The Gottman Theory of Marriage - The Rudiments of the “Sound Marital House”

Description and Elaboration of the Theory

The Foundation: Creating Positive Affect in Non-Conflict Contexts - Friendship.

We have found that friendship is a major accomplishment that couples in happy stable marriages have achieved. Unfortunately, it is difficult to create positive affect or to re-create it in a distressed marriage that has lost it. The admonition to be positive, or the setting up of behavioral exchanges is usually doomed. Vincent, et al. (1979), after a neutral no-instruction condition asked couples to either fake good or fake bad. While verbal behavior differentiated couples faking from the neutral condition, the positive or negative nonverbal behaviors of couples did not change. To change this dimension of positive affect, the theory says that what has to happen is that the therapy has to rebuild the friendship in the marriage. We have discovered that this is usually not very difficult to do this in a short time, but getting it to last is difficult. This first level of the Sound Marital House involves creating positive affect in non-conflict contexts. This is all about the marital friendship, which we have found forms the basis for effective resolution of differences.

We have successfully built a "technology" for creating or re-creating this part of the marriage. This technology involves three steps. A brief description of each step follows. The first part of friendship is knowing one's partner, and this means being able to make a Love Map. In our workshops couples do an exercise in which they cannot advance unless they know things about one another. In our research program, Love Maps are assessed from our Oral History Interview using the Oral History Coding system, and are indexed by the amount of "cognitive room" each person has about the marriage, its history, and the spouse's psychological world. The second part of this level of Sound Marital House is The Fondness & Admiration System, which is the antidote for contempt. In our research program it is also assessed from our Oral History Interview using the Oral History Coding system. The third part of this level of Sound Marital House is the concept of Turning Toward versus Turning Away in everyday moments, or what may be called the Emotional Bank Account that exists in every marriage. ft is assessed in our research by coding turning toward versus away in our Apartment Laboratory in the Newlywed Study. We can now also assess these three parts of the marital friendship with questionnaires.

Creating Positive Sentiment Override. The first level of the Sound Marital House builds the second level, which the theory states is a consequence of the marital friendship going well. This is Weiss's idea of Positive Sentiment Override (PSO). What we have recently found is that Weiss's idea of PSO determines several critical aspects of the marriage, including: (1) the husband's perceiving his wife's anger as neutral as assessed from our video recall rating dial (discovered by M. Hawkins, in our laboratory), (2) the ability of repair processes to be effective in ending negative affect reciprocity during conflict (discovered by M. Lorber in our laboratory), and (3) the presence of positive affect in problem solving discussions, in the service of de​escalation and physiological soothing.

Regulating Conflict. What we have found is that it is the regulation of most conflicts and not their resolution that is predictive of longitudinal outcomes in marriages. These are also the processes operative in our long-term marriage study with couples in their 40s and 60s. This implies the presence of positive affect within the resolution of conflict, and clinically it usually entails exploring the symbolic meaning of each person's position in the conflict, using our Dreams-Within-Conflict intervention. This level of the Sound Marital House consists of three parts. First, we help the couple identify the core issues in the marriage. These are of two types of issues.

Type 1: For all marital problems and especially those that are resolvable, we detail The Four Parts of Effective Problem Solving. We have discovered, through detailed observational coding and sequential analysis in our newlywed study, that these components of effective conflict resolution (when the problem has a solution) are Softened Startup, Accepting Influence, Repair and De-escalation, and Compromise (Gottman et al., in press). Use of positive affect in the service of de-escalation is a part of this, too. Unfortunately, positive affect during conflict resolution is generally not programmable by intervention. Behavior exchange in the Jacobson intervention is one way of attempting to induce positive affect by changing the everyday interactions of the couple. Changing the nature of the couple's friendship is a conceptualization of this process. We have found, clinically, that positive affect during conflict resolution just happens by itself when Positive Sentiment Override is in place. Our analyses have shown that the positive affect is in the service of de-escalation and physiological soothing.

Type 2: Many conflicts occur because of basic personality and other differences (interests, preferences, needs) between husband and wife that are perpetual in character. For perpetual marital problems (generally not resolvable), and these constitute most of the conflicts in marriages, to avoid marital gridlock it is necessary that the couple does what we call establishing a dialogue with the perpetual problem.

