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Through the centuries, love has been depicted as a mysterious,

incomprehensible connection between two people. It is a sense that defies
logic, reason, or reasonable thought to explain why people love each other. The
mysterious feeling of “love at first sight” is a wonderful example of such a

happy and mysterious experience.

What Is Love at First Sight?



One of the major tenets of the classical romantic love model is love at first
sight. The modern symbols of Cupid’s “love arrows”—the images of a winged
infant carrying a bow and a heart pierced by an arrow—came from ancient
Roman mythology. Nowadays, they signify love at first sight. Over history, love
at first sight has been popularized in Western cultures through art, romantic
novels, plays, shows, and movies. From a psychometric and theoretical
perspective, relationship scholars differentiate between the passionate, rapid
ignition of initial attraction and the multifaceted architecture of enduring love.
Classical frameworks—such as Elaine Hatfield’s (Hatfield & Walster, 1978;
Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986) distinction between passionate and companionate
love, John Alan Lee’s (1973) typology of love styles (Eros), and Robert
Sternberg’s (1986) Triangular Theory—acknowledge that intense physical
passion can spark instantaneously. However, complete relational love involves
deeper psychological dimensions—including emotional intimacy, mutual trust,
and sustained commitment—that typically require time and shared experience

to mature.

What Does Love at First Sight Look Like?

These days, “falling in love,” likely at first sight, is typical in romantic love plots

and the narrative of many romantic novels and films (Hefner & Wilson, 2000).

The dilated eyes look at an attractive stranger passing by or standing by in the
hallway. And the character feels insight—actually, testosterone, estrogen, and
oxytocin—hinting that this is true love. For many young people, personal
models of love entertain the dreams of falling in love on a single happy

occasion and with a delightful glance.

Physical attraction is evident in some expressions of the eyes, such as the
copulatory gaze and the longing gaze into the eyes of an attractive person. If a
person continues to gaze for many seconds, the loved one may notice this and

be attracted back to that person. Therefore, the loved one may gaze back at the



person. Consequently, the gaze back may reinforce the person’s belief that the
loved one is interested in him or her. Then, both are silently gazing into each
other’s eyes, feeling an immediate, unspoken emotional attraction. Thus, love

at first sight can occur between them at the same time (Grant-Jacob, 2016).

The Cross-Cultural Nature of Love at First Sight

“Love at first sight” seems to be a common metaphor in both literary and
colloquial English. The phenomenon of love at first sight is also known across

cultures, despite different cultural attitudes toward free choice in love.

There are direct equivalents in other European languages, such as the German
expression “Liebe auf den ersten Blick”, the Italian “amore a prima vista”, the
Spanish “amor a primera vista”, and the French expression “coup de foudre”.
The Italians and Spanish also frequently use the colloquial “colpo di fulmine”

(Italian) and “un flechazo” (Spanish).

The French idiomatic expression “le coup de foudre,” besides its literal
meaning, also conveys a figurative meaning of “love at first sight.” It is well
known to French-speakers and is different from “tomber amoureux (de)”—

gradual falling in love with.

The Chinese word “chengyu” (yi jian zhong ging) stands for love at first sight.
Since ancient times, Chinese literature has had many tales of love at first sight
and the flash of erotic bliss.

The Japanese Hitomebore also means the same basic emotional insight, while
Koi No Yokan is an untranslatable Japanese phrase referring to “the
premonition of love”—a sense that a person feels upon encountering someone

with whom they inevitably fall in love.



While the experience is cross-cultural, demographic and cultural nuances
shape its manifestation. In individualistic societies that prioritize personal
autonomy and romantic idealization, love at first sight is celebrated as a
compelling foundation for relationship formation. In more collectivistic
contexts, where marital bonds traditionally emphasized family harmony and
social compatibility, sudden romantic sparks are often evaluated alongside
longer-term interpersonal considerations. Additionally, empirical speed-dating
studies reveal that men report experiencing love at first sight slightly more
frequently than women—a finding often attributed to evolutionary visual
processing mechanisms in initial mate evaluation, alongside cultural

socialization (Zsok et al., 2017).

