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INTRODUCTION

From Predicting Divorce to Preventing It:

An Introductory Message from John and Julie Gottman





It’s been more than a decade since John and his colleagues at the University of Washington (UW) first announced their discovery: Through the power of careful observation and mathematical analysis, the team had learned to predict with more than 90 percent accuracy whether a married couple would stay together or eventually divorce.

This discovery captured the imagination of many. If research psychologists could now pinpoint specific behaviors that lead to divorce, then perhaps people in troubled relationships could change those behaviors and save their marriages. But as any weatherman can tell you, the ability to predict trouble is not the same as the ability to prevent it. It’s one thing to detect a storm brewing on radar; it’s quite another to make those storm clouds disappear.

And yet that’s the kind of work we at the Gottman Institute have been doing. Since 1994 we’ve been developing tools to help couples identify problems that are proven to destroy relationships—and to turn those problems around. By experimenting with various forms of therapy, we’ve been learning how to help husbands and wives improve their marriages and prevent divorce.

Through our workshops, therapy sessions, and books, couples are gaining the tools they need to build stronger friendships and manage their conflicts. As a result, they are learning to work through a whole host of problems common to marriage—problems such as these:


• the stress of caring for a new baby

• exhaustion from working too hard

• loss of interest in sex and romance

• health problems

• recovering from an extramarital affair

• struggles with depression

• arguments over housework and finances

• changes that come with retirement

• the loss of a job, an identity, or a lifelong dream



And once again we’re achieving some exciting results. Our studies show that 86 percent of people who complete our marriage workshops say they make significant progress on conflicts that once felt “gridlocked.” And after one year, 75 percent of husbands and 56 percent of wives who attend our workshops and therapy sessions feel their marriages move from a broken state to a functional one. Even simply reading our books can make a difference. One study showed that 63 percent of husbands and wives who read John’s 1999 bestseller, The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work, reported that their marriages had changed for the better and were still improved a year later.

These numbers are a big improvement over other forms of marital intervention. For example, acclaimed marriage researcher Neil Jacobson conducted an evaluation of one of the most highly regarded therapy methods and showed that only 35 percent of couples using it improved their marriages.

What’s behind our success? We believe it’s the science. The tools we’ve developed—and that you’ll see real couples using in this book—aren’t based on our beliefs or whims about marriage. They are grounded in decades of work John and his colleagues have been doing at the Family Research Laboratory, originally located at UW and now part of our Relationship Research Institute in Seattle. The Love Lab—as we’ve come to call it—is a research facility where husbands and wives are screened, interviewed, and observed interacting with each other. Researchers use video cameras, heart monitors, and other biofeedback equipment to determine people’s stress levels during conversations with their partners. This information is then coded and mathematically analyzed. By collecting and analyzing such data on thousands of couples—and tracking their progress over time—we’ve learned an enormous amount about the dynamics of marriage. And, ultimately, we’ve been able to determine which interactions lead to lasting happiness, and which interactions lead to emotional distance and divorce.

In the bestselling book Blink (Little Brown, 2005), journalist Malcolm Gladwell refers to our process as “thin slicing.” Simply put, this means we’re able to quickly determine a great deal of information about a couple from analyzing a very thin slice of data collected in one short lab session. The reason our swift analysis works is because each thin slice of data is actually grounded in a tremendous amount of “thick slicing”—i.e., huge volumes of data that we’ve been collecting and validating on thousands of other couples for more than thirty years.

To help everyday couples use these discoveries to improve their own marriages, we established the Gottman Institute, which provides therapy and workshops for husbands and wives, as well as training for marriage therapists. Combining John’s extensive research findings with Julie’s thirty years of experience as a clinical psychologist, we’ve developed a body of advice that’s based on two surprisingly simple truths:

1. Happily married couples behave like good friends.

In other words, their relationships are characterized by respect, affection, and empathy. They pay close attention to what’s happening in each other’s life and they feel emotionally connected. One of John’s studies of couples discussing conflict demonstrated this well. It showed that spouses in happy, stable marriages made five positive remarks for every one negative remark when they were discussing conflict. In contrast, couples headed for divorce offered less than one (0.8) positive remark for every single negative remark.

