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To my parents, Nancy and Gary, who showed me what true love really looks like.




Introduction

‘How’s your love life?’

If you’ve picked up this book, you’ve probably been asked this question at some point, or a variation of it: ‘Are you swiping right now?’ or ‘Got any dates lined up?’ or ‘How’s Tinder?’ or ‘Chatting to anyone right now?’ The subtext being: Are you still single? (And if so, why?)

In these moments, it’s hard to know what to say. Depending on the day, you might go full-frontal honesty, or perhaps change the subject. Sometimes the response is a fun one – heaps of delicious gossip to dish up to a hungry listener. But often, that question hangs heavy in the air as for many people the answer is: Dating is hard. But why? What is really going on for so many of us to feel drained rather than nurtured by our romantic experiences? The Love Fix investigates how romantic and sexual relationships have evolved in the past decade – since the advent of Tinder. It unveils the chances of finding ‘the one’ in a big city; how apps compound but have not created the interpersonal challenges currently plaguing us, and how we have become the first generation to be more likely to meet a partner online than through friends, at work, or at the pub.

In this book, I will explore our love of love, our need for love, and what finding, keeping and being in love could look like if we regained access to vulnerability. My mission is to give you a comforting glimpse into why more than 46 per cent of UK dating app users report having bad experiences,1 and why so many of us are struggling to find meaningful and lasting connections in the current moment, so that you can better insulate yourself against its challenges. I want to create a critical mass, so that together we can create the romantic landscape so many of us long for, and the care that all of us deserve.

As a journalist working on the relationships and sex desk at Mashable, I’ve been writing about dating and relationships for more than a decade, researching how our dating lives are changing alongside rapidly evolving technology, which in turn is affecting social norms. I’ve spoken to thousands of people of all orientations, races and genders about their dating dilemmas, their sex lives, their breakups, their heartbreaks, their innermost thoughts about love. I’ve also interviewed a wide range of experts, from psychologists and researchers to matchmakers and people who work behind the scenes on dating apps. Dating, especially online dating, often feels like a numbers game – with emphasis on ‘game’. I want to uncover what it’s like for the real people behind the numbers. I’ve investigated what the mindset behind ghosting is, or why you’ve got a phone full of matches but not a single chat in sight, or why you keep telling yourself you need to change before you’re ‘good enough’ to go on a date. To write this book, I’ve spent years trawling through hundreds of studies, stories and stats, to compile a comprehensive guide to navigating modern dating culture. I’ve sat on the Tube and counted the number of wedding rings and engagement rings I can see on people’s fingers, people-watched in bars and pubs, studying happy couples, wondering, how did they do it? Through this research, I have learned about the maths of love, what a spark truly is, why we are becoming more sensitive to rejection, what ‘emotional availability’ and vulnerability truly mean and look like in real terms. It has been the most demanding work of my life, but I hope it isn’t in vain.

Just like singleness itself, doing this work comes with some judgement. In my career, I have encountered countless people who regard the topic of relationships as frivolous. In fact, some academics fear they won’t be taken seriously if they research love.2 But, to be human is to be relational. We’re hard-wired to seek out the company of other people and it was once essential to our survival to do so – in fact, it still is. Even academics studying the phenomenon of love come up against this idea: that examining love is an inconsequential endeavour. Elizabeth Reid Boyd, an academic specialising in Love Studies at Edith Cowan University in Australia says the field is regarded as ‘still a little cheesy, cringeworthy, intimate – a more intense thing to speculate about’. To dismiss conversations around love and sex as inconsequential overlooks the serious ways in which relationships can – emotionally, psychologically, physically, economically, socially – harm or sustain us. It elides how systems of oppression show up in our dating culture, or conversely, the symbol that a relationship status can bestow upon a person (no matter how unwarranted this is). Love is political. This cannot be overstated enough: Our dating lives are not immune to oppression – in fact, as this book will demonstrate in Part 2, it is often on dating sites that the unsightliness of our worst biases surfaces.

