
A Successful Relationship 
Takes Work, Insight, and 
Commitment – and the 
Rewards Can Be Priceless

ne hallmark of success in life may be the 
ability to sustain a long-term relationship. 
People in lasting relationships tend to live 
longer and stay healthier. Research shows 

that they report more happiness in life, more rewarding 
social interactions, and lower instances of substance 
abuse. Maybe the most important aspect of living with-
in a successful permanent relationship is that a person 
not only feels loved, but also is able to share love with 
somebody else. Sharing love with a partner allows us to 
experience trust, nurturance, and a feeling of belonging. 
When we spend our years with another person we have 
a feeling of continuity in our lives which may otherwise 
be difficult to attain. 
 
Society today lacks many of the structural supports 
that in the past made staying in a permanent relation-
ship easier. The divorce rate has never been higher than 
it has been for the past several decades. The number 
of women who raise children alone and the numbers 
of people who choose cohabitation (living together) 
would shock our progenitors. We no longer live in a 
world of the immediate community composed of people 
with whom we have daily contact – people with strong 
expectations that a couple would stay together for all 
time. Many religions, which once extolled the virtue 
of permanence in relationships, have gone by the way-
side. We live today in a society that values disposability 
rather than permanence. Rather than repairing things, 
we throw them away – and this way of thinking comes 
to include our relationships. We have become people 
who value personal independence instead of long-term 
commitment. 
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He has used his coaching skills nationally in working with numer-
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gram Faculty at the Center for Applied Psychological Studies (The 
Family Institute) at Northwestern University, Evanston, Illinois. 
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Dr. Parker conducts workshops on Stress and Coping with jobless-
ness during uncertain times, as well as the role that substance abuse 
plays in difficult marriages. Most recently he has been given the 
opportunity to teach educators how to work with children who 
abuse drugs and alcohol. He is the author of numerous workbooks 
and articles, the most recent being Negotiating Life Transitions. 

Martin holds a Masters in Counseling Psychology from Illinois 
Institute of Technology and a Doctorate in Clinical Psychology from 
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the California Psychological Association, the National Association 
of Addiction Counselors, and the American Psychological Asso-
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Dr. Parker will soon have a book available for purchase that will 
teach you more effective ways to deal with stress in your life. Visit 
this web site again in the spring for availability and pricing of this 
invaluable resource. 

“The recognition and empowerment of one’s 
human potential is our greatest resource.”
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When two people first enter into a relationship it is 
usually attraction that brings them together. As the 
attraction wanes, as it inevitably will for most, the 
relationship enters a stage where intimacy becomes 
the predominant theme. Concerns about feeling close 
and secure within the relationship come to replace 
the initial focus on attraction. And finally a couple 
enters the stage of commitment. They decide that the 
relationship is permanent and concentrate on ways 
to work on boundaries, communication, and modes 
of living everyday in a way that accommodates both 
their own needs and those of their partner. These can 
be difficult transitions for most relationships. We 
sometimes lack the tools for instilling relationships 
with a sense of true commitment.   
             
Every relationship is different, of course, as different 
as people are diverse. What works for one couple in 
achieving permanence will hardly work for another. 
But let’s look at a few helpful techniques used by 
many couples who have managed to attain successful 
long-term relationships.

Keep Things Happy

Share your humor and lightheartedness with your part-
ner. Physically and emotionally, one of the healthiest 
things we can do is to laugh, and to laugh often. Have 
at least one good laugh every day, and preferably 
many more. Tell jokes and have a good time together. 
Share your sense of adventure and positive feelings. 
Bring out your best qualities and let your partner see 
them. Take the time to engage in fun activities with 
your partner. Find ways to enjoy each other’s com-
pany. Take a walk together and talk, or go to a movie 
together. Engage in your own interesting activities 
– and then talk about them with your partner. When 
we lose our sense of fun and enjoyment on an individ-
ual level, our mood is often replaced with negativity 
and pain – and the same is true within a relationship. 
Enjoying your partner and sharing good times together 
increase the chances of having a lasting relationship. 

Keep Things Polite

One of the first signs that a relationship may be in 
trouble occurs when the partners show a lack of 
respect for each other. Relationships that remain stable 
over time are usually those in which both partners are 
polite toward each other and maintain good interper-
sonal boundaries. Successful relationships focus on 
reducing negativity, and this can include criticisms, 
mockery, name-calling, yelling, insults, and other 
demeaning behaviors. Lasting relationships are pos-
sible when both partners feel loved, respected, and 
cherished by the other. Think of the enormous gift 
you have when another person agrees to spend his 
or her life with you – your attitude should be one of 
gratitude and honor. That person deserves your abso-
lute respect. Of course, all of us have our bad days, 

and some petty fussing can be expected in even the 
most stable relationships. Relationship experts say 
that when the ratio of positive to negative feelings and 
behaviors is five to one, the relationship has a good 
chance of survival. 

Don’t Expect Your Partner  
to Fill Up the Holes 
in Your Life

You are responsible for your own life. A relationship 
in trouble is often characterized by complaints from 
one party that the other is not caring enough, doesn’t 
show enough love, isn’t strong enough, and isn’t 
responsible enough. The underlying message is this 
– “I feel incomplete and I want my partner to make up 
for what I lack in my own life. I’m going to do every-
thing I can to get my partner to change so that I’ll feel 
better and more complete.”  When you think about 
how hard it is to change your own behavior, consider 
how hard it is to try to change somebody else! When 
we feel deficient in some aspect of our own lives, we 
may put pressure on our partners to be different some-
how to make up for our failings.

