
john gottman the seven principles
The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work: A Deep Dive into Dr. John
Gottman's Groundbreaking Research

john gottman the seven principles represent a cornerstone of modern
relationship science, offering a robust and empirically validated framework
for understanding what makes marriages thrive. For decades, Dr. John Gottman
and his team at the Love Lab have meticulously studied thousands of couples,
identifying the key elements that distinguish happy, stable partnerships from
those that falter. This article delves into these seven foundational
principles, exploring each one with detailed explanations and practical
implications for strengthening marital bonds. We will examine the science
behind these principles, their application in everyday interactions, and how
couples can actively cultivate these vital aspects of their relationship.
Understanding and implementing these principles can transform how couples
navigate conflict, foster intimacy, and build a lasting, fulfilling
partnership.
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Understanding the Foundation of Marital Success

Dr. John Gottman's work is built on decades of observational research,
meticulously analyzing the interactions of couples in his famous Love Lab.
Through video recordings, physiological measurements, and in-depth
interviews, he identified specific patterns of communication and behavior
that predict marital success or failure with remarkable accuracy. This
research moves beyond anecdotal advice, providing concrete, actionable
strategies for couples seeking to improve their relationships. The core of
his findings lies in the understanding that healthy marriages are not
characterized by the absence of conflict, but by how couples manage that
conflict and the underlying emotional connection they maintain.

The groundbreaking aspect of Gottman's research is its scientific rigor. He
and his colleagues have developed sophisticated methods for coding



interactions, differentiating between destructive and constructive
communication styles, and understanding the subtle nuances of emotional
expression. This empirical approach allows them to identify the specific
skills and attitudes that contribute to marital longevity and happiness. The
seven principles are not mere theories; they are distilled from direct
observation of what truly works in real-world relationships. Understanding
these principles provides a roadmap for couples to navigate the complexities
of married life and build a stronger, more resilient bond.

Principle 1: Enhance Your Love Maps

The first of John Gottman's seven principles emphasizes the importance of
deeply knowing your partner. Love Maps refer to the detailed mental
understandings that each partner has of the other's inner life. This includes
their history, hopes, fears, dreams, values, and everyday concerns. Couples
who have rich Love Maps are better equipped to understand each other's
perspectives, respond effectively to each other's needs, and navigate
challenges with empathy and support.

Developing and maintaining strong Love Maps is an ongoing process. It
requires genuine curiosity about your partner and a commitment to staying
updated on their evolving world. This means asking open-ended questions,
actively listening to the answers, and remembering the details of their
lives. For instance, instead of just knowing your partner works in
accounting, a rich Love Map would include understanding their daily stresses,
their career aspirations within that field, and what they enjoy most (or
least) about their job. This depth of knowledge fosters a sense of intimacy
and connection, making partners feel truly seen and understood.

What Constitutes a Rich Love Map?

A rich Love Map goes beyond superficial knowledge. It encompasses a detailed
understanding of your partner's:

Worldview and values

Hopes and dreams for the future

Worries and stresses

Friends and family relationships

Hobbies, interests, and passions

Past experiences that have shaped them



Physiological details, like their favorite foods or how they cope with
stress

Actively engaging with these aspects of your partner's life strengthens the
foundation of your relationship. It demonstrates that you care about who they
are, not just what they do or provide. This continuous exploration prevents
partners from becoming strangers within their own marriage.

Principle 2: Nurture Fondness and Admiration

The second principle highlights the crucial role of positive regard in a
marriage. Fondness and admiration are the antidotes to contempt, which
Gottman identifies as one of the most destructive forces in a relationship.
Couples who consistently express appreciation, respect, and affection for
each other are more likely to weather storms and maintain a positive outlook
on their partnership. This involves focusing on your partner's positive
qualities and remembering why you fell in love with them in the first place.

Nurturing fondness and admiration is not about ignoring problems; it's about
ensuring that the positive emotional bank account is robust enough to sustain
the relationship through difficult times. Small gestures of appreciation,
verbal affirmations, and thoughtful acts can significantly boost a couple's
positive sentiment override. This principle encourages couples to actively
seek out reasons to feel good about their partner and to express those
feelings openly and regularly.

The Impact of Positive Interactions

When partners regularly engage in fondness and admiration, they build a
reservoir of goodwill. This positive sentiment makes them more forgiving of
each other's mistakes and more resilient in the face of conflict. It creates
an atmosphere where both individuals feel valued, respected, and loved. This
can be achieved through:

Expressing gratitude for small things.

Complimenting your partner's appearance or actions.

Reminiscing about happy memories together.

Actively looking for and acknowledging your partner's strengths.



This principle is about cultivating a positive perspective, ensuring that
your overall view of your partner and the relationship is predominantly
positive, even when challenges arise.

Principle 3: Turn Toward Each Other Instead of
Away

This principle, often referred to as making "bids for connection," is
fundamental to building intimacy and trust. Gottman's research shows that in
healthy relationships, partners frequently make small requests or gestures
for attention, affection, or support – these are the bids. The crucial
element is how the other partner responds. Turning toward a bid means
acknowledging it and responding positively, even in a small way. Turning away
or turning against the bid erodes connection over time.

