mind:

1. You should not dole out attention to your child only under certain 
conditions. Specifically, showing your children you love them only when they 
are good, or withdrawing your love when they are bad can lead to resentment, a 
desire to do things only to please the parents, and poor academic performance. 
Rather, viewing the world through your child's eyes and helping him or her 
understand why doing 'good' things or desired behaviors is advantageous 
(without linking it to external rewards) will increase the desire to achieve and try 
new things "all by my self", which is pretty much the pinnacle of toddlerdom.
[10]

2. Do not underestimate the power and importance of a preemptive strike. 
Specifically, rewarding a positive behavior (e.g., praising the child for doing 
things you like) will decrease the likelihood that unwanted behaviors rear their 
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ugly heads in the first place. You should let your kids know when they are doing 
something good (otherwise they're liable to seek your attention in some other 
less desirable way). This shouldn't be shocking; we all like a thank-you or a little 
recognition now and then from the people we love.

3. Building on the second point above, many times simply ignoring a 
behavior is enough to make it go away. It is your reaction, or the reaction of 
those around you that a child keys onto, and letting kids know you don't like 
something by giving a negative reaction only gives them ammunition for the 
future. (This is analogous to the way a child might fall and then cry only if others 
react to the fall --- attention is a powerful motivator.) Of course, you can't ignore 
everything (like when your son puts the cat in the freezer; this may or may not 
be based on actual events), but when the little one starts singing "S-H-I-T" (again, 
this may or may not be based on actual events) you might simply turn a blind 
eye and keep from giving the behavior any attention at all (forgoing the behavior 
yourself and setting a good example will also help).

4. This is by no means an exhaustive list, but it is important to point out that 
the best parents monitor their kids, whether it's watching their every move when 
crawling begins or asking about the friends with whom your teenager hangs out. 
Monitored kids feel like valued kids. Valued kids feel better about themselves 
and are less likely to act like idiots.[11][12] More importantly, when you 
monitor you create opportunities to redirect behavior (e.g., guide your child to 
more appropriate behaviors without drawing attention to the unwanted 
behavior) and/or reward acceptable behavior. If you're not watching, then you're 
not parenting. It is important to point out, however, that there is the possibility of 
"too much of a good thing." Monitoring your child is positive, but doing so at an 
overly high level may not allow him or her to feel independent or have the 
chance to learn from mistakes.

Conclusion
Most importantly, educate yourself about what your kid is and is not capable 

of. We read a manual to learn how to operate a blender (or should), but most 
people spend little time actually reading about or seeking assistance for how to 
parent. For example, don't ask your 2-year-old daughter to sit in a 5 minute 
time-out. You know what five minutes is to a 2 year-old? ETERNITY (it is the 
toddler equivalent to an adult's trip to the DMV). You're only setting her up for 
failure because unless she falls asleep, there's no way she'll achieve a quiet 5 
minutes. The punishment should fit the crime in a developmentally appropriate 
way. It's the last part of the previous sentence that makes it very hard to identify 
the 'best ways' to discipline a child; what is best very much depends on the 
specific kid. But, hopefully, you now have a few more tools in your toolbox, and 
maybe realize you might need to throw a few out.

Take Home Points
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1. There are certainly a lot of wrong ways to discipline a kid, but identifying 
what is most effective has proven challenging.

2. Some basic rules should guide your chosen discipline techniques, and 
what works for one kid may not work for another.

3. Ideally, take a proactive stance by monitoring your kid, which allows you 
to shape appropriate behavior from the beginning. Yet, even the most well-
behaved children are going to push your buttons from time to time (or every 
minute).

4. Stay calm, focus on the behavior, choose a developmentally-appropriate 
strategy, and stick to your guns.

5. And don't forget: the goal is for your child to behave appropriately when 
you are not around, so the more you can talk to your kid and help him or her 
internalize why some behavior is appropriate whereas other behaviors are not, 
the better.
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40. Am I A Bad Parent For Putting My Child In Childcare?
By: Minda Oriña

First, let's set the record straight. Bad parents forget their kid's birthday, never 
give their child ice cream, and take family vacations to Neverland instead of 
Disneyland. Bad parents exist; absolutely perfect parents do not. The question 
about childcare is one that many mothers and fathers ask, worried that they 
might be harming their kid by staying home with him or her. Fundamentally, 
every parent wants to do what is best for his or her child. But when it comes to 
childcare, knowing what is "best" for kids is a bit unclear. Often, parents may not 
have much of a choice – money pays the bills. Yet, needing to work and using 
childcare to make that possible often leads to an avalanche of questions and 
concerns: Will working hurt my ability to bond with my child? Will it affect my 
child's ability to develop language, or focus attention, or regulate their behavior? 
Will my child have more social problems if I put my child in childcare? Will my 
children learn aggressive behaviors from their peers and become more 
aggressive because of childcare? 

