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Introduction 
Somewhere between detachment and deep investment, there’s a space where 
our expectations sit quietly, until they don’t. 
 

A coaching client, an experienced executive leader, recently reflected on how he 
initially felt at peace with the idea of not securing a new executive role right away. 
The market was soft, and logically, he understood this wasn’t about his capability. 
He was patient, calm, and composed. Until one day, he wasn’t. 
 

The shift didn’t come from external rejection or an unexpected setback. It came 
from a hidden expectation he hadn’t acknowledged, an unspoken assumption 
that “a few months” would be enough time. When that expectation wasn’t met, 
the calmness cracked and overwhelm threatened to take its place. 
 

He hadn’t just cared about the outcome; he had cared with attachment. And 
beneath that attachment, something deeper stirred, his ego had become 
inflamed by the perceived mismatch between his expectations and reality. 
 

This isn’t just about job searches. It’s everywhere in leadership, relationships, and 
personal growth. And here’s the most important thing: Hidden expectations aren’t 
a flaw—they’re human. 
 

Hidden expectations: The unseen mental contracts 
Hidden expectations are agreements we make with reality that reality never 
signed. They often show up disguised as: 
 

   Time-based assumptions - “I’ll feel okay waiting… as long as it’s not too long.” 
 

   Reciprocity expectations - “I invest in my people, so they will stay loyal.” 
 

   Identity validation – “I’ve worked hard, so I should get recognised for it.” 
 

   Fairness beliefs - “If I lead well, I should get the next opportunity.” 
 

The problem isn’t that we care. Caring is human. The challenge comes when we 
attach conditions to our care without realising it. When things don’t unfold as 
expected, the gap between assumption and reality becomes a breeding ground 
for frustration, self-doubt, and resentment. And often, at the heart of that tension 
is the inflamed ego, reacting to a perceived threat to our sense of self, 
competence, or worth. 
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Why hidden expectations create stress 
 

1 They create an illusion of control 
 

    We think we’re mentally prepared for uncertainty, but our brain is 
secretly running a script about how things “should” go. 

 

   When that script is disrupted, stress isn’t just about the event, it’s 
about the loss of the expected timeline or outcome. 

 

1 They make resilience conditional 
 

    If someone believes they’re okay “as long as” an outcome happens 
within a reasonable timeframe, what happens when that 
timeframe extends? 

 

   Their sense of calm was never unconditional, it was unknowingly 
tethered to an invisible deadline. 

 

1 They shift disappointment into personal failure 
 

     It’s one thing to say, “The market is slow” 
 

    It’s another to feel, “Maybe I’m not good enough” 
 

    Hidden expectations often fuel self-judgement and misplaced 
meaning 

 

1 They stir the ego’s need for validation – which is often fear in disguise 
 

     The ego thrives on a sense of control, competency, and recognition. 
When reality doesn’t align with its expectations, it reacts, sometimes 
subtly, sometimes with full- blown frustration. 

 

    Beneath this frustration is often fear, fear of insignificance, fear of not 
being enough, fear of being overlooked. 

 

    An inflamed ego makes it personal: “This isn’t just about the job 
market; this is about me.” 

 

    But what if it’s not? What if the ego’s discomfort is just another sign 
of an unseen expectation being exposed? 
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When stress arises from hidden expectations, it’s rarely about the 
event itself, it’s about what we made the event mean. When we 
assume things should happen in a certain way or within a specific 
timeframe, we unintentionally set traps for ourselves. 
 

Recognising these moments for what they are allows us to step back and 
reclaim our agency. The goal isn’t to detach completely, but to hold our 
desires with a lighter grip, one that allows for adaptation rather than 
resistance. 

 

Normalising hidden expectations (because they’re Inevitable) 
Hidden expectations aren’t a weakness, they’re part of how we make sense of the 
world. They help us set goals, make decisions, and stay motivated. The issue isn’t 
having them, it’s when they stay unexamined, silently shaping our emotional 
responses. Instead of resisting them, we work with them. 
 

1 Identify the hidden contract (Bring it into awareness) 
 

    What unspoken assumptions am I carrying? Are they based on 
facts, or are they stories I’ve created in my mind? 

 

   What invisible timeline have I created? Am I imposing an 
unnecessary deadline that’s adding pressure? 

 

   What "if-then" conditions have I placed on my patience or peace? Am I 
waiting for a specific outcome before allowing myself to feel at ease? 

 

1 Shift from ‘Expectation’ to ‘Intention’ (and open up multiple pathways) 
 

 Expectation assumes a single, rigid pathway to success. Intention 
recognises that multiple pathways exist, and progress can take different 
shapes. Instead of being fixated on one outcome unfolding in a specific 
way, intention allows us to remain engaged while being open to alternative 
possibilities. 
 

   Expectation: “I will land an exec role within a few months” 
 

   Intention: “I will stay engaged in the process whilst exploring other 
options and adjust as I go” 
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One creates tension when unmet, as it hinges on things unfolding in just 
one way. The other creates momentum by embracing adaptability, 
allowing for unexpected opportunities and different routes to the same 
goal. 

 

1 Tune into your body’s response (Signals of expectation in disguise) 

  

     Often, we realise a hidden expectation isn’t being met not through 
thought, but through emotion and sensation. 

 

    Frustration, tension, impatience, these are signals that an expectation 
is being challenged. Pay attention to where this shows up physically: a 
tight jaw, shallow breath, or a knot in your stomach. 

 

    Before reacting, ask: “What expectation just got challenged? What is 
my body trying to tell me about what I wanted to happen versus what 
is happening?” And what fear might be underneath?” 

 

Final thoughts 
Hidden expectations shape how we lead, how we work, and how we respond to 
uncertainty. When they go unexamined, they create suffering. When we bring 
them into the light, they lose their grip. Maybe it’s not the world that’s 
disappointing you. Maybe it’s the silent contract you didn’t realise you signed. 
 
So next time you feel frustration rising, ask yourself “What hidden expectation just 
got exposed?” 
 
 
*Thanks to the incredible human who sparked this piece through a raw and 
insightful coaching conversation about Caring without Attachment. Your 
vulnerability and wisdom made this exploration possible. 
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Want to know more?  Reach out 
to hello@stillnorth.com.au 
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