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If you've ever been married, you likely know that marriages
don't stay the same over time. Relationships, like many
parts of life, move through different stages. These
stages are often called the marriage life cycle. From the
early years of building a life together to raising children,
navigating midlife, and growing older together, each
stage brings both meaningful moments and challenges.
Research shows that couples who understand these
changes are usually better prepared to maintain a strong
healthy relationship over time. Instead of seeing changes
as a threat to a relationship, it can be seen as part of the
journey for a couple.

Stage 1 - The Early Years (Building a Strong
Foundation)

The early years of marriage are filled with excitement
and hope. This stage also involves a lot of adjustment.
As a couple, you are learning how to combine routines,
expectations, finances, and relationships with extended
family. One concept researchers have identified as
important for this particular stage of the relationship is
differentiation of self. This means being able to stay
connected to your spouse while still being your own
person. Couples who can balance closeness while also
being independent tend to adjust better over time.

What this means for you:

# Keep your individual friendships and interests.

# Share your thoughts even when it can be uncomfortable.
# Practice calm communication instead of reacting
emotionally.

Feeling safe in a relationship is what makes real closeness
possible. When both people are secure in themselves,
they don't feel like they have to depend on each other

for their identity or constant reassurance, which takes

a lot of pressure off the relationship. That kind of safety
makes it easier to open up and be honest and vulnerable
without fear of losing yourself or being rejected. So,
instead of closeness feeling overwhelming or forced, it
becomes something natural and genuine. Ultimately, this
stage provides the opportunity for partners to build a safe
foundation for connection, and to practice choosing each
other while still staying true to themselves.

Stage 2 - Raising Children (Don’t Lose Each Other)
Life can get really busy really fast when children come
into the picture. Schedules can start revolving around the
kids' school, sports, and routines. But keeping your partner
a priority even during busy parenting years can help

you maintain a stronger and stable relationship. Studies
consistently show that how a couple handles conflict
resolution during this stage plays a major role in marital
satisfaction and adjustment. Couples who communicate
respectfully and work through disagreements together
tend to report stronger relationships than those who avoid
conflict or respond with criticism.

Because of the need for greater coordination as you raise
your family together, this stage can strain a marriage but
can also deepen it.

What does this look like in your relationship?

# Be respectful when you disagree with your partner,
especially about parenting.

# Focus on solving the problem and not winning the
argument.

# Ask for help when you need it from your spouse.

It helps to remember that your marriage sets the tone for
your family. When it feels steady and respectful, everyone
benefits.

Stage 3 - Midlife (Growth, Stress, and Shifting Roles)
Midlife can bring new transitions and experiences. Careers
may shift, children can become more independent,

and couples may face responsibilities related to their
aging parents. These changes can place pressure on a
relationship. They can also create opportunities for growth
(are you noticing a pattern here?). A long-term study has
shown that how a couple treats and supports each other
during midlife can affect both partners' physical and mental
health later on. Couples who maintain supportive and
stable relationships during these years often experience
better well-being as they age.

In your own marriage you could:
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# Support each other through stress instead of
withdrawing.

# Keep doing shared activities that you both enjoy.

# Consistently try new things with each other and set new
goals.

Instead of thinking of midlife as a time to wind down, think
of it as a time of growth and even reconnection.

Stage 4 - Later Years (Growing Together)

In later adulthood, couples can experience a shift in daily
routines. Children could have moved out, careers possibly
have slowed down, and partners might spend more time
together again. While this transition can feel uncomfortable
at first it can also open up time for couples to reconnect in
meaningful ways. Especially after years of balancing work,
parenting, and other responsibilities.

Couples who have practiced healthy communication and
emotional support throughout their relationship can find
that their bond continues to grow stronger over time. To
keep a strong partnership through the changes of aging,
couples should consistently show appreciation, listen

to each other, and give support. Staying emotionally
connected helps them navigate each stage of the marriage
life cycle together.

Ways to reconnect during this stage:

# Be open to relearning your partner, recognizing growth
and change continue overtime.

# Lean on one another as you adjust to this new stage.

# Use this extra time to prioritize quality time together.

A Plan You Can Use for Every Stage

Here are some easy steps you can take this week to
strengthen your marriage, no matter what stage you are in:
# Have one intentional conversation. Ask your partner
“what feels the hardest for us right now?” and make sure
you really listen and can articulate what they say.

# Practice calm conflict resolution. Validate before you
respond.

# Protect your connection and schedule time together
even if it's just for 20 minutes.

Marriage isn’'t about avoiding change but growing through
it together. Being aware of what stage you're in can help
you prepare for what challenges might come. It's important
to show your partner care through these different stages in
order to have a healthy future with one another.



