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Abstract 

This thesis examines why internationals in Denmark continue to participate in the dating scene 

even when they do not like it. Based on a thematic analysis of online articles about dating in 

Denmark as an international, and a dozen semi-structured interviews with internationals who 

have attempted to navigate dating in Denmark, this paper shows that many internationals go 

through a process of social navigation as a means of realising their expectations of what dating 

and relationships should be like. This navigation in process involves a conscious renegotiation 

of their dating attitudes and behaviours to reflect those that they have encountered in Denmark. 

However, this does not result in them reaching their goal of establishing romantic connections 

with Danes. This double bind causes feelings of confusion, isolation and loneliness and yet 

internationals persist in this failed navigation. Berlant’s theory of cruel optimism (2011) is used 

to explain how internationals become attached to particular notions of relationships based on 

their expectations and explains why they continue to participate in the dating scene despite the 

negative emotional toll. Further motivating this are particular themes found in the online 

articles that internationals readily have access to. Namely, they are told that there is a single 

“Danish dating culture” that they can acquire by following a set of instructions thus reifying 

the culture into something that one can have. They also put forward an idealised or romanticised 

picture of dating in Denmark which provides something for internationals to aspire to, further 

motivating their participation in a process which harms them. 
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1. Introduction 

In May 2025, the Danish business development organisation Copenhagen Capacity, 

which specialises in promoting Denmark and Copenhagen as attractive places for international 

business and workers (Copenhagen Capacity, n.d.) unveiled the results of its 2025 Expat 

Survey. The survey aimed to understand the challenges facing international citizens (hereafter 

“internationals”) in the country. It was conducted amid a backdrop of 50% of internationals 

leaving Denmark within the first five years of their arrival, up from 45% a decade earlier 

(Copenhagen Capacity, 2025 p.5). One of the key findings of the survey was that 7.7% of 

respondents planned on cutting their stays in Denmark shorter than they had initially planned 

(ibid. p.11). Among this group, lack of inclusion at work and difficulty making friends with 

locals were cited as the first and third largest reasons why people chose to cut their stays in 

Denmark short (ibid. p.15). The survey indicated that internationals find integration and 

connecting with Danes difficult and so find it easier to socialise and build these connections 

among their fellow expats (ibid. p.15).  

The need for connection for good psychological wellbeing has long been understood. 

Maslow in his seminal work A Theory of Human Motivation argued that once humans have 

their foundational physiological and security needs met, the search for connection and inclusion 

within the social is the next set of needs which one aims to satisfy (Maslow, 1943 p.380-381). 

This connection manifests itself in numerous ways, family and friendships are important, but 

Maslow also identifies that once physiological and safety are satisfied, an individual will  

…feel keenly, as never before, the absence of friends, or a sweetheart, or a wife, or 

children (Maslow, 1943: p.380) 

Thus, emphasising the importance of romantic love as well as platonic or familial bonds. 

 Given the contextual background of internationals’ struggle with making connections 

with Danish people and considering that romantic relationships can play a large role in one’s 

positive psychological wellbeing, this paper examines their intersection. It seeks to understand 

how and why internationals adapt and adjust their dating patterns upon moving to Denmark 

and the emotional toll that this takes on them. It also attempts to analyse why internationals 

make an effort to adapt their behaviour in this way, and what happens when this does not result 

in their desire outcome. The research question this paper seeks to answer is why do 
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international citizens continue to date in Denmark despite negative emotional outcomes. Based 

on a thematic analysis of both semi-structured interviews carried out with internationals in 

February and March 2026, and a selection of online articles about dating in Denmark as an 

international, the paper identifies patterns which explain this phenomenon. The paper is based 

on an expansive, theoretical framework though it primarily relies on Berlant’s theory of cruel 

optimism (2011) and Vigh’s theory of social navigation (2010). It is then supplemented with 

anthropological interpretations of culture, expectation, and the Batesonian concepts of 

schismogenesis and the double bind.  

The research has found that internationals, in an attempt to make dating in Denmark 

easier, undergo a conscious process of change in their behaviours and mindsets around dating 

to reflect what they perceive as “Danish dating culture”. However, their attempts to integrate 

into Danish dating life are generally unrewarded with access to the “native” Danish dating 

market. The mental toll of behavioural change and rejection from Danish society leads to 

feelings of stress, loneliness and isolation. Nevertheless, many internationals continue to 

attempt to enter the Danish dating scene. Motivating this are preexisting expectations around 

what dating should be like, possibly reinforced through the narratives found in online accounts 

of dating in Denmark, as well as an attachment to the good life fantasy of finding love in a new 

country. We can observe that cruel optimism is a driving factor in why internationals continue 

to date in Denmark in spite of the negative emotional toll. The importance of this topic for 

study is underrated. The number of international citizens in Denmark has continued to grow in 

recent years (Statistics Denmark, 2026). As their numbers grow, their proportion of the dating 

pool will also grow, thus understanding how they navigate dating, how Danish society responds 

and internationals’ subsequent emotional response will become increasingly relevant. 

This paper will begin with a review of existing literature both on the importance of 

social connections for migrants and migrants’ experiences with dating. This paper fills a gap in 

this literature due to its use of qualitative rather than quantitative methods, and its focus on the 

emotional aspect of migrants’ experiences with dating rather than just their dating preferences. 

The literature review is followed by an exploration of the paper’s theoretical and 

methodological framework. There will then be two analytical chapters, each examining one of 

the two datasets. The paper then ends with a brief conclusion summarising the main findings 

and suggestions for potential future research. 
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2. Literature Review 

 This literature review will examine some of the existing literature surrounding the 

importance of social networks in the migration experience as well as migrants’ experiences 

with dating. It will also identify gaps in the literature and elaborate on this study’s place within 

it. Much of the literature is situated in the fields of sociology, health and cross-cultural 

psychology. This paper is unique in approaching the subject from a more anthropological 

standpoint. This is by no means an exhaustive review, rather it functions more as an overview 

of some of the key areas which have already been studied and demonstrates the unique 

positionality of this study in this library of work. 

 

2.1. Dating in Denmark 

 There has been some work on foreigners’ experiences with dating in Denmark and what 

it is like to date in Denmark overall. One of the earliest studies on Danish peoples’ values 

around sexuality and relationships comes from Christiansen and Carpenter. In their 

comparative study of Danish and American university studies, it was found that young Danes 

were more sexually permissive and likely to have engaged in pre-marital sex than either of the 

two American samples (1962). The authors argue that in Denmark there is less shame attached 

to expression of sexuality, and as a result there is more focus on desire and pleasure 

(Christiansen & Carpenter, 1962: p.74). This more permissive attitude towards sex in Denmark 

has also been demonstrated in data from the country’s Statens Serum Institut (Frisch et al, 2019) 

which shows that Danish people regardless of age are likely to have had multiple sexual 

partners and that an overwhelming majority consider a healthy sex life to be an important part 

of life (p.24-25). This has also been explored in media (Williams, 2026) in the context of 

declining rates of sexual activity in young people in many other parts of the Western world 

(ibid.). 

 The sexual permissiveness in Danish society differs from many societies, including 

other Western ones. As a result, it can represent a significant change from the values of many 

migrants to the country, especially if they come from conservative cultural backgrounds. In his 

research on Turkish migrants, Necef has found that, owing to a perceived lack of appropriate 

words in Turkish, many migrants adapt Danish or English words when discussing matters of 

intimacy (2022: p.435-436). Contrary to prevailing narratives of unwilling migrants not 

wanting to adapt to Danish culture, young Turkish migrants frequently expressed approval for 
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many aspects of Danish culture over Turkish, at the same time however, the aspects of Danish 

culture that threaten men’s dominance over women are viewed less favourably (ibid: p.452-

453). His work demonstrates a “selective assimilation” of migrants in Denmark to aspects of 

dating, as despite the maintenance of traditional views on gender relations, many Turkish men 

in Denmark also enjoyed the gratification of sexual intercourse with Danish women (ibid.). 

 The experience of navigating dating in Denmark for migrants, at least for female 

migrants online, has been studied by Facchetti. She found that migrant women in Denmark 

often encountered stereotyping and exoticisation of their different cultural or ethnic 

background when using dating apps in Denmark (n.d.: p.48-49). Many non-Danish women 

have also experienced the Danish dating scene as colder and more detached than what they 

have previously been used to. As a result, they frequently experience disappointment and other 

negative emotional outcomes because of dating app use. To combat this, they have adapted 

their mindsets around online dating to reflect what they have encountered, as such also 

becoming more detached and attributing less status to “dating” as an institution (Facchetti, n.d.: 

p.50-51). 

 Denmark’s approach to migration as a whole has received a significant amount of 

attention in news and politics across the world. There is a perception that Denmark is an 

egalitarian utopia where discrimination and tolerance reign (Jensen, Weibel & Vitus, 2017: 

p.51-52). However, Hervik has shown that there is a pervasive attitude in Denmark which in 

effect blames migrants for any negative experiences they face. A popular national discourse 

frames unruly migrants as being unwilling to adapt to Danish culture in effect blames migrants 

for racism and thus normalises racism according to Hervik (2004). There is also a frequent use 

of a “unbridgeable differences” framings which casts certain cultures as incompatible with full 

integration into Danish society (ibid: p.247). Beginning in the 1980s, “integration” became a 

founding principle of Danish immigration policy (Jensen, Weibel & Vitus, 2017: p.59-60). 

Legislation around integration places the burden of responsibility squarely at the feet of the 

migrant (ibid: p.60). Jensen, Weibel and Vitus argue that Denmark’s specific integration 

policies are focused around a notion of cultural “sameness” rather than diversity (2017: p.62). 

Migrants are expected to assimilate to Danish cultural values to demonstrate compatibility with 

Danish society 

If minority groups are not willing or able to adapt to the customs and attitudes of the 

Danish culture they are not considered fully integrated into Danish society. (2017: p.62) 
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This discourse frames certain values as compatible with Danish culture while others are not, 

contributing to an “us-vs.-them” dichotomy where the out-group tends to be seen as unable to 

ever integrate fully into Danish society. 

 

2.2. The importance of social networks in migration 

 Moving from one country to another, whether as an economic migrant, refugee or 

sojourner, always presents a unique set of emotional, psychological and social challenges for 

those undergoing the process. A critical part of managing these challenges is the social 

networks that migrants are able to establish in their new environment. A social network is 

defined as “a structured set of social relationships between individuals” (Lomnitz, 1976: 

p.136). Social networks differ from family or institutional networks in a number of ways. They 

are much more fluid in their structures, as they are based around an organising principle rather 

than a hierarchy. They are also not spontaneous and are instead constantly reinforced and 

altered by time and continued interactions between members (Gurak & Caces, 1992: p.151-

152). The role of social networks in migration is multilayered. Social networks are so important 

that they have a significant influence in determining where migrants move to and why (Gurak 

& Caces, 1992: p.156-157; Haug, 2008). Gurak & Caces’ review demonstrates how networks 

have been used to analyse migration patterns and the experiences from numerous angles and 

with a diverse range of case studies (1992: p.167-172). 

 Several studies have looked at how migrants’ social networks can improve their quality 

of life and aid in their integration into the host society. Negi et al have studied the role that 

social networks play in improving health outcomes among irregular Latin American migrants 

in the United States. They discuss how both strong and weak ties influence how migrants 

navigate their new environment. The strong ties that migrants build with their peers are critical 

in providing emotional support, but they also limit their ability to establish connections across 

wider society and improve their access to resources (Negi et al, 2013: p.249). Their work 

highlighted how owing to their irregular immigration status, many transnational day labourers 

are reluctant to seek out medical treatment in the mainstream health system. As a result, they 

come to rely on their close tie networks to provide them with access to resources they cannot 

access individually (ibid: p.255-256). 

 Phillimore, Humphris and Khan examine how migrants establish these networks. They 

found that reciprocity was a means for migrants to accumulate resources which they lose during 
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the process of migration. Based on qualitative research among migrants in the UK, they found 

that contrary to the view of Hobfoll (2011), who argued that new migrants seek to conserve 

their resources due to a lack of social capital, their interlocutors used a variety of resource 

exchange strategies in order to build social ties and connections, usually with their fellow 

migrants. Even if these other migrants came from different national or cultural backgrounds, 

the networks are still identified as critically important in managing the psychological and 

emotional challenges that come with the migration process (Phillimore, Humphris & Khan, 

2018).  

 That migrants rely on their social networks to manage the stress of migration is not 

something which this paper aims to dispute. However, it novelly includes romantic connections 

among migrants’ wider social networks. The definition of social networks used by Lomnitz can 

apply to romantic connections. They are structured social interactions between individuals that 

can change over time and are deepened by time and continued interaction. This paper positions 

romantic connections as a part of internationals’ social networks and thus analyses the role they 

play in influencing their wellbeing. 

 

2.3. Migration, dating and adolescence 

 Much of the literature around dating and migrants is focused on migrant youth or the 

native-born children of immigrants. This is understandable for several reasons. Firstly, as was 

demonstrated by King and Bratter in their study of interracial marriage in the United States, 

having a first partner (an experience which often occurs during adolescence) from outside of 

one’s own ethnic group makes it more likely that they will intermarry with members of an 

ethnic minority group later in life (2007). However, as is pointed out by van Zantvliet et al, this 

link is little studied. The relation may be direct as these first partners become spouses later in 

life, but may also be indirect in that they lead to breakdown in boundaries between groups and 

diminish prejudice while simultaneously increasing the probability of intergroup mixing (van 

Zantvliet et al, 2014: p.773). Furthermore, adolescence is the stage in life where many of the 

factors that influence partner selection such as parental influence and the role of one’s social 

network are at their strongest (ibid.). 

 King and Harris, in their study of immigrant youth in the United States, found that 

familial and friendship influences play a significant role in the way adolescents pursue romantic 

and sexual partnerships. Having a larger circle of friends was found to positively correlate with 
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adolescents engaging in romantic relationships (2007: p.365). They also found that adolescents 

who were first- or second-generation immigrants in friendship groups where other immigrants 

make up a significant portion of their peers are more likely to find dating partners among these 

groups (ibid.). However, this is also correlated with more conservative sexual behaviour as 

their existing cultural norms are reinforced (ibid. p.366). However, these findings are not 

universally applicable. The authors note research in Israel by Eisikovits who found that for 

teenage girls from post-Soviet immigrant backgrounds, having a supportive group of 

immigrant peers enabled them to maintain ties to their cultural heritage while they pursued 

romantic connections with Israelis (2000). King and Harris concluded that it was immigrant 

status itself that was the single biggest predictor of how immigrant youth navigate romantic 

relationships. Specifically, the degree to which immigrants had assimilated into mainstream 

American culture influenced how likely adolescents were to be in relationships. As a result 

first-generation immigrant youth were less likely to engage in dating behaviour, while as 

subsequent generations are brought up entirely in a mainstream American cultural context, their 

dating behaviour begins to mirror that of mainstream American culture and they engage in 

dating behaviour at an earlier age (King & Harris, 2007: p.366).  

 Van Zantvliet and her colleagues’ work examines the influences on how immigrant 

youth navigate relationships in a European context. Specifically, they look at a number of 

influences on the likelihood of an adolescent dating someone from the “native” population. As 

the authors note, studying the European context is a useful starting point, as until this point all 

previous research on adolescents’ romantic relationships had been centred on the United States 

(van Zantvliet et al, 2014: p.774), this paper is based on a multinational sample spanning 

England, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden. Among the researchers’ findings was that 

there is a small degree of correlation between parental influence and the adolescents' dating 

habits, especially for girls. Children of parents who are more integrated in the receiving society 

were found to be more likely to have a native partner (2014: p.787). The study also found a 

strong structural cause in determining the likelihood of having a native partner. The presence 

of meeting opportunities between immigrants and natives, whether that was through school or 

other avenues including one’s neighbourhood lowers levels of social segregation (ibid: p.788). 