Instead of asking if it is bad or good for parents to work, researchers instead 
ask about the conditions under which employment affects child development 
(either good or bad), and how employment may affect child development 
socially, emotionally, academically, and cognitively? We can condense all of 
these questions into two central questions. How does maternal employment 
affect child development, and what are the effects of childcare on child 
development? (Note: the vast majority of research has focused on maternal 
employment, which is why the question at the top of this page could read 'mom' 
rather than 'parent'. But, just because research has ignored the fraternal side of 
the question does not mean it should be ignored).

Is It Bad For The Child If Mom Works? 
Maternal employment is not necessarily detrimental for child outcomes. In 

fact, the more important question is whether mothers want to work and how that 
matches up with whether they do work. When mothers work, and want to work, 
their children fare just as well as mothers who want to stay at home and do stay 
at home.[1] However, children are worse off when mom works when she would 
prefer to stay home or when mom stays at home when she wants to be working 
outside the home. The bottom line is that the best work situation for mom is the 
one she truly wants, not the one she feels obligated to do. So if you want to 
return to the field, classroom, cubicle farm, or your corner office--go right 
ahead! You'll be doing your child a favor and he or she will fare much better 
than if you stay at home when you'd rather be working outside of the home.[2]

If I Work, How Will That Influence My Relationship With My Child?
Many mothers also worry that working will impair the quality of their 

relationship with their child. Working mothers: Do not worry! There is little 
evidence that working undermines the quality of the mother-child relationship.
[2] Whereas working may detract from the amount of time mothers spend with 
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their children, many working mothers tend to prioritize their time to ensure that 
they spend time with their children when they are not working. In other words, 
quality trumps quantity, and it is the quality of mother-child interactions that is 
associated with positive outcomes. Mothers who are sensitive, responsive, and 
attentive (but not smothering!) to their children tend to have children who fare 
well, both socially and cognitively. In short, it's the quality of your interactions, 
not the quantity, with your children that lead them to have good relationships 
with you and to be smart and popular with their peers.

Is All Childcare Created Equal?
If you are going to place your child in childcare, be it in your own home (i.e., 

relatives or caregivers come to your home to care for your child), at a caregiver's 
house, or at a daycare center, it is important that you look for high quality care. 
Unfortunately there isn't a Zagat guide to help parents identify high-quality care 
in their neighborhoods. Fortunately, thanks to the NICHD Study of Early Child 
Care and Youth Development (SECCYD), a nationally representative, 
longitudinal study conducted in the US that has been studying the effects of 
early childcare on children's emotional, social, cognitive, and physical 
development, we know what features of childcare lead to the best possible 
outcomes.[3] Ideally, your childcare providers should be warm, positive, 
sensitive, and responsive to your child's needs and behaviors. They should 
model positive behaviors to your child and should encourage positive behaviors 
from your child. For example, they should actively share toys and activities with 
others, while also encouraging the children to share toys with each other. Sorta 
like a cross between Mr. Rogers and Barney. Caring is sharing, neighbor. 
Furthermore, the size of the group and the adult-to-child ratio should be small 
(and ideally smaller than most state laws mandate). This is particularly important 
when the child is very young, when having small group sizes is especially 
associated with positive outcomes. The American Academy of Pediatrics 
recommend the following: at age 6 months to 1.5 years, 3 children to 1 staff 
member; at age 1.5-2 years, 4 children to 1 staff member; from 2-7 years, 7 
children to 1 staff member. Finally, the caregivers should provide an 
environment that promotes curiosity and exploration of the children's world, 
which benefits children's cognitive and emotional development. 

What Are The Potential Benefits Of Childcare? 
On the whole, findings from SECCYD suggest that there actually may be 

benefits to placing your child in high quality childcare. Most of the research that 
examined the associations between childcare and cognitive development 
(including language development and later academic achievement) strongly 
suggests that placing your child in a high quality childcare setting does have 
beneficial effects. For example, children who are placed in higher quality care 
show greater school readiness prior to kindergarten. Furthermore, some argue 
that children develop important social skills by interacting with their peers when 
placed in center-based care.[4] Cognitively, socially, and academically, high 
quality care is beneficial! While it is important to note that these are not large 
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differences, the effects of childcare are above and beyond the influences of 
parents and family. High quality childcare really can help.

