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John Gottman Seven Principles For Making Marriage Work

Introduction: A Scientific Approach to Lasting Love

For decades, couples have sought advice on how to build a stronger, more resilient relationship. While countless self-help books offer opinions, few are backed by rigorous scientific research. Enter Dr. John
Gottman, a psychologist who spent over forty years studying thousands of couples in his famous "Love Lab" at the University of Washington. His groundbreaking work revealed something remarkable: he
could predict with over 90% accuracy whether a couple would stay together or divorce after listening to them argue for just fifteen minutes. This research formed the foundation of his influential book, The
Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work. These principles are not abstract theories; they are actionable strategies grounded in observable behavior. Understanding the John Gottman Seven
Principles For Making Marriage Work  can provide any couple, whether newlywed or celebrating a golden anniversary, with a clear roadmap for navigating conflict, deepening intimacy, and building a
partnership that thrives over a lifetime.

Background: The Science Behind the Principles

Before diving into the principles themselves, it helps to understand the methodology that produced them. Gottman and his team observed couples in a setting that felt like a cozy bed-and-breakfast, complete
with cameras and sensors to track heart rates, sweat levels, and facial expressions. This data allowed them to see beyond what couples said to what was happening physiologically. They discovered that
happy couples are not necessarily smarter, richer, or more compatible than unhappy ones. Rather, they behave differently in everyday moments. Specifically, they have a different emotional bank account.
Gottman found that  successful  relationships  maintain  a  ratio  of  five  positive  interactions  for  every  one negative  interaction  during  conflict.  This  simple  but  powerful  statistic  underpins  many of  the  John
Gottman Seven Principles For Making Marriage Work.

What the Principles Are Not

It is also important to clarify what these principles are not. They are not a quick fix or a list of rules for avoiding all disagreement. Every relationship has conflict, and Gottman argues that a significant portion
of marital conflicts are unresolvable. These "perpetual problems" stem from fundamental differences in personality, values, or life experiences. The goal is not to eliminate these differences but to learn to
manage them with respect and humor. The principles are designed to build a culture of appreciation and respect that allows couples to handle both solvable problems and perpetual ones without damaging
the foundation of their friendship.

Principle 1: Enhance Your Love Maps

The first principle is all about intimate knowledge. A "love map" is the term Gottman uses to describe the part of your brain where you store all the relevant information about your partner's life. This includes
their current worries, their hopes for the future, the names of their coworkers, their favorite comfort food, and what is stressing them out this week. Couples with detailed love maps have a deep familiarity
with each other's inner world. They know what makes their partner tick, and they remember the important details of their shared history.

To enhance your love maps, you must practice asking open-ended questions. Instead of assuming you know everything about your spouse, get curious. What was the highlight of their day? What is a dream
they have for the next five years? What memory from childhood makes them feel safe? This principle emphasizes that love is not a static feeling but a dynamic process of discovery. Couples who prioritize
building their love maps are better equipped to handle stress and life transitions because they can draw on this reservoir of intimate knowledge. A simple way to start is by asking one question each day that
helps you learn something new about your partner, no matter how small.

Principle 2: Nurture Your Fondness and Admiration

The second principle serves as a powerful antidote to contempt, which Gottman identifies as the single most destructive predictor of divorce. Nurturing your fondness and admiration  means actively
reminding yourself of your partner's positive qualities and expressing that appreciation regularly. It is about maintaining a sense of respect for the person you married, even when you are frustrated with their
behavior. Couples who do this well can recount specific moments from their past that made them proud of their partner, and they can easily list the qualities they admire most in them.

This principle is not about ignoring flaws or pretending everything is perfect. It is about choosing to focus on the strengths of your partner and your relationship. One practical exercise from Gottman's work is
to think of a small trait your partner has that you genuinely appreciate, and then tell them about it. It could be their ability to make friends easily, their patience with your children, or their sense of humor. By



routinely expressing fondness and admiration, you build a protective shield against the negativity that can creep into any long-term relationship. This habit reinforces the idea that you are on the same team,
even when you disagree.

Principle 3: Turn Toward Each Other Instead of Away

This principle is arguably the most actionable in daily life. Gottman explains that throughout the day, partners make "bids" for connection. A bid can be as small as a comment about a bird outside the
window, a sigh that invites a question, or a request for help with a small task. You have a choice: turn toward the bid, turn away from it, or turn against it. Turning toward means acknowledging the bid with
interest or engagement. Turning away means ignoring it, and turning against means responding with hostility or sarcasm.

Gottman's research shows that couples who stay married turn toward each other's bids 86% of the time, while those who divorce only do so 33% of the time. This is a staggering difference. The key here is
awareness. When your partner makes a bid, notice it. It might not be the most convenient time, but a simple acknowledgment like "I see that" or "Tell me more" can build enormous trust over time. By
consistently turning toward one another, you deposit funds into your emotional bank account, making it much easier to withstand the withdrawals that happen during arguments. This principle is the bedrock
of a strong friendship, which is the core of a successful marriage.

