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all they succeed 1n doing is wasting their time and harming their
marriage.

This doesn’t mean there's nothing vou can do if your refation-
ship has been overrun by conflict. But it does mean that the typical
conflict-resolution advice won't help. Instead, vou need to under-
stand the bottom-ine difference that is causing the  conflict
between you—and to learn how to live with it by honoring and
respecting each other. Only then will you be able to build shared
meaning and a sense of purpose mto your marriage.

It used to be that couples could achieve this goal only through
their own mnsight, instinct, or blessed luck. But now mv Seven Prin-
ciples make the secrets of marntal success available to alf couples.
No matter what the current state of your refationship, following
these Seven Principles can lead to dramatic, positive change.

The first step toward improving or enhancing your marriage 1s
to understand what happens when my Seven Principles are not foi-
lowed. This has been well documented by my extensive research
Into couples who were not able to save their marriages. Learmng
about the failures can prevent your marriage from making the same
mistakes—or rescue 1t if it already has. Once you come to under-
stand why some marriages fail and how the Seven Principles could
prevent such tragedies, you’ll be on the way to improving your own
marriage forever,

How I Predict Divoree
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{ % / ézﬁ 1 ara and Oliver sit face to face in the Love Lab. Both in
e ff‘ s their late twenties, they have volunteered to take patt
wwmww’”/ in my study of newlyweds. In this extensive research,
130 couples have agreed to put their marriages not only under the
microscope but in front of the camera as well. Dara and Oliver are
among the fifty who were observed during an overnight stay at
the Love Tab “apartment.” My ability to predict divorce is based i
part on my analysis of these couples and their interactions.
Dara and Oliver say their lives are hectic but happy. She attends
nursing school at night, and he works long hours as a computer

programmer. Like many couples, including those who remain con-

tent as well as those who eventually divorce, Dara and Oliver
acknowledge that thewr marriage 1sn't perfect. But they say they love
each other and are committed to staying together. They positively
beam when they talk about the life they plan to build.

['ask thern to spend fifteen nunutes in the lab trying to resolve
an ongoing disagreement they are having while 1 videotape them.
As they speak, sensors attached to their bodies gauge therr stress
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levels based on various measurements of their circutatory system,
such as how quickly their hearts beat.

Lexpect that thetr discussion will be at least somewhat negative.,

After all, T have asked them to quarrel. While some couples are capa- -
ble of resolving disagreements with understanding words and

smiles, more often there’s tension. Dara and Oliver are no excep-
tion. Dara thinks Oliver doesn't do his share of the housekeeping,
and he thinks she nags him too much, which makes him less morti-
vated to do more., '

After listening to them tatk about this problem, T sadly predict to
my colleagues that Dara and Oliver will see their marital happiness
dwindle. And sure enough, four years later they report they are on
the verge of divorce. Although they still live together, they are lead-
ng lonely lives. They have become like ghosts, haunting the mar-
riage that once made them both feel so alive.

I'predict their marriage will falter not because they argue—after
all, T asked them to. Anger between husband and wife doesn't itself
predict marital meltdown. Other couples in the newlywed study
argue far more during the fifteen minutes of videotaping than do
Darz and Oliver. Yet I predict that many of these couples will remain
happily married—and thev do. The clues to Dara and Oliver’s
future breakup are 1n the wey they argue.

THE FIrST S16N: HARSH STARTUP

The most cbvious indicator that this discussion (and' this marriage)
1Is not gong to go well 1s the way it begins. Dara immediately
becomes negative and accusatory. When Oliver broaches the sub-
ject of housework, she’s ready to be sarcastic. “Or lack thereof” she
says. Oliver tries to lighten things up by cracking a joke: “Or the
book we were talking about writing: Men are pigs.” Dara sits poker-
faced. They tall a bit more, trying to devise a plan to make sure
Oliver does his share, and then Darz says, “I mean, I'd like to see it
resolved, but it doesn’t seem like it 1s. I mean, I've tried making up
lists, and that doesn’t work. And I've tried letting you do it on your
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own, and nothing got done for a month.” Now she’s blaming Oliver.
In essence, she’s saying the problem 1sn't the housekeeping, it's him,

When a discussion leads off this way—with criticism and/or sar-
casm, a form of contempt—it has begun with a “harsh startup.”
Although Dara talks to Oliver in a very soft, quiet voice, there’s a
load of negative power in her words. After hearing the first minute
or so of their conversation, it’s no surprise to me that by the
end Dara and Oliver haven’t resolved therr differences at all. The
research shows that if your discussion begins with a harsh startup, it
will inevitably end on a negative note, even if there are a lot of
attempts to “make nice” in between. Statistics tell the story: 96 per-
cent of the time vou can predict the outcome of a conversation
based on the first three nunutes of the fifteen-minute interaction! A
harsh startup simply dooms you to failure. So if you begin a discus-
sion that way, vou mught as well pull the plug, take a breather, anc
start over.