This study is also unique in that by studying adolescents it shifted the focus away from marriage 

and instead analysed the beginning of people’s romantic lives and as such invites to consider 

that the foundations of one’s cross-cultural romantic preferences are set out in youth (ibid.). 
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2.4. “Acculturation” and the dating game 

 The process of moving from one country to another has been shown to result in 

significant changes to the place of romantic relationships and sexuality in immigrants’ lives. 

Huang and Akhtar in their work draw attention to the multitude of ways in which migration 

can alter one’s notions of sexuality. They highlight that the scholarly focus on identity 

renegotiation has led to the role of changing object relations in a new environment being 

somewhat neglected (Huang & Akhtar, 2005: p.179). Moving to a new sociocultural context 

presents migrants with new sets of cultural values and practices which can differ or even clash 

with the values they bring with them from their home countries. The authors in particular note 

that the place of sexuality, gender relations, perception of non-heteronormative attraction and 

sexuality, and the place of love in marriage are all areas where differences can manifest (2005: 

p.179-185). When discussing the sexual preferences of immigrants, Huang and Akhtar note 

that some immigrants develop a tendency to only see members of groups other than their own 

as sexual objects while love, commitment and marriage are reserved for their own ethnic group 

(2005: p.185-186). This paper also comments on the role of acculturation in determining 

immigrants’ sexual patterns. Having a homoethnic, heteroethnic or bicultural partner can have 

differing acculturative outcomes. A partner from the same background may help manage 

acculturative stress by keeping the immigrant rooted to their heritage culture. A partner from 

the host culture can provide an accelerated acculturative process, while bicultural partners can 

represent the immigrant’s transition to a new culture and can help them navigate the push and 

pull of the new culture and their heritage culture (2005: p.186). 

 Acculturation forms the theoretical background of a significant portion of the existing 

academic literature on the dating habits of immigrants and members of ethnic minority groups. 

Acculturation was first defined as “those phenomena which result when groups of individuals 

having different cultures come into continuous first-hand contact, with subsequent changes in 

the original cultural patterns of either or both groups” by Redfield, Linton and Herskovits 

(1936: p.149). It has subsequently been defined as “the process of culture change and 

adaptation that occurs when individuals with different cultures come into contact” (Gibson, 

2001: p.19). Though acculturation has been subject of critique, both for its tendency to rank 

cultures (Schwartz et al, 2010: p.239) and for its failure to critically examine power dynamics 

and post-colonial perspectives by positioning adaptation to host cultures as the most desired 

outcome (Bhatia & Ram, 2001; Ngo, 2019). However, since it is such a staple of existing 

literature on this topic, it requires examination. One of the main contributions of acculturation 
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to the discussion of migration is the model proposed by Berry (1980). Based on the parameters 

of attachment to previous cultural values and willingness to adapt to new cultural values, four 

acculturation strategies were devised (Sam & Berry, 2010). The two most relevant are 

integration, whereby minorities adopt a mixture of cultural behaviour as a means of 

simultaneously retaining ties with their previous cultural identity and embracing aspects of 

their new environment; and assimilation, which is a more wholesale adaptation of the new 

culture’s values (Sam & Berry, 2010: p.476). Berry’s work posits that integration is associated 

with the best psychological outcomes for migrants (Sam & Berry, 2010: p.478). 

Most work on migrants and acculturation has focused on minority groups (subsequent- 

as well as first-generation immigrants) in the United States, with one study looking at second-

generation South Asian immigrants in the United Kingdom. These studies draw attention to 

how different members of the same ethnic or cultural minority can approach acculturation 

based on other factors such as gender, age or place of birth. For example, Meston & Harold, in 

their comparative study of Asian, white and Latino men and women in the United States found 

that acculturation had a stronger effect on women when it came to determining their attitudes 

and behaviour around sex (2008: p.184). Asian women were more likely to adopt an 

assimilation strategy and therefore their sexual behaviours were more likely to mirror those of 

the American mainstream than their male counterparts, who were more likely to analyse 

mainstream culture through a more conservative heritage lens (Meston and Harold, 2008: 

p.186). The effects were different for all groups, it was found that sexual permissiveness in 

Latino men was influenced by both strong mainstream and heritage acculturation, while a 

mixture of the two was found to correlate with more sexual conservatism (ibid: p.187-8). 

 Acculturation has also been used to examine who immigrants choose to date. Nesteruk 

and Gramescu found that young adults who were second-generation immigrants and were more 

assimilated to mainstream American culture reported less of the cultural boundaries and 

exclusionary opinions that their parents did (2012). Furthermore, despite a stated preference to 

the contrary, they found that immigrants from less traditional or more acculturated households 

were more likely to be involved with members of other cultural groups, and in fact for women 

in particular dating outside of their cultural group presented an opportunity to escape from 

traditional gender roles (Nesteruk & Gramescu, 2012). 

 In their analysis of dating violence victimisation of Latino adolescents, Sanderson et al, 

(2004: p.380) found that higher levels of acculturation (i.e. assimilation or integration with the 
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mainstream) were associated with higher levels of dating violence. In part this was attributed 

to gender differences between Latino men and women, as it was found that Latina women were 

more likely to adapt to more liberal Euro-American views on gender roles, which may put them 

in conflict with their more conservative male counterparts. Who individuals choose to date has 

also shown to correlate with acculturation. In their study of gay Asian American men, Nehl et 

al (2014) found that although most of the sample expressed no strong preference to date either 

White or Asian men, those who had not been born in the US were more likely to want to date 

White men. This may be driven by a desire to assimilate into mainstream US culture, with non-

natives seeing dating a member of the dominant culture as a way in. Men who reported a higher 

level of attachment to their heritage culture were also more likely to report a preference towards 

dating other Asian men. This study contradicted previous work which indicated that 

acculturation to the dominant culture correlated with a desire to date members of an out-group, 

finding that a closer attachment to the identity of an in-group leads to members seeking partners 

within the same group. A similar conclusion was made by Weiss in his 1970 study of Chinese 

Americans. He found that female subjects, who found the American dating culture more 

appealing, were more likely to embrace the values of said culture and seek White partners. In 

contrast their male counterparts, who have struggled with adaptation and rejection, thus having 

failed to acculturate, were more likely to look inwards and confine their dating to their ethnic 

group (1970). This highlights the lack of a straight-line continuum of cultural adaptation, at 

least when it comes to dating. Degree of acculturation mixes with gender, age, and a myriad of 

other factors to produce different outcomes. 

 Finally, Khadijah and Nodin’s work examined how second-generation South Asian 

immigrants in the United Kingdom manage acculturative stress when navigating online dating. 

They found that the conflict between their more conservative cultural values and more 

permissive values found in mainstream UK culture create feelings of unease, as even the act of 

asserting their independence over their dating lives can put them in conflict with their cultural 

values (2023: p.1158). This study that one coping mechanism participants used to manage the 

stress associated with this conflict involved compromising in areas such as pre-marital physical 

intimacy and making the initial dating process longer in order to both manage their heritage 

cultural expectations and to assimilate into mainstream UK culture (ibid: p.1158-60). Where 

cultural difference is greater, individuals take some aspects of the culture they seek to integrate 

with and mix them with the cultural values they maintain from their previous experiences and 

upbringing. 
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2.5. Dating preferences among immigrants 

 The above literature has examined the factors that enable or facilitate romantic relations 

between immigrants and members of the native culture. It has also looked at the effects of 

integration or assimilation on how minorities engage with elements of the dating process. 

However, the literature examining actual dating preferences and how relationships are 

conceptualised among immigrant groups is less well established. An also understudied aspect 

of the immigrant dating experience which is vitally important in the current dating landscape 

is the online dating angle. Khadijah and Nodin’s work cited above does look at the experience 

of South Asian immigrants in the UK with online dating but only Potârcă and Mills analyse the 

racial or cultural preferences of immigrants (as well as native populations). Their findings, the 

result of a nine-country cross-European study demonstrate the differences in how migrant and 

native communities interact with each other with regards to dating, and also that these 

differences can themselves change from country to country and between ethnicities. However, 

in general Arab migrants were less likely across contexts to date either natives or members of 

other minority groups (2015: p.337). It also suggests that in Europe, in contrast to the United 

States, religious and cultural differences are larger influencing factors than race (ibid.). 

However, there are also general findings across contexts that members of minorities are more 

open to dating native partners than vice versa (ibid.). 

The final piece of literature this review will engage with is Shams’ work with South 

Asian immigrants in Canada. Her sociological study reveals that for members of this 

community, our traditional Western ideas of love and romance often fail to adequately capture 

their experiences, expectations and mindsets. Shams finds that love occupies a different place 

for many of her interlocutors and as a result invites us to reconsider love’s role in partner 

selection (2025: p.21-22). For some of her participants love is seen as a means to an end rather 

than a precondition for a successful match. Love is the end product of a social, intellectual or 

other type of match (ibid.). 

 

 The above literature examines the romantic preferences of immigrant communities 

from a number of different angles. It looks at how the foundations of dating preferences are 

established in early youth, the effect of the acculturation process on how immigrants and 

minorities navigate dating, the preferences of immigrants when it comes to partner selection 

and even the way that these communities may conceptualise relationships. However, this paper 
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occupies a unique place within this lexicon. First and foremost, in contrast to the existing 

literature, which is primarily based in sociology and to a lesser degree psychology, this paper 

takes more of an anthropological approach. It critically examines notions of expectation, 

navigation and culture as a means to understand how internationals participate in the Danish 

dating scene. Furthermore, by using a more anthropological lens, we can engage more deeply 

with the processes at play in internationals’ experience of the Danish dating scene, thus 

answering the fundamental question of why internationals engage in the dating process at all. 

The use of the Danish example as a case study is also a unique standpoint. As highlighted 

above, the bulk of existing literature studies the US context, a country which has its own unique 

historical, cultural, and racial influences on migrant/native relations. Even among the literature 

studying the European context, Denmark has been left out of the sample. While both van 

Zantvliet et al and Potârcă and Mills include Sweden, another Nordic country, in their analyses, 

the two countries have very different orientations when it comes to migrant integration and 

relations. Sweden is described as having “distinctively positive climate and inclusive policies 

towards immigrants” (Potârcă and Mills, 2015: p.337). In contrast, Denmark migration policy 

is characterised by some of the heaviest restrictions in Europe, as well as some of the least 

inclusive integration policies, which in practice heavily dissuade cultural difference (Gudrun 

Jensen, Weibel & Vitus, 2017). As has been shown above, dating preferences among 

populations can differ significantly across borders, by studying the experiences of 

internationals in Denmark, this paper provides a unique insight into an understudied context.  

 This paper is also unique in the methodology used. With only a few exceptions 

(Nesteruk & Gramescu, 2012; Khadijah & Nodin, 2023; Shams, 2025) all of the above works 

are quantitative studies, using models and regression analysis to deliver their findings. This 

paper is instead based on interviews with a smaller sample of internationals who have direct 

experience with navigating the Danish dating scene. It also uses a thematic analysis of online 

articles providing advice about or accounts of internationals’ experience of dating in Denmark. 

These qualitative methods allow for a deeper understanding of the human processes at work in 

the phenomenon of internationals dating in Denmark, as we get to hear the interlocutors’ 

experiences through their own words. Although it does limit the scope of the paper to this exact 

context, what it sacrifices in applicability it makes up for in terms of depth of analysis. 
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3. Theoretical Framework 

 

3.1. Understanding culture 

 In 1983, Benedict Anderson published his seminal work Imagined Communities 

(Anderson, 1983). The book presented an examination of the emergence of nationalism and the 

creation of the concept of the nation state. This notion of the nation state has since gone on to 

form the foundation of how we conceptualise the world. Liisa Malkki has termed this 

understanding of our world as the “national order of things” (Malkki, 1992; Malkki, 1995). 

Borders and boundaries had become central to our understanding of the world and 

anthropological analysis rather than being understood as the invisible lines on the map that they 

are, assumes a naturality of these borders (Malkki, 1992: p.25). The world is divided up into 

around 200 neatly divided territorial units which we call countries, and this is seen as the 

normal or natural state of the world (ibid: p.26). By extension, groups of people become 

associated with these plots of land. The place of groups within the national order of things ties 

them inextricably to a particular plot of land. Much of Malkki’s writing was centred around 

refugees, and she highlights how the national order of things permeates our thinking on such 

topics. Refugees, exiles and diaspora are seen as displaced beings who have been removed 

from the part of the world where they should be (Malkki, 1995), we often use botanical 

metaphors of trees or roots to describe our place in the world, and as such the term “uprooted” 

becomes a common label applied to those forced to leave their country of birth (Malkki, 1992: 

p.27-28). This understanding of the world has often influenced the way in which culture is 

conceptualised in anthropology. Culture has long been tied to land and to nationality, as terms 

like “native” conflate people with land and root groups to certain places (Malkki, 1992: p.29). 

Appadurai has also explored how culture, people and land become interconnected in 

anthropology, detailing how not only are people associated with certain places, but they are 

also confined to them. Their particular patch of land is theirs and to be outside of it is 

displacement (ibid; Appadurai, 1988: p.37). 

 Despite the centrality of culture to anthropology, a consistent definition has remained 

elusive. Culture has at various points described only artistic and intellectual properties, a sliding 

scale of barbarism to civilisation, but still something that all members of a social group possess, 

to a more nuanced, less universalised definition which accounts for differences between people 

and groups in societies (Avruch, 1998: p.6-7). More contemporary understandings of culture 
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have moved on from a more rooted, primordial view to acknowledge that culture is not 

something inherent to a group of people but rather something learned (Spencer-Oatey, 2012: 

p.6). However, although culture is not biological in this sense, it nonetheless influences other 

biological processes, such as what we choose to eat. Another aspect of understanding of culture 

which has since evolved is that culture is no longer considered a single object which one 

possesses, but rather it is a complex web of behaviours that are multilayered. As a population 

organises itself along gender, religious, ethnic or any other lines, layers of culture are created 

and built up within these groups (Avruch, 1998: p.17-18). As Avruch described, culture is often 

reified into a tangible object that one can possess, not a series of processes constantly in flux 

(1998: p.14-16). 

 In the Danish context however, political discourse tends to ascribe certain cultural traits 

to the entire population. In the process, these cultural values become inseparable from the 

Danish state and people. As mentioned in the literature review, this primarily appears in the 

long-standing debate on immigration in the country. To be considered Danish, people not born 

in the country but trying to integrate must be aware that:  

he or she is supposed to respect Danish laws, protect Danish democratic, principles, 

learn Danish and acquire knowledge about Danish society, be self-supporting, be 

aware that it is illegal to use force or violence towards one’s spouse or children, respect 

personal freedom and integrity and freedom of belief and expression as fundamental 

rights in Denmark, be aware that dis-crimination on the basis of gender, colour or 

religion is illegal, and recognize that Danish society is against terrorism. (Jensen, 

Weibel, Vitus, 2017: p.65) 

Membership of the Danish nation through the means of citizenship is predicated on adherence 

to these cultural values. In the process these values become synonymous with Denmark itself, 

building a national culture tied to both territory and nationality (Foster, 1991). 

 Understanding culture not as an object tied to a plot of land but rather a multilayered 

web of processes influenced by norms, history and values is of vital importance for this paper. 

The former conceptualisation of culture forms the basis for the understanding of how Danish 

people date as found in the online articles used in the analysis. Understanding why this 

portrayal of culture is inaccurate or unhelpful thus draws attention to the inadequate picture of 

dating in Denmark that these articles put forward to other internationals, and how they may 

influence their participation in the Danish dating scene. As a final aside, this paper avoids using 
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the term “culture” with regards to dating except where it is used in the aforementioned articles 

or by the interview participants. It instead uses the term “Danish dating scene”. This 

acknowledges that the experiences of the article authors and interview participants are based 

on their experiences in the territorial unit of Denmark, but it then avoids reifying and 

universalising the behaviours encountered by internationals as they seek to navigate dating. 