2. Happily married couples handle their conflicts in gentle, positive ways.

They recognize that conflict is inevitable in any marriage, and that some problems never get solved, never go away. But these couples don’t get gridlocked in their separate positions. Instead, they keep talking with each other about conflicts. They listen respectfully to their spouses’ perspectives and they find compromises that work for both sides.

With this book, we give you an intimate view of ten couples who learned to work through serious problems that were threatening their marriages—problems like infidelity, overwork, adjustment to parenthood, unresolved anger and resentment, and a loss of interest in sex. You’ll learn a bit about each couple’s background and how they perceived the problems they brought to the Love Lab. You’ll also read parts of the conversations that occurred when we asked husbands and wives to talk to each other about their problems.

For each couple, we present two dialogues, one that took place before we counseled them and one that happened after they heard our advice. In addition, you’ll see a commentary alongside each dialogue titled “What We Noticed.” This gives you a therapist’s perspective on the interaction so that you might learn to detect some of the most common stumbling blocks that occur in relationships. You may notice, for example, places where a few words spoken in haste can take a conversation—and a marriage—down a dangerous path. You may learn to spot behaviors proven by John’s research to damage relationships. These include a set of particularly poisonous patterns of interaction we call “the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” Our studies have shown that, left unchecked, these behaviors can send couples into a downward spiral that ends in divorce. The Four Horsemen are


* CRITICISM. Often, criticism appears as a complaint or episode of blaming that’s coupled with a global attack on your partner’s personality or character. Criticism frequently begins with “you always” or “you never.”

* DEFENSIVENESS. These are the counterattacks people use to defend their innocence or avoid taking responsibility for a problem. Defensiveness often takes the form of cross-complaining or whining.

* CONTEMPT. This is criticism bolstered by hostility or disgust. Think of somebody rolling their eyes while you’re trying to tell them something important about yourself. Contempt often involves sarcasm, mocking, name-calling, or belligerence.

* STONEWALLING. This happens when listeners withdraw from the conversation, offering no physical or verbal cues that they’re affected by what they hear. Interacting with somebody who does this is “like talking to a stone wall.”



Our commentary also indicates the places where these couples make great strides—i.e., where they say or do something that strengthens the relationship by making them feel closer, encouraging compromise, or healing old wounds. Examples of such positive behaviors include


* SOFTENED START-UP. This is the ability to start talking about a complaint or a problem gently, without criticizing or insulting your partner. When one spouse does this, the other is more willing to listen, making compromise possible.

* TURNING TOWARD YOUR PARTNER. Close relationships consist of a series of “emotional bids”—that is, your partner reaches out for emotional connection with a comment, a question, a smile, or a hug. You can choose to


1. turn away, ignoring the bid

2. turn against, reacting with anger or hostility

3. turn toward, showing you’re open, listening, and engaged





Our research shows that habitually turning away or turning against your partner’s bids harms your marriage. But consistently turning toward your partner strengthens emotional bonds, friendship, and romance.


* REPAIRING THE CONVERSATION. This is an effort to deescalate negative feelings during a difficult encounter. A repair can be an apology, a smile, or bit of humor that breaks the tension and helps you both feel more relaxed.

* ACCEPTING INFLUENCE. Partners who are open to persuasion from each other generally have stronger, happier marriages. Being stubborn or domineering has just the opposite effect. Our studies show that a husband’s willingness to accept influence from his wife can be particularly helpful to forming a strong, happy marriage.



Such concepts may seem familiar to people who have read John’s previous books or attended our workshops. The difference with this book is that it invites you right into the Love Lab. Reading it, you spend time with ten couples who agreed to let us share their stories so that the work we did together might also help others. (For privacy, we’ve used fictional names and changed some identifying characteristics, but the situations and the conversations you’ll read are real.)

Unlike books that simply tell you how to change your marriage, this book actually shows you how that transformation happens—how real couples talking about truly difficult problems can change the dynamics of their conversations; how they can stop having the same painful, destructive interactions over and over again and move on to a more peaceful coexistence. You see how they take the tools we suggest and use them to build back that sense of affection and romance that attracted them to each other in the first place.

In addition, each chapter provides quizzes you can take to see if you and your partner face the same problems these couples are overcoming. And we offer exercises you can do to make the same kind of progress these couples do.

