THE POWER OF WORDS
By Paula Davis

Recently, I was culling my files and came across an article by John Gottman titled, Why Marriages Fail. Gottman’s interest was in studying the complex processes of married life with a view to helping those that are in trouble. He sought to identify if there was a predictable pattern of interaction that predetermines the marriages most likely to end in divorce in the future. 

Starting in 1992, Gottman and two mathematicians recruited 700 couples who were just married. For each couple, the researchers videotaped a 15-minute conversation between husband and wife and counted the number of positive and negative interactions. It was identified that the overall quality of interactions in the couple relationship was the greatest predictor of divorce. Moreover, Gottman found he could predict with 91% accuracy the marriages that will eventually divorce after listening to the couple interact for only fifteen minutes! The research discovered:

The overall balance of positive to negative interactions whether the good moments of mutual pleasure, passion, humour, support, kindness and generosity outweigh the bad moments of complaint, criticism, anger, disgust, contempt, defensiveness and coldness…..we can actually quantify the ratio of positive to negative  interactions needed to maintain a marriage in good shape. And we found that satisfied couples, no matter how their marriages stacked up against the ideal, were those who maintained a five-to-one ration of positive to negative moments (Gottman, 1994a).  

Gottman concludes that marriages “seem to thrive on, proportionately, a little negativity and a lot of positivity.” Most of us know the power of words and the destructive force of uncontrolled anger in our families. Gottman’s research confirms this. He concludes that the nature of emotional undercurrents permeating the way couples talk, listen, look at each other, and think and feel about each other are paramount to a continuing, successful relationship.   
But, you may ask, what about anger? Is anger always negative or is being able to express anger part of a healthy relationship? Gottman suggests that not all forms of negativity are equal. Some are more destructive than others. Five signs are identified for those most likely to fail. The first is a harsh startup as opposed to a soft one. A harsh start up usually leads to the second process in the downward spiral, the employment of what Gottman has labeled, the Four Horseman of the Apocalypse. This refers to four corrosive forms of negativity: Criticism, contempt, defensiveness and stonewalling (refusal to give any response). These forms of negativity spread like cancer and eventually destroy any relationship. I like to call these “death words”.  

The third sign is flooding. Gottman describes flooding, "...your spouse's negativity - whether in the guise of criticism or contempt or even defensiveness - is so overwhelming and so sudden, that it leaves you shell-shocked" (Gottman et al., p.34). The fourth sign is body language when at this point the flooded spouse tends to withdraw as a form of protection leaving the negative spouse stranded and angrier. 
Your ability to process information is reduced, meaning it's harder to pay attention to what your partner is saying. Creative problem solving goes out the window. You're left with the most reflexive, intellectually sophisticated responses in your repertoire: to fight (act critical, contemptuous, or defensive) or flee (stonewall) (Gottman, 1994b, p. 37).
Attack/withdraw becomes a vicious cycle that is repeated until the couple can stand it no longer and they see divorce as the only sane option.
The fifth sign is futile repeated attempts at repair. When a spouse is constantly in self protect mode they are unable to engage in the conflict. Couples who succeed at marriage are good at rupture repair. Positive interactions characterise their “repair attempts”.
The sixth sign is being left with unpleasant memories. The couple no longer have any relationship credit in the bank on which they can draw during tough times. Gottman states, "Couples who are deeply entrenched in a negative view of their spouse often rewrite their past" (Gottman, et a., p. 42). Excess negativity has finally sealed the breakdown of the relationship and divorce is inevitable.
     Words have enormous power! How do we speak encouraging words that will build our relationships? In contrast to “death words”, I like the phrase “life words”. What are life words? Perhaps the starting place in moving towards thriving communication is interaction characterised by “a little negativity and a lot of positivity.” Gottman concludes his book with the following statement, “The potential is there in marriage for great joy and healing, as well as the potential for anguish” (p.442). Let’s take up the challenge to grasp great joy and healing with the gift of ”life words”.
Kind regards,

Paula Davis
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