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What does it truly mean
to  be  “in  love”?  For
cen tu r i es ,  poe t s ,
ph i losophers ,  and
s c i e n t i s t s  h a v e
struggled  to  define  the
dizzying, obsessive, and
often  irrational  state
that  can dominate our



t h o u g h t s  a n d
b e h a v i o r s .  I n  h e r
groundbreaking  1979
b o o k ,  L o v e  a n d
L i m e r e n c e :  T h e
Experience of  Being in
Love ,  psychologist
D o r o t h y  T e n n o v
p r o v i d e d  a  n e w
vocabu la ry  fo r  an
ancient  phenomenon.
She  coined  the  term
limerence  to  describe
t h e  i n v o l u n t a r y ,
intense,  and  often
in t rus ive  s ta te  o f
romantic attraction that
m a n y  p e o p l e
mistakenly equate with
love. Tennov’s work has
since become essential
reading  for  anyone
seeking  to  understand
the  psychology  behind
t h e  e u p h o r i a  a n d
torment  of  falling  for
someone.  This  article
exp lo res  the  co re
concepts  of  Tennov’s

theory, unpacks the key
differences  between
love and limerence, and
offers  insights  into
n a v i g a t i n g  t h e
experience of  being in
love.

Who Is Dorothy
Tennov? The
Architect of a
New Emotional
Language

D o r o t h y  T e n n o v
(1928–2012)  was  an
American  psychologist
and professor known for
her research on human
e m o t i o n s  a n d
r e l a t i o n s h i p s .
Dissatisfied  with  the
vague and romanticized
d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f
passionate love in both
academic  and  popular
literature, she set out to
study the phenomenon
systematically. Through
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hundreds  of  interviews
and  questionnaires,
Tennov  documented  a
consistent  pattern  of
intense,  involuntary
attraction  that  she
named limerence. Her
b o o k  L o v e  a n d
L i m e r e n c e :  T h e
Experience of  Being in
Love  offers  a  scientific
lens  through  which  to
view the  often  chaotic
a n d  c o n s u m i n g
experience  of  early
romance. Tennov’s goal
was not to reduce love
to a clinical dysfunction
but to clarify a powerful
emotional  state  that
h a s  b e e n
misunderstood  for
generations.

What Is
Limerence? A
Precise Definition

According  to  Tennov,

l i m e r e n c e  i s  a n
involuntary  cognitive
and  emotional  state
characterized  by:

Intrusive
thinking about
the limerent
object (the
person you are
attracted to).
Acute
attachment and
a longing for
reciprocation.
Mood
fluctuations that
depend on
perceived signals
from the limerent
object.
Fear of
rejection
coupled with
intense hope.
Physical
sensations such
as butterflies,
sweaty palms,
and heart



palpitations when
near that person.
Idealization of
the limerent
object, ignoring
flaws.

Limerence  is  not  the
s a m e  a s  c a s u a l
infatuation or lust. It is
a powerful,  involuntary
state that can dominate
a  person ’s  l i fe  fo r
months or  even years.
Tennov  emphasized
that limerence is not a
choice  —  it  arrives
unbidden  and  can  be
difficult  to  shake,
e s p e c i a l l y  w h e n
r e c i p r o c a t i o n  i s
u n c e r t a i n  o r
intermittent.

Critical
Components of
Limerence

According to
Tennov

Tennov  identified
severa l  essen t ia l
components that define
the experience of being
i n  l o v e  w h e n  i t  i s
l imerent:

Intrusive1.
Thinking: The
limerent person
cannot stop
thinking about
the other. These
thoughts pop up
unexpectedly and
are difficult to
control.
Longing for2.
Reciprocation:
The central desire
is that the
limerent object
will feel the same
way. This longing
creates intense
emotional highs
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and lows.
Dependence on3.
Emotional
State: The
limerent’s mood
rises and falls
with every
perceived hint of
interest or
disinterest from
the other person.
Fear and Hope:4.
A constant
mixture of
anxiety that the
attraction may
not be mutual,
and hopeful
anticipation when
signs appear.
Analysis of5.
Behavior: The
limerent
obsessively
scrutinizes every
word, glance, and
gesture of the
limerent object
for hidden

meaning.
Physical6.
Arousal: The
presence or even
thought of the
limerent object
triggers physical
responses.

These  elements  create
a  powerful  feedback
loop  tha t  can  fee l
addict ive .  Tennov
c o m p a r e d  i t  t o  a
psychological state that
is both exhilarating and
exhausting.