Ty Srconp Si6N: THE Four HoRSEMEN

Dara’s harsh startup sounds the warning bell that she and Oliver
may be having serious difficultv. Now, as their discussion unfolds.
I continue to look out for particular types of negative interactions.
Certain kinds of negativity, if allowed to run rampant, are so lethal to
a relatonstup that I cali them the Four Horsemen of the Apoca-
lypse. Usually these four horsemen clip-clop into the heart of a mar-
riage in the following order: criticism, contempt, defensiveness, anc
stonewalling.

Horseman 1: Criticism. You will always have some com-
plamnts about the person you live with. But there's a world of differ-
ence between a complaint and a criucism, A complaint oniy
addresses the specific action at which vour spouse failed. A criticism
18 more global—it adds on some negative words about vour mate’s
character or personality. “I'm really angry that you didn‘'t sweep the
kitchen floor last night. We agreed that we’d take turns doing it” is a
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complaint. “Why are you so forgetful? T hate having to always sweep
the kitchen floor when it's your turn. You just don't care” is a criti-
cism. A complaint focuses on a specific behavior, but a criticism ups
the ante by throwing in blame and general character assassination.
Here’s a recipe: To turn any complaint into a criticism, rust add my
favorite line: “What is wrong with vou?”

Usually a harsh startup comes in the guise of criticism, You can
see how quickly complaint turns tnto criticism when Dara begms 10
talk. Listen again to what she says:

Dara: I mean, I'd like to see it resolved, but it doesn‘t seem like it is.
(Simple complaint) T mean, I've tried making up lists and that
doesn’t work. And I've tried letting you do it on your own, and
nothing got done for a month, (Criticism. She's implying the
Droblem is bis fault. Even if it is, blaming bim will only make it
worse.) '

Here are some other examples that show the difference
between complaint and criticism.

Complaint. There's no gas in the car. Why didn't you fill it up
like you said you wouid?

Criticism. Why can’t you ever remember anything? 1 toid yvou a
thousanc times to fill up the tank, and vou didn't.

Complaint. You should have told me earlier that you're too
tired to make love. I'm really disappointed, and I feel embarrassed.

Criticisn. Why are you alwavs so selfish? It was reallv nasty of
you (o lead me on. You should have told me earlier that you were
too tired to make love.

Complaint. You were supposed to check with me before invit-
ing anyone over for dinner. I wanted to spead time alone with you
tonight.

Criticism. Why do you keep putting your friends ahead of me? 1
always come last on your list. We were supposed to have dinner
alone tonight,
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Ifyou hear echoes of yourself or your spouse 1n these criticisms,
you have plenty of company. The first horseman is very common in
relationships. 8o if you find that you and your spouse are critical of
each other, don’t assume vou're headed for divorce court. The
problem with criticism 1s that when it becomes pervasive, it paves
the way for the other, far deadlier horsemen.

Horseman 2: Contempt. Dara doesn't stop at crificizing
Oliver. Soon she's literally sneering, When he suggests that they
keep a list of his chores on the refrigerator to help him remember,
she says, “Do you think you work really well with lists?” Next. Oliver
tells her that he needs fifteen minutes to relax when he gets home
before starting to do chores. “So if T leave you alone for fifteen min-
utes, then you think you'll be motvated to jump up and do some-
thing?” she asks hum.

“Maybe. We haven't tried it, have we?” Oliver asks.

Dara has an opportunity here to soften up, but mstead she
comes back with sarcasm. “I think you do a pretty good job of com-
ing home and lying around or disappearing 1mto the bathroom.” she
says. And then she adds challengingly, “So you think that's the cure-
all, to give you fifteen minutes?”

This sarcasm and cynicism are types of contempt. So are name-
calling, eve-rolling, sneering, mockery, and hostile humor. In what-
ever form, contempt—the worst of the four horsemen—is potsonous
to a relationship because it conveys disgust. It’s virtually impossible
to resolve a problem when your partner is getting the message
vou're disgusted with tum or her. Inevitably, contempt leads to
more conflict rather than to reconciliation.

Peter, the manager of a shoe store, was a master at contempt, at
least when it came to his wife. Listen to what happens when he and
Cynthua try to discuss their disparate views about spending money.
He says, “Just look at the difference 1n our vehicles and our clothes.
I think that says a lot for who we are and what we value, [ mean, you
tease me about washing my truck, and vou go and pay to have
somebody wash vour car. We're paving through the nose for your
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car, and you can’t be bothered to wash it. I think that's outrageous, I
think that's probably the most spoiled thing that vou do.” This is a
textbook example of contempt. He's not merely pointing out that
they spend their money differentlv. He s accusing his wife of a
moral deficiency—ofl being spoiled.

Cynthia responds by telling him that 1t's physically difficuit for
her to wash her car herself Peter dismisses this explanation and
continues to take the high moral ground. “I take care of my truck
because if you take care of it, it'll last longer. I don't come from the
mentality of ‘Ah, just go out and buv 2 new one’ that you seem 1o.”

Still hoping to get Peter on her side, Cynthia says, “If vou could
help me to wash my car, I'd really love that. T'd really appreciate 1t,”
But instead of grabbing this chance at reconciliation, Peter wants to
do battle.

“How many trmes have you helped me wash my truck?” he
counters.

