The Routine Stage of  a Relationship
By Ibis Schlesinger
We come together as a couple with the hope that the light of romance will burn forever.  But as time passes and we settle into comfortable ways of being with each other, that glow can seem to fade.  This is normal.  No one can live forever in the highs and lows of Romance --that would be too exhausting. 
As couples move beyond the excitement of first dates and become committed to each other, they move into the Routine stage of their relationship.  Three basic things happen during the Routine Stage.  We establish habitual routine ways of interacting and treating each other, we relax our barriers, and we begin to take each other for granted.

First, we establish routine ways of doing things and treating each other by creating habits that make our lives easier.  To deal with the practical day-to-day necessities, we decide who will take the first shower and who will make sure the doors are locked at night. We figure out who will shop for groceries, who will pay the bills, and who will keep the social calendar.  This is important because it helps us avoid chaos and be on time for work or to take care of the kids in a way that is effective.  

A second dynamic of the Routine Stage is that we relax our barriers and show more of who we really are.  What we held back in the Romance Stage we now express in the Routine Stage.  We may assume, “Now that somebody really loves me, I can finally be myself.  I don’t have to be in my best behavior anymore.”  Unexpected behaviors emerge and we can feel like we have truly won the lottery. 
A third dynamic is that we begin taking each other for granted.  As we live together, we begin to know what to expect from our partner.  For couples in harmony, being taken for granted is like playing on a team or a band.  We learn to know when and how it’s our turn to play and be on or off stage.  For example, if my mother is sick and I must travel to be with her, my partner will feed the kids and have them in bed on time.  Or it might be that there is a last minute dinner after a business meeting and my partner counts on me being there for support.  Or if my partner’s car breaks down, I can be there to help out.
This type of trust only develops when we have been together for sometime and we learn each others strengths and weaknesses as we would with our teammates if we were to play basketball, volleyball, baseball, soccer, etc.
As these three patterns of interaction take place, a sense of security builds.  Physical and emotional security are necessary for a couple to grow and mature and develop amidst these daily habits. 
Physical security comes from the tender touches and physical comfort of living together without having to live in fear of being abandoned or cheated on.  Having enough money to pay the bills and having enough maturity to be protective and non-abusive are also foundations for a deep sense of physical security.
Emotional security comes from knowing that we respect each other and will treat each other with loving kindness.  Emotional security comes from trusting our partner to be there in a loving and responsible way when times get tough.  And sooner or later we all face tough times –it’s a way life tests us. 
Emotional security also comes from the familiarity of living together.  Remember the feeling of coming home from a trip to familiar surroundings?  Nothing feels as good as climbing into our own bed with our own pillow and sheets and snuggling up. 

The longer we live together, the more familiar our possessions, our habits, and our routines get.

A Red Flag in this stage of a relationship goes up when we can’t count on each other.  Worrying about a spouse spending money irresponsibly, or having affairs, or coming home drunk, or withdrawing and sulking, or being abusive to us or the kids does not contribute to the sense of emotional or physical security.

For some couples settling into a Routine can lead to conflict or boredom.  Some couples might, without knowing, prefer the excitement that fighting then kissing and making up brings to the relationship.  Anything is better than the everyday boring routine.

Or we might believe that being taken for granted means that we are being used and unappreciated, or that our partner doesn’t love us anymore when in fact our partner may just be settling into a comfortable way of being.  For example, we might want to go out every night while our partner just wants to sit in the couch and relax watching TV.  Or 
our partner may want us to act sexually uninhibited and enjoy sex daily while we might only expect to have sex on weekends.  We may feel pressured by our partners’ over-enthusiasm and our partner may feel rejected by our seeming disinterest.  As a couple we need to find ways to compromise and work this out so we’re both satisfied.

Another red flag comes when distracted and preoccupied and kids, hobbies, family or friends get more time than the marriage relationship. Or we may give all our attention to the most stressful situation instead of paying attention to our partner
The reality is that most of us will not act the same way at age twenty that we will when we’re fifty.  We might even forget what attracted us to our partner but it certainly wasn’t the household chores nor the bills. It was the time we spent with each other –talking and laughing and enjoying, the time we spent creating dreams and working to make them come true that we remember and cherish. 
Day-to-day problems can lead us to question if our life dreams of a satisfying and loving relationship will last.  We might begin to wonder if there is something wrong with our partner and or relationship. We may begin to think that the routines we have gotten into are not what we imagined and what we have created are routines that seem like endless chores. 

We might even begin to spend our energy obsessing about everything that might be going wrong --the kids, the house, the car, the elderly parents-- and stop nurturing our relationship.  It’s easy to forget that the challenge of going for our dreams is the more essential.  We can’t afford to forget that it is possible to enjoy time together no matter what we’re doing.

If we try to make things better by being placating or appeasing to avoid disagreements and fights will likely lead to resentment and anger.  If we ignore our problems, they will inevitably surface later during the Conflict Stage.
Routines can last a long time and become satisfying ways of living, or they can become bad habits that grate on each others’ nerves.  The good news is that since we created them, we can change them if we’re not satisfied with them.

As we learn to treat each other in positively predictable ways, we have a chance to transform the passion and excitement of our early love into the stability of a seasoned love.  We allow ourselves to relax –we know what to expect from our partner and we don’t have to worry about being caught by surprise.
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If you have a question about relationships, please visit my webpage and send me a message.  I will reply to you.  www.IbisSchlesinger.com
