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The ‘twenty percent’ 

Around a fifth of all people (some say it is more) 
will struggle significantly with dating. Not only is 
it not something they enjoy, but they will find 
some aspect of dating genuinely difficult. I am 
not talking about minor bumps along the way 
that are more or less inevitable, but more 
sustained difficulty. This “twenty percent” group 
is along a continuum; not everyone in this group 
will struggle equally. People’s experience will 
vary from experiencing meaningful internal 
obstacles to feeling utterly overwhelmed and 
paralyzed. [In extreme cases, it may prove 

impossible to overcome. In such eventualities, it is worth viewing it as a mental 
health problem, more about that shortly.]  
  

Much of this book will be dedicated to laying out the kinds of issues that turn dating 
into a more sustained struggle. It is important to note that people in this category 
are most likely successful in other aspects of their life. The issue that is interfering in 
their dating progress is unlikely to be having the same impact on other areas of life. 
In fact, it is entirely possible that in other ways they are actually far more successful 
than others who enjoy success in dating.  

In short, the problems people encounter in dating are often nothing like what things 
are like for them in other aspects of their life. 
Dating – the forming of a unique relationship – 
touches aspects of the person’s mind and 
character that are not nearly as relevant to other 
areas of the person’s existence. Marriage is a 
much more profound, intense, all-encompassing, 
and far-reaching relationship than any other 
since the person’s childhood. Issues can come to the fore on dates that were either 
entirely or largely absent from the person’s other relationships (siblings, friends, work 
colleagues, etc.). 

Luckily, a good number of people who struggle with some misconception or internal 
struggle can gain the clarity and calm they need. Their new-found understanding 
helps them make a quantum leap in their personal development. They embrace their 
new insight and enjoy inner peace and conviction. Where there was doubt, there is 
now certainly. Where there was confusion, there is now clarity. Where there was 
turmoil, there is now tranquility. Such people are not in the “twenty percent”. The 
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story of Rachel below is an example of how many people make discoveries about 
themselves or about dating.  

Rachel was unwittingly giving too great a priority to factors that are unimportant to 
her shidduch success, which was taking away from the priority which needed to be 
given to things that were important. But one thing in particular was not working: she 
is quite outgoing and was sure that she needed someone at least as outgoing as her. 
She kept finding that she had great dates and both parties seemed to be enjoying 
themselves, but then the men would typically withdraw and decide it wasn't for 
them. Needless to say, that was an exceedingly frustrating experience.  

Unbeknown to Rachel, she was looking for a personality type that wasn’t actually 
suited to her. As we shall discuss in Chapter 10, when it comes to personality, 
sameness is not typically an advantage. Rachel came to understand that she would 
do better with someone less outgoing, so that each party was adding a vital 
dimension to the relationship. Although it was hard for her to accept at first, she 
became aware that her assumptions weren’t correct and were leading her to 
preferences that were not in her best interest. That was sufficient for Rachel to 
change her mindset and make an adjustment to her thinking. This simple realization 
was sufficient for “the penny to drop” and for a shift in approach to occur. 

But there are also people who are just going to find a key aspect of dating 
persistently difficult. People in this broad group – those who for some reason don’t 
find dating easy – need to understand what is going on and approach dating in a 
manner suited to their character.  

If you are such a person, you need to know that you can be just as successful in 
dating and marriage, but you are going to need to work to your strengths and take a 
path that makes sense for you. You are quite 
possibly not going to be able to follow your 
instincts or rely on your gut feeling – which is 
super tough. It is entirely conceivable that there 
will be quite some resistance to marrying the 
exact kind of person who is actually very good 
for you – which can be frustrating. Difficult to 
do? Maybe. But it is absolutely doable. In fact, 
once you have clarity, it becomes much more 
manageable.  

Where things really go wrong is when you are expecting to go about things like 
everyone else. That is why so many people struggle so much and experience so 
much frustration.  Coming to terms with this reality is not always easy. Firstly, we 
are raised with certain assumptions about what dating should be. It is not necessarily 
easy to shrug off longstanding and deeply ingrained expectations. Secondly, and 
more significantly, what may be necessary is going to be more mentally challenging 
than what others would experience during dating. Some aspects of dating could end 
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up feeling forced and unnatural, and this is not easy for a person to go through. This 
is deeply unfortunate but may be unavoidable if your goal of marriage is going to be 
achieved.  

Knowing yourself and what to expect is a huge help. When we know that something 
is likely to be difficult or painful, we can prepare ourselves mentally for that. Our 
reactions can then be more constructive and 
appropriate.  A big part of the problem is that 
people expect dating to feel a certain way, and 
when their experience is so different to that they 
are badly thrown off. Just the simple awareness 
that you are likely to struggle, and the 
understanding that for you this is normal, already 
makes the whole situation so much more manageable.  

If you sincerely believe that your dating is supposed to be a deeply enjoyable 
experience, and then you find it is anything but that, it is understandable that you are 
going to conclude that something is wrong with the shidduch. “If this shidduch is 
causing me such stress,” you may say, “how can it possibly be right for me?” Except 
that for many people that equation doesn’t hold up. For them, two seemingly 
conflicting things can be true. On the one hand, it is a great shidduch idea – judged 
by what kind of union could be had from it – and simultaneously it is producing a 
high level of anxiety. If someone is in that “twenty percent,” it is almost to be 
expected. Again, through proper self-awareness, a large part of the distress can be 
mitigated, but typically it cannot be avoided altogether.  

You therefore need to prepare yourself to fight through the pain barrier. It is possible 
that even with the best shidduch, your mind may feel like it is exploding, and your 
brain may be experiencing a full-blown riot. But quitting is just not the logical thing 
to do, because the quality of the shidduch – judged by its long-term results – is high. 
Backing out of a shidduch for such reasons solves nothing. If you want to get 
married, you most likely will have no choice eventually but to run the gauntlet of 
those difficult internal reactions. It is better that you stick it out, despite how 
challenging it is, so you can move beyond dating and focus on the rest of your lives 
together. 

Note:  It is important to stress here that the kind of issue I am referring to here is not 
about the relationship, but rather the dating experience. 
 

If one thinks about it, it is odd that the rabbis referred to the 
challenge of finding one’s shidduch as “difficult like the splitting of 

the Yam Suf” (Sota 2a). After all, we are told that the splitting of the sea had 
been preconditioned from the outset of creation (Bereishis Rabba 5:4), so what 
was so difficult about it? Perhaps, said Rabbi Aaron Pelverman, that is exactly 
the point. Are we not told that even before our birth, we have a potential life 

📖 

When we know that 
something is likely to be 
difficult or painful, we can 
prepare ourselves mentally 
for that. 



Shidduch Success 
 
 

partner assigned to us, so why should finding a shidduch be difficult? It seems 
that even after the ground is prepared for us, we still have to be ready to go 
through some difficulty before we finally have the big moment of deliverance. 

  