Cynthia tries again to reconcile, “I will help you wash your truck
if vou will help me wash my car.”
But Peter’s goat is not to resolve this issue hut 10 dress her

down. 50 he says, “That’s not my question. How many times have
you helped me?”

“Never,” says Cynthia.

“See?” says Peter. “That's where I think you have a little respon-
sibility, too. It's like, you know, if your-dad bought vou a house,
would you expect him to come over and paint it for you, too?”

“Well, will you always help me wash my car if I always help vou
wash your truck?” -

“I'm not sure that I'd want ya to help me.” Peter says, laughing.

“Well, will you always help me wash my car, then?” Cynthia asks,

“Twill help you when I can. I won't give you a blanket guarantee
for life. What are you gonna do, sue me?” asks Peter. And he laughs
agam. '

Listening to this discussion, it becomes clear that Peter’s main
PUrpose 1s to demean his wife. His contempt comes in the guise of
assuming the high moral ground, as when he says: “I think that savs
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a lot for who we are and what we value.” or “I don’t come from the
mentality of ‘just go out and buy a new one.’”

Couples who are contemptucus of each other are
more likely to suffer from infectious illnesses (colds,
flu, and so on) than other people.

Contempt 1s fueled by long-simmering negative thoughts ahout
the partner. You're more likely to have such thoughts if vour differ-
ences are not resolved. No doubt, the first time Peter and Cynthia
argued about money, he wasn't so disrespectful. He probably
offered a simple complaint like “I think vou should wash your
own car. It costs too much to always have someone else wash it.”
But as they kept disagreeing about this, his complaints turned to
global criticisms, such as: “You always spend too much money.” And
when the conflict continued, he felt more and more disgusted and
fed up with Cynthia, a change that affected what he said when they
argued. ‘

Belligerence, a close cousin to contempt, is just as deadly to a
relattonshup. It is a form of aggressive anger because it contamns a
threat or provocation. When a wife complains that her husband
doesn’t come home from work in time for dinner. a belligerent
response would be “Well, what are you going to do about 1t?” When
Peter says to Cynthia, “What are you going to do, sue me?” he thinks
he’s making a joke, but he's really being belligerent.

Horseman 3: Defensiveness. It's no surprise, consicering
how nasty her husband 1s being, that Cynthia defends herself She
points out that she doesn't get her car washed as often as he thinks.
She explains that it's more difficult physically for her to wash her car
herself than it 1s for him to wash his truck.

Although it's understandable that Cynthia would defend her-
self, research shows that this approach rarely has the desired effect.
The attacking spouse does not back down or apologize. This is
because defensiveness is really a way of blaming vour partner.
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You're saying, in effect, “The problem sn't e, it's you.” Defensive-
ness just escalates the conflice, which 1s why it’s so deadly. When
Cynthia tells Peter how hard it 1s for her to wash her car, he doesn't
say, “Oh, now I understand.” He ignores her excuse—he doesn‘t
even acknowledge what she's said. He climbs farther up his high
moral ground, telling her how well he takes care of his vehicle ancl
smplyving that she’s spoiled for not doing the same. Cynthia can't
win—and neither can therr marriage,

Caticism, Contempt, and Defensiveness don’t always gallop
Into 2 home n strict order. They function more like a relay match—
handing the baton off to each other over and over agéin. if the
couple can’t put a stop to 1t. You can see this happening as Oliver
and Dara continue their discussion about cleaning their house,
Although they seem to be seeking 4 solution, Dara becomes
Increasingly contemptuous-—mocking Oliver in the guise of ques.
uoning him and tearing down every plan he devises. The more
defensive he becomes, the more she attacks him. Her body language
signals condescension, She speaks sofly, her elbows resting on the
table, her intertwined fingers cradling her chin. Like a law professor
Orajudge, she peppers him with questions Just to see him squirm.

Dara: So vou think that's the cure-all, to give you fifteen minutes?
(Sneering) :

O1rver: No, I don’t think that's the cure-all, I think, combined with
writing up a list of weekly tasks that have to get done, Why not
putiton a calendar? Hey, T'll see 1t right then and there.

Dara: TJust like when I write stuff in vour Day-Timer it gets done?
(mocking bim; more contempt) ‘

Owver: I don't always have a chance to look at my Day-Timer during
the day. (defensive) '

Dara: S0 you think vou’ll look at a calendar, then?

OLIVER: Yeah, At any point in time, if 'm not up to speed, vou should
ask me about it. But when that happens now, it’s not you asking,
1t's vou telling me, “You haven't done this and you haven't done
that.” Instead say, “Is. there any reason why you haven't done
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this or that?” Like, I mean, when 1 staved up and did vour
résumé that one night. Seuff like that happens all the time, and
vou just don’t take that into account at all. (defensive)

Dara: And I don't just all of a sudden do things for vou, either?
(defensive)

Ouver: No, you do. . . .I think you need to relax a little bit.

Dara Garcastic): Hmm. Well, that sounds like we solved a iot.

