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The scientist’s
verdict: there’s
no such thing as
everlasting love
Think you’ve found
your soulmate? A
new book says we
should ditch the
sentimentality.
Barbara McMahon
meets the author

W

e tend to think of
love as a bolt of
lightning
that
strikes once or
twice in our lives,
or the special
feeling that is
reserved for close family and friends. In an
intriguing new book published in the
United States, the scientist Barbara
Fredrickson says that we should ditch
these entrenched and sentimental attitudes about love and think about the
many-splendoured thing in an entirely
new way. Love isn’t about sexual desire or
romance. It’s not unconditional. It’s not
even a lasting condition. Fredrickson
defines love as fleeting moments of
connection that you can share with
anyone, not just with a soulmate. Love is
indeed all around. It is something you can
experience momentarily, with strangers,
with fellow commuters, with the person
who wraps up your purchases in a department store. In scientific terms, and with a
nod to the famous comic strip, love is … “micro-moments of positivity resonance”.
Fredrickson, who researches positive
emotions atthe University of North Carolina, acknowledges that it’s not the most
attractive of terms, but says that she’s not
trying to dissect something beautiful, take
it apart scientifically and make it ordinary.
“I’m attempting to take love off its very
lofty pedestal,” she says. “By calling attention to the biological aspects of love, we
can bring this most powerful of all emotions into everyone’s reach. Love is far
more ubiquitous than you ever thought
possible, because of the simple fact that
love is a connection between any two
people.” She quotes the lyrics of Louis Armstrong’s 1960s hit What A Wonderful
World, when he sang: “I see friends shaking
hands, saying ‘How do you do?’ They’re
really saying, ‘I love you’.”
Love is a nutrient that our bodies need
like oxygen or food, Fredrickson explains.
By thinking of love only in romantic terms,
or limiting it to a small circle of family or
friends, we restrict our opportunities for
health and growth and wellbeing, she

claims. “When you limit your view of love
to relationships or commitment, love
becomes a complicated thicket of emotions, expectations and insecurities. But if
you follow your body’s definition of love, a
clear path emerges that cuts through that
thicket and leads to a better life.”
Science, she says, is illuminating for the
first time how love, and its absence, fundamentally alters the biochemicals in which
the body is steeped. “The love you do or do
not experience today may quite literally
change key aspects of your cellular architecture in the months and years ahead…
cells that affect your physical health, your
vitality and your overall wellbeing,” she
reveals in the book Love 2.0: How Our
Supreme Emotion Affects Everything We
Feel, Think, Do and Become. “Just as your
supplies of clean air and nutritious food
forecast how long you’ll walk this Earth —
and whether you’ll thrive or just get by —
so does your supply of love.”
Fredrickson says that three key neurobiological players are at work — the brain,
your body’s level of oxytocin, which is
sometimes known as the “cuddle hormone”, and the vagus nerve which
connects your brain to the rest of your
body. The vagus nerve’s influence on love
can actually be measured by examining
someone’s heart rate in association with
their breathing rate — their so-called
vagal tone. Having a high vagal tone is
good: it means you can regulate biological
processes such as glucose levels better; you
have more control over your emotions,
make more positive connections, and are
more loving. In the course of her research,
Fredrickson found that people with a high
vagal tone report more experiences of love
than those with a lower vagal tone.
In a micro-moment of love, you and the
other person mirror the positivity in each
other’s emotional state, you mirror each
other’s gestures and biochemistry and you
mirror each other’s impulse to care for one
another. Like any other emotion, anger, joy
and sadness, this profound feeling doesn’t
last and micro-moments of love are measured in seconds or minutes. Love is ephemeral, Fredrickson says. “No emotion is built
to last, not even the ones that feel so good.”
But if we open ourselves to receiving
micro-moments of love every day —
whether they are mild ones in a pleasant
interaction with a stranger or strong ones
in our dealings with a spouse or close
family member, we reap the health benefits. Science shows that these benefits build
in the body overtime and make us physically and emotionally healthier.
“The ordinary conversation with your
spouse over breakfast or a humorous
interaction with a stranger is at the lowerintensity end of the spectrum, but time and
again what the science of emotions tells us
is that modest but frequent experiences
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Love is . . .
never having
to say you’re sorry

Love is . . .
a micro-moment of
positivity resonance,
at best

I want nightly sex, he doesn’t
Suzi Godson
Sex counsel

Q

We’ve been married
three years and I want
to have sex every night.
But my husband often turns
me down, saying that he is too
tired or has work to do. I know
his job is very demanding, but
it makes me feel rejected.
I can’t help worrying that he is
having an affair because
he doesn’t seem to be as
interested in sex as he
once was.

