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INTRODUCTION

THE WHITE WHALE

Pahrump, Nevada, is a tiny town tucked unobtrusively into the desert about an hour outside of Las Vegas. It has fewer residents than Indiana University Bloomington, where my lab is based, has students. But it receives plenty of visitors on a daily basis, thanks to its two legal brothels.

I was traveling to Pahrump in the name of science. Over lunch at a conference a few months earlier, my colleagues Michelle Escasa-Dorne and Peter Gray and I had hatched a plan to collect some preliminary observational data on the operations of a legal brothel, both the daily lives of its employees and the habits and preferences of clients.1 We chose the brothel with the better Yelp reviews for our initial field research, and before I knew it, I was heading west to join my fellow scientists in the middle of the desert.

Our car pulled up to the brothel as the sun was setting, the neon lights rising from the oasis of the desert floor. The building, which looked like a converted one-story motel, had two entrances: one to a restaurant and bar, the other to GIRLS! GIRLS! GIRLS! We chose door number two, showed our IDs to a cheerful middle-aged woman in business-casual attire who introduced herself as the house manager, and filed into a long, tall-ceilinged vestibule. Tile floors, all the furniture recently polished. Air smelling of lilac and Lysol. It was dark but inviting in a luxurious way.

The manager rang a bell, summoning our guide, who entered behind us, drawing our gaze to a large poster propped on an easel, which turned out to be a menu of sexual acts. Raquel was a former flight attendant turned sex worker with bright yellow hair and a Minnie Mouse voice. Married with two children, she began working at the brothel after losing her job during the economic crash of 2008. She was a gracious guide, affable in her understanding that we were on a scientific scouting mission of sorts.

My colleagues and I arrayed ourselves around the easel, and Raquel took us through the options. “Our clients come from a huge range of backgrounds,” she explained. “We get bachelor and bachelorette parties from Vegas, as well as guys and gals who have hit it big at the craps table and come on over to celebrate.”

The list of sex acts on the menu seemed fairly straightforward. I scanned the less expensive options, which included everything from sexual intercourse and shower parties to breast massage and drag dress-up, before my attention was drawn to the “special” section of the menu—role-playing, lingerie, couples’ threesomes, and more. That was when I spotted the most expensive item on the menu.

“What’s the White Whale?” I asked.

Starting at a base price of $20,000 (each worker set her own rates), it was clearly not for the faint of heart.

“Oh, that’s the full Girlfriend Experience. A great choice for someone who wants something… personal,” she said, adding that it was “a house favorite among high rollers.”

“Sex isn’t necessarily a part of it,” she told us. “But you’ll get a hell of a cuddle.”

We were struck silent by this revelation. Here was the most expensive sex act money could buy in a legal brothel, and it didn’t necessarily involve sex.

What people were buying was intimacy.

THE PARADOX

Intimacy is a broad term and a nebulous scientific concept. We use the word to describe a wide range of connections: the bond shared by a romantic couple, the unconditional love between parent and child, even the trust and support of close friends. But what do we really mean when we talk about intimacy?

In the abstract, intimacy is the pleasurable and comforting feeling associated with any close connection that grows between humans in a huge variety of contexts.2 In practice, it’s making eye contact across the table at a dinner party and knowing exactly what the other person is thinking; it’s feeling safe enough to lower your emotional armor and expose your deepest insecurities; it’s someone else sensing what you need, even before you know it yourself. In other words, it’s the experience of closeness, of feeling and being seen, heard, and known.

Intimacy is the foundation of every successful romantic relationship—whether it be between two people of different genders or the same gender; whether it’s among the young experiencing first love or seniors hoping to recast their closest connections; whether the relationship is monogamous, nonmonogamous, or polyamorous. There can also be intimacy in other types of relationships: with friends, with family, even with co-workers. Intimacy is at the very core of the human condition, explaining so many of our best and worst behaviors.

Yet so few of us understand this essential drive—how it has impacted the evolution of our species, how it lives just under the surface of our desires, or how to harness it. We might not even recognize the need for intimacy as a biological drive, perhaps because it lives in the shadow of that other primal urge: our sex drive.

We tend to think of our sex drive as the most powerful evolutionary motivator of modern relationships.i For decades, evolutionary biologists have focused on our sex drive as an evolutionary adaptation designed to motivate mating and reproductive behaviors necessary for the species’s survival.3 But in focusing on sex and reproduction as the primary motive for romantic relationships, we have neglected a complementary core truth: that our motivation for intimacy and love is distinct from our sex drive. And it is also much stronger than we have been led to believe.

As my collaborator and friend the late renowned anthropologist Helen Fisher would say, “Everywhere in the world people pine for love, live for love, kill for love, and die for love.”4

As an evolutionary biologist, sexologist, and university professor, I have devoted most of my professional life to researching romantic and sexual relationships and the many variations of human sexual behavior and intimacy. The range of wants and needs I am fortunate enough to study is bountiful, beautiful, and sometimes mind-boggling. This diversity in our intimate lives reveals something profound about the complexity of the human experience.

