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 This seminar paper will explore John Gottman’s theory of how relationships 

function well or fail.  Gottman’s six factors that predict divorce will be discussed, and 

his evidence for these factors evaluated.  Gottman’s suggestions for the repair of 

relationship damage or dysfunction will also be addressed.   A minor critique of his 

theory will be offered, including reference to his methodology, and alternate 

theoretical perspectives briefly outlined. 

 Gottman’s relationship theory is based on empirical evidence of over 700 

couples comprising of systematic observations, self-report and physiological 

measurements (Gottman, 2004; Roger, 2016).  Data collected from couples in a 

fabricated apartment, known as the ‘Love Lab’, revealed that successful relationships 

worked on three primary objectives.  Romance was sustained through friendship, 

conflict was managed well, and there was a deep sense of shared meaning that 

meshed their lives together (J. S. Gottman, 2004; J. M. Gottman, & Silver, 1999).   

 Through his research, Gottman also pinpointed behaviours that damaged 

relationships (DeClaire, J. M. Gottman, & J. S. Gottman, 2006). Drawing on his 

analysis of 130 newlywed couples, whilst they attempted to resolve an ongoing 

dispute, six factors that predicted divorce were identified (Fulwiler, 2014).   

 Based on these findings Gottman proclaimed that he could predict divorce 

with more than 90 percent accuracy whether a couple would stay together or 

eventually divorce (DeClaire, et al., 2006; Gottman, & Silver, 1999).  In fact, 

Gottman claims that he can make this prediction after listening to a couple interact for 

as little as fifteen minutes (Gottman, & Silver, 1999). 
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 Although, critics have questioned the validity of his research methodology 

(e.g., absence of crossvalidation), arguing that his relationship theory is no more than 

‘Gottman’s opinion’, he dismisses the skepticism (Heyman, & Smith Slep, 2001).  

Gottman maintains that his ability to predict why some marriages succeed and others 

fail rests solely on hard scientific evidence.  The six factors that predict divorce 

inform part of his theory, and highlight the corrosive forces that he believes take 

marriage down a dangerous path (DeClaire et al., 2006). 

 The first is known as a ‘harsh start-up’.  This is when conflict is approached 

negatively.  Behaviours include attacking your partner’s character or motives 

(Denning, 2014).  Research has shown that when discussions lead off with criticism 

or blame they are less likely to turn out well.  In fact, Gottman’s research indicates 

that 96 percent of the time you can predict the outcome of a couple’s discussion based 

on the first three minutes of their interaction (DeClaire et al., 2006; Gottman, 2004; 

Fulwiler, 2014).  Gottman also found that women are significantly more likely to 

criticize their partners than men.  Not surprisingly, harsh start-ups initiated by women 

increases the risk of divorce (Cook, 2016; Denning, 2014).   

 Harsh start-ups often involve a set of behaviours proven by Gottman’s 

research to be particularly damaging to relationships.  These lethal patterns of 

interaction known as ‘the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse’ encompass his second 

sign for eventual marital meltdown (DeClaire et al., 2006).  Studies have shown that 

negative behaviours such as, criticism, defensiveness, contempt and stonewalling can 

send couple’s into a downward spiral that ends in divorce if left unchecked (i.e., 

without therapeutic intervention) (DeClaire et al., 2006; Gottman, 2004). 
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 Contempt was the single greatest predictor of divorce, and as with criticism, 

gender differences were found with 85 percent of the stonewalling done by men 

(Denning, 2014; Fulwiler, 2014).  The problem with these communication styles is 

that they tend to represent an escalating pattern whereby the first horsemen (criticism) 

appears with greater frequency and intensity,  paving the way for the other, far 

deadlier horsemen (DeClaire et al., 2006; Lisitsa, 2013).   

