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		More Praise for The Normal Bar

		
			“This is the book that we have all been waiting for, a hard empirical look at marriages across continents and cultures. So many universal truths stand out—about romance, and sex, and money, and mostly how to have a happy marriage after all…A real gem.”

			—JOHN GOTTMAN, PhD, bestselling author of The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work

		

		
			“The Normal Bar is chock-full of good insights and findings in all areas of relationships, from sex and handholding to commitment and pre-nups.… Impressive research and results!”

			—TERRI ORBUCH, PHD, bestselling author of Finding Love Again

		

		
			“Are couples who fall in love at first sight happy decades later? What are the top desires of people in unhappy relationships? Is it normal to stop kissing in a long-term marriage? In The Normal Bar we learn fascinating bits about other people’s relationship attitudes, behavior, and longings—and tips we can put into action to make our own relationships better.”

			—JOAN PRICE, author of Naked at Our Age: Talking Out Loud about Senior Sex

		

		
			“Money? Sex? Deep dark secrets? If you wonder how your relationship compares with the rest of the world, The Normal Bar offers you a comprehensive heads up—most important, it suggests that growing healthier and happier may not be mission impossible.”

			—GINA OGDEN, PhD, LMFT, author of The Return of Desire, The Heart & Soul of Sex, and Women Who Love Sex

		

		
			“I’m obsessed with this page-turner! After nineteen years of marriage, I faced divorce and entering the dating world with a whole lot of questions about what was and was not normal. Not only did this book answer everything I’d ever wondered about relationships and what people really want, but it restored my faith in the essential sweetness of humankind. Hot damn!”

			—LINDA SIVERTSEN, award-winning author of Generation Green and coauthor of the bestselling Your Big Beautiful Book Plan

		

		
			“The Normal Bar is an innovative, easy-to-read book filled with novel findings about relationships and helpful suggestions on making relationships better. I will use the important findings from The Normal Bar in my classes, in my papers, and in my clinical work.”

			—HOWARD J. MARKMAN, PhD, author of Fighting for Your Marriage

		

		
			“For all of us who have wondered if it’s possible to define ‘normal,’ especially when it comes to relationships, the answer is yes. The Normal Bar delves into intimacy, communication, attraction, and more, blending into the discussion compelling statistics and keen insights. The result is equal parts fascinating and comforting. The authors confirm that while in many ways we’re quite different, at the core, we’re all very much the same.”

			—CHARLA MULLER, author of 365 Nights: A Memoir of Intimacy

		

		
			“Does being normal make you happy in your relationships and are happy people normal? This fascinating and very unusual book provides some detailed and nuanced answers…From relationship formation to coping with breakups, this is a unique tool that informs the decisions of individuals and couples, clinicians and policy-makers. Well recommended!”

			—GILBERT HERDT, professor and director, Graduate Program in Human Sexuality, California Institute for Integral Studies
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		INTRODUCTION

		The Genesis of the Normal Bar

		The Normal Bar was conceived during a relationship crisis that became an opportunity for marital rebirth. My husband, Mark, and I had been together for well over a decade when we started to question whether we were as happy as we could be in our relationship. At the time we were both so busy with work, the house, and our three kids that we barely had any energy left for ourselves, much less for each other. I remember thinking, is this as good as it gets? Curious to know if this was normal, I asked some of my closest friends, who also had been married for over ten years, how they felt about their relationships. I was stunned to learn how many of them were struggling. One of my friends confided that she hadn’t made love to her husband for six months. Six months! I thought, there’s no way that could be good. But who was I to judge? Mark and I had our own laundry list of relationship issues, and I knew the normal that we’d created for our marriage was making us both more miserable than we cared to admit. Was this the price everyone paid for working full-time while raising kids? That was too depressing a thought to accept without further inquiry. I had to believe there were some long-married couples whose normal made them happy! If I could find them, then maybe Mark and I could learn from them what we needed to do to create a better normal for ourselves.