The use of the word “scene” also emphasises the dynamic nature of the dating patterns 

participants speak about, that they are the product of particular historical, value-driven or 

normative processes in a particular period of time, not a static or timeless institution. Culture, 

when used in this paper can best be understood as an empirical concept, it is the understanding 

of culture that my interlocutors, the online articles and Danish political discourse have of 

culture, which differs from the understanding of culture found in Malkki. 

 

3.2. Schismogenesis 

Around the same time as acculturation was being comprehensively defined for the first 

time (Redfield, Linton & Herskovits, 1936: p.149; Berry, 1992), the anthropologist Gregory 

Bateson was developing another theory on the development of cultural identities. Unlike 

acculturation, Bateson’s work was focused more on how groups divide into differing identities. 

The process Bateson defined was termed schismogenesis, the creation of division. Bateson first 

used the term in a publication in Human in 1935 and then expanded on the theory further in his 

seminal work Naven the following year, based on fieldwork done in New Guinea. 

Schismogenesis is a means to understand how different groups can coexist within a single 

society. According to Bateson, this differentiation is a result of ritual and other practices 

(Thompson & Pearce, 2025: p.3). There are two types of schismogenesis that can occur within 

a group. The first is complementary differentiation, whereby two different groups exhibit 

fundamentally different behaviours. This refers both to the ways in which members of these 

groups interact with each other and amongst themselves. These differences, through repetition, 

become more pronounced until the groups become incompatible, which may in turn lead to 

hostility (Bateson, 1935: p.181). The second type is symmetrical differentiation. This type 

occurs when the two groups behave the same way with each other, while also adopting the 

same behaviour vis-a-vis the other group. These behaviours can however lead to the behaviour 

becoming stronger on each side, which can in turn lead to rivalry (ibid.).  
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Also of relevance to this work is the Bateson’s concept of a double bind. This is defined 

as when a person receives two contradictory messages, resulting in a no-win scenario (Bateson, 

1972: p.211; Thompson & Pearce, 2025: p.4). Kublitz, writing on Palestinian refugees in 

Denmark, provides us with an example of this in action. Though her work is not about dating, 

it is about integration. Her interlocutors are simultaneously told that they must integrate in 

order to become Danish, but they are also told that by trying to become Danish they by default 

cannot be (Kublitz, 2015: p.243). These contradictory messages pose a dilemma for 

Palestinians as they have first been rendered stateless by the Nakba and then are denied 

membership of the Danish nation. This double bind significantly impacts how the people 

caught in it navigate their lives in Denmark, as they must choose which side of the contradictory 

messages to listen to. 

Acculturation and schismogenesis differ in their analytical orientation, with 

acculturation examining what happens when outsiders interact with a new culture, while 

schismogensis examines cultural division within a group. This paper focuses on schismogensis 

as it uses culture not as an absolute but rather an empirical and political concept. Culture may 

not be natural or universal, but it is portrayed that way in Danish politics and the online articles 

My interlocutors despite their differing nationalities are participants in a wider society in 

Denmark through dating, among numerous other avenues such as work or education. Though 

bureaucratically they may not be part of the same group, they are part of Danish society, and 

so it is important to analyse how they as a group interact with each other and with the other 

group, namely “native” Danes and how if at all this leads to division.  

 

3.3. Social navigation 

 The theory of social navigation in the field of anthropology has primarily been 

developed by Henrik Vigh based on his extensive fieldwork in the small West-African country 

of Guinea Bissau. Navigation is an analytical lens to examine how people move in unfamiliar 

or changing situations (Vigh, 2009). The use of the term “navigation” rather than simply 

movement or travel is deliberate. Much as the word navigation has its etymological roots in the 

Latin word “to sail” (navigare), social navigation describes movement through an environment 

which is itself moving (ibid: p.420). In contrast to my interlocutors in Denmark, Vigh’s 

interlocutors in Bissau faced a high degree of political hardship, economic uncertainty and 

violence that my interlocutors in Copenhagen do not have to deal with. However, despite the 
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seemingly polar opposite positionalities of these two sets of interlocutors, social navigation 

nonetheless provides a useful theoretical lens to analyse their movements through a changing 

environment. Social navigation is a way that people assure their own survival while also giving 

them the opportunity to regain agency over their own future 

 Social navigation is a useful analytical tool as it enables us to rethink the way that 

individuals interact with their social environments. It highlights how, as Vigh puts it, 

...people act in and shape their social environments in constant dialogue with the way 

the social environment moves and the way it is predicted to ‘act’ upon them and shape 

the circumstances of their lives.” (Vigh, 2009: p.433) 

With this in mind, social navigation provides a lens for analysing the movement of 

internationals. While my interlocutors do not have to navigate basic survival like many young 

Bissauans, they are nonetheless in a situation that is fluid. By moving to Denmark, they find 

themselves in a new socio-cultural and political environment that presents challenges. My 

interviews with internationals reveal that they engage in certain patterns of behaviour based on 

what their new dating environment puts before them in the present. By moving to Denmark, 

they are presented with a dating scene which is governed by norms which often differ 

significantly to those which have shaped their previous dating behaviour. These patterns of 

behaviour also reflect a particular expectation of how the social environment represented by 

the Danish dating scene will respond and in turn act upon them. Thus, these behaviours are as 

much about safeguarding a future based on certain expectations as they are about securing 

better outcomes in the present. 

 

3.4. What does it mean to expect? 

Given the importance of expectations of the future in social navigation, and the role that 

expectations play in the way that internationals navigate the Danish dating scene, it is worth 

understanding what exactly we mean by “expectation”. Expectations reflect what we think the 

future is going to look like. However, by having expectations we are also by extension 

imagining that there is a future to expect. In short, having expectations is the same as having a 

future (Bryant & Knight, 2019: p.63). If we do not have expectations about what the future will 

be like, then we are saying that we do not expect to gain anything from the future or be part of 

it (ibid.). Bryant and Knight posit that there are two ways to understand expectation from an 
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anthropological perspective. Expectation is simultaneously an awaiting and a promise. These 

two understandings are closely interlinked as when we think of expectation as awaiting, the 

thing which we await is also a promise (2019: p.64). Expectation is different from anticipation 

or desire in that it is influenced by the past and present, it creates a sense of how things should 

be even if that differs from what we want things to be like (Bryant & Knight, 2019: p.58). 

Expectation gives us a sense of what the future should be like even if we cannot visualise it, 

and as a result also contains in it the possibility of our expectations not being met. Bryant and 

Knight excellently summarise the role of expectation in how we conceptualise the future 

Indeed, we may say that expectation futuralizes the future, in the sense that it creates 

for us the sense of something on the horizon – almost but not quite visible, and so still 

the not-yet-made that is open to becoming something else. (2019: p.58) 

The metaphor of the horizon provides a useful visualisation of expectation. The horizon is 

something we can visualise but at the same time we cannot actually see it. It is always just out 

of sight. However, precisely because we cannot see it, there is always a possibility that the 

horizon does not look as we envisage. The expectation of the future, as Bryant and Knight put 

it, becomes the future itself (2019: p.77).  

 Expectations are important on an individual level as they guide how we perceive the 

future. However, they are also fundamentally important on a social level. Hoian and Budz argue 

that expectation forms the foundation for human social interaction as it forms the basis of social 

organisation (Hoian & Budz, 2020: p.76). Bryant and Knight make a similar argument, arguing 

that expectation is the foundation of the normative, and as a result how society operates is based 

on expectation (Bryant & Knight, 2019: p.64). Hoian and Budz divide social expectations into 

two levels based on the scale of interaction involved. Firstly, personal expectations are 

influenced more by emotions and interpersonal interaction with other members of society. 

Then, group interactions are formed by expectations based on values. These two forms of 

expectations can then be combined to form an ideal way of conducting oneself based on the 

particular context one finds themselves in (Hoian & Budz, 2020: p.78). How we think other 

people should interact with us, what we think we should gain from the State or any other 

institution, or how we think society should operate, are all informed by social expectations 

(Hoian & Budz, 2020: p.83). It is important for this paper to consider the role of expectation in 

how internationals navigate dating in Denmark. As will be seen, expectation provides the 

justification for many internationals to participate in the dating scene. What they think things 
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should be like governs the way they navigate the scene, even if these expectations are 

frequently dashed. 

 When we think about expectations however, it is worth reminding ourselves about 

Edward Said’s work on the movement of ideas across borders and boundaries. In Travelling 

Theory, Said put forward a comprehensive overview of how ideas transcend space and time 

but are at the same time transformed by this movement. Ideas or theories are born and created 

in a specific set of circumstances. What then follows is a set of conditions that facilitates 

movement, the idea is then confronted with a new set of conditions which facilitates its 

acceptance or rejection. Once it moves to this new context, it is then transformed by it, taking 

on a new position in a new time and place (Said, 1983: p.157-158). Though this essay was 

centred around literary theory, it has, perhaps ironically, since moved and jumped across a 

multitude of disciplines (Belkacem, Shahrokni & Vidal, 2024). This concept of travelling 

theory is of relevance to this paper as it demonstrates that our ideas around certain parts of life 

are in themselves altered by the space and time that they are located. Though initially proposed 

around philosophical and academic literature, it can be applied to our daily lives. For example, 

what we consider music today, oftentimes a series of digitally created sounds, is different from 

what would be considered music a century ago before the invention of the computer. The idea 

of music remains, but how it looks in a particular time and place is different. The same principle 

applies to dating. In the West, we have had a traditional view of romantic relationships as “one, 

monogamous, self-selecting, committed relationship between two individuals” (Kansky, 2018: 

p.3). However, what we mean by dating has changed. As Bogle (2007) has pointed out, a 

modern idea of dating more closely resembles what has traditionally been meant by “hooking 

up”. For this paper, this means that when we consider the expectations of the interlocutors, they 

are set in a particular time and place. They are a product of where they previously lived and the 

time period which they move through. 

 

3.5. Cruel Optimism 

 Lauren Gail Berlant’s theory of cruel optimism forms the primary theoretical 

framework of this paper. At its core, cruel optimism seeks to understand why human beings 

establish connections or attachments to certain objects or ideas. In particular, it is a lens through 

which we can understand why we remain wedded to ideas that may in fact be harmful to our 

emotional or physical wellbeing. In the context of this paper, it allows us to understand why 
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internationals continuously pursue and participate in dating in Denmark even in spite of it being 

a negative experience for many. This chapter will define what cruel optimism is and how the 

theory has developed. It will also examine how cruel optimism has been operationalised in 

studies of romantic love and migration, in order to gain a better understanding of how this 

theory is a useful lens through which to analyse the navigation of internationals through the 

Danish dating scene. 

 Cruel optimism first appeared in a December 2006 issue of differences (Berlant, 2006) 

and was then expanded upon in Berlant’s 2011 book Cruel Optimism. The theory has been 

deployed across a number of disciplines including feminist studies (Garlin & Sandlin, 2017), 

and human geography (Anderson et al, 2022). A cruelly optimistic attachment is defined by 

Berlant as a “relation of attachment to compromised conditions of possibility” (Berlant, 2006: 

p.21). It is possible to argue that all optimism is inherently problematic, as the loss of the 

conditions that enable the optimism to be reproduced can create feelings of loss and feel like a 

threat to one’s way of life (Berlant, 2008: p.33-4). However, Berlant separates this from a 

specific cruel optimism because where cruel optimism exists, the object of desire itself causes 

harm. What makes these attachments actively cruel rather than simply inconvenient or tragic 

is that the very thing that the person is attached to is something which actively causes them 

harm. Further compounding this cruelty, the attachment is so engrained that losing that sense 

of attachment will also cause the subject harm, as they may represent the loss of an entire way 

of being (Berlant, 2011: p.16). An attachment based on cruel optimism is therefore, according 

to Berlant “an enabling object that is also disabling” (Berlant, 2006: p.21). This analysis of 

problematic attachment has led to cruel optimism becoming a popular theory across disciplines, 

as it provides us with an explanation of why people stay in relationships or why systems of 

oppression endure even as their cruelty becomes recognised. It is important to clarify that cruel 

optimism refers to the attachment between the subject and an object of desire, not the object 

itself  (Berlant, 2007: p.33). 

 An “object of desire” is defined by Berlant as  

a cluster of promises we want someone or something to make to us and make possible 

for us. This cluster of promises could be embedded in a person, a thing, an institution, 

a text, a norm, a bunch of cells, smells, a good idea—whatever” (2006: p.20). 

 These objects of desire are harbingers of what we can term the good life even though in all 

practical terms they are no longer or have never been achievable. By linking these objects and 
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ideas with notions of promise, Berlant invites us to take stock of why we continue to invest in 

them and how they become optimistic attachments. This cluster is thought of and indeed 

becomes an object but is in reality a scene (Berlant, 2011: p.16). Cruel optimism is firmly 

rooted in Marxist and Queer theory and as such has frequently been deployed in works critical 

of capitalistic and heteronormative ideals. In the post-2008 global financial crisis context, cruel 

optimism has been used as a key analytical framework to explain why the affective reality of 

the pre-crisis political economy has endured. In Anderson et al, it is argued that post-War good 

life fantasies have been lost over time, while simultaneously the promises of social mobility 

and wealth made by the rise of neoliberalism have slowly been dismantled (2022: p.145). 

Nonetheless, the attachment to these promises endures and thus the very political system which 

has eroded them has remained intact. Because no alternative cluster of promises has emerged 

to create a vision of a different world, a loss of this object of desire would result in its own 

negative feelings, and so this one endures despite the harm it causes. 

 As mentioned above, cruel optimism is a theory which has been deployed across 

numerous fields and disciplines since it was first devised. Particularly relevant for this paper, 

the concept has been used in studies about love and in the context of migration. Several feminist 

scholars have used cruel optimism to analyse our very idea of love and relationships and how 

they may be cruelly optimistic. Garlin and Sandlin have used Berlant’s theory in their analysis 

of Disney princess movies. These movies, from the 1930s “love at first sight” found in Snow 

White and the Seven Dwarves (1937), to the supposed satirisation of this idea of love found in 

Frozen (2013) create a promise of a good life which is built around the idea of love. Love is 

characterised as inevitable but also a struggle (Garlin & Sandlin, 2017). These movies teach 

people, particularly women, that their agency and self-worth are attached to the notion of a 

heteronormative idea of marriage. As a result they create an object of desire based around this 

idea of marriage. This idea of marriage, disseminated through the continued prevalence of 

Disney in contemporary Western culture, is based on patriarchal norms which actually limit the 

agency of women and keep them bound in a system where their bodies are subjected to law 

and regulation (Garlin & Sandlin, 2017: p.967-8). For people who have grown an attachment 

to this idea of love, it becomes a fundamental part of their worldview, and challenging it creates 

distress and a feeling of loss of meaning. As well as the fact that it keeps women wedded to a 

system which limits their agency, it is also largely unattainable, it is a fairytale.  

 Henrike Hoogenraad has used cruel optimism in a study of cross-cultural romantic 

relationships. Specifically, she has examined how marriage migration becomes a case of cruel 
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optimism for white women in Australia. White Australian women become sponsors for black 

male African partners to come to Australia for the purpose of marriage. For these women, this 

migration is a means of realising the good life, a “happily ever after” (2023: p.1203). However, 

these women also rely on sexualised and racialised ideas about African men which put negative 

strains on the relationships. The migration process also fostered simultaneous dependency and 

mistrust of their partners. Regardless, women remained attached to the promises of marriage 

migration for realising a happy life, believing the challenges were a step on the way to happy-

ever after (Hoogenraad, 2023: p.1215-1216). 
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4. Methods 

 The method of analysis used in this paper is a thematic analysis. This method is applied 

to two different datasets. The first are a set of twelve semi-structured interviews conducted with 

internationals who had at some point attempted to date in Denmark. The second is a selection 

of online articles about dating in Denmark written by internationals. This chapter will begin 

with a justification for using thematic analysis as a method. It will then detail the data selection 

and analysis processes. It will then conclude with a brief reflection on reflexivity and the 

limitations of the paper. By using qualitative methods rather than quantitative, it ensures a more 

equal relationship between researcher and research subject (Riger & Sigurvinsdottir, 2016: 

p.36), which is particularly important in the case of the interview participants given the highly 

personal and sensitive information they provided. 

