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Week 2 - More about your attitude

Welcome to the Communication Triangle Program! Many times people 
live on automatic pilot and don’t realize they are disconnecting at a rapid pace, 
as a result of poor communication. I’m glad you have decided to do something 
about your communication. This is our second week and we are going to 
continue to talk about attitude. It’s that important!

Be careful of the big four 

There are four ways of communicating which are 
toxic to marriage.  Gottman describes them as ‘The 
“Four riders of the Apocalypse.’  Any one of them, if 
it’s a repeating feature of couples communication, is 
a big predictor of a not so happily ever after – and 
many times of a soon to be break-up! If you often 
find yourself using this evil styles, you need at 
attitude adjustment for sure!!

So what are the Four Apocalyptic Riders you need 
to steer clear of?

Evil Rider One – Contempt

You can show contempt in all kinds of ways from 
rolling your eyes, cursing, sarcasm, or name calling.  
Some people have a PhD in this kind of 
communication.  But the expression of contempt is 
toxic to relationships.  Gottman found that if the 
expression of contempt was a regular feature in the 
start-up phase of a disagreement, the prognosis for 
relationship survival was poor.  For example he 
found women who looked contemptuous whilst their 

husband was talking were six times more likely to be divorced two years later. 
Same for men who regularly reacted with contempt to their wife’s comments 
about anything.

Evil Rider Two – Defensiveness
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“What do you mean it’s me!! Right! You are the perfect one!” or “Why are you 
always picking on me?” when someone really isn’t been mean or picking, is a 
sign of defensiveness.  Being too defensive can do to your relationship what a 
hail storm can do to a beautiful new car.

If one partner immediately starts shouting as soon the other even gently 
broaches a subject, then the local divorce lawyer may have some new business 
shortly.  

Feeling overly attacked or threatened can be a deal breaker as it makes you hard 
to live with and to intimate with.  

A partner may have gotten into the habit of being defensive because of
having been genuinely relentlessly criticized while growing up, in a past 
relationship, or by yourself.  Which brings us to the next marriage deal breaker:

Evil Rider Three – Don’t criticize but do compliment

Want to sever your relationship completely, to destroy it beyond repair?  Then 
keep on criticizing.  The “for your own good” criticism has destroyed more 
marriages than you can imagine.  A criticism, as opposed to a complaint is an 
attack on the whole person.

For example:  “You are so stupid, you forgot the milk again!” implies they’re 
always stupid in all contexts rather than they did something that was not so bright 
in this specific instance.

A complaint, on the other hand, might be needed and it’s not as damaging 
because it’s limited.  It’s directed at one behavior rather than the core identity of 
your partner.  “I’m upset you forgot the milk this morning!  That’s not like you.” is 
a complaint not a criticism because it’s specific and not an attack on their core 
being.

People in happy marriages feel appreciated, loved, and respected.  Drive this evil 
rider out of town by reminding your spouse of their talents, strengths, and what 
you love and like about them.  Dr. Gottman suggests you need 5 positives for 
every negative.  No one likes to feel constantly under fire.  See compliments as 
deposits in your love bank account.  The more you grow a reserve, the easier it 
will be to deal with emergencies.
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Remember, if someone has been under fire a lot they are more likely to run and 
hide.  Which takes us to the next culprit:

Evil Rider Four – Withdrawal or ‘stonewalling’

Emotionally withdrawing or stonewalling, ‘closing your ears’ or ‘shutting off’ when 
a partner is complaining or just trying to be intimate is another huge predictor of 
breakdown.  There are lots of ways to make ourselves absent even if we are in 
the same room.

Men may typically do this in the face of what they perceive to be nagging.  
Gottman found that whilst criticizing was generally more of a female trait, men 
used stonewalling more.  But the withdrawal can become its own problem if it 
becomes a habit or is used in response to attempts at intimacy from your partner.

Everyone needs space, but never responding to an emotional issue leaves the 
other partner out in the cold.  

So these are styles to avoid or at least minimize.  What can you do on the 
positive side to breath health into your marriage?

Action Time:  

Carefully analyze yourself and see if you tend to get into any of the big four.  If 
you do, plan a couple of things you can do differently, practice them in your mind, 
and then take action to get off that horse!

