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			A very fundamental and simple idea has emerged from our research: We have discovered the elementary constituents of closeness between people, and we have learned the basic principle that regulates how relationships work and also determines a great deal about how conflict between people can be regulated. That basic idea has to do with the way people, in mundane moments in everyday life, make attempts at emotional communication, and how others around them respond, or fail to respond, to these attempts.

			Those everyday moments are not very dramatic. They are easily overlooked, and unfortunately that is their usual fate. Nonetheless, they are very powerful. By becoming aware and mindful of such moments, we can give and receive the intimacy and support we all need from our closest relationships.

			We can now integrate this basic idea about moments of emotional connection with the seven basic emotional command systems of the brain. These command systems make it possible for us to see directions and purposes for our emotions. Awareness of the emotions these command systems generate allows us to examine what may be missing in our lives, and also to examine mismatches between our needs and the needs of those who are most important to us. Awareness of our emotions within ourselves and the emotions generated within our closest relationships can provide a natural guide for our search for meaning, and can give us the direction in our lives that we are continually seeking.

			This book is designed to provide the guidelines and skills for building that awareness.
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			A work team at one of Seattle’s floundering Internet companies has a problem that’s common in many workplaces: They can’t communicate with their boss. If you catch a few team members at a local tavern after hours, you’re likely to hear an exchange something like this:

			“Joseph is the coldest fish I’ve ever worked for.”

			“I know what you mean. The other day I saw this picture of a little boy on his bulletin board and I said, ‘Cute kid. Is that your son?’ And he goes, ‘No.’”

			“And that was it?”

			“Yeah. So I’m standing there wondering, ‘Well, who is it then? Your nephew? Your stepson? Your love child?’”

			“He’s just so out of it. And to think we were so jazzed when we heard he was going to head the team, with that vaunted success record of his.”

			“He’s smart, all right. But what good has it done us? We still haven’t launched the site.”

			“That’s because he has zero people skills. Have you noticed how all the other managers try to avoid him?”

			“Yeah, that’s what’s screwing us up. We have no real standing in the company. I was hoping he could take our ideas up the ladder and we’d finally get the resources we need. But he never asks for our input. He never even asks if you’ve had a nice weekend.”

			“Remember when we moved to the new building and he decided to do away with private offices? He said we’d have an open floor plan to ‘enhance communication.’ What a crock!”

			“Stop it, you guys. I feel sorry for him.”

			“Sorry for him? Why? He’s the one with all the stock options!”

			“Well, I think he wants to be a better boss—he just doesn’t know how.”

			“Oh yeah? How can you tell?”

			“I don’t know. It’s just a guess. Maybe he knows how disappointed we all feel in him. And that makes it even harder for him. I can’t read his mind, but I bet that’s what’s going on.”

			Next meet Kristine, age fifty-four, an advertising executive whose mother was recently diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. Kristine would like to help with her mother’s care, but Mom lives several states away, near Kristine’s sister, Alice. Here’s a typical phone call between the sisters:

			“How’s Mom?” Kristine asks tentatively.

			“She’ll be better once the insurance pays her hospital bill,” Alice responds. “That’s all she talks about.”

			“But that was last December. The insurance still hasn’t paid?”

			“No, not that hospital stay. I’m talking about this last time, when she had that seizure.”

			“What seizure?”

			“Didn’t I tell you?”

			“Tell me what?”

			“She was in the hospital last month after a seizure. They ran some tests.”

			“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this. Why didn’t you call?”

			“It was just so hectic. And it’s impossible to get hold of you with your voice mail or whatever. Besides, there’s nothing you can do from the East Coast.”

			“But, Alice! I’ve asked you to call me when these things happen!”

			“Well, it really doesn’t matter now. They put her on some new medicine and she’s doing much better. We got through it fine. There’s no need to worry.”

			But Kristine does worry. And she’s angry as well. She tells herself that Alice isn’t cutting her out of the loop on purpose; she’s just caught up in her own concerns. But now that Mom’s health is going downhill, Kristine and her sister have got to cooperate better than this. Otherwise, Kristine might miss her only chance to be there when Mom needs help most. And if that happens, she and Alice could hold grievances against each other for the rest of their lives.

			Now meet Phil and Tina, a couple in their thirties who seem to have it all. Solid jobs, two beautiful kids, lots of good friends—and they love each other. Trouble is, they haven’t had sex in six months.

			Seated together on a small sofa in a therapist’s office, the couple describes how the problem started.

			“Tina’s company was going through this big reorganization,” Phil explains. “And every day she’d come home exhausted.”

			“It was a real drag,” Tina remembers. “I was spending all day in these long, tense meetings, trying to defend people’s jobs. When I got home, I couldn’t shake the stress. I didn’t want to talk to anybody. I felt so anxious. Phil tried to be nice, but…”

			“I wanted to help her, to tell her it was going to be okay, but I couldn’t do anything right. It wasn’t like we had this huge, catastrophic breakdown or anything. It was more about the little stuff. I’d kiss her on the back of her neck or start to rub her stomach when we were in bed—things that used to get her attention. But now I was getting nothing in return. Zip. It definitely threw me off balance.”

			“And I felt that if I didn’t get all hot and bothered the minute he touched me, he was going to be wounded or something,” Tina explained. “It just made me so tense.”

			Phil got the point. “She has all these people leaning on her at work. And then she comes home to this guy who’s feeling insecure, who’s whining about his needs. It was such a turnoff for her.”

			So, to preserve his pride, Phil quit trying. “I got tired of the rejection,” he explains to the therapist. “I don’t know how long we can go on like this. It’s tough to keep putting yourself out there only to be shut down all the time. Sure, I love her, but sometimes I’m afraid we’re not going to make it.”

			“It’s not working for me, either,” Tina says through tears. Then, after a long silence, she adds, “I miss making love, too. I miss the way it used to be.”

			“Well, maybe that’s a place to start,” Phil says quietly. “Because you never told me that before. You never gave me that information.”

			Phil couldn’t have said it better. Whether people are struggling to save a marriage, to cooperate in a family crisis, or to build rapport with a difficult boss, they usually have one thing in common: They need to share emotional information that can help them feel connected.

