cience differentiates truth

from fiction. The psycho-

taerapy field is no exception.

These days we hear that our

methods should be rooted

in scientific study. After all,
research in psychology and neu-
roscience has made tremendous
strides over the past five decades,
especiallv in the causes and treat-
ment of psychopathology.

Before scientists zeroed in on men-
tal illness, we thought poor mother-
ing was the cause of almost every dis-
Ot’;fh‘!'. We assumed rthat cold, distant
mothers created autism, and moth-
ers giving double messages spawned
schizophrenia. But later, studies in
senetics and neuroscience correct-
ed these misconceptions. It turned
out moms weren't 50 bad; broken
DNA and crossed wiring were more
the problem.

Recently, there've been thousands
of studies on what works and
doesn’t in individual psychother
apy treatment. Now we know that
for many people, cognitive therapy
eases depression, behavioral desen-
sitization rures phobias, and medi-
cation helps contain psvchoses. As

The
Science

of
couples
Therapy

therapists, we look to these meth-
ods to help our clients because
they've been scientifically validated
and have proven helpful. But what
methods do we use when it comes to
treating couples? Let's look at the
history of our field first to under-
stand the context in which scienuf-

i€ studies have been conducted and

what they have taught us.

In psychology, it began in the
mid-20th century. The 1950s and
'60s were revolutionary vears in
American intellectnal history, a time
of mrmoil, upheaval, and immense
creativity. Innovation replaced stale
thinking in nearly every field, and
psvchotherapy was no exception. Up
unril then, psychoanalysis had been
the gold standard for treatment. But
now new visionaries like Fritz Perls,
R. D. Laing, B. F. Skinner, Albert
Ellis, Carl Rogers, and Victor Frankl
broke free of Freudian constraints,
creating new therapies that focused
on the here-and-now instead of the
there-and-then.

The identitv of who need-
ed treatment morphed as well
Pioneers like Virginia Satir, Murray
Bowen, Paul Wawzlawick, Salvador

Lessons from the

LOVELAB

Minuchin, and Jay Haley birthed
a new field—therapy for couples
and families. These thinkers tried
to pinpoint relationship dynamics
that disrupted smooth family fune-
tioning and then designed inter-
ventions to change them. Each was
brilliant. Yet none of these greats
paused to scientifically study the
relationships they treated. Instead,
they observed as best thev could,
conceptualized what they saw, and
plunged forward into formulating
treatments. Minuchin was particu
larly prescient. He said, “Every mar-
riage is a mistake. It's how yvou deal
with it that martters.” He presaged
John's later finding that all cou-
ples have perpetual unresolvable
problems they must learn to live
with. Minuchin thought misplaced
boundaries within the family cause
dysfunction, and therapy should
focus on realigning them.,

Paul Watzlawick, Gregory Bateson,
and Don Jackson spotted hidden
meanings and agendas lurking
under the surface of family com
munications and figured these were
the problem. They designed wavs
to fish these metacommunications

BEY JULIE SCHWARTZ GOTTMAN AND JOHN GOTTMAN
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out of the depths and into the
open, where they could be more
directly discussed. Ideas like these
became the cornerstones of family
therapy. But some contained seri-
ous flaws not spotted until later,
when they were scientifically scru-
tinized. In their book The Mirages
of Marringe, Lederer and Jackson
based their couples’ treatment on a
theory called “Quid Pro Quo.” They
thought healthy marriages were
those where one parmer responds
to the other’s good behavior with
his or her own good behavior in
turn. Marriages managed recipro-
cally would succeed, whereas those
lacking in reciprocity would fail.
Based on reciprocity theory, they
proposed that the cure for ailing
relationships was to help couples
establish a contingency contract,
an agreement in which each spouse
“gives to get.”

For years no one tested this the-
ory’s validity. Finally, a decade later
Bernard Murstein put contingency
contracting under the microscope.
His research revealed that relation-
ships based on reciprocity are actu-
elly ailing and failing, not healthy as
Lederer and Jackson had presumed.
The spouses who tally up the good
they do versus the good their part-
ners do are in fact quite unhappy.
They're like affect accountants, with
thoughts like, “I did this great thing
for her, but she never reciprocated.”
In truth, couples in happv relation-
ships rarely give reciprocity a sec-
ond thought. Murstein found that
prople do good for their partners
because they simply love them and
wint what's best for them, not to get
something in return.

