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The Seven Principles For Making Marriage Work 
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A Book Review by Bea Strickland 

Dr. John Gottman, professor of psychology at the University of Washington and founder of the Seattle Marital and Family Institute, has studied hundreds of couples in amazing detail. He watched and recorded couples interacting in comfort and during arguments and is able to predict with 91% accuracy whether a couple will divorce. 

He's written about the seven principles that he believes will prevent a marriage from breaking up. 

First, he points out signs of trouble: 

· A harsh start to a complaint 

· Criticism: being negative about character or personality or name calling. 

· Contempt: sarcasm, sneering, hostile humor, put-downs. 

· Defensiveness 

· Stonewalling: refusing to talk. 

· Flooding: becoming overwhelmed emotionally with adrenaline pumping and heartbeat raised. 

· Failed repair attempts: rejected apologies, unable to de-escalate the tension 

· Bad memories: forgetting or rewriting past happiness. 

Then he goes on to describe his seven principles. The chapters describing the principles have wonderful, extensive exercises which would be a delight to use as a couple or in a group. A couple could use questions as a game or a conversation starter during a walk or at dinner. 

The first principle, Enhance Your Love Maps, is about knowing your spouse very well. It suggests knowing day to day habits and values as well as history. A question might be about a partner's best friends or current stresses. 

The second principle is Nurture Your Fondness and Admiration which Dr. Gottman believes is the antidote to contempt. 

The third principle is Turn Toward Each Other. Connect with each other in chitchat, acknowledge and respond to comments and bids for attention. Agree with your partner as much as you can and build your friendship. 

Principle four is Let Your Partner Influence You. Don't let your need to be right stop you from hearing the insight, truth or possibility of your partner's suggestions. Contrary to the publicity this idea received it doesn't mean ,saying "Yes, dear." always, but in accepting that your partner's point of view has merit. Learn from each other, yield and become a team. Considerable time is spent discussing the difference between solvable problems and perpetual problems. 

He names principle five, Solve Your Solvable Problems. Here he recommends: soften your start up of complaints; learn to make and accept repair attempts when disagreements are escalating; soothe yourself and each other; be tolerant of each other's faults. 

John Gottman has made comments to the press and in speeches that communication skills are not all that valuable, that people don't or can't use them. In the chapter on solving problems, however, he suggests "I statements" to soften the startup and de-escalate tension. Gottman also uses active listening (though not by that name) to understand a partner's viewpoint. 

Principle Six is Overcome Gridlock. Gottman says to keep working on the unresolvable problems. You'll be more satisfied than if you give up on them. Sometimes you are each entrenched in your own need. If you can begin to dialog about the dreams that fuel your desires, the understanding may point to possible solutions to your problem. 

The last principle, Create Shared Meaningis about values and growth in the relationship. "Marriage isn't just about raising kids. splitting chores and making love. It can also have a spiritual dimension that has to do with creating an inner life together -- a culture rich with symbols and rituals, and an appreciation for the roles and goals that link you, that lead you to understand what it means to be a part of the family you have become." 

Right up to the last page there are exercises to enhance your relationship! John Gottman suggests the "Magic Five Hours" per week to keep your marriage alive and wonderful. Spend time in stress reducing conversations, having a date, giving admiration, appreciation and affection along with keeping up with your partner's day to day joys and challenges. 

It was with some trepidation that I began this book because each time I heard John Gottman speak or read about him, I understood that he thought communication skills weren't indicative of success or helpful to a lasting relationship. Maybe I was too sensitive to those comments because I believe he substantiates with everything that A.C.M.E. believes and teaches. He suggests communication on a great variety of subjects and levels. I can't wait to use this book in a group and to do more of the exercises with Jim. 



Who Am I 
An exercise based on Principle I, Enhance Your Love Maps 

Set aside 30 - 40 minutes for this exercise. 
· Step I. Print out this page. With your partner, read the material and select one topic to discuss. Each of you may select a different topic. 

· Step II. Write for 10 minutes on the topic. You don't need to write on all the areas that Dr. Gottman suggests -- just on one or two of those that you want to discuss at this time. 

· Step III. Swap papers with your spouse and discuss your responses. Give each partner 10 minutes to talk. When your partner is talking, use your listening skills. Don’t argue, don’t give advice, don’t add or subtract, don’t talk about your opinions or feelings -- just listen. 

At another time 

Finish the discussion. At a convenient time, take up some more of the questions, either writing and talking, or just talking. 

	The following material is excerpted from The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work by John M. Gottman, Ph.D. and Nan Silver. 


