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john gottman the science of trust is a foundational concept for understanding the
dynamics of healthy, lasting relationships. Dr. John Gottman, a renowned relationship
scientist, has dedicated decades to meticulously studying couples, unraveling the intricate
patterns that predict relationship success or failure. His groundbreaking research,
particularly focused on trust, provides actionable insights into building and maintaining
robust emotional connections. This article delves into the core principles of Gottman's
science of trust, exploring how it's built, what erodes it, and practical strategies for
strengthening it within your own relationships. We will examine the Gottman Institute's
research, the crucial role of commitment, the impact of betrayals, and how to cultivate a
secure base of trust.
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The Foundations of Gottman's Science of Trust

Dr. John Gottman's work is built upon extensive observational research conducted at the
renowned Love Lab, where he and his colleagues meticulously documented the interactions
of thousands of couples. This research allowed them to identify specific behaviors and
communication patterns that reliably predict marital satisfaction and longevity. At the heart
of his findings lies the concept of "trust" not merely as an abstract feeling, but as a tangible
outcome of consistent, positive interactions and a deep sense of commitment. Gottman’s
science of trust emphasizes that trust is not a one-time achievement but an ongoing
process, built through daily interactions and responses to one another's needs.

The Gottman approach distinguishes between "trust" and "predictability" within a
relationship. While predictability can be comforting, it is the underlying intention and
consistent reliability in responding to a partner's bids for connection and support that truly
forms the bedrock of trust. This involves understanding a partner's inner world, their hopes,
dreams, fears, and vulnerabilities, and consistently demonstrating that you have their back.



Building the Architecture of Trust: The Five
Pillars

The Gottman Institute has identified five key components, or pillars, that contribute to the
construction and maintenance of trust in a relationship. These pillars are interconnected
and mutually reinforcing, creating a strong foundation for emotional security and intimacy.
Understanding each of these elements is crucial for anyone looking to deepen their
relational bonds and foster a lasting sense of trustworthiness.

Pillar 1: Commitment and Loyalty
Commitment is the bedrock of trust. It signifies a decision to invest in the relationship and
to prioritize it above other potential partners or distractions. Loyalty, in this context,
extends beyond fidelity to encompass a deep dedication to the well-being of the
relationship and one’s partner. Gottman's science of trust posits that a strong sense of
commitment provides the safety net for vulnerability, allowing partners to be open and
honest with each other, knowing that their partner is invested in their mutual future.

Pillar 2: Emotional Honesty and Openness
This pillar involves a willingness to share one's inner world—thoughts, feelings, needs, and
concerns—with one's partner. It also means being receptive and listening non-judgmentally
when a partner shares their own inner experiences. When partners are emotionally honest,
they create an environment where transparency is valued, and there are fewer
opportunities for secrets or misunderstandings to breed distrust. This openness fosters a
sense of being truly seen and understood by one's partner.

Pillar 3: Reliability and Dependability
Reliability is about being there for your partner, especially in times of need. It means
following through on promises, being consistent in your behavior, and demonstrating that
your partner can count on you. This could range from remembering important dates to
offering emotional support during stressful times. Gottman’s science of trust highlights that
consistent reliability builds a sense of safety and security, as partners learn that their
emotional needs will be met.

Pillar 4: Respect and Admiration
Respect involves valuing your partner as an individual, acknowledging their strengths, and
treating them with dignity. Admiration goes a step further, involving a genuine appreciation
for who your partner is and what they bring to the relationship. When partners consistently
show respect and admiration, it creates a positive relational climate where both individuals
feel cherished and valued, which in turn strengthens trust.



Pillar 5: Integrity and Honesty
Integrity is about aligning one's actions with one's values and principles. It means being
truthful, even when it's difficult, and acting in accordance with what you say you believe.
Honesty, in its purest form, is about not deceiving or misleading one’s partner. When
partners exhibit integrity and honesty, they build a reputation for being trustworthy,
fostering a deeper sense of security and confidence in the relationship.