It is far more productive, however, to look at our 
own personal issues, to become aware of life’s chal-
lenges, and to gain a sense of our own competence 
and empowerment, rather than to look to our partner 
to “save” us. If your partner is going to change, it is 
up to him or her to decide to make those changes. And 
your partner is not going to be perfect – nobody is. 
When you feel more complete in your life, you will 
be able to tolerate your partner’s own foibles much 
better. Of course, any successful relationship entails 
a process of compromise. But there is a big differ-
ence between the normal process of compromise and 
the tendency in some relationships for the partners to 
force changes in each other to compensate for their 
own personal deficiencies. Partners in a stable rela-
tionship are able to differentiate between the issues 
that truly need to be worked on and those that should 
be accepted and tolerated. The real secret to success 
in a lasting relationship is not so much in finding the 
right partner, but in being one.  

The real secret to success in 
a lasting relationship is not 
so much in finding the right 
partner, but in being one.
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Bring Your Best Abilities 
Into Your Relationship

A person who has examined his or her own life 
and has developed skills for living well has a better 
chance of ensuring longterm stability in a relationship. 
Research into successful relationships indicates that – 

• Both partners are knowledgeable about 
themselves and eager to learn about their 
mates. When you can approach life openly 
and objectively, recognizing your own abilities 
and limitations, you can use this knowledge 
to enhance the success of your relationship. 

• In productive long-term relationships 
there is a lot of talking, not only about 
personal issues but about ideas, events, 
other people, and other general information. 
Both partners are free to communicate with 
the knowledge that the other is listening 
and able to engage in a mutual dialog. 

• Both people feel free to disclose personal 
information. This is not to suggest that 
every little issue has to be discussed. Indeed, 
good personal boundaries characterize 
the healthy relationship. But partners in 
a successful relationship have the choice 
to self-disclose when it is appropriate. 

• The partners are minimally critical of 
each other’s behavior. The message 
that comes through in the interaction 
between stable partners is one of 
respect, acceptance, and love. 

All of these qualities have one thing in common 
– they are skills that can be learned. They are skills 
that can emerge from a process of self-examination, 
self-awareness, and self-acceptance. 

The notion of a long-term relationship can be intimi-
dating for many people. They may fear that they will 
lose their freedom, their independence, and their abili-
ty to be themselves. They may dread the idea of grow-
ing old in a stagnant relationship and never getting to 
experience their dreams. 

But a permanent relationship can be liberating. The 
successful relationship is one in which each partner 

Is A Long-term  
Relationship Right 
for Everyone?  

There are many people who live very happy and 
rewarding lives without a permanent partner. 
Some live alone their entire lives and some may 
experience a series of partners. Everything comes 
with a price, it seems. Although people who live 
outside of a long-lasting relationship may miss 
out on some experiences, they can certainly gain 
in other ways. They can usually travel more, 
meet new people, pursue their own personal 
activities, and experience a sense of living their 
own lives, true to themselves and what they 
want.  
 
It all comes down to a basic question:  
Do you have the choice?  
 
Do you live alone because you choose to or 
because you have to?  Do you have a series of 
partners because you choose this option, or is it 
because you keep searching for permanence and 
have not been able to make it work? Obviously, 
answering these questions requires a deep and 
honest look into your life. And even then the 
answer may not be clear. We tend to rationalize 
our behaviors. We sometimes do things because 
we have no other options, and we tell ourselves 
that this is our choice. But it may not be a real 
choice at all.
 
The truth becomes evident when you have deeply 
examined all of your options and can clearly 
say that you either choose to be in a permanent 
relationship or that you choose to live alone or 
within a series of relationships. This requires an 
honest look into your strengths and limitations, 
your life goals, and your essential nature. When 
you have a solid sense of what you want for your 
life, you will know whether a long-term relation-
ship is right for you – or not.

has gained a sense of his or her own integrity and 
uniqueness as a person. They have a feeling of being 
valued by the other just for being themselves. They 
know they can achieve their life goals with the full 
support of the other person. When two healthy people 
come together and form a permanent relationship, 
they can experience a sense of love, security, and trust 
which allows each to soar.

“I can fly higher than an eagle
For you are the wind  
beneath my wings.”
   – Larry Henley / Jeff Silbar



How Do I Work Toward a Happy Permanent Relationship?

·  It helps to clarify how you grew up and 
to identify the life events which have 
made you into who you are now. 

·  Good communication skills (such as lis-
tening) and life skills (such as flexibility, 
tolerance, and acceptance) are essential 
to the process of building a meaningful 
and satisfying relationship.

 
The task of learning the skills needed for a suc-
cessful long-term relationship is facilitated 
through the help of a therapist. A trained profes-
sional can guide you through the various stages of 
your exploratory journey – providing understand-
ing, objectivity and support in a safe setting.  
 
Know yourself – and then you can know another. 
   

T H E  B A C K  P A G ET H E  B A C K  P A G ET H E  B A C K  P A G ET H E  B A C K  P A G E

A successful relationship depends on two 
partners who have each examined what 

they want in life. They trust that they will be 
able to achieve their own individual life goals 
with the support of their partner. The success of 
a long-lasting relationship rests on two people 
who each have a sense of both commitment to 
the relationship and their own individuality. They 
feel that the support, trust, and love they receive 
within the relationship will enhance them in their 
quest to achieve what they want out of life.

Achieving this goal requires work and 
sacrifice, but those who make the invest-
ment can reap the rewards. 

Here are some steps toward this goal –  

·  You need to define what you want for 
your life. 

·  It is helpful to examine your strengths 
and limitations, and to embrace them.  

Martin M. Parker, Psy.D. 
1780 Maple Street, Suite 1
Northfield, Illinois 60093