Principle 4: Let Your Partner Influence You

The fourth principle challenges a common dynamic in many relationships, particularly traditional ones where one partner holds more power. Gottman found that men who are willing to share power and
accept influence from their wives have happier marriages and are less likely to divorce. However, this principle applies to all partners regardless of gender. The idea is simple: when your partner expresses a
need or an opinion, you take it seriously. You do not dismiss them, override them, or insist on having your own way.

Letting your partner influence you is about respect and equality. It means that when decisions are made, you consider your partner's perspective as valid and important as your own. This creates a sense of
teamwork and mutual respect. Practical examples include being open to changing plans, accepting feedback about your behavior, and compromising on household responsibilities. When both partners feel
that their voice matters, the relationship becomes a true partnership rather than a power struggle. This principle is particularly crucial in resolving conflict because it prevents one partner from feeling silenced
or dominated.

Principle 5: Solve Your Solvable Problems

Gottman distinguishes between two types of problems: solvable and perpetual. The fifth principle focuses on how to handle the solvable ones. The method involves a specific six-step process that emphasizes
gentle startups, effective communication, and compromise. A gentle startup is essential because how a conversation begins determines how it will end. Instead of starting with criticism or blame, you can
express your feelings using "I" statements and describe a positive need. For example, instead of saying "You never help with the dishes," you could say "I really need a hand with the dishes tonight because I
feel overwhelmed."

After a gentle startup, the steps include making and receiving repair attempts (small gestures that de-escalate tension), soothing yourself and your partner when emotions run high, compromising, and finally,
tolerating each other's faults. The goal of solving solvable problems is not to win an argument but to find a solution that works for both of you. This requires a willingness to listen, to admit when you are
wrong, and to find common ground. When couples master this process, they can work through practical issues like finances, chores, and schedules without damaging their connection.

Principle 6: Overcome Gridlock

Gridlock occurs when a couple keeps having the same argument over and over without making any progress. This usually happens because the issue touches on a deep, unfulfilled dream or value for one or
both partners. The goal of this principle is not to solve the problem but to uncover the hidden meaning behind it. Gridlock often resolves not when one person gives in, but when both partners understand the
dreams that are driving their positions.

For instance, a conflict about how often to visit family might be grounded in a deeper need for connection for one partner and a need for autonomy for the other. By exploring these underlying dreams without
judgment, couples can find ways to honor both needs, even if they cannot fully agree on the surface issue. Overcoming gridlock requires patience, empathy, and a willingness to listen to your partner's values
without trying to change them. When you understand the dream behind the position, you can often find creative compromises that allow both partners to feel heard and respected.
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Principle 7: Create Shared Meaning

The final principle elevates the relationship from a functional partnership to a meaningful life journey. Creating shared meaning involves building a culture together that reflects your values, your history, and
your shared vision for the future. This can include rituals of connection, like a special way of celebrating holidays, a nightly check-in ritual, or a shared hobby that you both cherish. It also involves storytelling
about your relationship: how you met, how you overcame challenges, and what your marriage means to you.

Shared meaning creates a sense of purpose and belonging that strengthens the bond between partners. It transforms the marriage from something that simply exists into something that is actively created.
Couples who have a rich sense of shared meaning are more resilient because they have a larger context for their struggles. This principle encourages you to be intentional about the symbols, stories, and
traditions that define your relationship. Whether it is a special song, a shared commitment to volunteer work, or a family dinner every Sunday, these rituals build a legacy of love.

Practical Applications for Everyday Life

Understanding these principles is one thing; applying them is another. The secret to success is consistency. You do not have to master all seven at once. Start with one principle that resonates with you. For
one week, focus on noticing and turning toward your partner's bids for connection. Or commit to expressing one thing you admire about your partner each day. Small, consistent actions create lasting change.
It is also helpful to view your relationship as a dynamic system that requires regular maintenance, much like a garden. Neglect leads to weeds, but attention and care produce growth.

Another practical tip is to make time for regular "state of the union" meetings. This is a weekly conversation where you discuss what went well that week and what could be improved, using a gentle startup
and focusing on your own feelings. This structured time for communication can prevent small resentments from building into larger conflicts. Remember, the goal of the John Gottman Seven Principles For
Making Marriage Work is not to create a conflict-free relationship but to build a relationship that is resilient, respectful, and full of genuine friendship.

Conclusion: A Blueprint for Resilience

The John Gottman Seven Principles For Making Marriage Work offer a scientifically validated blueprint for building a relationship that can weather any storm. By focusing on enhancing your love maps,
nurturing fondness and admiration, turning toward each other, accepting influence, solving solvable problems, overcoming gridlock, and creating shared meaning, you are not just avoiding divorce; you are
actively building a richer, more connected life together. The principles remind us that love is not a treasure we find but a garden we tend. With deliberate effort, patience, and a willingness to learn, any
couple can apply these principles to create a marriage that is not only lasting but truly fulfilling. The journey is not always easy, but the destination a deeply bonded partnership is worth every step.