			The disgruntled workers at the Seattle Internet company need to know that their boss shares their dream of launching a successful site. They need to know that he appreciates their work and ideas. But when they turn to him for this emotional information, he fails to respond. In fact, he can’t even react sociably to their attempts at friendly conversation. He doesn’t inspire confidence that they’ll be able to achieve their goal. As a result, the team members feel demoralized and they doubt whether they can make the launch.

			A similar dynamic is happening between the sisters whose mother is sick. Kristine has asked Alice to keep her informed about their mother’s condition. But she’s after more than medical information. She wants to feel as though she is part of the family, especially in this time of crisis. By failing to call when their mother is hospitalized, Alice shows that she doesn’t really consider Kristine a part of the world she inhabits with Mom. Alice may blame the miles between their homes, but the emotional distance Kristine experiences seems even wider.

			Phil and Tina are like many couples I see in marital therapy. Whatever conflicts the couples may have—sex, money, housework, kids—all of them long for evidence that their spouses understand and care about what they’re feeling.

			Sharing such information through words and behavior is essential for improving any significant relationship. This includes bonds with our kids, our siblings, our friends, our coworkers. But even our best efforts to connect can be jeopardized as a result of one basic problem: failure to master what I call the “bid”—the fundamental unit of emotional communication.

			This book will show you five steps you can take to achieve this mastery and make your relationships work:

			
				1. Analyze the way you bid and the way you respond to others’ bids.

				2. Discover how your brain’s emotional command systems affect your bidding process.

				3. Examine how your emotional heritage impacts your ability to connect with others and your style of bidding.

				4. Develop your emotional communication skills.

				5. Find shared meaning with others.

			

			But first let’s make sure you understand what I mean when I talk about bids. A bid can be a question, a gesture, a look, a touch—any single expression that says, “I want to feel connected to you.” A response to a bid is just that—a positive or negative answer to somebody’s request for emotional connection.

			At the University of Washington, my research colleagues and I recently discovered how profoundly this bidding process affects relationships. We learned, for example, that husbands headed for divorce disregard their wives’ bids for connection 82 percent of the time, while husbands in stable relationships disregard their wives’ bids just 19 percent of the time. Wives headed for divorce act preoccupied with other activities when their husbands bid for their attention 50 percent of the time, while happily married wives act preoccupied in response to their husbands’ bids just 14 percent of the time.

			When we compared how often couples in the two groups extended bids and responded to them, we found another significant difference. During a typical dinner-hour conversation, the happily married people engaged one another as many as one hundred times in ten minutes. Those headed for divorce engaged only sixty-five times in that same period. On the surface the contrast may seem inconsequential, but taken together over a year, the additional moments of connection among the happy couples would be enough to fill a Russian novel.

			We also found that this high rate of positive engagement paid off in tremendous ways. For example, we now know that people who react positively to one another’s bids have greater access to expressions of humor, affection, and interest during arguments. It’s almost as if all the good feelings they’ve accumulated by responding respectfully and lovingly to one another’s bids form a pot of emotional “money in the bank.” Then, when a conflict arises, they can draw on this reservoir of good feeling. It’s as if something inside unconsciously says, “I may be mad as hell at him right now, but he’s the guy who listens so attentively when I complain about my job. He deserves a break.” Or, “I’m as angry as I’ve ever been with her, but she’s the one who always laughs at my jokes. I think I’ll cut her some slack.”

			Having access to humor and affection during a conflict is invaluable because it helps to de-escalate bad feelings and leads to better understanding. Rather than shutting down communication in the midst of an argument, people who can stay present with one another have a much better opportunity to resolve issues through their conflicts, repair hurt feelings, and build positive regard. But this good work must begin long before the conflict starts; it’s got to be grounded in those dozens of ordinary, day-to-day exchanges of emotional information and interest that we call bids.

			And what happens when we habitually fail to respond positively to one another’s bids for emotional connection? Such failure is rarely malicious or mean-spirited. More often we’re simply unaware of or insensitive to others’ bids for our attention. Still, when such mindlessness becomes habitual, the results can be devastating.

			I’ve seen such results in my clinical practice at the Gottman Institute, where I’ve counseled many people who describe their lives as consumed by loneliness. They feel lonely despite their proximity to many significant people in their lives—lovers, spouses, friends, children, parents, siblings, and coworkers. Often they seem surprised and greatly disappointed at the deterioration of their relationships.

			“I love my wife,” one client says of his faltering marriage, “but our relationship feels empty somehow.” He senses that the passion is waning, that the romance is drifting away. What he can’t see are all the opportunities for closeness that surround him. Like so many other distressed, lonely people, he doesn’t mean to ignore or dismiss his spouse’s bids for emotional connection. It’s just that the bids happen in such simple, mundane ways that he doesn’t recognize these moments as very important.

			Clients like these typically have trouble at work, as well. Although they’re often skilled at forming collegial bonds when they first start a job, they tend to focus totally on the tasks at hand, often to the detriment of their relationships with coworkers. Later, when they’re passed over for a promotion, or when they discover they have no influence on an important project, they’re baffled. And they often feel betrayed and disappointed by their colleagues and bosses as a result.

			Such feelings of disappointment and loss also crop up in these clients’ relationships with friends and relatives. Many describe peers, siblings, and children as disloyal, unworthy of trust. But when we dig deeper, we find a familiar pattern. These clients seem unaware of the bids for connection that their friends and relatives have been sending them. So it’s no wonder that their loved ones feel no obligation to continue their support.

			People who have trouble with the bidding process also have more conflict—conflict that might be prevented if they could simply acknowledge one another’s emotional needs. Many arguments spring from misunderstandings and feelings of separation that might have been avoided if people would have the conversations they need to have. But because they don’t, they argue instead. Such conflicts can lead to marital discord, divorce, parenting problems, and family feuds. Friendships fade and deteriorate. Adult sibling relationships wither and die. Kids raised in homes filled with chronic conflict have more difficulty learning, getting along with friends, and staying healthy. People who can’t connect are also more likely to suffer isolation, as well as dissatisfaction and instability in their work lives. Any of these problems can create a tremendous amount of stress in people’s lives, leading to all sorts of physical and mental health problems.

