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HOW GOTTMAN PREDICTSRELATIONSHIP ENDINGS:
THE CLUESTO A COUPLE& FUTURE BREAKUP
ARE IN THE WAY THEY ARGUE

THE FIRST SIGN: HARSH STARTUP

Themod obviousindicator tha a discussion (and the marriage or relationghip) is notgoing to go
well is the way it begins When a discussion leads off with criticism and/or sarcasm, a form of
contempt N it has begunwith a harsh startup.O

Theresearch shows tha if your discussion begins with a harsh startup, it will inevitably end ona
negative note, even if there are a lot of attempts to Gnake niceOin between. Statistics tell the
story: 96 percent of the time you can predict the outcome of a convasation based on the first
three minutes of the fifteen-minute interaction! A harsh startup smply predicts failure. So if you
begin adiscussion tha way, you mightas well pull the plug, take a breather, and start over.

THE SECOND SIGN: THE FOUR HORSEMEN

A harsh startup soundsthe warning bdl that the couple may be having seriousdifficulty. Asthe
discussion unfolds, Gottman continues to look out for paticular types of negative interactions
Certain kindsof negdivity, if alowed to run rampant, are so lethd to arelationsip that Gottman
calls them the Four Horsemen of the Apoalypse. Usudly these four horsemen clip-clop into the
heart of amarriage or relationship in thefollowing order: criticism, contempt, defensveness, and
stonewalling.

Horseman 1: Criticism. Youwill always have some complaints aboutthe person you live with.
But there(@ aworld of difference between a complaint and a criticism.

A complaint only addresses the specific action at which your spouse or partner failed. A criticism
ismore globd N it addson some negative wordsaboutyour mate@ character or persondity.
Some examples are:

QGn really angry that you didn®sweep thekitchen floor last night We agreed that we
take turnsdoing itOisa complaint N it focuses on a specific behavior.

QVhy are you so forgetful? | hate having to always sweep thekitchen floor when itG
yourturn. Youjug don®careQis acriticism.

Criticism throws in blame and general character assassindion. To turmn a complaintinto a
criticism, addtheline QVha is wrongwith you?O
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Usudly a harsh startup comes in the guise of criticism. For ingance:
Conplaint. There® no gasin thecar. Why didn®youfill it up like you said you would?

Criticism. Why can&)ypu ever remember anything? | told you athousnd timesto fill up
thetank, and you didnQ@. (Criticism. Sh&3 implying the problemis his fault. Evenifitis,
blamng himwill only make it worse.)

Thefirst horseman is very commoniin relationships. If youfind tha you and your spouse or
patner are critical of each other, don® assume you®e headed for a break-up. The problem with
criticism istha when it becomes pervasive, it paves theway for the other, far deadlier horsemen.

Horseman 2: Contempt. Sarcasm and cynicism are types of contempt. So are name-caling,
eye-rolling, sneerlng mockery, and hogile hurmor. In whaever form, contempt N theworst of
thefour horsemen N is poisonousto arelationghip because it conveys disgugd. 1t@ virtudly
impossible to resolve a problem when your partner is getting the message you®@e disguged with
him or her. Inevitably, contempt leadsto more corflict rather than to recondliation.

Often a person®@main pumpose is to demean her or his patner or spous. Contempt isfueed by
long-simmering negative thoughs aboutthe partner. Y oude more likely to have such thoughs if
your differences are notresolved. As disagreeing persists, complaints turn into globd criticisms,
which produces more and more disguded feelingsand thoughs, and findly you are fed up with
your spous, achangethat will affect wha you say when you argue

Belligaenceisjud as deadly to arelationdhip. It isaform of aggressive ange because it
containsathreat or provocaion. Inaddentally, coudes who are contemptuousof each other are
more likely to suffer frominfectiousillnesses (colds flu, and so on) than other people.

Horseman 3: Defensiveness. When conveasationsbecome so negative, critical, and attacking, it
should come as no surprise tha you will defend yourself. Althoughthisis undestandable,
research shows tha this approach rarely has the desired effect. The attacking spous does not
back down or apologize. Thisis because defengvenessisreally away of blaming your patner.
Y ou@e saying, in effect, Orhe problem isn®me, it@ you.ODefensveness jus escalates the
conflict, which iswhy it@ so deadly.

Criticism, Contempt, and Defensveness don®aways gdlop into ahome in strict order. They
fundion more like arelay match N handing the baton off to each other over and over agan, if
the couple can®puta stop to it. The more defensve onebecomes, the more the other attacksin
respon. Nothing gets resolved, thanksto the prevalence of criticism, contempt, and
defensveness. Much of these exchanges are communicated subtly (and not so subtly) through
bodylanguage and sounds
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Horseman 4: Stonewalling. In marriages or relationshipswhere discussions begin with aharsh
startup, where criticism and contempt lead to defengveness, which leadsto more contempt and
more defengveness, eventudly onepatne tunes out. So enters thefourth horseman.

