
Setting Expectations For Sustainable Performance Improvement

Establishing Expectations
It is absolutely essential that you crystallize 
expectations that are communicated with 
objectivity and are understood and accepted 
by everyone. 

By setting clear and concise expectations, 
you can minimize or eliminate many 
challenges of leading your people to high 
levels of performance. If  expectations are 
not established, employees are often 
confused and unsure. Worse, people often 
see any future feedback as arbitrary and off 
point. In some instances, you may be seen as having hidden agendas and showing favoritism. 
The key to setting productive expectations is to ensure that they are in the form of measurable 
results or observable behaviors. Here are some examples:

• Answer all phone lines within two rings
• All reports are due on the first of every month
• When on the production floor, always wear personal protective equipment
• Employees may not park in visitor parking
• Error rates below X%
• We always smile when customers are present
• Daily machine output numbers required to machine #1234 is XYZ.

Provide Continuous Feedback
Research by behavioral specialists indicates that people are the most productive, and have the 
best attitudes, when they receive a balance of both positive and constructive feedback. The best 
way to ensure expectations are met is to develop a process and provide continuous feedback to 
every team member.

What would having a productive and committed workforce allow you to do that you can’t do now? 
The most reliable way to create the environment that generates the buy-in and energy necessary 
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to win in today’s competitive marketplace is to spend as much time catching people doing things 
right as you do catching people doing things wrong. Catching people doing things right and telling 
them about it is the best and quickest way to ensure expectations are consistently being met.

Here is a simple eight-point strategy that you can use to make a dramatic improvement in 
the performance of your team:

1. Select one or two specific behaviors you need to change within your team.

2. Write these behaviors on an index card or some other piece of paper you can carry with 
you.

3. Look at the card or piece of paper every time you start to walk around and observe your 
people.

4. Each time you observe the right behavior take the time to immediately make a sincere 
positive comment.

5. For the first week, avoid making any negative or constructive comments if you obserfve 
someone not exhibiting the behavior you want, unless of course the observed behavior has 
a negative impact on safety, quality, or customer delivery.

6. During the second and third weeks, continue to emphasize the positive, but also begin 
commenting when you do not see the desired behavior.

7. If you do this regularly and consistently for three weeks, you will see a major change in 
performance.

8. Repeat the process as necessary.

If new expectations are needed in your organization, involve your team in creating the process. 
Start with desired outcomes and work backwards to establish the expected results, actions, and 
behaviors required. This process will help generate buy-in from your team, and often they will 
develop more appropriate and effective expectations as they are on the front lines and the closest 
to the process.
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