As you read about these couples’ progress, you may notice that many of the changes they make are small, simple adjustments—not big, complicated ones. A husband may, for example, learn to ask his wife more questions about how she’s feeling. Or a wife may learn to express more appreciation for all the work her husband’s been doing. We might advise a couple to stop and take a break to calm down when they’re in the middle of a heated discussion. Or we might give them strategies for going to a deeper level in their conversations, sharing their hopes and dreams.

While the changes we suggest may not always seem like a big deal, our research shows that small, positive behaviors, frequently repeated, can make a big difference in the long-term success of a marriage. You could compare this work to piloting a plane cross-country. A turn of a few degrees over Ohio may seem like a small adjustment—merely fine-tuning. But in the long run it determines whether you end up in San Francisco or Los Angeles. So it is with a long-term relationship. When both partners commit to making small but consistently positive shifts in their interactions, they can take their marriage to a much happier place. And it’s easier to assimilate small changes, rather than big ones.

Whether you’re currently in a distressed relationship or you simply want to make a strong, happy relationship even better, we believe this book can help. It will show you what it’s like to work with an effective therapist to improve your marriage. And it will also give you insights and tools you can use to make progress with or without counseling.

We hope that as you read this book, you find it comforting that you’re not alone in your desire to make marriage better; that the challenges you and your partner may face are not insurmountable. And don’t be surprised if you recognize yourselves in the situations and dialogues that follow. Our work has shown us that every couple is unique, but we also see many, many similarities. And that’s a great sign that we can all learn from one another.



Best wishes,

John and Julie Gottman











CHAPTER 1

“All You Ever Do Is Work”





Sam remembers that falling in love with Katie was easy. The newest member of his coed softball team, she was “attractive, intelligent, and fun.”

Holding on to her was harder. Soon after their first date, Katie left for a two-year Peace Corps job in Paraguay. Sam kept the courtship alive by sending Katie passionate letters. He would join her in South America at the end of her stint, he promised, and they would spend several weeks touring exotic destinations together.

Katie consented. “He was nice, fun, and witty,” she recalls. And traveling with a man would feel safer than traveling alone. “But I thought he was crazy for writing those letters. We didn’t even know each other!”

Ten years of marriage and three kids have certainly changed that. In Love Lab interviews and questionnaires, Katie and Sam reveal that they understand each other quite well. They also see eye to eye when it comes to tricky issues around parenting and finances.

But the Minneapolis couple has some serious challenges, too. During our initial meeting, Katie complains that Sam works far too much. She says he puts in so many hours at his job as a scientist for a small biotech firm that he often has no energy left for the family. “Sam can be a great dad,” Katie says. But when he takes time off, he’s often too preoccupied and tired to play with their kids, aged six years, four years, and eighteen months, she explains.



What’s the Problem?


• Katie’s complaints about Sam’s work slip into criticism.

• Sam defends himself and launches a counterattack.

• Katie gets defensive, angry, and more critical.

• Cycle of criticize/defend/countercriticize continues.

• Sam withdraws.

• Katie feels alone and frustrated.



What’s the Solution?


• Learn to complain without criticizing.

• Hear the longing in each other’s complaints.

• Express appreciation for each other.







Katie works part-time as a biochemist herself, so she understands how compelling Sam’s work can be. But she feels strongly that, for the sake of their marriage, Sam needs to strike a better balance between work and family.

Katie also wants more of Sam’s attention herself. After they put the kids to bed, he often disappears into his basement office until the wee hours, she complains. She’d like him to come to bed with her and cuddle. Whatever happened to the guy who wrote those passionate love letters, she wonders. Why can’t he understand that she’d still like to see his romantic side?

Meanwhile, Sam’s got his own complaints. Katie doesn’t seem to appreciate how hard he works for the family’s benefit. He feels that all he gets from her are criticism and demands. She should understand that when he’s grappling with a difficult problem at work, it’s hard for him to just “turn his brain off” and focus on the family, he explains. If he’s going to relax, he needs more “down time,” more solitude. Katie’s requests for attention just make him want to withdraw.

Such complaints are common among couples who juggle demanding jobs with raising children. There really are just twenty-four hours in each day, and partners are bound to disagree over the way each person spends time. Since such conflicts aren’t likely to disappear, the couple’s challenge is to learn to live with their differences without harming the relationship. By the time Katie and Sam visited the Love Lab, however, they were beginning to lose confidence in their ability to get along.