Think of the husand or boyfriend who comes home from work, gets met with a barrage of
criticism from hiswife or girlfriend, and hides behind the newvspgper. Thelessresponsve heis,
themore sheyells. Eventudly he gets up and leaves theroom Rathe than confronting his
patner, hedisengages. By turning away from his partner, heis avoiding afight, butheisalso
avoiding his marriageor relationship. He has become a stonewaller. Althoughboth men and
women can be stonewallers, this behavior is far more common amongmen.

During atypical convesation between two people, thelistener gives all kindsof cuesto the
spesker that he® paying attention. He may use eye contact, nod his head, say something like

Or eshOor QWh-huh OA stonewaller doesn®give you this sort of casud feedback. He or she
tendsto look away or down withoututtering asound.Sheor hesits like an impassive stonewall.
The stonewaller acts as thoughhe or she couldn®care less aboutwha you®e saying, if the
personeven hearsit at all.

Stonewalling usudly arrives later in the course of amarriage or relationship than the other three
horsemen. Tha@ why it& less common among newly coupled partners than among couples who
have been in anegaive spiral for awhile. It takes time for the negaivity created by thefirst three
horsemen to become overwhdming enoughthat stonewalling becomes an undestandale utO

THE THIRD SIGN: FLOODING

Usudly people stonewall as a protection againg feeling floodel. Flooding meansthat your
spouse@ or partner@ negdivity N whether in theguise of criticism or contempt or even
defensveness N is so ovewhdming, and so sudden, thét it leaves you shel-shodked. Y oufeel
so defenseless agang this sniper attack tha you learn to do anything to avoid areplay.

Themore often you feel floodel by your partner@® or spouse® criticism or contempt, the more
hypevigilant you are for cues that your spous is aboutto olowOagain. All you can think about
is protecting yourself from the turbulence your partner@ ondaughtcauses. And theway to do
tha isto disengage emotiondly fromtherelationship.

A marriage@ or relationsip@ meltdown can be predicted by habitud harsh startup and frequent
flooding brough on by therelentless presence of the four horsemen during disagreements.
Althougheach of these factors alonecan predict adivorce, they usudly coexist in an unhgpy
marriage or relationdhip.
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THE FOURTH SIGN: BODY LANGUAGE

Even if you could not hear the convesation between a stonewaller and the patner, you would be
able to predict thar divorce smply by looking at the stonewaller@ physological readings When
couples are monitored for bodly changes during atense discussion, you can see jug how
physcally distressing floodingis.

Oneof themost apparent of these physcal reactionsistha the heart speedsup N poundng
away at more than 100 beets pe minute N even as high as 165.(In contrast, atypical heart rate
for aman whoisabout30is 76, and for awoman the same age, 82))

Hormona changes occur, too, induding the secretion of adrendine, whichkicksin theGightor
flightrespons.OBlood pressure mount. These changes are so dramatic tha if onepartner is
frequently flooded during marital discussions it easy to predict that they will divorce.

Recurring episodes of flooding lead to divorce for two reasons First, they signd tha at least one
patner feels severe emotiond distress when dealing with the other. Second,the physical
sensations of feelingflooded N increased heart rate, sweating, etc. N make it lmogt impossible
to have a produdive, problem-solving discussion. When your bodygoes into overdrive during an
argument, it perceives the current situaion as dangerous

When a pounding heart and all the other physcal stress reactionshgppen in themidg of a
discussion with your mate, the consequences are disastrous Y our ability to process information
isreduced, meaning it® harder to pay attention to what your partner is saying. Creative problem
solving goes out thewindow: Y ou@e |eft with themogt reflexive, least intellectudly
sophisticated responges in your repertoire: to fight (act critical, contemptuous or defensve) or
flee (stonewall). Any chance of resolving theissueis gone Mog likely, thediscussion will jug
worsen the situaion.

MEN AND WOMEN REALLY ARE DIFFERENT

In 85 percent of marriages or relationdhips the stonewaller isthehudand. Thereasonliesin our
gende. Any nursing mother can tell you tha theamountof milk she produces is affected by how
relaxed shefeels, which isrelated to therelease of the hormoneoxytodn in thebrain. A women
ismore able to quickly soothe herself and calm down after feeling stressed.