 The relentless presence of these hostile interactions during disagreements 

causes emotional flooding, or what Gottman calls, ‘diffuse physiological 

activation’ (DPA).  This is when a person experiences their partner’s negativity so 

intensely their arousal system is flooded with stress hormones.  Most people who are 

flooded experience intense anxiety or anger, making it nearly impossible to resolve 

conflict rationally (Gottman, & Silver, 2007). 

 Over a three- year period DPA characterized relationships that declined in 

marital satisfaction, compared with relationships that increased in satisfaction 

(Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008).  Fittingly, Gottman identified emotional 

‘flooding’ as his third sign for predicting divorce (Gottman, & Silver, 2007). 

 Gottman also found gender differences related to DPA.  He found that men are 

more physiologically prone than woman.  As mentioned earlier, a key aspect of 

Gottman’s work was physiological measurements.  By using heart rate monitors he 

noted that DPA occurs when a person’s heart rate increases to more than 90 beats per 

minute (Gottman, & Silver, 2007).   

 In heterosexual relationships stonewalling was predicted in males with a heart 

rate over 100 beats per minute (Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008).  Drawing on 

these physiological indicators Gottman hypothesized that stonewalling (i.e., emotional 
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disengagement), was a person’s attempt to self-sooth (reduce physiological arousal) 

when feeling overwhelmed (Gottman, 2004).   

 With the majority of stonewallers being men, not surprisingly, soothing the 

man, as opposed to the woman, was found to be critical in avoiding divorce and 

repairing relationship dysfunction (Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008; Denning, 

2014; Rogers, 2016).  Given that the ability to physiologically self-sooth increases a 

person’s ability to listen to their partners, articulate their own feelings, and negotiate 

calmly, ‘body language’ was declared the fourth sign of impending divorce (Gottman, 

2004).  

 Failed repair attempts and bad memories make up the fifth and sixth sign 

spelling the demise of a relationship.  Gottman’s final indicator, ‘bad memories’ will 

be discussed first.  As mentioned previously, research from the Love Lab showed that 

successful couples manage conflict well.  Not only are these relationships bound by 

friendship and a shared meaning of life, they work hard to derail the four horsemen by 

balancing negative and positive interactions (DeClaire et al., 2006; Gottman, & 

Silver, 2007).   

 For example, happily married couples have five times as many positive 

interactions during conflict than negative ones (5:1), and 20 times as many positive 

interactions during non-conflict periods (20:1).   For unstable or distressed couples 

(soon-to-divorce) this ratio is less than one positive to one negative interaction (0.8:1) 

(Gottman, 2004; Rogers, 2016).   

 Couples that are embedded in a history of more positive comments and 

behaviours (20:1) have more credits than debits in their emotional bank balance 

(Denning, 2014).  Their union has generated more positive affect enabling them to 
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savor and remember past events fondly.  For these couples strength can be drawn 

from the adversities they have navigated together, allowing new issues to be viewed 

with optimism and hope (Fulwiler, 2014; Gottman, 2004). 

 In Gottman Methods Couple Therapy (GMCT) the term ‘Positive Sentiment 

Override’ (PSO) is used to describe couples that tend to filter interactions with their 

partner through a positive lens.  For successful couples this ratio (20:1) was 

previously noted.  In such relationships a positive perspective ensures that each 

person is given the benefit of the doubt, enabling even negative comments to be 

responded to with neutrality (De Claire et al., 2006; Gottman, 2004; Rogers, 2016).  

 Despite the inevitable disagreements and irritations of married life, PSO helps 

keep intact the couple’s ‘Fondness and Admiration System’ (Gottman, & Silver, 1999, 

Niolon, 2011).  Marriages that thrive are built on a solid foundation of friendship, 

whereby respect and care is often voiced.  Damaged and dysfunctional relationships 

often feel battered by contempt, which is the antithesis of respect. Gottman asserts 

that expressions of fondness and admiration can help to repair relational distress.  In 

GMTC, couples are coached to convey appreciation either through words or touch in 

small, everyday moments (Gottman, 2004).   

