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Overview 

"Why Marriages Succeed or Fail" by Dr. John Gottman is a groundbreaking book 
that offers insights into the dynamics of marital relationships based on years of 
scientific research. Gottman, a renowned psychologist and marriage researcher, 
presents his findings from observing thousands of couples in his "Love Lab" at the 
University of Washington. The book's central premise is that the success or failure 
of a marriage can be predicted with remarkable accuracy by observing how 
couples interact, particularly during conflicts. 

Gottman introduces the concept of the "Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse" - 
criticism, contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling - which he identifies as the 
primary behavioral predictors of divorce. He argues that these negative interaction 
patterns, if left unchecked, can erode the foundation of a marriage over time. On 
the flip side, Gottman describes the habits of couples in successful marriages, 
emphasizing the importance of maintaining a positive-to-negative interaction ratio 
of at least 5:1 during conflicts. 

The book delves into different marital types, categorizing couples into five groups: 
Validating, Volatile, Conflict-Avoiding, Hostile, and Hostile-Detached. Gottman 
explains that the first three types can lead to stable marriages if both partners are 
satisfied with the style, while the latter two are more prone to divorce. He 
provides readers with self-assessment tools to identify their own marital style and 
offers practical advice for improving relationship quality regardless of the type. 

Throughout the book, Gottman challenges several popular myths about marriage, 
such as the belief that common interests are crucial for marital success or that 
good communication is the key to a happy marriage. Instead, he emphasizes the 
importance of emotional intelligence, mutual respect, and the ability to manage 
conflicts constructively. The author provides concrete strategies for enhancing 
friendship within marriage, dealing with unresolvable problems, and creating 
shared meaning - elements he considers crucial for long-term marital satisfaction. 
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"Why Marriages Succeed or Fail" not only offers a scientific perspective on marital 
dynamics but also provides practical, actionable advice for couples looking to 
improve their relationships. Gottman's research-based approach, combined with 
his accessible writing style, makes this book a valuable resource for couples, 
therapists, and anyone interested in understanding the factors that contribute to 
marital success or failure. 
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The Science of Successful Marriages: Insights from John Gottman 

In a world where nearly half of all marriages end in divorce, Dr. John Gottman's 
book "Why Marriages Succeed or Fail" offers a beacon of hope. Based on decades 
of rigorous research, Gottman's work provides fascinating insights into what makes 
marriages thrive or dive. Let's explore some key takeaways that could revolutionize 
how we approach relationships. 

The Four Horsemen of the Marital Apocalypse 

Gottman identifies four behaviors that are poison to any relationship: 

1. Criticism: Attacking your partner's character or personality. 
2. Contempt: Treating your partner with disrespect, mockery, or ridicule. 
3. Defensiveness: Refusing to take responsibility and playing the victim. 
4. Stonewalling: Withdrawing from the interaction, shutting down. 

If you recognize these in your relationship, don't panic! Awareness is the first step 
to change. 

The Magic Ratio: 5:1 

Here's a surprising finding: successful couples have a 5:1 ratio of positive to 
negative interactions, even during conflicts. This means for every negative 
interaction, stable couples have five positive ones. It's not about avoiding 
negativity altogether, but about building a strong foundation of positivity. 

Marital Types: Which One Are You? 

Gottman describes three types of stable marriages: 
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1. Validating: Couples emphasize compromise and calmness, even during 
disagreements. 

2. Volatile: These couples have passionate disputes but equally passionate 
makeups. 

3. Conflict-Avoiding: These couples agree to disagree, focusing on their 
common ground. 

Interestingly, all these styles can lead to happy marriages if both partners are 
satisfied with the approach. 

Emotional Intelligence Trumps Common Interests 

Contrary to popular belief, Gottman found that shared interests aren't crucial for 
marital success. What matters more is emotional intelligence - the ability to 
understand and respond to your partner's emotional needs. 

The Power of Small Moments 

It's not grand gestures that make a marriage, but rather the small, daily 
interactions. Gottman emphasizes the importance of "turning towards" your 
partner in everyday moments, showing interest in their thoughts and feelings. 