Alongside my work as a journalist, I’ve also been in the dating trenches with you. I’m in my mid-thirties and I’ve been single for 15 years. But ‘single’ is far from the full story. The reality is: I’ve been dating this entire time, observing these changes both first-hand and professionally. I’ve experienced most facets of relationships: I’ve been heartbroken several times over, been embroiled in countless emotionally fraught situationships, had whirlwind romances, workplace dalliances, one-night stands, been ghosted, stood up on dates, unceremoniously dropped. Friendships have blossomed into sex and then into feelings, before withering into painful silence. I’ve had steamy talking stages that ended with the discovery that he had a girlfriend the whole time. There have been crushes, flings, late-night kisses, excited texting sprees, gushing over brunch with friends. There has also been heartache, rejection, protracted empty periods of longing, moments of thinking I’m unlovable, that I’ll never find love, that I need to change myself in order to be worthy of love. Through my singleness, I’ve learned that sometimes people mean more to you than you mean to them. Sometimes you must teach yourself how to get over someone you never dated. Sometimes you feel things and others don’t. And sometimes, despite every good intention, you’ll be the bad guy, the rejector, the poor communicator, the ghoster, the person causing someone else’s pain. Being on that side of the fence doesn’t feel great either! But what’s the alternative, staying with the wrong person out of fear of hurting their feelings? More often than not, dating often feels like a no-win game. So why do we keep playing it? Why do we put ourselves through the pain of repeated rejection, the blows to our egos, the feelings of failure, the dashed hope? It can’t just be about the serotonin! If you’re on your umpteenth redownload of yet another app, I hope what follows helps you to take heart.

In the toughest moments, I have wondered: Do humans need romantic love? So, I asked Professor Michael Banissy – neuroscientist at the University of Bristol – about the neuroscientific case for romantic love: ‘We know that having supportive social relationships in our lives is beneficial for our health and our wellbeing. So, people who feel that they have socially supportive relationships tend to live longer, they tend to show benefits through all sorts of day-to-day health, immune system, stress response, things like that. They tend to get benefits in mental health.

‘Now, the important word there is socially supportive relationships, right? For one person that may need to be a romantic partner, but for somebody else that could come in a very different space where that could be a family member, that could be a friend,’ he says.

Banissy says that the research around socially supportive relationships doesn’t focus on the specific person, but rather the nature of the relationship. Those socially supportive relationships manifest in different ways in modern relationships. ‘We might have a difficult relationship with our family, but a great romantic relationship, we might have awful luck in the romantic space, but really good supportive friends and family.

‘And so in that sense, do we need it [romantic love]? Maybe, maybe not,’ says Banissy.

So, here’s some reassurance: The Love Fix is not a narrative that feeds into compulsory coupledom. Its aim is to centre your sense of agency if you do choose to put yourself out there. While thinking about my own approach to my love life, I stumbled across some words of wisdom in my X feed from Love In Colour author Bolu Babalola. ‘The best thing I did in my 20s was loving myself more than the idea of a relationship. Make space for the kind of love you seek, establish your standards and the kind of love and friendship you want to pour out and you want poured into you.’3 You might love being single most days. But if you’ve ever doubted your lovability, your worth, your value – keep reading. If you’ve ever felt your body would never be good enough, you’re far from alone. If your mental health has ever exacerbated the intensity and emotional pain of dating, if you’re neurodivergent and feel like dating culture doesn’t cater to you, read on. Dating is really hard right now. If you’ve ever found yourself swiping endlessly through apps wondering if there was something wrong with you, rest assured, there isn’t. If you’ve stared at those three little dots while your situationship was typing and felt derailed by anxiety, you’re far from alone. This book is an offering of the real stories, science and data behind the business of relationships in the conflicting era of both therapy-speak and emotional avoidance. The Love Fix is a love letter to people working on their self-esteem. Who feel they need to change something, or everything, about themselves in order to be worthy of another person’s love (they don’t). For the people who feel insecure about whether they’re lovable at all (they are). It’s for the anxious babes who just want you to text them back (seriously though). For the person who can’t get out of their own head when they’re having sex because they’re so distracted by negative thoughts about their own body. For the person wondering why they’ve just been rejected yet again and whether they’ll ever be loved. For the person who just wants to feel safe when they’re wearing their heart on their sleeve. It’s not too much to ask. Love can get better than this.




Part 1



LOVE, TODAY




1

First Encounters

When did it get so hard to just meet someone? No, you’re not imagining it. We’re living through an intimacy and communication crisis and it’s making dating and relationships feel decidedly joyless and, at times, downright impossible. So why do we even bother? In short: To be human is to connect with others. Touch is a fundamental human need. It is one of our first senses to develop and it’s one of the last senses to die out, says Professor Michael Banissy, neuroscientist and author of When We Touch: Handshakes, hugs, high fives and the new science behind why touch matters. ‘It’s right with us even from before we’re born right the way through to our final moments,’ says Banissy. ‘We asked about 40,000 people worldwide what touch means to them, and the most common theme is around comfort, care, and connection.’