When treating couples, if we
embraced reciprocity theory and
encouraged couples to create a con-
wrzct with one another, imagine what
could happen. Chances are good
they'd remain miserable. Then we'd
be left thinking either we were bad
therapists (always a possibility) or
our clients were impossible to help
(less likely). The real glitch would
probably be in the method itself.

In the mid-1960s, George Bach
presented another treatment
approach in his book The Intimate
Enemy. Bach emphasized that cou-
ples should alwavs air their resent-
ments by “letting it rip” rather than
allowing them to build up. This
way they clear the air. He believed
so strongly in this concept that he
even encouraged partners (o express
themselves by hitting each other
with foam rubber bats called batakas.

If we practiced his methods, a ses-
sion of his might look like this:

Jill: °T hate it that you never help
me with the housework!” Whap!

Jack: "Well, we never have enough
sex and you're a lousy lover!” Whap!

Not surprisingly, later studies ¢oun-
tered Bach’s approach. It marmed out
that airing resentments has no cathar
tic effect. Venting doesn’t diminish
anger; it increases it. Bach did have
a point, however. We know that sup-
pressing anger isn't the answer either.
Bottling up anger can lead to depres-
sion, withdrawal, bitterness, even a
dampened immune system. But anger
ism't the enemy. Anger is hard-wired
into our brains, It's a normal and
namral response when we're treated
unfairly or blocked from achieving a
goal. Minus physical or verbal attacks,
couples do need ways to raise and lis-
ten to each other’s complaints. Bach's
mistake was to only focus on airing
resentments (plus perhaps the bata-
kas). Research has revealed thar much
more is needed.

Murray Bowen embraced the
opposite approach. He thought all
negative emotions like anger are
destructive and interfere with prob-
lem solving. Couples must remain
calm, cool, and collected—in short,
completely rational, for if they let
loose their feelings, all hell will
break loose. Then nothing can be
achieved. In other words, emotion is
the enemy that mucks up the marital
work of problem solving. In B¢ n’s
world, rationality is good and emo-
rion not so good. The therapist’s
job is to make sure partners remain
calm by helping them rein in their
unruly emotions. Then a healthy
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rational dialogue can follow.

Bowen also pointed out that
the healthiest couples are less
“enmeshed” and more “differenti-
ated.” The more separate and inde-
pendent they are from each other,
the better. Dependency, he claimed,
15 dysfunctional. It goes hand in
hand with being too emotional. So
according to Bowen, couples should
work on being less dependent, sim-
mer down their emotions, and
become more rational.

Again later studies undermined
these ideas. Research in neurosci-
ence showed that emotions are cen-
tral to problem solving, not an
obstacle to it. In fact, millions of
neurons connect the brain's limbic
system or center for emotions with
the frontal cortex, or the executive
problem-solving area of the brain.
Kahneman and Tversky showed
there are two kinds of thinking.
One enables rapid intuitive think-

ing (they called it Type 1 think-

ing} and the other, a slower ratio-
nal thinking (Type 2 thinking).
The neurologist Antonio Damasio
wrote that a patient of his had a
tumor removed from his frontal
cortex and was afterwards unable
to prioritize his options, think cre-
atively, or problem solve. These sci-
enrists demonstrated that without
access to our emotions, our ratio-
nal processes are handicapped, and
we become little better than a con-
glomeradon of arbitrary and ran-
dom behaviors.

Regarding Bowen's disdain for
dependency, how could our spe-
cies have survived through the mists
of time without it? Biologically,
we're pack animals. For at least
250,000 years we've lived collectively.
Communal cooperation has enabled
us to survive centuries of ice, fam-
ine, and the teeth of hungry pred-
ators. Without depending on each
other, our species would've perished
long ago. With good reason we say,
“No man or woman stands alone,”

Science has substantiated the value
of interdependency. Medical research
has demonstrated that when patients



ccording to
/™ Murray Bowen,
the more separate
and independent

one actually observed couples’ rela-
tionships to discover the truth of why
some relationships succeeded while
others failed. Up until then, most
studies had relied on partners filling
out questionnaires or supplying self-
reports, But these methods were lit-
tered with flaws and bias. There were
still' no valid answers to explain the
course of relationships.