Managing Conflict, Not Resolving It 

Here's a liberating thought: 69% of marital conflicts are perpetual problems that 
will never be resolved. The key isn't to solve these issues, but to manage them with 
humor, affection, and good will. 

Creating Shared Meaning 

Successful couples create a shared sense of purpose and meaning in their lives 
together. This could involve shared goals, values, or rituals that are unique to your 
relationship. 



Copyright© 2004-2010 by Chris Cambas 	 Distributed under License of Couplestrong, Inc.

 

 

The Takeaway 

Gottman's research offers hope: with understanding and effort, we can predict and 
prevent marital failure. More importantly, we can take concrete steps to 
strengthen our relationships. 

Remember, a great marriage isn't about finding the right person - it's about being 
the right person. By understanding these principles and putting them into practice, 
we can all work towards creating more satisfying, stable, and joyful partnerships. 

What steps will you take today to improve your relationship? 
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Handout 
 

Building a Successful Marriage: Insights from Dr. John Gottman 

The Four Horsemen of the Marital Apocalypse 

Avoid these behaviors in your interactions: 

1. Criticism: Attacking your partner's character  
o Instead: Use "I" statements to express your feelings 

2. Contempt: Disrespect, mockery, or ridicule  
o Instead: Express appreciation and respect 

3. Defensiveness: Refusing responsibility, playing the victim  
o Instead: Accept responsibility for your part 

4. Stonewalling: Withdrawing from interaction, shutting down  
o Instead: Take a break to calm down, then re-engage 

The Magic 5:1 Ratio 

Aim for five positive interactions for every negative one, even during conflicts. 

Positive interactions can include: 

• Expressing affection 
• Showing interest 
• Offering compliments 
• Showing empathy 
• Apologizing sincerely 

Understand Your Marital Style 

1. Validating: Emphasis on compromise and calmness 
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2. Volatile: Passionate disputes and passionate makeups 
3. Conflict-Avoiding: Agree to disagree, focus on common ground 

All styles can lead to happy marriages if both partners are satisfied. 

Emotional Intelligence in Marriage 

• Practice active listening 
• Validate your partner's emotions 
• Respond to your partner's emotional needs 
• Show empathy and understanding 

The Power of Small Moments 

• "Turn towards" your partner in daily interactions 
• Show interest in their thoughts and feelings 
• Create and maintain rituals of connection 

Managing Perpetual Problems 

69% of marital conflicts are perpetual. To manage them: 

• Dialogue about the problem 
• Remove criticism and contempt from the discussion 
• Soothe yourself and each other 
• Compromise 
• Be tolerant of each other's faults 

Creating Shared Meaning 

• Discuss and align on your values and life philosophy 
• Create shared goals 
• Support each other's hopes and aspirations 
• Develop shared rituals (e.g., date nights, holiday traditions) 
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Exercise: Daily Temperature Reading 

Take 10 minutes each day to discuss: 

1. Appreciations 
2. New information 
3. Puzzles (questions or concerns) 
4. Complaints with request for change 
5. Wishes, hopes, and dreams 

Remember 

A great marriage requires continuous effort. By applying these principles 
consistently, you can build a stronger, more satisfying relationship. 

Based on "Why Marriages Succeed or Fail" by Dr. John Gottman 
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Assessment 
 

Gottman Relationship Assessment: Understanding Your Marriage Dynamics 

Based on Dr. John Gottman's "Why Marriages Succeed or Fail" 

Instructions 

Rate each statement on a scale of 1 to 5: 1 = Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = 
Neutral 4 = Agree 5 = Strongly Agree 

Both partners should complete the assessment independently, then discuss your 
results together. 