What Are The Potential Problems With Childcare? 
However, there may be some downsides to placing your child in childcare. 

The NICHD study also provides some evidence that children who are placed in 
childcare early in life and spend long hours during the day in center-based 
childcare display more aggressive and disobedient behavior. More "extensive" 
childcare is also associated with internalizing problems, like anxiety.[5][6]

Notably, these findings do not apply to children in very low-income families. 
In fact, for disadvantaged children, longer hours in childcare (provided those 
long hours are in high quality care) are associated with favorable adjustment.[7] 
Moreover, children who participate in programs such as Head Start show better 
social and emotional adjustment and fewer conduct problems. It is important to 
note that even large scale studies such as the NICHD study cannot state that 
having high quality care causes children to develop positively, or negatively, 
because in these studies the researchers merely measured children over time. In 
an ideal world (at least for researchers) we would take a large sample of children 
and then randomly place them in childcare or at home with their parents, then 
see who fares better. Unfortunately, such a design isn't practical or ethical. 
Instead, we can measure and observe children in differing childcare 
environments and then discuss the kinds of outcomes that tend to be associated 
with these environments. 

Conclusion
The bottom line? Having your child in childcare because you want to work 

doesn't make you a bad parent. Just be sure you do your homework and find 
sensitive and responsive caregivers for your child. Your child will directly benefit 
from good childcare experiences. Additionally, your kid is likely to benefit 
indirectly because of the happiness and sense of fulfillment you achieve through 
your work whether it be managing play dates or the office.

Take Home Points

1. Child outcomes are best when mothers are satisfied with their roles. If 
mothers prefer to work, then work! If mothers prefer to stay at home, then stay 
home!

2. Your relationship with your child will not necessarily be harmed if you do 
work. Quality of interaction with your children trumps quantity of interaction.

3. If you do place your child in childcare, look for places offering high 
quality care. Your child will benefit cognitively, socially, and emotionally.
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Epilogue

As we mentioned in the introduction, the idea for this book came to life on a 
snowy June night in Breckenridge, CO. Now, a dozen years later, The Science of 
Relationships has finally come to fruition. In many ways, the completion of the 
book is a testament to persistence (and more than just a little stubbornness) and 
the fundamental belief that people value their lives enough to want to learn 
about what science has to say about how relationships develop and function. 
We also believe strongly, based on our experiences in and out of college 
classrooms and from dealing with the popular press, that consumers (i.e., you) 
care about and want to know how knowledge about relationships is gained. In 
fact, with any luck, our book has increased the value you place on research-
based information. 

We hope that the 40 questions addressed in the previous pages have laid the 
foundation for your interest in relationship science. Admittedly, it is likely that 
you felt our selection left some things unanswered. We couldn't agree more; we 
left a lot of things unanswered. Such is the nature of any "top XX list" or 
compilation of "greatest hits." If you'd like to learn more about what science has 
to say about relationships, please check out www.ScienceOfRelationships.com, 
a website dedicated to disseminating high-quality information about 
relationships in an engaging, informative, and often humorous way. On that site 
you will learn more about your own relationships and why, more generally, 
people feel and behave the way they do in their dealings with others. And if you 
have a question we didn't answer in this book, maybe we addressed it on the 
website. If not, feel free to submit your questions there.

We believe passionately in the mission to pull the science of our field out of 
academic journals and present it in a way that most people can appreciate. The 
amount of research published in academic journals has increased dramatically 
over the past 10 years.[1] Yet, an astonishingly small amount of that research 
(less than .005% of publications in psychology) finds its way into mass media 
(e.g., books, magazines, websites, talk shows) where people can learn and 
benefit from the research findings and their implications. Science is 
fundamentally about contributing to humans' knowledge, but if relationship 
science continues to be confined to academic journals that are primarily read by 
other academics, the potential impact of this knowledge cannot be fully 
realized. So, please, by all means, share this book, check out the website, and 
don't hesitate to pass on your newfound knowledge to others. 

Most importantly: THANK YOU. Thank you for investing your time and 
money in our book. We hope you have enjoyed reading it as much as we 
enjoyed writing it. Best of luck in the future and may your relationships continue 
to benefit from science. 
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