In contrast, aman@ adrendinekicks in quite readily and does not calm down so easily. Themale
cardiovascular system remains more reactive than thefemale and slower to recover from stress.
For example, if aman and woman suddenly hear avery loud, brief sound,like a blowout, most
likely his heart will beat faster than hers and stay accelerated for longe. The same goes for thar
blood pressure N his will become more elevated and stay highe longe:.
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When male subjects are ddiberately treated ruddy and then told to relax for twenty minutes,
thar bloodpressure surges and stays elevated until they get to retaliate. When women face the
same treatment, they are able to calm down during those twenty minutes. Interestingly, a
woman( blood pressure tendsto rise again if sheis pressured into retaiating. Because relationd
confrontation tha activates vigilance takes a greater physcal toll onthemale, it no surprise
tha men are more likely than women to attempt to avoid it.

1t@ abiological fact: Men are more easily overwhdmed by marital conflict than are ther wives
or girlfriends During relationd stress, men have a greater tendency to have negaive thoughs
tha maintain ther distress, while women are more likely to think soothing thoughs that hdp
them calm down and be condliatory. Men, geneally, either think abouthow righteousand
indignant they feel (OGn going to get even, 00 don®have to take thisQ), which tendsto lead to
contempt or b ligerence. Or they think aboutthemselves as an inno@nt victim of ther patne@
wrath or complaint (QWhy is she always blaming me?Q, which leadsto defensiveness.

While these rules don®hdd for every male and every female, Gottman has foundthat the
majority of couples dofollow these gende differencesin physological and psychological
reactionsto stress. Given these dissimilarities, mos marriages and relationships (induding
healthy, hgppy ones) follow a comparable patern of conflict in which thewife or girlfriend, who
iscongitutiondly better able to handle the stress, bringsup sendtive issues. Themale patner,
whoisnotas able to copewith it, will attempt to avoid getting into the subject. He may become
defengve and stonewall or even become bdligerent or contemptuousin an attempt to silence her.

Jug because your marriage or relationship follows this patern, it@ nota given tha adivorceisin
theoffing. Youd find examples of al four harsemen and even occasiond flooding in stable
marriages or relationdhips But when thefour horsemen take up pemanent residence, when
either patner beginsto feel flooded routindy, therelationdhip isin serioustrouble.

Frequently feeling floodel leadsamog inevitably to distanang yourself fromyour partner. Tha
in turn leadsyouto feel londy. Withouthdp, the couple will end up divorced or living in adead
marriage or relationdhip, in which they maintain separate, parallel livesin thesame home. They
may go throughthe motionsof togetherness N attending their children® plays, hoging dinne
paties, taking family vacations But emotiondly they no longe feel connected to each other.
They have given up.

THE FIFTH SIGN: FAILED REPAIR ATTEMPTS

While it takes time for thefour horsemen and theflooding tha comes in ther wake to overruna
marriage or relationships divorce and breakup can so often be predicted by listening to asingle
convesation between newlyweds By andyzing any disagreement a couple has, you get agood
sense of the patern they tend to follow. A crudal part of tha patern iswheher thar repar
attempts succeed or fail.
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Repar attempts are efforts the couple makes (Qet® take a break, OOWait, | need to calm downQ)
to deescalate thetenson during atouchy discussion N to put onthe brakes so floodingis
prevented. Repar attempts save marriages or relationships because they decrease emotiond
tenson between spouses and because, by lowering the stress level, they also prevent your heart
fromracing and making you feel floodel.

When thefour horsemen rule a couple@® communication, repair attempts often don®even get
noticed. Especially when you®e feeling floode, you®e notable to hear averbd Whiteflag. In
unhapy marriages or relationdhips the more contemptuousand defensve the couple is with
each other, themore flooding occurs, and theharder it isto hear and respondto arepar. And
since therepar is not heard, the contempt and defensveness jus gt haghtened, making
flooding more pronouned, which makes it more difficult to hear the next repar attempt, urtil
findly onepatner withdraws. Thefailure of repar attempts is an accurate marker for an
unhapy future.

The presence of thefour horsemen alone predicts breakup with only an 82 percent accuracy. But
when you add in thefailure of repar attempts, theaccuracy rate reaches into the 90s Thisis
because some couples who trot out thefour horsemen when they argueare successful at
reparing the ham thehorsemen cause. Usudly when the four horsemen are present butthe
couplke@ repair attempts are successful, theresult is a stable, hagppy marriage or relationghip.

In fact, 84 percent of the newlywedswho were high on thefour horsemen butrepared
effectively were in stable, happy marriages and relationdhipssix years later. Butif there are no
repair attempts N or if theattempts are nat able to beheard N themarriageor relationghip isin
seriousdange. Gottman can tell 96 percent of thetime whether arelationd discussion will
resolve a conflict, after thefirst three minutes of that discussion.

