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Introduction

When I was a child, I remember hearing my parents say, “Marriage is like a watermelon. You don’t know what it will look like until you open it up. Will it be tasteless, or red and juicy? Marriage is the same.” To me, that made no sense. What if you ended up with one of the tasteless ones? Was there nothing you could do? Surely that could not be what they meant.

I grew up in an intercultural, interfaith household in Tehran. My mother had also grown up in Tehran, and my father moved there as a young adult. My mother was a social scientist and my father started his career as a social worker, and they met when he went to intern for an organization where my mother was, at that time, the director. He brought my mother’s favorite flower (wintersweet, also called Japanese allspice) to her office every week during the winter with a note that said, “From your secret admirer.” It took my mom a while to figure out who her admirer was, but once she did, the rest was history. They fell in love and were married.

My parents grew up speaking different languages and followed different cultural rituals. My mother did not engage in any physical activity, not even dancing, and my father was a professional athlete most of his life who turned heads on the dance floor. My mother enjoyed many types of arts and creative engagements, and my father liked getting his intellectual stimulation from his books. Over the years, I and my three siblings observed how they often needed to clarify to each other what a certain gesture, word, or act meant when the other had misunderstood. We also observed how they laughed together, showed up for each other, went out of their way to please each other (like recording a show the other liked), played games with each other (their favorite still is backgammon), and worked to incorporate each other’s family of origin. I don’t remember ever seeing them kiss on the lips in front of us; but hugs, back rubs, and taking care of the other when they were sick were all common practice. They rarely used their keys to come into the house when they knew someone was at home, and always greeted each other at the door with two kisses on the cheeks.

I remember having conversations with them in which I would ask impertinent questions (as many children do, trying to make sense of the relationships around them). “Why did you marry each other?” Their answers were usually along the lines of, “It was destiny,” or “When you feel something in your heart for the other person, you have a strong foundation to build other things.” Like the watermelon analogy, it seemed like they were telling me that it was all a matter of luck. I didn’t like these elements of unintentionality and chance, so sometimes I would press the issue. “But why him? Why her?” My mother would say things like, “Your father was handsome, loyal, reliable, and in love.” My father would say, “She was beautiful, intelligent, successful, and courageous.” In my young mind, I thought that maybe there was more to marriage than destiny, feelings, and luck, but it also seemed like those things were never mentioned unless I asked, as if they were somehow less important than the notes from a secret admirer. It was all very confusing for my young mind.

In most parts of the world today people marry for love, and my parents were no exception. Of course, many of us have at least a vague awareness that other things are also important—things like compatibility, shared interests, and good communication skills—but no one ever questions the idea that love is non-negotiable. And it’s not just any love, either. You need to be in love. The greater the passion and intensity of that love, the thinking goes, the more likely the marriage will succeed. You will be able to work out your differences and endure any hardship.

We talk about love as if it is the Great Panacea, here to heal personal struggles, cure our existential loneliness, and make us whole. We read about how to find our Soulmate, or how to know that she’s The One. We place all our hopes for a lifetime of relational bliss on the feeling of being in love. We tell ourselves that love is all you need, that love can move mountains, that love conquers all. And we expect it to last, and to maintain its intensity, for the life of the couple.

At the same time, most of us today want so much more from committed coupledom than just the feeling of being in love. A soulmate, a helpmate, a roommate, a lover, and a best friend are just a few of the roles our partners are expected to fulfill. We begin our relationships in a swell of passion, holding firmly to the belief that love is enough, and we are so often disappointed when reality fails to live up to our expectations. “He wasn’t who I thought he was.” “After a while I just sort of lost feelings. It wasn’t anybody’s fault, it just happened.” “I was so in love with them when we married, and now we can hardly get through a day without fighting.” “He is so irresponsible it makes me crazy.” “She cares about her career more than she cares about me.” “My in-laws are impossible.”

Love may or may not be all we need, but it is certainly not all we want. Still, we’re so committed to the idea of the love-first marriage that any dissenting opinion is immediately shut down. People who marry for resources, or to gain access to the opportunities a partner might provide, are “gold diggers.” Even people who marry for compatibility or friendship are seen as “settling.” True Love, we believe, is the only viable option. But, let’s be honest: How has that served us so far? How has it served you?