Obviously, Dara and Oliver have resolved nothing, thanks to the
prevalence of criticism, contermnpt, and defensiveness,

Horseman 4: Stonewalling. In marmages like Dara and
Oliver’s, where discussions begin with a harsh startup, where criti-
cism and contempt lead to defensiveness, which leads to more con-
tempt and more defensiveness, eventually one partner tunes out.
This heralds the arrival of the fourth horseman.

Think of the husband wiho comes home from work, gets met
with a barrage of critticasm from his wife, and hides behind the news-
paper. The less responsive he 1s, the more she yells. Eventually he
gets up and leaves the room. Rather than confronting his wife, he
disengages. By turning away from her, he 1s avoiding a fight, but
he 1s also avoiding his marriage. He has become a stonewaller.
Although both husbands and wives can be stonewallers, this behay-
ior is far more common among men, for reasons we'll see later.

During a typical conversation between two people, the listener
gives all kinds of cues to the speaker that he’'s paying attention. He
may use eve contact, nod his head, say something like “Yeah” or
“Uh-huh.” But a stonewaller doesn’t give vou this sort of casual
feedback. He tends to look away or down without uttering a sound.
He sits like an impassive stone wall. The stonewaller acts as though

he couldn’t care less about what you're saying, if he even hears it.
Stonewalling usually arrwves iater in the course of a marnage
than the other three horsemen. That's why it’s less common among
newlywed husbands such as Oliver than among couples who have
been in a negative spiral for a while. It takes time for the negatwity
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created by the first three horsémen to become

overwhelming
€nough that

stonewalling becomes an understandable “out,” Thar's
the stance that Mack takes when he and his wife Rita argue
each other's behavior at parties. She savs the problem is that he
drinks too much. He thinks the bigger problem is her reaction: She
embarrasses him by velling at him 1 front of hss friends, Here they
are, already in the middle of an argument:

about

Rrta: Now ['ve become the problem, again. I started off with the
complaint, but now I am the problem. That always seems (o
happen. .

MACK: Yeah, I do that, T know. (Fause.) But your tantrums and child-
1shness are an embarrassment to me and my friends.

Rrea: If you weuld control vour drinking at partie
Mack: (Looks

walling. )
Rrra: Because I think laughs) for the most
well, ceally (laugns).
Mack: (Continues to stionewall Remauns silent, makes no eye con-

tact, bead nods, facial movements, or vocalizations.)
Rita: Don't you think? '

MACK: (No response. J
Rima: Mack? Hello?

S, puleese . | .
down, avoids eye contact, Says nothmg—he's stone-

part, we get along pretty

Tug Tamwy Sign: Froobing

It may seem to Rita that her complaints have no effect on Mack. But
nothing could be further from the truth. Usually people stonewall
43 a protection against feeling flooded. Flooding means that your
Spouse’s negativity-—whether in the guise of criticism or coniempt
or even defensiveness—is so overwhelming, and so sudden, that
leaves you shell-shocked. You feel so defenseless against this sniper
attack that you learn to do anything to avoid a replay. The more
often you feel flooded by your Spouse’s criticism or contempt, the

——
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more hypervigilant you are for cues that your spouse is about to

“blow” again. All you can think about 15 protecting yourself from the

‘turbulence vour spouse’s onsiaught causes. And the way to do that

is to disengage emaotionally from the relationship. No wonder Mack
and Rita are now divorced.

Another husband, Paul, was quite up front about why he stone-
walls when his wife, Amy, geté negative. In the following discussion
hearticulates what all stonewallers are feeling.

Amy: When I get mad, that’s when you should step 1n and try to
make 1t better. But when you just stop talking, 1t meal?s, ‘Tno
longer care about how vou feel.” That just makes me feel one
inch tall. Like my opinion or feelings have absoiutely no bearing
on you. And that’s not the way a marriage should be.

Paur: What I'm saying is, if you wanna have a serious conversation,

you're gonna do it without yelling and screaming all the time.
You start saying things that are hurtful.

Amy: Well, when I'm hurt, mad, and [ wanna hurt you, [ start saln?g
things. And that's when we should both stop. I should say, “I'm
sorry.” And you should say, “I know that you wanna tall abqut
this. And I really should make an effort to talk instead of just
1gnoring you.”

Paur: I'll talk when—

Ay Tt fits vour purpose.

Paur: No, *évh.e-n you'te not yelling and screaming and jumping up
and down stomping.

Amy kept telling Paul how it made her feel when he shut down,
But she did not seem to hear him tell her why he shuts down: He
can't handle her hostility. This couple later divorced.

