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Loving Yourself to Love Others?

{ Rhia Catapano _ rhia.catapano@gmail.com }

“If you don’ t love yourself, you cannot love others” - Dalai Lama

“Love is putting someone else’ s needs before yours” — Olaf, Frozen

There are two sets of maxims on love set in stark opposition to one
another. The first set says that the key to loving anyone is self—love.
They say that it is only once we love ourselves that we will truly be able
to love others. On the other hand, a second set of maxims deemphasizes
the self in true love. As Olaf explains to Anna in the popular movie,
Frozen, “love is putting someone else’ s needs before yours.” Movies,
TV, and pop culture are full of stories of “true love,” focusing on a de—
emphasis of the self as essential to love. Who, then, should we trust —
Olaf or the Dalai Lama? Is self—love essential in relationships, or must
we forget about ourselves to truly thrive in relationships?

Many studies have tackled this question, finding little support for the
importance of self—love in relationships. Most of these have looked
primarily at self—esteem, reporting no relationship between self—esteem
and marital satisfaction (eg. Fincham and Bradbury, 1993, Karney and
Bradbury, 1995). So then, are self—love and self—esteem actually related
to successful relationships?

A recent study by McNulty and colleagues (2014) sheds new light on
this question, showing that perhaps self—esteem is important in
successful long—term relationships, particularly marriages. The study
examined newlyweds, and the same couples three years later. For the
study, couples completed two different kinds of assessments: explicit and
implicit. For the explicit measures, participants answered questions
regarding their feelings on themselves, their relationship, and their
spouse. On a conscious level, there was no relationship between reports
of self—esteem and better relationships — but what about on a
subconscious level?

In addition to using explicit reports, which look at what people
consciously think, experimenters also used implicit measures, which can
indicate more subconscious ideas. While explicit measures are often
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used to examine trends such as racism, which people may deny
consciously, but feel on a subliminal level.

Researchers used a reaction time study as to look at subconscious
feelings towards both a person’ s self, and their spouse. Participants
completed a task where they were asked to sort words as positive or
negative by pressing one of two buttons. Before each word, a picture of
themselves, their spouse, or a stranger quickly flashed on screen. By
comparing the word categorization times for these words to the times
without pictures, researchers were able to examine subconscious
attitudes towards the pictures. For example, a man who thinks very
highly of his wife should have a shorter reaction time when identifying a
positive word after seeing a picture of his wife.

Unlike the explicit reports, the subconscious evaluations were related
with partner evaluations. Specifically, spouses who felt more positively
about themselves subconsciously also felt more positively about their
spouses, even after three years of marriage (and after controlling for
other potential confounding variables).

“To love others, you must first love yourself” may have some truth
behind it. Although self—sacrifice may be important in relationships, so
too is loving ourselves — those who have higher self—esteem also view
their partners more positively on a subconscious level. Looks like we
should take the Dalai Lama’ s advice, and not forget ourselves as we try
to cultivate better relationships.

iR |

McNulty, J. K., Baker, L. R., & Olson, M. A. (2014). Implicit Self—
Evaluations Predict Changes in Implicit Partner Evaluations.
Psychological Science, doi 0956797614537833.
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Dunn. E. W., Aknin, L. B., & Norton, M. I. (2008). Spending money on
others promotes happiness. Science, 319,1687—1688.

Lyubomirsky,S., Tkach, C., & Sheldon, K. M. (2004). Pursuing sustained
happiness through random acts of kindness and counting one’ s blessings:
Test of two six—week interventions. Unpublished raw data.

Rudd. M., Aaker, J. & Norton, M. I. (Fourthcoming) Getting the most out
of giving: concretely framing a prosocial goal maximizes happiness.
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology.
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