			But our findings about the bidding process give me a tremendous amount of hope. They tell me that people who consistently bid and respond to bids in positive ways have an astounding chance for success in their relationships.

			We’ve written this book to share these discoveries with as many people as possible. We hope that reading it will help you to form and maintain the kind of strong, healthy connections that lead to a happy, fulfilling life.

			Bid by Bid: How to Build Better Relationships One Step at a Time

			Writer Anne Lamott tells the story of her ten-year-old brother agonizing over a school report he had to write about birds. Frozen by the size and complexity of the task, he turned to his dad for help. She writes, “My father put his arm around my brother’s shoulder and said, ‘Bird by bird, buddy. Just take it bird by bird.’”

			So it is with our ties to friends, family, and coworkers. Complex, fulfilling relationships don’t suddenly appear in our lives fully formed. Rather, they develop one encounter at a time.

			If you could carefully observe and analyze those encounters—as my research colleagues and I have done—you would see how each one is made up of many smaller exchanges. There’s a bid and a response to that bid. Like cells of the body or bricks of a house, such exchanges are the primary components of emotional communication. Each exchange contains emotional information that can strengthen or weaken connections between people. Here are some examples.

			
				“Hey, Mom, when’s dinner going to be ready?”

				“Stop nagging! As soon as I can get it on the table!”

				“Your monthly report is past due—again.”

				“Why don’t you look in your e-mail? I sent it to you last night.”

				“Knock-knock.”

				“Who’s there?”

				“Are you busy tonight?”

				“Maybe…Maybe not…”

			

			Bids and responses to bids can be big, overblown, cathartic events such as those we see in the movies:

			“Will you marry me, Violet?”

			“I will, Jack, I will!”

			Or they can be the small, mundane exchanges of everyday life:

			“Get me a beer while you’re up, okay?”

			“Sure, do you want anything else? Any chips?”

			Bids can be subtle: “That’s a pretty dress.”

			Or they can be straight ahead: “I want to make love to you.”

			Bids can be fairly insignificant exchanges between strangers: “Can you call me a cab?”

			Or they can be poignant secrets whispered between friends: “You’re not going to believe what happened to me last night!”

			Bids allow strangers to get acquainted: “Do you mind if I sit here?”

			And they’re essential for longtime friends or partners who want to stay close: “I’ve missed you so much. Let’s go somewhere and talk!”

			Positive responses to a bid typically lead to continued interaction, often with both parties extending more bids to one another. Listening to this kind of exchange is kind of like watching a Ping-Pong game in which both players are doing very well.

			“What are you doing for lunch today?”

			“I brought a sandwich. Want to join me outside?”

			“Sure. But I need to get something from the deli first. Need anything?”

			“Yeah, get me a Dr. Pepper. Maybe I’ll bring those pictures from my family reunion?”

			“Sure, I’d love to see them. And we can plan the party for Peg.”

			“Yeah, we better get started on that.”

			But a negative response to a bid typically shuts down emotional communication. All bids cease. The game is over. People want to pick up their Ping-Pong paddles and go home.

			“What are you doing for lunch today?”

			“Lunch? Who’s got time for that?”

			“Maybe some other time, then.”

			“Yeah, some other time.”

			But our research shows that “some other time” rarely happens. In fact, the probability that a person will attempt to re-bid once an initial bid has been rejected is close to zero. That’s not to say people need to accept every lunch date that comes along. But they can refuse specific invitations while still accepting the bid for emotional connection.

			“What are you doing for lunch today?”

			“I wish I had time for lunch. I’ve got to finish this report. What are you up to?”

			“I brought a sandwich. I thought I’d go sit outside. But I have to go by the deli for a Coke. Want me to bring something back for you?”

			“That would be nice. Can you get me a ham on rye and a Dr. Pepper? Oh—and catch some rays for me while you’re out there, okay?”

			“Sure thing.”

			Bids typically grow in intensity and frequency as a relationship grows and deepens. Think about the steps you might take in making a friend on the job. Your initial bid might be a software question on your first day. That leads to a joke—politically correct, of course—over cubicle walls. Your potential friend laughs and invites you to lunch. Conversation centers on fairly routine, work-related issues. But then one day, after you’ve had a few breaks together, you take the risk of asking him how he really feels about the boss. He tells you, and you end up asking him for some career advice. A few months later, when you find out that your favorite project has been canned, you’re enraged! Where do you go to blow off steam? To his office, of course. You trust him. You can say whatever’s on your mind. It won’t come back to haunt you. As the years go by, you start getting together on weekends to watch the game. You have him and his wife over for dinner. He learns all about your family, your childhood, your passions, your fears. It’s hard to remember what life was like before you met him. You always open his e-mail first. And now you tell him all your jokes.

			How did it become possible? One small interaction at a time. And how do you keep it afloat? By continuing to make bids to one another for connection, and by continuing to respond to one another’s bids, moment by moment, in positive ways.

			While the process sounds simple, most people can think of many relationships in their lives that have gone awry because of failed bidding or failed responses to bids.

			Below are a few “disaster” scenarios that may seem familiar to you. First you’ll see an example in which the bidding process goes badly, resulting in interactions that hinder the development of the relationship. Then you’ll read a bidding “makeover”—the same scenario, but with a few adjustments in key exchanges that take the conversation into new territory, leading the relationship into a more positive realm.

			Let’s start with Kristine and Alice, the sisters whose mom has Alzheimer’s. Although it’s been years since they’ve been involved in each other’s lives, Kristine wants to get closer. It’s going to take some effort, though, especially considering their contrasting lifestyles. Kristine, who moved to New York after college, remained single and childless. Her life centers on her career. Alice married right out of high school, stayed in Omaha, and had four kids. Her life is built around kids and family. Because they’ve made such different choices, each spends at least a little time wondering what the other thinks. And if there’s anything they want from each other, it’s probably a little validation, or at least some good-hearted, sisterly interest. Still, it’s hard because they’ve got so little in common, as we see in this phone conversation:

			“I’m fine, honey,” Alice says, sounding surprised to hear from her sister on a Thursday night. “We’re all fine. How are you?”

			“I’m okay,” Kristine answers. “Quite well, actually.”

