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Praise for Make Your Move

“Make Your Move is perfect and perfectly timed for me, personally. I used to think I was an assertive dater, but not compared to the smart women whose stories Jon Birger tells in his new book. I will now go forth bolder than ever! With data and real-life examples of women who have taken command of their dating lives, Make Your Move will give you the skills and the confidence you need to win at love.”

—Ylonda Gault, author of Child, Please: How Mama’s Old-School Lessons Helped Me Check Myself Before I Wrecked Myself

“Rules are meant to be broken and dating culture has been long overdue for a rewrite. As a dating coach of 15+ years, I have always recommended that female clients take control of their love lives and witnessed how that consistently leads to more matches than a chivalry-led strategy. Make Your Move expertly outlines this argument and gives women the tools to find quality partners in this changing dating landscape.”

—Damona Hoffman, advice columnist for the LA Times and host of The Dates & Mates Podcast

“Every day my patients tell me about failed relationships and dating disasters. The majority of women who freeze their eggs are doing it because they have not found the right partner. Jon Birger’s new book explains why traditional dating advice fails so many of these women—pushing them to play games or conceal career goals just to land a man. I highly recommend Make Your Move to women who are frustrated with the state of modern dating.”

—Dr. Lynn Westphal, chief medical officer of Kindbody and former director of Stanford University’s Fertility Preservation Program

“Make Your Move is a book that provides clarity during a confusing time for singles. Dating’s old “rules” don’t work anymore. Today’s new era demands a new guidebook for how to seek and create lasting relationships. Thankfully we have Jon Birger, who weaves analytical research, exhaustive reporting, and fun storytelling into practical counsel that moves past all the outdated thinking and tired advice on dating. Make Your Move, in a way no other work has, helps us rethink who we want and how to meet them.”

—Sridhar Pappu, “The Male Animal” columnist for the New York Times

“In his seminal Date-onomics, Jon Birger showed how the dating odds are stacked against even the most accomplished women. In Make Your Move, he’s reshuffled the deck so that single women have the upper hand. In the high-stakes dating game, Jon Birger offers modern women a winning chance at love.”

—Melanie Notkin, author of OTHERHOOD: Modern Women Finding a New Kind of Happiness

“Jon Birger brings an economist’s scientific rigor and a magazine writer’s lively writing to the topic of romantic relationships and the high-achieving woman’s search for love. If Freakonomics and Liza Mundy’s The Richer Sex had a love child, it might be Make Your Move.”

—Stephanie Mehta, editor in chief of Fast Company

“If you’re frustrated with the transactional approach to romance fostered by dating apps, Jon Birger’s new book offers a refreshing alternative. Navigating the dating world through the lens of science, Make Your Move gives successful women tools and solutions for finding marriage-minded, romantic partners. An honest and compelling read, Make Your Move provides reassurance and hope for singles looking for their dream match.”

—Amy Andersen, founder of Linx Dating and “the matchmaker of Silicon Valley” as dubbed by Vogue

“Jon Birger’s new dating book is a game changer—a must-read for today’s young women struggling to find the same success with their personal lives that they’ve already found with their careers, education, and so much else. Smart, fun, and fast-paced, Make Your Move blends anecdotal storytelling about finding love with the latest research on the biology and psychology of dating—research that debunks so much of the conventional wisdom women have been raised on. If you’re ready for a new approach for finding a partner, buy Make Your Move!”

—Jean Chatzky, bestselling author, financial editor at Today, and host of the HerMoney Podcast

“Jon Birger seamlessly weaves together stories, scientific research, and compelling advice on rethinking the outdated gender norms preventing many single women from finding meaningful romantic relationships. With its counterintuitive but critically important message, Make Your Move is a dynamic read for single women of all ages.”

—Marcia Inhorn, professor of anthropology at Yale University and leading expert on rising global demand for infertility treatments
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PREFACE: FIRST, A LITTLE BACKSTORY

My friend Samantha spotted me as I was leaving the gym.

“Hey, big guy, wait up!”

