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Managing Unrealistic Project Expectations?

Harold Kerzner, Ph.D. and Al Zeitoun, Ph.D.

INTRODUCTION

Perhaps the biggest challenge facing project managers is being assigned a project that
is based upon unrealistic expectations. The unreasonable expectations are most
frequently based upon the deliverables requested but could also be based upon time
allowed, funding available, and skill levels of the workers to be assigned.

It is not uncommon for many projects to begin based upon just an idea that has not been
fully evaluated for development risks, requires innovation and creativity, and contains
many uncertainties in the assumptions. Project teams that are experienced in managing
R&D projects often live in a world of unrealistic expectations and learn how to cope. For
other project managers, unrealistic expectations can create serious stress and
headaches resulting in poor leadership and erroneous decision-making.

As shown in Figure 1, a possible dilemma could be created when there is a number of
great ideas that could be driving the possible solutions for the reason a project exists in
the first place. There could be also a number of ideas driving the views and expectations
of project stakeholders for what good looks like and what success means. Project
managers should have a compass and set of guides to help them navigate through the
possible complexities that this expectations management topic creates.

Having a good approach to communication, taking time in the front end of a project, and
being able to attract and sustain strong project sponsorship, could all help project
managers minimize their possible expectations stresses. It is also our hope that the
project manager could seize this challenge as an opportunity to enhance timely critical
project dialogues and implement the practices project risk management to the benefit of
all involved in setting and managing the project expectations lifecycle.
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Figure 1. Ideas and Expectations

SOURCES OF UNREALISTIC EXPECTATIONS

The most common cause of unrealistic expectations occurs on internal projects. Project
initiation most often occurs during the project’s fuzzy front end (FFE) where executives
and managers meet to decide what projects to undertake and the accompanying priority
of the projects.

Participants in the FFE meeting often have never managed projects and may be quite
unfamiliar with current project management practices. The FFE committee may select
projects that are deemed necessary for the business to grow and perhaps unintentionally
establish unrealistic expectations in the hope that the project team can achieve success.

Project managers and knowledgeable team members most frequently are not invited to
participate in the FFE meetings. The project manager may not even know about the
project until he/she is informed that they are now in charge of the project and provided
with a business case and statement of work. Once the team is formed and reads the
project’s requirements, reality sets in and the team recognizes the challenges.

Another situation is when the sales force bids on contracts based upon anticipated project
profitability without validating first that the client’s expectations can be met. Project teams
may not participate during the bidding process but are then expected to achieve what
may not be possible.
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A third situation occurs when executives, project sponsors and stakeholders have hidden
agendas and establish unrealistic expectations that, if achievable, may benefit them
personally. In all three situations, project managers then discover quickly that the
expectations set by others (or even some expectations we set for ourselves) are most
likely improbable or unattainable. Project teams are then pressured to make the dream
of a successful project a reality.

The art of achieving more realistic expectations rests in the critical early project
focus that requires courageous dialogues with the right stakeholders.

THE EXPECTATIONS ENVIRONMENT

All companies have the desire for growth and survivability. Establishing expectations,
whether realistic or unrealistic, is a necessary part of strategic planning. The challenge is
not in establishing the expectations, but knowing when to take a step backwards,
understanding that some of the expectations may not be achievable, and compromising
for something that is attainable.

The longer that project teams endure the pain of unrealistic expectations, the greater the
likelihood that team and organizational friction will exist causing havoc to problem solving
and decision-making activities.

New project management methodologies are based upon short steps allowing for rapid
changes to take place in the project plans. This makes it easier to redirect projects quickly
to results that can be attained. Allowing prolonged participation in activities that cannot
be achieved within reasonable time or cost constraints can destroy an organization’s
culture and teamwork and result in the departure of resources that possess critically
needed skills.

A critical cornerstone to healthy teams is prioritizing what expectations matter. This
leads to higher agility in future organizations.
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BREAKING AWAY FROM UNREALISTIC EXPECTATIONS

Working on some projects that begin with unrealistic expectations is a fact of life in today’s
businesses. However, there must also exist a culture that supports a willingness to
embrace realistic thinking, establishes achievable goals, and allows for necessary
changes to be made. Although we begin some projects with unrealistic expectations,
revisions may be possible whereby we end up with either better expectations or ideas we
did not originally think about.