The more you know about each other's inner world, the more profound and rewarding your relationship will be. This questionnaire is designed both, to guide you through some self-exploration and to help you share this, exploration with your partner. Work on this exercise even if you and your spouse consider yourselves open books. There's always more to know about each other. Life changes us, so neither of you may be the same person who spoke those wedding vows two, ten, or fifty years ago. 

Many of the questions in this exercise are powerful. Please make sure you have enough time and privacy to do them justice. In fact, it may be best to reserve this exercise for an uninterrupted stretch when you do not have work to do, deadlines to meet, phone calls to answer, or children (or anybody else) to look after. Most likely you won't be able to complete this questionnaire in one sitting, nor should you try. Instead, break it up by sections and do it slowly, over time together. 

Answer the questions in each section as candidly as you can, You don't have to answer every aspect of each question -- just respond to the parts that are relevant to your life. Write your answers in your private journal or notebook. If writing so much is hard, you can do it in outline form -- but the process of writing this down is important to the success of the exercise. When you're ready, exchange notebooks and share with each other what you have written. Discuss each other's entries and what this added knowledge implies for your marriage and the deepening of your friendship. 



My Triumphs and Strivings 

1. What has happened in your life that you are particularly proud of? Write about your psychological triumphs, times when things went even better than you expected, periods when you came through trials and tribulations even better off. Include periods of stress and duress that you survived and mastered, small events that may still be of great importance to you, events from your childhood or the recent past, self-created challenges you met, periods when you felt powerful, glories and victories, wonderful friendships you maintained, and so on. 

2. How have these successes shaped your life? How have they affected the way you think of yourself and your capabilities? How have they affected your goals and the things you strive for? 

3. What role has pride (that is, feeling proud, being praised, expressing praise for others) played in your life? Did your parents show you that they were proud of you when you were a child? How? How have other people responded to your accomplishments? 

4. Did your parents show you that they loved you? How? Was affection readily expressed in your family? If not, what are the effects and implications of this for your marriage? 

5. What role does pride in your accomplishments play in your marriage? What role do your own strivings have in your marriage? What do you want your partner to know and understand about these aspects of your self, your past, present, and plans for the future? How do you show pride in one another? 

My Injuries and Healings 

1. What difficult events or periods have you gone through? Write about any significant psychological insults and injuries you have sustained, your losses, disappointments, trials, and tribulations. Include periods of stress and duress, as well as any quieter periods of despair, hopelessness, and loneliness. 

Also include any deep traumas you have undergone as a child or adult. For example, harmful relationships, humiliating events, even molestation, abuse, rape, or torture. 

2. How have you survived these traumas? What are their lasting effects on you? 

3. How did you strengthen and heal yourself? How did you redress your grievances? How did you revive and restore yourself? 

4. How did you gird and protect yourself against this ever happening again? 

5. How do these injuries and the ways you protect and heal yourself affect your marriage today? What do you want your partner to know and understand about these aspects of your self? 

My Emotional World 

1. How did your family express the following when you were a child: 

· Anger 

· Sadness 

· Fear 

· Affection 

· Interest in one another 

2. During your childhood, did your family have to cope with a particular emotional problem, such as aggression between parents, a depressed parent, or a parent who was somewhat emotionally wounded? What implications does this have for your marriage and your other close relationships (friendships, relationships with your parents, your siblings, your children)? 

3. What is your own philosophy about expressing feelings, particularly sadness, anger, fear, pride, and love? Are any of these difficult for you to express or to see expressed by your spouse? What is the basis of your perspective on this? 

4. What differences exist between you and your spouse in the area of expressing emotion? What is behind these differences? What are the implications of these differences for you? 

My Mission and Legacy 

1. Imagine that you are standing in a graveyard looking at your own tombstone. Now write the epitaph you would like to see there. Begin with the words: "Here lies ..." 

2. Write your own obituary. (It does not have to be brief.) How do you want people to think of your life, to remember you? 

3. Now you're ready to write a mission statement for your own life. What is the purpose of your life? What is its meaning? What are you trying to accomplish? What is your larger struggle? 

4. What legacy would you like to leave when you die? 

5. What significant goals have you yet to realize? This can be creating something, or having a particular experience. Minor examples are learning to play the banjo, climbing a mountain, and so on. Take a moment now to reflect on what you have just written. We are all involved in becoming the person we most want to be. In that struggle we all have demons to fight and overcome. 

What I Want To Become 

1. Describe the person you want to become. 

2. How can you best help yourself become that person? 

3. What struggles have you already faced in trying to become that person? 

4. What demons in yourself have you had to fight? Or still have to fight? 

5. What would you most like to change about yourself? 

6. What dreams have you denied yourself or failed to develop? 

7. What do you want your life to be like in five years? 

8. What is the story of the kind of person you would like to be? 



To visit Dr. Gottman's web site at www.gottman.com 



