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Expectable Challenges of Early Marriage
Discussion exercises

1. (30 minutes, in groups of two; ten minutes on each topic; choose 3 of 4.) 
a. Identify challenges to differentiation from parents:  Consider how your 

parents currently respond to your bids for autonomy and independence.  
Based on their past behavior, when you are married, do you suspect your 
parent will expect too much closeness, or not enough closeness?  How 
will these expectations challenge you and how might you and your spouse 
meet those challenges? 

b. Identify challenges to togetherness or autonomy from partner (“I” vs. 
“We”):  Discuss what interest, activity, or person in your single life will 
be the hardest to fit into your married life, and what you will do/think/feel 
about that?

c. Identify challenges around the transition to marriage:  Where do you 
stand vis a vis “wedding culture”?  What ideas, fantasies, and/or images 
do you have already about your wedding day?  How do these images 
make you feel (excited, ashamed, scared…)?  How does you family “do” 
weddings?  How are your ideas about wedding culture shaped by your sex/
gender identity?

d. Identifying challenges of parenthood:
i. The transition: What do you imagine will be most difficult for you 

about the transition to parenthood?  How do you plan to balance 
work and family when you become a parent? 

ii. Parenting style: Describe your parents’ style of 
parenting. Did their lives primarily focus on their children, on 
their relationship, or a balance between both?  How did they 
share childcare and household tasks?  How did they set limits 
or discipline you?  How will you attempt to parent, the same or 
differently? 

2. (20 minutes, in groups of two with a new partner.)  Practicing “soft startups” 
in common marital situations.  The items below describe a number of common 
marital dilemmas you may face someday. For the first example, both a hard 
startup and a softened version are described.  For the subsequent three examples, 
take turns supplying possible hard and soft start-ups for the issue.  Then, pick one 
of the hard startups as a stimulus for an argument, play the argument out for a 
couple of minutes, and work on creating repairs that would de-escalate the issue.  

Topic: Wanting to go out to dinner; feeling overworked.  You wish that your 
partner would agree to go out to dinner tomorrow night.
Hard startup: You never take me anywhere! I’m sick of doing all the cooking!
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Soft startup: I’m really tired of cooking.  It’d be great if we went out tomorrow.  
What do you think?

Topic: Wanting sex; feeling unattractive.  You’re upset that it’s been so long 
since you and your partner made love.  You are feeling unattractive to your 
partner.  You wish that the two of you could make love tonight.
Hard startup:
Soft startup:

Topic:  Leisure time.  You want to spend more time having fun together on the 
weekends.
Hard startup:
Soft startup:

Topic:  Parties.  You are a shy person and feel that your partner ignores you 
when you go to parties and spends too much time with other people instead of 
with you.  Tonight you are going to a party together and you want him/her to pay 
attention to you there.
Hard startup:
Soft startup:

3. (Time remaining) Discuss any “common problems” that came up in your 
interviews you’re your Mentor Couples and your parents and how they dealt 
with them—well or poorly.  