If we don’t have enough touch in our lives, we can feel lonely and it can impact our mental health. ‘Having positive and supportive touch in relationships can lead to more satisfied relationships. It can also lead to physical health benefits. So, touch really has a lot of hidden benefits and we don’t always realise, so things like: it can benefit our immune system, it can benefit our stress response.’

Feeling ‘touch hungry’ means you’re not getting the amount or type of physical touch and affection that you desire, explains Banissy. ‘Touch deprived’ refers to not getting any touch at all. ‘There can be negative consequences to being touch hungry – greater incidences of depression, anxiety can increase, you can see changes to things like loneliness, so can have a lot of negative mental health outcomes.’

And so, we swipe. Dating apps are now the number one method to meet new romantic and sexual partners. More than 300 million people use dating apps worldwide. In 2022, Tinder was the most downloaded app, with Bumble coming in second place.1 The dating app industry is estimated to be worth around $3.06 billion, a figure that’s expected to grow to $10.87 billion by 2026.2 In the past decade, we’ve seen online dating transform from what was previously a stigmatised, private activity to a mainstream pursuit, shedding the shame it once carried, and radically transforming how society forms new bonds. By 2037, researchers at Imperial University predict that 50 per cent of babies will be born to parents who met online.3

In March 2020, all of us entered a period of mass alienation – it hindered our ability to touch, to explore, to be intimate. In the absence of any physical opportunities to meet people, many of us flocked to our phones. Dating app usage surged during this time.4 Dating apps are notoriously cagey about revealing exact user numbers and they’re selective about which data points they release to the public. If we compare Tinder usership before and after the pandemic, we see that in 2019, before the pandemic, Tinder had an estimated 50 million users worldwide,5 compared with approximately 75 million monthly active users in 2023.6 2020 saw astronomical growth for the dating app. On March 29, just as lockdowns and stay-at-home mandates were being rolled out across the world, Tinder’s swipe activity hit a new record: 3 billion swipes in a single day. That year, the record was smashed 130 more times.

We also know that the enforced isolation impacted the way people – Gen Z in particular – feel about interacting with fellow daters. A 2024 survey of 15,000 Hinge users worldwide found that Gen Z singles are 47 per cent more likely than millennials to say the pandemic made them nervous to chat to new people.7

Dating is Hard

What is it like to date in our current moment? I asked people to describe the current dating scene in a few words:

‘Fucking shitshow, mate.’ ‘Hellscape.’ ‘Completely fucked.’ ‘Bin fire.’ ‘Lonely.’ ‘Soul-destroying. Time-wasting. Boring.’ ‘Bleak.’ ‘Ghetto, whack, frustrating and unserious.’ ‘Harrowing.’ ‘Hell. On. Earth.’ ‘Absolutely fucking despair.’ ‘Dysfunctional, disappointing, dehumanising.’

Is it any wonder 79 per cent of Gen Z daters and 80 per cent of millennial daters feel burnt out by dating apps, according to a 2024 study by Forbes Health?8

This is unsurprising given that these apps are now engineered to keep people active on these apps for as long as possible. To the apps, you’re at your most valuable when you’re an active user – trapped in the revolving door of swiping, matching, chatting. Where’s the incentive to make dating apps work better, to allow your most valuable assets to break free?

At the very same time, dating apps are clearly working for some people. Take my brother, for instance. In September 2020, he started messaging a woman he’d matched with on Hinge. Granted, it’d taken Alice two weeks to reply to Jamie’s initial message. Better late than never, though. Their first date was by all accounts a disaster – my brother messed up the restaurant reservation and they ended up having to scramble for a place to eat; all the while Jamie’s shoes were cutting his feet to ribbons. None of that mattered, though. Jamie and Alice fell in love. Two days before Christmas 2022, my brother proposed to Alice in Broadway in the Cotswolds, with both our families waiting at a nearby pub to toast to their happy news. By the time you read this, they’ll be married. Other friends I know have similar lockdown love stories, when swiping was literally their only chance of finding someone to go out with (once we were allowed to) – Hinge chats that went on for months before blossoming into real-life connections, evolving into lives built together.