“When we try to talk about our problems, we get angry so quickly,” says Katie. “And then Sam can’t stand to be in the same room with me, so he leaves. It just makes me crazy.”

“Usually some trivial issue causes a disagreement,” adds Sam. “And then, because we can’t communicate, it just flares.”

To learn more about the way they handle conflict, we ask Sam and Katie to talk to each other about a disagreement for ten minutes. We videotape the conversation. We also have them wear electrodes on their hands and abdomens so we can measure any physiological signs of stress, such as increases in heart rate, while they’re talking. After the conversation, we analyze the tape and physiological data for information about the way their interactions are affecting their relationship.

On the next page, you’ll see some excerpts from that conversation. In the left-hand column, you can read what Sam and Katie say. We recommend that you read that first. Then you can go back and look at the notes on the right-hand side for some of our observations about the conversation. Like “color commentary” from a sports announcer, these notes on the right may give you a little more insight into the successes and errors of this, a marital team. Comments preceded by a plus (+) sign indicate that the statement is having a generally favorable effect on the interaction. Comments preceded by a minus (−) sign indicate a generally negative effect. As you read, see if you can detect patterns in their interaction. Pay attention especially to moments when Katie or Sam goes from complaining to criticism, and what effect that has on the other person. Then read our analysis at the end of the dialogue and the advice we give.
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Katie:  You were working so much of the time last summer. It felt like even when you were physically present, you weren’t emotionally present. And I am really scared of that happening again.
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+ Starts gently.

+ Complains without blaming him.

+ Talks clearly about her feelings.
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Sam:  The work is so important to me. It defines who I am.
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− Doesn’t respond to her expression of feelings.

− Slightly defensive.

+ States his need.
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Katie:  I know. And when it heats up again, I don’t want the same thing to happen. We were angry at each other all the time.
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− Quickly dismisses his heartfelt statement.

+ Uses “we”; shows she shares responsibility for the problem.
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Sam:  Yeah. I remember that.
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+ Validates her statement.
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Katie:  I don’t want to go back there. So I would really like to figure out a way for you to still be able to be part of the family even when your work is busy and stressful. Then you could get the appreciation that you need from me, which you didn’t get this last summer because I was so angry at you. I was so lonely because you were so not there.
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+ Takes responsibility for part of the problem.

+ Tries to repair problems.

+ Expresses her feelings.

− Slightly critical at the end.
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Sam:  Yeah, when I’m busy with work, it’s just in my head all the time.
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+ Clarifies.





[image: ]
[image: ]





[image: ]
[image: ]



Katie:  And so the family is just supposed to take a backseat.
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− Criticizes with sarcasm.
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Sam:  No.
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− Slightly defensive (short response).
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Katie:  We’re just supposed to live without you for months.
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− Criticizes.
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Sam:  No.
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− Defensive.
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Katie:  Because you were physically there, but you were not emotionally present for a long time.
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− Criticizes.
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Sam:  I’m not disagreeing. But I don’t feel like you respect my work. You don’t value that I’m working really hard. It’s like everybody wants a piece of me. You just want another piece of me.
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− Defensive.

+ Expresses his feelings.

− Complaint turns to criticism.
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Katie:  That’s reasonable for me to want a piece of you. You’re my husband! You’re supposed to be my best friend, my confidant, my support.
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− Defensive.

− Criticizes him again.

− Doesn’t respond to his complaint.
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Sam:  You want my support, and I wasn’t getting any support from you. All I got was more demands.
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− Defensive.

− Countercriticizes.
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After a while, the conversation moves into Katie’s complaint about bedtime.
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Katie:  I would love to go to bed together at the same time.



[image: ]
[image: ]




+ Starts gently.

+ Avoids blaming.
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Sam:  And I often get in bed and talk to you for a little bit and then I want to go off and watch the TV or…
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− Slightly defensive.

+ States his need (to watch TV).
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Katie:  That’s not really getting in bed with me. When you lie on top of the covers and I’m under the covers. I mean, I don’t know if the physical stuff means anything to you, but it does to me.
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− Interrupts.

