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Organize the top ten qualities you are looking for into categories rather than starting with 
individual behaviors. For instance, rather than listing “Someone who has good credit,” as one of your top-ten 
qualities, use the category of “Financial responsibility.” After stating the category, you can elaborate on the 
general personality characteristics you are looking for by listing specific behaviors that (when they appear to 
be part of a pattern) will describe the category and thus reveal a person who has that quality, such as “Someone 
who pays their bills on time, spends less than they make, and values savings.” Refer to pages five and six to 
help you visualize this.

In addition to considering the need for attraction or chemistry (which is important), consider 
big-picture issues as well, such as the compatibility of your career or lifestyle choices, religion, 
cultural differences, or similarities in the desire for children. As the saying goes, “A bird and a fish can 
love each other, but where would they live?” Initial feelings of love are simply not enough to make a marriage 
last. Incompatibility in important areas can cause significant issues, the loss of love, and even divorce later. So 
be realistic about the things you need in life to really feel fulfilled.

Most people don’t plan to fail; they fail to plan. What 
do you want in a relationship? What qualities do you 
need in a partner? What are you looking for? If you 
can’t answer these questions, then you will wander 
aimlessly in the dating process, will experience 
repeated loss, will not attract the kind of people 
you really want to be with, or—worse yet—
will not appreciate the kind of people you’re 
looking for even if you do meet them. Thus, 
to be successful you need to recognize what 
you want, which means you need to create a 

top-ten list of what you’re looking for. It needs 
to be a prioritized list, with the top five items 
being non-negotiable. If you’re dating someone 
who doesn’t have these top five qualities, you 
will know that you’re settling (which leads to 
resentment, self-recrimination, and a desire to 
escape—and possibly a later divorce). The last 
five qualities are important and will be things that 
you’ll need to know the other person also values and 
is already working on, but they are not as essential as 
the top five.

As you create your Top-Ten List, follow the 
suggestions below to ensure that your list is 
as complete and effective as possible.
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Look for the deeper emotional tendencies and personal characteristics that form the foundation 
for the behaviors you observe. For example, if you want to be with someone who is a member of your 
religion, you’ll want to make sure that they truly value, understand, and live their religion and are spiritually 
oriented—rather than just going through the motions. When trials of faith come or their religion becomes 
inconvenient, those who aren’t truly converted often walk away. Consequently, scrutiny of foundational values 
over surface presentation is important; for instance, someone who is thin but doesn’t care about being fit or 
following healthy living practices won’t be thin—or healthy—for long, someone who is a rich doctor but acts 
unethically will not remain a doctor for long, and someone who says he/she values family but harbors resentment 
and cuts off family relationships over small offenses will probably do the same with you and your loved ones. 
Situations and circumstances change during a lifetime, but core character and personality traits will generally 
remain the same. 

In trying to discern foundational traits from momentary weaknesses, consider their personality 
patterns that indicate their character and integrity or the lack thereof. You need to see that your 
partner has the emotional maturity to adapt to life challenges and sustain a long-term relationship. For example, 
do they justify lying to their mother by saying she is a worrywart and then also cheat a little on their taxes, 
and you suspect they lied to get out of a speeding ticket? You may think each of these cases is a small or 
momentary weaknesses, but when examined as a whole, it becomes obvious they are an indication of a problem 
with honesty. Given this pattern, it would be reasonable to assume that the person will lie to you, too. If their 
personality lacks empathy, personal responsibility, and self-control such that they are compulsive, abusive, 
manipulative, and dishonest, life will get hard pretty quickly.