The Crucial Role of Commitment in Trust

Commitment serves as the fundamental building block upon which all other aspects of trust
are constructed. In the context of Gottman's science of trust, commitment is not just a
promise for the future, but an active and ongoing choice to prioritize the relationship. It is
the engine that drives partners to work through challenges, to invest time and energy into
understanding each other, and to protect the bond they share. Without a deep-seated
commitment, the other pillars of trust—honesty, reliability, respect, and integrity—can
falter, as there is no compelling reason to uphold them when difficulties arise.

A strong commitment acts as an anchor during turbulent times. When a relationship faces a
betrayal or a significant disagreement, the underlying commitment can provide the
resilience needed to navigate the storm and work towards repair. It fosters a sense that "we
are in this together," which is essential for rebuilding trust if it has been damaged.
Gottman's research underscores that couples who report high levels of commitment are
more likely to actively engage in conflict resolution and to forgive transgressions, ultimately
strengthening their trust over time.

Understanding Betrayal and Its Impact on Trust

Betrayal, in its many forms, is a profound disruptor of trust. It encompasses not only
infidelity but also emotional betrayals, such as breaking confidences, lying, or consistently
disregarding a partner's needs. When a betrayal occurs, it shatters the sense of safety and
predictability that trust provides, leaving one or both partners feeling vulnerable and
insecure. Gottman's science of trust explains that betrayal creates a wound in the
relationship that requires careful attention and specific steps to heal.

The impact of betrayal is far-reaching, often leading to feelings of anger, sadness, anxiety,
and a questioning of the entire relationship. It can erode the belief in a partner's reliability
and honesty, making it difficult to feel secure in the connection. Rebuilding trust after a
betrayal is a challenging but possible endeavor, and it requires both partners to be willing
to engage in the difficult work of acknowledging the hurt, taking responsibility, and making
amends. The Gottman Method offers specific strategies for navigating this process,
emphasizing empathy, transparency, and consistent demonstration of changed behavior.



Practical Strategies for Cultivating and Restoring
Trust

Building and maintaining trust is an ongoing practice that requires intentional effort. The
Gottman Institute offers a wealth of practical strategies derived from their extensive
research, focusing on actionable steps couples can take to foster a secure and trustworthy
relationship. These strategies are designed to strengthen the five pillars of trust and to help
repair any damage that may have occurred.

Strengthening Emotional Connection through "Bids"
Dr. Gottman's research highlights the importance of responding positively to "bids" for
connection. A bid is any expression of a desire for attention, affection, or support from one's
partner. This could be a simple gesture, a comment, or a question. Gottman's science of
trust emphasizes that turning towards these bids—responding positively—builds trust and
strengthens the emotional bond. Conversely, turning away or turning against bids erodes
trust over time.

Practicing Active Listening and Empathy
To build trust, partners must cultivate the ability to truly listen to each other without
judgment. Active listening involves paying full attention, understanding the speaker's
perspective, and responding in a way that shows you have heard and understood. Empathy,
the capacity to understand and share the feelings of another, is crucial here. When partners
feel truly heard and understood, their sense of trust and security in the relationship
deepens.

Creating a "Dreamnest" of Shared Vision
A "Dreamnest" is a concept in Gottman’s work that refers to understanding and supporting
each other's individual dreams and aspirations, as well as building a shared vision for the
future. When partners are genuinely interested in each other’s dreams, and actively
support their pursuit, it fosters a sense of partnership and reinforces trust. Sharing these
dreams creates a deeper intimacy and a shared purpose.

Repairing Ruptures with "Attunement"
Even in the most trusting relationships, ruptures—moments of misunderstanding or
conflict—will occur. Gottman's science of trust emphasizes the importance of "attunement"
during these times. Attunement involves being able to notice when things have gone
wrong, to take responsibility, and to make amends. It's about reaching out to reconnect and
repair the breach in trust, demonstrating that the relationship is a priority.



