Our Surface
Understanding

What That Means
in Practice

She needs to feel loved.	Even if your relationship is great, your mate
likely has a fundamental insecurity about
your love—and when that insecurity is
triggered, she may respond in ways that
confuse or upset you until she feels
reassured.
Women are emotional.

Women deal with multiple thoughts and
emotions from their past and present all the
time, at the same time—and these can’t be
easily dismissed.

She’s impossible to	There is usually a logical reason behind her
figure out.
baffling words or actions—and behavior that
confuses or frustrates you often signals a
need she is asking you to meet.
Women want security—
in other words, financial
security.

Your woman needs emotional security
and closeness with you so much that
she will endure financial insecurity to
get it.

She doesn’t want you
to fix it; she just wants
you to listen.

When she is sharing an emotional problem,
her feelings and her desire to be heard are
much more important than the problem
itself.

She doesn’t want sex
much—which means
she must not want me.

Physically, women tend to crave sex less
often than men do—and it is usually not
related to your desirability.

She wants to look
attractive.

Inside your smart, secure wife lives a little
girl who deeply needs to know that you find
her beautiful—and that you only have eyes
for her.

Feelings Appear
Whereas most guys coast along, rarely thinking about the health
of their relationship, it is on a woman’s mind whether she wants it
to be or not. Seven out of every ten women said that their relationship and how their man felt about them was anywhere from
occasionally to nearly always on their minds. Fewer than 20 percent said that they wondered about it only when things were difficult. (Just 12 percent never thought about it at all.)
Under what circumstances do you think about your
relationship, whether it is going well, or how your
husband/significant other feels about you? (Choose
one answer.)
It’s something I’m conscious
of most of the time.

19%

It’s often/occasionally in
the back of my mind.

50%

Only when we are in a
really difficult season of
our relationship.

20%

Never.
* B ecause of rounding, totals slightly
exceed 100 percent.
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I’m guessing that, for most guys, “occasional” thoughts about
the closeness of their relationship might boil down to birthdays,
anniversaries, and when something goes drastically, obviously

On the survey, eight out of ten women agreed, saying that
this “Does he really love me?” concern left them feeling anxious,
preoccupied, emotionally withdrawn, unvalued, or depressed—
and most of these were affected in visible ways. Look at the data:

When you are feeling insecure about his love or the
relationship, which of the following are true about your
feelings? (Choose all correct answers.)*
I need reassurance.

44%

I might become quite preoccupied
until I get that reassurance.

20%

I withdraw emotionally.

32%

I become depressed.

28%

It affects other areas of my life.

34%

Subtotal answering one or
more of above:

74%

It confirms my suspicion that I’m
not very lovable or not worthy
of his love.

10%

I feel like I’m not valued in his eyes.

26%

Nothing helps; I just need time to
process alone.

9%

Total answering one or more
of above:

82%

I never feel insecure about his love
or the relationship.

18%

* B ecause respondents could choose .
more than one answer, results do not
add up to 100%
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The magic bullet that makes all the difference:
“I’m angry right now, and I need some space,
but I want you to know that we’re okay.”
In an emotional conflict, if your husband/significant
other initiates a step to reassure you of his love, how
much does it help diminish any turmoil you are feeling?
(Choose one answer.)
Not at all.

5%

Some.

34%

Quite a lot.

54%

It solves it.

8%

*B
 ecause of rounding, results slightly
exceed 100 percent.
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Chances are, in the midst of conflict, your woman is feeling
unloved (even unlovable) and needs you to look her in the eye
and tell her that you love her and you’re not going anywhere.

odds with each other and we’d rather stomp out to the garage and
split a block of wood with our bare hands.
But the survey also showed that 86 percent of women said
that, bolstered by our “I want you to know that we’re okay” reassurance, they’d be better able to give us the space we need. (Do
you see the possibilities? Reassure her of your love, then stomp out
to the garage!) Why? Because we’ve reassured them on the original question: “Does he still love me?”
Suppose you and your husband/significant other are in
the middle of an emotional conflict, and he eventually
says, “I don’t want to talk about this right now.” If he
were to add a reassurance, such as, “I want you to know
that we’re okay,” would that make you more or less likely
to be able to give him space? (Choose one answer.)
Much more likely.