After outlining the categories and their characteristics, prioritize them. Specify the top five that are 
“non-negotiable” and then classify the last five as important but acceptable as a “work in progress”—meaning 
the person already valued these qualities before they started dating you and is working on them. For example, if 
you have “Financial responsibility” on your list as #7, and the person you are dating has $10,000 of consumer 
debt, then you would be looking to see how they were and are addressing this issue before they met you. If they 
have been working a second job for the last six months to pay off this debt and have been putting $200 more 
toward the payment each month during this time, this would demonstrate that they valued being financially 
responsible and were already working on it. If you are okay with their efforts and feel that the problem of their 
past financial irresponsibility is being addressed and will be resolved over time, then keep seeing them.
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After completing your Top-Ten List, you’ll need to also identify those issues that would not be deal 
breakers. As seen from the previous example, no one is perfect. You may find someone who has the qualities 
you are looking for from your Top-Ten List, but he/she may also have thinning hair, a gummy smile, a chronic 
illness, depression, anxiety, child-abuse issues, a slight weight problem, children from a previous marriage, 
etc. Continuing to date such imperfect people is not settling; settling is compromising on your Top-Ten List. 
Too many singles have long lists of what they want, but—since they haven’t prioritized them by what is most 
important to what is tolerable—they walk away from good opportunities for their own growth and happiness. 
Marriage isn’t something that people should go into expecting perfection. As a matter of fact, marriage is what 
perfects individuals. It is only through working with another person’s needs and feelings that we start to see 
the need for our own growth, improvement, and development. As a single person it can be easy to see yourself 
as being pretty awesome. However, once you are in a meaningful relationship, your issues, problems, and 
weaknesses will be exposed, giving you an opportunity to see yourself more clearly and to strive for better 
relationship skills. Nothing can feel better than being with a partner who has the empathy necessary to see your 
value beyond your weaknesses and who has the commitment and investment necessary to work with you as you 
both strive together to improve yourselves and your relationship. In such partnerships, you will feel not only safe 
and secure but also free to really become one with each other. In this way marriage is the tool that God uses to 
make men and women more than they can be on their own. It takes a lot of work, commitment, and patience, but 
so does everything that has real and lasting meaning and value. Thus, you need to start now by recognizing and 
viewing some issues as being acceptable (while keeping your eyes open for those that are unacceptable). If you 
do, you will be more realistic, wise, and mature during the dating process. After all, you’re not perfect either.
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Lastly, you need to recognize those issues that are deal breakers. Sometimes people need to learn 
to be more flexible, whereas other times they need to learn to be more realistic. If you think you can love and 
accept anyone in any situation, you will find yourself in a world of pain and chaos later. You need to have 
boundaries and the self-respect necessary to say no to situations and circumstances that will cause you (and, 
more importantly, your present or future children) pain. Do not think you need to date someone who has been 
abusive in the past, cheated on an ex, or abandoned his or her children financially or otherwise. You have the 
right to walk away from people who do not meet the specific values, beliefs, or minimal standards you expect. So 
unless you can really respect how someone has dealt with their past problems (due to their empathy, self-control, 
and personal responsibility in trying to resolve the problem over the months and years since the incidents), do 
not date anyone who has been involved in domestic violence, engaged in addictive behaviors in spite of multiple 
consequences, been actively involved in a sexual addiction, engaged in secretive behavior while in relationship 
with their exes, or been incarcerated for theft, violence, fraud, or drug distribution. And never date someone 
who, as an adult, has engaged in abuse of children, teens, or animals. These people do not have empathy and 
never will (even if they have been involved in counseling and use the right words now, empathy that wasn’t 
developed by the early adult years cannot be taught or developed later; such abuses in adulthood indicate that 
the necessary empathy was not developed during those crucial, formative years).
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Category Description

Shows respect for my and others’ feelings and needs; respects others’ rights 
even when angry; is patient; respects my things; says no when needed but says 
yes much of the time because he cares about making me happy; accepts when I 
need to say no without getting angry, resentful, or manipulative; treats his 
family with respect; can see the bigger picture rather than focusing in on 
someone’s behavior (e.g., can see a child’s feelings instead of just the child’s 
annoying actions).

Expresses his feelings and needs; is self-driven and motivated; has his own 
values and beliefs and lives them even when no one else might see if he acted 
differently; is honest even when others wouldn’t discover the truth; says what 
he means and does what he says; confesses when he makes mistakes; takes 
action to fix problems and follows through; if he promises something, he does 
it; if he messes up he works hard to do it better next time.