		But how would I find them? Like a lot of women, I equated relationship happiness with those dreamy scenes you see in movies—you know, the ones where the guy sweeps his true love off her feet and tells her he loves her so much he can’t live without her, then proves it with endless, incredible sex. Unfortunately, much as I wanted this vision to be true, I had a sneaking suspicion it wasn’t very realistic. Deep down, I knew I needed to find some “real” people who were happy in their relationships—if such couples even existed. What did their sex lives look like? How did they sustain that feeling of being in love decade after decade? What were their secrets for keeping sex satisfying over the long haul? What were their tricks for maintaining trust and openness, for avoiding—or surviving—arguments? How did they manage to remain playful, affectionate, deeply connected, and romantic even with kids, family, friends, and work constantly competing for attention? If I could gather up all these secrets and insights about what actually works and what doesn’t, then Mark and I could lay out some guidelines and begin to reshape our own relationship.

		The information I was seeking wasn’t available in any books, Web sites, or other media resources I could find at the time, so it seemed that the only way to learn from happy couples would be to track them down myself and put my questions to them directly. Fortunately, Mark endorsed this project, for it soon took on a life of its own.

		I began by reaching out to two of the top experts in the country, relationship expert Dr. Pepper Schwartz and social science researcher Dr. James Witte. I shared my mission with them and asked if they’d help me create an interactive online survey to compare people’s relationships around the world. We began compiling questions about the innermost workings of relationships, and we did not hold back. Some examples: What is your number-one sexual fantasy? What secrets do you keep from your spouse? Have you ever had an affair? What do you most want from your partner that you’re not getting? Before we knew it we had 1,300 questions! I just knew the answers could help not only my relationship but also those of my less than happy friends and many others.

		Ultimately, we wanted to learn what was normal for the happiest couples, and contrast their norms with those of less happy partners. Our plan was to collect a massive amount of data, which we then would sort and compare across groups by age, gender, duration of relationship, ethnicity, income, religion, family size, and nationality. This would tell us how factors such as economics, cultural influences, or having kids can affect a couple’s relationship.

		Fortunately, Dr. Schwartz and Dr. Witte were just as curious as I was and saw the potential in the lessons to be found in those comparisons of positive and negative norms. But how to get that mass of data? Reader’s Digest, with 70 million global readers, agreed to be our first media partner. In a matter of months Dr. Witte’s team had collected information, including many personal anecdotes, from over 25,000 respondents. Using an unprecedented survey technology, Dr. Witte began to analyze the results.

		Throughout this process, we picked up an array of tools that Mark and I began to apply to our own relationship. These techniques and practices turned out to be surprisingly simple—and very effective! By learning from the data and making simple changes to the choices, interactions, and activities we considered normal, we were able to reinvent—and, more important, reignite—our marriage. We found ourselves more in love and happier than ever. Our new normal reflected the marriage we’d both been missing, one we both needed to be happy, healthy, and fulfilled together. With this proof of process, our team knew we could help other couples, too.

		Although our project had barely gotten lift-off at this point, Dr. Schwartz, Dr. Witte, and I envisioned the resulting book, The Normal Bar, as a unique relationship resource. We would reveal in detail how people lived their lives together and how each partner’s choices affected the success of their sex lives; whether or not they felt loved and appreciated enough; how they felt about themselves; whether they felt fairly or respectfully treated in the relationships. We’d look at styles of communication and intimacy and styles of personal care, housekeeping, and philosophies about finance. In other words, we’d peel back the veneer of couple life and look deep inside to find out what people actually do in every important aspect of their relationships. Our readers would gain a vast array of insights and tools—not because we thought anyone should become more “normal” in the average sense, but so that they could see the scope of possibilities and create their own unique version of a more fulfilling “normal.”

		The Internet offered us the means to give our survey the scope we envisioned without sacrificing scientific relevance. Back in the 1970s Shere Hite sent out 100,000 questionnaires, but had to base her famous Hite Report on Female Sexuality on only a 4% response. Masters and Johnson based their classics, Human Sexual Response and Human Sexual Inadequacy, on the intimate behavior of 510 couples. By contrast, thanks to today’s online technology, we had the ability to go global, reaching tens of thousands of individuals and drilling down much more deeply than previous surveys into our respondents’ attitudes, practices, and beliefs.