A marnage’s meltdown can be predicted, then, by habitual
harsh startup and frequent flooding brought on by the relentless
presence of the four horsemen during disagreements. Although
each of these factors alone can predict a divorce, they usually coex-
1St 151 an unhappy marriage.
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Tre Fourti S1eN: Boby LaNGuAGE

Even if I could not hear the conversation between Mack the
stonewailer and his wife, Rita, I would be able to predict their
divorce stmply by looking at his physiclogical readings. When we
monttor couples for bodily changes during a tense discusston, we
can see just how physically distressing flooding is. One of the most
apparent of these physical reactions is that the heart speeds up—
pounding away at more than 100 beats per minute—even as high as
165. (In contrast, a typical heart rate for a man who is about 30 i 76,
and for a woman the same age, 82.) Hormonat changes oceur, 100,
including the secretion of adrenaline, which kicks in the “fight or
flight response.” Blood pressure also mounts. These changes are so
dramatic that if one partner 1s frequently flooded during marital dis-
cussions, it's easy to predict that they will divorce. ;
Recurring episodes of flooding lead to divorce for two reasons,
First, they signal that at least one partner feels severe emotional dis-
tress when dealing with the other. Second, the Physical sensations

~ of feeling flooded—the increased heart rate, sweating, and so on—-

make it virtually impossible to have a productive, problem-solving
discussion. When your body goes into overdrive during an argu-
Ment, 1t 15 responding to a very prinutive alarm system we inherited

from our prehistoric ancestors. All those distressful reactions, like 2 /

pounding heart and sweatng, occur because on a fundamental
level your body perceives your current situation as dangerous. Even
though we live in the age of in vitro conception, organ transplants,
and gene mapping, from an evolutionary standpoint not much time
has passed sirce we were cave dwellers. So the human body has not
refined its fear reactions—it responds the same way, whether
you're ‘facing a saber-toothed tger or a contemptuous spouse
demanding to know why you can never remember to put the toilet
seat back down. ‘
When a pounding heart and all the other physical stress reac-
tions happen in the midst of a discussion with vour mate. the con-
sequences are disastrous. Your ability to process information is
reduced, meaning 1t's harder to pay attention to what your partner
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is saying. Creative problem solving goes out the window. You're left
with the most reflexive, least intellectually sophisticated responses
in your repertoire: to fight (act critical, contemptuous, or cefen-
swve) or flee (stonewall). Any chance of resolving the issue is gone.

" Most likely, the discussion will just worsen the situation.

MEN AND WOMEN REALLY ARE DIFFERENT

In 85 percent of marriages, the stonewaller 15 the husband. This is
not because of some lack on the man’s part. The reason lies 1n our
evolutionary heritage. Anthropological evidence suggests that we
evolved from hominids whose lives were cireumscribed by very
rigid gender roles, since these were advantageous Lo survival in a
harsh environment, The females specialized in nurturing children
while the males specialized in cooperative hunting,

As any nursing mother can tell you, the amount of milk you pro-
duce is affected by how relaxed vou feel, which s related to the
release of the hormone oxytocin in the brain. SO natural selection
would favor a female who could quickly soothe herself and calm
down after feeling stressed. Her ability to remain composed could
enhance her children's chances of survival by opumizing the
amount of nutrition they recewved. But in the male natural selecton
would reward the opposite response, For these early cooperative
hunters, maintaming vigilance was a key survival skill. So males
whose adrenaline kicked i quite readily and who did not calm
-down so easily were more likely to survive and procreate. _

To this day, the male cardiovascular system remains more reac-
tive than the female and slower to recover from stress. For example,

if 2 man and woman suddenly hear a very loud, brief sound, like a.

blowout, most likely his heart will beat faster than hers and stay
accelerated for longer, according to research by Robert Levenson,
Ph.D., and his student Loren Carter at the University of California at
Berkeley. The same goes for their blood pressure—his will become
more elevated and stay higher longer. Psychologist Doll Zillman,
Ph.D.. at the University of Alabama has found that when male subjects

IR
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are deliberately treated rudely and then told to relax for twenty min-
utes, their blood pressure surges and stays elevated until they getto
retaliate. But when women face the same treatment, they are able to
calm down during those twenty minutes. (Interestingly; a woman's
blood pressure tends to rise again if she is pressured into retaliat-
ingl) Since marital confrontation that activates vigilance takes a
greater physicat toll on the male, 1t’s no surprise that men are more
likely than women to attempt to avoid it.

It’s a biolegical fact: Men are more
easily overwhelmed by marital conflict
than are their wives.

This gender difference in how physiologically reactive our bod-
1es are also influences what men and women tend to think about
when they experience marital stress. As part of some experiments,
we ask couples to watch themselves arguing on tape and then tell
us what they were thinking when our sensors detected they were
flooded. Their answers suggest that men have a greater tendency to
have negative thoughts that mamntain their distress, while women
are more likely to think soothing thoughts that help them calm
down and be conciliatory: Men, generally, either think about how
righteous and indignant they feel (“I'm going to get even,” “I don't
have to take this™), which tends to lead to contempt or belligerence.
Or they think about themselves as an Innocent victim of thetr wife's
wrath or complamt (“Why is she always blaming me?™, which leacls
to defensiveness. ;

Obviously, these rules don't hold for every male and every
female. Bur after twenty-five years of research, I have noted that the
majority of coupies do follow these gender differences in physiolog-
al and psychological reactions to stress, Because of these dissimi-
larities, most marriages (including heaithy, happy ones) follow a
comparable pattern of conflict in which the wife, who 1s con's,_titu_-
tionally better able to handle the stress. brings up sensitive issues.
The husband, who is not as aple to cope with 1t, will attempt to
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avoid getting into the subject. He' may become defensive agd
stonewall. Or he may even become belligerent or contemptuous in
an attempt to silence her. _

Just because vour marriage follows this pattern, 1t’s not a g:yen
that a divorce is in the offing. In fact, vou’ll find examples of all four
horsemen and even occasional flooding 1n stable marriages. But
when the four horsemen take up permanent residence, when
either partner begins to feel flooded routinely, the relationship is in
serious trouble. Frequently feeling flooded leads almost mevitably
to distancing yourself from vour spouse. That 1n turn leads vou to
feel lonely. Without help. the couple will end up divorced or living
ina dead marriage, in which they maintain separate, parallel lives in
the same home. They may go through the motions of together-
ness—attending their children’s plays, hosting dinner parties, tak-
ing family vacations. But emotionally they no longer feel connected
to each other. They have given up.

