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lga Zemskova was 
crushed when her 
husband died 
suddenly due to a 
hospital error. Their 

long marriage “felt like one 
beautiful day,” she says. “We just 
laughed and laughed for 18 years. 
And then it was nighttime—and  
he was gone.” 

Fleeing reminders of her lost love, 
she left her home in Odessa, a 
seaside city in Ukraine, and came to 
the United States. Again fearing 
reminders, she chose her current 
husband, in part, because his 
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personality is so different, she said. 
They too have been happy together 
for 18 years.  

Her story illustrates an important 
message about love: You can be 
happy with different people, not just 
one “soul mate,” and your ideal 
mates may not even fall into one 
personality type. 

The idea that we each have a 
single fated match dates back to the 
ancient Greek philosopher Plato as 
well as the Jewish Talmud. Modern 
psychologists like Arthur Aron, who 
has studied romantic love for 
decades, say the notion leads us 
astray.  “Don’t stress out about 
meeting The One,” he says. 

“Chemistry,” unlike a soul mate, 
isn’t a myth. But it’s not all that 
important. Even similar tastes 
weren’t the key to Zemskova’s 

success. So what is?  Not wanting to 
specify the differences between two 
husbands, Zemskova simply says, 
beaming, “They’re both sweet.”

 Chemistry Is Real
Online dating profiles, of course, refer 
much more often to “chemistry” than 
sweetness. Our bodies do have strong 
preferences: A person’s scent reveals 
telltale clues about a group of genes 
called the major histocompatibility 
complex (MHC), which influences 
tissue rejection. If a woman conceives 
with a partner whose MHC is too 
much like hers, her womb is more 
likely to reject the fetus. A potential 
lover’s scent with dissimilar MHC 
may trigger immediate lust. In one of 
many studies of this theory, women 
preferred the T-shirts of men whose 
MHC was dissimilar to their own; 

they said the smells reminded them 
of their current or former mates. 
(But if they were taking the Pill, they 
liked MHC-similar men). Saliva 
carries similar clues, suggesting that 
the first kiss is indeed a big test.  

You’ll sometimes hear the 
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FINDING LOVE ONLINE  
Two-thirds of Americans believe in soul mates, according to a 2017 survey of 800 adults.  

A good first step in making your love match through a dating app, however, is to 
abandon that fantasy, which can make people ditch promising relationships over trifles. 

Some dating sites promise that their 
algorithms can identify good 
matches based on complementary 
personality types, but those claims 
don't stand up. In fact, widely 
disparate personalities can succeed 
at marriage, the research shows, 
while those with similar 
temperaments can crash and burn. 
It's communication during a 
relationship that counts most. Since 
the advantage of online dating  is 
access to sheer numbers of people, 
here's how to play the numbers 
game using the tools at hand.  

 SOME RESEARCH-BASED TIPS
Keep your cards close. Avoid 
self-sabotage by posting morose 
photos and confessing serious 
problems on first dates. Depression, 
addiction and bad finances are 
poison to lasting love. 
Women, make the first move. 
OKCupid reports that 30 percent of 
first messages sent out by a straight 
woman to a man turn into a 
conversation, compared to only 
12 percent of first messages sent by 
straight men. Also, men reach out 
to women who are 17 percentile 
points more attractive than they 
are. Put those two facts together, 
and reaching out to a man whom 
you consider attractive is your best 
way to make a connection with him. 
Use profiles with pets. For women, 
the profile photos most likely to 
lead to conversations are those in 
which you’re doing something; next 
most successful are photos that 
include an animal. Men get more 
messages from women when they 
look off in the distance in their 
photo or pose with a pet. 
Fill out the bio. As Tinder executive 
Rosette Pambakian told Popular 

Science, men with blank bios are 
98 percent less likely to get a match. 
Take those personality profiles with 
a grain of salt.  Neither sex should 
invest much time examining 
personality profiles and online 
answers to questions. In fact, 
swiping on Tinder or another visual 
app may be much better, says Eli 
Finkel, a social psychologist at 
Northwestern University. Most 
people can’t judge from profiles 
who they'll like in person.

 SOME MOTHERLY ADVICE
Filling out the form is an exercise  
in authenticity. Specify the 
pragmatic, real-world 
characteristics you actually 
want—and then stick to them. If 

you dream of a family with a 
Jewish woman, skip the hot 
42-year-old Catholic actress. 
Let it go. No one likes rejection, 
but demanding explanations, 
obsessing or tracking your date’s 
online activities is bad for you. It’s 
an easy trap to fall into: In a 
report in The New York Times’ 
“Modern Love,” column, editor 
Daniel Jones observed that 
“nearly everyone cyberstalks.” Be 
better than that by focusing on 
the future to stay the course and 
find healthy love. 
Decide if you’re a good bet. Do you 
have a bad track record? Is your 
life overwhelming? Get some 
therapy, if needed, and make it 
your business to change. 
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argument that powerful chemistry 
keeps people together during the 
hard times. One couple, who met 
after each had divorced, considered 
it so central that they inscribed “I 
love your sniff” in their wedding 
rings. “Even during our worst times, 
if we breathe each other in, we 
reconnect,” the woman explained. 
“Since we both work at home, I 
sometimes have to be careful to keep 
a little physical distance, because if 
we smell each other, we might end up 
in bed.” Seven years into the 
relationship, they were still making 
love 10 times a week.