How to Explain Love at First Sight: Scientific
Evidence

Thus, we can see that love at first sight is a universal, cross-cultural experience.
Does this support the supernatural power of love? Or can science explain the

“love-at-first-sight” phenomenon in another way?

Over recent years, researchers have been able to delve into psychological,
neurobiological, and cognitive explanations of this experience when we fall in
love with someone we see for the first time. We instantly feel it’s he or it’s her—

one and forever.

1. Empirical Speed-Dating and Laboratory Studies

To test whether love at first sight is actual love or intense physical attraction,
Zsok and colleagues (2017) conducted empirical studies across laboratory
settings, online assessments, and live speed-dating events. Their research

evaluated participants’ instant reactions upon meeting strangers.

The findings revealed that encounters reported as “love at first sight” were

characterized by exceptionally high ratings of physical attractiveness, erotic



passion, and approach motivation. However, essential components of long-
term relational love—such as intimacy, deep caring, and commitment—were
not present at high levels during these initial moments. This suggests that love
at first sight is primarily an acute, high-intensity form of initial attraction that

creates a strong emotional readiness for connection.

2. The Halo Effect and Cognitive Inferences

Psychological research highlights the role of the halo effect—a cognitive bias in
which an attractive physical appearance triggers rapid, favorable assumptions
about a person’s underlying character. When encountering an aesthetically
appealing individual, the brain rapidly attributes positive traits to them, such
as warmth, intelligence, kindness, and emotional compatibility (Dion et al.,
1972). This immediate cognitive attribution creates a powerful illusion of

instant psychological alignment.

3. Memory Bias and Retrospective Reconstruction

Another psychological explanation involves retrospective memory bias. When
partners in long-term, happy relationships look back on their first encounter,
they often reconstruct their memory of that meeting to align with their current
deep affection (Barelds & Barelds-Dijkstra, 2007). They project their existing
intimacy backward in time, convincing themselves that “we knew the very first
second.” This narrative reinforcement strengthens partner bonding and

enhances the couple’s shared perception of romantic destiny.

4. Neurobiological Processing and the Neurochemical Cascade
Neuroscience provides further evidence that the brain registers romantic
stimuli within fractions of a second. Functional neuroimaging studies
demonstrate that visual exposure to an appealing partner activates a
specialized neural reward network in as little as 0.2 seconds (Ortigue et al.,

2010; Fisher et al., 2005).

This rapid neural activation triggers a distinct cocktail of neurochemicals:



» Dopamine: Generates intense focus, energy, and goal-directed
motivation toward the target person.

» Adrenaline and Norepinephrine: Induces the physiological
symptoms associated with the romantic “spark”—such as pupil
dilation, elevated heart rate, and heightened sensory alertness.

» Oxytocin: Facilitates immediate social recognition and initial

feelings of interpersonal warmth.

Conclusion: Initial Spark vs. Relational Reality

Love at first sight is only one of many phenomena illustrating the mystery of
love. And researchers are looking for a scientific explanation of love at first
sight.

Is love at first sight a myth or a scientific reality? The empirical evidence
demonstrates that it is a rich combination of both. As an instantaneous
emergence of complete, deep love—encompassing comprehensive intimacy,
compassionate caring, and enduring commitment—love at first sight is largely
a retrospective psychological construction. True relational love requires time,

shared experiences, mutual vulnerability, and active care.

However, as a genuine, rapid neurobiological and psychological state—driven
by mutual gaze, intense physical attraction, neurochemical reward activation,
and immediate cognitive idealization—love at first sight is undeniably real.
While it does not guarantee long-term relational stability on its own, when
followed by genuine interpersonal compatibility and sustained commitment,
that initial, mysterious spark can serve as a powerful catalyst for a lasting

relationship.

Love at first sight is only one of many phenomena illustrating the mystery of

love.



And researchers are looking further for a scientific explanation of love at first
sight.
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