 

4.1. Thematic Analysis 

 Thematic analysis involves the identification of recurring patterns in a set of data to 

identify overarching statements (Lochmiller, 2021: p.2029). Despite its widespread use across 

several disciplines, thematic analysis has been ambiguously defined and there has been little 

consensus among researchers as to how themes should be extracted from qualitative data 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006: p.77; Lochmiller, 2021: p.2029). A common refrain found in studies 

using thematic analysis is that certain themes “emerge” from the data. However, as Braun and 

Clarke (2006: p.80) point out, the researcher takes an active role in identifying, disseminating 

and selecting which themes are relevant for the analysis. One of the key benefits of thematic 

analysis is its flexibility. As a method rather than a methodology, it is unbound by theoretical 

constraints and therefore it can be applied across various research designs (Braun & Clarke, 

2017: p.297). This paper uses Braun and Clarke’s seminal six-step process (2006) of thematic 

analysis to identify themes across both the interview transcripts and online articles. Despite 

Braun and Clarke’s method being developed as a means of filling in the gaps in defining 

thematic analysis in psychology (Braun & Clarke, 2006: p.77), the method has since been used 

across several disciplines including social science (Ahmed et al, 2025: p.1). Thematic analysis 

offers a number of advantages as a method. Aside from the aforementioned flexibility, Braun 

and Clarke’s method enables the researcher to develop a deep and intimate understanding of 

the data. The emphasis on reflexivity in Braun and Clarke’s method also ensures transparency 

and allows the researcher to reflect on their own role in the analysis of data (Ahmed et al, 2025: 
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p.6). A final strength of thematic analysis as a method is its straightforwardness and 

accessibility (Rigur & Sigurvinsdottir, 2016: p.36). 

 

4.2. Interview process 

 As stated in the introduction to this chapter, this paper is based on a thematic analysis 

of two different data sets. The first is semi-structured interviews with internationals. Twelve 

participants were recruited for the study, all of whom had at some point lived in Denmark and 

had attempted to date in the country. The names of all participants have been changed to ensure 

anonymity and security of personal information. The pseudonyms of participants as well as 

country of origin, gender, age, sexual orientation and length of time in Denmark have been 

recorded in the table below: 

Pseudonym Country of 

origin 

Gender Age Sexual 

orientation 

Length of time in 

Denmark 

Alec Slovakia Non-binary 24 Bisexual 4.5 years 

Imran Türkiye Man/non-

binary 

31 Gay 5 years 

Léa France Woman 30 Lesbian 1.5 years 

Maria Greece Woman 25 Heterosexual 0.5 years 

Anna Slovakia Woman 24 Heterosexual 4.5 years 

Matteo Italy Man 24 Heterosexual 1.5 years 

Marc France Man 25 Heterosexual 2.5 years 

Peter Iceland Man 22 Gay 4.5 years 

José Chile/Spain Man 25 Bisexual 9.5 years 
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Ilias Greece Man 28 Gay 4.5 years 

Angela Philippines Woman 23 Heterosexual 3.5 years 

Diogo Portugal Man 23 Heterosexual 3.5 years 

 

Participants were sourced through word of mouth and open calls on social media. I created 

posts on public Instagram and LinkedIn profiles which gave a brief overview of the topic of 

the paper as well as the criteria for participating in the study. A number of initial participants 

were recruited through these posts, while I was then referred to other participants based on my 

initial interviews. There were no criteria based on age, gender, sexual orientation or length of 

time in Denmark. However, there was a small set of criteria based on country of origin and 

romantic history: 

• Participants must not have been born in Denmark and must have been, at the time of 

being interviewed, been citizens of a country other than Denmark. 

• Participants must have attempted to date during their time in Denmark. There was no 

criteria on whether their dating experiences were with Danes or other internationals (as 

this formed a key part of the investigation).  

• Participants did not need to be single at the time they were interviewed. However, if 

they were in relationships these relationships must have started after they arrived in 

Denmark. People who moved to Denmark with partners or had partners back in their 

home countries and were still with them were excluded. 

Past dating experience in their home countries was considered a plus but not necessary, as the 

study does seek to examine how internationals’ perceptions and experiences of dating in 

Denmark differ from their expectations rather than a side-by-side comparison of dating 

practices in different countries. Interviews were conducted between February and March 2026, 

most participants at the time were living in the Copenhagen metropolitan area. José and Ilias 

had previously lived in other parts of Denmark (Jutland) but at the time were living in 

Copenhagen. Conversely, though they were living in Copenhagen at the time they were 

interviewed, Alec has since temporarily relocated for work, while Angela at the time she was 
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interviewed was on an exchange programme. However, both plan on returning to Denmark in 

the foreseeable future.  

Semi-structured interviews were the preferred interview method due to their flexibility. 

By relying on open-ended rather than just closed questions, my participants and I were able to 

delve deeper into their personal experiences and nuances of their unique situations. This ability 

for further probing allowed for the opening up of new avenues of research which had not 

previously been considered (e.g. the role of expectation or that participants continue engaging 

with the dating scene despite it not fulfilling their needs). Semi-structured interviews have been 

identified as a preferred method when dealing with diverse samples of participants by enabling 

them to expand on their points and give more complete answers (Barriball & While, 1994: 

p.334; Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021: p.1358). Prior to commencing the interviews, an 

interview guide was created which can be divided into three separate parts looking at differing 

aspects of participants’ experiences with dating. The first part was a general conversation about 

their experiences in Denmark; participants were free to divulge specific stories or experiences 

they had and what dating had been like for them in Denmark. The second part compared their 

experiences in Denmark with their experiences in their home countries, participants were 

presented with statements and then asked to talk about their views on them. These questions 

were based on the views of Danish “dating culture” that were found in the online articles. To 

better understand participants’ expectations, I presented them with the definitions of 

“intimacy”, “passion” and “commitment”, the three vertices of loving relationships found in 

Sternberg’s triangular theory of love (1986) and then asked them to rank them personally, and 

then in terms of how they had experienced them in Denmark. The final part examined their 

adaptation to the Danish dating scene and how it had affected them emotionally. The interview 

guide is attached as an appendix. 

Face-to-face interviews were also the preferred method of conducting the interviews. 

Only Imran (due to illness) and Angela (on exchange) were interviewed over the phone, all 

other interviews took place in-person. I found that face-to-face interviews generated more 

interest in the project, while making it easier to establish a rapport with participants, in line 

with the findings of Barriball and While (1994: p.334). Despite initial concerns that having 

interviews online would lead to lower quality data due to difficulty establishing rapport through 

a screen, I found no difference in the depth of data provided (Shapka, Domene, Khan and Yang, 

2016). Thankfully, participants were willing to divulge the same information over the phone as 

they were in-person. Interviews were conducted in locations the participants chose. Most were 
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conducted in public in coffee shops or libraries. Alec, Anna, Maria and José were interviewed 

in their workplaces, while Ilias and Diogo were interviewed in their homes. Written and oral 

consent was obtained before beginning the interview process, and participants were informed 

that they could stop the interview at any time if they were feeling uncomfortable. Participants 

were also not obliged to answer every question.  

 

4.3. Online articles 

 The data gathering process with regards to the online articles was, by comparison, much 

simpler. All the articles were found with a Google search for “how to date in Denmark as an 

international”. The justification for using these articles is multifold. Firstly, despite the 

abundant information on the practical and bureaucratic aspects of moving to Denmark provided 

by state bodies, information regarding cultural adaptation outside of language lessons is 

extremely limited (The Danish Immigration Service & The Danish Agency for International 

Recruitment and Integration [SIRI], 2024; lifeindenmark.dk, 2026). As a result, these webpages 

are a method through which internationals can find information regarding aspects of Danish 

life such as dating. Secondly, all these articles are easily accessible to internationals, all being 

found on page one of the search results (as of 20 March 2026) and as such the information they 

contain and the messages they broadcast are particularly relevant. Finally, all the articles were 

written by internationals, except for two which were written by a US-Danish dual citizen. 

Because of this, I wanted to analyse if the themes present in their experiences of dating aligned 

with those of my interlocutors.  

 

4.4. Analysis of articles and transcripts 

 As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter. This paper uses Braun and Clarke’s 

approach to thematic analysis for both the articles and the interview transcripts. With regards 

to the interviews, in-depth analysis was complicated by the fact that not all participants 

consented to having their interviews recorded, and as such transcription had to be carried out 

during the interview itself. As well as making the interview longer, some answers needed to be 

paraphrased rather than being copied verbatim. However, once all the interviews had been 

completed and transcribed, the thematic analysis could begin. During the interview process 

some interesting patterns were noted. Namely, that despite participants’ continued engagement 

with dating in Denmark, it was not generally an emotionally fulfilling process, this, as will be 
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demonstrated later, contradicts the narratives found in many of the online dating articles. For 

both transcripts and articles, the process began with immersion. Both sets of texts were read 

and re-read extensively, and immediate patterns were identified and noted. Next, both 

descriptive and interpretive codes were identified. This is a critical step as the themes that are 

identified in thematic analysis are based on initial codes (Ahmed et al, 2025: p.3). The codes 

were then organised manually and then grouped together to identify potential themes across 

both data sets. Very quickly two different relevant themes were identified in the online articles. 

While with the interview transcripts the themes took longer to identify, three relevant themes 

were also identified there. The next step involved reflecting on themes and identifying their 

relevance to the research question. Then the themes were defined and named before being 

included in the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Ahmed et al, 2025 p.3). Based on the 

interviews, the three relevant themes were “differences between dating in the home country 

and Denmark”, “expectations around dating and relationships”, and “emotional consequences 

of rejection”. In the articles, the two themes were “Danish dating culture” and “high standards”. 

 

4.5. Reflexivity 

 Given how thematic analysis invites the researcher to consider their own reflexivity 

with regards to the data, it is important that I reflect on my own. I am, like the interview 

participants and article authors, an international citizen, and have tried to enter the Danish 

dating scene during my time in Denmark. I acknowledge that my own background may 

influence the research process. I am of a similar age and background as many of the interview 

participants and had met some of them previously before the interview process commenced. 

As a result of this however, participants with similar characteristics could relate to me and felt 

more comfortable divulging information as a result. However, it is also possible that this 

proximity may have influenced interpretation of the data. The themes identified however were 

chosen solely on relevance to the research question and interpretation was communicated with 

interlocutors during the research process. 

 Initially this paper set out to examine how internationals adapt to the Danish dating 

scene. Examining why they continue to participate in a scene that they do not like only emerged 

as an avenue of research after the interview process had commenced. This difference means 

that the initial interview guide focused more on examining the participants’ views on dating in 

Denmark and how dating in Denmark differs from their home countries. Their emotional 
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responses only became a part of the analysis later. As a result, it is possible that some aspects 

of participants’ emotional responses may not have been fully expressed due to the narrower 

focus of the initial interviews. It also means that some questions regarding dating in Denmark 

were presumptive in their line of questioning, such as assuming that Sternberg’s descriptions 

of intimacy, passion and commitment meant the same for all participants. Furthermore, the 

origin of participants’ perceptions of love and romance were not interrogated deeply. As will 

be seen, there was remarkable consistency in what participants were looking for in terms of 

relationships, but analysing where these expectations came from is beyond the scope of the 

paper. 

 

4.6. Limitations 

 Although the interview participants are diverse in terms of their countries of origin, 

gender and sexual orientation, and length of time in Denmark, there is a noted lack of diversity 

in terms of race and age. Age can be accounted for because the participants were primarily 

found through social media and then through word of mouth of earlier participants. While 

greater diversity of age would be a plus, interviewing younger participants provides an 

opportunity to analyse a group of individuals who have fewer social pressures to marry or settle 

down, which tend to accompany age (Khadijah & Nodin, 2023: p.1152). However, the lack of 

racial diversity is unfortunate. Attempts were made to reach out to individuals from different 

racial backgrounds, but this did not result in finding more participants. This casts doubt on the 

intersectionality of the analysis.  

 There are also methodological limitations to the study. As the study relies solely on 

interviews and I did not engage in participant observation, it means that we must rely on the 

words of the interlocutors at face value. It is difficult to say if participants’ words line up fully 

with their actions. However, being in the same position as they are, I have my own first-hand 

experiences of navigating dating in Denmark. This may temper the potential bias in my 

interlocutor’s words, while their words may temper the bias I have based on my own 

experience. 

 There are also limitations to the present study’s transferability. This is a common 

critique of qualitative methods in general as it is impossible to say whether the results of this 

paper can be replicated using the same methodology in another context (Riger & 

Sigurvinsdottir, 2016: p.36). However, the consistency in the themes identified both in the 
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articles and the interviews indicated that these findings would be replicable, at least in a Danish 

context. Given that the paper examines internationals’ experiences of the Danish dating scene 

specifically, it is not intended to be replicable to how immigrants navigate dating in every 

context. The paper also looks at specific facets of the Danish dating scene based on how 

internationals have experienced them during their own time in Denmark, this also limits the 

paper’s scope temporally. As was highlighted in the previous chapter, cultural values are not 

static and as such can change over time (Avruch, 1998: p.18). As such were future research to 

be conducted using a similar dataset, it is possible that the experiences of internationals with 

dating would be different. Credibility has been sought through continued contact with 

interlocutors regarding the research process and seeking and indeed welcoming their comment 

on my interpretation of their experiences. Dependability has also been sought by comparing 

participants’ experiences with each other, highlighting that the findings can be corroborated 

across a diverse range of subjects. This is in line with Lincoln and Guba’s parameters of 

trustworthiness for qualitative research (1985; Riger and Sigurvinsdottir, 1985: p.37). 
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5. Cruel optimism and building connections: why do 

internationals date in Denmark? 

 

This chapter is based on the results of the semi-structured interviews. The chapter 

begins with three detailed accounts from a smaller sample of the interview participants. A 

smaller sample was chosen for more in-depth analysis for the sake of brevity and the ability to 

analyse specific phenomena in more detail. These particular interlocutors gave the most 

detailed accounts of their experiences of navigating the Danish dating scene, as well as the 

clearest evidence of cruel optimism and social navigation which form the theoretical basis of 

this study. They were also selected because each account highlights a different facet of the 

Danish dating scene which participants adapt to; with the first looking at the place of casual 

sex, the second looking at the value of commitment, and the third examining gender dynamics. 

The chapter will begin with the overview of each participant’s experience before dividing the 

analysis into a before and after based on the themes identified during the thematic analysis, 

which have been labelled “expectation” and “practice”. All text in italics is direct or 

paraphrased (to change tenses or if the interview was not recorded verbatim etc.) quotes from 

the interlocutors. 

 

Diogo 

 Diogo had been living in Denmark for three and a half years when he was interviewed, 

initially moving for education but since transitioning to the workforce. His experience of dating 

in Denmark mirrors what many other participants told me. His belief was that to use the term 

“dating” in regard to the scene or even a culture was a misnomer, saying  

It’s a hookup culture; you can tell they go on dates with sex in mind 

For Diogo, his acculturation to the Danish dating scene involved changing his mindset around 

hookups and casual sex. In Portugal, according to him, sleeping around is associated with 

dysfunctional relationships. The people who engage in it are either unhappy in their 

relationships and looking for an escape, or they have just broken up with someone and are 

looking for validation or a distraction. Adjusting to the Danish dating scene involved adjusting 

his view of hookups from a coping mechanism to a critical part of dating life. 
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Diogo had tried his luck at dating Danes on a few occasions, but the attempts began to 

follow a pattern. His first experience with a Dane immediately caused somewhat of a culture 

shock, 

I noticed her looking at me. In Portugal I would have to go up to her, but she came up 

to me and was…actively pursuing me 

Their first actual “date” at times felt like an interrogation, with very little back-and-forth 

conversation or physical touch.  