But even when chemistry leads to 
early intense romantic feelings, it’s 
not a guarantee of success, nor is it 
necessary.  “Those who are 
intensely in love in the beginning 
are slightly more likely to have a 
good relationship—but only 
slightly,” says Aron. “Talk to anyone 
in India, and they will tell you that 
people can fall in love later on. It’s a 
romantic ideal there.” 

A better test might be how you feel 
emotionally after sex. Most people 
are conscious of feeling afterglow for 
about a half hour.  Emotions about 
your partner may actually linger for 
up to 48 hours, according to a 2017 
study that concluded that couples 
who experienced stronger afterglows 
were happier in their relationships 
six months later. And emotional 
closeness—yes, sweetness—can feed 
passionate sex, even over years, 
other research suggests.   

 Birds of a Feather
Daters less focused on sex may seek 
someone who is easy to get along 

with, at least at first, because they’re 
similar. “The more similar two people 
are, the more likely they are to form  
a stable, lasting relationship and  
be happy,” says social psychologist 
Viren Swami, the author of 
Attraction Explained: The Science of 
How We Form Relationships. 

In practice, we choose partners 
with roughly the same levels of 
education, IQ, family wealth and 
looks. We even favor mates with 
similar genes for height and weight, 
according to a 2017 study of nearly 
25,000 couples. The pattern shows 
up among other animals as well: An 
eastern bluebird with especially 
bright feathers will find another 
bird that is brighter than the pack, 
for instance, and big Japanese 
common toads spurn smaller ones.

 Love Is Blind
Don’t worry, however, if you think 
your partner’s looks put him 
slightly out of your league. Love  
is indeed a little blind: It’s common 
to mistakenly think your partner  
is better-looking than you are, 
Swami and others have found.  
Your partner, ideally, thinks he got 
lucky. That belief isn’t a sign of  
low self-esteem on either side: 
According to Swami, confident, 
extroverted people are even  
more likely to think they have 
landed a catch.  

Like chemistry, similarity in 
taste or personality isn’t essential. 
Let’s say you gravitated together 
because you’re both Southerners 
living up North with MBAs, but one 
of you is careful and solitary and 
the other impulsive and sociable. It 

Similarities  
in education, looks and 

wealth boost success.
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Making eye contact 
w ith your par tner 
increases int imacy.

doesn’t matter. In fact, a meta-
analysis of more than 300 studies 
found that similar personality 
measures had zero effect on couple 
satisfaction. Chris Portman, a 
psychologist in Bellingham, 
Washington, who works with 
couples, says, “We used to give 
people a compatibility scale and 
say ‘You’ll never make it because 
you two are too different in 
important areas like religion, 
politics and sex.’ Then the real 
research came out.” 

Scientific efforts to pin down 
ideal pairings that boost harmony 
also haven’t panned out. Now 
Portman advises couples that all 
duos have conflict—troubles and 
disagreements that can’t be 
completely resolved. Happy couples, 
he says, keep humor and affection 
flowing, making small gestures or 
jokes even in the midst of battle.  

Over time, communication 
counts more than your early 
connection. “The happy couple’s 
happiness can deteriorate quickly, 
while people who may start off less 
happy will get happier if the couple 
practice good skills,” Aron says. 

 Red Flags
Clinical psychologists John and 
Julie Gottman have identified four 
kinds of behavior that predict 
divorce: criticism, contempt, 
defensiveness and stonewalling.  
Given the finds, you should screen 
potential dates with these common 
dating site scenarios in mind.

When you’re angry at your 
partner, you might take a break 
and stop talking or seeing each 
other for...
A A day or two.
B Up to two weeks or a month.
C No more than an hour.
D Permanently. Some things you 
just can’t talk out.
Answer The best answers here are 
A and C. 

In a fight, it’s okay to...
A Make a joke here and there—but 
not at the other person’s expense.

B  Curse and insult the other person.
C Slam doors and throw things.
D Analyze the other’s psychology, 
rolling your eyes.
E Repeat criticism voiced by your 
friends and mother. 
Answer The only good response 
here would be A. 

On the other hand, if both of you 
can laugh about your differences, 
that may be the best sign of all. 

 Find a Booster
Supporting each other’s dreams is 
another good sign, the Gottmans 

found. Yvonne and Roger Puckett 
are a wonderful example: After he 
saw her dance in a show aptly 
named The Boyfriend, he came 
backstage and “followed me 
around,” she says. “One day, it hit 
me—we were going to be friends.” 
They built a friendship over three 
years before getting married, 
exactly 50 years ago. Their large 
dance community came to 
celebrate their golden anniversary.  

Much as we’d like to make the 
search for love into a science, the 
scientific answers to date sound a 

lot like common sense. When 
members of a couple share similar  
criteria like education and family 
wealth, they generally have a 
better chance for a successful 
union than when these factors 
differ too much. When these kinds 
of elements match, good mental 
health and  financial stability 
make you a catch. Choose someone 
who is healthy and whole. Find a 
partner who will support your 
biggest dreams and celebrate your 
successes. And fight kindly. 
It’s well worth it. 

Use those dating 
apps to screen 

potential partners 
for neuroses and 

practical life skills. 