− Ignores his stated desire.

+ Clarifies her need.
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Sam:  Even though the physical stuff—is just touching?



[image: ]
[image: ]




+ Asks a question to clarify her need.





[image: ]
[image: ]





[image: ]
[image: ]



Katie:  Yeah.
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+ Validates.
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Sam:  It means something to me.
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+ Validates, clarifies his feelings.
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Katie:  I want to put my head on your bare shoulder.
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+ Further clarifies her need.
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Sam:  I think you want me to be there to go to sleep. Which I would like to do, but I want to also have some downtime by myself.
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+ Restates her needs.

+ States his own need of wanting time alone.
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Katie:  And you do get downtime by yourself. I mean, without staying up till three in the morning.
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− Slightly defensive.
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Sam:  Yeah. Some evenings I do, but that’s not the way it usually is. Usually, by the time the kids are in bed, you want to talk, and you want to talk all evening.
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− Defensive.

− Criticizes her needs.
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Katie:  Sam, that’s not true. I can’t remember an evening where we sat and talked all evening.
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− Defensive.
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Sam:  That’s what you would like.



[image: ]
[image: ]




− Criticizes.
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Katie:  But I can’t remember one where we have actually done it. What I’d really like is just to feel connected to you.
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− Defensive.

+ Expresses her need.
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Sam:  Yeah.
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+ Validates.
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Katie:  Part of it is that I would really love to cuddle and we would probably have a better love life. And part of it is that when you stay up so late at night, you’re exhausted.
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+ Expresses her needs.
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Sam:  Yeah. OK. So you want more of me. You want me to be—
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+ Restates her needs.
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Katie:  Emotionally there. You can be so much fun with the kids. You can actually be this wonderful father. And I love seeing you that way. And when you’re exhausted, you’re short with the kids. You have no patience. You yell at them.
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− Interrupts him.

+ Expresses appreciation.

+ Expresses her needs.

− Criticizes him.
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Sam:  The thing is, I would like to change all of that stuff. But I feel compelled to stay up late. I feel compelled to—
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+ Expresses his feelings.
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Katie:  But those are all choices you make. You’re the only one that can control your life.
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− Interrupts him.

− Criticizes.
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Sam:  I know. But when you’re being antagonistic instead of being supportive of me changing, it isn’t helping.
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− Defensiveness.

− Counterattack.

− Blaming.





Our Analysis: A Cycle of Criticize/Defend/Countercriticize

What patterns do you notice in Sam and Katie’s interactions? Here’s what we see:

On the positive side, Katie does a great job at the beginning of the conversation by bringing up problems in a gentle, nonconfrontational way—something we call “softened start-up.” This is essential for couples who want to connect emotionally and build understanding. She also states her needs without blaming Sam. She simply describes how his behavior (working long hours; staying up late) affects her and how she feels about it.

To his credit, Sam initially responds to Katie’s complaints by taking some responsibility for their problems. But he never really acknowledges Katie’s feelings of loneliness and frustration. Then, after a few exchanges, the real trouble begins: Katie’s complaints turn to criticism. In other words, she goes from simply revealing her feelings to making negative statements about his faults. Instead of describing specific problems, she paints the dispute as long lasting and global. (“We’re just supposed to live without you for months.” “…you were not emotionally present for a long time.”) We also notice a bit of hurtful sarcasm sneaking into her tone with statements like “The family is supposed to take a backseat.”

Sam’s response is typical for a partner under attack. He doesn’t empathize or express understanding. He simply defends himself and eventually starts launching a counteroffensive. (“You want my support, and I wasn’t getting any support from you.”) This, in turn, causes Katie to become defensive, setting up an all-too-common cycle of criticize/defend/countercriticize—a pattern that can cause arguments to escalate out of control.

Fortunately, such escalation doesn’t happen for Katie and Sam in this conversation. That’s because Katie does a masterful job of pulling the plug after just a few exchanges; she agrees with Sam that she has indeed been demanding. (“Right,” she responds, “you’re absolutely right.”) This temporary cease-fire allows Sam to tell Katie more about his needs, and Katie—thank goodness—listens. It doesn’t take long, however, for the criticism and defensiveness to creep back into their exchange. And by the end of the conversation, Katie’s frustration is palpable and Sam is withdrawing. If this conversation occurred in their bedroom instead of our lab, Sam probably would be headed for the basement and some downtime, leaving Katie to seethe.

