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Good relationships don’t just fall from the sky and work by magic. Though common sense, intuition, and luck all play a roll in choosing a partner, we also need information that can prepare us for what is to come once we make a commitment to being together.

With about 43% of marriages ending up in divorce within the first 15 years, having knowledge of the predictable stages that relationships go through as they mature, is like having money in a savings account –its there for when we need it.

All relationships change as time goes by.  When we make our vows, we hope to grow in love and become stronger individually and as a couple–together in sickness and health, good times and hard times.  As a couple, we can expect to find many happy surprises, but there are also many times in which we don’t see eye-to-eye.  No matter how hard we try, we just don’t agree with each other.  These challenges are as predictable as the four seasons; the decisive factor is how we deal with each of the stages our relationship will go through.
There are five stages of relationships:  The Romance, Routine, Conflict, Disillusionment, and Transformation Stages.  Each stage has its special attractions, challenges, and lessons to learn. This article will present The Romance Stage and how it affects a relationship, and the red flags to watch out for.

The Romance Stage
Three things can be expected to happen in the Romance Stage: falling in love, the idealization of the loved one, and the developing of life dreams.  This stage is crucial because happy marriages are built on the affection, fun and shared dreams a couple starts with. 
Falling in love is one of the most special events in life.  When it happens, life comes alive; we are filled with energy, enthusiasm, and desire.  Our times together are joyous with candlelight dinners, long drives, quiet talks, and tender moments. Time seems to stop when we’re with our loved one, and becomes endless when apart. We truly feel spellbound; as if we have known the loved one forever.  During this time, we believe we have found the one we have been waiting for –our perfect partner, our soul mate. 

We may be teased by others for acting like we own the moon and feel like we can walk around it.  No wonder this state has been called “a temporary state of imbecility.”  It’s not only our heart that skips a beat, our brain is also affected.  We’re high when things are going well and depressed when they’re not.  Our exhilaration is caused by an increase in the brain chemical phenylethylamine that maintains the emotional high.  Interestingly, this is the same chemical compound found in chocolate, the most popular gift on Valentine’s Day.

A precondition to falling in love is to be raised in a culture or family that believes it happens.  By the time we reach adolescence we are expected to fall in love not only by our peers but by everyone else in our culture. If we also believe we will fall in love then chances are it will happen.

The Idealization of the loved one happens when we are in love and chose to see not only what is but what could be.  We want to see the person we love in the best possible light; as a consequence we may ignore the negative traits or imagine they will go away over time.  It’s common to believe that love will conquer all regardless of the obstacles.  We find qualities and strengths that exist in seedling form and imagine that with our love and encouragement, these qualities will grow and the not-so-attractive ones will drop by the wayside.  

Or we may try to live up to an ideal and show our best side to act the way we think our partner might want or expect. It’s not that we blatantly want to be deceitful; we may do it because we believe that we are not good enough and fear disappointing our partner.  
The Blending of Dreams happens when we want to love to be loved and trust that our love will continue forever.  The dream of living “happily ever after” is ignited and becomes a driving force that will push us to take the next steps in a committed relationship.  
As a couple, we develop shared dreams and make promises to our partner about these dreams.  We also try to make our personal dreams fit together with our partner’s so that we can be the ideal couple.  Shared dreams are like glue to the relationship, they pull us together into a united force, a team working for the same goals.  When “my dreams,” and “your dreams,” become “our dreams,” we feel like there is a common target to shoot for, a destiny worth striving for.  This explosion of feelings can lead to living together or getting married.

Red Flags to be aware of in ourselves or in our partners: Too often in the Romance Stage, we show censored and edited versions of ourselves.  Instead of letting ourselves be fully known, we only show our positive sides. Unfortunately, when we do this, our partner doesn’t get the full picture of who we are, only the positive excerpts.  Or it can be our partner who is showing edited version of the self but we trust that we are getting the full picture of the person.
The problem in trying to live up to a partner’s dream is that there is a strong tendency to play roles that don’t fit well as time goes by.  Partners who try to live up to an ideal often become tense and dissatisfied, but don’t really know how to give up their act.  They may think, “This isn’t really me, but if I am myself, she won’t love me.”  Being afraid to break free can become a way of life that may temporarily delay or avoid conflict, yet inevitably this leads to unhappiness later.  The charade needs to end if the couple wants to enjoy life and have a relationship that lasts.

To keep a relationship alive and well, be who you are in word and deed.  Say what is true for you and act accordingly.  Above all, be honest with your partner.  Your honesty about yourself and what you want or foresee in the future will set the groundwork for your relationship.  And if you can accept your partner as he or she is, your relationship will likely develop with less conflict and deeper love.
Copyright Ibis Schlesinger, 2006
If you have a question about relationships, please visit my webpage and send me a message. I will reply to you.  www.IbisSchlesinger.com