John had recently earned his doc-
torate and was teaching psychology
at Indiana University, where he met
a colleague who became his best

friend, Robert Levenson. At the

time, their respective roman-

tic relationships weren't

going so well, For the

time being, they fig-

ured it might be bet-

ter to study roman-

tic relationships

+  rather than have
them.

John hoped to

s

partners are from understand rela-

1 1 hi well
each other, the Horships - wel
better. Dependency, dict their future

he claimed, is
dvsfunctional.

iepend on others and aren’t alone,
hey recover faster and beter from
1 whole host of problems, includ-
ng heart attacks, strokes, and cancer.
*sychological studies have also shown
hat people who are in committed
slationships tend o live longer and
re happier and more successful than
10se who live alone. In addition, soci-
logists have fcund that people who
assess greater social capital—that is,
stworks of others they depend on—
port greater life satisfaction than
ose with little social capital. There’s
tle doubt that interdependency has
stinet life-giving benefits,
Scientific studies did well at expos-
e myths about relationships.
tar wasn't until the 1970s that any-

course. Why did
some couples end
up on the high road

toward marital success? .

What made others fall
to the doomed road below
that dead-ended in divorce? He
began his research in 1972, Before
then only seven studies had tried
to predict the future of couples’
relationships. One investigator had
examined partners’ wardrobes to
see if their clothing choices pre-
dicted future marital satisfaction.
The study found that wives with nice
wardrobes would have happier rela-
tionships, but nice clothes made no
difference for husbands. Imagine a
therapy based on this study: “Jane,
you should go shopping. But for
you, Jack, those sweats are fine.”
Clearly there was more to learn.
But John had to fight an uphill battle
to do observational research. His col-
leagues argued it was hard enough
to observe reliable patterns of behav-
101 in one person. Observing inter-

actions in two would only square
the data’s statistical unreliability, thus
making the study of couples point-
less. John persisted anyway.

First he observed university stu-
dent.couples. While they discussed
a problem they were having for 15
minutes, he videotaped and cod-
ed their interactions using a sys-
tem he and his graduate student
Cliff Notarius invented, the Couples’
Interaction Scoring System (CISS).
Later on, another student of his
replicated the stuady with couples
in rural Indiana. In both studies,
the types of communication patterns
observed were nearly identical.

Next John built a “talk table” with
a rating dial that ranged from posi-
tive to negative. While . discussing
an issue, the device enabled part-
ners to rate the intention of their
own responses as well as the impact
of their partner’s responses. Using
statistics designed to study sequenc-
es of interaction, again John found
extremely reliable patterns in cou-
ples’ thoughts and interactions.

In 1976, John and Robert
Levenson teamed up. Levenson
brought to the research a special-
ized knowledge of psychophysiol-
ogy and its measurement that was
added to the rating dial proce-
dures. In the lab, couples were
wired up to instruments that mea-
sured heart rate, sweat gland pro-
duction, blood velocity, and overall
bodily movement. These measure-
ments were synched to the video
tmecode. Then the couples were
asked to discuss a conflict issue
for 15 minutes. For some couples,
as they became upset their phys-
iological measurements rocketed
into the stratosphere. They might
have looked calm on the outside
but inside, their heart rates would
jump to 100-150 beats per min-
ute. Their hands would sweat, their
blood would race, and their bod-
ies would jiggle. These data indi-
cated that they were experiencing
an attack. In the moment the part-
ner facing them resembled a saber-
toothed tiger with fangs bared. In
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response, they shifted into diffuse
physio.ogical arousal (DPA), a state
of fight-or-flight.

Afterward, the couples watched
their videotapes and rated the emo-
tional responses they recalled hav-
ing during their discussion. Then
they returned home. To find out

how thzse couples fared, three years.

later they were contacted again and
asked to return to the lab where the
same procedures were repeated.
John Levenson, and their col-
league: were astounded. In other
studies that tried to predict behav-
ior, correlations between the best
personality measures and behavior
hovered around 0.10 to 0.30. This
meant “hat by measuring personali-
ty at Time 1, scientists could predict
Time 2 behavior with only 9 percent
accuracy at best. But by measuring
couples’ behavior, rating dials, and
physiology at Time 1, Gottman and
Levenson could accurately predict
the changes in the couples™ marital
satisfaction three years later with
90 percent accuracy. Numbers like
that were unheard of in psycholo
gy resezrch. It turned out that dif-
fuse ptysiological arousal during
conflict discussion was an especially
powerful predictor of relationship
demise :n the future, along with sev-
eral other factors.
In the v, S were
also ask=d to have an events-of-the-
day discussion before talking about
a conflict. By analyzing the two dis-
cussions together, more patterns
emerged. When husbands showed
disinterest or lacked positive emo-
tions in the events-of-the-day discus-
sion, their wives tended to complain
more hzrshlv in the conflict discus-
sion that followed. The quality of
the couple’s friendship, especially
how well the husband mainmined it,
predicted the qualitv of the couple’s