She didn’t show a lot of emotions, not a lot of touching or banter. I thought it wasn’t 

going well, and then she invited me back to her place! 

After this initial encounter, he attempted to follow-up through text but received only sporadic 

replies before being ghosted. His experiences around dating have changed his approach to 

relationships as a whole. He has changed his way of thinking to one where casual relationships 

have become the norm, to the point where he no longer even considers long-term relationships. 

His experience of the Danish dating scene led to many negative feelings, particularly in the 

early stages of the transition to Danish dating life. The willingness to engage in casual sex, 

even if the date as a whole was a failure, led to feelings of being used, or as he put it, 

There’s not dating culture, it’s a hookup culture…you have a good conversation, a few 

beers, and then if there’s a match a hookup. You feel like a piece of meat, on Hinge 

especially there’s no interest in long-term relationship(s). 

When I asked him what the hardest thing to adapt to with regards to dating in Denmark was, 

he told me, 

It’s the randomness, bad dates still leading to sex, I felt weak 

The biggest difference between his experiences in Portugal and his experiences in Denmark 

was in how the relationships approached the pursuit of intimacy and commitment, and while 

he now believes he has overcome this gap, at the time it was extremely hard as he felt like he 

did not have the resources to navigate this scene. 

Diogo’s expectation was that by adapting his behaviour, it would make navigating the 

dating scene in Denmark easier and make it easier to date Danes. Instead, what he has found is 

that it still remains easier to make connections with other internationals, and that dating 

“native” Danes is still the exception.  
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(It’s) way easier to be with internationals, even just creating a relationship, maybe 

because they crave for connections or maybe they are more outgoing. Danes you’ll go 

out with them once but (it) rarely develops into lasting friendship. 

The reality of dating in Denmark did not live up to Diogo’s expectations of what dating should 

be like based on his experiences in Portugal. His belief that dating in Denmark involves 

participating in a hookup culture rather than an actual dating culture has led to him feeling as 

though he needs to sideline his emotional wellbeing in favour of the pursuit of physical 

satisfaction. As a result, he has often felt unfulfilled and has contributed to him engaging in 

what may be seen as negative behaviour. He told me about how on numerous occasions he has 

engaged in hookups and felt “compelled” in his words to go back to people’s apartments 

without really wanting to. 

 

Imran 

 Like Diogo, Imran initially came to Denmark to further his education but has now 

entered the workforce. Being one of the only participants not from a white or European 

background, as well as his sexual orientation and gender identity, his experiences of dating in 

Denmark involve a unique set of nuances and particularities. Coming from Türkiye, where 

dating openly as a member of the LGBTQ+ community carries a higher level of stigma and 

potential risk to safety, moving to a more “open” society like Denmark created a hope that 

navigating the dating world would become easier. However, his experiences have not lived up 

to this expectation. Despite the risks of dating in Türkiye, it is exactly these risks that give dates 

a higher level of significance. The difficulty of dating in public spaces in his home country 

means that first encounters take on a higher level of emotional significance from the outset. By 

agreeing to meet and accept the potential danger, a higher level of trust and commitment is 

established from the start. For Imran “openness has its drawbacks”, living as a queer person in 

Denmark is so much easier and socially accepted that it removes the need to date at all.  

In Denmark queerness is more accepted therefore included in the culture. You would 

expect people to be more willing to date but they look for more casualty. Open 

relationships are extremely common so people aren’t looking to date. It is a little harder 

to date. 
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Like Diogo, the casualness of the Danish dating scene, as well as how common open and 

polyamorous relationships are, means that people who are looking for the type of exclusive, 

monogamous relationships he is looking for are more difficult to find. 

 Imran has made attempts to adjust his dating habits to reflect his new reality. He has 

become active on dating apps, mostly the gay dating app Grindr and has actively participated 

in hookup culture. However, his connections with Danes on these apps are mostly sporadic and 

most of his matches and conversations are with other internationals.  He believes that 

internationals are more open to furthering the conversation and building connections whereas 

Danes are more interested in quick meetups with no strings attached. This lack of connections 

with Danes, however, is not a result of a lack of effort on his part. He has remained open to 

dating people of any nationality but has encountered exclusion and marginalisation, 

particularly from white Danes. Imran’s experience of the Danish dating scene has led to 

significant negative consequences for his emotional wellbeing. His experiences have also been 

greatly shaped by his ethnicity, skin colour and gender identity. When I asked him to sum up 

the dating scene in Denmark in just a few words, the first words that came out were “struggle” 

and “racism”. The struggle was in reference to the difficulty he has experienced making 

connections and sustaining relationships with people, in particular with Danes. The racism he 

has encountered manifests itself in a number of ways. There are the more overt expressions 

where people explicitly refuse to engage on the basis of his skin colour or ethnicity, but there 

have been more subtle expressions as well. While some people refuse to engage with him, 

others only want to engage with him because he “looks exotic” and obsess on his skin colour, 

tattoos and other features to a point where he feels fetishised (Kafka, 2009). He has also had 

people make assumptions about his gender, sexual orientation, his role during sex and even his 

sexual practices solely based on skin colour. Unfortunately, these experiences have been at the 

hands of other internationals as well as Danes. It is worth noting that other participants, Maria, 

Anna and José all noted similar experiences regarding Danes only being interested in being 

with them on the sole account of their not being Danish. 

These experiences have left Imran feeling, as he puts it, “traumatised” and feeling like 

he cannot exist in this culture. He was one of the few participants who explicitly discussed 

what he expected would happen when he moved to Denmark. 
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I came with the expectation that I would find Danish partners and eventually settle 

down but I haven’t found people who respect me…It’s easier when you go outside of 

white Danish culture, it makes me question why I’m here 

To meet this expectation, he has made significant changes to his mindset around dating, but it 

has been largely unsuccessful. In particular he has adjusted the way in which he builds 

expectations within relationships. His most difficult adaptation when asked was learning not to 

expect anything, not just keeping expectations low but disregarding the notion of them 

altogether. In Türkiye you can always expect a response, whereas in Denmark it is common 

that good conversations will suddenly end with him being ghosted without further explanation. 

His experiences have made him question why he is even in Denmark, given the limited 

opportunities he has had to interact with like-minded people. Despite this, he has continued 

using the dating apps where he encounters some of the more egregious examples of racism, 

exclusion and fetishisation, in the hope that at some point that expectation he came to Denmark 

with will be fulfilled. 

 

Anna 

 Anna was somewhat of a unique case among the participants as she was one of the few 

who had managed to establish a long-term, monogamous relationship with a Danish person. 

But in the two and half years she had been in Denmark before meeting her partner she had also 

attempted to navigate the Danish scene. Those first few years were largely frustrating for her. 

Coming from a more conservative society in Slovakia, Anna had developed an expectation that 

men are the ones who take the lead in the dating process. This more traditional approach led 

her to perceive Danish men as more passive and their way of communicating as impersonal 

and boring.  

It was frustrating (in the beginning), I was used to men taking the lead, being engaged. 

Danish men were almost passive, not because they weren’t interested but because they 

didn’t seem to know how to interact 

However, in many ways Anna has adjusted her mindset around gender relations in the dating 

scene to one which matches more with her experience in Denmark.  One of the simplest 

manifestations of this adaptation has been her expectations around handling the bill on a date. 

As a result of moving to Denmark and finding that the default expectation was that the bill 
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should be split, she has also adopted that as her default expectation. Another way, like with the 

other participants, is a more open attitude to casual sex. Her experience is that in the Danish 

dating scene, people are more willing to talk about sex on first dates and are more willing to 

engage in intercourse after the first time they have met someone, neither of which were 

common occurrences in Slovakia. As a result, Anna became more willing to engage in sex at 

an earlier stage of a relationship than she ever did in her home country. There was however a 

gendered aspect to this adaptation too. In Slovakia, while hookup culture does exist, she did 

not believe it was as prevalent there as in Denmark. Furthermore, “sleeping around” is 

considered much more of a stereotypically male behaviour in Slovakia. When Anna was talking 

about how she changed her mindset and behaviour around hookup culture, including a greater 

willingness to participate in it, she told me that she “became the man”.  

 Adjusting to the Danish dating scene involved significant changes in her expectations 

around dating for Anna. Initially the mindset she brought with her from Slovakia and the 

prevailing one she encountered in Denmark clashed significantly. Based on her upbringing and 

previous experiences in her home country, she had an idea of courtship and relationships that 

could be considered more traditional, both in terms of sex (when I asked her if it was normal 

to talk about sex on the first date in Slovakia she told me that Slovak people “like to keep some 

decorum”) and in terms of gender relations as mentioned above. This clash led to significant 

confusion for her and led to strong feelings of self-doubt. Compounding this was the fact that 

her adaptation process was not a linear progression from a “Slovak” dating mindset to a 

“Danish” one. Before meeting her current partner, she went out with a man from another 

Eastern European country.  

It (her dating values) was clashing at the beginning, different mindsets, very confusing. 

I went on a date with a Romanian guy – he was very much in charge, very charming, 

so engaging, very plain, not thought through, more spontaneous, the best date I’ve had 

in Denmark. 

Anna has continued to struggle with the more active role she feels is expected of her on the 

Danish dating scene as well as what she sees as a lack of spontaneity. 

Taking the lead…I’m still not the biggest fan of it. Sometimes you just want to go with 

the flow. Danish dating culture isn’t very spontaneous, feels very rigid and structured.  

Even though her current partner is Danish, prior to meeting him more of her dating 

experiences had been with other internationals, and like many of the other participants I 
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interviewed she found it difficult to build romantic connections with Danes and though she said 

they were open to hearing about alternative attitudes towards dating, they were mostly 

unwilling to change their habits. Her struggles to access the local dating scene led to her 

questioning if the changes in mindset were worth the confusion. “Is it going to work ever?” 

was a common question in her mind and these difficulties led to her feeling as though she was 

doing something wrong, feelings of self-doubt, and wondering if there was something about 

her appearance or personality that was pushing people away. Although for her, this mental 

struggle eventually “paid off” in the sense that she has managed to find a Danish partner, for 

others in her circle it has not. She described her circle as mostly internationals who mostly date 

their fellow internationals. For many, they have tried to change their ways in order to adapt to 

what they saw as more Danish dating behaviour, but their efforts did not lead to them dating 

more Danes. This lack of payoff to their efforts has led to many of them giving up on the idea 

of dating Danes altogether. 

 

5.1. Expectations 

 One truly remarkable finding from across these interviews is that there was a great 

degree of consistency among the interlocutors as regards to their expectations around 

relationships. As detailed in the methodology section, the interview participants, although 

mostly coming from Europe, nonetheless came from a diverse group of nationalities and 

encompassed different gender identities and sexual orientations. Despite this, most participants 

described similar differences between the dating practices they had experienced in their home 

countries, and thus their expectations of what dating should look like and those they had 

encountered in Denmark. Furthermore, when presented with the definitions of Sternberg’s three 

vertices (intimacy, passion and commitment) (Sternberg, 1986: p.119), their personal rankings 

were remarkably similar, with eight participants ranking intimacy as the most important to them 

personally. However, participants’ experiences with the Danish dating scene did not reflect 

these preferences, as nine participants ranked passion as the most important value governing 

dating in Denmark. This highlights a more general perception among my interlocutors that 

dating in Denmark is more “sex-driven” (Alec) and values physical attraction over emotional 

connection. 
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[Describe the dating culture here (In Denmark) in a few words] For straight 

relationships sex-driven, hookups, friends with benefits, one-night stands…open 

relationships, couples, threesomes are very common. (Alec) 

 Major differences between what participants expected from dating and what they encountered 

mostly centred around the role of hookups and hookup culture in the dating process and the 

gender dynamics in dating and relationships. These aspects of dating life in Denmark have been 

discussed in both academia and media (Christensen & Carpenter, 1962; Frisch et al, 2019; 

Williams, 2026). For most interlocutors, their perceptions and expectations of what dating were 

like were informed by their previous experiences and cultural values. Thus, these can be 

understood as personal expectations but also group expectations, to use Hoian & Budz’ 

differentiation of these two dimensions of social expectations (2020: p.78). These expectations 

are personal in that they are based on the participants’ own experiences with dating, and their 

impression of what dating should be is based on positive emotional experiences. However, they 

are also group expectations in the sense that they are influenced by the values the participants 

have been exposed to and learned throughout their lives. One notable tendency among 

participants was to engage in the same conflation of culture and nationality that Malkki wrote 

about as they would speak about “Danish people” as a monolith frequently in their answers. 

Though it is worth caveating this with the fact that some questions in the interview guide may 

have led to these answers. Many participants attributed characteristics of the dating scenes they 

had participated in previously to their home countries as a whole at the same time, thus 

highlighting that they were behaviours and mindsets that they believed were indicative of the 

society they grew up in. Although there were some nuances, particularly with regards to age. 

Some participants who came from Southern Europe, particularly Maria and Diogo, spoke about 

different social expectations around dating among their age cohorts compared to older 

generations, mostly in regard to gender roles. 

 Participants’ expectations around the dating process influenced to a large degree the 

future they imagined around their romantic lives in Denmark. Most had an idea in their minds 

of what could be called a more traditional concept of romance and dating. The biggest 

differences between participants and what they experienced in Denmark was around the 

formality of “dating” as an institution. Every participant remarked in some way that their 

experiences in Denmark were much more casual than what they had experienced or expected 

when they first entered the dating scene. For some participants, this was a positive upending of 

expectations. Marc liked the lack of formality attached to going on a “date” in Denmark. For 



41 
 

him, going on a date felt much more comfortable than what he was used to from his time in 

France.  

They’re pretty formal, they’re more interested in actually meeting up even if it isn’t 

labelled a date and they wouldn’t put as much status on dates. It felt more like going 

out with friends. They don’t do dates but still have steps in relationships. They’re less 

concerned with labels. 

Matteo also found it easier mentally to date in Denmark as he felt that, in comparison to Italy, 

dating has less pressure.  

Here it is more casual, less socially pressured. In Italy it is more typical that people are 

exclusive, you give more weight to the interaction. In Italy more idealisation of brief 

encounters. In Denmark you go out once and there’s not so many expectations. 

Because Danish dating culture has less social pressure I have found it easier. 

However, for Imran this was not a positive development. As mentioned above he had a much 

more commitment-oriented view of dating based on his experiences in Türkiye, and found the 

lack of formality attached to dating in Denmark among the hardest adjustments he had to make.  

In Türkiye you can always expect a response. Ghosting is very common, dates don’t 

have the same level of commitment. 

For my interlocutors, their experiences of the past influenced the way they envisaged the future, 

harkening back to Bryant and Knight’s contention that expectation is based on our experiences 

of the past (2019: p.58). For my interlocutors, the expectations that they had brought with them 

based on personal experiences, social values from their home countries and the way that they 

had imagined their futures in Denmark created an expectation around dating that was just over 

the horizon. They believed that dating in Denmark would be a certain way even if they could 

not see it. With this we can also observe echoes of Berlant’s notion of an object of desire. Their 

previous experiences created a cluster of promises around dating that influenced the way they 

approached dating and provided them with an idea of a “good life”. However, the values 

underpinning the dating scene they encountered in Denmark oftentimes clashed, sometimes 

fundamentally with these values. 

 We can observe elements of what Edward Said described when he wrote about 

travelling theories in the 1980s. Participants’ idea of what relationships should look like were 
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borne out of a particular idea about love and romance that was formed in a different country 

and cultural context than the one they find themselves in now. These ideas may well have 

moved from another context previously, as suggested by the remarkable consistency in how 

participants expected relationships to be in Denmark. As they move to Denmark, their ideas of 

love and relationships encounter a different conceptualisation influenced by the time and 

context of Denmark in the 2020s. 

