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Positive Leadership in Project Management1 

 

The Art of Managing Expectations 2 
 

 By Frank Saladis, PMP, PMI Fellow 
 
I have been writing articles about “Positive Leadership in Project Management” for several 
years. The reason for choosing this particular title as the main theme for each article is 
directly connected to my belief that project managers, when assigned to a project, are 
assuming a position of leadership regardless of project size. A positive, motivational, and 
inspiring attitude is essential for personal success and the success of the team and the 
project. Leadership is about creating change, taking risks, setting an example, helping others 
to succeed, and having the courage to keep trying when previous attempts did not work. 
Leadership is about filling people with a sense of confidence, pride, and determination to 
achieve goals. It is also about preparing people to be resilient during difficult times, taking 
the edge off in times of great stress, and providing followers with a sense of purpose and a 
belief that they can succeed in reaching their goals. Leaders help others define success and 
provide guidance and mentorship to improve the probably of a successful outcome. Success 
is, in part, achieved when a set of goals and objectives have been clearly stated and the team 
understands and strives to meet those goals 
 
Leadership, if you really think about it, begins with the development of a set of clear 
expectations. Unfortunately, in many cases, expectations are set very informally and are not 
clearly articulated. Sometimes they are set in a very aggressive manner and can be viewed 
as dictatorial and overbearing. When a new leader is assigned to a position, it is very 
common to either experience or observe some type of dialog among employees, and 
sometimes among other managers, about the incoming leader and what to expect. Much of 
this dialog is based on hearsay, rumors and unsubstantiated information. Assumptions are 
formed, judgments are made and plans for dealing with the new leader are often created 
before the leader’s position actually becomes official or the new leader has communicated 
his or her plans.  These assumptions may lead to an uncomfortable environment for 
communication and could cause some serious issues in the areas of morale and productivity.  
The newly assigned leader, upon some observation of the organization he or she is joining, 
may begin to set some expectations regarding organizational or specific individual 
performance without actually observing behaviors and performance or conducting any 
formal discussions with other leaders or employees. This lack of dialog, open 
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communication and setting of “spontaneous expectations” may lead to a serious breakdown 
in many performance areas and create conflict that could have been avoided. 
 
Truly effective leaders understand that setting expectations intentionally is one of the key 
factors associated with organizational success. By “intentionally” I mean the leader 
schedules a specific session with an individual or a team of representatives from a business 
entity to discuss issues, concerns, visions, ideas, and ultimately a set of expectations. It is 
also very important to understand that expectations are different from goals and objectives. 
 
Goals relate to vision, aspirations and a desired state. Organizations have goals such as 
becoming the consumer’s number one choice for products and services or best in class for a 
certain product or service.  
 
Objectives are the stepping stones to achieving goals.  
 
Most project managers are familiar with the term “SMART” objectives: 
 

Specific – Clearly stated, detailed, focused 
Measurable – Can be tracked and measured as in quantity, numerical data or 
comparative analysis 
Achievable – Feasible and actionable. Can be accomplished by the person or team 
assigned 
Realistic – Are meaningful and are not beyond the capabilities of the individual or 
team and will produce a useful or value adding result 
Time based – Will be accomplished within a reasonable and agreed upon date.  

 
Objectives answer the What? Who? When? Why? How? And Where? Questions. We need 
objectives to set direction and to make sure employees and teams know what they must 
accomplish. 
 
Expectations are associated with objectives but have several differences. Expectations are 
more like agreements between people about how to proceed with an assignment, how 
reviews will be conducted during the execution of an assignment, how communication will 
be managed, the level of quality necessary, timeliness of status, reliability, and how changes 
will be managed. 
 
 As an example, a leader or manager may set the following expectation: “During this 
assignment I expect you to contact me immediately following a report of any safety 
violation” or “I expect you to keep me informed of major changes the customer may request.”  
I expect you to inform me if there may be a delay in completing an assignment.  
 
Expectations are set in many ways. They can be communicated and established by what is 
said or not said, what someone else may have said, or an action or inaction.    
 
To set an expectation clearly and effectively, consider the following questions: 
 

• What am I expecting from the team or the individual? 
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• What do I know about the capabilities and skills of the team or the individual? 
• What is this expectation important to me regarding the assigned work or project? 

How important is timeliness? How important is format? How important is quality 
and ascetics? 

• How well does the assigned individual know the process? 
• How familiar is the individual with organizational polices? 
• What is expected of me? 
• How can I make sure that my expectations are clearly stated and understood? 
•  What does the individual need from me to ensure that the assignment is successful? 

 
Why setting expectations is important 
 
The next time you have a conversation with a colleague about a dissatisfied client or 
manager or other business associate, you will probably hear someone say “you didn’t 
manage their expectations.” Think about that statement. There is probably quite a bit of 
truth in those 5 words. If we use a familiar technique known as root cause analysis, we can 
easily determine that many problems are created as a result of the lack of clearly defined 
and explained expectations.   
 
Think about a situation in which your expectations were not fully met. Then ask yourself 
why the expectation was not met. Did you actually explain what it was that you were 
expecting?  Did you clearly articulate your expectations to the team or the individual?  
 
It is likely that you didn’t communicate your expectations at all, or were not very clear when 
you were explaining what you wanted. 
 
Think of the process of setting clear expectations as a form of prevention. (It could be 
considered a form of “people risk management”). Think about it from this perspective – 
What if I am not clear about my expectations regard the safety of my team during project 
execution? If I am not clear about the expectations associated with the quality of a 
deliverable, there could be many hours of rework and significant additional cost. 
 
 It is the leader’s role to create a vision, set direction, and inspire followers. It is also the 
responsibility of the leader to establish a work environment where people know what is 
expected of them and that they can expect to be treated fairly and with respect. Expectations 
involve both sides and require serious effort to develop them, communicate them and follow 
through on them. The results of well communicated and managed expectations benefit 
everyone and can make a significant difference in the overall performance of an organization 
and can have a very positive impact on organizational culture.  
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