Attitude and Conflicts

The marriage psychologist John Gottman spent decades observing the 
interactions between married couples behind a one way mirror (with their 
permission!).  He and his researchers found they could predict with amazing  
accuracy  which couples  would stay the course and which would crash and burn.  
They could do this after listening (and watching) just five minutes of discussion 
regarding a difficult issue.  

It wasn’t how often they argued it was HOW they argued that was the key to 
relationship longevity or marriage. In other words, it was their attitude! 
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Conflicts do occur in marriage and can cause disastrous results if not managed 
properly. In conflict, attitude can make all the difference.

One option in dealing with conflict is the "I'll get him (her)" attitude. " I am right 
and you are wrong. I win and you lose.” This is a power play and shows little or 
no love.

Another option says, "I'll get out. I'm uncomfortable, so I'll withdraw from the 
conflict." And you storm from the room with nothing solved.

"I'll give in. I'll be nice and submit to your demands so you'll love me." You 
become a doormat who is smiling  but angry and frustrated inside.

"I'll meet you halfway. I have only half of the truth and I need your half." This is 
the attitude of creative compromise, but sometimes these two half-truths may not 
equal the real truth.

What would be a healthy attitude?
 
The most fruitful attitude is an invitation to dialogue.  "I care enough to confront. I 
want to stay in a respectful and honest relationship with you. I want you to know 
where I stand and what I am feeling, needing, valuing and wanting. And I want to 
hear where you stand.” This attitude invites your partner to enter into dialogue. 
It’s not a demand, it’s an invitation.  

Therefore, even in conflict you can have a positive attitude.

Remember that To have a Positive attitude you need to: 

• Consciously choose to focus on the positives in each other.

• Make a list of your spouse’s positive qualities and things you appreciate. Think 
of what your spouse does that demonstrates his or her goodwill overall.

• Understand your different styles and cultivate curiosity and an open mindset.

• If you catch yourself dwelling on negatives, stop yourself. Shift your thinking to 
something positive.
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• If in conflict, have the positive attitude that by entering into dialogue you can 
solve or dissolve the issue.

Attitude and style

I want you to imagine this scenario. It’s based on real life, so, I don’t think it will 
be too difficult to imagine this is you and your partner.

You are sitting at a restaurant. You start talking about something that should not 
be a big problem. In fact, you are talking about your upcoming vacation. And you 
start fighting. You are both frustrated but don’t want everyone else to know. So, 
you "whisper fight".  Each of you is defending your positions, stating your cases, 
and completely ignoring the other person's perspective.  

You have an attitude of “I know better than you,” and she has an attitude of “you 
always try to get your way.” Needless to say, you are getting nowhere. And you 
have manage to take what should be a pleasant subject (vacation!) and turn it 
into a cross fire battle. After awhile, she shuts down, her eyes glaze over, she 
crosses her arms, and she stops talking. You feel rejected and defeated, but are 
not willing to drop your “battle” therefore, you also settle for a hostile silence. The 
meal is ruined, and you don’t even feel like going on vacation anymore.

Is this a typical scenario? Does this happens over and over again and the only 
thing that changes is the theme? Maybe you need to have an attitude of curiosity 
where you are willing to discover what makes the other tick (or talk. . .).

People tend to have different preferred processing styles of communication. 
When this happens, it’s easy to feel the other is either ignoring you (if they tend 
to take more time for processing and are not willing to be talking all the time), or 
smothering you and bombarding you with words all the time (if the other wants to 
process everything right this minute and dissect every little happening).

Knowing more about your partner's natural tendencies will open up your eyes to 
discover that neither of you needs to get a negative attitude just because the 
other has a different communication style. If you have a positive attitude, both of 
you can express how you feel and find a middle ground where both can feel 
listened to and understood. For example, 

How do you like to process information - talking through it or you need time to 
mull and think?  What about your partner?  
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Do you need a plan before heading off on a new adventure and talk about it for 
hours on end or does the idea send shivers down to you toes? What about your 
partner?

Are you good at determining the reactions and needs of others or do you focus 
more on the facts in situations?  And your partner?

Besides preferences in processing communication, people also tend to have two 
parts to their chosen communication style:

How direct we are in expressing our views, wants and opinions – some people 
can be very direct or blunt and others less so – we might imply or infer.

The thought or consideration that the sender of the message gives to the 
opinions, wants and needs of the recipient. Put simply, some people can be very 
thoughtful and others thoughtless.

