
john gottman the science of trust
John Gottman's research into the science of trust has revolutionized our understanding of
relationship dynamics. For decades, Dr. John Gottman and his wife, Dr. Julie Schwartz Gottman,
have meticulously studied couples in their "Love Lab," employing innovative observational methods
to pinpoint the critical factors that foster or fracture marital trust. Their groundbreaking work
reveals that trust isn't an abstract concept but a measurable outcome of specific relational behaviors
and psychological states. This article delves deep into the core principles of John Gottman's science
of trust, exploring its foundations, the key elements that build and erode it, and practical strategies
derived from decades of empirical research. We will uncover how small daily interactions, known as
"bids for connection," play a pivotal role, and understand the devastating impact of betrayal and how
to rebuild trust after it has been broken.
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Understanding John Gottman's Science of Trust

The foundation of John Gottman's science of trust rests on the idea that intimate relationships are
built and sustained through countless micro-moments of connection. These moments, often
seemingly insignificant, accumulate over time to create a bedrock of safety and reliability. Gottman's
research, spanning over 40 years and involving thousands of couples, has identified specific patterns
of interaction that predict relationship success or failure with remarkable accuracy. At its core, trust
in a relationship is the belief that your partner is both willing and able to meet your needs, and that
they have your best interests at heart.

This scientific approach moves beyond anecdotal advice and delves into empirical data, offering
concrete, actionable insights. Gottman’s work emphasizes that trust is not a static quality but a
dynamic process, constantly being built or eroded. The presence or absence of trust significantly
impacts a couple's ability to navigate conflict, manage stress, and experience genuine intimacy and
happiness. Understanding these fundamental principles is the first step towards cultivating a more
secure and resilient partnership, deeply rooted in unwavering trust.

The Gottman Method and Empirical Observation

The Gottman Method, a therapeutic approach grounded in extensive research, is the framework
through which the science of trust is explored. The "Love Lab" at the University of Washington,
where much of this research took place, allowed Dr. Gottman and his team to observe couples
engaging in discussions about contentious issues, as well as pleasant topics. They meticulously



measured physiological responses, communication patterns, and emotional expressions. This
objective, scientific methodology provided irrefutable evidence of what makes relationships thrive
and what leads to their demise, with a particular focus on the development and maintenance of
trust.

Defining Trust in Relationships

In the context of John Gottman's research, trust is defined as a deep sense of security and
confidence in one's partner. It encompasses the belief that your partner is dependable, honest, and
committed to the relationship. This is not merely about fidelity but extends to a partner's emotional
availability, their willingness to support your dreams, and their reliability in everyday matters. Trust
is the underlying feeling that your partner has your back, even when you are at your most
vulnerable, forming the essential scaffolding of a secure bond.

The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse and Their Impact
on Trust

Dr. Gottman famously identified "The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse," four destructive
communication patterns that are highly predictive of relationship breakdown and, by extension, the
erosion of trust. These are not simply negative behaviors but represent fundamental ways in which
couples undermine each other and their shared sense of security. Recognizing and combating these
patterns is crucial for preserving and rebuilding trust.

Criticism

Criticism involves attacking a partner's character or personality rather than addressing a specific
behavior. For instance, saying "You are so lazy" is criticism, whereas "I feel overwhelmed when the
chores aren't done" is a complaint. Persistent criticism erodes a partner's self-esteem and creates an
environment where they feel constantly judged and attacked, making trust incredibly difficult to
maintain. It signals a lack of respect and acceptance, fundamental components of trust.

Contempt

Contempt is perhaps the most damaging of the Four Horsemen. It involves expressing disgust,
disrespect, and contempt towards a partner, often through sarcasm, cynicism, eye-rolling, or
mocking. Contempt conveys a sense of superiority and demeans the partner. When a partner feels
contempt, they feel devalued and unlovable, shattering the foundation of trust. It is the ultimate
betrayal of respect within a relationship.



Defensiveness

Defensiveness is a natural reaction to feeling attacked, but it prevents problem-solving and escalates
conflict. It involves making excuses, denying responsibility, or counter-attacking. When one partner
is defensive, the other feels unheard and unacknowledged, which can lead to frustration and a
breakdown in communication. This pattern of avoidance and blame prevents the genuine connection
necessary for trust to flourish.

Stonewalling

Stonewalling occurs when a partner withdraws from interaction, shuts down emotionally, or refuses
to communicate. This is often a response to feeling overwhelmed. While it might seem like a
temporary pause, stonewalling leaves the other partner feeling abandoned and alone, with their
concerns unaddressed. This lack of engagement and responsiveness fundamentally undermines
trust, as it signals a lack of commitment to resolving issues or meeting emotional needs.