fine-tuned his observational cod-
ing methods and analytic processes.
Based o Paul Ekman and Wallace
Friesen's Facial Affect Coding System,
he created the Specific Affect Coding
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‘with Levenson, John also studied

ability tc WLM}
b series of studies, John

System (SPAFF) plus new methods of
sequential and tme-series analysis
that enabled deeper description and
understanding of change over time,

The original studies were then
replicated and expanded o fol-
low newlyweds through their tran-
sition into parenthdod. Together

the relationships of gay and lesbian
couples for 12 years and older het-
erosexual couples through retire-
ment for as long as 20 years, thanks
to Levenson's tenacity. In addition, Ha,
John joined with his colleague, TN
Neil Jacobson to study vio-
lent couples for nine years.
Once again, most of the
findings replicated.

Meanwhile, in 1986, f p‘artner‘s TESUIEFIY ¢
Jolin and. [ serendip- use criticism to voice
itously moved from E .
different corners their Cﬂl‘ﬂplalnts,

of the country to
Seattle.  Shortly
afterward, we met
each other and in
1987 we married.

the relationship will
slowly sink. Words like
“You never wash the

blosii e Eoiid berr dishes!” only inspire i
efit from all that
research of John's not rEEE“tment, nﬂt -]

only professionally, but
personally too,

We joined forces to build
an apartment lab at the
University of Washington
so we could observe more
than 15-minute lab discus-
slons. Newlywed couples
were asked to spend 24
hours in the apartment as
they might in a bed-and-
breakfast, as they pleased.
Then they were followed
up and cbserved annually
for the next six years.

The atmosphere in the
apartment was soothing
with just a few exceptions:
there were three cameras
bolted to the walls, a one-
way window, staff person-
nel who observed the cou-
ple from behind the win-
dow, and other staff who
ook occasional blood and

cooperation or care.
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urine samples from each partner.

ing toward each other’s bids for con-

Other than :hat, it was like a perfect- | nection were crucial for relation-

ly restful vacation spot.

Most counles ate, read, watched
v, talked, and slept. John's stu-
dent Janice Driver spent years work-
ing in the zpartment lab, trying to
ferret out what predicted sustained
friendship and intimacy in these
newlyweds. Driver was partcularly
intrigued bv the minutiae of their
smallest exchanges—the turn of a
head, a mumbled monosyllable, a
focused eve gaze. She wanted to
know, when one partner made a bid
for connecton by calling the oth-
€r person’s name or commenting
on something, would that elicit the
other partner’s interested response,
or somethinz else? After a decade,
she and John figured out that the
smallest moments told an impor-
tant story, The particular ways part-
ners responced to each other's bids
for connection forged the relative
strength of ‘heir future friendship
and intimacy, which in turn shaped
how well they managed conflict. It
was like the effect of water on rock.

waves of water emptily lapped
away at the base of a rock, eventual-
Iy it would weaken and collapse with
erosion. Burt .f the waves continually
deposited new silt at the rock’s base,
over time the rock would grow stron-
ger and capasle of withstanding the
big storms ahead -

The newlyweds who remained hap-
pily married six years later turned
toward each other's bids an average
of 86 percent of the time compared
with 33 percent of the time for those
destined to divorce. It only ook a few
words to make all the difference. If
one partner said, “It's tough reading
all the bad news in the paper,” and
the other said, “Yeah, it sure is,” that
relationship was much more likely to
succeed than one with no response,
Silence or twming away from a bid
w~as like a death knell for the relation-
ship. Worst still were the marriages
~shere the parner turned against the
sther’s bid with exclamations like

quiet! Can’t you see I'm busy:”
o am, these small moments of turn-

ship happiness. Even if a hurricane
assaulted a marriage, these moments
buile the foundation that kept it from
toppling into the sea.
aken together, the couples we
studied who generously gave wus
theit time put a crystal ball into our
hands. Across all the studies, we'd
learned enough to watch a couple
at Time 1 and accurarely predict
with better than 90 percent accuracy
whether they'd separate or divorce
six vears later. Once that news came
out, people we didn’t know very well
stopped inviting us for dinner.