Love vs.
Limerence: The
Crucial Distinction

One  of  Tennov’s  most
important  contributions
is  drawing a clear line
between limerence and
m a t u r e  l o v e .  T h e
popular  phrase  “the
experience of  being in



love”  often  conflates
the  two.  But  Tennov
a r g u e d  t h e y  a r e
fundamentally different:

L i m e r e n c e  i s
c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y
uncertainty,  obsession,
a n d  a  f o c u s  o n
reciprocation. It thrives
on  ambiguity.  When
r e c i p r o c a t i o n  i s
uncertain,  limerence
intensifies.  Once
reciprocation  is  fully
a s s u r e d  a n d  t h e
relationship  stabilizes,
limerence  often  fades
or  transforms.

Love ,  on  the  other
hand,  involves  deep
intimacy,  commitment,
trust, and genuine care
for  the  other  person’s
well-being  independent
of  one’s  own  needs.
Love  does  not  require
uncertainty  to  flourish;
it  grows  stronger  with

security  and  mutual
respect.  Love  is  more
s t a b l e ,  l e s s  s e l f -
centered, and built on a
foundation  of  shared
values  and  realistic
acceptance  of  each
other’s  imperfections.

Tennov did not dismiss
the value of limerence.
S h e  s a w  i t  a s  a
powerful  initial  stage
that can (but does not
always)  lead to lasting
love.  However,  she
warned  that  mistaking
limerence for  love can
lead  to  heartbreak
when  the  intensity
fades.

The Stages of
Limerence: From
Spark to
Resolution

Tennov  out l ined  a
typical  progression  of
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l imerence,  though
timelines  vary:

1. Attraction Phase

An  in i t i a l  spark  —
perhaps  a  glance,  a
s h a r e d  j o k e ,  o r  a
conversation — triggers
a  strong  interest.  The
potent ia l  l imerent
object stands out from
everyone  else.  This
phase  is  often  sudden
and  can  fee l  l ike  a
“ c o u p  d e  f o u d r e ”
(l ightning  bolt).

2. Crystallization
Phase

Inspired by the French
wr i te r  S tendha l ’ s
c o n c e p t  o f
crystallization,  Tennov
descr ibed  how  the
l imerent  begins  to
idea l i ze  the  other
person.  Every  small
p o s i t i v e  t r a i t  i s

magnified,  and  flaws
a r e  m i n i m i z e d  o r
r e i n t e r p r e t e d  a s
endearing. The limerent
constructs  a  fantasy
v e r s i o n  o f  t h e
relationship.

3. Intensification
Phase

If  the  limerent  object
shows  any  s ign  o f
i n t e r e s t  ( o r  e v e n
ambiguous  attention),
t h e  l i m e r e n c e
intensifies.  Intrusive
th ink ing  becomes
nearly  constant.  The
limerent  may  change
t h e i r  h a b i t s ,
a p p e a r a n c e ,  o r
schedule  to  increase
chances  of  interaction.
Emot iona l  sw ings
become  extreme.

4. Resolution Phase

L imerence  cannot



s u s t a i n  i t s  p e a k
intensity  indefinitely.
Three  outcomes  are
common:

Reciprocation
and
relationship
formation: If
mutual feelings
develop,
limerence may
gradually
transform into
companionate
love or fade as
the relationship
becomes secure.
Rejection or
withdrawal: If
the limerent
object clearly
rejects the
advances,
limerence may
eventually
diminish — but
often after a long
period of pain and
rumination.

Starvation of
hope: If the
limerent realizes
reciprocation is
impossible (the
person is
unavailable,
uninterested, or
far away), the
obsessive
attachment
slowly dies.

Tennov  noted  that
l imerence  can  also
become  chronic,  with
individuals moving from
one limerent  object  to
another,  chasing  the
high.

Who Is Prone to
Limerence?
Insights from
Tennov’s
Research

Tennov  found  that
limerence  can  happen
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to  anyone,  but  certain
f a c t o r s  i n c r e a s e
susceptibility.  People
who  are:

Romantically
idealistic or
have unmet
emotional needs.
In transitional
stages of life
(e.g., after a
breakup, moving
to a new city,
feeling lonely).
Open to fantasy
and
daydreaming.
Those who have
experienced
inconsistent
affection from
caregivers in
childhood may be
more prone to
limerent
attachments
because they are
drawn to the
uncertainty that

mimics early
attachment
dynamics.

Importantly,  Tennov
argued  that  limerence
is not a mental disorder
but  a  common human
experience.  However,
w h e n  i t  b e c o m e s
d e b i l i t a t i n g  —
interfering  with  work,
health,  or  relationships
— it  can  resemble  an
addiction.