 

5.2. Practice 

 How then did the interlocutors navigate the changing social field around them? For the 

participants, their field was changing not only physically as they moved from one country to 

another; but was also changing socially as they encountered a new set of social conventions 

around dating. During my conversations with these internationals there was no singular word 

that they identified like dubriagem which is used among Vigh’s young soldiers in Bissau (2006) 

to describe the way that they moved through this new dating environment. But what the 

participants did describe was a process of change and flexibility in their mindsets and practices 

around dating that they believed would make it easier to date in Denmark. Using social 

navigation as a theoretical lens thus enables us to understand the social processes at play. My 

interlocutors are agents who devise strategies in order to better navigate through the structure 

of the Danish dating scene. As their present situation changes, these internationals come up 

with strategies of navigation not just for the present, but to safeguard their futures (Vigh, 2009: 

p.425) and to make possible their expectations. 

 This navigation in practice takes the form of an adaptation to the norms and values 

which internationals have experienced from the Danish dating scene. As an aside, when asked, 

all the participants said that they believed it was important for them as internationals to try to 

adapt to the cultural values of their new environments. While participants put differing values 

on maintaining previous values and adapting to new ones, there were no participants who 

believed that their approach to dating had not changed in some way since moving to Denmark. 

As can be seen in the examples above, this was a conscious, uncoerced decision undertaken 

with the goal of making dating in Denmark easier. These changes can be observed in the way 

that Diogo has changed his mindset around the role of hookups from that of a coping 

mechanism to an integral part of how he engages in dating, Imran’s re-evaluation of 

commitment and expectation with regards to dating, and Anna reassessing her role as a woman 
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in the heterosexual dating sphere. Among this sample of internationals, their exposure to a new 

set of cultural values around dating has resulted in them altering their own behaviours and 

values as a means of making it easier for them to build romantic connections with Danish 

people. There has been an attempt made among them to make changes to their behaviour to 

adapt to the norms and expectations that they have encountered when trying to date in 

Denmark. The goal of these changes in behaviour is to make it easier for these internationals 

to find partners in the local Danish dating scene and realise their expectations. This in turn 

creates an expectation that by becoming “more Danish” in how they date it will enable them to 

date more Danes.  

This strategy of changing dating behaviour and mindsets around dating appeared to be 

the preferred strategy of everyone regardless of age, gender, sexual orientation, length of time 

in Denmark or reason for moving to Denmark. The only variable which seemed to correlate 

with greater attachment to the dating values they had prior to moving to Denmark was having 

a social circle which consisted primarily of other people from their country of origin. 

Participants whose social circles were more diverse were more likely to have adapted different 

values than those they had on arrival to Denmark, even if their circle did not contain many 

Danes. However, given the small size of the sample, it is difficult to definitively extrapolate if 

any of these factors would play a role on a larger scale. Also given the relative lack of diversity 

in the sample in terms of race, it is not possible to fully understand the role of this in these 

processes. Imran’s case does suggest that colour and race are influencing factors. Future 

research may benefit from a more intersectional analysis whereby overlapping characteristics 

can be more fully examined in relation to each other. 

As mentioned, my interlocutors had undergone this process of change to safeguard their 

futures, with a goal of building romantic relationships in Denmark to provide emotional 

connections and roots. However, by this metric, this process had largely not resulted in success. 

At the time they were interviewed, only three participants, Marc, Anna and Léa were in serious 

relationships with Danish citizens, and only Anna’s relationship had lasted longer than two 

years. Both Angela and Peter had previously been in relationships with Danes, but for most of 

my interlocutors their romantic experiences with Danes did not go much further than a few 

dates or a casual fling. It seems that despite the efforts of internationals to integrate into the 

Danish dating scene these efforts have not been reciprocated by the receiving structure. There 

was disagreement among the participants as to whether the dating scene was intentionally 
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exclusive of internationals. Though there was more consensus around the notion that Danish 

people were inflexible in their attitudes around dating. 

They’re very set in their ways (Angela) 

They’re open to change but not too much, it was difficult for my previous girlfriends to 

adapt to my schedules (José) 

[In response to the question: have you found Danish people accommodating of other 

views around dating] No, they’re very set in their ways (Peter) 

While Alec, Imran, José and Anna had encountered some rejection on the basis of not being 

Danish, other participants cited language barriers as a bigger obstacle rather than their status 

as internationals alone. Irrespective of whether the exclusion of internationals is intentional, it 

remains so that despite their efforts to integrate, many internationals do not feel like they have 

been fully accepted. They have integrated, but the dating scene has not integrated them. Even 

for participants who have spent several years in Denmark, establishing relationships with 

Danes has not become easier. It appears that even though both internationals and Danes are 

exhibiting much of the same behaviour when it comes to dating, there remains a cleavage 

between them in terms of how much they are actually interacting. This aligns with Bateson’s 

notion of a symmetrical differentiation (Bateson, 1935: p.181). Both Danes and internationals 

exhibit behaviour such as participation in hookup culture, being less concerned with 

commitment and more progressive views on gender roles, but in their interactions with the 

opposing group there are differences. It seems, based on the results of these interviews, that 

internationals are generally more willing to date regardless of nationality or cultural 

background, while there is a perception among internationals that Danish people prefer to keep 

their dating pool smaller and are less willing to branch out.  

Danes’ dating culture…they date people they already know. The culture is too closed 

and so Danes don’t go out of their circles (Imran) 

Here we can also observe Bateson’s notion of a double bind as internationals are exposed to 

two contradictory messages. On the one hand, there is the relentless political discourse which 

tells them to integrate (see Chapter 2.1. & Chapter 3.1.), that to be accepted they must emulate 

supposed Danish values. But when they do this the response is continued exclusion.  

They tell you you’ve got to be more Danish, be more Danish, but then they still exclude 

you (José) 
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Faced with this double bind, internationals must make the decision as to whether to continue 

their process of integration or to abandon it and thus accept the fact that the Danish dating scene 

will not integrate them. Based on the interviews, while it seems that some people in my 

interlocutors’ circles have decided to abandon dating Danes, the former strategy remains more 

prevalent. Again, we encounter echoes of Said’s work in how my interlocutors have chosen to 

navigate dating in Denmark. As previously stated, they have moved here with particular ideas 

about what dating and relationships should be like. In Denmark these notions are challenged 

by a new cultural context and as such have been shaped by the new space and time my 

interlocutors find themselves in. 

 

5.3. Persistence 

 The interviews with internationals demonstrate that, despite their attempts to adapt to 

the norms of Danish dating, it has not resulted in them dating Danes. For many this has resulted 

in profoundly negative emotional outcomes. Their integration has led to feelings of self-doubt, 

lack of self-esteem, loneliness and isolation caused by a perceived unwillingness or inability 

for the Danish dating scene to accept them. Many participants spoke about their emotional 

distress caused by their lack of ability to establish romantic connections in Denmark: 

You feel loneliness because you feel like everyone is looking for something different 

(Léa) 

There were some moments where I was like ‘is it going to work ever?’, it wasn’t easy to 

change the mindset (Anna) 

It’s harder to digest that some people don’t want to go on second dates and push things 

forward (Matteo) 

I’ll never find anyone, this is too hard, I’m incompatible with others, maybe the problem 

is me (Peter) 

As mentioned, almost all of the participants spoke about having a similar notion of what dating 

should be like and what they expected to happen by adapting their dating behaviour to better 

reflect that which they had experienced in Denmark. In order to make this expectation more 

likely, these internationals have engaged in oftentimes fundamental changes in mindset and 

behaviour in the way that they approach aspects of dating. However, this has been met with 

continued exclusion and an inability to establish critical social links with Danes. 
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 Why then do internationals continue to participate in this clearly unreciprocated 

exchange? Berlant provides us with a possible explanation for this phenomenon. The 

internationals in this sample have developed an attachment to a possibility which for many of 

them has remained elusive, that of establishing meaningful romantic connections with Danes. 

Some have responded to this lack of possibility by reorienting their dating habits. Although all 

of the internationals I interviewed said that they remained open to dating Danish people, some 

described that others in their social circles had not. Alec, Anna and Diogo told me that many 

people in their friend groups, which also consisted mostly of other internationals, had given up 

on the idea of dating Danes and thus had refocused their efforts on other internationals. This 

continued participation in a process which for many of my interlocutors has resulted in poor 

psychological and emotional consequences, is what Berlant describes as a cruelly optimistic 

attachment. Integrating their behaviour to better reflect the Danish dating scene has for some 

participants resulted in positive outcomes and the establishment of relationships, but it has also 

created for many feelings of loneliness, confusion and self-doubt. There are two simultaneous 

expectations that become objects of desire as identified previously. Firstly, there is the good 

life scene which is created based on my interlocutors’ expectations of what romantic 

relationships should look like based on their previous experience. The second is the expectation 

that by adapting their behaviour to be more Danish, dating in Denmark becomes easier. These 

two expectations cause internationals to remain attached to trying to integrate with the Danish 

dating scene. 

 Imran explicitly told me that he had a specific expectation of what it would be like for 

him when he moved to Denmark. This expectation involved settling down with a Danish 

partner and building a life together. Although he has had his expectations of relationships 

significantly worn down by his experiences in the Danish dating scene, the expectation he had 

when he moved here still influences the way he navigates it. He continues to pursue 

monogamous, committed relationships in spite of his experiences and the emotional distress 

that this disconnect has caused. There is cruel optimism at play for those who continue to 

participate in a dating scene in the hopes of finding intimacy and connection despite continued 

rejection. The thing they desire is something ends up harming their mental wellbeing (Berlant, 

2006: p.21; Berlant, 2011: p.1). In some cases, the continued attachment to the cluster of 

promises around finding love in Denmark has led to them engaging in behaviour that also 

harms their physical wellbeing. One of the more harrowing examples of the struggle of 

navigation manifesting in destructive behaviour came from Ilias. Even though this did not 
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happen to him directly, he recounted that some people in his circle and others that he knows, 

in their attempts to “fit in”, have engaged in dangerous sexual practices. He has encountered 

gay men who participate in “chemsex”, the voluntary intake of hard drugs such as GHB and 

methamphetamine during sex, oftentimes in group-sex situations (Giorgetti et al, 2017).  

Some friends of mine engaged in chemsex only because it was easier for them to do 

here. They weren’t forced into it, but they thought it would help them fit in. 

These men do not necessarily participate in this behaviour, which is linked to overdoses, injury 

and higher rates of sexually transmitted infection (ibid.), because they really want to, but 

because they think it is what Danes like to do, therefore they are more likely to meet Danes by 

participating in it. Like Diogo, there were other participants who admitted to participating in 

hookup culture as a way of meeting people even though it was not something that they were 

wholly comfortable with. Alec told me that they had tried to participate in hookup culture as a 

way of fitting in but eventually decided it was not for them and disengaged. Peter also became 

more willing to participate in casual hookups, in spite of his own self-image.  

I definitely had a “hoe phase” when I moved here, I’m not sure if it was a conscious 

adaptation though…I have forced myself to be more open to just hookups, this is a more 

conscious adaptation…in reality I’m not a hookup-oriented person 

 As well as attachments to promises around love, it also appears that a desire for 

connection and building social networks leads internationals to continue to participate in a 

dating scene that causes them emotional harm or that they do not like participating in in general. 

Many of my interlocutors spoke about how the dating scene was a means for them to build 

connections, not just romantic ones, with people when they moved to Denmark. Apart from 

José and Angela, none of my interlocutors moved to Denmark with family, and while some had 

one or two existing contacts in the country when they moved, most moved here while not 

knowing anybody. This meant that most of my interlocutors needed to build a social network 

from the ground up. The differences between how internationals and Danes behave on the 

dating scene indicates that there is a difference in the motivations behind their behaviour. 

Specifically in the context of dating apps, many participants noted significant differences in 

their interactions with Danes and with other internationals.  

I’m tired of apps. I haven’t matched with a lot of Danes, mostly internationals. 

Internationals are more open to furthering the conversation (Imran) 
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Hinge is more interactive, easier to make conversations…internationals showed more 

genuine interest, asking questions, trying to arrange dates (Anna) 

[Dating apps] can be fun but also bad. In it there is a lot of frustration you see in people. 

The reward isn’t worth the effort, lots of chats go nowhere. I developed behaviours I 

didn’t like like stopping to answer people, becoming more desensitised. There was a 

difference in how internationals and Danes use apps. Internationals were less casual, 

internationals are looking to create networks. (Matteo) 

I had never used dating apps before and probably wouldn’t have started without moving 

to Copenhagen. I used it as a way to explore the city, as a way of getting to know 

Copenhagen. (Marc) 

Internationals will ask more about interests, (they are) more interested in actually 

getting to know you…ghosting is less common among internationals, their social 

networks tend to be smaller, (they are) more receptive and communicative. (Peter) 

What can be observed based on these quotes is that there is a dual motivation behind 

internationals’ participation in the dating scene. Both my interlocutors and people in their wider 

circles have used dating, especially online dating, as a way of building networks as well as 

finding romantic connections. However, much in the same way that their participation in the 

dating scene has not resulted in them dating more Danes, their use of dating apps has not led 

to them building social connections with Danes either. As a result, many internationals have 

been unable to establish social links with Danes, and thus most of their social network therefore 

consists of other internationals. As has been described in the literature review, it has been 

established that social links play a key role in how migrants navigate their transition to a new 

environment. These social bonds help them to overcome the negative feelings associated with 

leaving the social bonds they had in their home communities (Anthias & Cederberg, 2009; 

Phillimore, 2013; Phillimore, Humphris & Khan, 2018: p.216-7). These internationals had 

succeeded in building social networks, but in most cases it was almost entirely with other 

internationals and very few participants mentioned having more than a slight handful of strong 

Danish social connections. This attachment to the idea of building a social network is also an 

example of cruel optimism. In the absence of other, more traditional avenues of establishing 

connections, many internationals turn to the dating scene as a way of meeting people, in 

particular dating apps. However, what they encounter on these apps is that Danish people in 

general are less interested in expanding their social network and thus they are only able to build 
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connections with other internationals. However, they continue engaging with these dating apps 

and failing to build connections with Danes. For many this results in them feeling dissatisfied 

and unhappy, some expressing the sentiment that they wish they could stop using these apps. 

However, because they cannot conceive of another means of meeting people, they continue the 

mundane task of swiping left and right in the hopes of finding connection. In this we can 

observe precisely what Berlant means when they describe these attachments to objects of desire 

(in this case connections) as cruelly optimistic. These internationals are fully aware that their 

pursuit of these connections is harmful to their emotional wellbeing, but because they cannot 

envisage any other means, they continue participating in it. 

 

In this chapter, we have observed that there exists a significant disconnect between what 

internationals expect the dating scene in Denmark to be like and their experiences with reality. 

Based both on past experiences with dating in their home countries and the social expectations 

about what relationships should look like, these internationals came to Denmark with an 

attachment to a cluster of promises around romantic relationships. When they began to 

participate in the dating scene, they encountered practices, behaviours and mindsets that 

differed significantly, sometimes fundamentally, from those which they had when they came 

to Denmark. Faced with the inherent uncertainty of building a new life in a new country, as 

their situations changed and the field around them began to move, they began a process of 

social navigation whereby they became more flexible in their behaviour and mindsets around 

dating with the goal of making dating in Denmark easier and realising their expectations. This 

navigation took on the form of an integration strategy of acculturation. Though they held on to 

some aspects of their previous individual dating practices, the internationals made a conscious 

effort to incorporate what they perceived as Danish dating culture into their dating patterns. 