At the intersection of love and sex lies a fundamentally intractable evolutionary paradox: Humans are wired to be socially monogamous—that is, we have a remarkable capacity and desire to form intense pair bonds with other humans, usually one at a time, and sometimes lifelong—but we are not necessarily wired to be sexually monogamous.

What this means is that our sexual impulses are often in direct opposition to our existential need for love and intimacy.

My research, in the broadest sense, seeks to provide scientific context to what poets have pondered for centuries: Our desire for sex and our need for connection are powerful forces that underwrite so many of the peaks and valleys of our romantic and sexual relationships. These forces are baked into our deep evolutionary story as a highly social mammal and are intertwined with our biology, psychology, and cultural systems.

When these two evolved drives—for sex and for intimacy—are in sync, we feel the kind of love and passion that poets dream of: all-consuming in its power and pleasure. The highs can be magically high.

But the lows can also be painfully low. When our desires for intimacy and sex are at odds, we often find ourselves unhappy; we may pick a partner who satisfies us sexually but not emotionally, or vice versa, leaving us disappointed, heartbroken, unfulfilled. Many of the mistakes or bad choices that we make in relationships, both big and small—dating people who are wrong for us, drifting apart from a long-term partner, shattering the trust we share with another person—arise from this fundamental tension between our evolved desire for sex and our evolved need for intimacy.

So, we’re left with a whale of a question: Can we reconcile our competing desires to enjoy a deeper and more satisfying form of romantic love? I think we can. But it requires a new understanding of the evolutionary processes that continue to shape our romantic and sexual lives.

In the chapters ahead, we’ll explore how to harness this new understanding of intimacy to sustain the peaks and smooth out some of the inevitable valleys in our romantic adventures.

SCIENTISTS OF THE HEART

I was five years old when I dispensed my first piece of advice about love. I had just gotten a close-up look at relationship behavior in a young adult male, and I did not like what I saw.

“Your boyfriend,” I announced to my then eighteen-year-old cousin, Jen, “is a jerk.”

It was an August afternoon on the South Shore of Long Island, New York. The humid air, slightly fogged with sea and salt, had made everything a little bit damp. I was crouched down on the driveway of Jen’s house, two tiny fists stacked on the handle of my magnifying glass and my face millimeters away from a line of ants streaming along a crack in the concrete. Close observation of the species required care and patience. You did not train the magnifier on individual ants. Hot summer sun, I had discovered, could turn the instrument into a death ray.

I was a little bit in love with ants. My mother had bought me an insect explorer kit, and I couldn’t get enough of it. From an encyclopedia on a low shelf at home, I had amassed an abundance of amazing ant facts. (A personal favorite: Ants live on every continent except Antarctica.)

Observing these fascinating creatures “in the wild” was thrilling. I’d been running a highly unscientific experiment on how driveway ants navigate melted popsicles when Jen and Chad drove up in his Jeep. Jen and I were both only children with no other cousins, and the familial connection we intuitively shared was something I wouldn’t understand until I was old enough to study kinship bonds—which, in humans, are not unlike the kinship behaviors in the ants I was watching.

Jen introduced me to Chad, a young surfer dude who exuded a cool, casual vibe. I took note of how he rolled his eyes as she knelt down to ask me about my ant friends. Jen listened patiently as I explained that an ant can lift more than twenty times its own body weight (that’s like a child lifting a car!) before she led Chad inside to say hello to her mother and stepfather. I followed, magnifying glass in hand.

At five years old I didn’t yet have the words or tools to articulate why I was suspicious of Chad. Many years later, I would understand why the qualities that make for an exciting summer romance aren’t necessarily the same that make for a devoted long-term partner, but at the time, it was simply clear from the moment I met Chad that he was a bad ant—and I wished for a surfer-sized magnifying glass so I could light him up.

In the end, my intuition wasn’t wrong. As it turned out, Chad was a jerk, less interested in the things and people his partner cared about than in his own surf gear, and less concerned with interpersonal commitment than with his commitment to partying on the beach. But I didn’t know any of that then. All I knew was what I could observe in that moment: He wasn’t kind to me, the way Jen was. The fact that she cared about me didn’t seem to matter to him.

My understanding of exactly why a jerk like Chad wasn’t a suitable partner for Jen—and why she had been attracted to him anyway, at least for a brief period of time—would come many years later, as I began exploring the intersections between evolutionary biology and human social and intimate behavior. When I moved from New York to Bloomington, Indiana, in 2011 to begin what was supposed to be a two-year postdoctoral research fellowship, I never imagined that I would spend the next decade-plus intensely researching people’s sexual and romantic lives through an evolutionary lens, eventually publishing dozens of papers and becoming the eighth (and youngest) executive director of the Kinsey Institute since it was established in 1947.

