The Four Rules for a Successful Marriage

The Rule of Time


Couples usually ask for my advice when they are just about ready to throw in the towel.  Their Love Banks have been losing love units so long that they are now deeply in the red.  And their negative Love 


Bank accounts make them feel very uncomfortable just being in the same room with each other.  They cannot imagine surviving marriage for another year, let alone ever being in love again. 

But that is my goal for them -- to be in love again -- which means 

they must re-deposit all of the love units that were withdrawn.  

When that's accomplished, the love they feel for each other ends the threat of divorce.  But in order to deposit enough love units to fall in love with each other, they must follow rules that they don't feel like following. 


The feeling of love brings out the Giver in each of us, and the Giver's instincts make marriages great.  We feel like meeting the emotional needs of the one we love; we feel like protecting that person from our Love Busters; we feel like giving our undivided attention, and we feel like being open and honest.  But when we are not in love, and our Taker calls the shots, we don't feel like doing any of those things.  In fact, we feel like doing the opposite.  


That's why so many marriages become so painful when love is lost.  It's because all of the ways that they used to care for each other are a faint memory when there is no love to inspire them.  The love and care once shown is replaced by neglect and thoughtlessness.  Who would want to be married under those conditions? 


The Giver's instincts deposit love units, but the Taker's instincts withdraw them.  When you are in love, the Giver keeps a marriage passionate.  But even under ideal conditions love can be lost momentarily, and when that happens the Taker can do things to ruin any hope of love returning. 


So I have created four rules to override the destructive tendencies of the Taker.  These rules, which are instinctive to the Giver, deposit the love units that marriages need so badly in order to survive, and prevent any further withdrawals.  At first, when a husband and wife do not love each other, they are very difficult to follow, because the Taker resists them at every turn.  But if they can be followed long enough for love to be restored, the Taker gives way to the Giver, and the rules become very easy to follow.  In fact, when in love, spouses find them to be very logical and natural. 


Almost all social rules and laws are made to help people consider the feelings of others.  They are not needed when people feel like being considerate, they are needed when people are tempted to be thoughtless.  A speed limit is a good example.  For those who drive safely, the speed laws are not necessary.  It's only for those who are tempted to travel at a speed that endangers the lives of others that we need to enforce a limit.  My four rules are made to help couples care for each other when they don't feel like caring.  That's when couples need them the most. 


Keeping in mind the purpose of each of these four rules, to deposit love units and avoid withdrawing them, they are designed to prime the pump, so to speak.  They deposit love units even though a couple does not feel like depositing them, and they avoid their withdrawal even though a couple feels like withdrawing them.  But after a couple deposits enough love units into the Love Bank by following the rules, the pump is primed, and it's easy for a couple to continue following them. 

The Rule of Care


You and your spouse fell in love with each other because you met some of each other's emotional needs, and the only way to stay in love is to keep meeting those needs.  Even when the feeling of love begins to fade, or when it's gone entirely, it's not necessarily gone for good.  It can be recovered whenever you both go back to being an expert at depositing love units.  First, be sure you know what each other's needs are (complete the Emotional Needs Questionnaire).  Then, learn to meet those needs in a way that is fulfilling to your spouse, and enjoyable for you, too. 

It's likely that you and your spouse do not prioritize your needs in the same order of importance.  A highly important need for you 

may not be as important to your spouse.  So to follow the Rule of 

Care, you must learn to become an expert at meeting needs whether or not they seem important to you.  Your spouse depends on you to meet those needs, and they are the best way for you to deposit love units.  If you could use some help with this rule, read His Needs, Her Needs: Building an Affair-Proof Marriage.             

The Rule of Protection

When you meet each other's most important emotional needs, you become each other's source of greatest happiness.  But if you are not careful, you can also become each other's source of greatest unhappiness.  That's why the Rule of Protection is so important. 

