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When my brother and I were little, my mom told us that for as long as she could remember, she always wanted two kids. She also mentioned, somewhat jokingly, that she had dreamed of having one kid who was a musician and one who was a writer. Perhaps with this in mind, my brother wisely struck first and took up the saxophone in elementary school. Seeing that my mom had only two kids, I realized my brother had left me no choice but to write a book. This is for you, Mom.


[image: cover]



Contents

Dedication

Title Page

Introduction

Chapter 1. What If Everything You Know About Relationships Is Wrong?

Chapter 2. “Men and Women Are Just Different”

Chapter 3. “True Love Should Be Perfect and Effortless”

Chapter 4. “I Can’t Be Attracted to Someone Who Isn’t Gorgeous and Successful”

Chapter 5. “If We’re Not Having a Lot of Sex, We’re Not in Love”

Chapter 6. “If You Loved Me, You’d Change”

Chapter 7. “It’s Wrong to Be Selfish in a Relationship”

Chapter 8. “We Need to Be Closer”

Chapter 9. “The Less We Argue, the Better”

Chapter 10. “I Need You to Always Be There for Me”

Chapter 11. “If We Break Up, I’ll Be Broken”

Afterword

Acknowledgments

References

About the Author

Copyright



Introduction

Love never dies a natural death. It dies because we don’t know how to replenish its source. It dies of blindness and errors.

— Anaïs Nin

Everybody deserves a great relationship. Have you found yours?

I have. But I wasn’t always so sure I had. When I fell in love with my wife, I fell hard. In college, I had my eye on her for months … the girl who lived upstairs. It started the day she moved in, when I offered to help because I heard my future father-in-law struggling with her furniture through the ceiling. She politely declined, assuring me she had it under control. Fast-forward a bit, and we’re in the same psychology internship course, carpooling with several other students to off-campus counseling training. During the car rides, I’d invite her to parties; again, she politely declined each invitation. For our final course project, I worked it out so that we would have to collaborate. I kept finding excuses to need her help. She was kind to the dummy from downstairs. Kind enough, in fact, to agree to a date. That night, instead of studying for the GREs I had the next morning, we talked for more than six hours, staying up until 3 a.m. I was hooked, 100 percent completely certain I was going to spend the rest of my life with this amazing woman.

Then life started to get in the way. I graduated and moved two states away to get my PhD, while she finished her last year of undergrad. After a tough year apart, she had her choice of grad schools but ultimately decided to go to mine. We moved in together and things were back on track. But it was hard. We were poor, stressed, and tired, and our relationship felt the strain. In my program, I was busy studying the science of great relationships. It became all too easy to self-diagnose relationship problems. I started to wonder: Is this the right relationship? Am I really in love? Have I found “the one”? Could I do better? Am I being too demanding? Settling for too little? It was hard to say, but fair to ask.

For me, the answer came from positive psychology and its focus on strengths instead of weaknesses. It opened my eyes to my major blind spot: I was focusing on the wrong things. Because I looked only for problems, I found them. I realized I was the problem. I needed to curb my perfectionistic all-or-nothing mentality and focus on all the things we had right as a couple. There were plenty. I wasn’t seeing them because I didn’t know where to look.

When doubt creeps in and starts to get the better of us, a major overhaul can feel necessary. However, the best fixes are sometimes the simplest ones. For me, it was a shift in my point of view. As computer scientist Alan Kay says, “A change in perspective is worth 80 IQ points.” With a new way to look at my relationship, I felt like a genius. Instead of considering a bunch of little arguments as indicators of imminent doom, I realized they were a sign of two people who were willing to talk things through, call each other out on their BS, and push for improvement. That’s what best friends do, and that’s what we were then — and are now.

Before I started studying relationships, I was sure I had love all figured out. But each research paper I read made my previous insights seem shallow, ill formed, and downright silly. I’ve spent the last couple of decades filling in the blanks by reading hundreds (if not thousands) of studies, to gain a better understanding of relationships. Now, after twenty-plus years of reading, thinking, researching, teaching, and talking about relationships, I can confidently say that they have at least one feature in common: doubt. Frankly, it would be weird if we didn’t wonder about something so important. I’m not just saying that because I had doubts, or to make you feel better. Rather, all those years have given me a unique perspective: in our relationships, we worry about the wrong things, miss many of the positive signs, and are generally harder on our relationship than it deserves.