43%

More likely.

43%

Less likely.

2%

It would have no relevance.
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There is one final step to making this magic bullet really
work. After you’ve had your space for a while, you have to come

Which scenario best describes how you experience
thoughts and emotions? (Choose one answer.)
I find myself dealing with
multiple thoughts and emotions
in a short period of time; it’s like
having multiple windows open
and running on my computer
desktop at the same time.

79%

I mostly process thoughts and
emotions sequentially, focusing
on one thing at a time; it’s like
having only one window open
at a time on the computer.

21%
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To be honest, most guys I know would be tempted to conclude that women clearly have major processor problems (to stick
with the computer analogy). To our way of thinking, their way of
thinking needs a fix!
But that’s not the case. Interestingly, new research continues
to show that a woman’s brain is fundamentally different from a
man’s brain, and it doesn’t need fixing—we just need to understand how it works. The fact is, every behavior I’ve described so
far in this chapter can be traced in large part to the unique way
her brain is wired.

Peeking into H

Some women say that emotions from experiences in the
recent or even distant past (particularly negative ones)
sometimes rise up in their minds. These may be triggered, or may seem to arise from nowhere. How often
do you experience this? (Choose one answer.)
Never.

3%

Rarely.

50%

Often—up to several times a week.

39%

Very often—it’s common in
my day-to-day life.
*D
 ue to rounding, total slightly
exceeds 100%.
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It’s not that women are helpless victims of these mental and
emotional intruders. They’re just more likely than men to experience them and to have difficulty getting rid of them. One woman
in a focus group put it this way: “A lot of women will say, ‘Don’t
play that tape in your head. You have to stop. Stop, don’t go there
with that thought.’ It’s easier said than done, but at least we try.”

Actually, We

Our survey shows that the vast majority of women just aren’t
wired to easily ignore unwanted thoughts. As one woman said,
“The best I can do is to ‘minimize’ the other windows, not close
them. I’m not actively thinking about those things every minute,
but they aren’t gone either. And they often pop back up and become active when I don’t want them to.”
On those occasions when you have multiple emotional
“windows” open, how readily can you usually dismiss
negative thoughts and emotions that are bothering you?
(Choose one answer.)
I can do it easily.

19%

I can do it, but it takes effort.

22%

I can do it with effort, but those
thoughts/feelings sometimes
pop back up until whatever is
causing them is resolved.

36%

I usually can’t dismiss them
entirely; until whatever is
causing them is resolved, those
feelings are “open” and running
in the background.

23%
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For more than four out of five women, closing out their unwanted thoughts either required effort or was impossible. The vast

our hearts with their unpredictable behavior, there are actual,
board-certified reasons for what baffled us. Look how even the
most hormone-riddled adolescent girls answered on their survey:
Many guys believe that there aren’t really rational
reasons when a girl’s attitudes, actions, or words change
from day to day. Which of the following is true of you?
(Choose one.)
In most cases, even if a guy
doesn’t see it, there is a reason
if I say or do things differently.
And if my feelings have changed,
there’s a reason for that, too.

87%

There’s usually no real reason if
I say or do things differently from
day to day.

13%
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100%

Almost nine out of ten girls emphasized that there is a reason
for everything they do and say. Among the adult women we interviewed, the number was nearly 100 percent. Lest you think they
are simply delusional, this was verified, in personal interviews and
focus groups, by asking each time, “What was the reason?” and
getting a well-thought-out answer that left the previously skeptical
men in the room stunned.
In the last chapter we saw an example of this. We saw that
even some of the weirdest displays of supposed randomness—such

Decoding

0%

financially insecure than endure a lack of closeness with their
husbands.
In fact, even single women showed the same preference. And
women who described themselves as struggling financially were
even more likely to prefer emotional security!
If you had to choose between these two bad choices,
would you rather endure… (Choose one answer.)
Among married women:
Financial struggles.