If you’re reading this book, I suspect that you are struggling with some aspect of your romantic relationships. Maybe you’re facing some challenges in your relationship that you don’t know how to navigate, or you’re wondering whether your current partner is a good choice for the long term. Perhaps you’ve had your heart broken a time or two, or more, and you’re struggling to trust that committed coupledom can ever be a mutually satisfying experience.

Of course, being in a fulfilling, supportive relationship isn’t just a nice thing to have. Our romantic relationships have a major impact on our lives. Being in unsatisfying relationships is correlated with a whole range of negative physical and mental health outcomes for both partners—high blood pressure, heart disease, depression, and anxiety (to name a few).1 Children raised by high-conflict couples experience greater psychological distress than those raised by low-conflict couples,2 and, for most people, divorce and separation are financially destabilizing, particularly to women, and they are frequently devastating to mothers who don’t have a college degree.3 Though the statistic that 50 percent of marriages will end in divorce is not exactly true—statistics are skewed by people who marry and divorce many times, as well as by committed couples who do not marry at all—the number does hover around 35 percent.4 And what about the miserable marriages that endure, sometimes for decades? Few of us today would categorize that as successful coupledom.

Maybe you’re one of the lucky ones: You’ve hit the relationship jackpot and found the love of your life, and it’s been smooth going and seamless ever since. You are reading this book to strengthen your bonds. Fantastic! Or maybe you’re pretty sure you know what love is, you’re pretty sure you know what it takes to be happy, but each of your last relationships has ended in disappointment, and you aren’t sure what you’re doing “wrong.” Is there really no way to tell what that watermelon is going to look like before I open it up?

Whatever it is that brought you here, I’m so excited to be able to offer you a new way to look at loving relationships—one that is designed to give your heart a break, and not another heartbreak. I believe that mutually satisfying relationships have to be based on more than just luck, chance, or the feeling of being in love. In fact, after more than two decades of working with couples and a decade’s worth of research, I think it’s safe to say I’m sure of it.

I didn’t start out as a researcher. I went to graduate school to become a couples counselor and psychosexual therapist, and I began working with couples in private practice in London. But as my clinical practice developed, I realized that I was not the only one with unanswered questions: How do you know when you’ve found the one? What should you look for in a partner? What really matters? Why do so many people end up getting divorced? Is love just a feeling, or is there more to it than that? How do you know? That’s when I decided to devote my academic life to studying relationships of all kinds, from bedrooms to boardrooms. After completing a master’s degree in research methodology, which gave me the skills I needed to make sense of my observations in a more scientific way, I earned a PhD in social psychology to be able to make sense of social constructs and conduct research on a larger scale. Later on, when we moved to California, I did another master’s degree in counseling with the focus on marriage and family therapy to deepen my knowledge and update my skills.

I began my study on what would become the Emergent Love Model because I wanted real, evidence-informed answers to my questions about how to cultivate love in committed coupledom. I was looking for a model for loving relationships that included a sense of individual agency, choice, and creativity.

I began my research by conducting a retrospective qualitative analysis of more than 300 couples I had worked with in my global practice in the previous decade. Even today, my clients come from all walks of life and every continent except Antarctica. Some are married, some live together, some are dating, some are single. They are gay and straight and bisexual, cisgender and transgender and genderqueer. They range in age from eighteen to eighty-six. They are monogamous, monogamish,i and polyamorous. There is tremendous variety in terms of their strengths, levels of ability, and resources—financial, physical, and otherwise. The only things they have in common are their humanity, their desire to be in a loving relationship, and the privilege that they offer me to work with them.

As I sifted through the mountain of notes I had taken, certain themes began to crystallize. Words like “trust,” “intimacy,” and “respect” appeared over and over again. I looked at the problems couples brought to my office, and at the interventions and exercises I offered that seemed to help. I compared the words partners used at the beginning of our work together to the words they used when our work was concluded. I wanted to know what proved to be effective, what didn’t, and why.

