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“Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.”

— ARISTOTLE

“To thine own self be true.”

— WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

“Authenticity is my life.”

— SELENA GOMEZ
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WHAT ARE WE
 EVEN DOING HERE?

(WE COULD BE ON TIKTOK RIGHT NOW)

Ready for a hot take? Brace yourself. Here it comes.

Dating is the best.

I rest my case.

No, but really, I love going on dates. The awkwardness. The tension. The uncertainty. The endless possibility.

Before you throw this book straight into the trash because it was obviously written by a lunatic, know that I recognize that there are many uncomfortable things about dating and relationships. My clients and I have spent a staggering number of hours dissecting the darker side of dating in session. And if my partner asks me what’s for dinner one more goddamn time, I can’t be held responsible for my actions. (JK, we are always responsible for our actions.)

So yes, dating can suck. But — and I believe this with all my heart because I’ve seen enough people make successful change in this area to know it’s true — it doesn’t have to.

The problem is that we’re doing it all wrong. There’s a better way to date. A way that’s actually fun because you don’t waste time spiraling over stuff that doesn’t matter. A way that takes care with your softest parts but still allows for meaningful connection. A way where you are fully yourself, just without all the bad dating habits you’ve spent a lifetime perfecting.

Don’t worry, those bad habits aren’t permanent, and we are going to dismantle them together.

Maybe you know me from TikTok or Instagram, maybe not (smash that button to subscribe). Either way, welcome! The guy behind the “TherapyJeff” account is me, Jeff Guenther, LPC. I’m a licensed professional therapist; I don’t just play one on social media.

I have a Bachelor of Science in child and family development and a Master of Science in marriage and family therapy (not to brag but magna cum laude. Go Trojans!). I have led parenting classes and performed more than fifteen thousand hours of therapy for children, teens, adults, couples, and families.

During my two decades in private practice, I’ve helped hundreds of clients struggling with every relationship question you can imagine. Add to these the thousands of similarly themed messages and queries I get from my TherapyJeff followers, and an undeniable pattern starts to emerge.


	Why can’t I find the kind of connection I crave?

	Am I “healthy” enough to be in a relationship?

	Is any of this worth the effort?

	How can I tell if this person is worth my time?

	When does compromise become settling?

	Can I trust this person?

	Do we fight too much?

	Are we having the “right” amount of sex?

	Is my relationship healthy?

	Should we break up?

	And, finally, the BIG one: Is there something wrong with me?



We will get to all of it, but I want to address that last one now and for all time. There is absolutely nothing wrong with you. You are the best!

And you deserve to be with someone fantastic who not only understands that the real, honest, unvarnished you is the catch of a lifetime, but is willing to do a little work in service of developing a nourishing, lasting relationship.

Which, as it happens, is why I decided to write this book.

So much of the agony of dating revolves around the fear of being disliked, of rejection, of “failure.” But this is where we get it so wrong — instead of using dating as a litmus test for your own universal likability (babe, no), we’re going to flip the script and use dating as a means to discover exactly what you like and want, and then we’re going to go out and get it. I’m going to walk you through exactly how to show up as your best, most authentic self, tuning into your own needs and desires, at every stop on the dating and relationship journey, and I’ll give you an arsenal of simple tools that will encourage (gently, but without compromise) your potential or established partner(s) to do the same.

Many of the relationship-advice books available talk a lot about all the work you need to do on yourself before you can be in a successful relationship. And self-work rules! We stan! But — and this is a Big But — if you’re doing it right, self-work never stops and a relationship is one of the best places to do it. Relationships aren’t something you need to wait for until you have evolved into the most perfect, whole-hearted version of yourself. They are actually a key part of the healing journey for most of us. That’s why it’s so important to find a partner that you can learn and grow with.

So hang with me for the next couple hundred or so pages (I’ll keep it snappy), and I swear you’ll be just as annoying as I am when I tell my friends, “I don’t know why you have such a bad attitude about dating — it’s honestly super fun.”