		We enlisted AOL, the Huffington Post, and AARP as additional media partners. We had our survey translated into multiple languages. By the time Dr. Witte began crunching all the information on which this book is based, we had extensive groundbreaking data from more than 70,000 individuals around the world and 1.7 million data points. And the survey is still going strong!

		We know this book is going to change lives—even your life!—in a very good way. I know because it’s changed my husband’s and mine. Happiness is a gift every couple deserves. So read on, and enjoy your new normal.

		CHRISANNA NORTHRUP,
creator and coauthor of The Normal Bar

	
		CHAPTER 1

		The Normal Bar Is…
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		“I normally use the key.”
“Well, I strive to be different.”

		Are you normal in the way you conduct your relationship?

		If you’re like most of the people we asked, the answer is no—or at least you hope you’re not. “Being normal is boring, and I’m not boring,” was the sentiment we heard most often. Many people, in fact, told us they’d do almost anything to avoid being “normal.”

		But suppose we asked, “In your interaction with your significant other, are you extremely happy and sexually satisfied the majority of the time?” If normal means being happy and sexually satisfied, you’d probably like to be able to answer yes. So the next question is, how can you attain—and sustain—this kind of normal? Or, put another way, what are the real life keys to a happy relationship?

		These questions lie at the heart of The Normal Bar. We set out to ask people around the world, first, what are the most common attitudes and practices in relationships, or what constitutes the “bar” of normalcy; second, how do the “normal bars” of satisfied and dissatisfied couples typically differ; and, finally, what can we learn from these different understandings of normal to help people change their relationships for the better?
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			The Normal Bar
provides you with a compass and a toolbox so that you can get as close to or as far away from normal as you see fit.
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		As you’ll see from our findings, what people are assumed to be doing in private often bears little or no resemblance to what they actually do. Cultural stereotypes and the media’s fantasies of romance and lust have little to do with what really goes on in relationships, especially since conduct varies over time and across geographic boundaries. Our goal, then, was to drill deep, through and beyond common assumptions, to find out just how typical different romantic and domestic habits truly are—and how different interpretations of behavior correlate with personal and relationship happiness. For instance:

		
			• Does the average couple kiss once a day, once a week, once a month, or even less—and how does the frequency of kissing line up with their satisfaction in the relationship?

			• Is everyone having a lot of sex—or is that level of intimacy pretty rare for everyone except newlyweds?

			• Does money still predict who makes the rules in a relationship, or have things changed radically as women have become an increasingly important part of the workforce?

			• How often do we lie to our partners; and is honesty really the best way to keep peace in the household?

		

		We created an unprecedented interactive relationship survey (see our Appendix for details about the precise methodology) that asked each participant hundreds of questions about the inner workings of compatibility, romance, affection, communication, sex, money, daily decision making, and emotional connection. Then, by linking the survey through Web sites with millions of viewers—such sites as AARP, Huffington Post, Reader’s Digest, and AOL—we collected data from more than 70,000 men and women around the world (in countries including Canada, England, France, Italy, Spain, Hungary, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, and China). Finally, as the data streamed in, we mapped behavior globally and tracked the patterns and averages, so that readers could pinpoint exactly where they lined up on the Normal Bar of personal and relationship happiness.

		Think of the Normal Bar as a tool you can use to compare different areas of your relationship with typical behavior among others in your age, gender, or cultural group. (We’ll break these group norms down for you, and you may be surprised to see how they differ.) Each of the chapters to come will examine aspects of couples’ lives that affect their happiness and overall satisfaction, from their first weeks and months together, through the day-to-day strains of living together, to the challenges that may threaten their staying together long term. If you find that your own normal in a particular area isn’t working for your relationship, look to the Normal Bar to see what typically works best for others.

		To maximize the usefulness of this information, in each chapter we’ll also suggest simple tools or exercises that can help you and your partner reduce conflict, resentment, and stress. “Normal” habits often outlive their usefulness, but the good news is that most couples can, if they choose, rejuvenate their love at any age by creating a new normal. The Normal Bar offers the practical advice you’ll need to make this shift.