If you’re anything like I was years ago, your relationship IQ, or what you know about finding, nurturing, growing, sustaining, and leaving love, could use a booster shot. So much of your accumulated relationship wisdom probably comes from your parents, family, friends, personal experience, or even the media. You could be working from well-established facts or well-intentioned fiction, without ever realizing which is which. It’s not your fault. You’re not a scientist; you haven’t conducted empirical studies or read countless scientific papers about what makes relationships tick. Naturally, that leaves you with lots of questions.

Make no mistake, in relationships, questions are part of the experience. The biggest ones stem from your most anxiety-provoking insecurities: Where’s the relationship going? Does it have a future? Is there something better out there? Is it over? What’s next? When people ask questions, they often turn to Google for answers. When Google tracked the most popular searches from 2017, questions like “How do I know when my relationship is over?”; “What does a healthy relationship look like?”; and “How do I save my relationship?” made the top ten.1 It’s clear. Lots of people have doubts about their relationship. Being 100 percent sure is 100 percent impossible.

Getting It Right

But you want to get it right. If you made a list of the most important aspects of your life, your relationship would be at the top. As David Brooks observes in the New York Times, “The most important decision any of us make is who we marry. Yet there are no courses on how to choose a spouse.”2 Juxtapose that with a 2017 report from Harvard University revealing that individuals in their twenties feel “unprepared for caring, lasting romantic relationships and are anxious about developing them.”3 Feeling ill equipped when making a major life decision is only going to increase the amount of uncertainty you experience as your relationship matures.

Unsettling? Definitely. That’s because the stakes are high. Raise your hand if as a child you dreamed of being single when you grew up. Didn’t think so. Smart choice, too, because relationships can truly be lifesaving. Does that sound hyperbolic? Let this convince you: social isolation, living alone, and loneliness all increase your chances of dying.4 In fact, as a predictor of early death, loneliness ranks up there with smoking and obesity. As former US surgeon general Vivek Murthy suggests in a Harvard Business Review article, “Loneliness and weak social connections are associated with a reduction in lifespan similar to that caused by smoking 15 cigarettes a day and even greater than that associated with obesity.”5 No wonder no one wants to end up alone.

Relationships’ benefits are well documented. Having a healthy relationship improves your general sense of well-being and life satisfaction, finances, mental health, and, perhaps most important, physical health and longevity. Having a happy partner is especially beneficial to your health.6 Relationships also shape your thinking and how you look at the world. Sound lofty? In 2017, scientists from Yale University had participants look at photographs of nature and landscapes, then give their reactions.7 Some participants did this alone, others viewed the photos with a stranger, and a third group looked with a close other. Even though everyone looked at the exact same pictures, their experiences were different. Those who looked with someone they knew and cared about enjoyed the photos more and thought the scenes looked more real.

Now, you might think, well, sure, when you’re with your friend you have more to talk about while looking at a picture or can signal to each other in a way that makes it more enjoyable (insert funny remark, smirk, or eye roll here). But in this study pairs viewed photos silently, without any type of communication. Simply having a loved one right there enhanced the experience. That “partner in crime” can also make challenges feel more manageable. One study asked passersby to estimate the slant of a hill.8 Compared to those who were alone, those who made estimates with a supportive person by their side thought the hills were less steep, especially if they had a high-quality relationship. Clearly, good relationships enhance the way we see the world, making life easier and ultimately better.

Decisions in the Face of Uncertainty

It’s time to start setting yourself up for success. First step: learn to deal with uncertainty. When confronted with doubt and ambiguity, too often we put blinders on in hopes of finding bliss. When life gets tough and the pressure is on, research from 2017 shows, people prefer to keep themselves in the dark.9 If it were possible to know when you were going to die, would you want to know? How about the cause of death — would you want to know that? If not, you’re not alone. Interviews with nearly one thousand people confirm that the vast majority (85–90 percent) didn’t want to know the timing or cause of their death. What about their partner’s death? Tougher question, because knowing that would give them a chance to maximize their time together. More time on vacation, less on fixing up the house. Nope, nine out of ten people (89.5 percent) didn’t want to know. But maybe death is just too morbid and final; maybe it’s pointless to worry about something you can’t control.

