
That’s not to say that the wife’s contribution is inconsequential. Our
studies show that the wife’s sense of humor, interest, and affection can
have a big impact on the husband’s ability to remain calm during con-
flict—a factor that ultimately predicts stability in a marriage. In this
regard, it’s the wife’s positive expression that makes a bigger difference
than the husband’s. But what allows a wife access to these attributes
when she’s engaged in a conflict? Our research reveals that it’s the prac-
tice she gets constantly turning toward her husband in everyday inter-
action.

We also found that in partnerships where spouses turned away from
each other’s bids, husbands and wives were equally likely to get hostile with
one another during disagreements. But in marriages where partners turned
against each other, the husbands typically suppressed their feelings or
became hostile. Their wives, on the other hand, usually reacted in just one
way: They simply suppressed their feelings.

It’s hard to say for certain why this gender difference exists in marriages
where spouses turn against each other. One reason may have to do with the
balance of power in relationships. Many women whose husbands consis-
tently turn against their bids may simply feel too frightened by their spouses’
anger to react with hostility during an argument. So they shut down and try
to avoid or suppress their negative feelings.

Another theory might be that, under stress, men tend to become more
irritable and critical than women do. In fact, a recent study on differences in
stress among men and women showed that while men tend to respond with
a “fight or flight” reaction, women are more likely to “tend and befriend”—
i.e., to seek support from and affiliation with others. While suppressing one’s
feelings is not exactly seeking affiliation, at least it’s not antagonistic in the
way that a hostile reaction would be.

Exercise: What’s Your Style of Bidding 
and Responding to Bids?

To take this test, think about a person who’s important to you—perhaps a
partner, friend, child, parent, sibling, or coworker with whom you’re currently
having some conflict or discomfort.

If you have a high level of intimacy and trust with this person, you might
ask him or her to take the test as well. That way, you can share the results,
which may lead to a better shared understanding of how you can interact in
ways that will strengthen your relationship.

If you don’t feel that you can ask this person to take the test with you, tak-
ing it alone may still benefit your relationship—especially if it helps you to see
the relationship from the other person’s perspective.

Here’s what you do:
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1. Complete each item, indicating the extent to which you agree or dis-
agree with each statement about yourself in this relationship. For each item,
circle the alternative that best fits.

SA = strongly agree
A = agree
N = neutral
D = disagree

SD = strongly disagree

2. If you’re doing this exercise with another person, talk about the results
and what you’ve learned from them. If you’re doing the exercise alone, com-
plete each item again, this time pretending to be that other person. This can
help you to see your relationship from the other person’s perspective. Either
way, consider what you’ve learned and areas in which you might want to
improve your bidding and responses in the future.

Bidding

1. I sometimes get ignored when I need attention the most.
SA A N D SD

2. This person often doesn’t notice me.
SA A N D SD

3. This person usually doesn’t have a clue to what I am feeling.
SA A N D SD

4. I try, but am not successful in obtaining the social support I need in
this relationship. SA A N D SD

5. I think that this person should know what I need without my saying so
explicitly. SA A N D SD

6. I often have difficulty getting a meaningful conversation going with
this person. SA A N D SD

7. I have trouble getting emotionally close to this person.
SA A N D SD

8. If this person can’t tell what I need, I typically withdraw.
SA A N D SD

9. I often find this person too busy to be emotionally available to me.
SA A N D SD

10. It’s hard for this person to tell what I need or want from him or her.
SA A N D SD

11. This person often takes the focus off me and puts it onto him- or 
herself. SA A N D SD

12. I often feel excluded by this person. SA A N D SD
13. My needs are neglected in this relationship. SA A N D SD
14. I get mad when I don’t get the attention I need from this person.

SA A N D SD

58 T H E R E L A T I O N S H I P C U R E



15. When I feel let down by this person, I let him or her know it in no
uncertain terms. SA A N D SD

16. I can take just so much of being ignored by this person, and then I
blow up. SA A N D SD

17. I believe in strongly and assertively asking for what I need from this
person. SA A N D SD

18. I often find myself becoming irritable with this person.
SA A N D SD

19. I get so frustrated because I have to demand what I need from this
person. SA A N D SD

20. I get angry because I don’t get the emotional support I need from this
person. SA A N D SD

21. I often feel irritated that this person isn’t on my side.
SA A N D SD

22. I have to let this person know that he or she isn’t being a team player.
SA A N D SD

23. I just can’t seem to get close to this person.
SA A N D SD

24. I have trouble getting this person to listen to me.
SA A N D SD

25. I have trouble getting this person to talk to me.
SA A N D SD

26. I have trouble getting this person to trust me. SA A N D SD
27. I find it difficult to get this person to open up to me.

SA A N D SD
28. This person won’t share his or her true feelings with me.

SA A N D SD

SCORING

For all items, calculate your score as follows:

SA = 2
A = 1
N = 0
D = �1

SD = �2

First, consider items 1 to 12, which show how reticent you are at bidding.
If you scored 6 or greater, you’re bidding in a way that tends to keep your
needs hidden and unknown. You have a tendency to be unclear in stating
what you need from this person. This can be a problem in the relationship
because the other person may feel he or she has to be a mind reader to under-
stand what you need. A score lower than 6 means that you’re more direct.
This is better for your relationship, because you have the ability to state clearly
what you need from this person.
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Next consider items 13 to 22, which reveal how forceful you are at bidding.
If you scored 6 or greater, you may be expressing so much anger in your bid-
ding that you’re pushing the other person away. This could be the result of your
past frustration with this relationship, or it could be an enduring characteristic
of your personality. Either way, this can be a problem in the relationship
because your bids may sound more like criticism or righteous indignation. A
score lower than 6 means that you are not overly forceful in expressing what
you need from this person. This is better for your relationship because it’s eas-
ier for the other person to hear and understand what you need.