It's pointless to deposit love units if you withdraw them right away.  So in addition to meeting important emotional needs, you must be sure to protect the Love Bank from withdrawals.  And that's done by paying attention to how your everyday behavior can make each other unhappy.  You and your spouse were born to be angry, disrespectful, demanding, annoying and dishonest.  These are normal human traits that I call Love Busters because they destroy the feeling of love spouses have for each other.  But if you promise to avoid being the cause of your spouse's unhappiness, you will do whatever it takes to overcome these destructive tendencies for your spouse's protection.  By eliminating Love Busters, you will not only be protecting your spouse, but you will also be preserving your spouse's love for you.  If you are having trouble identifying and getting rid of Love Busters, I suggest you read, Love Busters: Overcoming Habits That Destroy Romantic Love. 

Almost everything you do affects each other.  So it's very important to know what that effect will be.  The Policy of Joint Agreement (never do anything without an enthusiastic agreement between you and your spouse) will help you remember how much your decisions effect each other and how you must consult with each other to be sure you avoid being the cause of each other's unhappiness.  By making mutually acceptable choices, you will create a lifestyle that both of you will enjoy.  Give & Take: The Secret to Marital Compatibility explains why the Policy of Joint Agreement is so important in marriage, and how you can use it to resolve marital conflicts. 

The Rule of Honesty

            Be Totally Open and Honest with Your Spouse

      When you follow the Rule of Honesty you promise to be honest about your feelings, your personal history, your current activities and experiences, and your future plans.  It is complete honesty. 

It isn't easy to be honest.  Honesty is an unpopular value these days, and most couples have not made this commitment to each other.  

Most marriage counselors and many clergymen argue that honesty is not always the best policy.  They believe that it's cruel to disclose past indiscretions and it's selfish to make such 

disclosures.  While it makes you feel better to get a mistake off 

your chest, it causes your partner to suffer.  So, they argue, the 

truly caring thing to do is to lie about your mistakes or at least 

keep them tucked away. 

And if it's compassionate to lie about sins of the past, why isn't it also compassionate to lie about sins of the present -- or future? 

To my way of thinking, it's like letting the proverbial camel's nose under the tent.  Eventually you will be dining with the camel.  

Either honesty is always right, or you'll always have an excuse for being dishonest. 

Self-imposed honesty with your spouse is essential to your 

marriage's safety and success.  Honesty will not only bring you 

closer to each other emotionally, it will also prevent the creation of destructive habits that are kept secret from your partner.  The Rule of Honesty combined with the Policy of Joint Agreement are two guidelines that will help you create an open and integrated lifestyle, one that will guarantee your love for each other.  They also prevent the creation of a secret second life where infidelity, the greatest threat to your marriage, can grow like mold in a damp, dark cellar. 

            The fourth rule for a successful marriage:

The Rule of Time

Take Time to Give Your Spouse Your Undivided Attention

The Rule of Time unlocks the door to the other three rules.  Without time you will not be able to meet each other's emotional needs nor will you be able to avoid being the cause of each other's unhappiness.  Time is also a basic requirement for honesty.  Time for undivided attention is the necessary ingredient for everything that's important in marriage. 

And yet, as soon as most couples marry, and especially when children arrive, couples usually replace their time together with activities of lesser importance.  You probably did the same thing.  You tried to meet each other's needs with time "left over," but sadly, there wasn't much time left over.  Your lack of private time together may have become a great cause of unhappiness, and yet you felt incapable of preventing it.  You may have also found yourself bottling up your honest expression of feelings because there was just no appropriate time to talk. 

Schedule your time to be alone with each other as your highest priority -- that way it will never be replaced by activities of lesser value.  Your career, your time with your children, maintenance of your home, and a host of other demands will all compete for your time together.  But if you follow the Rule of Time, you will not let anything steal from those precious and crucial hours together. 

I suggest that you (a) spend time away from children and friends whenever you give each other your undivided attention; (b) use the time to meet the emotional needs of affection, conversation, recreational companionship, and sexual fulfillment; and (c) schedule at least fifteen hours together each week.  When you were dating, you gave each other this kind of attention and you fell in love.  

When people have affairs, they also give each other this kind of attention to keep their love for each other alive.  Why should 

courtship and affairs be the only times love is created?  Why can't it happen in marriage as well?  It can, if you set aside time very week to give each other undivided attention. 

The Four Rules for a Successful Marriage are presented in Four Gifts of Love:  Preparing for Marriage That Will Last a Lifetime.  It is a book for engaged couples to help them start their marriage in a way that will help them avoid losing their love for each other.               
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