Physiological soothing (self and partner) is fundamental to both types of problems. The couple, and not the therapist, needs to be able to do this soothing to minimize relapse after treatment. The implications of the presence of positive affect during conflict will be that in assessment we look for two patterns. In diagnosis not only do we assess for the presence of negativity (e.g., the Four Horsemen), but we also look for the absence of positive affect, even during conflict resolution. Thus, many marriages that are at the stage of emotional detachment (farther down the Distance and Isolation Cascade) will be identified in our assessment as problematic marriages.

Creating Shared Symbolic Meaning (Spirituality).  This involves meshing individual life dreams, narratives, myths and metaphors. It is this meshing of the symbolic meanings attached to aspects of marriage and family that avoids marital gridlock. We have found that the basis of a continued positive affective emotional connection involves the perception of the marriage's effectiveness at making personal life dreams and aspirations come true. This aspect of marriages is the basis of unlocking marital gridlock, in which the symbohc values of each person's position must be explored. This leads us to that part of the Sound Marital House that concerns the symbolic meanings of many of our ideas about emotion (our idea of '~meta-emotion") where many of our ideas about the marriage come from; here we fmd our important dreams, narrative, myths, and metaphors about our marriage and family. We assess the affect that a couple has during our Meanings Interview, an interview that asks about the meaning of family rituals, people's roles, goals, and the meaning of central symbols (e.g., What does a "home" mean? What is the meaning of family dinner times?). This is what people tell themselves about emotion, their marriage; it contains the couple's internal thoughts, metaphors, myths, and stories about the marriage. Here I argue that the creation of a marriage and a family involve the active creation of a new culture that has never existed before. Even if the two people come from the same racial, ethnic, and geographic background, the two families they grew up in will be very different and so their union will always involve the creation of a new world of meaning.

The levels of the Sound Marital House are interconnected because the narratives, dreams, metaphors, and myths about marriage actually cycle back to the foundation, which is knowing one another (Figure 1). We have discovered that what creates affectlessness and emotional disengagement in marriages is when the marriage has dealt inadequately with the first level of the Sound Marital House, as well as the third that make it possible for positive affect during marital conflict resolution to act in the service of de-escalation and physiological soothing so that the marital conflict can proceed in a functional manner.

What are the potential contributions of this theory?

How does it alter current thinking about marital therapy? First, it suggests that marital therapy should not be based only on how couples resolve conflict. In fact, it presents a theory about intimacy in marriage and its basis. Second, it suggests that the effective resolution of conflict itself is based on the first level of the Sound Marital House, which has its roots in everyday marital interaction and thought, and has its effects via positive sentiment override. Third, it suggests that, when conflicts have a solution, the conflict resolution skills that most therapies are targeting (active listening) are the wrong targets, and it proposes four alternative targets. Fourth, it suggests that most marital conflict is about "perpetual" problems that never get resolved, and that what matters most is the affect around which the problem doesn't get resolved. Either the couple establishes a "dialogue" with the perpetual problem and communicates acceptance to one another, or the conflict becomes grid locked. When it becomes grid locked two patterns emerge, depending on the stage of the gridlock. One pattern involves the Four Horsemen and it predicts divorcing early (in the first seven years of marriage). The other pattern is emotional disengagement and affectlessness and it predicts later divorcing (around 16 years into the marriage). Fifth, the theory proposes that the resolution of this grid locked conflict is the same as its etiology, it involves the clash in people's dreams, and clash in the symbolic meaning of people's stands on these issues. This part of the marriage, the metaphors, symbols, narratives, and dreams are the engine that fuels both intimacy and estrangement. This aspect of people's lives is about culture. We do not deal with culture only when we think of how these processes vary with ethnic and racial groupings, but rather, the theory says that we are always dealing with the culture that a couple creates when they create a marriage. This culture is their own unique blend of meanings, symbol systems, metaphors, narratives, philosophy, goals, roles, and rituals.

Elaborating the Sound Marital House Theory

The following will help organize your counseling (assessment and intervention). It is the central organizing idea in my review of research, my suggestions about couples' assessment, and my interventions. To discuss this theory, the assessments of couples that need to be done as part of this theory, and the therapeutic techniques that follow from the theory, see the diagram of what I call "The Sound Marital House".
The Seven Components of the Sound Marital House

These are the seven components of what marital therapy interventions need to target to obtain lasting change in marriages.