			“So what’s going on?”

			“Well, I’ve been working a lot. Um…looks like I’m finally going to get that big account I’ve been after for so long.”

			“You mean that makeup thing?” Alice asks.

			“No, no. I’ve had the cosmetics firm for years. This one is an ISP.”

			“A what?”

			“Oh…an Internet service provider.”

			“Ah, computer stuff.” Alice chuckles nervously. “Well, you lost me there.”

			“Yeah…well, that’s what it is. It’s…computer stuff.”

			“Oh.”

			“So is it hot there?”

			“Yeah, in the nineties.”

			“And how are the kids?”

			“Good. Danny’s baseball team is going to state finals.”

			“Neat.”

			“Yeah. We’re real proud.”

			“You must be.”

			“Yeah. Well, we are.”

			And so the conversation continues with each sister delivering facts about her life that the other just barely responds to. They seem to have no frame of reference for each other’s worlds, so it’s hard for them to pick up each other’s cues. If this conversation is a Ping-Pong game, then these women have holes in their paddles and their balls just keep dropping off the table. It doesn’t take too long before they run out of steam, become discouraged, and call it quits. You get the feeling it will be a long time before either of them phones the other again.

			But consider how the conversation can go differently if the women start giving one another just a little more information, asking just a few more open-ended questions in ways that express interest in the other. Here’s a makeover. We’ll pick up the conversation where Alice realizes that Kristine is talking about “computer stuff.”

			“Yeah, it’s computer stuff,” says Kristine, chuckling herself. “There’s so much jargon to keep up with.”

			“I don’t know how you do it.”

			“Actually, I feel like I’m always behind the curve. I try to make myself read the technology section in the newspaper—as much as I can stand, anyway. I imagine it must be the same for you and Larry with the kids. Isn’t Danny always asking for something new for his PC?”

			“Yeah, seems like Larry’s always ordering him a new computer game or gadget or something. Hey, did I tell you that Danny’s baseball team made state finals?”

			“No, that’s great! When is it?”

			“At the end of the month. It’s in Lincoln. Larry’s taking time off work so we can all go down there and cheer them on.”

			“What a trip! I should send Danny some kind of good-luck charm. Maybe a Yankees cap or something.”

			“Oh, he’d love that. He still talks about our trip to Yankee Stadium.”

			Feel the difference? The interest Kristine and Alice express in one another’s lives is a stretch for both at times. But the effort each sister puts forth seems to encourage the other to try also. You get the feeling they want to be in this conversation and in this relationship.

			Now let’s take a look at a classic bidding scenario that seems ripe for disaster: the bid for a mate. Paul is a divorced guy in his late forties who hasn’t dated in several years. In fact, it’s been years since he’s even asked anybody out because he hates how vulnerable it makes him feel. Besides, he tells himself, all the great women are already taken. But then he meets Marly at a friend’s birthday bash. She seems fun, attractive—a little shy, maybe—but, to his surprise, unattached. He gets her phone number from his friend and stumbles through an invitation to coffee. Incredible as it seems, she accepts.

			Marly, too, is surprised that she accepted. Just a few months out of a bad split-up, she had decided to take a break from dating. But Paul gets good reviews from Greg, their mutual friend. Still, there’s nothing she hates worse than a first date. She’s just no good at making small talk.

			Paul arrives at the coffee shop fifteen minutes early. Marly’s about ten minutes late. They make eye contact as soon as she walks in the door. She flashes a weak, strained smile and heads toward his table.

			“Hi, there,” he says as she takes a seat. He notices that she looks smaller than she did at the party. And awfully nervous as she pulls her raincoat close around her body.

			“Hi.”

			“Did you have any trouble finding it?”

			“No.”

			“Good.” She looks toward the menu hanging over the counter.

			“It’s self-serve. Let me get you something.”

			“Thanks.”

			“What would you like?”

			“Um. Just coffee. Black.”

			He returns and sets the Styrofoam cups on the table. “Here you go.”

			“Thanks.”

			“So…gee,” Paul offers. “I had a great time at Greg and Susan’s the other night.”

			“Yeah, it was nice.”

			“Greg’s a great guy.”

			“Yeah. He’s so funny.”

			“Susan, too.”

			“I don’t know Susan as well.”

			“Do you live near here?” Paul asks.

			“No. I live on the East Side,” Marly replies.

			“But you work around here?”

			“Yeah. Sixth and Maple.”

			“That’s where AltaGuard is.”

			“Right.”

			“So that’s where you work?”

			“Um-hmm.”

			“That’s quite a commute.”

			“Yeah. But I’m getting used to it.”

			“AltaGuard is an insurance company, right?”

			“Um-hmm.”

			“What do you do there?”

			“Data entry.”

			And so it goes…like a bad job interview. “I figured she was shy, but this is ridiculous,” Paul says to himself. “She’s bordering on depressive. Then again, maybe it’s me. Maybe she doesn’t like bald guys. Maybe I should have met her at a nicer place. Maybe she’s sorry she came.” And as the grilling continues, Paul’s interior monologue gets gloomier and gloomier. “This isn’t working. I shouldn’t have done this. Greg should have warned me. How do I get out of this?”

			Good question. Let’s see how this conversation—this bid for relationship—might go if Paul made just a few adjustments in his questions and if Marly responded with a little more information. We’ll take it from Paul’s arrival with the coffee.

			“Here you go.”

			“Thanks.”

			“So…gee, I had a great time at Greg and Susan’s the other night.”

			“Yeah, it was nice.”

			“Greg and I go way back. I think I told you we were college roommates.”

			“That’s right. At Ohio State.”

			“And how do you know them?”

			“Greg and I used to work together.”

			“At that insurance company on the East Side?”

			“Yeah. SafeCore.”

			“Right. I remember Greg hated that place! His boss was this real neurotic—oh no, don’t tell me…you were his boss, right?”

			Marly laughs. “No. Thank goodness. That was Roberta.”

			“Right! ‘Her Royal Majesty Roberta!’ So do you still work there?”

			“No, I’m at AltaGuard now.”

			“So did you guys get T-shirts made that said, ‘I survived the Reign of Roberta—1999’?”

