
Expectations are the framework that 
we use to measure the experiences 

we have. When you want to drive 
your car into the city, you have certain 
expectations based on the time of day, 
the season, or the day of the week, just to 
name a few. You wouldn’t expect to have 
the same experience during commuting 
time on Tuesday as on a summer Sunday. 

Use Your Experience
You don’t expect the same outcome when 
the driving conditions are different, 
because your experience tells you that 
you may need to use different skills, 
based on weather, heavy traffic, time of 
day. Driving west at sunset? Better have 
your sunglasses handy. You have a set of 
prior experiences that tell you the sun 
can really blind you in that situation.

Time to Learn
So then, along comes your marriage. You 
have spent a lifetime observing other 
people’s marriages, but as we know, 
marriages are like snowflakes – no two 
are alike. Your marriage is unique, so 
while you have some ideas of what to 
expect, there will probably be surprises. 
And that will not just be true at the 
beginning. Seasoned marriages also have 
unmet expectations.

City vs Country
But in the early years of marriage, usually 
the clash of expectations is on a very 
different scale. Maybe you thought you 

would be living in an apartment for your 
married life, and your spouse has their 
eye on a house. Or you like the idea of 
living in the country while you married 
someone who is afraid of foxes, septic 
tanks, and neighbors a mile away. 

Hopefully you have talked about some 
of the bigger things, like having children, 
how soon and how many, spending time 
with extended family, consulting each 
other about changing jobs or moving 
across country. It’s impossible to cover 
every topic, but what is possible is 
setting up some ways to manage your 
differences.

Here are two guidelines that you might 
find helpful:

1. Talking about your hopes and dreams 
may help you align expectations before 
they come into conflict. That way you 
won’t have that picture in your mind of 
the ideal life without knowing that your 
spouse has an entirely different picture.

2. It is not nearly as important how 
many differences you have as it is how 
you handle your differences. If you can 
have a calm conversation, the chances 
are that you will be able to find common 
ground. John Gottman, the researcher 
who has spent more than twenty years 
exploring relationships, says that the way 
a conversation starts is most likely the 
way it will end. So starting off calmly and 
with a positive attitude gives you the best 
chance to end positively.

Expectations
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We are deep into gift season, and it raises the ante for 
misunderstandings around expectations. Many of us 

learned a lot about the importance of gifts through the book, 
The Five Love Languages. Gary Chapman, the author, points 
out how some people really feel love through gifts, while for 
others, gifts come low on their radar. How do we navigate this? 
It begins by asking how you will feel if you expect your spouse 
to get you something specific (you DID drop a number of 
hints!) and it doesn’t happen.

Know Thyself
There are some steps we can take that help us not get too 
frustrated, hurt or angry by unmet expectations. Knowing in 
advance that you have hopes about what should be coming 
helps. As in so many aspects of relationships, knowing yourself 
is the first and very best tool! Do you like surprises? Some 
people would hide in a closet if they thought someone was 
planning a surprise party for them. Others would feel very 
affirmed by the same gesture.

Share Your Feelings
Then make sure to let your spouse know things you love and 
hate about gifts, celebrations et al. Don’t expect him or her 
to read your mind! I have a habit of starting a week before 
my birthday talking about it. I would be hurt if no one said 
happy birthday, so I do my best to make sure they remember 

it’s coming. That may not matter to you. Maybe for you it’s 
something else – the first day of summer, the anniversary of 
your child’s adoption – but make sure your partner has a way to 
know about your expectations!

Hints
If you are frustrated that your partner doesn’t pick up on your 
hints, maybe you need to be more transparent. Send a text with 
a link to the thing you’d like. Make it easy for them to know 
what you are hoping for and where to find it. It might take 
some of the fun out of it for you, but it will mast likely end up 
with the result you were hoping for. And then get your partner 
a copy of the Five Love Languages!

Gifts, not Regrets

Have you ever met a couple who have different ideas of what 
“cleaning up” looks like? It’s not uncommon for one person 
to thinks that straightening up the appliances on the kitchen 
counter is enough, while the other wants the dust vacuumed out 
from under the rug. Household tasks are a frequent area where 
expectations differ.

Another one is the amount of time spent together. A conversation 
about the amount of together time you each expect will avert 
many arguments that can go around and around the same topic. 
This leaks into a discussion of hobbies and leisure activities, 
which can also involve money, which is a topic of its own.

Who does pay the bills, and how much can you spend without 
consulting the other? The way your family handled money 
growing up can be a big pull on the way you see finances in  
your marriage.

How about religion and spirituality? Do you have different 
expectations about churchgoing? Prayer before meals? Religious 
articles in your house? Even if you were brought up in the  
same tradition you may have dissimilar ways of expressing  
your beliefs.

Finally, when you have children there may be some big 
differences in how you expect to raise them. This is a very 
important area to get on the same page about. It’s one of the 
chief places that damaging conflict can arise, so get those 
expectations out on the table and discuss them. 

If any of these areas become roadblocks in your relationship, 
check out online help or find a relationship counselor or coach 
to help you negotiate your differences. You love each other, and 
want to live a happy life together, so use some of the many tools 
available to keep your marriage on the right path.