Part of conducting this research involved framing the right questions. When I stopped asking, “Why do relationships fail?” and started asking, “Why do relationships succeed?” many of the pieces started to fall into place. I realized I needed to understand what successful relationships looked like in terms of the partners’ behaviors rather than their feelings. Once I had this framework, I was able to isolate and analyze the specific attitudes and behaviors of each partner which, in combination, create a sustainable context for love.

By the time I was finished, I had identified the conditions that must be present so that love has a chance to emerge. In the years that followed, I partnered with the founder of Thinkocrats to conduct a more rigorous quantitative analysis, so that I could be certain that my working hypothesis was supported by concrete evidence. What we found is that relationships based on mutual attraction, respect, trust, and commitment, where partners share a vision for the future and are intentional about the way they express their love, report the greatest levels of satisfaction both within their coupledom and also in their individual lives.

Inspired by the pioneers of Systems Thinking, I started to see that love wasn’t a static entity, but rather something that was built and sustained by a couple’s day-to-day interactions. In his book Systems Thinking: Managing Chaos and Complexity, Jamshid Gharajedaghi talks about love as an emergent entity that comes into being only if all the elements that make it possible are present and the context is nurturing.5 He gives the example of a spark and a log coming together in a conducive context (the presence of oxygen) to make a fire. As long as these conditions are present, the fire exists, but as soon as you take away even one of the elements, the emergent entity (in this case fire) ceases to exist. Love is the same: It emerges only under the right conditions, and will continue to exist only as long as the conditions that make it possible are present. In other words, if you want to experience all the fulfillment that coupledom can offer, you need to shift your focus from how you feel to how you are and what you do.

This is a far cry from what I was taught about love. Chances are, it isn’t what you learned, either. Emergent Love is not just a matter of luck, and it certainly doesn’t happen by chance. Instead, Emergent Love is a collaborative effort. It is something that you build with your partner day by day. There are concrete skills involved—like listening, clarifying expectations, and maintaining boundaries—and they can be practiced and mastered over time. It is the hopeful and sustainable alternative to romantic passion that burns hot then fizzles out. Instead of fading over time, Emergent Love gets stronger.

I began researching loving relationships as a way to answer some of my own questions about what it means to love and be loved. As I got deeper into the subject, and the research began to take on a life of its own, I started to think about how I might share some of our findings with others. The first time I presented the results of our research was at Stanford University in 2015. When I was finished, a woman stood up and started clapping and crying at the same time. I was so moved by her emotions that I offered her the mic. She said, “You just reversed everything I ever believed about love! Where were you twenty years ago?” My answer, in utter empathy, was “I was in your shoes twenty years ago.”

I was not one of those teenagers who fantasizes about getting married; I actually wasn’t even looking for that. I remember when I was fifteen, I read in a magazine that 50 percent of marriages ended in divorce. Later on I learned that this was just a perpetuated misbelief and a mere projection that was made about the marriages that were formed after World War II. At the time I didn’t know that and those odds seemed dangerous. My solution? I stopped going to weddings. I couldn’t understand why anyone would be foolish enough to want to celebrate them. Marriage, to my fifteen-year-old thinking, was a gamble that was best avoided.

Then I met my husband, Pejman. As in Dr. Pejman Azarmina, a medical doctor and researcher who founded Thinkocrats. As we started dating, I began to reconsider my position on marriage. I set about unlocking “the secret of a happy marriage” and, after I was sure I knew the answers and had a plan in place, we were married. Pejman and I navigated a lot in the first years of our marriage, from graduate schools to multiple immigrations. But the turning point in our relationship, and also the origin story of this research, happened several years into our marriage when I had a panic attack when sharing a ride with my friends. This was definitely not part of the plan.

When I went for a consult with a psychologist, he suggested we take a look at some of my close relationships, especially my marriage; I was deeply offended. How dare he question my perfect relationship! In the months that followed, I came to understand how Pejman and I were fused into each other, as if the two of us had become one entity with one brain and one heart. Immigrating to a whole new country meant that we relied on each other even more, both for practical reasons and also to avoid losing ourselves and our sense of identity in the new context. Our relationship reminded us who we were and what our place was in the world. It was the place we knew.