			Marly smiles. “No. But Greg and Susan took me out for a great lunch after I quit.”

			“What made you finally decide to leave?”

			“I dunno. I just woke up one day and knew I couldn’t take it one more minute. I called in sick and started applying for other jobs that same day.”

			“I bet it didn’t take you long to find something.”

			“About a month.”

			“So what’s your new job like?”

			“It’s okay. It’s better than SafeCore.”

			“In what way?”

			“The people are more real, for one thing.”

			“What do you mean by ‘real’?”

			“Well, you know…it’s like if you’re having a bad day, you don’t have to fake it.”

			“For example?”

			“Well, take last Thursday. I had just gotten my grades from last semester…”

			“You’re in school?”

			“Yeah, I’m trying to get out of this insurance thing. You see, what I’m really interested in is anthropology—”

			“That’s so cool. I almost majored in anthropology!”

			“You did?”

			“But then I switched to business instead. Big mistake. But you were telling me about what you want to do.”

			“Yeah, because insurance, it’s just so…boring. But if I can get a master’s in anthropology, I figure…”

			And they’re off. What makes the difference? Paul’s use of a little humor, for one thing. But more than that, it’s the way he expresses interest in Marly’s life. She’s still shy initially, so he’s still got to draw her out with lots of questions. But this time he’s not asking for simple data. Because he uses open-ended questions that get to the heart of her values and dreams, she can’t help but respond. His interest in the “real” Marly makes her feel more warmly toward him and he can tell. This raises his spirits and prevents him from becoming self-conscious and gloomy. Instead, he keeps his focus where it belongs, on Marly. And she’s getting more interesting to him by the minute. It feels to him that he may get what he’s bidding for—an emotional connection.

			And finally, let’s take a look at one of the most challenging pairings of all: the parent-teen relationship.

			Roger is a salesman who spends a lot more time than he’d like on the road. Each time he comes home from a trip and greets his daughter, Hannah, now thirteen, she seems to have grown another inch taller.

			Hannah believes her dad when he says “I missed you,” because she used to feel that way about him, too. But ever since she started middle school, that feeling is fading. There are just so many things to think about—friends, school projects, the track team, high school next year. Sure, she loves her dad, but he’s not the top item on her agenda anymore.

			One night, as Roger’s flying home, he reads an ad for Cirque de Lune—“an animal-free circus that blends the pageantry of the Big Top with the antics of street theater,” the ad says. The ticket prices are sky-high, but Hannah would love it, Roger muses—especially the “animal-free” part. She’s been talking a lot about animal rights lately. He tears out the ad and sticks it in his pocket.

			At breakfast the next morning he says, “Hey, sweetie, have you ever heard about this show called Cirque de Lune?”

			“Nope.”

			“Well, it’s kind of like a circus.”

			“Daddy, you know how I feel about circuses.”

			“No, this one’s different. No animals. More like theater. Lots of acrobats and costumes. It’s supposed to be really something. I think you’d like it.”

			“Hmm…maybe.”

			“Go get the ad that’s in my jacket pocket over there,” he says, pointing. Hannah, intrigued now, does just that.

			“Oooh. It looks cool,” she says, as she peruses the description.

			“So I’m thinking I should get tickets,” Roger says. “Just you and me. Next Saturday night.”

			“Next Saturday?”

			“Yeah. You got a hot date or something?” Roger says, teasing.

			“Well, that’s the night of Rachel Iannelli’s slumber party.”

			“Oh, she probably has slumber parties all the time,” Roger says, good-naturedly. “Besides, that’s the only night I’m going to be in town while it’s here.”

			“But I really wanted to go to Rachel’s party…”

			“Honey, you girls have these parties nearly every weekend.”

			“No we don’t.”

			“Well, okay. Maybe not every weekend. But I thought this was something special you and I could do together.”

			“But I don’t want to go that night.”

			“Because your friends are more important.”

			“No. It’s just that this is Rachel Iannelli’s party and she’s never invited me to one before and—”

			“Okay, if that’s a higher priority for you, fine. Go.”

			“So now I’m in trouble.”

			“No, you’re not in trouble. I’m just disappointed, that’s all. We don’t have all that much time to spend together.”

			“And that’s supposed to be my fault?”

			“No, it’s not your fault. It’s nobody’s fault. Forget it. Forget I mentioned it. Go to your damned slumber party.”

			With that, Roger crumples up the ad, and Hannah leaves the breakfast table in tears—not exactly the scenario Roger had in mind.

			Could it have gone differently? Let’s take a look, picking up the scene where Hannah tells Roger about Rachel’s slumber party.

			“Oh, she probably has slumber parties all the time,” Roger says, good-naturedly. “Besides, that’s the only night I’m going to be in town while it’s here.”

			“But I really wanted to go to Rachel’s party…”

			“Now, whose party is it?”

			“Rachel Iannelli. She’s this new girl who Dana’s always hanging with. Dana thinks she’s really cool.”

			“You mean Dana—your best friend Dana?”

			“Yep. And Dana’s always spending the night over there. Kelly and Laura, too.”

			“Oh. Is this the first time Rachel has invited you to one of these parties?”

			“Yeah.”

			“So it feels kind of important to you to go because you really like hanging out with Dana and Kelly and Laura.”

			“Yeah. I was feeling like they didn’t like me anymore or something. But I think Rachel just doesn’t know me that well. I really want to go.”

			“And it’s the same night as this show. I feel kind of disappointed about that.”

			“Me, too. Because the show looks really neat, Daddy. And it’s so nice that you want to take me.”

			“I really do want to take you. But maybe we could think of something else to do together. Like during the day on Saturday, instead.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. Then you could go to Rachel’s party.”

			“And you could take Mom to this circus instead. I bet she’d really like it, too.”

			“I think you’re right. That’s a great idea. So you be thinking about what you want to do together next Saturday afternoon. Just the two of us, okay?”

			“Okay, Daddy. Thanks.”

			So Roger didn’t get to take Hannah to Cirque de Lune, but he did get what he was bidding for—an opportunity to spend time with his daughter. Not only that, but he got the chance to do something parents too rarely do: He got to show Hannah that he’s interested in her world, and that he really does understand how she’s feeling. That’s called emotional connection.