A fifty-four-year-old travel agent, Sam had just finished reading my first book, Date-onomics, and I could tell she was itching to give me her review.

Writers are an insecure lot. Personally, I’d rather wait in line at the Department of Motor Vehicles for two hours than listen to Sam, or any other friend, critique one of my books. While I love Sam to death—she and I have been workout buddies for years—she also happens to be one of those people who are never shy about giving uncensored, unfiltered opinions about anything. So this was not exactly a conversation I was looking forward to.
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Date-onomics explored how today’s increasingly lopsided sex ratios among college graduates have given rise to hookup culture and declining marriage rates. Since 2000, four women have graduated from college for every three men. As a result, there are now 10.3 million women versus 8.1 million men among US college graduates under age thirty-five. So, no, it’s not all in your head. There really aren’t enough marriageable men.

Of course, this man deficit—a shortage of college-educated men, to be precise—would not matter if we were all more open-minded about whom we date and marry. Problem is, at the same time college enrollments have been skewing female, there’s been a simultaneous rise in what academics call “assortative mating.” That’s a fancy way of saying college graduates increasingly want to marry only other grads.

My own belief was, and is, that white-collar women and blue-collar men will eventually get sick of being toyed with by the opposite sex. Eventually they’ll find each other, creating a boom in what I dubbed “mixed-collar” dating. But until this happens—until people finally realize that a college degree does not make someone a better wife or a better husband—the college gender gap will continue to make dating difficult and sometimes heartbreaking for college-educated women.

The problem goes beyond mere statistics. My core argument in Date-onomics was that the emergence of modern hookup culture has little to do with Tinder or porn or Facebook—or anything else modern scolds like to blame—and everything to do with today’s lopsided sex ratios among college grads. The dating scene becomes more sexualized and less monogamous when women are in oversupply. Hetero men are in less of a rush to settle down, and women start playing by different rules too.

No, I don’t think singles are doing a head count and then making a conscious decision to behave differently. It’s more of a “When in Rome, do as the Romans do” phenomenon—one that seems to be hardwired into human biology. When males are plentiful, the mating culture tends to be more monogamous; when males are scarce, it’s less so. (Same-sex dating is largely unaffected by sex ratios. Gay men don’t care how many or how few women there are, just as queer women don’t care how many or how few men there are.)

Of course, what’s apocalyptic for some women can be perfectly palatable for others. A few years ago, a thirtysomething woman in an open relationship nearly bit my head off when I suggested during a book talk that lopsided sex ratios were contributing to the rising popularity of polyamory (also known as consensual non-monogamy). Lots of young men and women embrace this lifestyle, and, as I learned the hard way, they resent any suggestion that their interest is influenced by anything other than merit or personal preference. According to one survey, 17 percent of Americans ages eighteen to twenty-nine now report having had sex outside their relationship with the consent of their partners. That compares to just 9 percent for those ages forty-five to sixty-four.1

I’m not passing judgment. Consensual non-monogamy is a valid lifestyle choice, as is traditional marriage, as is staying single. The point I’ve always emphasized is that demographics and culture are intertwined. We saw this in the 1920s when the shortage of young men in the West gave rise to the Flapper Generation and the loosening sexual mores of the Roaring Twenties. Ten million soldiers died in World War I and twenty million more were wounded, many grievously. The consequences were captured eloquently by author Irène Némirovsky in her novel The Fires of Autumn, set in 1920s France. Némirovsky tells the story of a young war widow named Thérèse who thinks she is being courted for marriage by her childhood friend Bernard, only to discover that Bernard wants nothing more than a fling.

