
How to See a Breakup Coming—And
Build a Relationship That Lasts

You’ve probably heard the phrase “it didn’t happen overnight.” And when it comes
to breakups, turns out that’s not just a comforting cliché—it’s science.

A new study in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology followed over 11,000 people across
Germany, Australia, the U.K., and the Netherlands for up to 21 years. Researchers were looking at long-
term relationship satisfaction and what really happens in the lead-up to a split. Spoiler: the red flags start
waving way earlier than most of us realize.

But here’s what’s really useful: the data doesn’t just tell us how relationships end—it offers a roadmap for
how to keep them strong.

The Two-Phase Dip—and What You Can
Do About It
According to the study, romantic relationships that eventually end follow a two-stage decline:

The Preterminal Phase: A slow, subtle decrease in satisfaction that can stretch out for years. Think

fewer shared laughs, more emotional distance, and a growing sense that you’re not quite on the same

page anymore.
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The Terminal Phase: About 7 to 28 months before a breakup, satisfaction starts to plummet. This is

often when one partner (usually the one who initiates the breakup) emotionally checks out. The other
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may not hit this crash point until much closer to the end.

We now have a scientific model that shows when that dissatisfaction becomes critical. And that opens up a
window for reflection, change, or conscious uncoupling, with less drama and more wisdom.

It also challenges the old narratives. The “sudden breakup,” the “midlife crisis,” the “grass is greener”
storylines don’t really hold up when we zoom out. What we’re looking at is often a slow drift… and then a
quick unraveling.
If you want to build a relationship that actually gets better with age, you’ve got to get curious during the
slow phase before it becomes the fast one.

Five Ways to Increase Relationship
Resilience
Here’s what the science (and a little lived experience) tells us about relationships that last:

1. Name the Drift Early
You don’t need a major crisis to check in. If things feel off, even slightly, talk about it. Research shows the
earlier the intervention, the more likely couples are to rebound.

2. Stay Emotionally Literate
One of the best predictors of relationship longevity isn’t how much you love each other, it’s how well you
navigate emotional tension. That means recognizing your own stress responses and being able to hold
space for your partner’s.

3. Invest in Micro-Maintenance
Big gestures are great, but it’s the small stuff, daily kindness, real listening, quick repair after conflict,
that keep the floor from rotting out.

4. Turn Towards Bids for Affectoin
Every time your partner reaches out, whether by asking a question or sharing a story, they’re making a
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“bid” for connection. Couples who acknowledge these moments are more likely to stay connected
through life’s inevitable transitions.

5. Normalize Evolving Together
You’re not the same person you were at 30. And neither is your partner. Long-term love isn’t about staying
the same; it’s about growing side-by-side, with space for reinvention.

Most breakups aren’t explosive. They’re gradual and then suddenly fast. But if you can spot the drift and
tend to the roots early, you’re already ahead of the curve. Because strong relationships don’t just happen.
They’re built, gently, intentionally, and with enough awareness to course-correct before things start to slide.

?

The information provided in this article is for educational and informational purposes only and is not intended as health or medical advice. Do not use this information to

diagnose or treat any health condition. Always consult a qualified healthcare provider regarding any questions you may have about a medical condition or health

objectives. Read our disclaimers.

WRITTEN BY:

Heather Hurlock

https://superage.com/how-to-see-a-breakup-coming-and-build-a-relationship-that-lasts/

https://www.gottman.com/blog/want-to-improve-your-relationship-start-paying-more-attention-to-bids/
https://www.gottman.com/blog/want-to-improve-your-relationship-start-paying-more-attention-to-bids/
https://superage.com/disclaimers
https://superage.com/author/h_hurlock/
https://superage.com/author/h_hurlock/