THE FOUR HORSEMEN

All in all, we've studied more than
3,000 couples and participated in
studies of 3,500 more. Here's a sum-
mary of everything our couples have
taught us.

First, there are four big predic-
tors of relationship demise. We call
them the Four Horsemen of the
Apocalypse, after the biblical harbin-
gers of doom. The first Horseman is
criticism. If partners regularly use
criticism to voice their complaints
where one partner blames a prob-
lem on the other partner’s charac-
ter flaws, the relationship will slow-
Iy sink. Words like “You never wash
the dishes!” or “You're so selfish”
only inspire resentment, not Coop-
eration or care,

The second Horseman is con-
tempt. This one leads couples to gal-
lop over a cliff. Partners who are con-
temptuous act superior and puncru-
ate their criticisms with a sneer, a left
lip corner raise, or an eve roll that
signifies their superiority and disgust.
They may also mock their parter or
use sarcasm, like “Aw, your pinkie
hurts? Poor baby. Guess that gets you
our of doing the dishes . . . again.”
When partners bludgeon each other
with contempt, it not only destroys
relationship happiness, it also shreds
the listening pariner’s immune sys-
tem. The number of times one part-
ner hears the other partner’s con-
tempt during a 15-minute conflict

discussion predicts how many infec-
tous illnesses the listener will have
the following vear. Contempt quickly
destrovs relationships.

Partners who respond to each oth-

er with the third Horseman, defen-
siveness, are also riding roughshsd
toward demise. Defensiveness goes
hand in hand with criticism and con-
tempt, since few partners can with-
stand being trampled without want-
ing 1w defend themselves. When
being defensive, partners may either
play the innocent victim, as in *I do
the dishes all the time. Why are yvou
being so mean?” or they can coun-
terattack, as in “You're a fine one to
talk. When was the last time you paid
the bills?” This is the toughest com-
munication habit to eradicate.

The fourth Horseman we call
stonewalling. Gottman and Levenson
tound that when partners become
physiologically aroused during con-
flict discussions_with _heart rartes
dbove 10U bea in v
often shut down all verbal respons-
€5, divert their gaze, and turn their
bodies away, thus blocking out their
partners and becoming in effect a
stone wall, Slamming into walls is
terrible for a relanonship.

" These Four Horsemen bear bad

tidings for a relationship. In facr,
couples plagued by them divorce an
average of 5.6 years after the wed-
ding. On the other hand, we find
that almost everyone uses them
from time to time (including us).
But the difference between happy
‘touples who are relationship mas-
ters and unhappy couples who are
Telationship disasters is that mas-
ter couples make repairs; disaster
‘couples don’t. Relationship masters
don't sweep bad fights or regretta-
ble incidents under the rug and pre-
tend they never happened. Instead,
they return to them, talk about
them, and trv o understand them.
They listen to each other’s feelings
and points of view. They figure out
what they each did wrong. Then
they take responsibility for what
they regret saying or doing and
apologize. When regrettable inci-
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dents are processed like this, they
lose their destructive force, like a
typhoon that's grounded and halt-
ed by moving inland.

Our Four Horsemen aren't the
only powerful predictors we found.
Positive interactions count, too,
especially during conflict. When
discussing a problem, if partners
express understanding and empathy
or smile or make a small repair or say
something funny, their relationships
are likely to succeed. Relationships
fare much better when their ratio of
positive to negative interactions dur-
ing conflict is at least 5 to 1; that is,
their positive interactions outnum-
ber their negative interactions by 3
to 1. Relationships destined to fail
have an average ratio of 0.3 to 1, or
around one positive interaction for
every negative one. During noncon-
flict times, the ratio that predicts
success is much higher, around 20
to 1. Clearly relationships need rich
bank accounts of positive interac-
tion to survive and thrive. During
:t_d-rﬁliﬂ, husbands and wives each
have important roles to play for their
relationships to do well. Wives who
raise their complaints gently with-
out blame and criticism tend to have
sunnier futures, while husbands who
accept influence from their wives
benefit, too. The Los Angeles Times
coined this finding for husbands the
“Yes, dear” phenomenon.