		Don’t worry: We’re not saying that you have to be “normal” to have a thriving love life, but we will show you which behaviors tend to make for the happiest and strongest couples. You can then use this information to reassess and refine your relationship to your own specifications. Our goal is simply to give you a compass and a toolbox to help move your personal normal into the zone your heart desires.

		How Does the Normal Bar Work?

		“If I don’t do everything, nothing gets done.”—female, 38, separated after a 12-year marriage

		Let’s look at a simplified real-life example of how the Normal Bar process works. Behold Bob and Andrea, the full-time working parents of twelve-year-old Jack. Every day for the last thirteen years, Andrea has done all the family laundry. She thought that was normal, so her position on the Normal Bar for laundry is clear: she bears 100% of her family’s laundry duty. Bob and Jack, on the other hand, are sitting pretty at 0% of that responsibility.

		Over the years, however, Andrea has become resentful of this norm. She doesn’t complain or say anything about it, but she’s started to snap at Jack and Bob whenever they ask for clean socks. The guys, meanwhile, have no idea what’s gotten into Andrea. It seems like such a minor issue. They dismiss her growing agitation, but that only increases Andrea’s resentment. When Bob can’t find his boxers, she lays into him for even asking where they are. The emotional climate in the house is getting worse, but to Andrea, Bob, and Jack it’s a mystery why. They all assume it’s normal for the wife and mother to do all the laundry, so this can’t possibly be the real problem—or can it?
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		“Honey, are you trying to tell me something?”

		Desperate, Andrea takes a poll of her girlfriends, asking if they do all the laundry in their households. She learns that, while a majority of the wives do all the laundry, there are actually a handful of husbands who do it, and some husbands and wives split the chore—in a few cases, the older kids in the house even help. Most important, from just this small sampling, Andrea learns that a lot of the couples who share the chore seem to have happier relationships than those in which the wife bears the whole burden 100% of the time. Not only is a different normal possible, but it looks like a different normal might be a better normal all around! Armed with this insight, Andrea sees a new way forward.

		She gathers her courage and tells her husband and son what she’s learned from her friends and how she feels about doing the laundry. To her surprise, Bob and Jack are relieved that the problem isn’t something more serious. Bob was starting to think that Andrea was unhappy with him or the relationship, not ever imagining that she was just sick of doing the laundry every day. The solution? Bob and Jack agree to share the responsibility, and Andrea’s new normal becomes just a third of her previous duty. This is a norm she can happily accept on an ongoing basis.
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		Opening the Normal Bar Tool Kit

		The smallest issue can erode or even destroy a relationship if it becomes a norm that one of the partners resents. Realizing that a different normal is possible is a vital first step toward addressing the issue and having a clear alternative in mind always makes the process of change less intimidating. But it’s not always easy to make the leap from a long-established norm to a preferable one. Old habits sometimes die hard, and your partner might not be as willing to change as you are. That’s why we offer true stories, advice, and tools in every chapter in this book to help you and your partner get to your new normal.

		These suggestions are culled from the tactics and exercises our respondents have used most effectively to improve overall satisfaction and sexual connection in their relationships. After analyzing our data and hearing how our happiest couples solved problems, we were astounded by the simplicity of many of these practices and the ease with which they can be woven into daily life. Even a small adjustment can make a big change and can turn a pattern of habits that couples don’t like into one that supports them and their relationships. Some of the tools might seem obvious to you when you read about them, but what’s not obvious is the critical difference they can make to a relationship when actually used. For instance, knowing that your partner likes to be told “I love you” is one thing; actually saying “I love you” is quite another. Seemingly minor changes can make the difference between living happily ever after together, breaking up, or, worse, staying together and never feeling completely fulfilled.

		Think of personal hygiene as an analogy. We’ve all been told that people who floss their teeth are less likely than non-flossers to have plaque buildup and cavities. But let’s pretend that we’ve surveyed thousands of people and learned that those who don’t floss every day have a 75% greater chance of having their teeth fall out. Maybe because you knew flossing was good for your teeth you normally flossed from time to time, but after hearing this startling data, wouldn’t you consider making daily flossing part of your normal routine? Minor adjustments in your “relationship hygiene” can also make a big difference in your health as a couple.