It’s easy to get bogged down in the mire of negativity that surrounds dating app culture. But ultimately, most of us aren’t on the apps just for the sheer fun of it. We are looking for something – love, sex, friendship, connection, passion, fireworks, life-altering romances, or one-night dalliances.

How the Internet Took Over Our Love Lives

So, how did we get here? Dating is far from a new concept, but the way we seek out connection has seen a seismic shift in the past century. The first use of the word ‘date’ has been attributed to American columnist George Ade who used the term in 1896 in one of his columns in the Chicago Record. Ade told the story of a clerk called Artie whose girlfriend was seeing other men. ‘I s’pose the other boy’s fillin’ all my dates?’ Artie asked her.9 But it was the explosion of dating apps in the 2010s which catapulted online dating into the mainstream, raking in the billions as it did so.

But the big-bucks business of love existed long before the internet. In 1897, W. T. Stead – a newspaper owner and editor who later died on the Titanic – launched The Wedding Ring Circle, which published catalogues of single people in the area, listing their interests and hobbies.10 People could write to each other via a central intermediary office in London. Nichi Hodgson, journalist and author of The Curious History of Dating, tells me that marriage organisations were the precursor to dating agencies. ‘Stead thought the answer to all these unmarried women creeping about was to actually just create an organisation where everyone can be matched up with each other,’ says Hodgson. Matrimonial advertisements – which were basically lonely hearts ads – were published in newspapers throughout the Regency and Victorian eras and gained popularity towards the middle of the 19th century. These ads – often frowned upon by traditionalists who considered them dangerous – were placed in local or national newspapers. Take this ad published in 1894 in the Derbyshire Courier: ‘Spinster, middle-aged, lady-like and very affectionate with ample private income. Feeling lonely, wishes to correspond with high principled Christian gentleman (bachelor or widower) of a quiet and sympathetic nature, with a view to marriage.’11

Love and technology have been bedfellows for longer than we realise. In 1959, two Stanford University students, Jim Harvey and Phil Fialer used an IBM 650 – the world’s first mass-produced computer – and a questionnaire to try and matchmake 49 male and 49 female students. No love matches were made during Harvey and Fialer’s project, but a seed was planted. In 1964, British businesswoman Joan Ball started the first commercial computer dating service in 1964, the St James Computer Dating Service.

The 1970s gave way to video dating, the ’80s brought telephone dating, and in the ’90s, the first modern dating websites launched: In 1994, kiss.com, and then in 1995, match.com. At this point, dating sites began entering mainstream consciousness through pop culture – remember Chandler Bing’s foray into internet dating in Season 2 of Friends?12 In 2009, Grindr launched, enabling users to harness their GPS location to browse profiles according to proximity, making it one of the first geosocial apps for gay men. When Tinder launched in 2012, the concept of ‘swiping’ – invented by Tinder’s creators – came into our lives.13 And with the flick of a finger across our phone screens, our love lives were never the same again. Two years later, in 2014, Tinder claimed more than 2 billion matches had occurred on its app.14 The app has now been downloaded 530 million times since its launch, with 75 billion matches globally, and approximately 1.5 million Tinder dates happening each week, according to Tinder data shared with me. As Tinder went from strength to strength, we saw newcomers enter the market and find success: Hinge launched in 2013, Bumble was founded in 2014 by former Tinder VP Whitney Wolfe Herd, Her, an app for women loving women, launched in 2014.

Love, Incorporated

In the UK, one in ten adults use online dating services, according to Ofcom figures published in 2024.15 The explosion of dating apps has revolutionised the way we meet people. In those early days, the gamified elements of swiping had a novelty factor, it was fun to see the dating pool laid out in front of you without having to leave your sofa, and it was even more fun when you matched with someone attractive and interesting. But the novelty appears to have worn off, leaving many of us feeling disillusioned, hopeless, and glued to our phones with limited alternatives. Have we fallen out of love with dating apps? The figures certainly show that something has changed – the number of people paying to use Tinder declined by 8 per cent in 2023, according to its parent company Match Group in its earnings letter to shareholders.16 Downloads are also dwindling, with 2023 seeing 36 million dating app downloads, a 2 per cent decrease in the number of dating app downloads in America, and a 16 per cent decline from 2020, per figures from analytics company data.ai.17

So, what do academics studying the evolution of the digital culture of love say when you ask them, ‘What’s going on with dating right now?’ I interviewed Dr Carolina Bandinelli, associate professor in media and creative industries at Warwick University, and a leading sociologist whose research focuses on digital love. ‘It is not too emphatic to say that dating apps have brought about a digital revolution in the field of dating,’ she tells me. ‘This is what media scholars sometimes call the platformisation of the intimacy of love.’