The long road from fusion and codependence to interdependence took time, and it wasn’t always a walk in the park. When we initially started to regain parts of ourselves that we had completely forgone we both felt a sense of loss at times, or anger toward ourselves or the other for letting go of those parts that had made us the individuals we were before we got together. I acknowledge that, as humans, we naturally undergo growth and transformation over time. However, experiencing the loss of key aspects of your identity is an entirely distinct and profound sensation. Sometimes one or both of us felt unseen by the other, and it took a while to figure out how to share ourselves without losing ourselves again. I remember feeling embarrassed that I had not figured it out after all (remember, I had a plan!), and I think we both felt some frustration toward the world, because it seemed like none of the resources we had access to could offer a different path. I once spoke with my father about this and, as usual, he said, “You don’t see it? Create it.” So I did.

It took that panic attack for me to realize that almost everything I thought I knew about love was wrong. For many of my clients, that moment of clarity happened during the COVID-19 pandemic. The mandate to sequester in place and severely limit contact with people outside one’s home put an enormous strain on those living alone, many of whom reported spending days, weeks, and even months with no face-to-face contact. The real damages of skin hunger (insufficient human touch) became one of the topics of conversation in our professional Zoom meetings with colleagues. Partnering up with someone, and being able to make it work, took on a new urgency, and compromises that had once seemed impossible were suddenly more appealing. My client Dave told me, “I’m thirty-six years old, and I haven’t touched another human being in three months. I’ve had relationships—one for three years in college, one for seven, and this last one for about five—and they were all kind, decent women. But none of them felt like The One. Only I’m starting to think that maybe I’ve been wrong this whole time, looking for something impossible. I don’t want to be alone for the rest of my life.”

For people who were quarantined with a partner—sometimes referred to as bisolation—the cost of the romantic ideal was a little bit different. All the minor pet peeves and annoyances that were easily overlooked pre-pandemic, when there were so many other demands on their time and attention, became horribly magnified under the constant scrutiny of forced togetherness. My client Janie described it to me so poignantly when she said, “It’s like how you feel at the end of a great movie. For two hours you’ve been completely wrapped up in this idyllic world, but then the credits roll, the fluorescent lights come up, and you remember that you’re actually in a theater in Queens with your sneakers stuck to the floor and popcorn all over your sweater.” Spending six months confined to their tiny apartment, Janie and her wife realized that they had slowly grown apart in the ten years since their wedding. Fortunately for them, the pandemic provided vast stretches of unstructured time together—something they sorely needed but hadn’t realized they were missing.

As with everything in life, nothing is all bad or good; real life is in the nuances in between. For some couples, being sequestered together gave them an opportunity to reevaluate and reprioritize their relationship. They were grateful to have someone to quarantine with and began to develop a new appreciation for traits that they hadn’t thought about in a while—things like patience, being a good listener, or having a playful sense of humor. Taking care of themselves and each other took on a new significance and underscored their commitment. Some got to observe things for the first time such as how a partner is with the children or, from hearing their work calls, manages stressors at work.

Many others had a very different experience, and the partners discovered that the foundation of their relationship just wasn’t strong enough to withstand the pressure. I worked with several couples who asked me to facilitate their separation, because they had finally come face to face with what they had deliberately chosen not to see in their pre-pandemic time by distracting themselves, outsourcing their emotional needs, or avoiding their partner altogether. Many people told me that their near-death experience with potential COVID contraction made them reprioritize and rethink what they wanted from life. Some told me that they were forced to choose one partner to quarantine with and let the other partner(s) go. Some discovered an ongoing affair, some lost their coping mechanisms (traveling, going to the gym, seeing friends) and broke down, and others found their partner’s parenting style unacceptable.

We don’t have to wait for the next pandemic to start re-examining the way we think of committed coupledom. Within these pages, you’ll find timely wisdom for the here and now. Wisdom stands the test of time while gracefully accommodating individual contexts. Whether you are a Baby Boomer, Gen X, Millennial, or Gen Z, I am sure you will find something that strikes a chord with you. As the Persian poet Hafiz said in the fourteenth century: “Every heart deserves the embrace of love, for within it resides the longing to be held by another soul’s tender devotion.”

