
 

What standards should we keep for couple relationships as modern culture overhauls past values? 
by Ardell Broadbent from RegenerativeBusinessConsulting.ORG 

 
Waiting, Choosing, and Settling 
There seems to be a paradox in two truths about looking for a long-term mate.1 First, we don’t want to settle and 
thereby have regrets, so we do well to wait for someone with the criteria on our list—everyone has a list of at 
least one criterion. Second, there never will be anyone absolutely perfect—and if there seemed to be, then they 
wouldn’t be a good fit for our imperfect selves—so we could reinterpret any commitment as settling. This 
means we will either settle or die waiting. The only way out of that paradox is when we find someone we’re so 
crazy about that we revise the list to fit them. Yet when so enamored, we shouldn’t be trusted in that altered 
state of consciousness to make a wise choice, so it is important to give it time. Take the boring advice of 
seasoned therapist Goldsmith; it will serve you well. See https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/emotional-
fitness/201304/how-long-does-it-take-get-know-someone 
 
Pairing Up 
 From a reductionist perspective. One friend describes love as nothing more than dopamine hits. After 
getting over the disappointment of the first early crushes, maybe it seems safer or more logical to expect 
nothing more. Coffee for the morning fix, a friend with benefits for the evening fix. Nothing poetry-worthy 
here, just our hormones playing a trick on us to perpetuate the species. 
 From a transactional perspective. Just as cynical as the former view perhaps, is getting married mostly 
for the convenience or practical benefits. The difficulty is that it would be unconventional and off-putting to 
spell out in detail the exact job description, although it’s becoming more acceptable to establish in advance the 
exact terms of non-compensation for parting ways. The industrial-age norms for division of labor between the 
sexes still works for some, but it’s unworkable for the majority in the younger generations. In The Next 
America, in a chapter “Whither Marriage,” the Pew Research Center (PRC) statistics detail the many cultural 
and economic reasons why social historian Stephanie Coons would state, “love may be the undoing of 
marriage” (16:07), not least of them being the fact that we have expectations beyond the transactional.  
 From a romantic perspective. Look in the thesaurus for romantic and you’ll see synonyms such as 
quixotic and impractical, yet the number of movies and songs about “true love” indicates that many still have a 
deep sense of longing for something more than practicalities and convenient pleasures. It doesn’t seem fair to 
say an idealized love is an idea that—as some suggest—developed only with the troubadours. Though it could 
be argued that many historical couples may have stories that were embellished over time to fit the “new” 
conception of romantic love, as an unaltered example, reportedly Jacob worked 14 years to marry Rachel. This 
comes from a non-sensational account focused on genealogy not personality or entertainment, so it clarifies that 
romantic love was a thing quite early on. Problem is, now that there’s little stigma around divorce, when the 
infatuation wears off, we’re done if romance was mostly what a marriage was based on. Psychologist Dorothy 
Tennov found that the duration of infatuation typically lasts between approximately 18 months and 3 years. See 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/ca/blog/resolution-not-conflict/201207/the-deceptive-power-loves-first-moments 
 
 From a combined perspective. Probably most Western-indoctrinated adults take into account all three 
of the above perspectives. We in the majority (according to PRC), who think being married has advantages, 
might have enough perspective to know that we need a foundation of friendship and emotional maturity to make 
it past the petering out of infatuation, especially if we plan to have children. We know there are some who 
manage to maintain physical attraction through the years, even if not at the initial highs, and we hope we’ll be 
among those. We expect a two-earner household will be necessary or advantageous, at least for some periods, 
so we expect to negotiate the transactional elements fairly, with some home-based chores and earning from each 
of us. It seems a better deal to grow old with someone we can count on, whose company we can tolerate, if not 
enjoy. We might decide to take the plunge, but so much can and will go wrong. 

                                                
1 Always use the term mate when discussing this topic with biologists. They’ll respect you. Do not prefix that 
term with soul. 



 

 From a distorted perspective. It seems these days—or at least we are recognizing it more than we used 
to—more people than not have a background of dysfunction or trauma. This messes us up. We end up attracted 
to people who can’t possibly be good for us. It might be a good idea to get your shadow side sorted out before 
trying to find your other half. Can’t find your shadow? It will reliably show up in relationships. You’ll find 
someone who will bring it out in you. 
 
Engagement 
We hate limits. We want unfettered choice. We are a bit spoiled that way. It’s not realistic. It’s not even best for 
us. Psychological research (https://www.ted.com/talks/barry_schwartz_the_paradox_of_choice?language=en) 
shows that our abundance of choices makes us more dissatisfied, though we seem to be sure it will make us feel 
more free and content. Goldsmith’s recommendation of taking a year to focus on getting to know one person is 
a solid idea that has stood the test of time. Limitations allow us to develop strengths. A period of waiting is 
necessary to test your resolve. It allows you to develop a sense of commitment, or not, which either way is 
important to know. I’m sure to some it seems to be an unreasonable outdated demand that would take away too 
much precious freedom and time, but you could see it as a gift to the other. This engagement allows you both to 
see if, rather than be distracted by shiny new objects, you can both stay with the relationship you are building. 
The power of commitment is made stronger this way, so it can be unaffected by obstacles or time. If you know 
you want a relationship that lasts, then make a commitment to show your consistency. You’ll find what works 
for you, but I like the balanced perspective of a gorgeous lawyer friend of mine. She says of her year-long 
engagement, “We cuddle and kiss, really enjoy each other, but he’s not getting all of me until we’re married. 
It’s about self-respect.” She’s playful and sensuous as a tango dancer; I expect she’s worth the wait.   
 
