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Team Norms & Charters
Write down the unwritten rules before an incident writes them for you
WHAT IT IS
A team charter is a short, jointly written agreement about how the team works: how decisions get made, how disagreement gets voiced, what response times mean, what meetings are for, how mistakes get handled. It turns culture from something that happens to the team into something the team chose.
WHY IT WORKS
Every team already has norms. The only question is whether they were designed or whether they accreted from accidents and strong personalities. Implicit norms tax newcomers (who have to decode them), empower the loudest members (who effectively set them), and collapse under stress (when everyone's assumptions turn out to differ). Written norms also depersonalize accountability: “we agreed decisions get documented” is a norm citation, not a personal attack.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Charter at formation or friction. New team, new leader, or a recurring irritation. All are natural moments. Ninety minutes gets you a first version.
1. Ask the questions that surface hidden assumptions. How do we decide when we disagree? What does “urgent” mean here? What's the response-time expectation, including after hours? How do we give each other hard feedback?
1. Write norms as observable behavior. “We respect each other” is a poster. “We raise objections in the meeting, not after it” is a norm you can actually notice being broken.
1. Cap it at 5 to 7 and keep it findable. One page in the team's shared space, revisited when new people join. Not a laminated relic of a forgotten offsite.
1. Let the team enforce it. The real test is whether members cite it to each other without you in the room. That only happens if they wrote it.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. The manager's charter. Norms handed down are rules. Norms co-written are commitments. Only one gets peer-enforced.
1. Aspirational fiction. Chartering behaviors nobody intends to live makes the whole document a joke.
1. Write-once culture. The norms that survive a crunch are the real ones. Revisit quarterly: which of these are we actually living?
Shortcut: at your next team meeting, ask one question. “What's an unwritten rule here that a new person would take a month to figure out?” The answers are your charter's first draft.
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Team Charter Worksheet
90 minutes, whole team, co-written. Norms as observable behavior. 5 to 7, no more.
SURFACE THE HIDDEN ASSUMPTIONS
How do we decide when we disagree?
 
What does “urgent” mean here? What's the response-time expectation, including after hours?
 
How do we give each other hard feedback?
 
What's an unwritten rule a new person would take a month to figure out?
 
 
OUR NORMS (BEHAVIORAL, 5 TO 7)
1.
 
2.
 
3.
 
4.
 
5.
 
KEEPING IT ALIVE
Where this lives: __________________   Revisit date: __________
The real test: people cite it to each other when you're not in the room.
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