
Indicators of Problems in the Relationship

“The simple truth is that happy marriages are based on a deep friendship.  By this I mean a 
mutual respect for and enjoyment of each other’s company.  These couples tend to know each other 
intimately - they are well versed in each other’s likes, dislikes, personality quirks, hopes, and dreams.  They
have an abiding regard for each other and express this fondness not just in the big ways, but in little ways 
day in and day out.”

Gottman

a. Discussions begin with a “harsh setup” 
b. The Four Horseman

1. Criticism
2. Contempt 
3. Defensiveness
4. Stonewalling  (85% male)

c. Flooding
Flooding means that your spouse’s negativity, whether criticism, contempt or 

defensiveness is so overwhelming, and so sudden that it leaves you shell shocked.  You feel so defenseless 
against this type of attack that you learn to do anything to avoid a replay.   The more often you feel flooded 
by your spouse’s criticism or contempt, the more hyper-vigilant you are for cues that your spouse is about 
to “blow” again.  (Physical sensations are increased heart rate, sweating, anxiety, etc)

d.  Body Language
               “It’s biological fact: Men are more easily overwhelmed by marital conflict than are 

their          wives.”  There is some research that suggests that the number and types of illness for women can 
be predicted based on how scornful the partner’s facial expressions are.  Rolled eyes, disgusted looks and 
the like all take their toll in eroding relationships.  When the body perceives the situation as dangerous we 
begin to sweat, our heart pounds, our respiration rate goes up and we become flooded.  At that time 
problem solving skills go out the window.  We are left with the most reflexive, least intellectually  
sophisticated responses.  We usually fight, (act critical, contemptuous, or defensive) or flee (stonewall). 
Any chance of resolving the issue it gone.  MOST LIKELY CONTINUED DISCUSSION WILL 
WORSEN THE SITUATION.

d. Failed Repair Attempts  (the greater the number of attempts to “get the discussion/marriage 
back on track that fail – the greater the sense of hopelessness)  Remember repair attempts are 
behaviors that are designed to get the couple back together and working as a team. Repair 
attempts may consist of a simple, “can we work together now?” or may be more involved,  “I 
really love you honey and I hate the way we are both behaving, will you hold me for a few 
minutes and then let’s talk some more when we are both more centered.”

e. Bad memories (you already know about this one from your inner sentences work – we all 
seek evidence to support our inner sentences, so if we begin to believe that our partner doesn’t
love us, is cheating on us, hates us or whatever the thought may be, THEN WE BEGIN TO 
LOOK FOR EVIDENCE TO SUPPORT THAT IDEA.  One primary way to do that is to 
selectively pull out incidents from the past that will give support to our present notion – i.e.: 
we begin to only remember the “bad memories” and gradually lose grasp on the positive ones 
that would dispute our negative thoughts.)  Remember that when we look for evidence for our
sentences we tend to; 1) be very selective, 2) exaggerate, 3) spin and 4) manufacture.  Thus 
the “self fulfilling prophecy” is born, and we breathe life into the monster that we are creating
through our fears and insecurities. 

f. Signs of the End of Relationship 
1. You see the problems as severe



2. Talking seems useless, you try to solve things on your own
3. You start leading parallel lives
4. Loneliness sets in