Tug FirTH Sien: FAILED BEPAIR ATTEMPTS

It takes time for the four horsemen and the flooding that comes in
therr wake to overrun a marriage, And vet divorce can so often be
predicted by listening to a single conversation between newlyweds.
How can this be? The answer 1s that by analyzing any disagreement a
couple has, you get a good sense of the pattern they tend. to follow,
A crucial part of that pattern 1s whether their repair attempts suc-
ceed or fail. Repair attempts, as I described on page 22, are cfforts
the couple makes (“Let’s take a break,” “Wait, 1 need to calm down™)
to deescalate the tension during a touchy discussion—to put on the
brakes so flooding 1s prevented.

Repair attempts save marriages not just because they decrease
emotional tension between spouses, but because by lowering the
stress level they also prevent your heart from racing and making
vou feel flooded. When the four horsemen rule a couple’s com-
munication, repair attempts often don't even get notced. Espe-
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cally when you're feeling flooded, You're not able to hear a verbal
white flag. |
In unhappy marriages a feedback loop develops between the
four horsemen and the failure of repair attempts. The more con-
temptuous and defensive the couple 1s with each other, the more
fiooding occurs, and the harder 1t ts to hear and respond to a repair,
And since the repair is not heard, the contempt and defensiveness
just get heightened, making flooding more pronounced, which
makes 1t more difficult to hear the next repair attempt, until finally
one partner withdraws, '
That's why I can predict a divorce by hearing only one discus.
s10n between a husband and wife. The failure of repair ateempts is
dfil accurate marker for an unhappy future. The presence of the four

horsemen alone predicts divorce with only an 82 percent accuracy,

But when you add in the failure of reparr attempts, the accuracy rate
reaches into the 90s. This s because some couples who trot out the
four horsemen when they argue are also successful at repatring the

harm the horsemen cause. Usually in this situation—when the four

horsemen are present but the couple’s repair attempts are success-
ful—the result 1s a stahle, happy marriage. In fact, 84 percent of the
newiyweds who were high on the four horsemen but repaired effec-
uvely were in stable, happy marriages six vears later. But if there are

no repair attempts—or if the attempts are not able to be heard-—
the marriage 1s 1n serious danger.

Ican tefl 96 percent of the time whether a
marital discussion will resolve 3 conflict, after
the first three minutes of that discussion.

In emotionally intelligent marrtages I hear a wide range of suc-
cessful repair attempts, Each person has his or her own approach.
Olivia and Nathaniel stick out their tongues; other couples laugh or
smile or say they're sorry. Even an irritated “Hey, stop velling at me,”
or “You're getting off the topic” can defuse a tense siuation. All

such repair attempts keep a marriage stable because they prevent
the four horsemen from moving in for good.

!
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Whether a repair succeeds or faills has very little to do with
how eloquent it 18 and everything to do with the state of the
marriage. One happily married couple who taught me this lesson
were Hal and Jodie. Because of the nature of his research, Hai, a
chemist, would often find out at the last minute that he wouldn't be
able to get home for dinner. Although Jodie knew Hal couldn’t co-n-
trol his hours, the dinner situation frustrated her. When they dis-
cussed the problem in our lab, she pointed out to him that the kids
always refused to eat dinner till he got home, so they were often
having their dinner very late, which she didn't like. So I—Igl sug-
gested that she give them a snack to tide them over. Incredulous,
Jocie snapped at him: “What do you think I have been doing all
along?” N

Hal realized that he had screwed up. He had displaved a s1gn1ﬁ- .
cant lack of awareness about what went on in his own home and,
worse, had nsulted his wife’s intelligence. In an unhappy marrage
this could easily be the grounds for some major league sniping. 1
wated to see what would happen next. Since all other evidence sug-
gested they were happily married, T anticipated that Hal Woulgl usle
some very skillfully wrought repair attempt. But Hal just gave Jodie
areally géofv smile. Jodie burst out laughing, and they went on with
their discussion.

Hal's quick grin worked because their marrage was Workmg.
But when Oliver tried to soften up Dara by chuckling during their
conversation about housekeeping, he got nowhere. In marriages in
whuch the four horsemen have moved in for good, even the mos.t
articulate, sensitive, weli-targeted repawr attempt s likely to fai
abysmally.