For my interlocutors this oftentimes involved completely rethinking the place of things such as 

hookup culture and commitment in their outlook on dating. While for others they decided to 

reassess their role in relationships. Though internationals are not necessarily working towards 

the goal of dating a specific Danish person, by having expectation the possibility of having a 

Danish partner appears on the horizon. It gives them a sense of a future in Denmark beyond 

employment or educational status. 

The process of social navigation, the changes in behaviour and mindset, have been 

undertaken with the goal of making it easier to date Danes, has instead for many resulted in the 
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opposite. While some participants had successfully established deep and meaningful romantic 

relationships with Danish people, most had found Danish people disinterested in building 

romantic connections with internationals. There appears to be a schism between internationals 

and Danes with regards to dating, whereby internationals and Danes adopt the same behaviour 

amongst each other but orient differently in their interactions with the other group. Thus 

internationals, in their attempts to become more Danish, end up only being pushed further 

aside. This represents a double bind in the minds of many, as on the one hand they are exposed 

to relentless political discourse telling them to “integrate” into Danish society and culture, but 

at least in terms of dating the society and culture do not integrate them. For many this leads to 

feelings of stress, loneliness, self-doubt and a lack of self-esteem.  In trying to understand why 

internationals continue to participate, we rely on Berlant’s theory of cruel optimism. Many 

internationals have simultaneous attachments to two main objects of desire, romantic 

relationships with Danes and a strong social network to help them navigate the transition to 

living in a new country. Even though for many these objects of desire remain out of reach, and 

as a result trigger negative emotional consequences, they continue to participate in this dating 

scene regardless. For many internationals, engaging with the “Danish dating scene” is the only 

way that they can envisage establishing these two types of connections, and as such they get 

pulled further in, even as the emotional and sometimes physical hazards intensify. 
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6. What is dating in Denmark? 

The second data set analysed in this paper are a set of online articles about dating in 

Denmark for internationals. The justification for using these articles as data has been set out in 

the methods section. These articles are divided into two subcategories, the first three (Mellish, 

2014; Scian, 2023; Mellish, 2024) are what we will term “dating guides”, they seek to give 

advice to internationals about what dating culture is like in Denmark. The second three (Weiner, 

2012; Rigo, 2019; Sajeb, 2023) are what we will call “accounts”. These are much more 

personalised and give the authors’, or people close to the authors’, accounts of dating in 

Denmark. Some of these accounts focus on a particular aspect of the Danish dating scene, while 

others are more about the general experience of dating. Based on a thematic analysis, two 

relevant themes were identified in these articles. The first is a definitive description of what 

dating culture is like in Denmark which is mostly found in the “dating guides” but is also 

present to a degree in the “accounts” as well. The second are high standards created with 

romanticised accounts around what dating in Denmark is like, this theme is much more 

prevalent in the accounts as the dating guides can be understood as a means of managing 

expectation and providing advice. Both themes present their own issues which will be analysed 

in this chapter. The aim of this chapter is not to evaluate the validity of the claims put forward 

in these articles, but rather to identify themes and how they may influence how internationals 

perceive the Danish dating scene. 

 

6.1. One size fits all? 

 The first theme identified in these articles is what I have coined “the definitive guide”. 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, this theme is mostly present in the dating 

guides but exists to some degree across all the articles. What characterises this theme is the 

creation of a single, unified, “Danish dating culture”. The Danish dating scene is imbued with 

a set of rules and values which are conducive to a successful dating life. While these generally 

line up with the experience of my interlocutors, they put forward a notion of culture which is 

disputed in contemporary anthropology. These articles engage in this by using a high degree of 

generalisation. Only Mario Scian acknowledges that he is engaging in generalisation in his 

piece, but only once at the very beginning: 

 Again, generalizing here - not every single person is the same. (Scian, 2023). 
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Apart from this single line in just one of the six articles, there is no mention of generalising or 

stereotyping. The importance of gender equality as well as a differing approach to commitment 

are characteristics repeated across all of the dating guides. 

In Denmark, it's completely normal for women to make the first move, ask guys out, or 

even propose. (Scian, 2023) 

Here's something that often surprises expats: Danish dating culture is generally very 

casual. The concept of going on formal dates isn't as common here as in some other 

countries. (Scian, 2023) 

But this is the tricky part about dating here, because the line between sex and romance 

in Denmark isn’t very well defined. (Mellish, 2024) 

In most parts of the world, a man will see a woman he likes, and he’ll approach her. 

He’ll try to start a conversation. Maybe he’ll ask if he can buy her a coffee, or some 

other type of drink. If they’re in a nightclub, he might ask her if she’d like to dance, or 

maybe go outside and get some fresh air. These tactics will get you nowhere in 

Denmark. (Mellish, 2014) 

In these quotes, and throughout the dating guides more generally, there is a clear, single vision 

of Danish dating culture created which leaves little room for nuance or alternative 

conceptualisations of dating. In these guides, nationality and culture are one and the same. One 

way in which this conflation is created is with the generalisation of specific aspects of dating 

with the entire country of Denmark, examples include (bold text added for emphasis): 

(In regards to dating app profiles) in Denmark people don’t show off their wealth, their 

car, their watch, or their powerful job. (Mellish, 2024) 

In Denmark, men are free to express themselves without sacrificing their masculinity. 

(Weiner, 2012) 

Now, let's talk about dating apps. They're big everywhere, but in Denmark, they've 

taken on a life of their own. (Scian, 2023) 

Creative industries, like design, and digital media, and video, are also popular in 

Denmark. (Mellish, 2014) 

The refrain “in Denmark” is incredibly common throughout both the dating guides and the 

accounts. Because of this it is difficult to parse the dating scene from the physical territory of 
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Denmark and thus the suggestion is that once you cross the border, this is what the dating scene 

will be like. There is a similar use of this definitive style of language when referring to the 

people of Denmark as well as the territory. Dating behaviours are taken and applied to and 

discussed as inherent traits of the entire population:   

Danes value their independence highly, and this doesn't change when they enter a 

relationship. (Scian, 2023) 

Danes feel more comfortable flirting and approaching potential partners after a few 

drinks. (Scian, 2023) 

Danes, as I mentioned, aren’t very good with strangers. They talk to their friends. 

(Mellish, 2014) 

The Danes don’t see a big difference between having a committed kæreste and having 

had a wedding ceremony. (Mellish, 2024) 

The attributing of characteristics or culture to the entire population is also present in the 

personal accounts: 

Danish men and women are not asked to conform or fit into certain masculine and 

feminine stereotypes. This allows them to be themselves and find happiness in their own 

unique way… (Weiner, 2012) 

Brushing your teeth, emptying the dishwasher or having sex with a stranger are all 

banal activities in the lives of Danish singles. (Sajeb, 2023) 

The Danes are beautiful…Danes are sweet and caring…When commitment hits the 

door, Danes have the tendency to run away…Danes tend to be very experienced and 

dedicated when it comes to sex. (Rigo, 2019) 

In these quotes, it can be observed that the authors are placing the dating practices that they 

have encountered or studied in Denmark in “the national order of things” (Malkki, 1995). These 

behaviours, attitudes, practices, and approaches to life become essentialised to a fixed unit of 

territory or a mark of citizenship or nationality. A notion of Danish culture, in this case around 

dating, is operationalised to create a “national culture” as described by Foster (1991: p.236-7). 

In the strictly defined borders of Denmark, there exists a people who are called “the Danes”. 

When it comes to dating, regardless of what their individual stories or differences may be, the 

Danes or Denmark possess an essential set of characteristics that define the way that they build 
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romantic relationships. These characteristics include a less traditional view on commitment and 

even the concept of dating as a whole. They are also bound together in a shared identity by a 

more liberal attitude to casual sex and hookups and a dating culture where alcohol is one of the 

biggest drivers of interaction. Even though the individual articles may differ in some of the 

characteristics they ascribe to Danes; for example, Rigo labels the Danes as romantic (2019) 

while Mellish discusses how they blur the line between sex and romance (2024), all of them 

present their observations about the Danish dating scene as inextricably linked to a culture 

based on nationality. This national dating culture, it should be pointed out, is also heavily rooted 

in heteronormative dating standards. These articles are all written by authors who date members 

of the opposite sex, and the types of relationships they describe are monogamous pairings, even 

if they comment on the “fact” that Danish people are enthusiastic partakers in casual sex. These 

guides as a result create a microcosm of an Andersonian “imagined community” (Anderson, 

1983). Rather than being created by Danish “nationalist elites” (Foster, 1991: p.239) it is 

instead created by an outgroup, namely internationals. The authors of these guides may well 

have significant experience with the Danish dating scene, but, much as Anderson tells us that 

even members of the smallest nations build an identity even though they cannot know all other 

members of their nation (Anderson, 1983: p.15), they have constructed a homogenous Danish 

dating culture based on their experiences with a small number of Danes. 

 Having created a rigid notion of what Danish dating culture is, the dating guides then 

attempt to present advice to internationals on steps they can take in order to have an easier time 

of navigating the dating scene and avoid culture shocks. 

My tip? Appreciate the clarity, even if it sometimes feels awkward. And don't be afraid 

to be direct yourself about your intentions and feelings. (Scian, 2023) 

My advice? Don't put too much pressure on "dates." Be open to social gatherings and 

group activities as a way to meet potential partners. (Scian, 2023) 

My advice? If you're using dating apps in Denmark, be prepared for quick transitions 

from online to offline. (Scian, 2023) 

…if you want to impress a Danish woman, talk about how your work benefits society at 

large, particularly how it benefits people who don’t have a lot of resources. (Mellish, 

2014) 
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Go over and introduce yourself, and say you hear that she’s a petroleum engineer, 

whose job is to rethink drilling to minimize the danger to the environment. And that’s 

fascinating, because you really care about the environment. And I think you can take it 

from there. (Mellish, 2014) 

These quotes provide a sample of some of the “tips” that these dating guides attempt to give to 

help internationals have an easier time navigating dating in Denmark. The advice takes the 

form of encouraging internationals to change their behaviour to adapt to the inflexible Danish 

dating culture. If internationals want to date Danes, then they should seek to emulate and follow 

the rules of Danish dating culture that these guides have laid out.  By linking dating practices 

of people they have encountered in Denmark with an entire national identity, the authors of 

these dating guides are engaging in a reification of Danish culture, in doing so engaging in 

some of the conceptualisations of culture identified as inadequate by Avruch (1998: p.14-16). 

Danish dating culture is homogenised and reified and thus the guides become an instruction 

manual. By following these steps, the logical conclusion of reading these guides is that one 

will become more Danish in their dating practices and have an easier time finding romantic 

connections with Danish people. Culture is also conflated with custom, and for outsiders the 

message is that “if you want to date in Denmark, then these are the rules that must be followed”. 

The Danish scene becomes a single object which is immutable. There is an understanding of 

culture here that clashes with our understanding of culture as not something which is bound by 

the nation state, but is instead a complex set of knowledge, beliefs and practices that are created, 

contested and renegotiated (Guest, 2013: p.36). 

 

6.2. High expectations 

The second key theme identified in these articles can be described as high expectations 

based around an idealised version of the Danish dating experience. This theme is much more 

prevalent in the pieces which I have termed accounts rather than the dating guides. In a similar 

vein to the dating guides, however, as was partially described in the above subsection, these 

accounts are also guilty of engaging in the homogenisation and essentialising of the dating 

scene in Denmark, as particular practices are universalised and ascribed to the entire country 

while being portrayed as an immutable and inflexible culture. However, what is also present in 

these accounts is an account of dating in Denmark that promises high rewards and an 

aspirational account of what can be achieved through successful navigation of the Danish 
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dating scene. Lauren Berlant’s theory of cruel optimism is a useful analytical lens to examine 

this theme and these texts through as we can identify many of the key concepts found in their 

work present in these accounts. 

The three accounts, Sajeb (2023), Weiner (2012) and Rigo (2019) all approach their 

accounts of the Danish dating scene from different angles and put forward three differing 

messages. Rigo’s is the most straightforward account of dating in Denmark, discussing her 

experiences of finding romance in Denmark following a breakup with her long-distance 

boyfriend shortly after her arrival. Although Weiner’s account does not lean very heavily into 

her experiences of dating per se, she focuses extremely heavily on how romantic relationships 

in Denmark are influenced by the cultural values that Danes have placed on gender relations 

and equality. Finally, Sajeb’s column is about the frustrations that she asserts many Danish 

women feel about the current state of the Danish dating scene, and how there is a supposed 

widespread desire for a change in how relationships are pursued. This section will engage with 

all three narratives and explain how they may feed into a feeling of cruel optimism among 

internationals who may come across them.  

 While the dating guides do go some way to prepare their readers for the potential 

challenges associated with attempting to integrate into Danish dating culture, the accounts put 

forward an idealised version of the experience. As Weiner’s piece is about the place of gender 

equality in the Danish dating scene, she engages in a great deal of what I have termed 

emancipatory language, heavily invoking freedom and personal liberty in her descriptions of 

how Danish men and women interact with each other. Examples of this include:  

Denmark’s high level of male-female equality fosters behavior that transcends the 

gender barriers set by less egalitarian societies. As a feminine culture, Danes have 

more flexible gender roles, which allows them to be more relaxed when considering 

romantic relationships.  

Such cooperation is rarely experienced in the United States, especially in 22-year-old 

males. Men here are allowed to openly discuss their emotions without being seen as 

weak, as evidenced by Michael’s open discussion of his concern for my well-being. 

By teaching children how to interact with the opposite sex when they are children, 

Danes lessen the gender gap and ensure that the younger generation respects each 

other as men and women. 



57 
 

In Denmark, men are free to express themselves without sacrificing their masculinity. 

They are expected to be sensitive, tender, and caring—especially toward their 

girlfriends—and have no reason to worry about what society will think of their open 

displays of affection. 

By allowing men and women to be themselves without having to fulfill certain gender 

stereotypes, Danish culture allows men and women to be themselves without worrying 

about what society will think. Boys can be emotional and wear tight jeans without being 

called sissies, and girls can play sports and cut their hair short without being labeled 

as lesbians. 

Denmark’s gender equality fosters an environment of freedom. There is no such thing 

as an unconventional relationship, which allows people to make their own rules when 

it comes to romance. People don’t have to get married in order to start a family, which 

safeguards against unhappy marriages. 

And most bluntly; 

The nation’s egalitarian nature holds everyone to the same esteem—rich or poor, 

woman or man—and offers the same support to all. (All: Weiner, 2012). 

With this use of language, Weiner paints a picture of the Danish dating scene as an egalitarian 

ideal. She often speaks disparagingly about the supposedly more male culture in her native 

United States, which further emphasises her asserted superiority of Danish culture even in 

comparison to other Western cultures. Relationships in Denmark are therefore portrayed as free 

from the confines of more restrictive gender dynamics found in less progressive cultures. 

 Although Rigo’s account does talk a little about the emotional distress caused by 

repeated rejection, she still paints a picture of her time navigating the Danish dating scene that, 

for another international, would create high expectations about what dating in Denmark will 

be like. Rigo first lauds the supposed physical attractiveness of Danish men. Her stories of 

falling in love with Danish men at first sight are almost fairytale or rom-com-like, 

The Danes are beautiful, and they are everywhere (it’s their country, after all). In future, 

when people ask me what the best thing about Denmark was, I will have a lot of trouble 

deciding if it’s the great bread or the men in black turtlenecks. (Rigo, 2019) 
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Rigo talks about falling in love constantly with Danish men, even in passing on the train or 

while riding her bike. This idealised recounting also extends to the way that Danes behave on 

dates. Again, Rigo paints a picture reminiscent of a modern-day fairytale when she describes 

the romantic gestures she has experienced from Danes and what it is like to go on dates with 

them:  

Danes are sweet and caring. They remember stuff you’ve said a long time ago, and they 

ask, “How’s your day been?” a lot. They will bake bread for you in the morning and 

say goodnight with a cute emoji every night.  

