You’re Just Not Into Him

Should You Stay When You’re the One Who Loves Less?

Linda R. Young, Ph.D.

“I don't think I am as in love with my boyfriend as he is with me.  I care about him a lot, we always have fun together and we have good sexual chemistry.  He has maybe 70% of what I would look for in a permanent relationship.  That’s fine for now since I’m busy in grad school and not ready to settle down anyway.  No one out there looks better right now but I want to reserve the right not to be exclusive.  The problem is, he can tell when I'm not really dialed in as much as he is and starts getting insecure.  This makes me less attracted to him and sometimes I feel like breaking up.  But then I start feeling guilty.  He is a great guy who treats me well and I don't want to hurt his feelings.  I just want to enjoy our relationship.  Should I stay with him?”

This email I received from “Sandy” sums up a common dilemma in my work with singles.  The gendered stereotype is that the person in the position of loving less is male but this is an equal-opportunity predicament in the age of hooking up and later marriage.  Generations of gender inequity and sexual double standards may even be contributing to a turnabout-is-fair-play phenomenon, with more women gravitating to relationships that give them greater emotional control and less vulnerability.  The happiest outcome would be that both partners end up on the same wavelength with equal feelings over time or content with the trade-offs of unequal feelings, but it doesn’t typically turn out that way. 

Lets say Sandy stays in the relationship.  She is honest with Philip and tells him she loves spending time with him and isn’t interested in seeing anyone else right now but wants them both to have the right to do so in the future.  She doesn’t want to make any promises she’s not sure she can keep.  If Philip can’t accept this it’s on him to break up with her.  This allows her to shrug off her guilt.  Philip says he’s cool with this arrangement (since he figures it’s better than losing her altogether) but Sandy is getting mixed signals from him.  He seems to be hoping to change her mind about exclusivity by trying even harder to be her ideal partner.  She certainly is benefiting from his heightened attention to her needs so she’s got it pretty good.  

What happens if Philip keeps acting as if he’s fine when he’s really not getting his relational needs met?  
There will be a tipping point that becomes a turning point. Here are some possible turning point paths.
Path 1.  Philip starts becoming more malleable, clingy and insecure until the love and respect Sandy used to feel for him become completely eroded.  She starts testing the limits of his willingness to compromise his self-worth.  She is secretly hoping that her increasingly unloving behavior will push him to break up with her so she doesn’t have to do the unpleasant dumping dirty work.  But he won’t or can’t. At first she feels even guiltier but, paradoxically, she gets angrier with him for “making” her feel guilty.  She finally hates the doormat he’s become enough to break up with him.  Each of them is left with partner resentment that they are likely to carry into the next relationship in some way, shape or form.

Path 2.  After a few months Sandy decides to leave Philip so she can keep feeling good about herself and him. She has been getting away with putting much less time and effort into the relationship than Philip and is starting to feel like she is using him.  Sure, she thought it was up to him to break up with her if he was unhappy - but Philip doesn’t seem to have the courage, maturity, self-esteem, assertiveness or whatever else it takes to leave an inequitable relationship.  Under these circumstances she believes she would be abusing her power if she keeps rationalizing that the break-up ball is in his court.  So she takes the ball and tells him he deserves the kind of love she is unable to give him right now.  She makes a clean break because she knows trying to stay friends right after the break-up is a slippery slope. (I’ll write more on what happens if they try to stay friends another time so stay tuned!)

Path 3.  Philip stays in the relationship and is willing to put up with Sandy’s distance because she’s the hottest girl he has ever been with.  But after a few more months of perfect-boyfriend behavior he finally gets fed up with her lack of reciprocity and leaves Sandy - with his integrity intact.  He goes through a period of loneliness and grief and doesn’t know if he’ll ever meet someone as attractive as Sandy again, but he believes that sticking to his relationship values and making himself available to others is the only way to find out. 
Path 4. Sandy marries him anyway. After considering the above three scenarios, a reader of my blog presented this 4th scenario.  

"Sandy decides to stay with Philip because she hasn't found anything better and thinks maybe she is being too hard on him as there are way worse men out there. Sandy tries to convince herself that most people in relationships and marriages have a pretty dull and boring relationship. Neither she nor Philip are particularly happy, but Philip seems content because he loves her so much and hopes someday he can make her love him like he does. Philip asks Sandy to marry him and she says yes because she figures that she does love him, not passionately, but maybe it's good enough, the relationship is comfortable, and besides she hasn't found anything better yet. After several years of each trying to convince themselves that this is what a normal marriage is, Sandy and Philip's marriage continues on a path of mostly sexless, melancholic, brother/sister type communication until it finally dissolves devastating not only both partners, but their innocent children as well".