The Neurobiology
of Limerence:
Modern
Connections to
Tennov’s Theory

While  Tennov wrote in
t h e  1 9 7 0 s ,  h e r
descr ipt ions  a l ign
remarkably  well  with
modern  neuroscience.
Brain  scan  studies  of
people  in  the  early



stages of romantic love
show activation  in  the
same reward pathways
that respond to cocaine
and  other  addictive
substances.  Dopamine,
norepinephrine,  and
serotonin  play  key
roles.  The  intrusive
thinking  that  Tennov
described  mirrors  the
preoccupation  seen  in
addiction.  The  mood
swings  t ied  to  the
l imeren t  ob jec t ’ s
responses  reflect  the
dopamine release from
i n t e r m i t t e n t
reinforcement. So when
you  read  Love  and
L i m e r e n c e :  T h e
Experience of  Being in
L o v e ,  y o u  a r e
essentially  reading  a
remarkably  prescient
behavioral  description
of  what  scientists  now
c a l l  t h e  “ r e w a r d
system”  of  romantic

love.

How to Cope with
Limerence:
Practical Advice
from Tennov’s
Framework

If  you  find  yourself
caught  in  the  grip  of
l i m e r e n c e — f e e l i n g
consumed by  thoughts
of  someone,  unable to
eat or sleep, with your
happiness  dependent
o n  t h e i r
attent ion—Tennov’s
work  offers  a  path
toward  understanding
and  recovery:

Name it. Simply1.
recognizing that
you are
experiencing
limerence, not
love, can create
psychological
distance.
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Acknowledging
that the intensity
is part of a
natural but
temporary
process can
reduce shame
and anxiety.
Stop analyzing.2.
The constant
search for signs
from the limerent
object fuels the
obsession.
Deliberately
disengage from
interpreting their
behavior.
Recognize that
your assumptions
are likely biased
by hope and fear.
Seek clarity. If3.
possible,
communicate
your feelings
directly. Then
accept the
response.

Uncertainty is the
fuel of limerence;
clarity, even if
painful, starves
the fire. If the
person does not
reciprocate,
commit to moving
on.
Remove4.
triggers. Avoid
places, social
media profiles,
and mutual
friends that
remind you of the
limerent object.
This is similar to
breaking an
addiction—you
need to avoid the
cues that trigger
craving.
Redirect your5.
energy. Engage
in fulfilling
activities that do
not involve the
limerent object.



Exercise, creative
hobbies, and
spending time
with supportive
friends can
rebuild your
sense of self.
Reframe your6.
narrative.
Instead of seeing
the end of
limerence as a
loss, view it as an
opportunity to
develop deeper,
more mature love
in the future —
one that is not
based on
obsession but on
genuine mutual
respect.

Tennov also suggested
that  finding
reciprocation  is  not
always  the  answer.  A
relationship built  solely
on  limerence  can  be

unstable  because  the
partners  are  attached
to  an  idealized  image
r a t h e r  t h a n  e a c h
other’s  real  selves.

The Cultural
Impact of
Tennov’s Work

Since  its  publication,
Love  and  Limerence
has  influenced
countless  therapists,
relationship  coaches,
and individuals trying to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e i r
romantic  patterns.  The
te rm  “ l imerence”
e n t e r e d  p o p u l a r
psychology and is now
w i d e l y  u s e d  i n
d iscuss ions  about
infatuation,  obsessive
love,  and  attachment.
Tennov’s  work  helped
destigmatize the painful
e x p e r i e n c e  o f
unrequited  love  by
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showing that  it  follows
a  p r e d i c t a b l e
psychological  path.  It
also encouraged a more
n u a n c e d  v i e w  o f
romantic  relationships
—  o n e  t h a t
distinguishes  between
the intoxicating high of
new attraction and the
s teady ,  g rounded
warmth of lasting love.

Conclusion: Love
and Limerence as
Companions on
the Human
Journey

Dorothy Tennov’s Love
and  Limerence:  The
Experience of  Being in
L o v e  r e m a i n s  a
foundational  text  for
anyone  seeking  to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
p o w e r f u l ,  o f t e n
bewildering  experience

of  romantic  attraction.
B y  s e p a r a t i n g
limerence  from  love,
she gave us the tools to
navigate  the  early,
turbulent  phases  of
re lat ionships  with
greater  self-awareness.
L i m e r e n c e  i s  n o t
s o m e t h i n g  t o  b e
ashamed  of  —  it  is  a
natural, intense human
experience  that  can
serve as a gateway to
intimacy,  provided  we
recognize it for what it
is.  True  love,  Tennov
suggests,  is  not  about
the obsessive certainty
of  being  “in  love”  but
a b o u t  t h e  q u i e t ,
committed  choice  to
care for another person
through  all  seasons.
Understanding  the
difference  can  save  us
from  heartbreak  and
guide  us  toward  more
fulfilling connections