 Likewise, Gottman claimed that PSO helps couples build ‘Love Maps’.  Love 

maps represent a sound knowledge of our partner’s inner world.  By distancing from 

each other, couples in dysfunctional or damaged relationships have outdated love 

maps.  In GMTC couple’s are encouraged to heal and repair intimacy by updating 

their love maps (Gottman, 2004; Gottman, & Silver, 2007).    

 Relationships starved of respect and care are emotionally flooded with 

negative affect (DPA) and riddled with bad memories.  For these couples, debits 



!  7
SYSTEMIC APPROACHES TO DEVELOPMENT AND ATTACHMENT

exceed credits (Denning, 2014).   Their cost-benefit view of the relationship weighs 

heavily in the red.  Tender memories of what brought them together have been 

negated with too many toxic exchanges, highlighting why ‘bad memories’ has been 

identified as increasing the likelihood of marital meltdown and eventual divorce 

(Gottman, 2004; Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008).   

  In contrast to PSO, GMCT uses the term Negative Sentiment Override (NSO) 

to denote the mood of relationships imbued with such toxicity.  In this dynamic 

couples are hypervigilant for signs of negativity, and habitually interpret even neutral 

statements with adversity (Gottman, 2004; Gottman, & Silver, 2007).  With such 

pairings, unresolved conflict leads to ‘Gridlock’ whereby each partner becomes 

rigidly entrenched in his or her position (Pleaner, 2016).   

 Gridlocked conflict is typified by a harsh complaint followed by an equally 

harsh reaction.  Gottman found relationships embedded in such destructive overtones 

have two distinct patterns of resolution- both of which end in divorce.  Marriages with 

high conflict (the four horsemen) tend to end at five to seven years.  Marriages with 

loss of intimacy and connection (disengagement) tend to end after ten to twelve years 

(Niolon, 2011; Pleaner, 2016). 

 Contrary to popular belief, Gottman discovered that anger was not correlated 

with divorce or marital satisfaction.  Anger becomes destructive when unguided and 

blended with one of the four horsemen.  Longitudinal studies consistently showed that 

this toxic mix (i.e., higher levels and escalation of negative affect) predicts 

relationship instability (Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008; Rogers, 2016).  In 

fact, negative affect during and after conflict discussions was the best predictor of 

divorce (85 percent accuracy) over a six-year period (Niolon, 2011).   
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 However, down-regulating negative conflict (affect) was not enough for 

ensuring relationship success, or for repairing relationship damage or dysfunction.  

Gottman gleaned from the ‘masters of relationships’ (i.e., couples that remained 

relatively stable and happy across time) that positive affect must be created, or 

enhanced as well (Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008; Niolon, 2011).  

 Gottman found that the masters of relationships use neutral and positive affect 

when discussing issues.  Instead of using statements that contain criticism, “you 

never” or “you always” (harsh start-ups) they use ‘soft start-ups’ to tactfully raise 

problems and complaints (Gottman, & Silver, 1999).  Their ‘dialogue’ is imbued with 

affection, humour, and some irritability, but without an escalation of negative affect. 

Contempt is rarely shown but the other three horsemen may appear quite regularly-at 

low levels (Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008; Gottman, & Silver, 2007).   

 More specifically, Gottman noted that successful couples regularly ‘turned 

toward’ each other’s emotional bid for connection.  The bids may be for affection, 

attention, emotional support, and so on (De Claire et al., 2006; Gottman, 2004).  So 

powerful are these attempts to connect that the number of bids and how they are 

responded to predict with good accuracy whether a couple will separate or stay 

together (Gottman, 2004; Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008).  

 These findings unveiled how couples build intimacy in very ordinary 

moments, and that these moments of ‘bidding’ act as emotional deposits arresting 

negatives and building positives (i.e., mitigating NSO and strengthening PSO) 

(Gottman, 2004; Denning, 2014).   