This was a lopsided relationship from the start.  Some people think there is no such thing as sustained romantic love but there is solid research by Acevedo and Aron that shows that some couples can and do experience long-term romantic love (and my own marriage makes me a first-hand believer).  By the same token, some people eschew companionate, non-romantic marriages even though they are often stable and deeply satisfying. Their worth is just not measured by degree of excitement or passion.  

One size does not fit all in long-term relationships.  

A majority of Americans say they seek romantic love and a best friend/good companion when they marry or commit.  Others are best suited for more utilitarian unions and some are most fulfilled when they remain single.  What's most important is that partners make choices according to what they value most and are well matched on those values. The spouses in the relationship above both valued romantic love but she had low expectations of marriage in general and married with resignation.  Efforts to "make her love him like he does" backfire more often than not under these circumstances.

Why Does the Partner who is Less In Love Marry Anyway? 
When neither partner expects or especially values romantic love as a criterion for marriage they can have a fine, well-matched marriage.  But “Anonymous” was right on target. When partners both prize romantic love but one is less in love than the other, there are some common reasons the less-in-love partners marry anyway:
1. They believe there are no better prospects out there than the one they’ve got.

2. They believe there are better prospects out there for others but not for them.  They have a low view of their own desirability and/or inflated view of others’.  Sometimes this belief is partially justified, but low self-worth often interferes with the ability to evaluate themselves and others accurately.
3. They have low expectations for marital satisfaction but prefer the idea of marriage to remaining single
4. They feel pressure to marry soon (e.g., to start a family, because all their friends are married, parents are pushing for it).

5. They hope somehow they will fall in love over time if they get married (and sometimes they do!)

6. They believe that a passionate, attractive, charismatic partner is more likely to cheat on them or leave them so they choose someone less attractive than they are to feel safer from infidelity, and more in control of the relationship.
7. The partner proposing marriage offers other things that are important to them, such as good parenting skills, attentiveness, emotional stability or financial security. These qualities are important enough at the time to override the lack of romantic passion – which they long for but suppress.  

If I could sum it up in one word, the partner that is proposing marriage offers some kind of security that the less-in-love partner seeks.
When Do These Couples Divorce?
These marriages often remain in a holding pattern or slowly deteriorate for years until they reach a tipping point. Some examples of tipping points are...
1. Partners who thought there were no better prospects for them manage to meet someone who does seem better (at least on the surface) and who wants them.  Dormant fantasies bubble to the surface.  Working closely with appealing colleagues, online social networks and other digital media have greatly facilitated opportunities for these connections.
2. The values that were once important enough to override lack of romantic attraction no longer seem relevant.  For example, the one who married for financial security experiences career growth, is now out of debt, or thinks a divorce will give them half of their partner’s assets; the one who married a not-so-attractive good parent craves someone hotter once the kids grow up.
3. Partners who “settled” because of low self-regard experience personal growth and now believe they deserve and can get the full monty - a passionate match who will also be a best friend.
4. Partners who consciously chose a partner they never felt passionate about in order to feel more secure about not being left realize the flip side of this abandonment issue - which is becoming the one that wants to leave
5. Partners who thought they would somehow fall more in love over time feel even less passionate because a big part of falling in love has to do with mystery, novelty, discovery and challenge – which dissipate of over time if they don’t consciously find ways to infuse them into the relationship (and having kids makes it especially hard to find ways).  
Can These Relationships be Mended?  
"Philip asks Sandy to marry him and she says yes because she figures that she does love him, not passionately, but maybe it's good enough, the relationship is comfortable, and besides she hasn't found anything better yet. After several years of each trying to convince themselves that this is what a normal marriage is, Sandy and Philip's marriage continues on a path of mostly sexless, melancholic, brother/sister type communication until it finally dissolves devastating not only both partners, but their innocent children as well". – Anonymous comment on my Love In Limbo blog post.

Companionate and pragmatic marriages work out well when romantic love isn't a priority for either partner. In fact, companionate love is the bedrock of the most stable close relationships. But marriages don't typically fare so well when a less-in-love partner believes she "settled" for a marriage in which she never felt passionate chemistry or romantic love with a more-in-love spouse.  

Counseling Couples That Are Unevenly "In Love" 

Although a majority of Americans say good companionship is the most important feature of a marriage, they also say they wouldn't marry someone if they were not "in love" with them. Being in love goes beyond sexual desire and the obsessive swoon that marks pure infatuation. It's where zest, intimacy, challenge, admiration, spice and synergy converge - and it can be recharged over a lifetime.  Rejuvenating shared passion takes conscious awareness and effort but is still much easier than trying to create it where it never existed for one partner in the first place.  What happens to couples in counseling when romantic love has always been lopsided? These couples often come in when they are already on the brink of divorce or moving out. What affects the odds of their staying together and thriving?  The following four conditions greatly increase the odds.
1. They have a shared goal for counseling.