What about your relationship? Researchers asked: “Assume you are newly married. Would you want to know today whether your marriage will eventually end in divorce or not?” Still no; 86.5 percent wanted to remain ignorant. Too many people leave their relationship choices and outcomes to chance and then simply hope for the best.

Blissful ignorance may set you up for failure. Avoiding potentially useful insights into your relationship makes it easier for big problems to sneak up on you. Then, when your love life starts to feel overwhelming or unsettled, it’s easier to consider the extreme: ending the relationship. The French have a name for this tendency to contemplate tragic endings, l’appel du vide, or “the call of the void.” When you feel like you’re being pushed to the edge, jumping feels reasonable. Time to bail, because certainly there must be something better out there.

It’s now simpler than ever to indulge that impulse to end one relationship and start another with the mere swipe of a finger. With a steady stream of available partners just a click away, technology has redefined modern relationships. Not necessarily for the better. For one, with greater access comes greater choice. A wide assortment of potential partners means there is always the nagging suspicion that there is a better partner out there. Not only has the abundance of possibilities made us way too picky; it’s made us lazy. Rather than dedicating the time and effort to working things out, people casually throw relationships out to pursue other options. Modern relationships seem disposable.

Careful, though. The restless search for the next one may overlook the one. Everyone wants to make the right decision without being too willing to settle for less than we deserve or too quick to leave. To make better decisions, it’s time to open our eyes to the blind spots that secretly undermine our relationships. But weighing our strengths and weaknesses as couples is difficult because there’s a lot to consider. While lots of research predicts which relationships will succeed and which will fail, it would be helpful to know which areas are most important to think about when evaluating our relationship’s fate. That research hadn’t existed, until now.

It comes from Samantha Joel, a rising rock star in the relationship-science world. Sam is a motorcycle-driving Canadian professor and the principal investigator of the Relationship Decisions Lab at the University of Western Ontario.10 In a 2018 study, along with her colleagues Geoff MacDonald and Elizabeth Page-Gould, Sam asked, What relationship issues do individuals consider when making a choice between breaking up and staying together?11 It feels like there could be millions. To help narrow it down, researchers had participants describe what factors would be important to them when making a decision on a relationship’s future.

Fifty common themes emerged, including twenty-seven reasons for staying, such as attraction, physical and emotional intimacy, improvement of self, dependence, support, hope for future improvement, fear of being alone, belief that the partner is a soul mate, and fear of uncertainty or the unknown. Participants also gave twenty-three reasons for wanting to leave, which primarily focused on many of the same themes (e.g., loss of attraction, insufficient intimacy).

To see how individuals put these reasons into practice in real-life stay-or-go decisions, the researchers conducted a follow-up study with more than two hundred individuals who were contemplating breakup or divorce. The results showed that despite having some doubts, roughly half of all participants had an above-average inclination to stay in the relationship. Makes sense. Inertia is powerful. However, those same exact people simultaneously had an above-average inclination to leave. Conflicted much? This research is important for two reasons: it shows just how common doubts are, and it helps us find blind spots in the relationship areas we think about the most. When I was picking the ten blind spots to focus on in this book, there were a lot of choices, but this research helped me select the ones that were most likely to be important.