MORE ABOUT MOI

For this book, as in my multidecade private practice, I pull from an eclectic mix of theories and methodologies, which best qualifies me as an “integrative therapist.” Not to namedrop, but I’d be remiss in not mentioning a few of my favorite intervention styles. If any of this speaks to you, feel free to dig in deeper with your own therapist or with a good book that gets into the theory:

Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT): CBT is a classic talk-therapy technique that helps increase awareness of negative thinking in order to better handle challenging situations. In addition to helping those with mental-health disorders (such as anxiety or depression), CBT is super helpful for anyone looking to learn how to manage stressful situations (like, oh, I don’t know … dating!). That said, there are drawbacks. Some therapists get a lot of flak (rightly so, IMO) for relying too heavily on CBT because it doesn’t take into consideration how the world is horrible (and other external factors impacting our mental health). Sometimes knowing how to reframe our thoughts isn’t enough! Which is why I integrate CBT with several other proven methodologies in my own practice.

Psychodynamic: Psychodynamic therapy is a way simpler, less time-consuming alternative to psychoanalysis. Like its three-times-a-week-on-the-couch cousin, psychodynamic therapy tries to reveal the unconscious content of our psyches to alleviate psychic tension. I don’t know about you, but I could use a little less psychic tension! This technique increases our self-awareness and grows our understanding of the influence the past has on our present behavior. And it absolutely slaps when it comes to breaking habits or current behaviors that aren’t serving us in our dating lives.

Feminist: Grounded in feminist theory and philosophy, this approach focuses on understanding and addressing the unique experiences, challenges, and social factors that women face. It’s an approach that acknowledges that your knowledge of yourself eclipses anything a therapist could tell you — you are the expert on your own life! I also love it because it empowers individuals, challenges traditional gender roles, and promotes social change and equality.

Narrative: This approach helps folks identify their values and use the skills and knowledge they already possess to live those values. Problems are treated as separate from the people experiencing them, THANK GOD. We all have tons of skills, abilities, values, commitments, beliefs, and competencies that assist us in changing our relationship with the problems influencing our lives. When we can start to write new stories for ourselves by investigating those qualities in a nonjudgmental way, we can start to externalize and change the stuff that’s tripping us up, instead of just leaving it all in an unexplored internal toxic swamp.

Rogerian therapy: Also known as a client- or person-centered approach, this methodology leads with empathy. It validates our feelings, holds emotional space for our thoughts, and focuses on being present and truly understanding our emotional experiences (sensing a theme here?).

Just as if we were in session together, throughout the book I’ll use a combination of the above to push you to understand the core of who you are by exploring how things like your upbringing, society, emotional experiences, and past traumas have influenced your life, approach to dating, and romantic relationships. I promise it’s going to be more fun than it sounds!



THE SPECIFIC HELLSCAPE OF MODERN DATING
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But before we get there, we must pay tribute to the dumpster fire that is modern dating.

In the immortal words of wise-beyond-her-years pop genius Olivia Rodrigo: “It’s brutal out here.”

The collective vibe on the dating scene is almost feral. This particular post-pandemic, climate-stressed, injustice-tinged, politically charged moment in human history feels pretty bonkers to most of us, and, as a result, we are all walking around mildly unhinged at all times. Understandable, sure, but it’s making dating extra tricky to navigate.

And, oh my God, the time suck of the apps. Keeping up with Hinge is like a full-time, unpaid internship in unsolicited dick pics.

To say nothing of the painfully awkward first dates, the agony of waiting for that text, the ghosting, the gaslighting, the seemingly unending parade of just “OK” potential partners, the post-honeymoon boredom, the breakups, and the very real, very scary risk that you’ll put yourself out there only to get your heart stomped on.

Again.

How is anyone supposed to wade into these swampy dating waters and not feel like there’s a fifty-fifty chance you’ll get eaten by an alligator?

It’s not for the faint of heart.

Luckily, you are not the faint of heart.

You are diving headfirst into the swamp, courageous in your pursuit of authentic connection!

OK, despite the solid argument posed by those last few lines of text, this book isn’t about toxic positivity and empty platitudes. Yes, I want you feeling inspired and hopeful, but I’m not here to pump you up with a bunch of nonsense affirmations, and I’m not here to try and convince you that dating isn’t sometimes just plain awful.

We both know that’s not true.

And yet, even so, even now, with the right tweaks to your approach, dating is truly one of the most rewarding things you can do for yourself.

Even on the cringeworthy dark side of the dating moon where space clowns unfit to share your elevator, let alone your life, are ignoring your texts, there is no such thing as wasted effort in the pursuit of a meaningful relationship.