Think of these bids as micro-moments of connection. They can be as simple as
a sigh, a comment about the weather, a question about your day, or a touch on
the arm. The partner's response – whether they engage, ignore, or react
negatively – significantly impacts the relationship's emotional climate.
Consistently turning toward these bids builds a strong foundation of
emotional trust and responsiveness, making couples feel connected and
understood.

Recognizing and Responding to Bids

Learning to recognize and respond to your partner's bids is a skill that can
be developed. It requires attentiveness to their subtle cues and a conscious
effort to engage. Examples of bids and turning toward responses include:

Bid: Partner sighs heavily while looking at the mail.

Turning Toward Response: "Rough mail day? Anything interesting?"

Bid: Partner points out a bird in the garden.

Turning Toward Response: "Oh, that's a beautiful cardinal! Thanks for
showing me."

Bid: Partner asks, "What are you thinking about?"

Turning Toward Response: "I was just reflecting on our conversation
earlier. What about you?"



This principle emphasizes the cumulative effect of small, positive
interactions. Over time, these moments of connection build a deep sense of
emotional security and partnership.

Principle 4: Let Your Partner Influence You

This principle is particularly important for men, as Gottman's research found
that men who are open to their wives' influence tend to have happier
marriages. However, it applies to both partners. Letting your partner
influence you means considering their perspective, feelings, and needs when
making decisions. It involves a willingness to compromise and a respect for
your partner's opinions, even if they differ from your own. This doesn't mean
giving up your own autonomy, but rather integrating your partner's input into
your decision-making process.

When one partner consistently disregards the other's influence, it can lead
to feelings of resentment, being unheard, and a lack of partnership.
Conversely, when partners feel their influence is valued, it fosters mutual
respect, strengthens the sense of teamwork, and reduces conflict. This
principle is about building a partnership where both individuals feel their
voice matters and their needs are considered.

The Dynamics of Shared Decision-Making

Letting your partner influence you involves several key behaviors:

Actively listening to your partner's concerns and perspectives.

Being willing to modify your plans or opinions based on their input.

Demonstrating respect for their feelings, even when you disagree.

Showing that you value their contributions to the relationship.

Communicating in a calm and respectful manner during discussions.

When both partners practice this principle, they create a more equitable and
collaborative relationship where decisions are made together, rather than
imposed by one individual.



Principle 5: Solve Your Solvable Problems

Gottman differentiates between solvable problems and perpetual problems.
Solvable problems are those that have a clear cause, can be addressed with
specific strategies, and can eventually be resolved. This principle focuses
on how couples can effectively address these more straightforward issues
without escalating them into damaging conflicts. It involves developing
constructive communication skills for conflict resolution.

Effective problem-solving requires a calm approach, clear communication of
needs, and a willingness to compromise. Gottman emphasizes the importance of
avoiding the "Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse" – criticism, contempt,
defensiveness, and stonewalling – during these discussions. By tackling
solvable problems constructively, couples can build confidence in their
ability to manage challenges and strengthen their overall relationship.

Strategies for Resolving Solvable Problems

Successfully navigating solvable problems involves several key strategies:

Start Softly: Initiate discussions gently, without blame or criticism.

Make and Receive Repair Attempts: Learn to de-escalate tension during
arguments.

Soothe Yourself and Each Other: Manage physiological arousal during
conflict.

Compromise: Find solutions that work for both partners.

Be Tolerant of Each Other's Faults: Focus on what is changeable.

The goal is to approach these discussions as a team working towards a
mutually agreeable solution, rather than as adversaries.

Principle 6: Overcome Gridlock

Perpetual problems are those that most couples face, often stemming from
fundamental differences in personality, values, or life dreams. These are the
issues that tend to resurface repeatedly and can lead to "gridlock" – a state
where couples feel stuck, unable to make progress, and often resort to
hurtful dialogue. Gottman's research shows that about 69% of marital
conflicts are perpetual problems.



The key to overcoming gridlock is not necessarily to solve the problem
itself, but to learn to talk about it without causing irreparable damage. It
involves understanding the underlying dreams and aspirations that drive each
partner's position on the issue. By exploring these deeper needs, couples can
achieve a sense of understanding and acceptance, even if they don't reach a
complete agreement.

Unpacking Perpetual Problems

Addressing gridlocked issues requires:

Identify the Underlying Dreams: What fundamental needs or desires are at
the heart of each partner's stance?

Listen to Your Partner's Dreams: Show genuine curiosity and empathy for
their perspective.

Understand Your Role: How do your own dreams and fears contribute to the
gridlock?

Communicate Respectfully: Discuss the issue without demonizing each
other.

Find Ways to "Agree to Disagree" Peacefully: Focus on mutual respect and
understanding, rather than resolution.

This principle is about fostering dialogue and understanding around deeply
held differences, transforming potential conflict into an opportunity for
deeper connection.

