


HOW TO MAKE LOVE LAST 

Occasionally you meet them, couples who’ve been together forever who profess to be as smitten with each other now as when they first 

met. They may even be telling the truth.  

  

In a study done several years ago, researchers scanned the brains of such folk as they gazed at a photo of their sweetheart. Most were 

in their 50s and had been married an average of 21 years. Turns out their brains showed much the same activity as brains of those 

individuals in the first flush of romantic love.  

  

Someone who has made the study of romantic love her life’s work is Dr Helen Fisher  who will be presenting at this year’s Happiness & 

Its Causes conference. For a taste of what to expect, her work is the subject of these two blog posts: 

• Love love love LINK 

• Love is a drug LINK 

  

But for most of us the flame of love doesn’t last very long. Indeed 60 percent of marriages end in divorce. The problem is we  humans 

often get so used to positive circumstances we eventually stop appreciating them. Think how blasé you become living with a 

magnificent ocean view if you have one. It’s the same thing with your other half. Psychologists even have a name for this tendency: 

‘hedonic adaptation’. 

  

This isn’t to say there aren’t some very compelling reasons to call it quits in a relationship, for example, if there is phys ical or emotional 

abuse, inexcusable infidelity, addictive behaviour or irreconcilable incompatibility.  

  

But all too often perfectly tenable relationships end because couples lack the maturity to realise that sustaining lurve demands sacrifice, 

commitment and hard work. They also lack the wherewithal when it comes to knowing which measures to adopt to avert, or at least 

slow down, the habituation that can lead to boredom and dissatisfaction with a partner.  

  

The good news is if you’re struggling in this department, there are a number of options available to you including therapy, squillions of 

self-help books, the Internet and our latest eBook offering: How to make love last. So here it is ... we hope you find the information in it 

useful.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

Overview 

  

 

http://www.happinessanditscauses.com.au/speaker-helen-FISHER.stm
http://blogs.terrapinn.com/happiness/2012/12/06/love-love-love/
http://blogs.terrapinn.com/happiness/2012/09/14/love-drug/


See the best in your beloved 
 

HOW TO MAKE LOVE LAST 

Compatibility studies reveal that the one thing many long-lasting relationships have in common is 

‘positive illusions’, the favourable attitude that you have towards your partner. This isn’t hard to 

cultivate in the first romantic, giddy life-of-its-own stage of love when your dearest can do no wrong.  

  

But when the lustre of those early days wears off, even if you really do believe your Romeo/Juliet is 

the right one for you, you can end up focussing more on their flaws and shortcomings, especially if 

you’re busy, or under a lot of stress; in fact, it’s not uncommon for the person closest to us to serve as 

a scapegoat when we’re feeling lousy. 

  

If this sounds like you and you definitely don’t want to jeopardise your relationship, make a conscious 

effort to re-focus on your lover’s positive qualities. Appreciate what you’ve got, count your blessings, 

don’t take anything for granted. (Note Toni Powell, presenting at Happiness & Its Causes 2013, says 

gratitude is a powerful antidote to our ennui in this regard.) Or, if these strategies aren’t working, just 

imagine how devastated you’d feel if your main squeeze abruptly up and left you? 

  

So every day, look at your sweetheart with fresh eyes and remind yourself why it was you fell in love 

with them in the first place. Men and women who consistently feel that their partner is attractive, funny 

and kind, in other words their perfect match, are far more likely to remain content with each other. 

 

You might like reading our blog The magic of mindfulness. In the context of relationships, mindfulness 

reveals to us that nothing is quite as it seems. As pioneering psychologist Professor Ellen Langer, a 

presenter at Happiness & Its Causes 2012, points out, “the people we know … are changing and can 

be forever interesting to us if only we mindfully appreciate them.”  

 

 

http://www.happinessanditscauses.com.au/
http://blogs.terrapinn.com/happiness/2011/12/01/magic-mindfulness
http://www.happinessanditscauses.com.au/speaker-ellen-LANGER.stm


If you must argue, be nice 

HOW TO MAKE LOVE LAST 

It’s very easy when we’re mad to fly off the handle, scream and shout and say mean things. That’s bad 

enough. What’s worse is discovering after we’ve calmed down that our relationship has been 

irreparably damaged due to our unskilful behaviour. 

