
Expectations vs Agreements Quick Read
Concepts adapted from Steve Chandler, “Expectation vs. Agreement,” Steve Chandler 
Coaching School audio program.

Expectations

Expectations are usually unspoken assumptions about how others 
“should” act, often based on your own perspective or habits.
He describes them as “cowardly and self-defeating” because they place 
responsibility on others and set you up for disappointment and 
resentment when people don’t behave as you imagined.
People feel pressure, stress, and often rebel when they feel surrounded by 
expectations of them, especially ones they never explicitly agreed to.

Agreements

Agreements are co-created, explicit commitments that two or more 
people consciously design together.
Chandler calls them “courageous and creative” because they require you 
to own what you want, clearly ask for it, and invite the other person to 
freely say yes, no, or negotiate.
Agreements honor the other person’s autonomy, create shared clarity 
about who will do what by when, and people are far more likely to keep 
agreements than to live up to someone else’s expectations.

Why the distinction matters

Relationships and teams built on expectations tend to generate blame, 
frustration, and chronic disappointment; even when expectations are 
met, they often feel like “no big deal” because they were assumed.
Shifting to agreements moves you into ownership and partnership: you 
surface hidden assumptions, turn them into clear, small, keepable 
agreements, and create a win-win environment where both sides know 
what they’ve committed to.



Expectations vs. Agreements
This quick activity is designed for executives or team members to practice the 
difference between an unspoken expectation and a shared agreement. 

Remember: Expectations are often assumptions about how others should 
act, while agreements are explicit commitments that people design 

together.

Why this matters

Teams built on expectations often create frustration, blame, and 
disappointment because the expectation may never have been clearly stated 
or mutually accepted.  Teams built on agreements create more ownership, 
clarity, and follow-through because everyone knows what was requested, 
what was accepted, and what success looks like.

Activity overview

Time: 20–30 minutes
Format: Individual reflection, pair practice, group debrief
Goal: Turn one hidden expectation into one clear, keepable agreement.

Step 1: Identify a hidden expectation

Write one statement that begins with:

“They should…”

Examples:

“My team should come prepared to meetings.”
“My direct reports should keep me updated without being asked.”
“Cabinet members should respond quickly to emails.”

Step 2: Turn it into an agreement

Rewrite the expectation as a conversation starter that includes a clear 
request, shared understanding, and room for the other person to respond 
honestly. Agreements are strongest when they are explicit, co-created, and 
open to yes, no, or negotiation.

Helpful prompts:

What do I actually want?
What does this look like in observable behavior?
What am I willing to do to support it?
By when or how often?
What can the other person say yes, no, or negotiate?



Template:

“I’d like us to agree that __________________ by __________________, and I will 
__________________ to support that. Does that work, or what should we adjust?”

Step 3: Practice with a partner

Partner A shares the original expectation and then practices the agreement 
conversation. Partner B listens for clarity, ownership, and whether the request 
leaves room for mutual choice rather than pressure.

Then switch roles.

Examples

Unspoken expectation Clear agreement

“My team should be 
prepared for meetings.”

“Let’s agree that agendas go out 48 hours in advance 
and each person brings one update or question tied 
to the agenda.”

“Principals should keep 
me informed.”

“Let’s agree on a Friday update email with urgent 
issues flagged the same day by text or phone.”

“Leaders should respond 
quickly.”

“Can we agree to acknowledge internal emails within 
24 hours on workdays, even if the full answer comes 
later?”

“Everyone should meet 
deadlines.”

“Let’s agree that if a deadline is at risk, the person 
alerts the team at least 48 hours in advance and 
proposes a revised timeline.”



Reflection questions

What changed when the statement moved from “should” to “let’s agree”?
How does an agreement increase dignity and autonomy?
Where does frustration in leadership often come from: poor performance, or 
unclear? agreements?
What is one expectation to replace with an agreement this week?

Remember…

Expectations tend to stay hidden and can create resentment when others 
do not act as assumed. 

Agreements require courage because they ask leaders to say clearly what 
they want and invite the other person into shared ownership.

For specific questions about content, please don’t hesitate to email us: 
6035group@gmail.com 
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