Principle 7: Create Shared Meaning

The final of John Gottman's seven principles focuses on building a life
together that is rich with shared meaning, purpose, and rituals. This
involves creating a sense of shared culture within the marriage, where
partners feel they are building something together. Shared meaning
encompasses the couple's values, life goals, and the ways they celebrate
important events and navigate life's transitions.

Creating shared meaning is about developing a unique sense of "we-ness" in
the relationship. This can be achieved through shared rituals, traditions,
and a common vision for the future. It's about having a shared understanding
of what is important to both of you and how you will support each other in
pursuing those important aspects of life. This principle fosters a deeper



sense of connection and commitment, making the marriage feel like a true
partnership with a shared destiny.

Cultivating a Shared Life

Building shared meaning involves actively creating and nurturing elements of
your shared life:

Establish Shared Rituals: This could include weekly date nights, how you
celebrate holidays, or morning coffee routines.

Support Each Other's Life Goals: Work together to help each partner
achieve their aspirations.

Create Shared Traditions: Develop unique ways your family or couple
celebrates milestones.

Develop Shared Symbols: This might be inside jokes, shared philosophies,
or a common vision for your home.

Discuss Your Shared Future: Regularly talk about your hopes and dreams
as a couple.

This principle elevates the marriage from simply coexisting to actively co-
creating a meaningful life together.

The Ongoing Practice of the Seven Principles

The seven principles are not a one-time fix but a continuous practice.
Relationships are dynamic, and the skills and attitudes espoused by Dr.
Gottman require ongoing attention and effort. Couples who are successful in
their marriages don't necessarily have fewer problems; they have developed
the tools and the mindset to navigate those problems constructively and to
consistently nurture their connection. Regular check-ins, open communication,
and a commitment to growth are essential for maintaining a healthy and
fulfilling marital bond.

By consistently applying these principles, couples can transform their
relationships from ordinary to extraordinary. The research behind these
principles provides a powerful, evidence-based approach to understanding and
strengthening marital bonds. It empowers couples with the knowledge and
practical skills needed to build a lasting, loving, and resilient
partnership, capable of weathering life's inevitable challenges and
celebrating its joys together.



FAQ: Frequently Asked Questions About John Gottman's
Seven Principles

Q: What are the seven principles for making marriage
work according to Dr. John Gottman?
A: Dr. John Gottman's seven principles for making marriage work are: 1.
Enhance Your Love Maps, 2. Nurture Fondness and Admiration, 3. Turn Toward
Each Other Instead of Away, 4. Let Your Partner Influence You, 5. Solve Your
Solvable Problems, 6. Overcome Gridlock, and 7. Create Shared Meaning.

Q: How did Dr. Gottman develop these seven
principles?
A: Dr. Gottman developed these principles through decades of meticulous
research in his "Love Lab," where he and his team observed and analyzed the
interactions of thousands of couples, identifying specific behaviors and
communication patterns that predict marital success and longevity.

Q: Are John Gottman's seven principles only for
married couples?
A: While primarily focused on marriage, the core concepts of John Gottman's
seven principles are highly applicable to any long-term romantic
relationship, including committed partnerships, engagements, and even close
friendships, as they address fundamental aspects of connection,
communication, and conflict resolution.

Q: Can couples truly "solve" all problems in a
marriage, as suggested by Principle 5?
A: Dr. Gottman distinguishes between solvable and perpetual problems.
Principle 5 focuses on effectively addressing and resolving solvable
problems. Perpetual problems, addressed in Principle 6, are more about
learning to manage them without causing damage to the relationship, rather
than necessarily solving them completely.

Q: What is the role of "bids for connection" in
Principle 3?
A: "Bids for connection" are small gestures or requests for attention,
affection, or support. Principle 3, "Turn Toward Each Other Instead of Away,"
emphasizes that responding positively to these bids, even in small ways,



builds emotional connection and trust, while ignoring or rejecting them
erodes the relationship.

Q: Is it possible for couples to overcome "gridlock"
if they have deeply ingrained differences?
A: Yes, Principle 6, "Overcome Gridlock," suggests that the goal for
perpetual problems is not always outright resolution, but rather to
understand the underlying dreams and aspirations that drive each partner's
position. By exploring these deeper needs and communicating respectfully,
couples can achieve a state of understanding and acceptance, even if the core
issue remains.

Q: How does Principle 2, "Nurture Fondness and
Admiration," counteract negative interactions?
A: Nurturing fondness and admiration acts as an antidote to contempt, which
Gottman identifies as a significant predictor of divorce. By regularly
expressing appreciation, respect, and positive regard for one another,
couples build a strong positive emotional bank account that helps them
weather conflicts and maintain a favorable view of their partner and
relationship.

Q: What does "creating shared meaning" in Principle
7 entail for a couple?
A: Creating shared meaning involves building a life together that is rich
with shared values, life goals, and rituals. It's about developing a sense of
shared purpose and culture within the marriage, where partners feel they are
building something significant together, supporting each other's dreams, and
creating unique traditions.
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