How to Read This Book

My reliance on Sam’s research to pick the ten blind spots that undermine your relationship, and how to see past them, wasn’t accidental. Stronger Than You Think: The 10 Blind Spots That Undermine Your Relationship … and How to See Past Them is a different type of relationship book, one in which science serves as an ever-present guide. Throughout each chapter I will share an unprecedented amount of relationship science. In doing so, I will pull back the curtain on the research process so that you can better appreciate the high-quality science that my colleagues do. That said, as with scientific research in any field, it is important to recognize that one study by itself does not provide absolute proof of any phenomenon. Rather, each study represents a single step in a long line of inquiry, with each step warranting replication and further study. These steps aren’t always perfectly linear, and often some are missing. Relationship scientists have done a wonderful job exploring the many facets of topics covered in this book. One of the biggest challenges for me as an academic was constantly fighting the urge to write comprehensive reviews of each research area. In the interest of space and readability, I had to be selective, and by necessity I left a lot of great research out. I hope those authors will forgive me. Much as I do when teaching or giving talks, I’ll weave a narrative around the studies to tell as cohesive a story as possible. To be clear, any extrapolations I make from the data are entirely my own and not the researchers’. Shoot the messenger.

Ultimately, you should think of the research I share as pieces of evidence that provide fodder for further consideration, and another lens through which to view your own relationship. What you’ll read isn’t one-size-fits-all, but it should fit most. Some insights will hit home and fundamentally shift how you look at your relationship. Others may prove less revelatory. No two relationships are the same, so everyone will take something a little bit different from this book. I’ll also give you a chance to answer research-like questions to better understand how concepts might apply to you and your relationship. When I do that, I’m going to give you a few questions that closely approximate the actual measures that researchers gave to people in their studies. This way we don’t tip the official scales for participants in future research, while still giving you the insights into your relationship that you’re looking for.

Chapters will take you on a guided tour of relationships’ key friction points and the most common blind spots that plague each. In the first chapter, you’ll learn how relying on faulty assumptions and bad information can lead you to find problems where they don’t exist. Each subsequent chapter will focus on a blind spot that shapes how you think about love in ways that sabotage your relationship. There you’ll get to peek into another person’s relationship and witness the myth in action. Next, the chapter sets the record straight and reveals what relationship science has discovered about the issue. Finally, you will get actionable research-based suggestions for vanquishing the blind spot. Through this series of “reveals,” you will discover areas of your relationship that deserve more attention and more credit. All of which will help you defuse unacknowledged issues and better appreciate your relationship’s true value.

Stronger Than You Think is required reading for anyone in a relationship who has had doubts or is considering a transition. It is for those thinking about taking the next step and those who seek greater confidence in their relationship’s current path. It is for anyone who has decided that they can’t take the dating scene much longer and want to focus on finding a meaningful relationship they can grow old in. It’s also for those in well-established relationships who find themselves questioning their future and considering alternatives. It is for anyone who doesn’t want to have to settle in order to settle down, and for those who know what they want but don’t know what they have.

I’m a relationship scientist, so people ask me all the time whether knowing so much about relationships helps my own relationship. To get the real answer, you should probably ask my wife. We’ve been together for more than twenty years, so that has to count for something. For me, being a relationship scientist has been immensely helpful. But probably not in the way you think. I don’t quote research findings to my wife, or conduct mini-studies to test the best way to maximize our marital bliss. Instead, my understanding of the big picture is most helpful. I no longer waste emotional energy on things that don’t really matter. I’m also much better at identifying all the positive signs that so many others miss. Because I see these signs, I’m more grateful for them, and my relationship benefits.

My own journey learning about relationships makes me understand that most people don’t truly see their relationship for what it is. It’s time to look before you leap. The stakes are too high to rely on gut instinct alone. We need a new scientific look at love, one that focuses on what’s right instead of what’s wrong, an approach that relies on data rather than advice, opinions, or best guesses. After all, love isn’t always easy to understand. You need to be absolutely certain that you’re focusing on the right things, asking the right questions, and emphasizing what is truly important.

Stronger Than You Think provides insights that will help you see your relationship more clearly, perhaps for the first time. It boosts your relationship IQ and confidence by helping you to stop focusing on the wrong parts, stop seeing problems where they don’t exist, start ignoring the trivial and instead appreciating what truly matters, and learn to think more clearly about your relationship’s success. By helping you see what’s right with your relationship, Stronger Than You Think will also help you fortify areas that are a little shaky and in need of repair. The first step toward fixing a problem is to understand it. When you do, you will finally start to see what you’ve been missing.

Relationships are important. Time is short. Get it right.
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