What this means is: Most aspects of our daily life have moved into the digital realm – the platformisation of life – where apps provide the solutions to the problems we face. Those problems include feeling anxious, not knowing when we’ll get our period, getting lost while driving, not having a way to print off tickets. The solutions we’re presented with for these problems include meditation apps like Calm and Headspace, period tracking apps like Flo and Clue, apps like Google Maps and Waze, apps like Ticketmaster, AXS, etc. Dating apps are built on the assumption that we cannot find the right person in real life, says Bandinelli, and their solution is to give you access to ‘a virtually infinite number of people’.

Problem solved? Not quite. Access isn’t the only ingredient that’s needed to make a love match a success. That’s just the first hurdle to clear. We need more than a match to make a connection – we need to get to know each other too. I wonder: in an age when we look to apps to solve all our problems, are we expecting too much from dating apps? And are dating apps over-promising and under-delivering?

Tinder’s solution is ‘match, chat, meet’, per its tagline. Sounds efficient, simple even! Finally a timesaving solution to the messiness of love. But, as many of us know, the reality is not quite so streamlined, and matching doesn’t automatically elicit a bounty of chats or dates, for that matter. Perhaps that explains why only one in five Brits think dating apps are a better option for finding love than meeting in real life.18

Hinge’s tagline is ‘designed to be deleted’ – from that you can infer that the app claims to be constructed in a way that makes it succeed in its promise to find love for the user. While this is a catchy slogan, and laudable in principle, it feels disingenuous. ‘Hinge is built on the belief that anyone looking for love should be able to find it,’ reads its mission statement. An egalitarian utopia of love is not necessarily the experience many users are having – with many claiming the app ‘gatekeeps the hottest people’ with its Standouts feature. As Merritt Tierce writes in the Paris Review, an app that’s designed to be deleted ‘would not be a great business model. Sure, a lot of people find a partner on the apps, but how many don’t?’19

So, wait. Do dating apps actually deliver on this promise of streamlining? Statistically speaking, the picture we see tells us that the system isn’t entirely broken and that it does work – for some people. Even before the pandemic, online dating had overtaken analogue dating as the primary route to meeting a partner. By 2035, it’s estimated that 50 per cent of relationships in the UK will begin online, according to research by Imperial and eharmony, which used ONS data and statistical probabilities.20 That same research found that almost a third of relationships started between 2015 and 2019 began online.21 This echoes similar findings from a 2019 paper by Stanford sociologist Michael Rosenfeld, which found that the most popular way heterosexual people in the US meet their partners is online.22 Since that study, the number of people meeting on apps has remained the same, per Rosenfeld in a 2024 interview.23 The study found that 39 per cent of straight couples met their partner online, compared to 22 per cent in 2009, when people relied on meeting partners through mutual friends.

2023 data shows that one in five partnered (married, co-habiting, in a committed romantic relationship) adults under the age of 30 met their significant other on a dating app or site, according to Pew Research Center.24 This number rises among queer people in the US, with a quarter of partnered lesbian, gay and bisexual people meeting their loves online.

‘Claiming an app can fix the problem of love is where we get into trouble,’ Bandinelli tells me. ‘We expect them to work the same way in which I expect Uber to work. So, if it doesn’t work, it’s a problem. That is where people freak out.’

In the days of analogue dating, there were always multiple variables that could impact your chances of finding love. You lived somewhere with a serious dearth of eligible suitors, perhaps you weren’t going to the right bars. Your workplace didn’t have anyone remotely fanciable there. You were shy and not good at putting yourself out there in public places (spoken from experience). Now, when dating apps don’t yield results, when we don’t get matches, we question our desirability. It’s never ‘Dating apps are broken.’ It’s always ‘I’m [insert biggest insecurity] and I’ll die alone.’

This is because dating app culture has shifted our perception of how love finds us.

In analogue days, love was viewed as something mystical and elusive that could strike when you were least expecting it. As a child, my favourite question to ask grown-up couples (often my parents’ friends) was ‘How did you meet?’ As a shy kid, I couldn’t wrap my head around the alchemy that brought two strangers into each other’s lives and made them fall in love.

