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Have you ever noticed how your thoughts have a way of 
affecting your feelings and your actions? In a way, the way 
you are acting can be “all in your head” (and heart). We all 
want our relationships to be mostly positive, but sometimes 
things don’t go that way. For example, maybe your partner 
does something in the morning that makes you angry. You 
don’t feel like you can tell him or her. Instead, you spend the 
day thinking about how annoying your partner is. By the time 
you see your partner again, you are in no mood to talk and 
you spend the evening avoiding him or her. Your partner has 
no idea what is wrong and why you aren’t talking. Your 
partner can’t see what is in your head, but he or she can see 
your actions.

Negative behavior like this happens in every relationship. 
When it happens frequently over time, couples end up feeling 
as if the whole relationship is negative. If there are more 
positive behaviors than negative, though, an occasional 
negative experience doesn’t matter 
as much. Some researchers have 
said a healthy and stable  
relationship requires five 
positive experiences to 
balance out every 
negative experience. 
Relationship researcher 
John Gottman refers  
to this balance as the 
“magic ratio.”

Successful relationships with an intimate partner require 
nurturing and attention. There are no quick fixes or  
fast-track methods to satisfaction and happiness in a 
long-term relationship. Most strategies for enhancing 
your relationship require repetition and practice over 
time. Six fact sheets from Purdue Extension – Consumer 
and Family Sciences address six areas of couple relationship 
challenges. The information in the fact sheets is based on 
research by prominent marriage and couple researchers 
such as John Gottman, Sue Johnson, and Howard Markman. 
The titles in this series are:

• CFS-742-W, 	 Handling Conflict with Your Partner and Staying    	
		  Emotionally Connected 
	 www.extension.purdue.edu/extmedia/CFS/CFS-742-W.pdf

•	 CFS-743-W, 	Making Time to Talk to Your Partner 
	 www.extension.purdue.edu/extmedia/CFS/CFS-743-W.pdf

•	 CFS-744-W,	A Fine Balance: The Magic Ratio to a Healthy  
		  Relationship 
	 www.extension.purdue.edu/extmedia/CFS/CFS-744-W.pdf

•	 CFS-745-W,	Increasing the Positives in Your Relationship 
	 www.extension.purdue.edu/extmedia/CFS/CFS-745-W.pdf

•	 CFS-746-W,	The Art of Complaining: Getting Your Concerns 	
		  Across Without Criticizing 
	 www.extension.purdue.edu/extmedia/CFS/CFS-746-W.pdf

•	 CFS-747-W, 	Sharing Dreams and Goals: Creating an  
		  Emotional Connection 
	 www.extension.purdue.edu/extmedia/CFS/CFS-747-W.pdf
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You can increase the number of positive experi-
ences in your relationship. One way to do that is 
to increase fond and affectionate thoughts about 
your partner and your relationship. Remember 
why you love each other. Remember what 
brought you together. Think about times you 

Negative thoughts Positive thoughts

We rarely share any physical affection.
I like my partner when he/she holds my hand or 
gives me ahug.

I’m not interested in my partner. I enjoy spending time with my partner.

I don’t find my partner physically attractive. I think my partner is attractive.

I don’t feel supported in this marriage.
I feel supported by my partner when he/she 
listens to me.

We can’t seem to agree on anything.
We have the same values and beliefs about  
parenting.

Everyone else’s marriage seems happier than ours. We have had many happy times together.

Negative thoughts Negative feelings and behaviors

We rarely share any physical affection.
I don’t feel like being close to my partner.  
I feel resentful.

I’m not interested in my partner.
I don’t care about what my partner thinks or feels. 
I tune out my partner.

My partner is not attractive. I’m not physically attracted to my partner.

I don’t feel supported in this marriage.
My partner doesn’t listen to me. I feel like he/she 
doesn’t care about me.

We can’t seem to agree on anything. We are always arguing about little things.

Everyone else’s marriage seems happier than ours.
There is no point in working on our relationship; 
we just can’t get along.

Here are some examples of negative and positive thoughts:

Here are some examples of how the positive and negative thoughts listed above could have an impact on 
a person’s feelings and behaviors:

have been kind to each other. This will help you 
stay connected with your partner rather than 
distance you from him or her. The increased 
positive thoughts can improve your feelings about 
your relationship and help you behave more 
positively towards your partner.
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Positive thinking does not mean you ignore your 
problems. Couples will always experience some 
conflict and negativity in their relationship. But 
how you deal with conflict can be influenced by 
your negative or positive thoughts about your 
partner and your relationship. If you continually 
think of your relationship in a negative light, it is 
more difficult in the middle of a conflict to find 
productive and positive ways to deal with the 
conflict. But if you can bring up positive thoughts 
about your partner and relationship even when 
in the middle of a conflict, you may be more 
likely to find positive ways to deal with the 
conflict. By training your mind to replace 
negative thoughts with positive thoughts, you can 
increase the positive behaviors and feelings in 
your relationship

Positive thoughts Positive feelings and behaviors

I like my partner when he/she holds my hand or 
gives me a hug.

I feel love for my partner when he/she holds my 
hand or gives me a hug.

I enjoy spending time with my partner.
I want to plan a regular date night with my 
partner.

I think my partner is attractive.
I can list the physical qualities in my partner  
that I find attractive.

I feel supported by my partner when he/she 
listens to me.

I want to share my thoughts and feelings  
with my partner.

We share many of the same values and beliefs.
We agree on things that are important to  
both of us.

We have had many happy times together.
I want to build on the positives we have in our 
relationship so that we have a stable future 
together.

Activities to help you increase 
the positive
The following exercises/activities will help you 
start thinking about how to implement the 
suggestions and strategies from this fact sheet.

•	In a journal, list three things that you like 
about your partner.

•	List three activities that you enjoy doing with 
your partner.

•	List three reasons why you are with your 
partner.

•	List three things your partner does that make 
you feel cared for and supported.

•	List three things that you could do to help 
your partner feel cared for and supported.

•	Think of other areas in your relationship that 
you have positive experiences and thoughts 
about.

•	Make it a habit to share at least one positive 
thought about your partner or relationship 
with him or her each day.
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Online resources
http://novaonline.nvcc.edu/eli/spd110td/ 
interper/relations/relations.html

The Interpersonal Web at Northern Virginia 
Community College — Site provides links to 
a variety of interpersonal communication 
and relationship issues and topics such as 
gender and communication and verbal and 
nonverbal communication. It also provides 
links to research and other media resources.

www.gottman.com/
The Gottman Institute: Researching and 
Restoring Relationships — Web site  
provides information on John Gottman’s 
research on couple relationships, links to 
other media resources, books, and work-
shops and training for the public and for 
professionals.

www.smartmarriages.com/
Smart Marriages: The Coalition for Marriage, 
Family and Couples Education — Web site 
provides information on strengthening 
marriages and on marriage-related issues 
such as gender, domestic violence, and 
effective communication. Also provides links 
to research, other media resources, legislative 
issues, and reports related to marriage.

www.aamft.org/index_nm.asp
American Association for Marriage and 
Family Therapy — Web site provides links 
for the public and for professionals on issues 
related to family and couple relationships. 
Provides information on books, resources, 
workshops, current issues, and updates and 
training opportunities.

www.acf.hhs.gov/healthymarriage

U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, Administration for Children and 
Families: Healthy Marriage Initiative —  
This Web site provides numerous links to 
marriage-related research, articles, news, 
workshop and training events, marital  
and pre-marital education, and funding 
opportunities.
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