
 

Expectations & Social Contracting 
 
Setting clear expectations is one of the most crucial jobs of any leader. Doing so 
ensures that your teammates and employees know how to direct their attention and 
energy, knowing what work needs doing and how it should be done. Clear 
expectations play a crucial role in the growth of the company, and they play a crucial 
role in the growth of the human relationships within it. This is because unclear 
expectations are premeditated resentments.  
 
Think about it: when was the last time you felt a twinge of resentment, a small 
emotional “pinch”, or outright utter disappointment toward someone you work with? 
Jump to that moment in your mind. (But seriously, take 30 seconds to do it. When 
was it? With whom?) 
 
With that moment in mind, think about why you were feeling that negative emotion. 
Odds are that one of the culprits was that you had an expectation that wasn’t met. 
And as clear as that expectation might have been to you, it’s exceedingly likely that 
expectation – or some part of it – wasn’t as clear to your colleague(s) as you 
thought/think. 
 
A company full of muddy expectations is a recipe for execution chaos and 
interpersonal frustration. This can be especially fraught in the world of startups 
because many startup leaders struggle to be clear expectation-setters. Mainly for two 
reasons:  
 

1. The inherent sense of urgency + lack of clarity when building something from 
nothing 

a. Do we have the right company strategy?  
b. Have we found product-market fit? 
c. Do we have the resources to survive? To be successful? 
d. Are we moving fast enough?  

 
2. Startup leaders assuming their work style preferences are shared by their 

team  
a. I love autonomy/hate being told what to do, so the same is true for my 

team 
b. Let’s get shit done. Let’s move fast and break things. (bias toward 

action over planning and/or communicating) 
 
When startup leaders underinvest in setting clear expectations for these or other 
reasons, it hurts their companies. It leads to poorly understood metrics and KPIs, goals 
throughout the company that don’t clearly roll up into topline objectives, overlapping 
roles, decision-making inefficiencies, politics, and degradation of company culture. 
Expectation ambiguity can create resentment about company performance and 
about relationships.  
 
The good news is there’s hope. Expectation-setting is not an all-or-nothing process – 
it’s a practice. And as you learn it, it pays dividends for your team and company.   
 
WHAT vs. HOW Expectations 
 
We break expectations into two categories: WHAT expectations and HOW 
expectations. WHAT expectations are the expectations we hold for what a person or 

 



 

team will produce (their output metrics). For most companies these take the form of 
performance goals like KPIs or OKRs. HOW expectations are the expectations we hold 
for how a person or team will achieve the WHAT. These expectations are about things 
like communication, norms, attitude, speed, process, and other behavior.  
 
Example: There may be a WHAT expectation that a support team resolves 90% of 
customer support tickets within 1 hour this quarter, but there may also be a HOW 
expectation that the team achieves that 90% number without increasing headcount 
throughout the quarter.   
 
Both expectation types are critical for company success. However, since most leaders 
already set some version of WHAT expectations for their teams and companies via 
things like quarterly goal-setting, we’re going to focus in on HOW expectations for the 
rest of this article (that said, most leaders have room to improve with how to set truly 
clear WHAT expectations – we can discuss this in more detail during a future 
coaching conversation if you like.)  
 
HOW Expectations & Social Contracting 
 
Outside of a basic onboarding process, many startup leaders overlook the opportunity 
to set clear HOW expectations. This is largely due to the reasons referenced 
previously, but also due to the fact that HOW expectations are often harder to identify 
and communicate than WHAT expectations.  
 
Do I have expectations around attitude? If so, what are they? How do I communicate 
them in clear, behaviorally specific terms that go beyond vague statements like “be 
hungry for success” or “be positive” or “be an owner”? 
 
Though they can be hard to identify, these HOW expectations exist for all of us. At Fort 
Light, we often refer to this set of “how we’ll work together” expectations as a “social 
contract.” Social contracts exist ANY time you work/interact with another person—the 
only variation in social contracts is in how explicit they are and what they are based 
on. 
  

Social Contract Level  Example: How to Give You Feedback 

Level 1: Explicit – Based on Conversation 
and/or Instructions 

You tell me when and how to give you 
feedback or we discuss how we intend to 
give each other feedback. 

Level 2: Implicit – Based on Inferences and 
Interpretations 
 
Note: typically skews toward preferences of the 
most powerful person in the dynamic 

I watch other people on my team give you 
feedback, and then infer how and when to 
give you feedback based on how I interpret 
what I see. 

Level 3: Implicit  - Based on Assumptions 
and Past Experiences 

I decide how and when to give you 
feedback based on what I experienced in 
my last job setting and that feedback 
culture. 
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Take a moment to think about your important work relationships. How are your social 
contracts formed?  
 