In my parents’ case, love entered their lives unexpectedly when my dad crashed my mum’s dinner party when she was at university. My mum was infuriated because this sudden and unexpected addition to the party meant there was no longer enough spaghetti Bolognese to go around. Of course, my dad isn’t the type to go round to strangers’ houses and ruin their dinner parties – his friends were playing matchmaker and assured him it’d be okay for him to come along. After the disastrous dinner party, my parents kept running into each other in situations that were being engineered by their friends. But my mum didn’t find it cute. To get these persistent friends to stop, she and my dad agreed to go for a drink. And it was during this drink that they discovered that they actually quite liked each other. Six months later, they were engaged. In 2024 they marked 40 years of marriage.

The (Emotional) Labour of Love

Nowadays, the abundance of choice but absence of commitment has become our greatest challenge – we match, exchange a few messages, before contact fizzles and we restart the cycle, rinse and repeat. Dating apps by design hold us hostage in a loop of talking stages which lead to nowhere. This is a symptom of data-driven capitalism. The tech industry prizes active users – aka human beings using a product – as a success metric. Dating apps aren’t trying to ‘solve’ our love lives out of the kindness of their hearts. Apps are a product of platform capitalism. If the app doesn’t deliver on its promise, it holds you hostage as an active user for a longer period of time, the ultimate metric for any app. According to Bandinelli, ‘An app that works is an app that is financially completely unsustainable. So, the apps need people to return to the app, to be there. We say that the app needs to be sticky, you need to get stuck to it.’ While many dating apps market themselves as fun, playful and empowering, the reality is, the longer we use them, the worse we feel, and looking for love online can make us feel bad about ourselves. Dating apps are a breeding ground for body image issues, creating negative perceptions of oneself and an increased internalisation of appearance ideals and comparisons to others, according to research from the University of North Texas published in 2017.25 And, in particular, people of colour experience fetishism on dating apps, leaving them feeling objectified, minimised to a mere stereotype, and held back from finding real, lasting connections.26

But we keep swiping. Because the ‘stickiness’ Bandinelli described is both addictive for customers and imperative for the dating apps’ sustained model. But, there’s also a psychological aspect to the state of being ‘on the apps’ – even if they aren’t working that well for you. Simply having Tinder or whatever app you use on your phone, you’re saying, ‘I’m still in the game,’ ‘I’m putting myself out there.’

If you think about the way in which we now ask our single friends, ‘Are you swiping?’ we’re asking them whether they’re actively putting themselves out there in the dating pool. Swiping, or even just having the apps on our phones, becomes a way for us to keep up the appearance of being an active member of the dating scene. ‘When you say, “Yes I’m swiping,” you say, “Yes, I’m doing my part, I’m active, I’m doing the labour that I’m supposed to be doing,”’ Bandinelli tells me.

Swiping therefore not only acts as the way in which we project the image (be it true or false) of being a person who’s ‘doing the work’ of putting themselves out there, it also feels like labour, like a chore we’re being forced to keep up with. Dr Jenny van Hooff, a sociologist at Manchester Metropolitan University, says that in her research into contemporary intimacy among undergraduate students, many told her that dating apps have become ‘like a job’. Those surveyed said having an additional time-draining task to complete on their phone made them feel pressured to be ‘always on’, says van Hooff.

I wanted to find out about other people’s experiences of searching for love, connection, sex, fun, whatever it is we’re all out there searching for, so I created an anonymous survey designed to understand people’s experiences of dating culture, their use of apps, and how the apps make them feel.

One of the people I spoke to to bring this data to life is a young person called Alice, aged 25. Alice identifies as straight and describes dating apps as ‘literally the biggest time suck’. Dating in London, she says, is annoying because people aren’t willing to take any risks when it comes to vulnerability and putting their hearts on the line. ‘People aren’t even willing to risk their Tuesday night in case it’s not a good date,’ she says.

Having dating apps on her phone makes her head feel ‘cluttered’ and the process of swiping consumes too much of her time. Faced with this frustration, Alice deleted her dating apps.

‘When I didn’t have them for two months, I was just reading more, I was going to bed earlier. I think it’s just too easy to stay up messaging people, scrolling through endless profiles.’ Ultimately, Alice felt she wasn’t getting a return on investment. ‘To be honest, the amount I actually use dating apps, like my screen time on them, I just don’t get enough dates out of them.’ Even when she’s chatting to people, it just fizzles into nothing. ‘I feel like both me and the people I’m speaking to never actually commit to go on a date most of the time.’