 Gottman views these interactions to be so crucial for building and maintaining 

trust and intimacy he states “…these mundane, everyday moments of potential 
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emotional connection… lie the roots for secure attachment in a 

relationship” (Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008, p. 149).   Gottman went on to 

claim that damaged and dysfunctional relationships can be sweetened, and possibly 

reversed through the nurturance of such moments (Gottman, 2004).   

 In accordance with ‘Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy’ (EFT), which is 

founded in attachment principles, and offers empirical evidence for positive outcomes 

related to the recovery of marital distress, GMCT emphasizes creating secure 

attachment (bond) and intimate connection between couples.  Thus, turning towards 

or against bids for emotional connection will either strengthen or weaken the couple’s 

attachment security (Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008; Johnson, 2008). 

 These findings are pivotal for providing a recipe for couples seeking to heal 

and repair their relationships.  If the therapist teaches couples how to recognize each 

other’s bids for connection and how to respond to them positively, trust is eventually 

reinstated and a secure relational bond re-established, helping to assuage relationship 

damage and dysfunction (Gottman, 2004).   

 Drawing from EFT, GMCT recognizes that attachment injuries are created in 

adult love relationships when one partner turns away from the other in times of high 

attachment need, or when enough bids are rejected (turned against).  Consequently, 

like EFT, GMCT recognises the importance of repairing the emotional connection 

(bond) between partners when it has been broken (Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 

2008; Johnson, 2008).   

 The importance of effective repair was highlighted with research indicating 

that the presence of the four horsemen alone predicts divorce with 82 percent 

accuracy. This exceeds to 90 percent when factoring in failed repair attempts.  These 
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findings offer substantial rational for Gottman proffering, ‘failed repair attempts’ as 

his fifth factor for predicting divorce (Gottman, & Silver, 1999).   

 Gottman’s research showed that the masters of relationships repair early and 

often.  Unlike EFT, in GMCT, relational repair is less about fixing something that is 

broken, and more about getting things back on track to prevent negativity from 

escalating (i.e., the four horsemen) (Brittle, 2014).  GMCT also differs from EFT with 

its emphasis on the significance of positive affect, as mentioned previously.   

 Gottman argues that for marriages to thrive fostering secure attachment is not 

enough, the therapist must intentionally help the couple activate and increase their 

positive affect systems (e.g., play, laughter, interest, fun, exploration, and adventure) 

Based on Panksepp’s seven emotional command systems, Gottman claims that in 

order to reinstate positive affect in ailing relationships, and repair dysfunction, ‘meta-

emotion’ mismatches (across these systems) must be addressed (Gottman, J. M., & 

Gottman, J. S., 2008).   

 In opposition to attachment theory, GMCT does not assume, or agree, that 

these systems will work well by themselves once attachment is secure.  Gottman 

claims that the therapist must help the couple activate these systems, each one 

requiring special effort and attention (Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008).   

 Although, the particulars of Panksepp’s work will no be explored, it is suffice 

to say that Gottman believes these systems to be so vital for repairing relationship 

damage or dysfunction, he boldly asserts that attachment security is derived from 

couples “…savoring positive affective experiences that they have shared.” (Gottman, 

J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008, p. 154). 

 However, EFT and GMCT are in agreement that attachment needs in adult 
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relationships are an innate part of being human, and reject approaches that pathologise 

dependency in favour of exalting concepts such as, separateness, self-sufficiency, and 

differentiation (e.g., Bowenian) (Gottman, J. M., & Gottman, J. S., 2008, Johnson, & 

Whiffen, 2003).  

 In conclusion, despite criticisms surrounding Gottman’s methodology, and 

suggestions that his relationship theory is no more than ‘opinion’, it would be remiss 

to discount findings stemming from such an extensive body of work.  Not only does 

GMCT offer an evidence- based framework for factors that predict marital success or 

breakdown, it provides a practical guide for therapists to help assist in the repair and 

resurrection of fledging relationships.    
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