Bernard is baffled by Thérèse’s unwillingness to carry on a casual affair. Given the dearth of young men in postwar Europe, Bernard wonders why any bachelor would ever choose to settle down. “You want to have some fun? Fine,” he tells Thérèse. “You don’t? Goodbye. There are too many women and they’re all too easy to make it worthwhile.”2

Demographics and culture converged again in the 1960s and ’70s, leading to another time of sexual liberation. Back then, women preferred to marry men three or four years their senior. Birth rates rose sharply during the 1945–1965 Baby Boom. Fast-forward twenty years, and suddenly there weren’t enough men born in 1944 for all the women born in 1948. Writing in the 1970s, Harvard University psychologist Marcia Guttentag argued that lopsided sex ratios among Baby Boomer men and women were the driving force behind the sexual revolution of her era. Whenever women are in oversupply, Guttentag wrote, “constraints on sexuality fade [and] promiscuity increases . . . Women are more likely than men to have experienced abandonment, desertion, or betrayal; they are more likely to develop a feeling of having been exploited.”3 Guttentag went on to posit that the rise of the feminist movement in her era was essentially a backlash against the misogynistic culture created by lopsided sex ratios—one in which women were increasingly objectified and devalued. Were Guttentag alive today, I suspect she’d be drawing similar connections between the college gender gap and the subsequent rise of the #MeToo movement.
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I interviewed dozens of single, college-educated women for Date-onomics, most of them distraught or exasperated by their inability to find suitable partners. My interviewees were generally engaging and attractive, with successful careers as doctors, television reporters, advertising executives, and the like. These women had everything going for them, yet they couldn’t seem to find a decent guy who wouldn’t bail the moment things got serious. As successful as these women were professionally, romantically they felt like failures.

I interviewed married women for Date-onomics too, and they were just thankful to be off the dating treadmill. One happily married woman I interviewed was shaking visibly while recounting her single years in New York City, before she met her husband. She shared story after story of being misled by men whom she thought she might marry.

“I didn’t understand what I was doing wrong,” she confided. “Those were the worst years of my life.”
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My friend Sam told me that she was moved by these women’s stories. They really resonated with her, she said. And I was incredibly relieved to hear this—until, that is, Sam started to explain exactly why their stories resonated. It was not because Sam could relate to these women personally. Sam herself hadn’t experienced any of these problems. It was simply because the women of Date-onomics sounded exactly like her own single friends.

“You could have been writing about half the women I know,” Sam told me, our conversation spilling out into the gym parking lot. “They have this damsels-in-distress, woe-is-me attitude, always complaining that nobody ever asks them out.”

Sam wasn’t saying this to be cruel. The women she was talking about were her friends. She sounded less like a scold and more like a frustrated parent trying to teach a willful five-year-old how to tie his shoes properly.

I didn’t like where this conversation was headed.

“You know,” she continued, “you really should have talked to me first. I could have helped these women.”

I started to feel sick.

Truth is, I had thought about interviewing Sam for Date-onomics. I should have interviewed her. The only reason I didn’t is because I knew enough about Sam’s personal life to know it wouldn’t fit my narrative. Married twice and proposed to seven times, Sam has never, ever, had the least bit of trouble finding long-term relationships with the men of her choice. Mind you, Sam’s love life has not been perfect, and she would be the first to admit this. She wishes that she had worked harder to save her first marriage, for instance. (Her first husband was an airline executive who traveled frequently for work, and they grew apart during his absences.) What’s important about Sam’s life story, though—and what probably dissuaded me from interviewing her in the first place—is that whatever romantic disappointments she has experienced over her life, they were never for lack of options. Sam has lived all over—Colorado, Japan, California, New York. Wherever she’s lived, finding relationships with men she likes has never been a problem.

Before Sam and I spoke at the gym that morning, I honestly didn’t know why Sam’s experiences were so different from those of other women. I figured it was a fluke. I thought maybe she was some sort of outlier. But the longer Sam and I spoke, the more foolish I felt for not having interviewed her. If I had, Sam could have helped me solve what turned out to be Date-onomics‘s biggest shortcoming.
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Date-onomics was more pop science than a traditional self-help book. My editor kept pressing me for more dating advice, but the best I could offer were small ways for women to improve their dating odds—such as moving to cities where sex ratios were more balanced. I didn’t have that one big, bold, new dating strategy that could help all my readers beat the odds in a dating market so stacked against young women.

But Sam did have such a strategy.