Part 1: The Four Horsemen 

1. When discussing problems, I often find myself criticizing my partner's 
character or personality. ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 

2. During arguments, I sometimes express contempt through mockery, eye-
rolling, or dismissive behavior. ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 

3. When my partner complains, I tend to respond with counter-complaints or 
excuses. ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 

4. I sometimes withdraw or shut down during difficult conversations with my 
partner. ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 

Part 2: Positive Interactions 

5. I regularly express appreciation for my partner. ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 
6. I show interest in my partner's thoughts and feelings on a daily basis. ___ 

Partner A ___ Partner B 
7. We often share moments of affection, even during disagreements. ___ 

Partner A ___ Partner B 
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8. I make a conscious effort to respond positively to my partner's bids for 
attention or connection. ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 

Part 3: Conflict Management 

9. We are able to discuss our disagreements calmly. ___ Partner A ___ Partner 
B 

10. When we argue, we eventually find a way to compromise or agree to 
disagree respectfully. ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 

11. We have found ways to address our perpetual problems without becoming 
gridlocked. ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 

12. After an argument, we are able to repair our connection and return to a 
positive state. ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 

Part 4: Emotional Connection 

13. I feel that my partner understands and respects my emotional needs. ___ 
Partner A ___ Partner B 

14. We regularly engage in rituals that strengthen our connection (e.g., date 
nights, shared activities). ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 

15. I feel comfortable sharing my deepest hopes and fears with my partner. ___ 
Partner A ___ Partner B 

16. We support each other's life dreams and aspirations. ___ Partner A ___ 
Partner B 

Part 5: Shared Meaning 

17. We have a shared sense of purpose in our life together. ___ Partner A ___ 
Partner B 

18. We generally agree on the fundamental values that guide our life. ___ 
Partner A ___ Partner B 

19. We have created meaningful rituals or traditions in our relationship. ___ 
Partner A ___ Partner B 
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20. I feel that our relationship is more than just a partnership; it has a deeper 
meaning. ___ Partner A ___ Partner B 

Scoring and Interpretation 

For each part, add up your scores: 

Part 1 (The Four Horsemen): ___ (Lower scores are better) Part 2 (Positive 
Interactions): ___ Part 3 (Conflict Management): ___ Part 4 (Emotional 
Connection): ___ Part 5 (Shared Meaning): ___ 

16-20: Strong in this area 11-15: Generally positive, with room for improvement 6-
10: This area needs attention 0-5: This is a significant challenge in your relationship 

Note: For Part 1, reverse the interpretation (lower scores are better). 

Discussion Questions 

1. In which areas did you score similarly? Differently? 
2. What strengths did you identify in your relationship? 
3. Which areas would you like to improve? 
4. How can you work together to address any challenges identified? 
5. What surprised you about your partner's responses? 

Remember, this assessment is a tool for discussion and growth, not a definitive 
evaluation of your relationship. Consider seeking the guidance of a professional 
therapist trained in the Gottman Method for more in-depth support. 
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Gottman 7-Day Relationship Challenge 

Based on Dr. John Gottman's "Why Marriages Succeed or Fail" 

Introduction 

This 7-day challenge is designed to help you and your partner strengthen your 
relationship using principles from Dr. John Gottman's research. Each day focuses 
on a different aspect of building a strong, healthy partnership. 

Guidelines 

• Dedicate at least 15-30 minutes each day to the challenge. 
• Approach each activity with an open mind and heart. 
• Be patient and supportive with each other. 
• Remember, the goal is to connect and grow together. 

Day 1: Enhance Your Love Maps 

Activity: 20 Questions Game 

1. Take turns asking each other questions about preferences, history, concerns, 
and goals. 

2. Try to ask about things you may not know or have forgotten. 
3. Discuss how well you know each other and what surprised you. 

Day 2: Combat The Four Horsemen 

Activity: Reframe Negative Interactions 

1. Identify one recent negative interaction in your relationship. 
2. Discuss how it involved criticism, contempt, defensiveness, or stonewalling. 
3. Role-play the same scenario, replacing negative behaviors with positive 

alternatives:  
o Criticism → "I" statements 
o Contempt → Expressing appreciation 



Copyright© 2004-2010 by Chris Cambas 	 Distributed under License of Couplestrong, Inc.

 

 

o Defensiveness → Taking responsibility 
o Stonewalling → Asking for a break and returning to the conversation 

Day 3: Build Fondness and Admiration 

Activity: Appreciation Blitz 

1. Set a timer for 5 minutes. 
2. Take turns rapidly sharing things you appreciate about each other. 
3. Try to be specific and cover a range of qualities and actions. 
4. Discuss how this exercise made you feel. 