At the time, I didn’t think of myself as a sex researcher in the traditional sense. Rather than being a sexologist who used evolutionary theory in their work, I saw myself as an evolutionary biologist who had wandered into studying sexuality as an extension of my interests in social behavior and mating. When this incredible fellowship opportunity presented itself, I thought, what better place to shore up that side of my training than at the mecca of sex research?

Widely considered the grandfather of Western sexual science, Alfred C. Kinsey was a biologist and professor of zoology who had devoted much of his early career to creating a detailed taxonomy of gall wasps.5 It wasn’t until 1938, two decades into his tenure at Indiana University Bloomington, when he was asked by the university to co-teach a new class on marriage and sexual hygiene (for married students only, of course), that he trained his proverbial magnifying glass on the science of sex.6 Kinsey was tasked with teaching the physiology component of the course, the thinking presumably being that because he was a zoologist with an interest in insects (a decidedly unsexy group of species), his approach to teaching sex and reproduction would be relatively uncontroversial.

They thought wrong.

What ended up happening instead in many ways represents the very best of what university life is supposed to be about. You teach a course, and the students’ questions enrich the way you think about the topics; in this instance, there were so many questions about human sexuality that Kinsey couldn’t answer because no one had the answers. Realizing there was virtually no scientific work on this subject, Kinsey and his colleagues began systematically compiling sexual case histories on a massive scale. With over 18,000 interviews of Americans from every walk of life conducted, it remains, to this day, one of the richest sexological studies ever conducted—and would ultimately become the basis of two groundbreaking and at times controversial books, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (1948) and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female (1953).7

These two seminal works, also known as the Kinsey Reports, gained international attention for shattering widespread myths and proving unorthodox theories such as the previously unthinkable idea that women, too, are sexual beings—a revelation that played no small part in liberating female sexuality.8 The study also revealed that many of the sexual behaviors that were illegal or considered “deviant” were actually quite common in every sector of American society. This research soon led to the development of the Kinsey Scale, which describes sexual orientation as a continuum, replacing the then culturally recognized binary of heterosexual versus homosexual.9 In short, Kinsey’s work had a profound impact on American culture that reverberates to this day.10

I am the first evolutionary biologist at the helm of the Institute since Alfred Kinsey himself. It’s a prodigious legacy, and a role that I approach with humility. Along with a team of multidisciplinary researchers and students, I spend my days investigating the science behind the vagaries and varieties of the human heart and communicating our findings to other academics and the world. What I’ve learned is that the assumptions many of us have about relationships don’t hold up under the magnifying glass of the biological and behavioral sciences.

For example, the idea that passion inevitably dies when we start to nest is a myth. Though the trope of the sexless middle-aged couple might be a reliable source of laughs for network sitcoms and anniversary toasts, the science shows that companionate love can be just as fiery as first-blush crushes.11

Other assumptions that don’t hold up to scrutiny include the idea that breakups are harder on women than on men, and that women are always the first in a relationship to say “I love you.” Despite what all the classic rom-coms would have you believe, men actually take longer to grieve relationships, on average, than women do, and they also—on average—say “I love you” first.

Then there’s the myth that the young are more likely to value looks than older people. In fact, both teenagers and seniors prioritize the same quality in someone with whom they want to start a relationship, and it’s not physical attractiveness—it’s how trustworthy the person is. We may primarily chase beauty for flings, at any age, but when it comes to relationships, looks take a backseat to what we all want in a long-term partner: someone we can trust and confide in.

Understanding our evolved biology sheds light on the innate motivational systems that explain whom and how we love. Without this understanding, it’s impossible to make sense of what we want and need, sexually and emotionally, from our partners—or what our partners, in turn, need and want from us.

Historically, love hasn’t been taken all that seriously as a field of scientific inquiry. Psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, for instance, had lots to say about sex but was a bit stumped by love.12 Even Kinsey thought love too squishy to measure, too difficult to operationalize, and therefore didn’t include it in his studies of human sexuality.13

My inspiring team and I continue to explore the biological and cultural landscape of human sexuality and relationships. The mission of the Institute has grown from its early groundbreaking work uncovering the diversity of human sexual behavior to include scientific examinations of the interconnected role of sexuality and relationships. Today, we study such multifaceted ideas as the social context of sexual and romantic experiences and the intersections of sex and sexuality with human love. That does not mean that we only recognize sex that occurs in the context of committed relationships—we are equally interested in the sexual experiences (and lack thereof) that occur with casual partners, with multiple partners, in the absence of a partner, and/or with someone to whom we are pair-bonded and deeply in love. In fact, it’s precisely this rich variation that we explore in many of our research studies.