70%

Struggles arising from insecurity
or lack of closeness in your
relationship.
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The problem here is that what seems blazingly obvious to
women is barely visible for most men—or men simply don’t believe it. One time, a male pastor was interviewing Shaunti onstage in front of a large group of twenty-something singles. A few
minutes in, Shaunti decided to test our emerging hypothesis on
this issue. She turned to the women in the audience and asked
our survey question: “If you had to choose, would you rather endure financial struggles or would you rather endure struggles arising from insecurity or a lack of closeness in your relationship?”
Nearly every female hand went up for the “I’d rather endure
financial struggles” option.

emotional security in that solution. As one wife put it, “Then I
would just have a depressed man on my hands, and that would
defeat the purpose!”
Put yourself in this scenario: Your husband/significant
other has a very well-paying job that requires a lot of
hours and emotional attention away from home. You
enjoy a comfortable lifestyle and all the enrichment
opportunities for the kids that come with it, but you
and the children often do feel distant from your
husband/significant other, and when you two are
together there is often discord. Now suppose that your
husband/significant other was offered a different job
that he’d enjoy, that would allow much more time with
family—but it would also mean a substantial pay cut
and some lifestyle adjustments for your family. Which
best describes your likely feelings in this scenario?
(Choose one answer.)
I’d prefer he continue with the
current job. It’s a tough balance,
but the high salary allows us to
meet lots of other priorities.

12%

I’d prefer he consider the new
job despite the lower income;
it’s more important to have him
around and emotionally close—
both for me and the kids.

70%

I’m totally neutral.
*B
 ecause of rounding, numbers
slightly exceed 100 percent.
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Suppose you had a fairly serious conflict with someone
important to you, and have been dealing with strong
emotions about it all day. That evening, you start to tell
your husband/significant other what happened and how
you feel about it. After listening for a little bit, he jumps
in with a reasonable suggestion for fixing the problem.
How is this most likely to make you feel? (Choose one
answer.)
Great, because now I know
what to do.

5%

I’m interested in his suggestion
and want to discuss it more.

35%

I appreciate his suggestion, but
at the moment what I really need
is for him to show emotional
support by listening more.

38%

Actually, I really don’t need or
want his suggestion; at the
moment what I really need is
for him to show emotional
support by listening more.

14%

I need his emotional support and
am actively hurt that he’s not
listening to me/it seems like he
jumped in with the suggestion so
he didn’t have to listen anymore.
Note: because of rounding, answers
do not exactly total 100 percent.
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What’s more, fully 60 percent of the women felt the offered
solution—no matter how reasonable—was a negative. Some ap-

Consider times when you have actually been in the type
of situation described in the previous question. Setting
aside how you feel about your husband/significant
other’s emotional support, how useful or valuable are
his actual suggestions? (Choose one answer.)
Very helpful or helpful.

68%

Not very helpful or necessary:
I usually think of what he
suggests on my own.

13%

Not helpful at all: We think
differently / he doesn’t listen
enough / he doesn’t think
things through.

19%
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husband knew was “that just because I do not want sex as often
as he does, I still love him deeply and find him very attractive.”
While you want to be genuinely desired
by your wife, her lower level of desire
for sex likely has nothing to do with your
desirability.

Look at the top three reasons (by a wide margin) that women
gave for wanting less sex:
Among women who said they wanted less sex than their
husbands, the top three reasons why:*
I think I just have a lower sex
drive than he does.

60%

I’m sometimes simply too tired
or stressed.

60%

It’s not that I don’t want to be
with him—it’s just that at the
end of a long day it is sometimes hard to make the
transition to wanting physical
intimacy at that moment.

48%

*B
 ecause women could choose more
than one answer, percentages did not
add up to 100%.