Day 4: Turn Towards Instead of Away 

Activity: Bid and Response Practice 

1. Throughout the day, consciously make "bids" for connection (e.g., sharing an 
observation, asking for help, seeking attention). 

2. Partners practice "turning towards" these bids with interest and 
engagement. 

3. At the end of the day, discuss the bids you noticed and how it felt to connect 
in this way. 

Day 5: Manage Conflict 

Activity: Gentle Start-Up and Repair 

1. Choose a minor, unresolved issue in your relationship. 
2. Practice discussing it using a "gentle start-up":  

o "I feel..." (express your feelings) 
o "About..." (describe the situation neutrally) 
o "I need..." (express your need positively) 

3. If the conversation becomes heated, practice repair attempts (e.g., humor, 
affection, taking a break). 

4. Reflect on how this approach differed from your usual conflict style. 
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Day 6: Make Life Dreams Come True 

Activity: Dream Sharing and Support 

1. Individually, write down three personal dreams or goals. 
2. Share your dreams with each other. 
3. Discuss how you can support each other in pursuing these dreams. 
4. Create one concrete action step for supporting each other's dreams. 

Day 7: Create Shared Meaning 

Activity: Relationship Rituals 

1. Discuss your current relationship rituals (e.g., how you greet each other, 
celebrate milestones). 

2. Brainstorm new rituals you'd like to create together. 
3. Choose one new ritual to implement immediately. 
4. Plan how you'll incorporate more shared meaning into your daily life. 

Conclusion 

Congratulations on completing the 7-day challenge! Take some time to reflect on 
your experience: 

• What did you learn about yourself and your partner? 
• Which activities had the most impact? 
• How can you incorporate these practices into your daily life? 

Remember, building a strong relationship is an ongoing process. Consider revisiting 
these activities regularly to maintain and strengthen your bond. 
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Descriplon 
 

This extensive "Why Marriages Succeed or Fail" bundle offers couples a multi-
faceted approach to understanding and improving their relationships, based on Dr. 
John Gottman's groundbreaking research. The bundle includes five key 
components, each designed to help couples engage with and apply Gottman's 
principles in different ways: 

1. Book Overview: A concise summary of "Why Marriages Succeed or Fail," 
highlighting Gottman's main findings and key concepts. This overview 
introduces readers to crucial ideas such as the Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse, the 5:1 ratio of positive to negative interactions, and different 
marital types. 

2. Blog Post: An engaging article that explores the core concepts of Gottman's 
work, making his research accessible and relatable to a wide audience. The 
blog post offers practical insights and encourages readers to reflect on their 
own relationships in light of Gottman's findings. 

3. Couples Handout: A practical, easy-to-reference guide that distills the book's 
main ideas into actionable steps. This handout covers topics such as avoiding 
negative interaction patterns, fostering positive interactions, managing 
conflict, and creating shared meaning in the relationship. 

4. Couples Assessment: A detailed questionnaire that helps partners evaluate 
their relationship dynamics based on Gottman's research. This assessment 
covers areas such as the presence of the Four Horsemen, positive 
interactions, conflict management, emotional connection, and shared 
meaning, providing couples with a clear picture of their relationship's 
strengths and areas for growth. 

5. 7-Day Couples Challenge: An engaging week-long program that guides 
couples through daily activities designed to strengthen their bond using 
Gottman's principles. Each day focuses on a different aspect of building a 
strong relationship, from enhancing love maps to creating shared meaning. 
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This comprehensive bundle offers couples a variety of tools to understand, assess, 
and improve their relationships based on scientific research. Whether you're 
looking to deepen your understanding of what makes marriages succeed, assess 
your current relationship dynamics, or actively work on strengthening your bond, 
this bundle provides the knowledge and practical exercises to help you create a 
more satisfying, stable, and joyful partnership. 

By engaging with these materials, couples can gain valuable insights into their 
relationship patterns, learn effective strategies for managing conflicts, and develop 
habits that foster long-term marital success. This bundle makes the valuable 
insights from Gottman's extensive research accessible and applicable for couples at 
any stage of their relationship journey. 

 
 
 
 