Our Advice

We suggest that Katie and Sam try a second conversation about their differences. Only this time we give them three specific pieces of advice:

1. COMPLAIN WITHOUT CRITICIZING

Katie and Sam both have valid complaints. Katie feels she needs more help with parenting and more romantic attention from Sam. Sam feels he needs more respect from Katie for all the hard work and the financial support he’s providing. So the most important change we recommend for Katie and Sam is to learn to express those needs without criticizing each other’s character or personality. Constant criticism can be very harmful to a relationship. Unchecked, it can even put marriages on a downhill course that ends in divorce. But if Katie and Sam can learn to state their needs in a more healthy way (see “Healthy Complaining Versus Harmful Complaining”), they can break the cycle of criticize/defend/countercriticize that’s causing prolonged and contentious arguments.

Avoiding criticism is particularly important if you’re married to somebody who is highly sensitive to others’ disapproval. Through our interviews, we learn this may be true for Sam, who was raised in a military family—a culture that some psychologists believe makes kids quite vulnerable to criticism. (See “The ‘Oversensitive’ Partner.”) Both Sam and Katie report that Sam seems to take even the most minor negative statements to heart, as though he were bracing himself for the blow that hasn’t happened yet, but seems sure to come.

To help Sam cope with this sensitivity, we advise Katie to ask Sam questions about his behaviors. By showing genuine interest in his desire to work so much, for example, she may help him to open up to her so they can discuss the issue more deeply. This, in turn, may eventually lead to better understanding and a solution to their conflict.

2. LOOK FOR THE LONGING IN EACH OTHER’S COMPLAINTS

It’s clear to us that Sam wants more understanding and appreciation from Katie. And although Katie doesn’t always express it, it’s also clear to us that she appreciates Sam very much. That’s why she wants to spend more time with him. She wants to enjoy his sense of humor, she wants to share the fun of raising their kids together, and she wants to share more intimacy in bed.

The trouble is, Sam isn’t hearing that longing. All he’s hearing is Katie’s irritability and discontent. When Katie says, “I love to feel your skin and cuddle with you,” all Sam hears is, “Once again, she thinks I’m inadequate.”

Our advice for Sam is to listen more closely to the longing in Katie’s complaints. And if he’s not sure what she’s longing for when she complains, ask questions. “What does spending time together in bed at the end of the day mean to you?” he might ask. “Tell me why this is important.”

Katie might ask Sam more questions about his complaints as well—questions like “What would it mean for you to feel that I respect and support your work? Why is that important to you? What would it look like?”

3. EXPRESS AND ACCEPT APPRECIATION

Both Katie and Sam say they feel unappreciated in their marriage, which is too bad, since both of them are working harder than ever, and they’re doing it for the sake of their shared interest—their family. This seeming lack of appreciation is common for many young, busy couples—especially during periods of high stress at work, or unusually tough family demands. Operating in survival mode, each partner feels exhausted and may not have the extra energy it takes to say, “Thanks for doing the taxes,” or “I really appreciated that you got up at two a.m. to feed the baby.” But when partners don’t hear expressions of appreciation, they feel taken for granted and their feelings of stress just get worse.

This seems to be true for Katie and Sam when he’s working long hours and she’s caring for the kids on her own. So we suggest that they make a more conscious effort to notice good deeds the other does. We tell them to try to “catch each other in the act of getting it right.” Then speak up. Tell each other that you see and appreciate the good things each is bringing to the family.

While we notice that Katie expresses quite a bit of appreciation for Sam, he doesn’t necessarily hear and internalize the appreciation that she offers. We suspect that’s because Katie’s praise is often coupled with criticism. (Remember how she starts to tell him he’s a “wonderful father” only to conclude, “You have no patience. You yell at them.”) This contrast is a testament to the terrible negative power of criticism, which may be undoing all of Katie’s best intentions to build Sam up.
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One Year Later
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Quiz: Is There Too Much Criticism in Your Relationship?
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Exercise: Listen for the Longing Behind Your Partner’s Complaints












































Exercise: What’s Your Mission? What’s Your Legacy?
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