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The Pygmalion Leadership Checklist

A practical reference for leaders who want expectations to become a force for growth — not
a silent limiter.

Use case: onboarding, coaching, feedback, performance recovery Format: quick scan + weekly practice

How to use this (without turning it into “HR poster” advice)

The Pygmalion effect is not about hype or “positive vibes.” It's about what your expectations
cause you to do — the signals you send, the opportunities you create, and the support you
provide.

o Pick 1item and practice it for a week (don't try to “implement all 12").

* Look for signals, not intentions: how would a smart, skeptical employee interpret your
behavior?

e Track one indicator: time-to-competence, error rate, initiative, or confidence in meetings.



The 12 behaviors that consistently raise expectations in practice

Across management contexts, these behaviors repeatedly show up as the “mechanics” that turn
higher expectations into better performance — by shaping conditions, not just morale.

1. Express high expectations clearly

Say the quiet part out loud: "l expect you can do this well.” Make the expectation specific,
credible, and tied to the work — not to personality.

2. Strengthen confidence and self-efficacy

Help people believe they can succeed because they're building evidence through
experience, not because you're offering reassurance. Confidence is built, not gifted.

3. Set challenging but achievable goals

Goals should stretch, not crush. A difficult target can signal belief — but only when it's
matched to the person’s actual capacity and support level.

4. Give performance feedback (clean and usable)

Offer feedback that is concrete and behavior-based. Separate performance information
from personal judgment. People can improve what they can see.

5. Ensure access to instruction, knowledge, and guidance

Don't treat training as “nice to have.”" The Pygmalion leader actively removes skill gaps
through explanation, demonstration, and repeatable standards.

6. Create a supportive socio-emotional climate

Warmth isn't softness. It's psychological safety plus accountability: people feel respected
enough to try, admit confusion, and recover from mistakes.

7. Fight negative stereotypes early

Stereotypes are “low expectations with a disguise.” Interrupt them in language, task
allocation, and evaluation. Judge the work in front of you — not the category behind the
person.

8. Use positive labels carefully (identity signals)

A credible label can lift someone's self-expectations (e.g., “future team lead,” “quality
standard-setter”). Keep it earned or clearly aspirational — never fake.



9. Remove outdated negative narratives from employee records

Old notes can fossilize low expectations. If information no longer reflects current reality, it
can become a long-term handicap. Update, contextualize, or retire what misleads.

10. Inoculate “potential Golems" (before the spiral starts)

When performance is low, protect the person from the expectation trap. Teach the self-
fulfilling prophecy principle, and help them build a new run of wins.

11. Use organizational change as a chance to reset expectations

New teams, new roles, reorgs, and fresh starts can "wipe the slate.” Treat transitions as
deliberate opportunities to plant higher expectations and new identities.

12. Build a culture where high expectations are normal

The goal is not one heroic manager — it's a system where growth is assumed. Shared
language, coaching norms, and fair opportunity prevent expectation gaps from becoming
destiny.

One simple weekly practice
Each week, choose one person and ask:

e What expectation am | signaling to them — through tasks, tone, and time?
e What would | do differently this week if | assumed they could grow 20%?
e What "unnecessary failure"” can | prevent by sequencing work more intelligently?

Small changes, repeated, are what turn expectations into outcomes.

Final note

High expectations aren’t about demanding more. They're about building the conditions where
more becomes realistic. In many teams, the most expensive mistake isn't low performance — it's
low expectations that quietly create it.
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