		Emphasizing the importance of certain behaviors by presenting new and convincing data about those behaviors is the heart and soul of this book. We’ll share the insights and experiences of people all over the world. And while the advice and strategies for constructing a new normal may appear simple, never doubt their potential to help you achieve real change.

		Let’s get started!
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		CHAPTER 2

		Are You the One for Me?
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		The instant I saw her I knew we were meant for each other. It was love at first sight.

		Doesn’t that sound romantic? Such electric moments are a staple of love stories, and many of us grow up believing they’re the truest sign of “true” love. So we wanted to know: Do these moments actually occur in real life?

		Yes! At least they did for 28% of women and 48% of men in our survey. The sharp difference between the sexes might surprise you, but it’s actually in line with other research that shows men are more romantic than women, more likely to fall in love because of the way a potential partner looks, and more likely to feel love when there is extreme sexual attraction. Women tend to be more wary, and most need to know more about a partner’s character and background before they’ll allow the deeper emotions to develop.

		But what about the premium we place on love at first sight? Does this immediate charge correlate to happier long-term relationships? Not in overall contentment, according to the Normal Bar. Those who have eased into love gradually are just as likely to be happy together as those who were hit by a lightning bolt of passion on day one.
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			ENDURING PASSION

			Couples who fell in love at first sight are more likely to still be sexually satisfied with each other in midlife.
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		There is, however, one critical area where that initial lightning bolt seems to leave an enduring impact: People who fell in love at first sight are more likely than gradual lovers to claim satisfaction with their present sex life—even after decades together! In fact, the group most likely to report this sexual boon was middle-aged men and women between the ages of 45 and 54. This might indicate that intense attraction early on in the relationship was especially important for the last group of baby boomers. More likely, it means that love at first sight is a strong gauge of sexual interest that will stand the test of time.

		Are You with Your Soul Mate?

		Love, of course, involves more than attraction—more even than sexual satisfaction. Compatibility is a crucial element as well. Many of us grew up absorbing the message—from fairy tales, Disney movies, romance novels, and perhaps our families—that “true” love depends on finding the one “true” mate who is meant for us: our “soul mate.” But what does this mean?

		The term soul mate has become a popular concept relatively recently and is now widespread—and aspirational. We found that most people think of soul mates as two people who are “right for” each other and belong together. But beyond this sense of belonging, there are some important conceptual variations.

		Believe Their Current Partners Are Their Soul Mates
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		Those who are religious might add more spiritual—and permanent—criteria. “Till death do us part,” after all, is standard language in marriage vows exchanged in most churches. We compared people by religion and found that people of all faiths believe in this concept. Furthermore, most religious people believe that they have found and are with their own soul mates!

		Curiously, the percentage of soul mates drops significantly among nonbelievers and those not affiliated with a particular religion. Or perhaps they’re just less inclined to identify their partners by that term. But while the religious divide is intriguing, the much more important news is that more than half of all people we asked said their current partners are their soul mates. Some believe in the one true soul mate concept, while others believe there could be several “true” mates for each person. Either way, a solid majority believe they’re with the person they’re meant to love.
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		“We are so connected …”

		So … are the people who believe they’re with their soul mate more satisfied with their sex lives? Yes! Among the soul mated, 82% of men and 83% of women said they’re very satisfied with their sex lives. Of course, first-rate sex could be one of the criteria for identifying your partner as a soul mate in the first place, but general happiness plays an important role as well. If having a soul mate means that your sexual and emotional lives are well in sync, then our findings suggest that there are a lot of very contented couples in the world.

		We Are So Connected…
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			BEWARE

			After six years together as a couple, 20% fewer men and women still find their partners as attractive as they did in year one.
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		We’ve all seen couples who appear to be obvious soul mates—who finish each other’s sentences, look at each other lovingly, and just seem to be perfectly matched. Then there are those other couples, who always seem to be bickering, talking over each other, gesturing angrily or accusingly, couples we assume to be miserable only to find out this is just how they relate, and somehow it works for them. The truth is, none of us can judge another couple’s happiness or know, from the outside, whether they should be together. So we decided to ask couples to tell us from their own perspectives what connects them.