			Turning Points: The Choices We Make in Responding to Bids

			My insights into the process of bidding for emotional connection are a result of many years of observing human interaction in a variety of real-life settings. My research colleagues and I have studied the dynamics of friendships, parent-child relationships, adult siblings, and couples in all stages of marriage and child rearing.

			The group with whom I’ve always been most fascinated is the one I call “marital masters”—folks who are so good at handling conflict that they make marital squabbles look like fun. It’s not that these couples don’t get mad and disagree. It’s that when they disagree, they’re able to stay connected and engaged with each other. Rather than becoming defensive and hurtful, they pepper their disputes with flashes of affection, intense interest, and mutual respect. Amazingly, they seem to have access to their sense of humor even when they’re arguing. In this way, their conflict actually becomes fruitful—a resource for discovery and problem solving, another place to demonstrate the overriding passion and respect in their relationships.

			How do they do it, I’ve wondered. It seemed that they must have some kind of secret weapon against elements like contempt, criticism, defensiveness, and stonewalling—the factors that we discovered could destroy all kinds of relationships. What is it that allows couples to continue to react with good humor and affection despite the typical stresses of family life? If I could find the answer to this question, I might have a key to helping people build and sustain better emotional connections, not only in marriage, but in all sorts of significant relationships. The answer came, in part, when I started to look at the link between conflict and bidding behavior among sixty married couples who volunteered to spend the weekend alone together at our family research facility on the University of Washington campus. Affectionately dubbed “The Love Lab,” the place includes a small studio apartment in a parklike setting on the University of Washington campus. From the apartment’s large picture window, couples can watch pleasure boats float through the Montlake Cut, a canal that connects Seattle’s Portage Bay to Lake Washington.

			The apartment is furnished like a comfortable weekend hideaway. There’s a kitchen, a dining area, a hide-a-bed, a television, and a VCR. Study couples bring along groceries to cook, games to play, movies to watch. They’re asked to simply relax and do whatever they would normally do during a typical weekend at home together. The only difference is that we have stationed scientific observers behind a two-way mirror in the kitchen to observe every interaction that takes place. Four video cameras mounted on the walls and microphones attached to the couples’ clothes capture all their movements, all their conversations. The couples also wear sensors on their bodies to monitor signs of stress such as a rise in heart rate or increased sweating. (To preserve the couple’s privacy, we don’t monitor them between 9:00 P.M. and 9:00 A.M., nor do cameras follow them to the bathroom. They also get a half hour of privacy to walk in the park that surrounds the lab.)

			We learned that people typically respond to another’s bids for connection in one of three ways: They turn toward, turn against, or turn away. By correlating these three types of behavior with the status of their relationships ten years later, we were able to show how each of these types of behavior affect people’s connections over the long term. In a nutshell, here’s what we learned:

			1. Turning toward. To “turn toward” one another means to react in a positive way to another’s bids for emotional connection. One person makes a funny comment, for example, and the other person laughs. A man points to an impressive car as it passes by, and his friend nods as if to say, “I agree. That’s quite a car!” A father asks his son to pass the ketchup, and his son does so in a kind, accommodating way. A woman muses about a vacation she’d like to take, and her coworker joins in. He asks her questions, adds his opinions, lends colorful details to a trip they imagine together.

			What happens in relationships where people consistently turn toward one another’s bids for connection? Our analysis shows that, over time, they develop stable, long-lasting relationships rich in good feelings for one another. Like the “marital masters,” they also seem to have easier access to humor, affection, and interest in one another during conflict, a factor that allows them to stay connected emotionally, solve problems, and avoid the downward spiral of negative feelings that destroy relationships.

			2. Turning against. People who turn against one another’s bids for connection might be described as belligerent or argumentative. For example, if a man fantasized about owning a passing sports car, his friend might reply, “On your salary? Dream on!”

			Turning against often involves sarcasm or ridicule. In one instance in our marriage lab, a wife gently asked her husband to put down his newspaper and talk to her.

			“And what are we going to talk about?” he sneered.

			“Well, we were thinking of buying a new television,” she offered. “We could talk about that.”

			But his next response was just as mean: “What do you know about televisions?” he asked. After that, she said nothing at all.

			This woman’s withdrawal is typical in situations when one person habitually turns against another, we discovered. After all, who wants to be ridiculed or snapped at? We also found that this pattern of hostility followed by suppression of feelings is destructive to relationships. Among married couples, the pattern leads to divorce later on. Among adult siblings, such behavior is linked to being emotionally distant from one another and having a less supportive relationship. In addition, studies show that such hostility is also harmful to relationships among friends, coworkers, and other relatives.

			Interestingly, the married couples in our study who habitually displayed this behavior did not divorce as quickly as couples whose main habit of interaction was for one partner to turn away. But eventually the majority of them did split up.

			3. Turning away. This pattern of relating generally involves ignoring another’s bid, or acting preoccupied. A person in these instances might comment and point to that impressive sports car, but his friend wouldn’t bother to look up. Or he might look up and say something unrelated, such as, “What time do you have?” Or, “Do you have change for a five-dollar bill?”

			In a study I once conducted of childhood friendships, I often saw small children turn away from each other in games of make-believe. “Let’s pretend we’re pirates and this is our ship,” one would say. And the other child—without being belligerent—might respond, “I’ll be the mom and we have to go to the grocery store.” For obvious reasons, the game never takes flight.

			In one poignant example from our marriage lab, the wife apologized to her husband for a mistake she made in preparing dinner that night. She raised the issue three times during the course of the evening, obviously wanting him to let her off the hook. But all three times the husband met his wife’s comments with silence and looked away.

			Another husband said, “Dinner’s almost ready,” while his wife divided her attention between reading and watching TV. She didn’t respond. So he went over to the couch where she sat and said, “How’s your book, hon?” She ignored him again. He then kissed her twice, and she was unresponsive to his kisses. “Is that book good?” he asked. Finally she said, “Yes, it has some nice pictures in it.” That was their entire exchange.

			Consistently turning away from one another’s bids is clearly bad for relationships, our research has revealed. In our studies of children’s friendships, for example, the young children who couldn’t engage one another in shared fantasy failed to develop lasting bonds.