·
The foundation of the house, The Love Map involves the couple knowing one another and periodically updating this knowledge.

·
The second story of the house is The Fondness & Admiration System, which is the antidote for contempt.

·
The third story is Turning Toward versus Turning Away in everyday moments, or what I call the "Emotional Bank Account" that exists in every marriage.

·
These three stories build the fourth story, which you get in the theory as a free add-on, which is Bob Weiss's idea of Positive Sentiment Override, or what I call The Positive Perspective. This determines a lot of things, including the presence of positive affect in problem solving discussions, and the success of repair attempts during conflict resolution.

·
The next story consists of two parts of conflict regulation. The therapist helps the couple identif~ the core issues in the marriage. These are of two types. Type 1: For marital problems that are resolvable, we detail The Four Parts of Effective Problem Solving. These are Softened Startup, Repair and De-escalation, Accepting Influence, and Compromise. Use of positive affect in the service of de-escalation is a part of this, too, but it is not programmable--it just happens by itself when the Positive Perspective is in place. Type 2: For marital problems that are not resolvable, and there are many of these in most marriages, to avoid marital gridlock it is necessary that the couple establish what we call a "dialogue" with the perpetual problem.

The implications of the presence of positive affect will be that in assessment we look for two patterns. Not only do we look for the presence of negativity (e.g., the Four Horsemen), but we also look for the absence of positive affect, even during conflict resolution. Thus, many marriages that are at the stage of emotional detachment (farther down the Distance and Isolation Cascade) will be identified in our assessment as problematic marriages.

·
What is the basis of a continued positive affective emotional connection? The answer involves the next story in the marriage's effectiveness at Making Dreams and Asp irations Come True. This aspect of marriages is the basis of unlocking marital gridlock, in which the symbolic values are explored.

·
Finally, we have “The attic” where the symbolic meanings of many of our ideas about emotion (our idea of "meta-emotion") and the marriage live; in the attic we find our important Dreams, Narrative, Myths, and Metaphors about our Marriage and Family fmd a home. Here lie the narratives about what life means.

Summary Checklists

Summary checklist of what is dysfunctional when marriages are ailing:

1.
The failure of “repair attempts” (forgiveness & reconciliation!)

2.
More negativity than positivity. Ratio must be about 5 positives to one negative (5:1) for marriages to be stable.

3.
The “Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse” (Criticism, defensiveness, contempt & stonewalling).  Gender differences exist when marriages are ailing. Women more critical, men more stonewalling.

4.
The failure of men to accept influence from their wives either illustrated by their emotional withdrawal--the demand-withdraw' pattern--or two patterns of increased control attempts involved with the escalation of negative affect: (1) domineering, defensiveness, and contempt or (2) belligerence, defensiveness, and contempt. (Two different interventions are necessary here.)

5.
Perception and the subtext accompany the negativity. Men in ailing marriages are more likely to rehearse distress-maintaining thoughts, but not women.

6.
Flooding and The “Distance and Isolation Cascade” accompanies this flooding.

7.
Chronic diffuse physiological arousal and immunosuppression.

Summary checklist of what is functional when marriages are working well:

1. There are three types of functional marriages: Avoiders, Validators, and Volatiles. All three models work. Only mismatches predict divorce. 

2. The “Active Listening” model of functional marriage received no support.

3.
What is related to functional marital interaction is the following:

a.
Sofiened startup versus harsh startup. This refers to how the problem is initially presented. The woman's role is critical.

b.
Accepting influence versus batting it back (escalation). The man's role is critical. Note an important negative finding was that negative reciprocity in kind is generally unrelated to anything bad in marital outcomes).

c.
De-escalation of negativity was functional, and it was usually the male’s role, but it was only low-conflict negativity that got de-escalated.

d.
Repair attempts work.

e.
Anger is not a dangerous emotion, but the four horsemen and belligerence are.

f.
The most important finding was that more positive affect was the only variable that predicted both marital stability and happiness.

g.
The positive affect was contingent: ft was in the service of conflict de-escalation.

h.
Only positive affect and de-escalation that were in the service of soothing the male predicted positive outcomes in the marriage.