Common Areas of Differing Expectations
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The expectations you come to 
marriage with fall into three 

categories: 

1. the expectations you have of you 
2. those you have of your spouse 
3. and those you have for the marriage

You may think that you will be 
responsible for paying the bills, for 
example. That’s an expectation you have 
of yourself. Then you might believe that 
your spouse will be the one that keeps 
the car running, knows when the oil 
needs to be changed, and tires rotated. 
And in the third category might be 
thoughts like, our marriage will be very 
open – we will discuss everything. 

Conflicting Views
But it may be that your spouse also 
expects to manage the bills, or that you 
will keep your money separate and each 
pay some of the bills. These are not 
unreasonable expectations, but they 
differ significantly from yours. Or they 

may expect a marriage like their parents 
had where each spouse required a lot of 
private time and space. Discussions were 
kept for only the most pressing issues.

Communicate, Communicate, 
Communicate
The bottom line is that none of 
these things will be resolved without 
addressing them. It can be really 
enlightening to talk about your 
expectations and where they come from. 
They may be from your family, or from 
your cultural background. In this very 
diverse country, you may be Mexican 
and your spouse Korean. There are 
endless possibilities, and cultures can see 
marriage in very different ways. Tell each 
other stories about couples you knew 
growing up. It will help you understand 
the world he or she grew up in. 

And then …
The goal of the conversations is to lay 
open your expectations and then put 
some of them aside as you choose your 
own common path. It’s so interesting 
to think that someday you may have 
children who will tell their partner that 
yours is the “right” way to do things.

A Three Way Tie

“Don’t worry, sweetie, the amount of money we spend is 
proportional to the number of friends we have.”
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Exercise

I know/understand: Agree Disagree Uncertain

What my expectations are for this marriage.

Many expectations are unspoken.

We disagree about our expectations of each other.

Our expectations arise from our families.

I believe: Agree Disagree Uncertain

It is important to be clear about expectations in marriage.

We have discussed what our expectations are for the next few years.

Our expectations differ from those of our friends and family.

Our faith has shaped our expectations of marriage. 

I will: Agree Disagree Uncertain

Consider if my expectations of me and you are realistic.

Discuss my expectations about how we celebrate holidays.

Live up to our shared expectations.

Be ready to compromise to meet your expectations. 

There is nothing I can give you which you have not got; There is nothing I can give you which you have not got; 
but there is much, very much, that, while I cannot give it, but there is much, very much, that, while I cannot give it, 
you can take. you can take. 

No Heaven can come to us unless our hearts find rest in it No Heaven can come to us unless our hearts find rest in it 
today. Take Heaven! No peace lies in the future which is today. Take Heaven! No peace lies in the future which is 
not hidden in this present little instant. Take peace!not hidden in this present little instant. Take peace!

The gloom of the world is but a shadow. Behind it, yet The gloom of the world is but a shadow. Behind it, yet 
within our reach, is joy. There is radiance and glory in within our reach, is joy. There is radiance and glory in 
the darkness, could we but see; and to see, we have only to the darkness, could we but see; and to see, we have only to 
look. Take joy!look. Take joy!

And so, at this Christmas time, I greet you; not quite as And so, at this Christmas time, I greet you; not quite as 
the world sends greetings, but with profound esteem, and the world sends greetings, but with profound esteem, and 
with the prayer that for you, now and forever, the day with the prayer that for you, now and forever, the day 
breaks and the shadows flee away.breaks and the shadows flee away.

—Fra Giovanni—Fra Giovanni
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Seems like the Christmas season starts earlier every year. Even 
before Thanksgiving comes the turkey decorations are out 

of the stores and jingle bells are everywhere. People have their 
tree up, shopping, running to parties and figuring out how to 
see everyone in their families in a compressed period of time. 
Christmas day is often hectic, and all this activity comes to an 
abrupt halt the next day when many people go back to work. 

The Season of Advent
In the Christian tradition it wasn’t always this way. 
Traditionally, there was a season of waiting called Advent 
during which celebrations were put on hold and we were 
asked to reflect on what is important in our lives. The official 
position is still that during the four weeks that precede 
Christmas Day we are asked to experience in a small way what 
the early believers experienced, a longing for a savior. They 
waited through persecution and poverty, year after year, for 
someone to come to their rescue.

Pressure, Pressure
In our own time the question, “What are you waiting for?” is 
meant to convey a sense of urgency. “Come on, let’s go, what 
are you waiting for?” We want things to happen. We are people 
on the go and under a deadline. We also are put under the 
pressure of believing that we can have it all (whatever “it” is) 
and we deserve to have it now.

It’s as if the question is an accusation, and waiting is a fault. But 
is waiting a waste of time, or can something good happen while 
we are waiting?

Is There Anything Good about Waiting?
I know a couple who are waiting for the birth of their first 
child. They have tried to conceive before and miscarried. This 
pregnancy seems to be going well and although they’re a little 
nervous they wait in joyful anticipation for the birth of their 
son or daughter.

Another person waits for a sick spouse to get well and 
remembers all the wonderful times they spent together. How 
precious and fragile life is, and how often we take it for granted.

A couple saves for a new house and they think about what it will 
be like to have their own home while they wait to accumulate 
enough money and for the right house to come along.

What are you waiting for this Advent? What would make your 
life complete? What lessons are you learning as you wait in 
joyful anticipation? Whatever it is, enjoy the wait!

What Are You Waiting For?

What would make your life complete? 
What lessons are you learning as you 
wait in joyful anticipation? Whatever it 
is, enjoy the wait!
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