Alice is not alone in feeling this way. In fact, more than 90 per cent of gen Z daters feel frustrated with dating apps, according to research:27 Seventeen per cent of Gen Z singles feel sadness while swiping, and 28 per cent feel overwhelmed. Millennials, meanwhile, aren’t having a great time either: Eighteen per cent feel depressed by dating apps, and 24 per cent feel inundated by too much choice. Most dating app users have negative emotions while swiping – with only 4 per cent feeling happy while doing so, according to research sent to me by a representative of dating app Mattr. More than a quarter of dating app users feel overwhelmed while swiping, and 17 per cent experience depression while looking for connection.

Is the labour of swiping one that yields a return on investment? On Hinge, one swipe in 500 results in a phone number exchange, data suggests.28 The average UK Grindr user spends around 6 hours 49 minutes on the app per month, according to 2024 Ofcom figures.29 Other figures suggest Americans swipe on around 4,000 profiles before finding a partner, spending eight months on the app.30 So, how much of our day should we spend swiping? Dr Jess Carbino, Bumble’s in-house sociologist, says we should only be spending 30 minutes per day on the app, 15 minutes in the morning, and 15 in the evening. ‘It shouldn’t feel like a job,’ says Carbino. ‘Dating should feel like something that you’re doing in order to meet somebody.’31 Does this advice match up with daters’ experiences, though? Dating app Badoo (owned by the Match group) surveyed its 370 million users worldwide and found that on average people spend about 90 minutes a day swiping.32 People don’t sit for an hour and a half solidly swiping, however. Instead, people log into the app about ten times a day and swipe for nine minutes at a time. That equates to 10.5 hours a week. To give you an idea of what that means, people are legally allowed to work an average 48 hours a week (calculated over a 17-week reference period) – a quarter of that average working week is 12 hours.33 Based on Badoo’s figures, that we’re swiping for a period close to a quarter of the working week, is far from negligible. It’s like a side-hustle.

Though I’m borrowing from the language of capitalism here, when you think about the return on that temporal investment, you ultimately have very little – if anything at all – to show for it after putting in hours of work. Take the findings from a 2016 study of an unnamed dating app, which showed that 49 per cent of users who message a match never receive a reply.34 The Pew Research Center in the US looked at the gender breakdown of messaging habits among current or recent dating users and found that 54 per cent of women have felt overwhelmed by the volume of messages they received (compared with a quarter of men), whereas 64 per cent of men reported feeling insecure about the lack of messages they received (only 40 per cent of women said the same).35

Of course, that figure only takes into account the people who actually send messages rather than swiping endlessly without contacting anyone.

The reason why we even regard our dating efforts in terms of investment, labour, and profit and loss is because of the effects of living in a capitalist society. As Katherine Angel, author of Tomorrow Sex Will Be Good Again explains in an article on selfish dating culture, ‘The modern capitalist system we all exist under wants us to optimise our time as much as possible so we have a money-making mindset, which benefits the economy.’36 When our labour of love doesn’t show a return quickly enough – perhaps it’s too much of a slow-burn romance – we cut our losses, cease investing any more of our valuable time.

The cost of dating isn’t limited to the hours we put in, however. Dating drains our bank balance too. Increasingly, apps are asking their users to pay to access what feels like essential features such as unlimited likes on Bumble or being able to contact ‘Standouts’ on Hinge. And one in five single people have gone into debt from dating during the cost-of-living crisis, according to research by credit reporting company Experian. With 28 per cent of people using credit cards to fund their dates, this can cost around £78 on average each time. The cost of dating could run up a bill of £1,878 per year, per Experian. So 54 per cent of single people say the cost of dating puts them off, and 53 per cent think dating is now a luxury.37 (I explore the financial side of dating some more in chapter 7.)

There’ll Always be Someone Better

Is there something better out there? In my view, this is a question which dominates the dating mindset. Under capitalism, we grow up with the notion that we should always be wanting more – more money, more possessions, more status symbols, more comfort, more luxury. That mindset of always wanting more, always striving for better is ever-present in our dating culture. It guides some daters’ behaviour – some feel they’re on the receiving end of being discarded in favour of a more ‘enticing’ offer, some feel they need to model themselves on an idealised version of perfection to make themselves into the ‘more’ that someone else craves, and some are trapped in a cycle of swiping until they find the elusive, unattainable match that represents the best they can get.

