Chapter 1: 80/20 in Love and Relationships
Before we talk about dating, attraction, or intimacy, we need to start with what actually makes relationships last.
In my experience, most relationships don’t fail because of bad luck. They fail because people misunderstand what matters. They chase chemistry instead of compatibility, intensity instead of stability, and short-term emotion instead of long-term connection.
Over time, I’ve come to believe that a small number of qualities carry most of the weight: respect, trust, emotional steadiness, and shared values. The older I’ve gotten, the clearer that has become.
I’ve also come to believe there are only three basic realities in life:
things we can control,
things we can influence,
and things we cannot control at all.
That way of thinking served me well in business, but it taught me even more about relationships.
Because love is where people most often confuse influence with control. We think we can change people, fix incompatibility, or hold onto relationships through sheer effort. Sometimes we mistake emotional intensity for something deeper and more lasting.
But there are limits to what we control.
You cannot control how someone feels about you, whether they’re ready for commitment, or whether true long-term compatibility exists.
You can influence how you communicate, how you respond to conflict, and the kind of partner you choose.
But you cannot force character, maturity, or compatibility into existence where they simply do not exist.
When I was just out of college, I dated a young woman for nearly six years. Mimi was intelligent, warm, supportive, and genuinely good to me. I included her in almost every part of my life.
But I wasn’t honest with her.
I was immature, and I lacked discipline. I saw other women, not because she lacked substance, but because I lacked clarity about who I was and what mattered.
My parents liked her very much, but they believed I could “do better.” What they meant was appearance, not character. At the time, I allowed that thinking to influence me more than I should have.
Looking back now, I see what I actually had:
loyalty, stability, security, and love.
The problem is that those qualities are quiet. When you're young, you often don’t recognize the value of stability because it doesn’t create excitement. With age, I can see I could have built a very good life with her. That realization isn’t regret. It’s perspective.
Chemistry Is Not Structure
My first marriage taught me something different.
We had problems early on, but like many couples, we believed effort alone would fix them. After about six years, we went into counseling.
Two months later, our therapist said something she claimed she had never said to another couple before. She told us she honestly didn’t understand how we had ever ended up together because we were fundamentally incompatible.
It wasn’t cruel.
It was accurate.
Eventually we divorced.
To this day, we remain friends. There’s no bitterness between us, and she will always matter to me. But we eventually accepted that caring about each other was not enough to sustain a marriage built on major incompatibilities.
That’s one of the hardest lessons people learn:
incompatibility does not disappear simply because two people want it to.
Chemistry can bring two people together.
Compatibility determines whether they can stay together.
Those are not the same thing.

The 80/20 Pattern in Love
In relationships, a relatively small number of qualities determine most of the outcome.
Respect.
Trust.
Emotional steadiness.
Shared values.
Agreement about money, lifestyle, and direction.
Without those things, attraction alone eventually collapses under pressure.
When I was younger, I confused emotional excitement with relationship strength. Over time, I came to see that a small number of core qualities carry most of the weight in a relationship.
 A few core qualities carry most of the weight, while many other traits, though pleasant, are secondary.
Two people can share humor, attraction, chemistry, and common interests, yet still fail because they disagree on something fundamental like children, money, honesty, or emotional stability.
One major fault line can eventually overpower dozens of smaller compatibilities.
That doesn’t mean chemistry is meaningless.
It simply means chemistry alone is not structure.

What You Can Control
You cannot control another person’s growth.
You cannot force maturity.
And you cannot negotiate true compatibility into existence.
But you can control your own behavior.
You can control your standards.
You can control how long you tolerate unhealthy dynamics.
And you can control whether you ignore warning signs that are obvious from the beginning.
Even when I was young, I never believed you could completely change someone’s core temperament.
What I did misunderstand was what truly mattered.
Time corrects some of that, although not automatically. Knowing better and behaving better are often two very different things.
A person may fully understand they are attracted to emotionally unavailable people. They may recognize the pattern, explain it clearly, even joke about it with friends, and still feel drawn toward the same kind of person again and again.
Awareness alone does not break emotional habits.
Intellectually, I understood many of my mistakes. But at times I was choosing attraction over substance, sexuality over character, and excitement over stability.
I often saw the warning signs early.
I simply chose to ignore them.
And those choices were destructive.

The Long View
After more than three decades with my current partner, I understand something I did not understand even in my 30s.
Over time, I’ve learned that peace matters more than drama, compatibility matters more than appearance, and stability outperforms intensity.
The happiest long-term couples I know share a few critical understandings. Not perfection. Not constant excitement. Just clarity about what matters most.
Most people learn this eventually. The question is only how much it costs them to arrive at it.
Final Reflection
Love is not transactional. But it does follow patterns.
You cannot control who loves you.
You can control how you behave with the one you love.
You cannot control compatibility.
You can control whether you ignore its absence.
Looking back, my early mistakes were born of immaturity and misplaced emphasis. I acted on desire instead of long-term judgment.
Experience clarifies what truly matters.
If there is one lesson I would pass on, it is this:
Pay attention to the structural qualities of your partner early.
They carry most of the weight.
The rest may feel important in the moment, but over decades, structure and compatibility are what last.
What I have described so far applies to both men and women. The principles of compatibility, stability, and long-term structure do not favor one side over the other.
But how those principles are expressed, and more importantly, how they are misunderstood, often comes down to the differences between men and women.
Most relationship problems are not caused by bad intentions. They are caused by misinterpretation.
We assume the other person thinks the way we do. When they don’t, we draw the wrong conclusions.
Before you can build a strong relationship, you have to understand how the other person is wired.
For women, that starts with understanding men.