My hope is that this book can lead you on a path toward the love you desire and deserve. In part one we’ll start by deconstructing modern coupledom to see how we fell into our current ideas about romantic love, and why we remain so committed to them. We’ll also take a look at the impact this has had on our personal lives and on society as a whole. I’ll introduce you to the core findings of our research with thriving couples, present the model of loving relationships that grew out of the research, and explain how the pieces fit together. In part two we’ll explore each of the six ingredients of Emergent Love to better understand each one, why it matters, and how it can be cultivated. This section includes an abundance of exercises and practical tools that you can put in place in your relationship right away. I want to say up front that I do not intend for any of these tools to be a one-size-fits-all prescription. Rather, I hope to provide a clear scaffold around which you can shape your own version of what is recommended. I invite you to work through the exercises as suggested first, but don’t be afraid to adjust or adapt them so that they can be meaningful for your own life and relationships. Particularly depending on your physical, mental, emotional, or social contexts, you may need to choose to try different versions of what I’ve suggested—and that’s completely okay! As long as the two of you can agree about what is being practiced and why, then you will most likely benefit.

In part three we’ll focus on how Emergent Love can support some of the key life arenas and what that looks like in action. I will guide you through some of the daily rituals and happenings of a couple—sex, conflict, and planning the future—to make sure you not only have the material (literacy) but also walk away with a clear idea of how to sustain the love and relationship you have designed (fluency).

I will play multiple roles as I accompany you on this journey. I won’t just talk the talk, as your thinking partner, I’ll walk you through it step by step. Sometimes I will come in as the expert, sometimes as a facilitator of your thoughts, sometimes I will delegate tasks to deepen your understanding and help you figure things out, and sometimes I will demonstrate how I (or other people) have done things so you have examples to refer to. By the end of this book, you will have the tools and mindset changes you need to stop just surviving in your coupledom and, instead, to thrive in it. There is also a webpage dedicated to further resources which you can access at any time while you are reading Love by Design.ii

It is my firm belief that you deserve a loving relationship. You deserve to experience a coupledom where you feel and see that you are desired, respected, and loved in ways that are meaningful to you. You trust your partner and are trusted by them. You hold a space in your heart for your partner’s suffering without being overburdened by it, you give them the benefit of the doubt in any situation, and you know that they will do the same for you. You express your love in ways that are specific and intentional. You have tremendous self-literacy. Your bond is secure; you don’t spend time worrying about the relationship. You feel loved, seen, and fulfilled. You can name and refer to why you feel this way instead of referring to an abstract concept, guessing, or hoping.

Drastic and dramatic emotional states are not a baseline in Emergent Love—intense rages, sobbing reconciliations, bitter resentments, makeup sex, anxiety about being smothered or abandoned—but this does not mean that it is boring or monotonous. The opposite of tumult is not boredom. It is peace of heart and clarity of mind. It is a continuous yet subtle calibration of needs and resources that maintains equilibrium even as it shifts from day to day. Your interdependency ebbs and flows, like waves at the beach or like the breath moving in and out of your body. You’re aware and honest about your needs, desires, and limitations (at least with yourself). You are not striving for excitability, unpredictability, or perfection but for balance, a deep sense of fulfillment, and strength. When something happens to throw you off balance, you are able to resolve the issue and restore it. You have clear boundaries and know where to compromise and when to stand your ground lovingly and firmly.

Like a young child, when your primary bond is secure you are free to turn your focus outward and engage with the world. When people feel emotionally depleted by the drama in their primary relationship, they rarely have the bandwidth for much else. Perhaps this is one reason satisfying relationships are correlated with a whole host of positive outcomes: financial security, professional accomplishment, better physical and mental health, and an overall sense of thriving. Wouldn’t it be great if more people could experience these? Let this be a gift from me to you. My liberation is yours. Let’s design the love you desire together.

Footnotes

i Couples in monogamish relationships are emotionally exclusive but have occasional sexual encounters with others outside of their coupledom. The term “monogamish” was first used by the journalist and author Dan Savage (July 2011).

ii www.lovebydesignbook.com
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