“
”

Love isn’t about
sexual desire
or romance.
It’s not even
a lasting
condition

such as these account for our wellbeing,”
says Fredrickson.” We certainly remember
the super-intense ones better, but they are
not necessarily more important in terms of
our health or the strength of a relationship.” She likens it to everyday booster
shots. “Sharing a silly story, being proud of
your spouse, saying ‘thank you’ — those
are the booster shots that keep us and our
relationships healthy,” she continues.
This way of looking at love helps people
to have more control over their emotional
wellbeing, Fredrickson says. “We tend to
think of love as something that just happens, like the weather, but we can actually
steer our emotions much more than we
think,” says Fredrickson. Micro-moments
can be part of everybody’s life. It’s not just
for those who have recently fallen in love,
it’s for people who are in longstanding
relationships, and for people who are not
even in relationships.”
Certainly, loneliness is one of the
growing problems of our age. With more
divorce and fewer marriages, millions of
people in the UK face life without close
relationships. If we change our attitude, we
can see that love’s reach is wider than we
imagine, Fredrickson adds. No one —

young, old, passionate or reserved, single
or married — need be excluded.
She recommends cultivating at least
three micro-moments every day. “Think
about how attuned and connected you felt
with those people,” she advises. “Elevate
those moments as something important in
daily life, and prioritise them. You’ll see
that you gain not just the emotional uplift
but a health improvement as well, and you
are not the only person who gets that
improvement. The other person does, too,
so you’re spreading wellness and health,
and not just cultivating it for yourself.”
Fredrickson, who has been studying
positive emotions for two decades, says she
used to be a “crusty” scientist, but has
become a much more warm-hearted person by following this science.“I don’t mind
the ‘L’ word,” she laughs. “I do tell my children that I love them. I use love in normal
conversation like everyone else, but I think
that having a scientific appreciation,
with a spiritual and personal appreciation,
of love gives a new set of lenses through
which to appreciate this very human, very
everyday phenomena.” To paraphrase The
Beatles song: All you need is a micromoment of positivity resonance.

A

Sex every night? I’ve no doubt
that your letter will generate a
flurry of comments from male
readers wishing that their own
wives were as keen, but reading between
the lines of our correspondence, I see a
young woman with low self-esteem who
relies on sex for validation. For you, sex
with your husband is “proof” of love.
However, if you believe this, then you must
also believe that sexual disinterest is proof
of rejection. The dissonance created by
those conflicting cognitions is so
uncomfortable that you have fabricated an
alternative explanation, one which
explains your husband’s sexual reticence
and fits a socially accepted narrative for
why a married person might no longer
want to have sex.
It clearly isn’t true. You haven’t noted
any changes in your husband’s behaviour
— he’s not hiding his mobile phone,
or disappearing to the “gym”
every night — so I have to
conclude that your concerns
about his infidelity
are simply your own
unchecked paranoia. It
is terribly dangerous to
allow yourself to be so
physically and
emotionally invested
in anyone that their
ups and downs
determine how
good or bad you feel
about yourself. And
it is detrimental to
your relationship,
too. After a hard
day’s work, most
people want some
food and a hot bath,
not a sexathon. And
the more you turn
intimacy into an
obligation, the more
you will turn him off.
The truth is, sexual
frequency declines in all
long-term relationships
and the steepest drop
occurs in the first 12
months. A 1981 analysis of
diaries kept by newlyweds
showed that in the first
four weeks of their
married life together, the
couples had sex on a

minimum of 17 occasions. By the end of the
year that figure was down to eight. In my
own sexual-frequency survey, only 9.5 per
cent of the 3,313 participants who had been
married for two to five years had sex every
day, whereas 49.5 per cent
had weekly sex.
There is a biological explanation for this.
Dopamine, the neurotransmitter that
motivates us to want sex, is more readily
stimulated by unpredictability (Berridge
& Robinson 1998). So, when sex stops
being surprising, then unsurprisingly, it
stops — or tails off from the frantic
copulation that occurs in the first six
months of a relationship.
Most couples can put a positive spin on
this decline, because decreased sexual
intensity tends to be synonymous with
increased emotional intimacy. Though
sex is obviously a fundamental part of that
connection, it’s not so much the quantity
as the quality that counts and, let’s face it,
sometimes snuggling up in your onesie
with a pizza in front of the telly trumps
absolutely everything else.
You’ll never be able to appreciate those
simple joys unless you can learn to quell
your co-dependence, but a course of
cognitive behavioural therapy
(babcp.com) could help you to address
that issue. CBT won’t stop you wanting
to have sex with your husband, but it
will free you from your debilitating
insecurity and help you to identify
and recode the unhelpful thought
processes that undermine your
confidence in yourself and in your
husband. Good luck.
E-mail your questions to:
weekendsex@thetimes.co.uk
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Ask
Marie O’Riordan

Q

My father’s former wife
recently inherited a
large sum of money and
hasofferedto give me the
deposit for a flat. I have been
renting for years (after
splitting up with my fiancé),
butI knowthat I would upset
the rest of my family if I
took up her offer. She was
unfaithful to my father several
times, which is why they
divorced. What should I do?

A

The deterrent to accepting her
offer is other people’s accusatory
thoughts. If someone is lucky
enough to inherit a large amount
of money, it seems noble to want others to
share in the windfall.
No doubt your family regard this as a
calculated attempt to buy your affection.
But it is possible that she regrets her past
behaviour and deserves the opportunity to
atone for it. Only your father had the
right to judge his marital relationship
and it is not up to others to take pot
shots at his ex-wife. It is difficult for
anyone these days to buy a home
without some financial help
and you may never get another
opportunity. Clarify if there are
any conditions attached to her
offer before you accept. Then you
should talk to your family and discuss
your desire for financial security. If they
don’t accept her motives, it makes life
difficult but doesn’t mean that you
have to submit to their will. Your
relationship with your father’s ex-wife
is your own affair and you are perfectly
entitled to accept her money.
E-mail your questions to:
weekend@thetimes.co.uk
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