			In our marriage studies, we found that turning away on a regular basis is actually destructive. Partners who displayed this pattern of interaction in the apartment lab often became hostile and defensive with each other—particularly when they discussed an area of continuing disagreement. This behavior typically results in early divorce among married couples.

			Studies done on the dynamics of parent-child, adult friendship, adult sibling, and coworker relationships lead us to believe that it’s destructive to other relationships as well.

			Unrequited Turning

			What happens when someone in a relationship habitually turns toward the other’s bids, while the other person habitually turns away or against? As might be expected, our studies show that this is not a healthy situation. Just imagine the frustration of being in any relationship where you’re constantly in pursuit of somebody’s attention, but that person is always eluding you, and in some cases even being hostile in response to your advances.

			Our studies indicate that children whose parents consistently thwart their bids for connection often suffer long-term consequences as a result of constantly experiencing more negative emotions and fewer positive emotions. They have trouble developing the social skills to get along with friends, for example. They don’t do as well academically, and they have more problems with physical health.

			Unrequited turning is clearly destructive to marriage, as well. Even the couples in our studies who habitually turned away from each other found themselves to be more happily married than couples in which just one partner (usually the wife) was constantly turning toward and getting no response.

			We also learned that once bidders are ignored or rejected, they usually give up trying to connect in the same way again. My colleagues and I were quite surprised by how quickly people seem to lose heart once others turn away or turn against their bids. I think we expected people to be more persistent with one another, demanding a certain level of attention and responsiveness. But this rarely happens. Instead, we see failing bidders who just give up in response to another’s indifference or hostility. Among people in stable marriages, spouses re-bid just 20 percent of the time. In marriages that are headed for divorce, people hardly re-bid at all. Instead, they simply fade away from conversations, relinquishing their attempts to connect. Such reactions are a sobering display of what it means to lose your confidence and enthusiasm for a relationship.

			In addition to these discoveries, we learned that frequency of bids makes a difference. For example, happily married couples bid for connection far more often than unhappily married couples do. As I mentioned earlier, an analysis of dinnertime conversations showed that happily married couples bid as many as one hundred times in ten minutes. This compares with a bid rate among unhappily married couples of just sixty-five times in ten minutes.

			That’s not to say that happily married spouses turned toward one another every single time their partners made a bid. Attempting to pay that much attention to a loved one would probably drive a person batty. But because these couples gave one another so many opportunities to connect, they seemed to have a much higher potential for creating satisfying relationships than did those who didn’t bid as frequently.

			Many factors influence a person’s ability and willingness to turn toward the significant people in their lives—factors such as the way their brains process feelings, the way emotions were handled in the homes where they grew up, and their own emotional communication skills. We’ll take an in-depth look at each of these factors in the chapters ahead. But first let’s look at what happens to relationships when people fail to connect.

			Disconnected: The Consequences of Living Without Emotional Bonds

			Whether people make bids for emotional connection to a relative, a spouse, a friend, or a coworker, they’re usually seeking to satisfy one of three emotional needs common to all people. Everybody wants (1) to be included, (2) to have a sense of control over their lives, or (3) to be liked. When such needs are met, people experience feelings of well-being and a sense of purpose to their lives.

			But what happens when people don’t have the ability to bid effectively or to respond to others’ bids? Such failure can prevent the development of emotional connections or cause existing connections to deteriorate. This can create serious problems for people of all ages, across all walks of life.

			When Parents and Children Fail to Connect

			The importance of strong, healthy emotional bonds between parent and child can’t be overstated, because these bonds serve as the foundation upon which all other life relationships are built. If a child doesn’t learn how to connect emotionally with a parent (or with another caregiver who serves as a parent), that child will probably encounter difficulty in connecting to people in all sorts of relationships for the rest of his or her life.

			Many factors affect children’s ability to bid, respond, and connect to others, including the type of temperament they inherit. We’re all born with certain personality traits—sociable or shy, intense or easygoing, and so on. To some extent, these traits determine how comfortable we feel in reaching out to other people or responding to others’ requests for connection. Still, a large part of a person’s knack for emotional connection is also determined by what happens in the home. Consciously or not, parents teach their children through interaction and example.

			Every time an infant cries, that’s a bid. If her parents turn toward those bids with soothing attention such as rocking, patting, and soft words, such exchanges eventually teach babies to soothe themselves. Through cuddling and baby-talk “conversations” with Mom or Dad, babies also learn all the complex, give-and-take processes of verbal and nonverbal emotional communication.

			An infant born into a chaotic, neglectful, or abusive environment doesn’t get the same chance. When parents consistently turn away, ignoring a baby’s cries of distress, she doesn’t get to practice exchanging emotional information with her caregivers. Some parents may even turn against the fussy baby, responding to her bids with impatience and anger. Such mistreatment or neglect creates a state of chronic stress for the baby, adversely affecting the development of her brain and nervous system. In fact, such treatment may adversely affect her ability to respond to stress for the rest of her life. She may become quite unfeeling, for example. After all, what good does it do to feel and express anger or fear when you have a remote, abusive, or neglectful parent?

			It’s easy to see how problems can snowball for children who don’t learn to bid, respond, and connect with parents early on. Many have persistent problems throughout early childhood because they can’t cope with emotional stress. Often they have difficulty focusing their attention or listening well to others. They have trouble controlling negative impulses and reading their playmates’ social cues. Perceived as too bossy or too shy, they’re labeled as bullies or nerds. They’re the outcasts of the playground.

			As they move into their middle-school and high-school years, these same children can find it difficult to unlock the unwritten codes of teenage social interactions. When it comes to the complex tasks of negotiating cliques, making and keeping friends, or getting a date, they may feel awkward or “clueless.” Difficulties can range from fleeting feelings of sadness and alienation to serious mental health problems. For girls—who often turn their feelings inward—such problems typically result in depression. Boys may get depressed, too. But they often lash out as well, becoming belligerent, hostile, or even violent.