Because every single time you put yourself out there, it’s an opportunity for growth. An opportunity to get to know yourself better and to get clear on your wants and needs. An opportunity to try something new. To make mistakes and learn from them. And, hopefully, to have some fun.

TL;DR: Win or lose — hilarious bad-date story or future spouse — you are putting in work that will pay off down the line when all your experiences lead you to the supportive, integrated love you’ve been looking for.


There is no such thing as wasted effort in the pursuit of a meaningful relationship.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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Are you the queen of first dates but can’t seem to get past the second unscathed? Or maybe you keep getting ghosted after date four and can’t figure out what the hell is going on (it’s not you, it’s them). Do you struggle with post-honeymoon-period boredom or mismatched libidos?

As unique and colorful as every individual’s specific story can be, people are, almost without exception, looking for answers to the same two deceptively simple questions when it comes to dating and relationships.

Universal Question One:

How should I act?

TherapyJeff’s Life-Altering Answer:

Like yourself, of course.

Universal Question Two:

What should I do?

TherapyJeff’s Life-Altering Answer:

Well, it depends on the situation.

Easy. Thanks so much for reading. The End.

No. Wait! Come back, please! That was a classic fake out.

Figuring out the answers to those two tricky questions at every stage of your dating journey — one that culminates in a mutually satisfying and lasting relationship, however you choose to define it — is actually what we’re doing here.

In this book, you’ll learn how to show up as yourself — for yourself — and hone your ability to identify others with a commitment to doing the same. The easy-to-implement tools and exercises in the following pages are rooted in the latest proven therapeutic methodologies layered with my own extensive experience helping a wide range of couples and individuals effectively navigate their own personal relationship challenges.

Let’s be honest — relationship-advice books can sometimes be a bit of a slog. So much of what’s out there is deeply entrenched in outdated concepts aimed at keeping heteronormative marriages limping along at all costs. Even the newer, trendier titles tend to lean heavily into either toxic positivity or shouty tough love, and while those approaches unquestionably resonate with some people, the underlying message is often some version of “If you want love, you need to change.”

Not only is that a metric ton of utter bullshit, it’s also counterproductive and harmful.

Big Dating Energy meets you right where you’re at and shows you how to stay true to who you are and be your own best advocate for your needs. More than that, as you work through the book’s prompts, exercises, and actionable advice for various common relationship scenarios, you’ll gain actual real-world experience living the fundamental principles of strong, nourishing partnerships. That practice and the wisdom you’ll gain from it will serve you forever … even if your next relationship does not.

We’ll start by looking at some of the reasons you might be getting tripped up: the dynamics of your parents’ relationship and the lies you were told — capitalism, Disney, Hollywood, and Bachelor in Paradise leave no one unscathed. Armed with an understanding of how you got to where you are and the role the past has played in shaping the present, you’ll work to pinpoint the kind of relationship you want, acknowledging that there are plenty of successful relationship structures that fall outside of the historically acceptable but laughably limiting monogamous framework.

Next, I’ll walk you through each stage of the dating/relationship cycle, showing you exactly how to show up representing your most authentic self, which is, truthfully, the only way to forge the kind of genuine connections that lead to durable relationships. Finally, I’ll give you tools to evaluate when a relationship has run its course, a breakup blueprint, and ways to replenish and heal so you can move on and try again — even more resilient and better equipped than you were before.

At the end of each chapter, I’ll ask you to respond to a series of twelve prompts designed to help you check in with yourself and tap into your own personal Big Dating Energy at every point in the journey. So bust out that pen and paper (or, you know, open a new note on your notes app) and get ready to know yourself like never before. Don’t be scared — you’re amazing!

This is your adventure, and this book has been set up to be read in whichever way works best for you. Skip around. Start with whichever chapter is calling your name (or, just spitballin’ here, most relevant to your particular needs in the moment). You have my blessing to please your damn self (as if you need it).

But do circle back when the mood strikes you. Although we tried to make it as easy as possible to pick up at the section that is most applicable to the current circle of dating purgatory you find yourself stuck in, there is a certain amount of each chapter building on the last and all that. In my experience, you never know what’s going to resonate. Plus, you don’t want to miss out on the perfectly placed callback jokes, do you?