Sam’s knack for landing the men of her choice was not a fluke. She was not lucky at love. Nor was she good at dating simply because she’s fit and attractive. So too were many of the women I interviewed for Date-onomics.

No, the reason Sam has always succeeded where other women fail is because she has spent her entire life ignoring all the conventional warnings and wisdom passed along to young women by generations of moms, sisters, and married friends—and reinforced by a cottage industry of dating books, from The Rules to Ignore the Guy, Get the Guy.

As Sam explained to me, “The women in your book sound like badasses. They need to date like badasses too.”

What did Sam mean by this?

She meant having the confidence to make the first move with men of your choice. No more sitting back and hoping the guy you like notices you. Badass women don’t wait for their phones to ring or their dating apps to ding. They don’t settle for the options presented to them. They go after whomever and whatever they want.
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“The women in your book sound like badasses. They need to date like badasses too.”
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“Ah, it’s the feminist approach to dating,” I replied. (I’m always thinking of titles for my next book project!)

Sam grimaced.

“Honestly, I don’t think of myself as a big feminist. I’m more of a romantic. The important thing is I decide for myself who I like and who I’m attracted to. Why should we leave it all up to the men?”

And that, Sam told me, is precisely what she would have told the lonely women of Date-onomics—if only I’d asked her. It’s what she’s been telling her own friends for years.

“I’ll give you an example,” Sam said. “I was out at a bar with my friend Lisa, who was the classic damsel in distress. Very pretty but always complaining that nobody asks her out. ‘Am I fat?’ . . . ‘Am I ugly?’ . . . ‘Why don’t men find me attractive?’ . . . And on and on.

“I kept telling her, ‘You have to get out of that mindset. Maybe there’s something about you that the men are nervous about. Maybe they don’t think you’re approachable.’

“Anyway, one night we’re at a bar in Connecticut and there was a man standing behind her who she seemed to like. They were talking a little bit, he wasn’t wearing a ring, and when he stepped away for a second, I kicked her and said, ‘Just ask him out. You may never see him again.’”

Lisa didn’t want to. She was scared. But Sam wouldn’t let her off the hook.

“When he got back, Lisa turned around and asked him if he’d like to have dinner sometime. Well, nine months later he proposed. A year after that they were married.”

Sam’s whole life has been this type of master class in making the first move. She made the first move with all but one of her long-term relationships (more on that guy later). She even made the first move with boys back in high school, which always drew furious rebukes from the queen bees at her high school. The worst came after she walked up to the star of the basketball team and invited him to go to junior prom with her.

“They were just mad that he said yes!” Sam recalled with a devil-may-care grin. “But boy did I catch a lot of shit. There was a lot of ‘There goes that daughter-of-a-whore Riley girl again’”—a slut-shamey reference to the fact that Sam’s mom, a widow, had a live-in boyfriend.

Sam’s willingness to flip the script on dating’s traditional gender roles has a lot to do with how she was raised. A military brat who moved five times before turning eighteen, Sam learned early on that she wouldn’t have any friends at all if she just sat back and waited for others to befriend her. For Sam, being reserved or coy was a surefire path to loneliness.

Another thing Sam had going for her was a strong role model in her mother, Betty. Your parents’ relationship often influences your own love life, and that was certainly true for Sam.

I asked her how her mom and dad first met. “Mom always wanted to marry a sailor,” Sam replied.

Betty had been a young, single woman living in Southern California, and one day she played hooky from work in order to greet the US Navy fleet as it arrived home from the Korean War. Before long she was locking eyes with a handsome sailor with a warm smile and nobody there to greet him.

She walked up and introduced herself.

“Would you like to go get a coffee?” Betty asked him.

The answer from the young sailor was a very enthusiastic “Yes.”

The rest, as they say, is history. Betty and the sailor—Sam’s dad—were married two weeks later.

“My dad passed away too young, but they had a happy life together. Mom always said to me, ‘Sam, your dad and I had twenty-two great years together. If you see something you want, step in and go after it.’”

Sam’s assertive streak didn’t always endear her to other women, but men always seemed to appreciate it.