Iromcally, we see more repair attempts between troubl.ed cou-
ples than berween those whose marriages are going smoc_)thlv.. The
more repair attempts fail, the more these couples keep tryving. It can
be poignant to hear one member of a couple offer up one re_pfm;
attempt after another, all to no avail. What makes tl’ie d1ffere]‘1_(.e.
What predicts that repair attempts will work? Later we ll'see that 1t‘1s
the quality of the friendship between husband anq w{e and, as [
described in Chapter One, “positive sentiment override.
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THE Stxti SigN: Bap Memorizs

When a relationship gets subsumed in negativity, it’s not only the
couple’s present and future life together that are put at risk. Their
pastis in danger, too. When I interview couples, L'usually ask about
the history of their marriage. [ have found over and over that cou-
_ Ples who are deeply entrenched in a negatve view of their spouyse
and their marriage often rewrite their past. When I ask themrabout
their early courtship: ther wedding, their first year togefher Ican
predict their chances of divorce, even if I'm not prvy to the;r cur-
rent feelings.
, Most couples enter marriage with high hopes and great expec-
tations. In a happy marnage couples tend to look back on their eatly
-days fondly. Even if the wedding didn’t go off perfectly, the{r tend
to remember the highlights rather than the low pomtsj Thé same
goes for each other. They remember how positive they felt early on
how excited they were when they met, and how muéh admiratmn‘
they had for each other, When they talk about the tough times
they've had, they glorify the struggles they've been through, draw-
ing strength from the adversity they weathered together, ‘
But when a marriage s not going well, history gels rewritten—
for the worse. Now she recalls that he was thirt

ting to the ceremony, Or he focuses
talking to his

Y. minutes late get-

on all that time she speng
: 7 best man at the rehearsal dinner—or “flirting” with his
friend, as it seems to him now. Another sad si

the past difficult to remember—it has becom
painful that vou've let it fade away,

Peter and Cynthia didn’t always spend their days arguing about
car washing and other money matters, No doubt if you looked
at their photo album, vou would find pienty of happy pictures from
thefr carly days together. But those pictures have bng faded from
their minds. When asked to describe the early days, they do a good
job of telling the facts of their courtship and inarnage, but nothing
more. Cynthia recounts that they met at a record store where she
was the cashier. She got his name and numper from his charge card

gn 18 when' you find
€ S0 unimportant or
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receipt and called him up to see if he liked the CDs he had bought.
Their first date followed.

Cynthia says that she was attracted to Peter at first because he
was going to college and was interesting to talk to and nice-looking.
“ think 1t was the fact that I’had a charge card,” Peter slips in, a snide
reference to their current fights over money. He himself seems to
have a hard time remermbering what attracted him to her when they
first met. He says, “Uh ... (long pause) 1 honestly don’t know. I
never tried to pin it down to one thing,. I think for me that would be
pretty dangerous.”

When thev're asked about the kinds of actvities they enjoyed
back then, they have a hard time remembering. “Didn’'t we go on
picriucs or something?” Cynthia asks him, and he shrugs. The same
blank feeling is there when they discuss their decision to marry.
“I thought 1t would solidify the relationship. It seemed like a logi-
cal progression—that’s pasically the main reason,” says Peter. He
recalls that he proposed to her at a restaurant by tying the ring to a
white ribbon wrapped around a bunch of white roses. That sounds
promising, until he adds with a sad chuckle: “I'll never forget this.
She saw the ring. She started shaking a little bit, and she looked and
she asked me, ‘I suppose you want an answer?’ That's kind of not
the rezction | was looking for.” He turns to his wife. “You weren’t
smiling or Iaughing or anything when you said tt—you were just
deadpan, like, “You idiot.””

“Oh nooo,” Cyathia says limply.

The picture doesn't get any better. Peter had pneumonia and a
temperature of 103 at thewr wedding. His main memory, other than
feeling sick, was being 1n the limo afterward with Cynthia and his
best man. His friend turned on the stereo, and the Motley Crie
song “Same Old Ball and Chain” came blasting out. Cynthia remem-
bers feeling hurt because many guests left right after dinner. Peter
recalls that everyone kept banging on their glasses with spoons to
make him and Cynthia kiss. “I was getting really annoved,” he
recalls. To sum up their wedding day, he says, “It was your basic
tragedy.” Cvnthya smiles wanly in agreement.
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The reason Peter and Cynthia have such distorted memores 18
that the negativity between them has become so Intense, it's as ifit's
cast i stone. When the four horsemen overrun 2 home, impairing
the communication, the negativity mushrooms to such a degree
that everything a spouse does—or ever did—is recast in a negative
light, ' .

In a happy marriage, if the hushand promises to pick up the
wife's dry cleaning but forgets, she is likely to think, “Oh well, he's
been under a lot of stress lately and needs more sleep.” She consid-
ers us lapse to be fleeting and caused by a specific situation, In
an unhappy marriage the same circumstance is likely to leac to 4
thought like “He’s just always so inconsiderate and selfish.” By the
same token, 111 a happy marriage a loving gesture, like a wife greet-
Ing her husband with a passionate kiss at the end of the worl<day, 1§
seen 4s a sign that the spouse is loving and considerate. Butin an
unhappy marriage the same action will lead the husband to think;
“What does she want out of me?” ;

This distorted perception explains why one husband we stud-
ied, Mitch, saw uiterior motives whenever his wife, Leslie, bought
him a gift, hugged him, or even called him on the phone. Over time
he had rewritten his view of their marriage, Creating a very negative
script. Whenever a conflict arose, he was all set to feel self-righteous
and indignant. His negative thoughts about Leslié helped maintain
hus distress. He'd get flooded as soon as they had a confrontation.