  

If you must fight, try to communicate with humour, affection and acceptance (and resist throwing 

things!). That means avoiding statements that begin: ‘You never’ or ‘You always’.  These place your 

beau on the defensive and achieve nothing; they’re a losing start. Better to say: ‘You know what would 

be really great’ or ‘It would really help me if you could …’ 

  

Also, talk to your partner like an equal. Use ‘I’ statements such as ‘I would appreciate it if we …’ instead 

of ‘you’ statements such as ‘You need to …’ That way, the problem becomes ‘our problem’, not ‘yours’. 

  

Of course, some altercations escalate to such an extent it’s not actually possible to hold your tongue. 

His Holiness the Dalai Lama is a keynote at Happiness and Its Causes and Young Minds in June, and 

his advice is to remain like a block of wood in such circumstances.  

  

But if you can’t, take a break – 20 minutes is usually enough time to simmer down – as long as you 

promise to revisit your bone of contention within a day or two. 

  

Or you might want to consider ‘unilateral disarmament’. Is winning the war that important to you? This 

doesn’t mean agreeing with everything your partner says and not having your own opinion but rather 

dealing with whatever issue has arisen between you with more objectivity and a cooler head.  

  

Even the most intense disputes can be defused by saying something warm and understanding, 

expressing physical affection and stressing that maintaining closeness with your true love is much more 

important to you than being right. 

 

http://www.youngminds.org.au/speaker-tenzin-GYATSO.stm


Keep it positive 

HOW TO MAKE LOVE LAST 

Even a relationship that’s been battered by negative, angry or hurtful exchanges can be salvaged by 

ensuring you fill any subsequent time you spend together with words and actions that elicit positive 

emotions.  

  

According to Dr Barbara Fredrickson, who presented at last year’s Young Minds conference, a 

flourishing relationship needs three times as many positive emotions as negative ones.  

  

In her conference presentation, the subject of this blog post, she offers to “illuminate how micro 

moments of love nourish and resonate within us in ways that help us become better versions of 

ourselves: wiser, healthier and stronger.” 

  

Not surprisingly, happily ensconced couples average a ratio of five positive interactions to every 

negative one. Conversely, very unhappy couples display ratios of less than one to one. In other words, 

your ratio is a key indicator of how long your relationship will last. 

  

Any negativity, if allowed to run rampant, can sound the death knell to even what was once the 

strongest of connections. Criticism, contempt (condescension), defensiveness and stonewalling are 

some of its worst manifestations.  

  

Check in with yourself: Do you dismiss and reject the other’s attempt at discussion? Or do you let them 

truly express how they feel? Are you a good listener? Or do you always jump in and interrupt when they 

are trying to tell you something? Do you try with compassion to understand their feelings? Or are you 

too caught up in your own ideas and opinions? 

  

What to do if your ratio of positive to negative interactions is out of whack? Consider keeping a diary of 

positive and negative events that occur between you and your loved one, the aim being to increase the 

former. You could also remember to ask yourself each morning: ‘What can I do for five minutes today to 

make my partner’s life better?’ The simplest acts such as complimenting them on their outfit, sharing an 

amusing anecdote, or being playful, can work wonders. 

 

http://www.youngminds.org.au/speaker-barbara-FREDERICKSON.stm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZxoPLtRnxZs&list=UU2XCIBiVj3WocsOzu_PFi7Q&index=12&feature=plcp
http://blogs.terrapinn.com/happiness/2012/10/07/love-splendored-moment/


Work as a team 
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 There’s a big difference between travelling solo in this world and hitching your wagon to someone else’s. If 

you were single for a while before you met your true love, you’ll know what I mean. Where previously you 

made all the decisions and called all the shots, now that you’re in a partnership there’s someone else’s 

needs and desires to also consider. 

  

Get used to thinking in terms of ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘our’ instead of ‘I’, ‘me’ and ‘my’. It’s you and your darling 

against the world. This isn’t to say you two have to do every single thing together. For instance, your 

passion might be music and he loves riding dirt bikes. In which case ask each other questions, even if you 

have to feign your interest a little. The important thing is showing that you care about what light’s your 

partner’s fire in life (other than you!), and that you fully support them. 

  

But what about all those things you do have in common? Presumably one reason you hooked up is 

because you share certain interests, such as enjoying good coffee, watching The Wire and going to art 

galleries. Definitely continue pursuing those pleasures together and perhaps devise some new adventures 

a deux as well, such as an overseas trip, learning Salsa dancing or co-writing a children’s book. That way, 

you increase the amount of time you spend together doing stuff you both enjoy and as a result, feel even 

closer.  



Be polite 
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In a relationship, particularly one that’s lasted a number of years where you’re living together and there 

are kids and you’re both working full time, it’s sometimes easy to forget – in the hurly burly of life - your 

manners.  