2. Demonstrates 
personal responsibility.
(non-negotiable)

1. Demonstrates 
empthy.
(non-negotiable)

I can respect the way he handles his money (i.e., he pays his bills on time, 
tries to save when he can, doesn’t go into unnecessary debt); he has long-term 
loving and meaningful relationships with friends and family; he has 
maintained employment for three or more years at a time (which shows he can 
work with others and authority figures and has developed good work habits); 
he tries to eat right and exercise and lives a basically healthy lifestyle.

4. Has a good 
pattern of managing 
their life.
(non-negotiable)

Has been engaged in many good activities (e.g., has been involved in singing, 
band, sports, etc.; does clean and wholesome activities with friends; works 
hard at work, college, and church); has done few if any bad activities (stayed 
away from drugs and alcohol as a teen, took steps to stay away from 
pornography and sex, follows the law); has stayed away from problematic 
behaviors of his past for years (which shows he really did develop self-control 
over the problem); has an overall pattern of self-control in most areas of his life 
(so that his out-of-control behaviors were more of a weakness to a certain 
problem rather than a general pattern of behavior).

3. Demonstrates a 
history of 
self-control.
(non-negotiable)

— Example —
Amber’s Top-Ten List 

Do not pattern your Top-Ten List from this example. Obviously this list will not match everyone’s values or needs. It is 
just an example to get you processing the many real-life situations you need to consider if you are to find someone with 
whom you are truly compatible.
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Category Description

Issues that would NOT be 
deal breakers

Issues that would be 
deal breakers

Doesn’t just go to church but really believes and acts accordingly; shows 
charity to others; engages in frequent service; has family values and is 
committed to standards that are good for marriage, children, and family life.

I need someone who helps me laugh, relax, and play more, so if he doesn’t have 
a good sense of humor he needs to be at least invested in having fun with me.

6. Sense of humor.
(work in progress)

5. Spiritual and 
shares in my same 
faith. 
(non-negotiable)

I need to be able to see that his career choice will create a basic standard of 
living that will meet our needs (if not now, then within a few years); I want to 
live in a house in a neighborhood, not a condo or apartment (within five 
years); I don’t need an expensive home, but a nice home that is relatively 
clean and orderly (filth and clutter would overwhelm me); I can live on a tight 
budget, but there has to be enough to meet the needs of a family; I don’t want 
my husband to rack up credit card debt; if he can’t talk about money or has a 
history of lying about money and racking up secret debt, I would have to 
postpone marriage until I could be certain that he could talk with me about 
money and be honest (honesty about money is non-negotiable).

Weight (as long as he is not more than 40 pounds 
overweight); basic appearance issues (as long as 
he tries hard to make himself look good and act 
confident with what he has so I am attracted to 
him); height (as long as he is not too much taller 
or shorter than I am); health problems (as long as 
he is actively engaged in finding treatment or 
improving his health); bad family history (as long 
as he has good boundaries and a healthy 
attitude); infertility issues (as long as he is willing 
to adopt.)

Infidelity, lying, deception; drug, alcohol, or 
sexual addictions (that have not been resolved 
appropriately and several years ago); criminal 
activity; domestic violence; cruelty to animals or 
children; out-of-control debt or spending; raging 
or name calling (he has to be able to handle his 
emotions appropriately.)

8. Standard of living.
(work in progress)

 I want to feel a desire to touch him and vice versa; I don’t expect to feel it all 
immediately, but it definitely has to develop enough for me to want to be 
intimate; I have to be attracted to him and feel he is attracted to me.

7. Chemistry.
(work in progress)

He must be open to having children; if he has two children already, no 
problem; more than two children and I might need to reconsider dating him (I 
don’t think I am ready for that).

9. Children.
(work in progress)

10. Family.
(work in progress)

He needs to be comfortable with my family and vice versa; if his family is 
critical of me, I need to know that I have his full support; he needs to be 
supportive of my family and many of our traditions (and I will do the same).
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Category Description
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deal breakers
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