Though the comparative research literature on relationships among LGBTQ+ populations has, until now, been woefully lacking, the work we are doing at the Kinsey Institute is dedicated to widening the lens of scientific research to examine the full spectrum of gender and sexuality and diverse pursuits of human intimacy.14 If the Institute’s work in the early days was a kind of Newtonian physics, establishing basic laws and assumptions, we’re now in the quantum age, pushing new boundaries and exploring new frontiers in human sexuality—including all the ways in which relationships can look, feel, and be experienced differently across sexual orientations and gender identities. I like to think that Kinsey would be proud.

In addition to my work at the Institute, I am scientific advisor to Match, known for the popular online dating site/app Match.com: a role that allowed me to team up with one of my mentors and collaborators, anthropologist Helen Fisher, to take on an enormous task of trying to understand the attitudes and behaviors of the rising demographic of single adults in an ever-changing dating landscape.15

Since launching our first survey in 2010, the goal of this ongoing Singles in America study has been to provide new insight into the complexities of modern mating. What we have discovered is that, in some ways, a brothel in the Nevada desert isn’t all that different from everyday bedrooms around the world. While the contexts may be different, these interactions are beholden to the same human impulses. In other words, our research is tapping into something that is surprisingly high up on the hierarchy of human needs: sex that invokes intimate connection with another person, even if that sense of connection is only fleeting or an illusion.

Our research is being used to illuminate the most human of interactions: love, sex, and intimacy. Applying bench-to-bedside research with rigorous scientific heft to the study of love and sex, we hope to better understand the spectrum of human intimate experiences: why we want whom we want; why we stay or stray; the real reason sex is important to relationship maintenance; why our species has evolved to live and die for love.

Whether you are still searching for that special someone, considering taking a relationship to the next level, or looking for ways to keep the romance of a stable, long-term relationship alive, my goal is to equip you with a deeper understanding of how the human animal navigates the intimate relationships that define our lives.

WHAT’S GOOD FOR YOU, ME, AND US

My kindergarten birthday party was held at a spectacular hundred-year-old carousel in Forest Park, Queens. Jen—who had laughed so wholeheartedly when I told her Chad was a jerk—remained my favorite (and only) cousin, so of course she came to my party. I remember basking in the light of her attention as she hoisted me up onto a white, snarling mustang frozen in mid-stride, a horse I both coveted and feared. She had brought her new boyfriend, Dave, and asked if I wanted to meet him.

Of course I did.

After the ride, she led me, flush with adventure, past the face-painting clown to meet him. Dave and I spoke of horses, then of sharks—by then, I had moved on from ants to more complex animals. I was enamored. So was Jen. I approved of her new boyfriend. It seems the rest of the family did as well; Jen and Dave eventually married and began a life together. I was the youngest member of their wedding party.

When I got a little older, I started to wonder about the odds of obtaining that kind of connection in my own romantic relationships, that cocktail of friendship and passionate desire they openly shared, that intoxicating mix of something both exciting and safe. I wondered about the universality of what I had observed between the two of them: Do we all want to find and create a life with someone who looks at us the way Dave looked at Jen and Jen looked at Dave?

I believe that we do. But part of the complexity of modern mating is that there isn’t a one-size-fits-all approach to achieving this holy grail. Yes, we can read dozens of books offering advice on how to navigate relationship conflict, and many of them will be extremely helpful, but the challenge is that human beings have significant individual differences in how we approach and understand our relationships. It’s why, after eight decades of research, we don’t have a simple three-page how-to guide when it comes to human intimacy. There’s too much individual difference. That variability is messy, but it’s also what makes relationships so exciting and self-expanding. We may never fully crack the universal code, but as individuals and as couples, we can take pieces of the science to make sense of the world around us and use what works to enrich our relationships.

Like any enduring work of art, we must craft our most beautiful relationships. And we do that by investing in each other, by finding time to be together, and by showing vulnerability and trust. No relationship is perfect, and very few people would say there’s nothing they would change about their partners, but compromise is how we honor the complexities of building a life with another human. One of my favorite pieces of relationship advice once shared by a therapist colleague is to prioritize these three questions: What’s good for me? What’s good for you? What’s good for us?

Romantic relationships are simultaneously messy and beautiful, but when we decide that’s what we want, the next intimate impulse is often to turn the relationship into something bigger than itself, to make a home and create a family within all the complexity and excitement and confusion of the modern world.

Footnote

i Sexual behavior in humans involves both instinctual fixed action patterns and learned behaviors. I use the term sex drive here to reference the internal, motivational state that pushes an organism to engage in specific behaviors in service of survival and reproduction. Some scholars use the psychoanalytic term libido in place of sex drive. In Come as You Are Emily Nagoski thoughtfully critiques sex drive as a term and concept that overly emphasizes sex as a need and that fails to address how sexual desire may operate as an incentive motivational system, often responsive to stimuli rather than spontaneous. While it is important to remember that most adaptations related to our intimate lives respond to ecological and social context, I use the term sex drive because sex behavior is an evolutionary need in the sense that without sex and sexual reproduction our genes and species do not survive to the next generation. However, the presence of a drive does not mean people are entitled to sexual activity with others and in no way justifies nonconsensual behaviors.
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Chapter One

NEED

When people learn that I study intimacy and human sexuality for a living, they tend to tell me things. Personal things. Private things.