  

Sure you’re feeling tired and stressed after a horrible day in the office but that’s no excuse to just grunt 

or even worse ignore your partner who spent the whole day doing housework, then picked up your dry 

cleaning and has now just dished you up a three course dinner. You wouldn’t like it. Nor would you ever 

dream of treating you friends and colleagues this way. 

  

It sounds obvious but remembering to say something as simple as please and thank you, or even just a 

few words to show your appreciation (“Hey, that risotto looks amazing, I can’t wait to try it!”) can 

dramatically improve the quality of your relationship. 

 



Remember the little things 

HOW TO MAKE LOVE LAST 

 

 

Couples who’ve been together a long time, perhaps had kids and are committed to a mortgage may 

find they become overly preoccupied with the big stuff: home renovations, choosing the best schools, 

bank loans. That’s understandable. 

  

The problem is that often in the process they forget to prioritise all those little things that probably 

helped bring them together in the first place: the flirty text messages, the surprise dinners and gifts, the 

passionate hello and goodbye kisses.  

  

Yet neglecting our partner in this way is so easy to do, especially as schedules fill up, routine sets in 

and the worries of life overwhelm us. The good news is we are always just one sentence or gesture 

away from remedying this bad habit and putting the zing back into what might’ve become our fairly 

humdrum love life.  

  

For example, greeting and farewelling your partner with affection communicates their specialness to 

you, reminds them of how good it feels when you’re in each other’s company and tells them that in the 

great grand scheme of things your relationship is still a high priority. 

 



Share stuff and be honest 

HOW TO MAKE LOVE LAST 

 

 

Knowing the little things about your partner’s life creates a strong foundation for both your friendship 

and intimacy. That means being open with each other right from start, and happy and willing to 

exchange vital personal information.  

  

As time goes by, ideally you become an encyclopaedia of knowledge concerning each other’s worlds.  

This includes being au fait with your mate’s life goals, worries, hopes and dreams as well as with the 

major events in their history. 

  

Sure, you don’t have to divulge everything to your amour, such as that embarrassing gynaecological 

medical condition you had when you backpacked around Thailand in your mid 20s. But certain secrets 

and lies will weaken the foundation of any relationship, such as that longstanding crush you have on 

your boss. Of course, only you can be the judge of whether withholding a part of yourself is likely to 

have a negative impact.  

  

If so, it’s imperative you communicate what’s in your heart with honesty and kindness. Otherwise you 

risk destroying any trust that’s built up between you. When this happens in a relationship, sadly it can 

signal the beginning of the end.  

 



HOW TO MAKE LOVE LAST 

Sustain the passion 
It’s probably one of the biggest challenges facing anyone in a committed intimate relationship: how do 

you sustain the passion.  

  

At the start of a romance, lust arises quite naturally. You’re still getting to know your new beau and it’s 

mainly their mystery that lights your fire. But then as time passes and familiarity sets in, the flame of 

sexual desire tends to burn less and less brightly until worst-case scenario, it dies. 

  

This bodes badly for any long-term liaison. Indeed bad sex or no sex does way more to subvert an 

otherwise very good relationship than good sex does to promote an average one. A healthy sexual 

relationship improves marital satisfaction by 15 to 20 percent, while an unhealthy one saps a 

relationship by 50 to 70 percent. At least one in five couples complain their sex life is dysfunctional, 

problematic or non-existent. 

  

Why this is and what can be done about it is the subject of this presentation by psychologist Esther 

Perel, recognised as one of the world’s most respected voices on couples and sexuality. You can also 

read a summary of her talk in my blog post Keeping the flame of desire alive. 

 

 

http://www.ted.com/talks/esther_perel_the_secret_to_desire_in_a_long_term_relationship.html
http://blogs.terrapinn.com/happiness/2013/02/28/keeping-flame-desire-alive/


HOW TO MAKE LOVE LAST 

Make your relationship sacred 
  Unfortunately it sometimes happens that you can be in a long-term relationship with someone you 

definitely don’t want to leave and whose happiness has always been important to you, and yet feel like 

you’re not really connecting anymore, as if something important is missing that you can’t quite put your 

finger on. 

  

Indeed, this problem is a common one. Moreover, couples who feel this nagging emptiness often make 

the mistake of looking outwards for a solution, believing an expensive holiday, new car or home 

renovations will make the feeling go away. Some even put their faith in therapy.  