Building Trust: The Power of "Turning Towards"

John Gottman's research highlights that trust is built and maintained through a consistent pattern of
"turning towards" bids for connection, rather than "turning away" or "turning against." A "bid" is any
expression from one partner to another that says, "I want to connect with you." This can be a
comment, a touch, a look, or a gesture. How the other partner responds to these bids is paramount
in building a secure, trusting relationship.

What are Bids for Connection?

Bids for connection can be subtle or overt. They might include asking a question about your
partner's day, sharing a thought or feeling, pointing out something interesting you see, or seeking
comfort. For example, if one partner says, "Look at that beautiful sunset!" they are making a bid for
connection. Similarly, a sigh of frustration or a sigh of contentment can also be interpreted as bids
for connection, signaling a need for acknowledgement or support.

The Impact of "Turning Towards"

When a partner "turns towards" a bid, they acknowledge and respond positively, even if briefly. In
the sunset example, responding with "Wow, it is beautiful!" or "Tell me more about what you see" is
turning towards. This consistent pattern of positive engagement builds emotional capital and
strengthens the relationship's "love bank." It communicates that the partner is interested, available,
and values the connection. Over time, these small acts create a deep sense of trust and security.



"Turning Away" and "Turning Against"

Conversely, "turning away" occurs when a partner ignores or dismisses a bid for connection. In the
sunset example, if the other partner is engrossed in their phone and doesn't respond, they are
turning away. "Turning against" involves responding negatively or critically, such as saying "I don't
have time for this." Both turning away and turning against deplete the relationship's trust reserves
and create distance, making it harder to rely on each other.

The Role of Emotional Safety in Trust

Emotional safety is the bedrock upon which all trust is built. It refers to the feeling of being
accepted, valued, and secure in expressing one's true self to a partner without fear of judgment,
ridicule, or rejection. When emotional safety is present, partners feel comfortable sharing their
thoughts, feelings, fears, and dreams, knowing that their partner will respond with empathy and
support. This vulnerability is essential for deep connection and robust trust.

Vulnerability and Openness

Trust allows for vulnerability. Without a secure sense of emotional safety, partners will shield their
true selves, leading to superficial interactions and a lack of genuine intimacy. Gottman's research
shows that couples who trust each other are more willing to admit mistakes, express difficult
emotions, and share their deepest desires. This openness fosters understanding and strengthens the
bond, making it more resilient to life's challenges.

The "We-ness" of a Couple

Emotional safety cultivates a strong sense of "we-ness," the feeling of being a team. This shared
identity means that challenges are faced together, successes are celebrated jointly, and the well-
being of the relationship is prioritized. When a couple feels emotionally safe, they can count on each
other to be a source of strength and support, reinforcing their trust in each other's commitment and
care. This shared sense of unity is a direct outcome of consistent emotional attunement and
responsiveness.

Repairing Trust After Betrayal

Betrayal, whether in the form of infidelity, dishonesty, or a significant breach of confidence, can
shatter the trust within a relationship. Rebuilding trust after such an event is a complex and arduous
process, but Gottman's research provides a roadmap for healing. It requires immense commitment
from both partners, a willingness to take responsibility, and a dedication to creating a new
foundation of safety and transparency.



Taking Responsibility and Showing Remorse

The first crucial step in repairing trust is for the betrayer to take full responsibility for their actions
without making excuses. This includes expressing genuine remorse and empathy for the pain they
have caused. Acknowledging the hurt and demonstrating a deep understanding of its impact is vital.
This is not about defending past actions but about owning them and committing to change, creating
an opening for healing.

Creating Transparency and Rebuilding Security

Rebuilding trust involves creating a new level of transparency. This might mean sharing passwords,
agreeing to regular check-ins, and being open about whereabouts. The goal is to consistently
demonstrate trustworthiness through actions, not just words. The partner who was betrayed needs
to feel safe and secure, which can only be achieved through predictable and reliable behavior from
the other. This process requires patience and consistency, as trust cannot be rebuilt overnight.

The Role of Forgiveness

Forgiveness, when it is earned, is a critical component of moving forward. It does not mean
forgetting what happened or excusing the behavior, but rather releasing the resentment and anger
that can hold the relationship hostage. Forgiveness allows both partners to begin healing and to
build a future together, based on a renewed and perhaps even stronger sense of trust. This is often a
long journey, but a necessary one for relational recovery.

Practical Applications of Gottman's Trust Principles

The science of trust, as elucidated by John Gottman, offers practical strategies that couples can
implement to foster healthier, more secure relationships. These principles are not abstract theories
but actionable tools that can be applied in daily interactions to strengthen bonds and enhance
connection. By understanding and applying these concepts, couples can actively cultivate the trust
that is essential for long-term relationship satisfaction.