Not long ago, on a flight to Vancouver, I struck up a conversation with the woman sitting next to me. Ginny had warm brown eyes and that disarming midwestern charm that makes you feel as though you’d be invited to the family barbecue. As our chatting evolved from casual exchanges about where we were headed and what we were reading to a more personal conversation about our lives and respective careers, she flagged down the flight attendant and ordered two tiny bottles of chardonnay.

As we sipped and talked, I learned that Ginny had struggled with depression since her mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease a few years earlier. At the suggestion of her therapist, she had started taking dance classes in the evenings after work.

“Honestly, it felt so awkward at first, but there was something about just letting go and allowing myself to be vulnerable in front of all those new people that was freeing. It opened me up and pulled me out of the rut I was in. I feel more alive now than I have in a long time.”

When she mentioned that she and her husband, Matthew, were coming up on their tenth wedding anniversary, I congratulated her on the milestone. A look I’ve come to recognize as the prelude to an intimate secret passed across her face. “I love my husband,” she sighed, “but more and more it feels like we’re living separate lives. I can’t even remember the last time we… you know.”

This kind of airplane exchange is not unusual for me. Over the course of nearly two decades researching people’s intimate lives, I’ve met a lot of people and I’ve heard a lot of things. The tension that almost always lies at the heart of their stories is precisely what makes human intimacy so fascinating to study, and so complicated to navigate.

Love in all its forms is a constellation of feelings, experiences, and drives—for emotional connection, for sexual pleasure, for reproduction, for anchoring our sense of self in our social world.1 Humans evolved this tendency to form intense romantic bonds—pair bonds in the language of science—because it allowed us to master uncertainty, to not just survive but thrive in a world that is both rife with danger and filled with boundless opportunity.

We know from some of the best research studies on pair bonds—how they form, how they dissolve, how they are associated with nest building, territory defense, and survival—that this adaptation has played a critical role in the proliferation of a wide variety of species across the natural world.2 What I find endlessly fascinating about the evolution of human pair bonds, however, is that it tells a meta-story about our species that goes far beyond reproduction and sexual selection. The instinctual drive for human connection, coupled with our desire for sexual experience, is what motivates us to seek out romantic partnerships.

I find myself at the heart of sex research during a pivotal moment in our sexual evolution. We live in a time of totally redefined gender roles and relationship norms, filled with clicks and swipes, and courtship not bound by geography or tradition. We have seemingly infinite access to potential mates, seemingly infinite potential for being swept off our feet, seemingly infinite technological capacity for chatting, flirting, and loving globally.

But the research shows that we find ourselves stuck. Rates of depression and loneliness are on the rise, even among people in relationships. People of all ages, but especially young adults, are reporting burnout with today’s dating norms. There are proportionally more single adults than ever before, and our mating patterns are in flux around the globe.3

In the United States alone, close to 40 percent of the adult population is single. That’s well over 120 million adults, moving in and out of romantic and sexual relationships across the course of a life.4 There is almost no other society we know of in the cross-cultural literature where so many adults have been single at a given time. There is evidence that something like this is happening in contemporary Japan and some other industrialized nations, suggesting we may be on the shoreline ahead of a global singlehood wave. But for now, the demographic pattern is still atypical.

Why is this? What’s going on? One dominant theory is that it’s a pattern that’s been taking shape since the aftermath of World War II, when greater industrialization meant that women started having more autonomy and faced less social and economic pressure to pair up. But I would posit that it’s also because the very definition of relationships is changing. Fifty years ago, a relationship implied exclusivity; today, it does not. Just ask any nineteen-year-old, for whom an entirely new vocabulary of terms—“just talking,” “hooking up,” “hanging out”—has replaced the old binary of “single” versus “going steady.”

Norms around cohabitation and marriage have also shifted dramatically.5 Prior to the 1960s, living with a romantic partner outside of marriage was considered scandalous. Now, just over half a century later, nearly seven out of ten adults in the United States believe it’s acceptable for an unmarried couple to live together, according to a Pew Research Center study on cohabitation.6 Today, in fact, the custom of living together after getting married is also one that is changing: According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 3 percent of married couples live separately. The increasing ease of telecommunication, the advent of internet dating, and the increasing prevalence of social media in our romantic lives have led to a rise in long-distance relationships that would have been unimaginable sixty years ago.

And, of course, the increasing (and welcome) normalization of once-taboo homosexual relationships has shifted the landscape of love and sex in tectonic ways. Huge demographic shifts make it an exciting time for us to redefine what we want in our relationships and how we understand them. But exciting times can also be very confusing.