		Here are some of the top physical and emotional indicators that make a difference in the overall sense of connection within relationships.

		Are you physically attracted to your partner?

		It’s nice to see that most (74%) of the general population are extremely attracted to their partners. Less happily, 22% of partners told us they are less attracted than they “used to be,” and 4% are totally disenchanted. The longer a relationship has lasted, it seems, the more likely it is that the sexual spark will have dimmed. Among respondents in the first year of a relationship, 92% told us they find their partners extremely attractive. Among those in their sixth to ninth year of a relationship, just 68% still reported that level of appeal. Coincidentally, the Normal Bar shows that there also happens to be a big drop in couples’ efforts to stay fit and attractive for each other between years six and nine. After the ninth year, however, the decline slows, so that at twenty-one years plus, 58% said they still find their partners extremely attractive.

		But here’s the unexpected kicker. Among couples who told us they are unhappy with their relationships, 57% still find their partners extremely appealing! Even among those who hate their sex lives, 55% of both men and women still are attracted to their partners. While looks are part of the package, they clearly don’t matter enough to save a relationship that’s not working in other departments. This is equally true for both men and women.

		On the other hand, we found a surprising number of people for whom looks don’t matter at all. One-fifth of all people who are extremely happy in their relationships told us they’ve lost their attraction for their mates and still are extremely happy with the relationship. This represents a sizable minority for whom physical appearance has receded into the background. With age, it’s normal for some people to lose interest in the sexual or physical appeal of their partners, while other factors, such as companionship, intellectual stimulation, a sense of humor, and emotional comfort come more strongly into play. This is a bit tricky, however, because for attractiveness and sexual desire to become irrelevant, both partners have to feel the same way.

		Does similarity or difference create compatibility?
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				People who are extremely attracted to their partner:
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							80%
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							Canada
							71%
					

					
							England
							71%
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							67%
					

				

			

		

		There are two schools of thought here. One says that the more you have in common with your partner, the better your relationship will be. The other says that the less you have in common, the more fascinating you’ll be to each other. Which is right? A lot of research on this topic leans toward similarity working best, but according to the Normal Bar the truth lies somewhere in the middle.

		Couples who have nothing in common tend to run separate lives and have few shared—or satisfying—bonds. But couples who have everything in common are less likely to introduce one another to new things—unless they explore new endeavors together. Let’s see how similarities and differences specifically impact couple happiness.

		Are you and your partner similar or different?

		We began by asking people if they considered themselves to be more similar to or different from their partners. More than half said they are more different in nature. When we measured the happiness of these contrary couples, the majority (75%) fell into the slightly unhappy group. What about the 45% who said they are more similar to their partner? A whopping 95% described their relationships as extremely happy. They felt being similar to their partners helped strengthen their relationships.

		The Normal Bar, then, suggests that people with different personalities and few shared interests may have more difficulty relating to each other as a couple than those who are very similar to one another. That’s not to say that you are setting yourself up for disaster if you and your partner are very different. However, you will have to acknowledge and respect those differences and make an effort to find areas of common cause, pleasure, and agreement. Some differences are interesting, but it can become alienating if you have nothing in common.

		Does sharing the same religious beliefs make a difference?

		Religion is often raised as a major consideration when choosing a mate, so we wanted to know if couples who differ in their faith or beliefs experience more friction in their relationships. An overwhelming 80% said no, it doesn’t hurt the relationship. Couples can have separate religious preferences and it seems to have no impact on their overall happiness. Most partners expressed support for each other’s choices.

		One caveat, though: We did not identify respondents with fundamentalist beliefs. Most fundamentalists belong to churches and communities that shape a great part of their social and family lives, as well as their religious lives. Thus religious differences would likely pose a larger challenge to a couple in which one partner is fundamentalist and the other is not.

		Does sharing the same social or political views make or break a relationship?

		When two people have different views on social or political issues it can definitely make for interesting conversation, but what about living with someone whose political views are vastly different? Our first surprise when we probed this question was the discovery that only a third of all our respondents do share
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