Finally, consider items 23 to 28. These items concern the issue of trust,
which can be an area of concern in any relationship, but may be particularly
relevant to adult-child relationships. If you scored 4 or more on these six
items, you may need to do more to win this person’s trust. One of the best
ways to do this is to concentrate more on responding to the other person’s
bids, rather than trying to get the other person to respond to you. If you scored
less than 4, you probably have a high level of trust in this relationship.

Responding to Bids

1. My need for independence is such that I find this person cloying and
smothering. SA A N D SD

2. I often feel like running away when this person asks for my attention.
SA A N D SD

3. I really find it hard to sit and listen to this person.
SA A N D SD

4. My mind wanders when this person talks. SA A N D SD
5. When this person gets overly emotional, I don’t want to be with him

or her. SA A N D SD
6. I think that if this person is feeling sad, he or she should keep it pri-

vate. SA A N D SD
7. I wish that this person took care of his or her own needs more and

relied on me less. SA A N D SD
8. When I am busy, I resent being interrupted by this person.

SA A N D SD
9. I need my own personal space without this person expecting me to

take care of him or her. SA A N D SD
10. I often resent being bothered by this person when I am trying to con-

centrate. SA A N D SD
11. I will avoid this person when he or she is overly needy.

SA A N D SD
12. I don’t usually notice what this person is feeling. SA A N D SD
13. I seem to be continually disappointing this person.

SA A N D SD
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14. I never seem to know what to say to this person when he or she
approaches me. SA A N D SD

15. I have a lot of trouble emotionally supporting this person.
SA A N D SD

16. I try to notice this person’s emotional state. SA A N D SD
17. I will often ask this person questions about how they are.

SA A N D SD
18. I generally like meeting this person’s needs. SA A N D SD
19. I enjoy listening to this person talk. SA A N D SD
20. It is important for me to be there for this person.

SA A N D SD
21. I am usually responsive when this person needs my time and atten-

tion. SA A N D SD
22. I can tell when this person is upset and I respond to it.

SA A N D SD
23. When this person is worried or scared I am usually comforting.

SA A N D SD
24. When this person has suffered a setback or loss I am understanding

and helpful. SA A N D SD
25. When this person wants to just talk I am usually available.

SA A N D SD
26. When this person asks for my time and attention, I tend to be

annoyed. SA A N D SD
27. Lately I tend to feel crabby when this person is near me.

SA A N D SD
28. I get stressed out by this person’s constant need for attention.

SA A N D SD
29. I often feel critical of this person’s behavior. SA A N D SD
30. I find myself being angry when this person wants to have long con-

versations. SA A N D SD
31. This person tends to make me impatient with him or her.

SA A N D SD
32. This person needs too much from me. SA A N D SD

SCORING

For all items, calculate your score as follows:

SA = 2
A = 1
N = 0
D = �1

SD = �2
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For items 1 to 15, a total score of 8 or more means that you typically turn
away from this person’s bids. A score of 7 or lower means that you do not
typically turn away from this person’s bids, nor are you put off by this person’s
expressed needs.

For items 16 to 25, a total score of 6 or more means that you typically turn
toward this person’s bids. A total score of 5 or less means that you do not
typically turn toward this person’s bids.

For items 26 to 32, a total score of 4 or more means that you typically turn
against this person’s bids. A total score of 3 or less means that you do not
typically turn against this person’s bids.

Exercise: Create a Love Map 
for People Close to You

This exercise is based on a similar activity for spouses that appears in my
book The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work. “Love map” is a term I
use for that part of your brain where you store all the relevant information
about a loved one’s life. It’s based on the idea that being familiar with the
details of one another’s lives can help you have happier, more stable rela-
tionships. I believe this is true in marriage as well as other close relationships.
Whether you’re relating to your spouse, children, friends, relatives, or cowork-
ers, the more you know about their daily experiences, feelings, and prefer-
ences, the easier it will be to turn toward them and connect emotionally.

The goal of this exercise is to answer the following questionnaire as the
other person would. In this way, you create a love map for somebody to whom
you’re close or would like to be closer. You can do it alone, but it’s also fun
to do together, with the other person completing a map of your life as you
complete a map of his or hers. Don’t think of the exercise as a competition—
that’s not helpful. Instead, think of it as a game you can play together to ben-
efit your relationship.

If either of you has trouble answering particular questions, circle those
items. Then, when you’re done with the questionnaire, ask one another about
the items you couldn’t answer. You’ll probably have lots of items to discuss,
which is a good thing. Fostering communication is the whole point.

You may also want to return to this exercise at times over the course of
your relationship. You could do it each year on one of your birthdays, for
example, to help you stay up-to-date with important changes you’re both
going through.

1. Favorite meal:
2. Special hobbies and interests:
3. Two closest friends:
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