If you can’t entice the other with a generous and steady interest, either it’s not a good fit or they’re not stable.  
Either way, important to know. 
A podcast about finding a good fit: https://omny.fm/shows/oprah-s-supersoul-conversations/olc-401-podcast 
A fun song about a not-stable woman: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dp2u0qoKDK8 
 
I know this sounds like taking the fun out of it, but this was once considered the respectful and moral way to go 
about courting. It still is; we just don’t care so much now about respectful and moral. After you try the new 
liberated ways, you realize they’re not better. A no-limits life mostly ends up like Dan Fogelberg’s song about 
meeting an old lover in a grocery store, “We tried to reach beyond the emptiness, but neither one knew how.” 
Sit with that for a minute. It’s one of the most painful truths of our time. Pew Research Center statistics show 
that hookup culture isn’t hookup culture satisfying for most.  
A couple of talks about hookup culture:  
https://www.salon.com/2017/05/03/sex-study-one-night-stand/ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EhzOohyAZjs 
 
We needed to deconstruct the norms of the past set by a religious patriarchy, to allow for inclusivity and 
individual differences, but we should notice and keep what still is important and helpful from those past mores. 
Value your body and your autonomous decision-making. Don’t give in to pressure to go along with others’ 
expectations or group norms. In evaluating the engagement, look at the situation closely to understand what you 
are offering another and their intentions in accepting. Keep in mind it’s not about whether one or the other of 
you is a better catch or a worthy person. It’s about whether it’s a good fit. The other might seem an absolute 
dream and have many admirable qualities, but if it becomes clear it’s not a good fit or that something needs to 
change before it would be a good fit, be honest about it. Don’t prolong it. Trust that you’ll both find another 
attractive person who is a better fit in temperament and/or goals. Remember Brene Brown’s advice: “clear is 
kind.” Settling is fear-based. Moving on or moving forward both should be based on courage and clarity. And 
you can stay friends. And you can re-evaluate at some point. Just don’t stay stuck because you’re afraid of 
hurting someone or not finding another person. If a change is needed before it could be a good fit, don’t get 
together with someone because of their potential. If this advice isn’t obvious, ask a few people in their mid-40s 
for their version of learning this the hard way. The best chance you have of them reaching that potential is to tell 
them kindly and firmly that although they have x, y, and z excellent qualities, you are also looking for v and w. 



 

If they want to work on those, it’s up to them. Don’t make it an assignment, obviously, but they can look you up 
in 6 months, a year, and if you both have been working on whatever would make you better partners, you might 
decide to spend time seeing how you get along.  
 
Marriage 
It can be heaven or hell, or alternating between. If you are striving for union because you feel there is an 
essential part of life missing without a partner, consider that what you think you need externally is actually 
found within. No one can complete you. Those expecting another to bring them a happiness that they haven’t 
found while single usually end up feeling trapped or cause the other to feel trapped by unrealistic expectations. 
A lasting union requires more than strong attraction. You both need to sincerely value the fulfillment and 
autonomy of the other, and not try to control them. This doesn’t mean you should accept less than immense 
satisfaction. Keep negotiating. Get counseling.   
 
Considering Divorce 
 Disaster? Alain de Boton makes a brilliant and compassionate case for accepting the fact that most of us 
just don’t get it right the first time, if ever. We will make mistakes, and we will learn from them.  
See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DCS6t6NUAGQ 
 Betrayals? Esther Perel speaks brilliantly of the opportunity for transforming heartbreak into growth. 
When an impasse emerges, know that opportunity for greater fulfillment is still possible. You might find a way 
to take your game to a different level with a win-win solution. You might take a break thru a separation. You 
might find unconventional ways to maintain your commitment.  
A talk about transforming thru relationships: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P2AUat93a8Q 
A lovely story about personal growth during a separation: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LAlD3YxZCGw 
 Sharing children? Using mediation rather than lawyers can help you maintain a positive co-parenting 
commitment as well as not bankrupt each other. There’s no one-size-fits-all solution from a practical standpoint, 
but any solution that comes from a less contentious stance is likely to be better for the children.  
Information about the mediation process as a non-contentious and less costly divorce option: 
https://www.coloradodivorcemediation.com/mediation/ 
 
Trying Again 
Maybe the first relationship or marriage was just too hard or unworkable. Complaining and blaming won't make 
the situation better. Don’t allow your so-called failure to keep you from pursuing new opportunities and new 
approaches. Sometimes you need to discover what you don’t want or can’t have in order to discover a beautiful 
path you wouldn’t have imagined. When difficulties are interpreted as opportunities for growth, you can face 
them with greater equanimity. You might feel like giving up on relationships altogether. Maybe it’s a good idea 
to take a break, and maybe the best is still to come. Next time around, you might not have it any easier, but you 
might have a mature perspective to make it more enjoyable.  
 
 
 
 
 