Establishing Clear Boundaries and Agreements
Trust is also built on clear expectations and agreements. Couples who establish clear
boundaries regarding issues such as finances, family involvement, and personal time, and
who consistently honor those agreements, create a predictable and trustworthy
environment. When agreements are made and kept, it reinforces reliability and integrity
within the relationship.

The Gottman Method and the Science of Trust

The Gottman Method is a structured approach to relationship counseling and education that
is deeply rooted in Dr. John Gottman's extensive scientific research. Central to this method
is the understanding and application of the science of trust. Therapists trained in the
Gottman Method work with couples to identify the specific patterns that either build or
erode trust, providing tools and strategies to strengthen their relational foundation. The
focus is on creating a secure emotional bond where both partners feel safe, understood,
and valued.

The Gottman Method offers a roadmap for navigating the complexities of relationships, with
a particular emphasis on building and maintaining trust. By focusing on elements such as
communication, conflict resolution, and the cultivation of friendship, the method aims to
equip couples with the skills necessary to foster lasting intimacy and a profound sense of
trust. This evidence-based approach provides a powerful framework for anyone seeking to
deepen their understanding and practice of the science of trust within their own
relationships.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core concept behind John Gottman's
research on the science of trust?
The core concept is that trust in relationships isn't a single, monolithic feeling, but rather a
measurable outcome of consistent, positive interactions and a commitment to your
partner's well-being. It's built through small, everyday actions that signal reliability, care,
and commitment.

How does Gottman define the 'bids for connection' and
their role in building trust?
Bids for connection are any attempt by one partner to communicate a need for attention,
affection, or support. Gottman's research shows that 'turning towards' these bids
(responding positively) is a crucial building block of trust. Consistently turning towards bids
strengthens emotional bonds and signals reliability.



What are the 'Four Horsemen' of the relationship
apocalypse according to Gottman, and how do they
erode trust?
The Four Horsemen are Criticism, Contempt, Defensiveness, and Stonewalling. These
negative communication patterns, especially contempt, are highly corrosive to trust as they
signal a lack of respect, devaluation of the partner, and an unwillingness to engage
constructively.

How does Gottman's concept of 'attunement' relate to
building trust in a relationship?
Attunement is the ability to understand and respond to your partner's emotional state.
When partners are attuned to each other, they can sense needs, offer support, and create a
feeling of being seen and understood. This consistent emotional responsiveness is a
powerful trust builder.

What is the 'five-to-one ratio' and how does it apply to
maintaining trust?
Gottman's research suggests that happy, stable couples have a ratio of at least five positive
interactions for every one negative interaction. This ratio isn't about avoiding conflict, but
about ensuring that positive exchanges significantly outweigh negative ones, creating a
buffer of goodwill that supports trust.

Can trust be repaired after it's been broken, according
to Gottman's work?
Yes, Gottman's work emphasizes that trust can be repaired, but it's a process that requires
genuine remorse, accountability from the person who broke trust, and a commitment to
rebuilding reliability and safety through consistent, trustworthy actions over time.

How does Gottman's 'love map' concept contribute to a
trusting relationship?
A love map is a deep understanding of your partner's inner world – their history, hopes,
fears, and dreams. Knowing and remembering these details demonstrates care and
engagement, fostering a sense of intimacy and safety that is foundational to trust.

What are some practical, everyday actions
recommended by Gottman to build trust?
Practical actions include actively listening, turning towards bids for connection, showing
appreciation, sharing dreams and fears, being reliable (following through on commitments),
and demonstrating empathy and understanding, especially during difficult conversations.



Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to John Gottman's work on the science of trust, with
descriptions:

1. The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work by John Gottman and Nan Silver. This
foundational book by the renowned relationship expert John Gottman outlines seven key
principles that foster lasting love and marital success. It delves into understanding a
partner's inner world, managing conflict constructively, and building a shared life, all
underpinned by his extensive research on what makes relationships thrive. The book
provides practical, research-based advice for couples aiming to deepen their connection
and build a more resilient partnership based on trust.

2. 8 Dates: Essential Conversations for a Lifetime of Love by John Gottman and Julie
Schwartz Gottman. Building upon Gottman's extensive research, this book presents a
roadmap for cultivating deeper intimacy and understanding in relationships through a
series of eight structured date nights. Each date focuses on a crucial aspect of a
relationship, such as dreams, finances, and conflict, offering guided conversations designed
to foster connection and build trust. It emphasizes that consistent, intentional
communication is vital for a healthy and enduring partnership.

3. Hold Me Tight: Seven Conversations for a Lifetime of Love by Sue Johnson. While not
directly by Gottman, Sue Johnson's work in Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) strongly
aligns with Gottman's principles on attachment and emotional connection. This book guides
couples through seven crucial conversations that help them move from negative cycles of
interaction to secure, loving bonds. It emphasizes creating a safe emotional harbor,
fostering vulnerability, and building trust through responsive connection.

4. The Relationship Cure: A 5-Step Guide to Strengthening Your Marriage, Family, and
Friendships by John Gottman and Joan Ruelle. This practical guide offers a clear, actionable
framework for improving all types of relationships by focusing on the fundamental
principles of connection and responsiveness. Gottman and Ruelle provide tools to
understand and repair relational rifts, build emotional intimacy, and foster a sense of safety
and trust. The book empowers readers to identify and address common relationship
challenges, leading to more fulfilling and dependable connections.

5. And Baby Makes Three: A Third Year Program for New Parents by John Gottman and Julie
Schwartz Gottman. This book addresses the significant relationship shifts that occur when a
new child enters the family, a period where trust can be strained. It offers practical advice
and exercises for couples to navigate the demands of new parenthood while preserving
their connection and intimacy. The focus is on maintaining communication, supporting each
other, and building a strong parental alliance, which is crucial for the family's overall trust
and well-being.

6. Principals of Trust: A Pragmatic Guide for Leaders by Stephen M.R. Covey. While this
book focuses on leadership, its core principles of trust are highly applicable to interpersonal
relationships. Covey explores the concept of trust as a measurable and actionable asset,
outlining the four cores of credibility that build it. The book emphasizes the importance of
integrity, intent, capabilities, and results, offering a framework for cultivating genuine trust
in any relationship, including romantic partnerships.



7. Attached: The New Science of Adult Attachment and How It Can Help YouFind—and
Keep—Love by Amir Levine and Rachel S.F. Heller. This book delves into the science of
adult attachment, a concept that complements Gottman's work by explaining how our
innate attachment styles impact our relationships and our ability to trust. It provides
insights into understanding your own and your partner's attachment needs, offering
guidance on how to build secure relationships regardless of your style. The authors explain
how secure attachment fosters trust and emotional safety.

8. Passionate Marriage: Keeping Love and Intimacy Alive in Committed Relationships by
David Schnarch. Schnarch's work, like Gottman's, emphasizes the importance of
differentiation and addressing unresolved issues for marital longevity. This book argues for
a commitment to growth and self-awareness within marriage, suggesting that true intimacy
and trust are built through navigating challenges and becoming more secure individuals. It
offers a perspective on how facing difficulties head-on can strengthen, rather than erode,
relational trust.

9. The Art of Loving by Erich Fromm. A classic exploration of love as an art that requires
knowledge and effort, this book's insights into the nature of love resonate with Gottman's
research on building lasting relationships. Fromm discusses love as an active power in the
human personality, emphasizing the importance of care, responsibility, respect, and
knowledge in fostering genuine connection. His ideas highlight that trust is a byproduct of
mature love, cultivated through understanding and commitment.
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