In emotiondly intelligent marriages and relationshipsa widerangeof successful repar attempts
can be heard. Each person has his or her own approach. Whether arepar succeedsor fails has
very littleto dowith howeloquent it is and everything to do with the state of the marriage or
relationship. In marriages or relationshipsin which thefour horsemen have moved in for good,
even themod articulate, sendtive, well-targeted repar attemptislikely to fail abyamally.

Ironically, we see more repair attempts between troubled couples than between those whose
marriages or relationdhipsare going smoothly. Themore repar attemptsfail, the more these
couples keep trying. Wha predicts tha repar attempts will work? The qudity of thefriendship
between husand and wife and (postive sentiment override O

THE SIXTH SIGN: BAD MEMORIES
When arelationship gets subsumed in negativity, it not only the couple® present and future life

togeher tha are put at risk. Thar past isin dange, too. Couples who are deeply entrenched in a
negative view of thar spouse and thar marriage or relationships often rewrite thar past.
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Gottman says. QVhen | ask them abouttheir early courtship, their wedding, therr first year
togeher, | can predict thar chances of divorce, even if 10n not privy to ther current feelingsO

Mog couples enter marriage or relationships with high hopes and great expectations In ahagppy
relationship couples tend to look back onther early days fondly. Even if thewedding didn® go
off pefectly, they tend to remember the highlights rather than thelow points. The same goesfor
each other. They remember how postive they felt early on, how excited they were when they
met, and how much admiration they had for each other.

When they talk aboutthetoughtimes theyQ@e had, they glorify the struggles theyGe been
through,drawing strength from the adversity they weathered together. But when a marriage or
relationship is notgoingwell, history getsrewritten N for theworse. Now sherecallstha he
was thirty minutes late getting to the ceremony. Or hefocuses on al that time she spent talking
to his best man at therehearsal dinna N or GlirtingOwith his friend, as it seems to him now.
Another sad signis when youfind the past difficult to remember N it has become so
unimportant or painful that youQre let it fade away.

When thefour horsemen overrun ahome, imparing the communication, the negativity
mushroomns to such a degree tha everythinga partner doesN orever did N isrecastina
negaive light

In ahappy relationghip, if the oneperson promises to pick up her patne@ dry cleaning but
forgets, thepartner islikely to think, GDh well, shel been unde alot of stress lately and needs
more sleep.OShe condders his lapse to befleeting and caused by a specific situaion. In an
unheppy relationghip the same circumstance is likely to lead to athoughtlike (Bhe® jus always
so incondderate and selfish.O

In ahagppy relationship aloving gesture, like awife greeting her hudand with akiss at the end of
theworkday, is seen as asigntha thespous is loving and congderate. In an unhapy marriage
the same action will lead the husand to think, OVha does shewant out of me?0

THE END DRAWS NEAR

When a marriage gets to the point where the couple have rewritten thar history, when ther
mindsand bodies make it virtudly impossible to communicate and repair thar current problems,
it isamog boundto fail. They find themselves congantly onred aert. Because they aways
expect to do comba, the marriage becomes a torment. The understandable result: They withdraw
fromtherelationship.

Some people leave amarriage or relationship literaly, by divorcing. Others do so by leading

paalle livestogeher. Whichever theroute, there are four find stagesthat signd the death kndl
of arelationship.
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Y ou see your marital problems as severe.

Taking thingsover seems useless. You try to solve problems on your own.
You start leading paralld lives.

Londiness setsin.

PwpnpE

When a couple gesto thelast stage oneor both parthers may have an affair. An affair isusudly
a symptomof adying marriage, notthe cause. Theend of tha marriage could have been
predicted longbefore either spouse strayed. Thewarning signswere almog always there early on
if they had known wha to lookfor.

Y ou can see the seeds of trouble in thefollowing:
1. Wha couples actudly say to each other (the prevalence of harsh startup, thefour
horsemen, the unwillingness to accept influence).
2. Thefailure of ther repar attempts.
3. Physgological reactions(flooding).
4. Pervasive negative thoughs aboutther marriage

Any of these signssuggests tha emotiond separation, and in mog cases divorce or breakup, may
only bea matter of time.

BUT ITGNOT OVERTILL IT®OVER

As bleak asthis sounds far more marriages or relationships could be saved than currently are.
Even arelationdhip tha is aboutto hit bottom can berevived with theright kind of hdp. Sadly,
mog marriages at this stage gt thewrongkind of hdp. Many therapists will ddugethe couple
with advice aboutnegotiating ther differences and improving ther communication.

Gottman was not able to crack the codeto saving marriages until hestarted to andyze wha went
rightin hgppy marriages.

Thekey to reviving or divorce-prodfing arelationship is notin how you handle disagreements
butin howyou are with each other when you®e nat fighting. Thefoundadionisto strengthen the
friendship tha is at the heart of any marriage
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