There are steps that project managers may follow to reduce unrealistic expectations. Most
of these steps apply to all projects where there might be significant unknowns.

Step #1: Review the expectations and requirements with the project team. Project
managers may need assistance from team members to determine if the expectations are
realistic. This requires understanding the specifics. Sometimes it is best to have these
discussions in a one-on-one mode with individual team members. Some team members
may not wish their concerns to be discussed in a group setting, especially if it relates to
their capabilities. If any doubt still exists after review by the team, experts may be brought
into the projects for advice and support. If obstacles exist, prepare a list of the obstacles
for future discussions.

Step #2: Prepare a list of realistic expectations. Setting realistic expectations does not
mean succumbing to the obstacles and giving up on chasing the dreams. Team members
may still believe that all or part of the original expectations may be achievable and may
wish to proceed. Some people may view expectations as a challenge for personal growth
and demonstrate a willingness to proceed.

Step #3. Communicate with the expectation owners. Meet with the person or team that
created the expectations and carefully understand their concerns. Then reflect upon what
you and your team believe are reasonable expectations and provide concrete examples
from past experiences if possible. Discuss the obstacles you have identified and what
may and may not be possible without placing blame upon any individuals. Clearly
communicate the alternative options. Above all, understand that the purpose of the
meeting is to help build trust between all of the parties involved.

Step #4: Prepare for change. Discuss with your team the results of your meeting with the
people that established their expectations. Establish realistic workload expectations and
boundary conditions on topics such as time, cost, quality, risk, and safety so that the team
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understands limitations that may be necessary. Encourage team members to seek help
from coworkers if necessary.

Step #5: Monitor team progress closely. Ineffectively managing unrealistic or risky
expectations can induce pressure upon the team resulting in team friction where workers
refuse to collaborate with one another and create problems. Carefully monitor the
performance of each team member, perhaps using walk-the-halls management and
having frequent one-on-one discussions with each team member.

A tactical set of steps could be beneficial in managing project expectations. Most
of these steps build on a strong foundation of empathetic communication.

CULTURAL THEMES

Lack of Clear Communication Channels

o When expectations aren’t explicitly communicated, especially during project
scoping, misunderstandings become inevitable. Industry feedback highlights
that “understanding expectations without communication” creates gaps,
leading to friction and frustration.

= Qverestimation of Capacity or Capability
o Supervisors often set expectations based on ideal scenarios, ignoring
bandwidth, complexity, or staff shortages. Examples such as “meeting
deadlines while short-staffed” or “overly demanding workloads” directly reflect
this.

= Cultural Tolerance of Overwork
o The changing dynamics with technology and ways of working, coupled with
the pressure to work during vacation or continually take on more tasks
suggests that some organizations equate commitment with availability,
fostering burnout and setting an unhealthy precedent.

= Neglecting to Adjust for Change
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o Projects evolve, but expectations often remain static. The idea of “being ready
for change” is a key. Failure to adapt timelines and goals leads to rigidity and
stress.

THE PATH FORWARD

In order to be future ready with better handling of project’s expectations, a few takeaways
could be considered:

Expectation Reset Loops Built into Project Lifecycle

In the future, leading organizations will adopt built-in expectation recalibration points—
scheduled reflection and re-alignment sessions to update scope, resources, and
capacity regularly.

Empathy-Driven Project Management

The growing emphasis on psychological safety means managers will be trained to
identify overextension signs and respond with curiosity, not criticism. This is being
strategic: “consider your supervisor’s intentions” and “get curious.”

Transparent Workload Visibility Systems
Expect platforms that track workload, deadlines, and real-time availability to be deeply
integrated, thus creating clarity for everyone and reducing assumptions.

Celebration and Positive Reinforcement Culture

Organizations that normalize acknowledgment, especially when teams succeed under
pressure, are more likely to retain talent and build trust.
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