The "State of the Union" and Regular Check-ins

Gottman advocates for regular "State of the Union" meetings, where couples dedicate time to
discuss their relationship in a structured, non-confrontational way. These meetings provide a safe
space to address concerns, express appreciations, and ensure that both partners feel heard and
understood. This consistent communication helps prevent small issues from escalating and builds a
sense of partnership, reinforcing trust through ongoing dialogue and mutual attunement.



The 5:1 Ratio of Positive to Negative Interactions

Research by Dr. Gottman indicates that healthy, stable couples tend to have a ratio of at least five
positive interactions for every one negative interaction during conflict. This doesn't mean avoiding
conflict, but rather ensuring that the positive emotional experiences in the relationship significantly
outweigh the negative ones. This positive ratio acts as a buffer, building goodwill and trust that can
sustain the relationship through difficult times.

Practicing Empathy and Active Listening

Empathy and active listening are fundamental to building trust. This involves truly trying to
understand your partner's perspective, even if you don't agree with it. Active listening means paying
full attention, reflecting back what you hear, and asking clarifying questions. When partners feel
truly understood and validated, their sense of trust and emotional safety is significantly enhanced,
creating a more secure and intimate connection.

The Importance of Small Gestures and Appreciation

As highlighted by the concept of "turning towards," small gestures of appreciation and attention are
powerful trust-builders. Regularly expressing gratitude, offering small acts of kindness, and
acknowledging your partner's efforts reinforce their sense of value and belonging. These everyday
affirmations demonstrate that you are paying attention and that you care, solidifying the foundation
of trust through consistent positive regard.

FAQ

Q: What are the core components of John Gottman's science of
trust?
A: John Gottman's science of trust focuses on observable behaviors and patterns in relationships.
Key components include the concept of "bids for connection" and how couples respond to them, the
impact of the "Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse" (criticism, contempt, defensiveness, stonewalling)
on eroding trust, and the critical role of emotional safety and vulnerability in building a secure
attachment.

Q: How does "turning towards" contribute to building trust
according to Gottman?
A: "Turning towards" a partner's bid for connection—any expression of need or desire to connect—is
a fundamental way to build trust. It signifies that a partner is seen, heard, and valued, creating a
positive emotional climate. Consistent turning towards builds emotional reserves, making the



relationship more resilient and fostering a deep sense of reliability and security between partners.

Q: Can trust be rebuilt after a significant betrayal, according
to Gottman's research?
A: Yes, John Gottman's research indicates that trust can be rebuilt after a significant betrayal, but it
is a long and challenging process. It requires the betrayer to take full responsibility, show genuine
remorse, and commit to creating transparency and consistency. The betrayed partner needs to feel
safe and gradually be able to risk trusting again, often with the help of therapeutic interventions.

Q: What are the "Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse" and how
do they destroy trust?
A: The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse are Criticism, Contempt, Defensiveness, and Stonewalling.
Criticism attacks a partner's character, Contempt expresses disgust and disrespect, Defensiveness
involves making excuses and avoiding responsibility, and Stonewalling means withdrawing from
interaction. These patterns create a hostile environment, damage self-esteem, and systematically
dismantle the safety and reliability that are the cornerstones of trust.

Q: How important is emotional safety in Gottman's science of
trust?
A: Emotional safety is paramount in John Gottman's science of trust. It is the feeling of being
accepted and secure enough to be vulnerable with a partner. Without emotional safety, genuine
intimacy and deep trust cannot develop. When partners feel safe, they are more likely to share their
true selves, which strengthens their bond and their reliance on one another.

Q: What is the practical implication of the 5:1 ratio in
Gottman's relationship research?
A: The 5:1 ratio refers to the finding that stable, happy couples tend to have at least five positive
interactions for every one negative interaction, especially during conflict. This ratio acts as a buffer,
suggesting that a strong foundation of positive experiences and connection helps couples navigate
disagreements more effectively and maintain trust, even when facing challenges.

Q: How can couples actively cultivate trust based on Gottman's
principles?
A: Couples can actively cultivate trust by practicing consistent "turning towards" bids for
connection, engaging in regular "State of the Union" meetings to discuss their relationship, actively
listening to and empathizing with each other, expressing appreciation for small gestures, and
working to dismantle the "Four Horsemen" in their communication patterns.



Q: Does Gottman believe that trust is solely about fidelity in a
romantic relationship?
A: No, John Gottman's science of trust extends far beyond just fidelity. While faithfulness is a crucial
component, his research emphasizes a broader definition that includes a partner's emotional
availability, dependability, honesty in daily matters, support for dreams, and overall reliability. Trust
is about the deep belief in a partner's commitment and care for one's well-being.
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