We’re no longer bonding or building nests together the way we have for the entirety of our species’s evolutionary history.7 Of course, being single doesn’t equate to unhappiness any more than being in a relationship guarantees lasting contentment, but this rise in singlehood has collided with another stunning global statistic: At any given moment, nearly one in four people worldwide is experiencing a measurable sense of psychological loneliness.8

Public health providers, behavioral scientists, and governments alike have all spotlighted loneliness as contributing to a myriad of alarmingly adverse effects on our mental and physical health. In fact, numerous studies have established a link between our physical health and feelings of loneliness, and some have even shown that social isolation and poor social connections can have negative consequences roughly as harmful as smoking fifteen cigarettes per day.

This loneliness epidemic is a symptom of something that is much bigger and has the potential to trigger unprecedented and stark biological consequences. Our species is on the precipice of what I have come to think of as an intimacy crisis.

Intimacy is one of the essential ingredients in our recipe for life. In the absence of romantic and sexual connection, we may survive, but we will not thrive. In one recent survey of over 400 people living in the United States, we asked: “How important is a good intimate relationship to your overall life satisfaction?” On a 10-point scale, roughly two-thirds (67 percent) of participants said it was very or extremely important; only one in fifty said it was not important.

The science agrees: Humans need meaningful relationships.9 Connections. Not simply because they bring us joy, but because we’ve evolved in a context in which the fabric of our lives is dependent on them.

In the pages to come, we will explore the biological, cultural, psychological, social, and ecological forces that come into play over the life cycle of our intimate relationships—the needs and wants that drive how we make, break, care for, and remake our intimate lives.

We are at the dawn of an age in which technology is fundamentally changing the way people meet and connect. Meanwhile, across the globe, shifts in cultural perceptions are radically transforming our understanding of the spectrum of human intimacy and how it relates to sexuality, gender, relationships, and reproduction. Even in this bewildering modern era, where moments of true human connection are becoming increasingly elusive, the search for intimacy remains the most human of human impulses. We need to feel known, cared for, and tended to. And it is this biological need for intimacy—so much more than sex drive—that illuminates how we date, mate, and ultimately choose to build a life with someone.

INTIMACY IN CAPTIVITY

If loneliness is an epidemic across all age groups and demographics, it is especially troubling for the elderly, who are too often living and dying alone. This reality was brought sharply into focus for many Americans in early 2020, as the rapid spread of COVID-19 forced senior living facilities and care homes across the United States into lockdowns. To protect our vulnerable loved ones, many people had no choice but to visit with aging parents or grandparents through a glass window or computer screen.

As the world came to grips with this “new normal” in the face of a global pandemic, research scientists at the Kinsey Institute instinctively began to think about the impact “social distancing” was also having on our intimate lives. Physical distancing, as social scientists prefer to call it, imposed unprecedented limitations on our romantic and sexual relationships, especially for those who were unable to visit with or were otherwise separated from their partners. At the same time, many of us also wondered what remote work and school closures would mean for those who were homebound with partners or children. Would this time together create new opportunities for couples and families to bond? Or would we break under the strain of this collective crisis?

Rather than just ponder these questions, my colleagues Justin Lehmiller, Amanda Gesselman, Kristen Mark, and I rapidly launched an online study, surveying a diverse sample of thousands of adults from around the globe. Based on an initial snapshot of 1,500 participants, we found that in the early months of the pandemic, nearly half of those in our sample were generally less sexually active, noting that their sex lives had declined during shelter-in-place orders.10

On the other hand, one in five also reported having expanded their sexual repertoire by incorporating at least one new activity (sexting, sending nude photos, trying a new position, or sharing fantasies) into their relationships. Some were more likely to try new things than others—the more experimental groups included younger adults, people living alone, those who felt lonely, and those with sensation-seeking tendencies. Another study found that among those with high relationship satisfaction, nearly half reported feeling more connected to their partner after the pandemic began.

All of this suggests that even when faced with drastic changes to our intimate lives, we can find creative ways to adapt and meet the challenges of the moment—a testament to the resiliency of human relationships as we weather unpredictable storms.11

We find intimacy where we create emotional connection, experience vulnerability and trust, and engage in mutual care. These characteristics can, and often do, illuminate love relationships, but they are not exclusive to those alone. Sometimes it’s a deep and abiding emotional bond that endures long after other relationship ties have been severed, as in the case of a friend of mine who broke up with his boyfriend but continued to have platonic “slumber parties” with him (and his cat) for months after. They slept in the same bed and cuddled while watching movies. There was nothing explicitly sexual or romantic between them after the breakup, but they continued to be drawn to the comfort and safety they experienced within the familiar rhythms of each other’s gravitational orbit. Their unconventional friendship satiated a need they both had for intimacy—but it also inadvertently became a barrier to establishing new relationships once they were ready to date again.