As they collected data over lon-
ger time spans, John and Levenson
also found another pattern that pre-
dicted diverce. There was a group
of couples who didn’t have the Four
Horsemen during conflict. Instead,
they showed an emotional disengage-
ment, a lack of responsiveness, and
low levels of positve emotions during
conflict. Couples who were emotion-
ally disengaged divorced an average
of 16.2 years after the wedding.

Now that all the moving parts
were identified, the predictors of
relationship success or failure, 1t
was time to build a theory for what
it takes to make a relationship suc-
ceed. But for a theory to be valid,
it has to be testable or disconfirm-

able. That's the hallmark of good
science. Testing theory in our field
requires clinical interventions.

In 1996, we began to explore
what would happen if we taught dis-
tressed couples the same skills suc-
cessful couples displaved in their
relationships. We started with sim-
ple steps called proximal change
studies. This tested the power of
one intervention to change a poor
conversation to a better one the sec-
ond time around.

We first tried out a couple’s inter-
vention for physiological arous-
al. After one or both partners
moved into fightrorflight
responses during a con-
flict discussion, a staff
person entered the
room, told the cou-
ple there was a prob-
lem with the equip-
ment, and asked
them o move
temporarily  to
the waiting room.

They were instruct-

ed to read a mag-

arine and not talk

to each other. After

20 minutes, they were
summmoned back to the

lab and asked to continue

their conflict discussion. In
reality, nothing was wrong with
the equipment. The break in the dis-
cussion was designed to slow their
heart rates and dissipate their siress
to see if a break and self-soothing
could convert an escalated quarrel
into a calm and constructive dis
cussion. The intervention worked.
Physiologically aroused couples with
no break listened badly and ended
up trampling cach other with the
Four Horsemen. But when another

group of couples took a break, n -

the second discussion they spoke
with more care, listened o one
another, expressed empathy, and
worked toward compromise. The
differences between the pre- and
post-break discussions were so dra-
matic it looked like partners had
undergone a brain transplant.
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elationship
masters don’t

sweep bad fights

or regrettable
incidents under the
rug and pretend they
never happened.

THE SOUND RELATIONSHIP
HOUSE

Two other proximal studies were con-
ducted with John's graduate students,
Kim Ryan and Amber Tabares. These
studies also demonstrated that it was
possible to change couples’ interac-
tions using very brief interventions.
By combining the results of these
and other studies we had enough w
validate our theory, called the Sound
Relationship House (SRH).

Nine building blocks make up the
Seund Relationship House—seven
floors that are supported by two
walls. The following describes them:
B Build love maps. The bottom
floor refers to the importance of



partners knowing each other's psy-
chological worlds well enough to
map them. Each partner’s inner
world is composed of needs, values,
past experiences, priorities, stress-
es, and so on. As partners evolve
over time, their love maps change.
To build and keep love maps updat-
ed, relationship masters ask each
ather questions, especially open-
ended ores. '
B Share fondoess and admiration.
The second floor creates a culmre
of appreciation that supplies a rela-
tionship’s emotional bank account
with asse's. Most important at this
level is partners not only feeling love
and admiration, but also expressing
it often.

B Turning toward versus away. The
third floor is built from those small
moments when partners make a
bid for each other's attention and
connection. Relationship masters
turn toward most of their partners’
bids rather than away or against
their partner.

These first three floors of the SRH
determine how well couples main-
ain their friendship, intimacy, and
passion. The next floor up is an
add-on that results from the relative
strengths of the lower three floors
plus the floor above it
B Positive perspective. This level is
based on the work of Robert Weiss
at the University of Oregon. Weiss
observed shat couples could either
be in positive sentiment override
(what we call the “positive perspec-
tive") or negative sentiment over-
ride (or “negative perspective”).
Fositive perspective refers to an over
il feeling partners have about each
sther in which one partner’s posi-
tive sentiments outweigh the nega-
tive response he or she may have to
the other's occasional bad behav-
ior. If a husband wakes up grumpy,
a wife with positive perspective will
figure he just had a bad night's
sleep, whereas with negative per
spective, she’ll think he’s being
mean. Positive or negative perspec-

‘ve 15 determined by the relative

—strength of the couple’s friendship

plus how well they manage con-
flict. This floor can't be worked on
directly, but it can be influenced by
changes in the other SRH levels. A
strong friendship and good conflict
management skills help ensure the
positive perspective.