  

Unfortunately none of these things is the ultimate answer. Sure, romance, money, words, and love are 

all vital but they can only go so far. What’s actually missing in many marriages and other long-term 

relationships is meaning, a sense that your union isn’t just special; it’s sacred, and that whatever occurs 

between you and your flame, including all the difficulties, is precisely what’s needed to advance your 

personal development and healing. 

  

According to psychologist Barbara Markway who writes here on the topic, there’s much we can do to 

create a spiritually alive connection with our partner.  

  

We can recognise our own sacred love story by, for example, setting aside time to reflect on what drew 

us together in the first place. We can prioritise always trying to understand our other half, be in touch 

with their needs and respond to them with our whole being. We can view our relationship as a spiritual 

process where problems aren’t obstacles but opportunities for growth and learning. And we can 

cultivate patience by remembering that learning the language of the heart and soul won’t happen 

overnight but takes practice. 

 

http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/living-the-questions/201304/four-keys-spiritual-marriage


HOW TO MAKE LOVE LAST 

Boost your oxytocin 
 There are many brain chemicals associated with love and attachment including oxytocin, the so-called 

love/bonding/trust/cuddle hormone produced by touching. It’s why watching romantic movies, holding 

hands, hugging and massage are so enjoyable. And because the hormone is also released during 

orgasm, it’s why sex can bust stress and lower blood pressure.  

  

Interesting fact: women have more oxytocin than men but a man’s level of the hormone goes up 500 

percent after making love 

  

But oxytocin does more than just make you feel good, it’s also addictive meaning the more you and 

your partner touch, the more you’ll want to touch which is definitely what you want in a supposedly 

physically intimate relationship. 

  

Oxytocin also play a part in raising our self-esteem and hence our capacity to have healthy and close 

connections with others.  

  

And in animal studies, oxytocin has been found to contribute significantly to ‘pair bonding’ between 

species. Humans aren’t any different in that we too wish to be close to our significant other (and without 

necessarily taking our clothes off). 

  

Indeed, research suggests that after the honeymoon period passes of constantly wanting to be naked 

together, you and your mate become ‘imprinted’ on each other where you only have to look at your love 

to experience a surge of oxytocin. 

  

You might also enjoy reading this blog post on the subject of oxytocin.  

  

 

http://blogs.terrapinn.com/happiness/2011/11/24/oxytocin/
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VIDEO PRESENTATIONS 
• Bettina Arndt: Why sex matters so much to men … and women would rather eat chocolate (Happiness & Its Causes 2011) 

• Sam De Brito: Building a better bloke: become a man women want (Happiness & Its Causes 2012) 

 

 

USEFUL WEBSITES 
• Positive Psychology Institute - integrates the emergent theory, research and evidence-based practice of positive psychology - 

the science of optimal functioning - with that of traditional psychology. 

• The Positivity Institute - an organisation dedicated to the research and practice of positive human functioning. 

• Relationships Australia - a leading provider of relationship support services which aims to support all Australians achieve 

positive and respectful relationships. 

• Family & Relationship Services Australia - the national peak body for family relationship and support services. 

• Sexual Health Australia - offers sex therapy, relationship counselling, and marriage counselling to individuals and couples 

with sexual problems, intimacy issues, and relationship difficulties. 

• The Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society - a centre for social research into sexuality, health, and the social 

dimensions of human relationships. 

• Healthy Living Sex & Relationships, ABC Health & Wellbeing 

• Making Couples Happy, ABC Television 

  

 

SOME RESOURCE REPORTS 
• Sex in Australia: The Australian Study 

• Couples in Australia, Australian Bureau of Statistics 

• Australian Institute of Family Services - delivering quality research on family wellbeing 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

Resources 

  

 

http://www.happinessanditscauses.com.au/presentation-2011-why-sex-matters-so-much-to-men-and-women-would-rather-eat-chocolate-92581.stm
http://www.happinessanditscauses.com.au/presentation-2012-building-a-better-bloke-become-a-man-women-want-113657.stm
http://www.positivepsychologyinstitute.com.au/
http://www.thepositivityinstitute.com.au/
http://www.relationships.org.au/
http://www.frsa.org.au/
http://www.sexualhealthaustralia.com.au/
http://www.latrobe.edu.au/arcshs
http://www.abc.net.au/health/healthyliving/sexrelationships/default.htm
http://www.abc.net.au/tv/programs/makingcoupleshappy.htm
http://www.publish.csiro.au/?act=view_file&file_id=NB03040.pdf
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4102.0Main+Features20March 2009
http://www.aifs.gov.au/
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