The first date is usually “Let’s go for wine”, rather than the usual beer. And even though 

they hate the idea of dating, they are very good at choosing locations and turning each 

occasion into an adventure. (Rigo, 2019) 

Even for those who are not interested in the fairytale type of romance Rigo has experienced, 

there are also high expectations created around the one-night stand or casual type of 

relationship which, according to all of these guides, is the cornerstone of the modern Danish 

dating scene.  

Even if all they want is a one-night stand, they will make the effort.  

If you do decide to go for the one-night stand, expect great things. Danes tend to be 

very experienced and dedicated when it comes to sex. Most of them have been doing it 

for a long time, and know all the tips and tricks. (Rigo, 2019) 

Although Rigo does talk sparingly about the more negative experiences she has had during her 

time on the Danish dating scene, these negative experiences are seen as a necessary part and 

parcel of the dating experience. Rigo continued to pursue romance with Danish people despite 

the frequent heartbreak she experienced, it was a necessary step on her romantic journey in 

Denmark.  

Thank you, hot Dane, for showing me that casual relationships are a good way to 

escape from the pain of trying to get into regular ones, and for being honest…(Rigo, 

2019) 

Rigo’s time navigating the Danish dating scene was not easy, as it required her to adapt some 

of her ways of thinking about certain aspects of relationships in response to the mindsets around 

dating that she encountered from the Danish people that she was involved with. In this sense 
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we can identify similarities between Rigo’s account and the narratives around love found in 

many Disney princess films. In particular the notion that struggle and hardship, whether 

physical or emotional, is an integral part of the process of finding love (Garlen & Sandlin, 

2016: p.964-966) and that there is an inevitability about falling in love (ibid: p.966-967). 

 In Sajeb’s column, there is an implication that a more traditional type of romance is to 

be found just below the surface of what is perceived to be the standard Danish dating culture. 

In the piece, Sajeb has used her knowledge as a dating expert to gain insights into what Danish 

women really want from the dating scene. Sajeb engages with the stereotype that dating in 

Denmark is characterised by one-night stands and having sex with strangers. However, she 

strongly implies that this is a front, and that many Danish women are secretly hoping for a 

more traditional type of relationship. Based on interviews with several anonymous women, 

Sajeb has found that many Danish women are tired of hookup culture and potentially also the 

greater emphasis on gender equality which makes it more socially acceptable for women to 

make the first move.  

I never bought into the idea that the sex dynamic in Denmark is to the taste of everyone 

– even the locals. And after years of living here and working with my clients, I am finally 

getting answers! (Sajeb, 2023) 

According to Sajeb, the reason why the women she has interviewed do not want to admit their 

true feelings about the Danish dating scene is that they fear judgement from their peers. For 

some it is also a desire to not be seen as weak for not wanting to adhere to the trends of the 

dating scene. There is also an element of familiarity with the casual approach to dating that 

characterises the Danish dating scene, as according to Sajeb most women are only engaging 

with it because it is the only thing they know. It is heavily implied that the hookup culture, 

casual approach to dating and strict adherence to gender equality are in a sense a front that 

masks the secret desire for many people in Denmark for a more traditional style of romance 

with more conservative gender roles and a greater emphasis on commitment. Particularly for 

internationals who may find the adaptation to the Danish dating scene difficult, or who are not 

interested in adapting due to their conflicting personal values, Sajeb’s piece creates hope and 

and expectation that if they persevere and try to push past the casual sex then a more traditional 

form of love can await them. 
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They actively seek one-night stands and rush into things too fast … because they do not 

know any other way. Many wish that men would just man up and go after them. (Sajeb, 

2023)  

 The idea that there are many potential partners who secretly want a man to sweep them off 

their feet may create a sense of optimism in an international who is struggling to adapt. It may 

encourage them to continue to pursue dating in a more traditional way while also discouraging 

their integration. It is worth pointing out Sajeb’s unique positionality. As a dating coach who 

offers paid advice to women who are struggling with dating, she actively benefits from people 

struggling or being confused around dating. This is not to imply that Sajeb is being wilfully 

dishonest nor to cast doubt on her claims. However, it is an important angle to keep in mind 

when we analyse the expectations that she raises in her piece. 

 Referring back to Berlant’s definition of an object of desire as “a cluster of promises 

we want someone or something to make to us and make possible for us” (Berlant, 2007: p.33), 

these pieces put forward a notion of love and romance that creates a certain level of expectation. 

All three of these promises are different. Weiner promises an egalitarian utopia where 

traditional gender roles give way to a level of personal freedom and gender equality that is 

completely different from anything that can be found even in other Western cultures. In Rigo’s 

piece, a vision of the Danish dating scene reminiscent of a modern fairytale or romcom is put 

forward. In this story, there is heartbreak and a difficult adjustment to a new set of values around 

dating, but it is made out to be worth it because of adventure and romance with a beautiful set 

of people. Finally, in Sajeb’s article, a more traditional type of love is implied to be hiding just 

below the surface of the pervasive hookup culture that is so characteristic of the contemporary 

Danish dating scene. The similarity between these pieces and the narratives found in much 

contemporary Western media cannot be overlooked. As seen in Garlen and Sandlin regarding 

Disney princess films, these modern romantic narratives create a cruel optimism around love 

and relationships. Although these accounts differ from the plot of most Disney movies, the high 

expectations contained within them put forward a potential “good life” (Berlant, 2011: p.1). As 

was seen in the previous chapter, the experiences of many internationals when they try to 

navigate the Danish dating scene is markedly different from the expectations that are created 

in these accounts. While the stereotypes and supposed cultural differences do broadly line up 

both with the accounts and the aforementioned dating guides, many internationals have 

encountered exclusion and an unwillingness among Danes to accept them into the folds of the 

Danish dating scene, even in spite of changes they may have made to their behaviour or 
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mindsets around dating. For many this has resulted in deeply negative emotional hardship and 

feelings of loneliness and isolation, but still they continue to pursue dating. These accounts 

create high expectations either about the possibility of falling in love at all or about the type of 

relationships that one can expect to find. There is simultaneously a narrative that dating in 

Denmark promises romance, freedom or even just good sex, and that it is also just around the 

corner. As a result, it creates an expectation according to the parameters demonstrated by 

Bryant and Knight (2019). Thus, there is an incentive to persevere despite the apparent 

difficulty of achieving these relationships for internationals.  

 

 Two main themes have been identified from this sample of six online articles aimed 

towards internationals looking to navigate the dating scene in Denmark. Whichever theme is 

most prevalent depends on whether the article is styled more as a “practical” dating guide 

offering insights and advice into what dating is like in Denmark for internationals, or whether 

it is a personal account of the author’s own experiences. In the dating guides, the prevailing 

theme is that there is a single “Danish dating culture” that is generalised and universally 

ascribed to the entire population of Denmark. A national dating culture is created through 

stating that there are certain dating behaviours “in Denmark” or characteristic of “the Danes”. 

Though the intricacies of this dating culture differ from account to account, the message in all 

of them is the same; in Denmark, there is one way to date, there is a specific set of values and 

behaviours that following or emulating will make it easier for you as an international to date in 

Denmark. Though doubtless the conflicting messages in the articles could cause confusion, 

even just reading one article provides internationals with an instruction manual, that if they 

follow, will result in them acquiring Danish dating culture. 

 In the personal accounts, the primary theme is an idealised image around dating in 

Denmark. These expectations can be based either on gender equality or an idealised form of 

romance and relationships in Denmark. This theme then feeds into a cruel optimism by turning 

dating in Denmark into an object of desire. It creates a cluster of promises around a notion of 

a good life which creates something for internationals to aspire to. The vision of romance and 

love these articles create is reminiscent of many media depictions of love and romance, 

particularly the notion that true love comes due to struggle or perseverance. Being rejected and 

the negative feelings that come with that are something which should be pushed through, as a 
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true romance is possible. For internationals, the message is that their disappointment and 

negative feelings are an aberration on a longer journey that will result in true love.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



63 
 

7. Conclusion 

 The aim of this thesis was to answer the following research question: why do 

internationals continue to date in Denmark despite negative emotional outcomes? Using a 

thematic analysis of interview transcripts and online articles, this study has shown that cruel 

optimism plays a significant role in keeping internationals attached to notions of love and 

relationships. Based on their previous cultural backgrounds, internationals create expectations 

about love and relationships that have a particular set of characteristics and norms. They bring 

these notions with them to Denmark where their idea of a relationship, love or dating comes 

up against a new set of cultural values. My interlocutors then engage in a process of social 

navigation (Vigh, 2006) which manifests in a conscious renegotiation of their behaviours and 

mindsets around dating to reflect those they have encountered in Denmark. Like Vigh’s young 

militants in Bissau, this process of social navigation is undertaken with two simultaneous goals 

in mind. In the immediate term it is about finding partners and establishing connections. In the 

longer term however, it is about building important social networks as well as being part of a 

wider process of cultural integration which, as they are told by a dominant political discourse, 

is a prerequisite for acceptance into Danish society. This notion of integration is aided by the 

online articles, which firmly place “Danish dating culture” in the national order of things 

(Malkki, 1992). As well as universalising particular dating behaviour across the entire 

population of Denmark, it also puts forward the idea that adapting to Danish culture is simply 

a matter of following the instructions or tips they put forward. This clashes with our 

contemporary understanding of culture as a dynamic set of values and norms that overlap with 

each other, not a static object that is inherent to certain peoples or places. 

 Internationals come to Denmark with an expectation of meeting and building lasting 

romantic connections with Danish people. To make this expectation more likely they 

sometimes fundamentally alter their dating mindsets to become “more Danish”. However, the 

response from the Danish dating scene which many have encountered has been continued 

exclusion and a great degree of difficulty achieving what they set out to do. The double bind 

of adapting their cultural values with rejection from the culture they seek to adapt to in turn 

leads to feelings of loneliness, isolation, self-doubt and confusion. Rather than abandoning 

their attempts to integrate, they continue with them. While for some this has resulted in 

successful relationships, for others it has only deepened their emotional distress and even 

pushed others into dangerous or reckless behaviour. Berlant’s notion of cruel optimism 

provides a theoretical explanation for why this pattern persists. Internationals’ expectations of 
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love, or expectations of acceptance and integration into the Danish dating scene and Danish 

society at large become an object of desire to which they become attached. There is also an 

expectation that dating provides a means for establishing social networks which are of vital 

importance in mediating the negative stresses that can accompany migration. Again the online 

articles foster a narrative which reinforces these expectations. They frequently deploy a 

narrative that creates high expectations about what dating in Denmark is like. Though they may 

differ in the particular vision they put forward, their accounts heavily romanticise dating in 

Denmark and reinforce the all-too-common notion that heartbreak and sacrifice are necessary 

steps on the journey to romantic fulfilment. These expectations are then dashed. First when 

they come to Denmark and experience the cultural differences that underpin dating life, and 

then when their attempts to integrate are met with continued exclusion from the dating scene. 

Rather than changing these expectations, which for internationals represent a “good life”, they 

instead continue participating in the process which they think will make their expectations a 

reality even when it seems to be unlikely. This may be because the alternative is that they will 

have to completely change what it is love and relationships mean to them and their places in 

their lives, as well as the idea that they will not be accepted into Danish society. As a result, 

they continue to participate in the Danish dating scene, even though many of them actively 

dislike it. In short, as the alternatives are too daunting to consider, trying to integrate into the 

Danish dating scene becomes the only available option. 

 This paper contributes to the extensive literature on how migrants navigate dating but 

from a unique angle. By relying on qualitative methods, it enables a deeper understanding of 

the emotional processes at play when it comes to dating in a new context. It also critically 

examines the role of expectations and our notions of culture and relationships in affecting how 

migrants navigate processes such as dating in a new environment. There are some limitations 

to this study. The data lacks diversity in terms of race, ethnicity and religion, and future research 

may benefit from a more intersectional angle. Its exploration of a particular context at a 

particular time also limits the replicability of its results. However, its diverse theoretical 

framework allows for a unique insight into the dating lives of internationals, the challenges 

they face and how they respond and provides a template for future studies. Furthermore, it 

invites us to consider the way we mo. Why we continue to do things that limit our happiness, 

such as a job or an unhappy relationship can be understood as a consequence of cruel optimism, 

we think these things will lead us to a good life, but we remain attached to them even when 

they do not, as the alternative does not bear thinking about.  
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Appendix  

Declaratory Statement: 

This interview is being conducted as part of a study for a master’s thesis looking at 

internationals’ experiences of dating in Denmark. Specifically, I want to look at how 

internationals navigate dating, how dating in Denmark is different from their home countries, 

and any difficulties they may encounter. To ensure anonymity your name will be changed any 

quotes used will be attributed to this pseudonym. This interview will be recorded for the 

purposes of transcription but only I will have access to these recordings. If you do not wish to 

continue either before or during the interview consent can be revoked at any time. The 

interview will be stopped and all recordings deleted.  

 

Background Information: 

Where are you from?: 

How old are you?: 

How long have you lived in Denmark?: 

Why did you move to Denmark? (work, education, family etc.): 

If you are comfortable answering, how would you define your gender identity and sexual 

orientation?: 

 

Personal experiences with dating in Denmark: 

Ask participants about general experiences of dating in Denmark. Ask them what it has been 

like to date in Denmark overall? How does dating in Denmark differ from how they have dated 

in their home countries? What are the characteristics of Danish dating culture? Potential 

questions may include: 

• What are some words you would use to describe the dating culture of Denmark? 

• If you have engaged with dating here, where did you meet your dates? Through work, 

school, other social activities or online? 

• Can you tell me about your experiences of using online dating in Denmark. 
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• Have you noticed a difference in how other internationals and Danes engage in dating? 

 

Danish dating culture 

I am now going to present some statements about Danish dating culture based on online articles 

about dating for internationals. I want you to give your opinions on each of them and say if you 

think they are valid descriptions or not. Feel free to expand on any point, the more detail the 

better. You can also compare your experiences in your home country with these statements.  

o Danish people are direct with their intentions when it comes to dating. 

o Danish people are difficult to approach. 

o Dating in Denmark is not based on traditional gender roles. 

o Danish people are more interested in hookups than committed relationships.  

o Danish people are more interested in dating other Danes than internationals. 

o In Denmark a lot of dating takes place in situations where alcohol is also present (bars, 

nightclubs, parties etc.). 

o In Denmark it is common that sex will be brought up on the first date. 

o In Denmark the initial contact with potential partners occurs online. 

o In Denmark it is common that sexual intercourse will take place on the first date.  

 

Expectations in relationships: 

I am going to present you with three definitions for connections that make up a loving 

relationship. I want you to rank these firstly in terms of how important they are for you on a 

personal level, and then in terms of your perception of their importance in Danish dating. 

o Intimacy: feelings of closeness, connectedness, and bondedness in loving 

relationships.  

o Passion: the drives that lead to romance, physical attraction, sexual consummation, and 

related phenomena in loving relationships.  
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o Commitment: in the short term, the decision that one loves someone else, and in the 

long term, the commitment to maintain that love. 

 

Changes in behaviour and emotional response 

This final part of the interview will look at how your own behaviour around dating has changed 

since you moved to Denmark. I will also ask about how you have dealt with these changes 

emotionally. 

o Do you think it is important as an international to adapt to Danish culture? 

o Have you made an attempt or noticed a change in the way that you approach dating and 

relationships since you moved to Denmark? If so, what are the biggest changes? 

o Have any changes been particularly hard to overcome? Have you felt that social norms 

around dating in your home country clash with those in Denmark? 

o Would you describe your dating patterns as more Danish, more like your home country, 

or a mix of the two? 

o Have you struggled with this adaptation? What sorts of emotions have you 

experienced? 

o Have you found Danish people accommodating of different views around dating? 

o Have you ever experienced loneliness or other negative emotions because of your 

experiences? 

o Has this ever made you reconsider staying in Denmark? 

 

 