Unlike sexual desire—the physiological urgency of which can be dispatched relatively easily via masturbation or sexual activity—intimacy releases a different, harder-to-come-by flood of hormones and neurotransmitters. Recent neuroimaging studies, such as those by social neuroscientist Bianca Acevedo and colleagues, also bear this out, demonstrating that those in long-term highly satisfied relationships have a specific pattern of brain activation that is above and beyond the patterns we see when assessing the neurobiological underpinnings of human friendships and family relationships.12

Studies using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), a technology that measures brain activity by mapping the flow of oxygenated blood, have found that romantic intimacy involves attachment and bonding systems (such as the globus pallidus, a region of the brain associated with maternal attachment) as well as those associated with romantic love (such as the dopamine-rich ventral tegmental area and dorsal striatum, which play an important role in reward cognition and decision making), and even those associated with sexual motivation and frequency (hypothalamus and posterior hippocampus). Put more simply, when we look inside the brain of someone who is in love, we see a cascade of activity that helps explain why the competing motivations for both social monogamy and sexual variety underwrite so many of the pain points in modern relationships.13 When we look at the brain, we can see that what we experience as passionate love, an overwhelming force of emotion, is in fact made up of constituent parts. When they are activated together, we feel the warmth of intimacy, of feeling understood and safe. Loved.

But these parts can also be activated independently of one another. Our brains can process good sex, they can process companionship, they can process trust—and we can derive joy from each of these aspects. But they don’t always add up to intimacy, or to love.

Why not?

Humans have been attempting to answer that question for hundreds of years. And although we may never fully understand the vagaries of romantic love, there is value in understanding each constituent part, not as a mysterious, esoteric feeling but as a quantifiable scientific reality. From studies like these we can learn that intimacy—that heady cocktail of attachment and sexual attraction, love and lust, trust and desire—is not a fuzzy concept or a metaphor to be approached sidelong but something that can be separated into its components, put under the microscope, and understood as the uniquely powerful force it is.

THE DIGITAL DISCONNECT

In a world of 8 billion people, where so many of us are living in densely populated cities and communities, in an age when a majority of the developed world has access to the internet and mobile technology, it’s incumbent upon those of us in the scientific research community to ask, Why on earth do so many of us feel so lonely and isolated?

I believe one of the key answers is that the biological mechanisms evolution produced to help our species navigate human connection are flummoxed by the reality of the present moment. Evolutionarily speaking, we are not wired to deal with the deluge of data that defines our modern age. Today we can find endless potential partners on our smartphones, schedule a sexual hookup through an app, use customizable in vitro fertilization to procreate, check in on an ex through social media, marry people who were born thousands of miles away. These possibilities are in so many ways remarkable demonstrations of human ingenuity, but our species didn’t evolve in this type of environment, and neither did our sexual or relational behaviors. That’s not to say these changes are for the better or for the worse; rather, they are different challenges from the ones faced in Homo sapiens’s ancestral environments. Because of that mismatch, the human animal is simply ill-equipped to face today’s new interpersonal challenges.

The digital age has opened new possibilities for human connection, but it has also brought new obstacles when it comes to intimacy. People spend more time than ever on screens, and less time pursuing in-person connections. With the emergence of technologies like video chats, short video clips, and the integration of images with sound, movement, and expression on dating app profiles, we are at a tipping point.

Young people are spending more time swiping on apps than meeting potential partners. Data collected over the last decade-plus from our annual Match study have shown unequivocally that more single Americans have met their most recent first date through the internet, particularly on dating apps (and this pattern seems to be occurring globally). By making it easier than ever to search for someone with the interests and the physical traits you most desire, anywhere in the world, these apps allow people from all walks of life to level up their partnering aspirations; after all, the chance of meeting your “perfect match” appears much greater once your choices are no longer limited to those who happen to cross your path. And our expectations have indeed risen. One large-scale recent study of online daters in four U.S. cities (New York, Boston, Chicago, and Seattle) found that both men and women tend to pursue potential partners who are about 25 percent more desirable than themselves.14 (Desirability rankings were based on the number of messages received and proportion of replies to messages sent, and by whom. If you contacted a much less desirable person, their desirability score would rise; if they contacted you and you replied, then your score would fall.)

The results are a mixed bag: Those billions of daily swipes yield an average match rate of less than 2 percent.15 In the 2021 wave of our national Singles in America survey, Helen Fisher and I found that nearly half of single adults felt technology has made it more difficult to forge real connections; interestingly, Gen Z and younger millennials were the most likely to say this. At least one recent study suggests that those who hold negative views about dating apps and websites carry that negative bias with them into their first dates, where it hovers over their new connections like a dark cloud blocking the sunlight.

New online and app-based dating markets are exploding, especially in Asia and Africa, and in parts of the world where women have only recently gained greater gender equality. Estimates suggest that, globally, more than 350 million people use these dating services every year. And it’s no longer just digital natives; older generations are increasingly adopting norms ushered in by tech-savvy young people, in a process social scientists call intergenerational cultural transmission, or the passing of information from one generation to another. Traditionally this happens from the top down; we learn from our parents and grandparents, who learned from their parents and grandparents, and the most useful stories, rituals, and skills are transmitted because they serve a social and cultural purpose.