By the end of this book, you’ll be clear on what you need and what you want. You’ll be able to identify and eliminate negative dating habits and patterns. You’ll have the strategies you need to find, build, and sustain the relationship that best serves you.

Once you’re prepared, dating is so much more than a joyless trudge from one taco-loving dork to the next. It’s an excellent way to learn more about yourself, your needs, and your desires and to get clarity on what you really want — so that when you find the exact right taco-loving dork, you are ready to snap that li’l snack right up. And in the meantime? Someone has to keep the group chat entertained.

A NOTE ON PRIVILEGE
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I have significant privilege.

I am a white, cisgendered, heterosexual man. Gross, I know.

I’ve never experienced life as a minority, faced persecution, or been on the receiving end of racism, sexism, or any systemic prejudice.

I mention this because even though it’s important to me that this book be inclusive and represent perspectives other than my own, it’s almost certain to fall short. Because there is every chance that you, the reader, have lived experiences and/or embodied identities I can’t come close to understanding on an experiential level.

All of those dynamics affect your relationship to yourself, how you move about the world, and how you approach relationships with others. They will also affect how you engage with this book.

As a therapist (but, sadly, not your therapist), my approach here will focus on universal commonalities like love, connection, being seen and understood, and feeling chosen. In my experience, these are the things we all want, desire, and deserve, regardless of where we’re coming from.

But I encourage you to use your critical thinking to disregard any content that doesn’t apply to you. This book is therapeutic, but it’s not therapy — an important distinction.

If anything you read here causes harm, please know it was not my intention (which actually doesn’t matter at all — we’ll get into intention vs. impact later) and that I am sorry. If you are of a mind to share your experience with the material, I hope you will consider writing me at jeff@therapyjeff.com. But no pressure.

I’m writing this book with my talented, gorgeous longtime writing partner, Kate (a white, cishet woman). She also happens to be my ex. Remember when I said there is no such thing as wasted effort when it comes to the time you put into building relationships? While our romantic partnership ran its course, Kate is my family. Together, we learned a ton, grew a lot, and are now both living more satisfying, rewarding lives than before we met. Walkin’ that walk!

SO, WHAT BRINGS YOU IN TODAY?
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This is a book for anyone who’s ever been frustrated by dating and relationships. It’s for anyone who longs for a partner but doesn’t know where to start. It’s for my anxious cuties who are too scared to even set up that Hinge profile. It’s for my avoidant babes, too allergic to vulnerability and feelings to let themselves form deep connections. It’s for your best friend, who is the absolute best but can’t seem to break the cycle of short-term relationships that peter out after two or three months with a certainty approaching death/taxes. It’s for every reader with a stack of dating self-help books on their bedside table who still can’t land a healthy relationship. It’s for every client I’ve ever had who shows up in my office feeling hopeless — certain that there is no one out there who will appreciate their exclusive brand of weirdness. There is. I promise.

Let’s get to it!

But first, take a few minutes to jot down your answers to the following prompts. It’s absolutely fine if you don’t have clear responses for each one (never agonize over the prompts), and it’s not at all uncommon for answers to vary based on the day. If it helps, imagine the phrase “at this exact moment” at the end of each prompt. Are you in a positive, open mood? Or are you feeling more negative and guarded? All that really matters here is that you’re honest and honor where you are in the present. Developing a practice of pausing to check in with yourself is a surprisingly powerful tool, and there is enormous value in taking a few minutes to observe and reflect. It will also give you a record of your journey for us to revisit throughout the book.
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	How would you describe your general attitude toward dating and relationships?

	What has gone well in your past relationships?

	What hasn’t gone so well in your past relationships?

	Do you like yourself in a relationship?

	Is it easy or challenging to be your authentic self when dating?

	Do you feel confident voicing your needs and desires?

	Do you feel ready for a relationship?

	Have you adequately grieved the loss of your past relationships?

	What fears do you have about dating?

	What do you enjoy most about dating?

	Do you believe that you can find someone who is a good fit for you?

	What do you hope to get out of this book?





OPS/images/line.jpg





OPS/images/int.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
QD[E?[? @ﬂﬂ@[}ﬂ'ﬂ’[}ﬂ@[}&





OPS/images/p23.jpg





OPS/images/p17.jpg
\\‘ [

D

TN





OPS/images/title.jpg
JEFF BUENURER, LPG

AND KATE HAPP

S