0%

50%

100%

pull ourselves out of exhaustion in order to want to have sex.”
She’s more sensitive to hindrances and feels
them more intensely than you or I would.

But there’s reassuring news too. Not only is the woman in
your life not making up the hindrances to sex she experiences, she
would readily change her sexual responsiveness if she could. Look at
the data:
(Answered by women who said they wanted less sex
than their husbands.) If you could magically change
your sex drive and/or some of the reasons you don’t
want sex as much as your husband does, would you?
(Choose one answer.)
Yes

82%

No

18%
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You can see that more than eight out of ten wives would prefer
to want sex as much as their husbands…if they could. (And among
happily married women, that desire was almost 100 percent.)

do to increase the chances that they would want to make love
more frequently. Look at the top three responses:
Are there things that your husband can do to increase
the chances that you will want to make love more
frequently? Please rate the helpfulness of each of the
following statements: (Choose one answer for each
statement.)
NOT PARTICULARLY
HELPFUL

VERY
HELPFUL

Maintain or increase his level
of emotional attention to me

27%

73%

Create a context where he
often shows me little gestures
of love throughout the day

29%

71%

Engage in caring listening
and conversation regularly

33%

67%

Those helpful things that build closeness are the little things
we’ve mentioned throughout the book, such as:
• putting

On our survey most women told us they had a “deep need or
desire” to know that their husbands or boyfriends found them
beautiful. And younger women were even more likely to have
that need. Among women age forty-five and younger, more than
three out of four felt this need (77 percent). With women thirtyfive and younger the percentage rose to 84 percent.
Regardless of how you think you look, do you have a
deep need or desire to know that your husband/
significant other finds you beautiful? Which answer
most closely describes you? (Choose one answer.)
Women forty-five and younger:
Yes, I do have that need, even
when I don’t show it. On the
inside, I’m still like that little
girl who wants to hear that she’s
beautiful.

77%

No, I don’t have that need. I’m
happy if my husband/significant
other finds me beautiful, but I
don’t need to know that he does.

23%

All women:
60%

Yes
No
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Women with children at home were also much more likely to
have a deep desire to hear that their husbands found them beautiful—up to 85 percent of them. One survey taker said the thing

she most wished her husband understood was that “women need
to be reassured often that they are beautiful and they are loved.”
The good news is that when their men do tell them they’re
beautiful, the consequences are…beautiful! Almost 90 percent
said it made them feel good or made their day. And that percentage was still huge (77 percent) even among the mostly older
women who said they didn’t need to hear it! Only a tiny number
(3 percent) said it made no difference.
How beneficial is it to you when your husband/significant other tells you that he finds you beautiful? (Choose
one answer.)
It makes my day / makes me feel
good.

89%

It’s nice, but I don’t care that
much.

8%

It makes no difference to me.
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they’d be bothered if their man noticed a woman with a great
body, only one out of four said they’d be hurt. But when we asked
how they’d feel if they knew their man’s thoughts were lingering on
that woman’s body, the number of women who said they’d be hurt
jumped to three out of four, with even higher rates among women
under age forty-five. (Shaunti suspects that these numbers would
be even higher if women could actually see inside our heads and
watch our thoughts like a movie. I do too.)

Imagine [a situation where a woman with a great body
walked into a room and your husband glanced several
times at her.] Now imagine that you could magically see
inside your husband/significant other’s head. If you
were to find out that his thoughts were lingering on that
woman’s body, would you find it hurtful? (Choose one
answer.)
Yes

73%

No

27%
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So on the survey we decided to ask the question directly and
see what happened. Shaunti guessed that at least nine out of ten
women would jump at the chance to confirm that they did respect and appreciate their husband or boyfriend.
And she was right.
Is this statement true or false? “Although I may not
always show it well, I do deeply need, respect, and
desire my husband/significant other.” (Choose one
answer.)*
True

93%

False

7%

* E xcludes divorced/separated women
(who still answered in the 80% range!).

In

0%

50%

100%