With regard to contemporary dating technologies, though, this intergenerational pattern has reversed itself, and it has done so with shocking speed given the internet’s history as so evolutionarily recent that it’s a relative blink of the eye. A journalist from Colorado I spoke with told me her daughter had set her up with a dating profile right before heading off to college, as she wanted to make sure her single mom didn’t get lonely in an empty nest. More and more, we are seeing older generations finding their way onto dating sites, but they’re not always the ones doing the signing up. Kids take their parents’ pictures, teach them texting jargon, and help them navigate unfamiliar online platforms.

For a few years in a row, one of the fastest-growing dating websites in America was OurTime, which specifically caters to those age fifty and over. What’s interesting is that people signing up for OurTime are used to different dating norms than younger people today. How do you tell Grandma that the reason her last date isn’t texting her back is probably that she’s been ghosted? Or explain to Great-Uncle Leroy that he really should keep that private pic a private pic, or instruct him on how many successive texts is too many to send immediately following a date?

These are relatively minor issues of shifting social norms, but beneath the possibility dating apps provide to people of all ages is the reality that whether we are twenty-five or sixty-five, we are losing something when we shift courtship practices to internet platforms. This unprecedented opportunity comes with a cost. In a world that serves up all manner of digital connections, it is easy to forget that we’ve evolved to eventually need something more tangible.

This need for physical connection is rooted in our evolutionary legacy as social primates.16 Research has repeatedly shown that physical touch—ranging from an outstretched hand in a business negotiation to a compassionate hug in times of grief—can have enormous impacts on feelings of social connection. And affectionate touch, such as holding, cuddling, and other acts of physical affection, has always been a critical way for us (and our primate ancestors and cousins) to build bonds and alliances, form and maintain relationships, and signal all sorts of behavioral intentions, from care and support to dominance and subordination. That humans are a social animal possessing language as our primary form of communication adds to our complexity as a species, but physical touch is a legacy that is very much hardwired into our physiology.

Intimate touch is key to basic survival for many animals. For most newborn mammals, no longer protected by the warmth and constant food supply in their mother’s womb, huddling and cuddling are essential to maintaining body heat (thermoregulation), initiating bodily processes like feeding and urination, and often even for maintaining the body’s basic living conditions (homeostasis).17 Several laboratory studies have shown that baby rats who receive more licking and grooming from their mothers are calmer and respond better to stress later in life. In other words, attachment touch, the kind that forms social and emotional bonds early, leads to better coping later.

In this case, what’s true for rats is also true for humans. Affiliative behavior, what we think of as physical affection, has been with humanity from the start. Touch is one of the first senses available to us when we are born. As infants, we experience it almost continuously as we are fed, bathed, changed, and soothed by the adults who care for us. Touch is so critical to our social and emotional development that the absence of touch in our formative years is considered a hallmark of neglect, cited as contributing to an increased risk for significant physical and mental health problems in later life, from anxiety and depression to obesity, heart disease, and multiple types of cancer.18

This hunger for close connection and intimacy has been stifled and misdirected in today’s digital world. In one national study, we found that over a third of coupled Americans surveyed said they were not touched enough by their romantic partners. Of course, there are also some who feel smothered in some situations, touched too much by a particular person or at a particular time; others are experiencing unwanted and nonconsensual touch. Some try to negotiate their needs and their boundaries, while others languish in despair, feeling unsatiated, unsatisfied, and lonely despite being in a committed relationship. But the fact remains that humans need physical affection, and so many of us feel unsatisfied with how much—or, rather, how little—we are receiving, to the point of startling social, behavioral, and health consequences.

Adolescent depression has been steadily on the rise, with many experts discovering links between increased smartphone use and decreased social interaction.19 At the same time, frequency of sexual activity, especially among the young, has declined in national studies; this pattern has been referred to as a “sex recession.”20 Some analyses suggest this lowering average may be because of overall reductions in sexual frequency, while others highlight that it may be the result of a greater number of young adults who are sexually inexperienced.21 Individuals and nations are struggling with their fertility, with reproduction rates down in developed countries around the globe.

All told, it’s a grim picture: human intimacy on the edge, with social connectedness of people and populations spiraling downhill, largely because we don’t have a collective understanding of who we are and why we need intimacy in the first place. The human need for intimate touch is one of our most intense desires. And when our close relationships are paired with our other evolved romantic and sexual motivations, the resulting emotional and erotic intimacy is a powerful force of nature—even if for some, like my airplane friend Ginny, it can also be a confusing one.

There are three balls we juggle constantly: close relationships, sexual desire, and romantic pair bonds. What our research is only now uncovering is that when we talk about one of these things, we talk about all of those things. Understanding how our social worlds are becoming simultaneously wider and shallower in today’s technological era will help us unlock the mechanisms of the intimacy crisis—so we can work to overcome it.
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