			One of the most visible and tragic examples of such alienation occurred in the spring of 1999 at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado. That’s where Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold killed twelve of their classmates and a teacher, injured twenty-three others, and then turned their guns on themselves. As I watched the news coverage in the days that followed, I was stunned by our society’s lack of insight into what had turned these boys into mass murderers. Like the media coverage of previous school shootings in Jonesboro, Arkansas, and Springfield, Oregon, these stories focused on the shooters’ fascination with violent movies and video games and their easy access to firearms. Such factors obviously contributed to their killing sprees. But, to my mind, one more element loomed much larger: the fact that these boys were emotionally disconnected from family, teachers, and friends. Those who were supposed to be the boys’ most important allies seemed unaware of how much pain and torment they were suffering.

			Fortunately, the events at Columbine are an extreme and rare example of the consequences of turning away from children. But they’re also a reminder of the astonishing power we have to harm or to heal by our responses to children’s bids for connection. Progress is possible at any point in a child’s development if parents and other caregivers start turning toward the child’s bids for connection on a consistent basis. This may require extraordinary patience and keen perception from parents. They may have to recognize and respond positively to a troubled child’s bids even when those bids are hard to uncover. They may have to commit to helping even in the face of a child’s stone-cold passivity or resistance. But over time, committed, attentive parents can and do earn their children’s trust and willingness to connect.

			When Couples Fail to Connect

			Problems with connecting don’t end in childhood. They often carry over into the adult years, interfering with a person’s ability to find and keep a mate.

			It’s easy to see how the bidding process relates to dating. In fact, one might argue that making successful bids for emotional connection is what dating is all about. People who are adept at reading a potential partner’s cues and responding appropriately are usually more lucky in love than those who don’t possess this skill. Recall that our studies show that happy, stable couples respond positively to each other’s bids at a higher rate than those whose relationships are on the rocks. Still, the lovelorn should take heart. As we’ll explore in chapter 6, emotional communication skills can be learned and perfected at any age.

			The greatest test of these skills comes as a couple begins to seek a deeper level of intimacy and understanding in their relationship. If partners can continue to turn toward one another in mutually satisfying ways, their bond will grow stronger. But, as my studies reveal, if they begin habitually turning away or turning against one another, their relationship will disintegrate.

			Based on our research, I believe that failure to connect is a major cause of our culture’s high divorce rate. First marriages now face a fifty-fifty chance of divorce within a forty-year period. Divorce rates among second marriages are 10 percent higher.

			The cost of unhappy and failing marriages is high. In addition to the emotional turmoil that couples in stressed marriages experience, they also suffer more physical illness than others do. Studies show that being unhappily married can raise your chances of getting sick by more than 35 percent and shorten your life by an average of four years. Living in a constant state of stress is part of the problem. Over time, such stress can contribute to physical problems such as high blood pressure and heart disease, as well as psychological problems, including depression and substance abuse. It can also affect the immune system, making you more susceptible to infectious disease and cancer.

			Family stress caused by a couple’s failure to connect can also affect the well-being of their children. Our studies show that children raised in homes with a high level of marital hostility have chronically elevated levels of stress hormones. When we studied these children in early childhood, we found that they had more bouts of infectious diseases like colds and flu. When we checked back with them at age fifteen, we found that these same kids had far higher rates of psychological and social difficulties as well—problems like depression, rejection by peers, and poor behavior—especially aggression. They were also more likely to get bad grades and skip school.

			It doesn’t have to be that way. Learning how to recognize and turn toward each other’s bids for emotional connection can help unhappily married couples and their children to create a more stable, loving family environment. It can also help couples who decide to divorce. As divorced couples who share custody know well, the relationship doesn’t end when you sign the divorce decree. By improving your ability to connect emotionally with each other and your children, you’ll be in a better spot to solve conflicts and create a healthier environment for your kids.

			Trouble Connecting with Friends and Siblings

			While we hear lots of advice about ways to nurture our marriage relationships and the bonds between parent and child, relatively little is said about strengthening some of the most potentially rewarding relationships in our lives—our relationships with adult siblings and friends.

			Connecting with other adults is a challenge for many people, for a variety of reasons. Issues of competition and jealousy may loom large— especially in sibling relationships. Also, matters of trust and intimacy can be sticky to negotiate, particularly when you’re first establishing a relationship with a new friend.

			One of the most common barriers to adult relationships these days, however, is a practical one: lack of time. More families than ever now include two wage earners. And workers spend an average of 10 percent more time at their jobs today than they did twenty-five years ago. Many working parents try to reserve whatever leisure time they have for their kids. They often have aging parents who require their attention, too. With so many demands on time, something’s got to give, and for most of us, that something is the time we have for friends and adult siblings.

			But there’s a price to pay for cutting ourselves off from relationships with other adults in our lives. Studies show that people with good friends usually have less stress and live longer. They have better health, higher resistance to infection, and stronger immune functioning, and they recover more quickly from illness. Indeed, some research suggests that longevity is determined far more by the state of people’s closest relationships than by genetics. The quality of our bonds with others and the amount of kindness we can gather around us may be the most important factors.

			A study of people living in Alameda County, California, for example, showed that people who had close friendships and marriages lived longer than those who didn’t. This was true independent of such factors as diet, smoking, and exercise. Another study, of 2,800 men and women over age sixty-five, showed that those with more friends had a lower risk of health problems and recovered faster when they did develop them. In addition, a study of 10,000 seniors at Yale University showed that loners were twice as likely to die from all causes over a five-year period as those who enjoyed close friendships.

			The simple fact is, having a community of close, supportive friends and relatives can make life’s good times even better. And then when tough times hit—crises such as divorce, job loss, a serious illness, or a death in the family—being surrounded by people you can count on makes a big difference in your ability to weather the storm and recover.

			Still, sustaining such relationships over the long haul can be challenging. For siblings, problems can be exacerbated by knowing so much about one another’s past. Perhaps you’ve been striving to grow and develop in new ways over the years. If that’s the case, the history you share with your siblings may serve as a constant reminder of all your imperfections, past and present. Also, differences in age, birth order, gender, personality type, or other traits may give you different perceptions of the same childhood experiences—differences that are hard to reconcile. At the same time, however, a sibling’s point of view can be enlightening, helping you to see the past in new ways.

			If we can connect with our siblings around our shared history, we may
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