In psychological terms each participant in the communication process ends as 
either a winner or a loser. Let’s think about these 4 styles: 
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Passive
I do not express my needs, desires and opinions directly and I put others’ needs 
above my own.

I have the attitude of a loser and the other communicator wins.

Passive Aggressive
I don’t express my needs directly, But I indirectly make sure that others are aware 
of my needs, desires and opinions and feel guilty if they don’t cater to me. I give 
little or no thought to theirs.

I have an attitude of “You should know what I need and give it to me. But I don’t 
deserve it.” The passive aggressive communicator wins or loses, but the other 
communicator always loses.

Aggressive
I am direct in expressing my needs, desires and opinions giving little or no 
thought to other people’s.

I have an attitude of “it’s my way or the highway.” The aggressive communicator 
wins but the other communicator loses.

Assertive
I clearly and directly express my needs, desires and opinions in a way which is 
considerate of others.

I have an attitude of both of us are worthy and deserve respect. We end in a win, 
win scenario, for both sides within the communication process.

Obviously, if you become more conscious of what style tends to be your default 
style, you can then choose to develop a more assertive style with the attitude of 
learning and discovery. 

When you understand the connection between attitude and style, you will be able 
to talk about your different styles and open your eyes more to the needs of each 
other. In this way, you will find that your disagreements will get fewer and farther 
away.
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Action Time:

1.  Which of the 4 quadrants tend to be your style? And which one your 
spouse? 
a.  You?
b.  Your spouse?

2. Plan how you could start using a more Assertive style. This week, every 
time you might have to communicate about an issue, plan and practice a 
more assertive style.

Take charge of your attitude

What if your marriage is already in trouble? Many couples have reached a point 
where communication has shut down and they feel like the marriage is doomed. 
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Maybe your attitude is one of giving up. Often when couples reach this point, it’s 
because they have built up walls in their relationship.

Every time you argue, but do not resolve the conflict, you are building walls. 
Soon it’s easy to focus on yourself, how you’ve been hurt or mistreated, and you 
justify your withdrawal or mistreatment of your spouse.

By nature, we tend to blame the other person. We say, “Well if they wouldn’t do 
that, then I wouldn’t do this. If they would treat me better, then I would treat them 
better. If they would say they are sorry, then I would say I am sorry. If they would 
have a better attitude, then I’ll have a good one too”

But the journey to healing a marriage in this predicament begins with looking at 
yourselves first. In Matthew 7 Jesus says that we must first take the beam out of 
our own eye before looking at the speck in the eye of another.

Instead of looking at what your partner is doing wrong, take a good hard look at 
yourself and ask God to reveal to you what you are doing wrong. As God reveals 
things to you, write them down, ask His forgiveness, and then share the list with 
your spouse and ask for their forgiveness. 

Having a humble attitude of confessing your failures to God, will tumble down the 
walls you have built around your heart that separate you from God. When you do 
this, God’s love, light and truth will certainly bring about a change of attitude!

Having a humble attitude of confessing your failures to your spouse is the first 
step toward tearing down the walls that have been built up between the two of 
you. Remember that you can’t change your partner. You can only change 
yourself and invite your partner to enter into a loving relationship with you.

Whether your spouse responds positively or negatively, you will have a clear 
conscience before God. But equally important, if you follow these suggestions 
during the next few weeks or months with loving words and acts to show that you 
are sincere about wanting to make changes, then, most likely, your spouse will 
respond positively. A sincere apology is a specific admission of wrong, followed 
by a heartfelt effort to do differently. You can’t claimed to have changed your 
attitude if you are not changing your behaviors.

Action Time:  Acknowledging my Negative Behavior
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1. Print an take the attached file "Acknowledging my negative behavior.”
2. With a humble attitude, confess your failures to God and ask for His 

forgiveness.
3. Take time to confess your failures to your partner and ask for their 

forgiveness. 
4. Make a specific plan to act differently.
5. Practice every day your new attitudes and behaviors until then become a 

good positive habit.  

Here are some guidelines for dialogue that include attitudes, desires, and skills. 
Take time to decide together which ones refer to what, and start practicing this 
week the ones that refer to attitudes.  

When you can come to a conversation with a healthy attitude communication will 
be much easier. Next week we will focus on the second side of the triangle: 
Desire. Until then, take hold of your attitude! Remember that you can’t control 
what happens or what others do, but you can always control your attitude.