When asked what they think would be a good counseling outcome, it's not unusual for these partners to have different responses. The more devoted one typically says he wholeheartedly wants to stay together and wants his partner to desire him more. (In the reader's scenario above the more-in-love partner was male and his partner was female so I'll keep the language consistent, but either one could be any gender). The less-in-love partner's response is often more vague, such as "I guess I want to find out if things can work out", or "I just want to be happier" or "he's a good man and I should feel more but I don't". When the less-in-love partner's level of motivation is assessed more thoroughly it's common to find out she already feels hopeless about the relationship and has checked out emotionally.
While a well-rounded treatment assessment includes checking out possible physiological reasons for lack of desire and flat mood, there are often relational roots for the mismatched feelings these couples present. When the less-in-love partner married her partner to satisfy other needs that were more important to her then than they are now (such as financial or social security), once the other reasons for marrying become less relevant she starts to feel trapped. This partner is often not motivated to do much in counseling towards staying together. Meanwhile, the more devoted partner is willing, eager or even desperate to try anything. The lack of shared goal stalemates possible progress.
2. They are honest in sessions. Sometimes both partners say they want to save the relationship but the less-in-love partner really wants out - and doesn't reveal this to her partner or the therapist at first. It's when her words don't match her behavior that the truth comes out slowly - she doesn't say much or says things are "fine" in session, misses appointments, "forgets " to try suggestions, dismisses or invalidates her partner's tentative attempts at something new or focuses only on his faults. She may be having a secret affair or making covert exit plans (such as meeting a divorce lawyer, hiding assets and finances or building a child custody case). Meanwhile the more-in-love partner is ready to try anything for the sake of the relationship. The counselor wrestles with inconsistencies until he or she can get each partner to speak honestly about their real fears, desires and best and worst case scenarios.
3. They have children, or other strong positive incentive for staying together and are able to accept sacrifices for the greater good.  When both partners strongly prioritize their children's welfare they can become more mutually motivated to try whatever it takes to create a more satisfying relationship. If they have experienced devastating consequences of divorce in their own lives or have a faith-based (not guilt or shame-based) commitment to maintaining a stable family they are willing to reach further out of their comfort zones to find a way together. When they only have negative incentive for staying together (such as lacking the finances to live apart or fearing the disapproval of others or their religion) it doesn't bode well for counseling.
4. They are each able to take some counter-intuitive action.  Paradoxically, what is most effective when working with these couples is for each partner to flip the script. The more-in-love partner has gotten into an emotional and physical one-down position over time and lost confidence in his ability to be desirable and feel strong and vibrant with or without his partner. The solution is not trying to respond to the less-in-love partner's every complaint by constantly molding himself into everything she says she wants and needs. He's already been taking that approach and it makes him appear more cloying and weak to her (and strips away pieces of his own identity in the process). These tactics make her even less attracted to him.
What Can Help?

The more-in-love partner can begin paying more attention to aspects of his life outside of her and create healthy distance in the relationship. He can develop more outside interests and activities, work on physical fitness, nutrition, creativity and other activities that help reboot his self-regard and self-respect. He also needs to take a look at why he might have wanted and needed to commit to someone who never loved him back much in the first place. People who grew up unsure of whether their caregivers really loved them or valued them are more likely to choose partners who repeat this pattern with them. But instead of focusing too long on family history, he will be better served by facing his worst-case scenario head on. If his biggest fear is losing his partner altogether, imagining this actually happening and practicing calming the panicky feelings that come up will help him regain his center of gravity no matter what the future holds.
The less-in-love partner's work begins with a brief inventory of what really compelled her to marry this particular guy in the first place, then examine where she may have had personal growth and appreciate it. She also needs to talk honestly about her own fears, desires, motivations and worse case scenarios. It can be helpful to fully and realistically imagine life after divorce or dissolution to get a better understanding of any romantic illusions she has about lasting love and what healthy romantic chemistry is really about. Giving her exercises to artificially push her towards increased closeness such as massages, staring into each others eyes or just saying yes to sex are usually counter-productive.  A good book for a lot more guidance on this approach is The Passion Trap by Dean Delis and Cassandra Phillips
http://www.amazon.com/Passion-Trap-Where-Relationship-Going/dp/1587361086/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1259112485&sr=1-1
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