The next two floors of the SRH are
fundamental to good conflict man-
agement.

B Manage conflict. There are six
skills that form this floor. The first
one is how a complaint is raised.
Voicing a complaint with a soft-
ened start-up rather than criticism
or contempt works best. In a soft-
ened start-up, the partner describes
him- or herself rather than naming
a negative trait of the other per
son's. The start-up usually begins
with “I feel . . " as in “I feel worried
about the bills not getting paid,”
rather than words like “You are
50 . . . (lazy, irresponsible, etc.).”
The second skill is whether part-
ners accept influence from each
other when working toward a com-
promise. Accepting influence is a
strength for both men and women,
Third is a couple’s ability to make
repairs in_the imddle -
tion when it begins to skid down-
“hill—the sooner, the Better. Fourth
is a couplz’s ability to deescalate a
quarrel after the Four Horsemen
have taken over the lead. Fifth is
each partner’s ability to selfsoothe
before their physiological arous-
al explodes their discussion into
chaos. Couples who do this well
take a break from the conversation
in order to calm down. The sixth
skill is crucial when all else fails:
the couple’s ability to process and
recover from a regrettable incident
or bad fight.

B Make life dreams come true.
Couples who honor each other's
dreams and support each other
to fulfill them have relationships
that are nearly unbreakable., Our
research revealed that when a cou-
ple gets gridlocked on an issue and
can’t get near resolving it, each
partner may have a dream at the
core of their position that hasn't

been aired or understood yet. When
partners disclose these dreams 1o
one another, their rigid opposition
often melts away, which smooths the
way towards compromise.

The top floor of the SRH is also

the deepest one. It gets at the heart
of each partmer’s world.
B Create shared meaning. Life
experience etches into every indi-
vidual a unique set of values and
beliefs. It isn't essentdal that part
ners share exactly the same ones,
although some overlap is helpful.
More important is that couples can
talk about them with each other
Couples strong in shared meaning
discuss questions like what purpose
gives each of their lives meaning
and what legacies they want to leave
behind. Nothing is left in the dark.
Because this level relies on good love
mapping, it circles us back to the
bottom level of the SRH, where love
mapping lives. John likes to say the
SRH is really more like a bagel.

The seven levels of the SRH stand
strong when the two walls support-
ing them are solid. The walls are
Trust and Commitment.

* Trust refers 1o each pariner know-
ing that the other partner will be
there for them in a host of ways:
when they're sad, angry, frightened,
humiliated, overweight, under
weight, triumphant, defeated, joy-
ous, despairing, sick, broken, help-
less, hopeful, dream-filled, and so
on. Trust is erected by one partner
choosing to show up for the other—
not perfectly, not every time, but as
much as one can.

* Commitment is about lovalty,
cherishing one’s partner above all
others, not scanning the horizon for
who might be better. Commitment
doesn't always imply marriage, given
that some partners don’t feel it nec-
essary to legally formalize their com-
mitment, and in some places, part-
ners are forbidden to marry even if
they want to. ~with or without a
legal document, commitment means
a lifelong promise_of devotion and

care. Where there's commitment,
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there's no worry of being replaced il
someone “better” comes along.
EEDE®

There 15 so much more to learn. But
at this point, we can confidently sav
that science has helped us under-
stand what makes relationships suc-
ceed or fail, Our therapy and work-
shops that are based on rescarch
seem to also work for a majority of
couples, at least better than part-
ners hitting each other with batakas,
They especially work when learned
and practiced early on. Our point is
that if vou want to do couples ther-
apy. vou will be far more elfectve
if vou equip vourself with research-
based methods, whether they're
ours or those of others.

S0 we come to our first principie
for doing effective couples thera-
py: use research-based methods o
treat couples.

The couples we see are often in ter-
rible distress. Don't they deserve the
best we can give them? Couples ther-

apy, like anv form of psychotherapy,
is an art form’ at its best. But under-
lying the art, we need methods built
on the truth of what couples need to
succeed, rather than those based in
myths patched together out of stwe-
reotvpes. And science is the avenue
that can best lead us voward uuth, &5

Excerpted from 1) Principles for Domg
Effective Couples Therapy, Copyright ©
2015 Iy fulie Schwartz Gottman and

Jokhn M. Gottman. Used with permis

sion of the publisher, W. W, Norton &
Comprany, Inc.
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