INFLUENCE FUNCTION MISMATCHES RESULTS

1. VALIDATOR WITH AN AVOIDER
The Validator is constantly pursuing the Avoider and feeling shut out emotionally. The Avoider starts feeling flooded.

2. VALIDATOR WITH VOLATILE
The Validator starts feeling not


listened to and flooded, feels like he


or she is doing combat all the


time. The Volatile feels that the


Validator is cold and unemotional,


distant and unengaged. There


seems to be no passion in the


marriage.

3. AVOIDER WITH VOLATILE
This is the worst of the


Pursuer/Distancer


combinations. The Avoider quickly


feels that he or


she has married an out of control,


crazy person. The


Volatile feels he or she has married a


cold fish, feels


unloved, rejected, and unappreciated.

The Question of Etiology

The etiology of the demand-withdrcns pattern. It is critical to learn something about the etiology of dysfunctional patterns of interaction, particularly when it comes to gender differences. This could avoid blaming either gender for marital failures. One well-established pattern during conflict resolution is that among distressed couples women are more likely than men to make demands for change, while men are more likely than women to withdraw. We also found that during conflict resolution women are more likely than men to criticize, while men are more likely than women to stonewall (listener withdrawal). It is well known that women are more likely to start conversations about problems than men. This gender pattern could be taken as blaming women for marital distress, unless it itself has an etiology. In one of our studies, the conflict conversation was preceded by an “events of the day” discussion after couples had been apart for at least eight hours. To index the demand-withdraw pattern, we computed the sum of the differences between men and women based on the criticism and stonewalling during conflict resolution. The results allowed us to predict both early and late divorcing in the 14-year longitudinal study. We also found that the female negative startup pattern during conflict did have an etiology, and that it was indeed predicted by the husband's affect during the events of the day non-conflict interaction

Other Recent Findings

The Role of Positive Affect. We have seen how important positive affect was in predicting marital outcome. But what is this all about? Don't all marriages and weddings start off equally positive? If so, what is the etiology of the decline in positive affect in newlywed marital interaction? The answer lies in understanding that the positive affect was used contingently, in the service of the de-escalation of conflict, and physiological soothing. In another longitudinal study, in predicting later divorcing, it was the absence of positive affect and not the presence of negative affect that was predictive. Hence, I think we must conclude that not all marriages start off equally positive either in non-conflict interaction, or in the way positive affect is employed in the de-escalation of conflict.

Love Maps and the Fondness & Admiration System. ft is well known that over half of all the divorces occur in the first 7 years of marriage. Some of this involves a cascade toward divorce that follows the birth of the first child, in which 67% of all couples (mainly wives) experience a precipitous drop in marital satisfaction, while 33% d6not. This drop in marital satisfaction is part of a cascade toward divorce. In our longitudinal research on newlyweds we attempted to discover, in the first few months of marriage, what would predict whether a couple would wind up in the 33% group versus the 67% group. We found those predictors using our Oral History Interview, and they were:  (1) the amount of “cognitive room” a person, particularly husbands, allocated to the marriage and the life of the spouse; those husbands who essentially had a “map” of their wives worlds and kept knowing their wives’ psychological world wound up in the 33% whose marital satisfaction did not drop as they made the transition to parenthood; we called this cognitive room the “love map,” and,  (2) the same results held for the Fondness & Admiration system. The Oral History Interview variables that tapped the same dimensions have also now been found to be predictive of the longitudinal course of marriages in two separate studies we have conducted. But what is the etiology of people not making these love maps, or the decline in making them as the marriage proceeds?

The Emotional Bank Account Model: Turning Toward versus Turning Away. The concept of “turning toward” versus “turning away” has its basis in everyday, mundane interactions in our apartment laboratory. The idea is that if partners characteristically turn toward one another rather than away, it is “emotional money in the bank.” An example of turning away is W: Isn't that a beautiful boat? H: No response (he keeps reading the newspaper). An example of turning toward is W: Isn't that a beautiful boat? H: (putting down the newspaper) Yeah, like one of those old schooners. The basis of this idea in research lies in relating the ratio of positivity to negativity in non-conflict discussions and in our apartment lab setting to the way people interact when resolving conflict. In other words, the simple ratio of positive-to-negative affect in mundane everyday conversations sets the stage for the same ratios in conflict conversations, and these ratios in the conflict context predict divorce.