Decision making can be divided in two groups of people: ‘Maximisers’ versus ‘Satisficers’. Satisficers have a ‘this’ll do’ philosophy when making choices; they tend to choose more quickly with the mindset that one solution cannot usually tick all boxes. The term ‘Satisficing’ – a portmanteau of ‘satisfy’ and ‘suffice’ – was first developed in 1956 by Nobel-Prize-winning economist Herbert A. Simon. ‘Maximisers’ want to literally maximise the outcome of a decision, so they’ll spend a great deal of time deliberating to ensure their choice is the right one. One study found that graduates with maximising mentalities earned 20 per cent more than their satisficing counterparts. On the other end of the spectrum, satisficers make their decisions quickly, albeit with slightly worse outcomes and using slightly impulsive means.38 Lengthy deliberation might sound like the more practical and thoughtful approach, but it has its downsides too. While maximisers might get more out of their decisions they’ll likely feel worse about those outcomes. Research has found that they’re more likely to experience depression, perfectionism, self-blame and regret.39

Looking at dating through the maximiser versus satisficer prism can illuminate our fellow daters’ (and our own) behaviours. In the past, I was more of a satisficer on dates, I’d ask myself, ‘Can I make it work with this person?’ during first encounters. These days, I see maximising tendencies in my decision making, existing in a protracted state of deliberation, weighing up ad nauseum whether the person in front of me would make a good partner. Going forward, I’m going to try and strike a better balance of the two states.

Dr Jenny van Hooff says dating has become akin to shopping for consumer goods. ‘You scan through so many photos or profiles so quickly that it’s like online shopping. When you’re evaluating human beings in that kind of way, I think it really undermines our humanity. Disposability is bred into our consumer culture.’ You might have a phone full of matches, but you run into trouble when you attempt to convert that match into a conversation. Perhaps you chat a little bit, but it fizzles out. Well, it’s not you – it’s a consequence of unlimited choice. According to social psychologist Professor Viren Swami, prominent psychologist and author of Attraction Explained: The Science of How We Form Relationships, ‘The first consequence of unlimited choice is that often people don’t engage in the relationships, particularly in the early stages … because if things go badly, [they] can just go back to the dating app. The idea is you go into a shop and you put all the things that you want in your basket, and then you go home and you check out what you’ve bought. You look at it and if you don’t like it, you go back to the shop, you return what you didn’t like, and you pick up some new things. And that’s essentially what dating apps offer – the impression of unlimited choice.’

Researchers have dubbed this phenomenon ‘relationshopping’. You might have heard the term ‘paradox of choice’ when we talk about modern dating. The paradox of choice means that when you have a boundless number of options, you can become paralysed by that infinite choice. As psychologist Barry Schwartz wrote in his book The Paradox of Choice: ‘Learning to choose is hard. Learning to choose well is harder. And learning to choose well in a world of unlimited possibilities is harder still, perhaps too hard.’ Regarding yourself as just an option in a limitless bundle of choices can feel dehumanising. While too much choice can give us choice paralysis, it can make us behave selfishly and callously, treating other human beings as disposable commodities, and distancing us from the consequences of such behaviour. This culture of non-commitment gives way to a repertoire of negative digital behaviours like ghosting, breadcrumbing, benching, orbiting – things you probably wouldn’t do in ‘real life’ when face to face with the individual.

Choosing a future partner is not a decision that one takes lightly, so a certain degree of deliberation is to be expected. There’s a happy medium, though. Too impulsive and you could end up ‘settling’ for the wrong person. Too indecisive and you could end up in choice paralysis and unable to settle on a decision. Balancing the two is key.

A New Way to Date

If you’re feeling stuck in a revolving door of swiping and matching with very little conversation or in-person dates to show for it, then something isn’t working. UK-based relationship counsellor and social psychologist Dr Kathrine Bejanyan says the technology really limits our ability here – that it’s impossible to talk to a thousand people and get to know their character. ‘I think sometimes people forget why they’re on there. They’re accumulating more matches than they’re actually doing proper dating. They’ll spend more time scrolling than actually talking.’ Bejanyan suggests limiting your matches to around 10 to 15 people and to engage with each one as much as possible. If this conversation goes well, Bejanyan advises trying ‘to get it into real life as soon as possible’. Ask them if they want to meet in person, to go for a coffee, or a walk, or a drink. ‘Because we need all of our senses to be able to gauge what’s what,’ says Bejanyan. ‘It’s so easy just to get into this rhythm where you feel so connected and you’re keeping
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