For most people, the answer is via “Assumptions” or “Inferences.” While there is real 
time and energy efficiency from establishing your social contracts in these ways, there 
is also the risk that your important HOW expectations aren’t as clear as you think they 
are.  
 
Benefits to Creating Explicit Social Contracts 
 
As startups grow and become more complex, there are meaningful returns on taking 
the time to establish explicit social contracts for substantive work relationships. A few 
of the biggest benefits to clearly stated and understood social contracts for our HOW 
expectations: 
 

● Greater chance of people fulfilling them 

● Greater chance of interpreting each other’s behavior accurately (in other 
words, our inferences are more on point) 

● Easier to have positive and constructive feedback conversations because you 
have clearly committed to the same expectations 

● Opportunity to build trust more quickly by following through on 
commitments you’ve made to one another 

● Avoids expectations skewing toward the person with the most power by 
default 

● Enables people to make quick and clear behavioral shifts in constantly 
changing startup environment 
 

When leaders struggle with questions like:  How do I delegate? How do I empower? 
How do I hold someone accountable? How do I give constructive feedback? How do I 
build trust? --- all of these challenges become MUCH easier when you have open 
dialogue about what each person expects. 
 

Tips for Creating Social Contracts 
 
1) Make It Explicit & Consistent 
 
Effective startup leaders seek to: 

1. Clarify and upgrade their social contracts away from assumptions (i.e., move 
up from Level 3) 

2. Ensure that their actions don’t undermine their stated Level 1 expectations 
(when it inevitably happens, they try to call it out) 

   
2) Upfront and Update 
  
The beginning of any relationship is a very powerful but narrow time window for 
forming the social contract. If you skip past having an explicit dialogue about some 
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basic components of the social contract UPFRONT, you will pay for it in frustration, 
disappointment, confusion and/or time wasted on one or both sides of the interaction. 
  
Startups and other fast-growing organizations can change quickly so it is also 
imperative to re-visit and UPDATE social contracts on a regular basis. Some of the 
events that should trigger a social contract update include: role changes, organization 
growth, feedback conversations and goal-setting. 
 
If you’re behind in having an explicit social contract conversation and frustrations 
have already emerged, be careful not to cloak or hide your feedback in a first social 
contract conversation. Feedback conversations can certainly be helpful in triggering 
two people to revisit and update their social contract, but you want to be clear with 
people about which conversation you are having and not come across as 
disingenuous.  
  
3) Bullet Point Baseline 
  
There is a seemingly infinite list of expectations we might have for how others work 
with us or clarifications we might like to offer for how we like to work with others --- 
but we don’t have time to articulate or share them all.  Even if we could, other people 
simply couldn’t retain them all. 
  
But you can still articulate the 3, 5 or 10 things that are most important for someone 
else to know about how to work best with you. (And similarly for you to know about 
them.)  Even just making that handful of things explicit (rather than left to inferences 
or assumptions) can be productive and illuminating. 
 
Some level of aspiration is okay (“how I’d ideally like to work with you”), but it’s more 
important to be realistic so that your behavior can be consistent and people don’t 
experience conflicts between Level 1 (what you say about how you want to work) and 
Level 2 (how they interpret what they see you doing). 
  
4) Be Clear About Who and How Expectations Will Be Set 
 
You will get into trouble if you aren’t clear with yourself and with the other person 
about what expectations are fixed vs. fluid. While you may not make these three 
categories explicit, each point of a social contract can fall into one of three buckets:  
 

● What you are asking for/stating/requesting/directing - these expectations are 
mostly set by you upfront and are not negotiable  

 
● What you’re willing to dialogue about with the other person - this is when you 

set the expectation or articulate how it will be fulfilled together through 
exploratory conversation 

 
● What you want to learn/inquire about from other person so you can 

accommodate it - this is when you set the expectation with most of the 
direction/input coming from them  
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Closing Thoughts 
  
When you take the time to form explicit social contracts by talking through 
expectations up front, you increase clarity and alignment on both sides. This prevents 
future tension that often occurs without that level of clarity. 
  
And, as the contract gets tested over time, the act of having discussed it upfront (and 
updated it along the way) increases the chance that one side will be able provide 
feedback and/or hold someone accountable who isn’t living up to their side of the 
contract.  
  
Ultimately, the act of forming and continuously updating a social contract builds trust 
through repeated experiences of reliability -- “doing what you say you will do” -- and 
helps us avoid the resentment that comes from consistently missed expectations.  
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