Positive and Negative Sentiment Overrides. The most consistent discriminator between distressed and non-distressed marriages that has been obtained across four nations is negative affect reciprocity. Negative affect reciprocity is a sequential pattern that negative affect by a spouse is more likely than his or her baseline after the partner has just been negative. This implies that it is very important that a couple be able to repair the interaction and be able to exit a negative affect cycle once they enter it. It may be the sine-qua-non of effective marital interaction during conflict.

We have been studying these repair processes and have discovered that: (1) repair processes occur about once every 3 minutes, on the average; (2) they occur more ofien the more distressed the couple is; and (3) the success of the repair attempt cannot be predicted from any parameter of its delivery, context, or timing. Instead, M. Lorber, an honors student in my laboratory, discovered that the success of repair attempts is determined by a concept called Positive Sentiment Override. This concept was first proposed by R. Weiss in 1980. Weiss suggested that reactions during marital interaction might be determined by a global dimension of affection or disaffection rather than by the immediately preceding valence of the stimulus. We extended Weiss's idea of Positive Sentiment Override (PSO) and Negative Sentiment Override NSO) and suggest that it has its basis in everyday, mundane, non-conflict interaction. These overrides are determined by insider-outsider coding discrepancies as follows:

In PSO a spouse can say something with negative affect (as judged by observers) and it is received as a neutral message, perhaps with italics, meaning that this is an important issue to the spouse. In NSO a neutral message (as judged by observers) gets received as if it were negative.

The theory that I propose suggests that PSO mediates between positive affect in a couple's everyday interaction and their ability to regulate negative affect during the resolution of conflict. It is the basis of successful repair. Hence, in the theory I propose what determines Positive Sentiment Override is positive affect in non-conflict interaction. In the theory, this is called the “Emotional Bank Account model,” and it suggests that PSO is determined by how much “emotional money in the bank” the couple has. Our data supports this linkage in the theory.

Conflict and its Resolution, sometimes. We have now studied the stability of marital interaction over a four-year period. We discovered remarkable stability in these interaction patterns, particularly in affect. In further classifying the content of the discussions of the major area of continuing disagreement, these couples had, 69% of the time couples were talking about what we now call a “perpetual problem,” that is a problem that they have had in their marriage for many, many years. These were problems that usually had to do with fundamental personality differences between spouses. Only 31% of the discussions involved problems that could even be considered as having a solution. In these 31% of the problems, we found a pattern of four skills that predicted the longitudinal course of the marriage in newlyweds. These were softened startup, accepting influence, repair and de-escalation, and compromise. Thus, we find that a two-pronged approach is necessary for the part of the intervention that deals with conflict resolution, one for problems that have a solution, and one for perpetual problems. We discovered that what determined the future of the marriage in the problem-solving domain was not whether a couple solved a perpetual problem, but rather the accompanying affect with which they do not solve the perpetual problem. What seems to be important is whether or not a couple can establish a positive affective dialogue with their perpetual problems. They communicate amusement and affection while seeking change. However, if they cannot establish such a dialogue, the conflict becomes gridlocked, and gridlocked conflict eventually leads either to high levels of negative affect particularly criticism, defensiveness, contempt, and stonewalling) or to affectlessness and emotional disengagement.

Repair. We can estimate the effectiveness of repair and the thresholds of negativity at which it reduces using our mathematical modeling methods. Two recent results are: (1) while negativity (the Four Horsemen and belligerence) during conflict predicts divorce or stability among newlyweds over a 6-year period with 85% accuracy, if we also use data on the effectiveness of repair and the thresholds of negativity, we fmd that of the high negative newlyweds who repair effectively 83% of them wind up in happy stable marriages 6 years later. So repair has improved our accuracy of prediction to about 97%. (2) What is correlated with effective repair? Positive sentiment override measures, as predicted by the Sound Marital House theory, and these are very strongly related. We examine, for example, what the husband's mean rating is of his wife's anger. Positive sentiment override, in turn, was related to the quality of friendship in the marriage. This is strong support for the Sound Marital House theory.

To review my hypothesis: these lasting effects in behavioral marital therapy are most likely when interventions are designed with three prongs;


 one to increase everyday levels of positive affect


 one to reduce negative affect during conflict resolution, and


 one to increase positive affect during conflict resolution

