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Getting to ‘Really’ Know You

Cynthia B. Torppa, Ph.D., FCS Agent, OSU Extension

Dating is an exciting and challenging

part of life. The heady feeling romance

brings is wonderful, but the sadness ex-

perienced when a relationship ends can

be devastating. Learning a little about how

relationships develop can help us better cope with

both the joys, and sorrows, that romance brings.

Relationships develop in stages. When two indi-

viduals are attracted to one another they typically

chat and exchange small talk. As the relationship

progresses, more topics are introduced and dis-

cussed. Still, the discussion centers around superfi-

cial issues such as books, sports, or TV programs.

In these early stages, idealization of the new part-

ner is common.

When we idealize our partners, we see them as

being perfect. We typically see in them all the quali-

ties we cherish and desire. During this time, the

phrase “love is blind” is quite true! Romantic love’s

wonderfully exhilarating feelings make it easy for us

to overlook our new love’s imperfections.

Remember that in the early stages of relation-

ship development, just as you are “putting your

best foot forward,” so too are the individuals we are

dating. Each of us is showing the other only the

most desirable parts of our personalities and avoid-

ing the quirks. Just as we are not revealing our

tempers when our dates are 10 minutes late, nei-

ther are they openly disagreeing with things we say

that they feel are wrong.

As the relationship intensifies we begin to reveal

our real selves. It is only after a period of superfi-

cial, and safe, self-disclosures, such as sharing our

love for Chinese food or our enthusiasm for college

football, that we begin to reveal more personal and

less safe information about ourselves to our part-

ners. In turn, our partners begin to reveal more

personal and less safe information about them-

selves to us. Sharing this new information begins to

erode the idealized image we have of our partner.

And, as we come to know and love the “real” per-

son we are dating, our relationship may become

stronger and more satisfying. Or, discovering that

the person we are dating is not who we imagined

him or her to be may be very distressing

and result in the break-up of our relation-

ship.

Here are three steps we can take to

avoid the unpleasant surprises that may

result from idealization and that may help us to

look forward to the pleasant task of getting to know

one another.

• First, be aware that idealization is occurring.

When we know that our perceptions are overly

positive and not especially accurate, it may help us

to stay focused on reality.

• Second, remember that people have many

sides, some are pleasant, and others are less de-

sirable. This will be revealed slowly overtime as

the relationship progresses.

• Third, realize that new, more personal infor-

mation about our partners will be forthcoming. As

our relationship develops we will share more of our

real selves. This information will help us develop a

better understanding of our romantic partners.

Keep in mind that the dating years are a period

of self-discovery as well as a time to discover the

world of relationships.

HELPFUL RESOURCE
In his book, Give and Take: The Secret to

Marital Compatibility, Dr. Willard F. Harley, Jr.

describes how people are both “givers” and

“takers” in a relationship. He discusses com-

patibility in marriage and explains why years of

giving less than our full attention to the rela-

tionship can erupt into some disruptive habits.

Also included are 15 surveys to start you and

your partner communicating about some new

directions for your relationship/marriage. Pub-

lished 1996 by Fleming H. Revell.
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