Negative expectations of her and their relationship became the
norm. Eventually they divorced.

THE EvD DRrAWS NEAR

When a marriage gets to the point where the couple have rewritten
their history, when their minds and bodies make 1t virtually impossi-
ble to commurucate and repair their current problems, it is almost
bound to fail. They find themselves constantly on red alert. Bécause
they always expect to do combat, the marriage becomes a torment.
The understandable result: They withdraw from the redationship.

T
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Sometimes a couple at this end stage of marriage will come for

counseling. On the surface it may seem like nothing much is wr::m;g_;
They don’'t argue or act contemptuous or stonewall. They don 7 d
much of anything. They talk calmiy and distantly abogt their _relatxoﬁrll-
ship and their conflicts. An inexperienced therapist f:oulld easnlf.
ass.ume that their problems don’t run very deep. But actually one o

both of them has already disengaged emomonally from the ma rr};‘lge.

Some people leave a marrage literally, by divorcing. O_th?is df)
50 by leading parallel lives together. Whichever the roucer, there are
four final stages that signai the death knell of a relationship.

I. You see vour marial problems as severe. ) ‘

2. Talking things over seems useless. You try to solve problems
0N your own,

3. You start leading parallel lives.

4, Loneliness sets in.

When a couple gets to the last stage, one or both partn(::fs- may
have an affair, But an affair 1s usually asymptom of a dving marl.Lage,
not the cause. The end of that marriage could have bﬁeen predxcteil(
iong before either spouse strgwed. Too often,_coupleb begu; tﬁ S»(;Ee
help for their marriage after they've already hit tro'ubled. wade] S. -
warning signs were almost always there eartly on if Fhey hg <0 k
what to look for. You can see the seeds of trouble in (1) wfmt colu
pies actually say to each other (the prevalence of harsh startup, r,lle
four horsemen, and the unwillingness to accept 1nﬂuerjce)t (?]) tade
Eaiture of their repair attempts, (3) physiological reacuonf, ( Cfm,
ing), or (4) pervasive negative thoughts about their n.larrmgf.cagés
of these signs suggests that emotional Separation. and in most ca
divorce, may only be a matter of time.

Bt Ir's Not Ovir TiL It°s OviRr

As bleak as this sounds, I am convinced that far more Marmages
could be saved than currently are. Even a marriage that 1s about £o
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hit bottom can be revived with the right kind of help. Sadly, most
marriages at thus stage get the wrong kind. Well-meaning therapists
will deluge the couple with advice about negotiating their differ-
€nces and improving their communication. At one time I"would
have done the same, At first, when 1 figured out how to predict
divorce, T thought I had found the key to saving marriages. All that
Wwas necessary, I presumed, was to teach people how to argue with-
out being overridden by the four horsemen and without getting
flooded. Then therr repair attempts would succeed., and they could
work out thetr differences. o

But like so many experts before me, 1was wrong, I was not able
0 crack the code to saving marriages until I started to analyze what
wentright in happy marriages. After Intensely studying happily mar-
ried coupies for as long as sixteen vears. [ now know that the key to
reviving or divorce-proofing a relationship 1s not in how you handle
disagreements but in how you are with each other when you're not
fighting. So although my Seven Principles will also guide vou m-cop-
ing with conflict, the foundation of my approach is to strengthen
the friendship that is at the heart of any marriage,

Principle 1:
Enhance Your Love Maps

A ey

e W

£ “ 2 for babies. He was beloved at the hospital, where
’éiiwﬁg% s everybody called him Dr. Rory. He was a reserved man
but capabie of great warmth, humor, and charm. He was also a worka-
holic who slept in the hospital an average of twenty nights a month,
He dicin’t know the names of his children’s friends, or even the name
of the family dog. When he was asked where the back door to the
house was, he turned to ask his wife, Lisa,

His wife was upset withjhow little she saw of Rory and how emo-
uonally unconnected to her he seemed to be. She frequently tried
to make little gestures to show him she cared, but her attempts just
annoved him, She was left with the sense that he simply didn’t value

* her or their marriage.

To this day I'm struck by the story of this couple. Here was an
intellectually gifted man who didn't even know the name of the
family dog or how to find the back door! Of the many problems
their refationship faced, perhaps the most fundamental was Rory's
stiocking lack of knowledge about his home life. He had become so
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1o Julie Gottman, who gives collaboration a new meaning, and 1o
the core of my team: Sybil Carrere, Sharon Fentuman, and Cathryn
Swanson. They made it all possible and helped make the journey

iself delightful, like eating pastries and drinking coffee together in
a sidewalk café.

J.G.

To Arthur, my betoved and my friend
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