“Men love it when a confident woman is attracted to them,” said Sam.

For Sam, the biggest benefit to making the first move is it gives her so many more men to choose from. Tall, blonde, and athletic, Sam is blessed with good looks that have always been catnip to the wrong guys and intimidating to the ones she liked. Making the first move allows her to date the men whom she prefers, not just those with the nerve to approach her.

“I don’t trust guys who have no fear of rejection. They’re too superficial. They’re the ones just looking for a good time,” Sam told me. “The men other women hope will ask them out, they’re usually the ones I try to avoid.”

After college, Sam moved to San Francisco and took a job in marketing with a major airline. A friend at work knew a guy in another department whom she thought Sam would like. Sam and her friend then hatched a plan for Sam to meet the young executive, Paul, at a company picnic.

The plan worked. Sam and Paul chatted over hot dogs, and by the end of the day, they were on opposing teams in the finals of the company volleyball tournament.

“I was twenty-four, and he was twenty-nine and coming off a really bad divorce,” Sam said of Paul, the man who would become her first husband.

“One of the things I instantly liked about him is that he was nice to the women on his team. He passed the ball to them, which a lot of the other guys wouldn’t do,” Sam recalled. “He was kind but also so, so shy. It was clear his confidence was shot after the divorce.”

Sam knew she would have to make the first move with Paul.

“So I made a little bet with him. I said that if my team won, he’d have to take me out for dinner. And if his team won,

I’d buy him dinner. And before we left, I made sure we agreed on the date, time, and restaurant.”

Two years later Sam and Paul were married, and that volleyball game became their meet-cute.
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“He told me he never would have made the first move if I hadn’t. He didn’t think someone like me would be attracted to him.”

[image: ]

“We used to talk about it a lot,” said Sam. “He told me he never would have made the first move if I hadn’t. He didn’t think someone like me would be attracted to him.

“He didn’t want to get embarrassed or turned down. His first wife had left him, and he was sort of broken by that. I took away all the tension for him. There wasn’t any thought of, ‘Oh my gosh, does she like me?’ He knew I liked him.”

Sam’s friends were shocked by her bravado.

“Their reaction was basically, ‘How did you have the nerve? Weren’t you afraid he’d turn you down? You hardly knew him—what if it turned out he was crazy?’

“All I knew is that I was really attracted to him and he seemed like a really good person. I felt it was worth taking the risk.”

As I said, Sam and Paul’s story did not have the fairy-tale ending—they divorced after sixteen years of marriage. But they did raise two terrific children together, and they remain friends.

The same cannot be said for Sam’s only serious relationship in which the man made the first move.

Sam moved to New York City after her divorce from Paul. On a lark, she agreed to join a coworker at a speed-dating event. A reporter from a local magazine was there and asked if she and her photographer could follow Sam around from table to table and document her experience. Sam agreed.

Dating-wise, the event was a bit of a bust. Sam was in her forties and most of the men were twenty years her junior.

“I told one of them I was old enough to be his mom,” Sam recalled.

That quip, along with a glamorous photo of Sam that ran with the article, caught the attention of Jack, a New York City hedge fund manager. Jack checked off all Wall Street stereotypes—slicked-back hair, insane confidence, and a jet-black Porsche Carrera that matched his personality. He would have fit in perfectly on the Showtime series Billions.

Jack told his secretary to call the magazine reporter and get Sam’s phone number, which she did. Jack then phoned Sam, introduced himself, and asked her out on a date. Sam said yes, and the first date turned into a six-month relationship that was a bit of a whirlwind.

Jack wasn’t exactly Sam’s type, but he was handsome and wealthy and she didn’t know a lot of people in New York at the time. Plus, Sam loves to travel, and dating Jack did entail spur-of-the-moment trips to the Caribbean and the Hamptons.

But the fun times ended abruptly. One evening, Jack asked Sam to join him for dinner at his country club with a few Wall Street buddies. The dinner conversation soon turned to politics. Jack and his friends were dyed-in-the-wool Republicans, George W. Bush voters, and supporters of the war in Iraq. A lifelong liberal, Sam was on the opposite side of the political spectrum. Like I said, Sam calls ’em like she sees ’em, and that night her outspokenness led to a heated argument with Jack and his friends about the Iraq War.

“The moment we got back into the car after dinner, he started yelling at me,” Sam said. “I had embarrassed him. I should have known my place. Never again was I allowed to argue with him or his friends in public.

“Well, no man is going to tell me what I can or can’t say. My response was basically, ‘Fuck you.’ It was the last time I saw him.”

For Sam, the experience confirmed what she already knew: Dating is easier when she does the choosing. “After that, I swore to myself that I’d never again get into a situation where I felt I had to make it work with whichever guy was interested in me, just so I’m not lonely.”
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Inspired by Sam and the other women you’ll meet in the pages that follow, Make Your Move picks up where Date-onomics left off—offering women bold new ideas on how to beat the odds in a dating market that’s horribly unfair to educated women. Underlying it all are two core beliefs: (1) Getting different results sometimes requires a different approach, and (2) women can win at romance by making the first move with men.

The word can is italicized for good reason. Make Your Move shows you how to find love by flipping dating’s traditional gender roles. What this book does not do is castigate single women who still prefer old-fashioned courtship. Just as a Gordon Ramsay cookbook does not force anyone to eat Beef Wellington, I would never ask any singles to do something that would make them miserable. Dating is not a one-size-fits-all endeavor. Making the first move will not be for everyone—neither is marriage, monogamy, or different-sex dating, for that matter. This book is written for women who are ready to try a radical new approach. If that’s not you, no worries. But if that is you—if you are a single, hetero, marriage-minded woman who’s been let down by all the conventional dating advice and conventional dating books—please keep reading.
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Bear in mind that I do not have the typical résumé for a dating book author. I am not a psychologist, nor am I a match-maker or a dating coach. I’m a journalist by trade. Indeed, the question I got all the time after writing Date-onomics was this: “How the heck did you—a married, fortysomething business writer best known for writing about super-boring stuff like oil and gas and the stock market—ever end up writing a book about dating?”

Here’s the backstory. I spent ten years as a senior writer for Money and Fortune, two magazines where the editorial staffs were disproportionately female. I could not help but notice that most of the men I worked with were happily coupled whereas most of the women were unhappily single.

The discrepancy was so striking that I began to wonder why.

Why was it that so many of my female friends had these awful dating stories and dating histories, whereas my male friends—most of whom seemed to have far less going for them dating-wise (sorry, guys!)—never seemed to have any trouble at all? I wanted to unravel the mystery of why dating had become so much more difficult for women than for men.

When I first began working on Date-onomics, I did not think I was embarking on a new career. I thought the book would be a one-off—that I’d go back to being Fortune’s oil and gas expert, while still penning the occasional “Five Stocks to Buy Now” column. But then Date-onomics was published, and everything changed. Advance copies and press releases were sent out on a Monday, and by Friday I had Good Morning America, Glamour, National Public Radio, Time magazine, the Washington Post, and a dozen other media outlets all clamoring for interviews. They thought I had cracked the code on why dating had become so impossibly hard for young, college-educated women.

But the longer my book tour lasted and the more questions I fielded from reporters and readers, the more I realized that cracking that code had been only half the job. Yes, power is knowledge. And yes, women were relieved to hear that their dating woes weren’t really their fault. But the women who showed up at my book events still wanted me to tell them how to find their Mr. Rights. They wanted solutions, not just explanations. They wanted me to reveal the secrets of the women who still managed to get their guys in spite of the lopsided dating market. As one of my lecture-goers put it, “Why is it that the bitchy women never seem to have any problems?”

I didn’t have a great answer for her then, but I do now.

Those women are not bitchy. They’re bold. They’re assertive.

In other words, they’re exactly like Sam.


Join the Conversation on the

Make Your Move Blog at JonBirger.com

What’s the boldest first move you’ve ever made with a man?

How did it work out?
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