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MANAGING EXPECTATIONS

Managing expectations is a foundational skill in today’s professional environment, where constant
demands and competing priorities shape daily work. Expectations are the requests others place on
your time, and they are not always realistic. Your ability to set clear expectations, negotiate when
necessary, and propose alternative options is essential for staying productive, minimizing
frustration, and maintaining long-term professional wellbeing. As responsibilities grow, managing
expectations becomes a critical skill for navigating work successfully.

PERCEPTION IS REALITY

Your daily conduct shapes how others perceive you. Once formed, perceptions are difficult to
change, so it is essential to consistently demonstrate professionalism in every interaction with
colleagues, supervisors, scientists, program staff, and external collaborators. Many of your
collaborators are experts in their fields and expect the same level of professionalism and reliability
from you.

BuIiLD YOUR OWN REPUTATION

Develop mastery of your duties, policies, and procedures. When responding to inquiries, take time
to consider the question and allrelevant factors. Even when confidentin your answer, verify it against
institutional policies and sponsor regulations. Seek confirmation from colleagues or supervisors
when needed. Avoid giving definitive yes/no responses; instead, offer structured choices that keep
the conversation flexible and collaborative. These practices help establish you as a knowledgeable
and reliable professional.

YoUuR WORD IS YOUR BOND

Deliver on deadlines. If unforeseen circumstances arise, renegotiate the deadline promptly. Before
agreeing to any timeline, review your calendar, understand the request clearly, assess its priority,
identify all required steps, and estimate the time needed to complete the work. Submit drafts and
gather feedback early to ensure the final deliverable meets expectations.

HONE YOUR SOFT SKILLS

Strong planning and organizational skills are essential. Time, deliverable, priority, and workload
management must be practiced daily.

MANAGE YOUR TIME EFFECTIVELY

Maintain visibility over annual, monthly, weekly, and daily deliverables. Organize your work so you
can meet deadlines consistently.
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MANAGE YOUR DELIVERABLES EFFICIENTLY

Understand your responsibilities, estimate how long tasks take, and develop systems, templates,
and tools that help you complete work efficiently.

MANAGE YOUR WORKLOAD

Know your limits and raise concerns early. Establish a backstopping system with colleagues so that
team members can support one another when workloads fluctuate. Use this system responsibly and
be prepared to support othersin return.

MANAGE YOUR PRIORITIES

Evaluate each request to determine its importance. Not all urgent requests are truly urgent.
Understand the objective and significance before assigning a priority level. A first-in, first-out
approach is generally effective. Negotiate deadlines when appropriate.

MANAGE YOUR COMMUNICATION

Avoid surprising collaborators, colleagues, or supervisors. Keep them informed of your activities and
progress. Regular updates reassure requestors and reduce repeated status inquiries. Sharing
challenges with colleagues can lead to solutions or helpful tools. Keeping your supervisor informed
helps them understand your workload and advocate for you when needed.

Escalate when a deliverable is at risk, when expectations conflict, or when you lack authority to
resolve an issue. Escalation is not failure, itis a professional tool to protect timelines, relationships,

and outcomes.

UNDERSTAND YOUR INSTITUTION’S POLICIES, PROCEDURES, AND TOOLS

Familiarize yourself with your institution’s policies, procedures, systems, and templates. A strong
understanding of these resources allows you to work efficiently within established frameworks.

UNDERSTAND THE EXPECTATIONS

When receiving new or unfamiliar tasks, take time to study them. Determine complexity, estimated
processing time, and urgency. Seek clarification from the requestor on the nature, content, and
format of the deliverable. For complex tasks, prioritize verbal conversations over email to avoid
misinterpretation. After the discussion, send a summary email confirming your understanding.

External partners may operate under different norms, timelines, or assumptions. Clarity is even
more critical when expectations cross organizational boundaries.

Once expectations are clarified, you are responsible for meeting them.
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EXPECTATION CONFIRMATION

After gathering all necessary information, review your workload and assess whether you can
complete the task within the requested timeframe.

ACCEPTING

If you have the capacity to take on the task, communicate any concerns or constraints. Silence
implies agreement.

SELF-IMPOSED DEADLINES

Requestors often set deadlines based on their preferences rather than actual requirements. Ask
about deadline flexibility. Understanding the true deadline helps you determine whether to accept
the task or delegate it.

REQUIRED DEADLINES

Standing or contractual deadlines should already be on your radar. If not, remind the requestor of
your submission timeline. For routine deliverables, continue your usual process and send drafts for
review. For familiar tasks, confirm whether anything has changed. For unfamiliar tasks, schedule a
kickoff meeting and consult colleagues for precedent work. If no precedent exists, request guidance
or shadowing support. Create templates or notes to help others in the future. If the task is too large
for one person, request workload adjustments or additional support.

SUPERVISOR’S NEW TASK ASSIGNMENT

When your supervisor assigns a new task, clarify its scope and priority relative to your current
workload. This ensures alignment and helps determine whether other deliverables need to be
postponed or renegotiated.

Supervisor cannot advocate for you if they do not understand your workload. Communicating
constraints and proposing solutions strengthens trust and ensures realistic expectations.

REJECTING

Support staff often cannot directly decline requests, so it is important to decline by offering
alternatives. Communicate concerns early and propose a workable solution.

A DIFFERENT DEADLINE

If the deadline is too short, propose a more realistic one after reviewing your calendar. Inform your
supervisor before responding to the requestor.
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A DIFFERENT PROCESSOR

If you are at capacity, inform the requestor of your situation. With your supervisor’s approval,
reassign the task to a colleague with more availability.

When expectations are unclear, unrealistic, or contradictory, address the misalignment
diplomatically and offer alternatives that protect both the deliverable and the relationship.

ONGOING EXPECTATION MANAGEMENT

Expectations are not static. As projects evolve, new information emerges, priorities shift, and
timelines change. Monitoring and adjusting expectations involve regularly reassessing your
progress, identifying potential risks early, and communicating adjustments before they become
urgent. This proactive approach prevents surprises, maintains trust, and demonstrates strong
situational awareness. Adjusting expectations is not about lowering standards; it is about ensuring
that the final product remains aligned with reality and organizational needs.

POST-DELIVERABLE REFLECTION

Reflection is a powerful tool for strengthening future performance. Post deliverable reflection and
continuous improvement involve reviewing what went well, what challenges emerged, and how
expectations were managed throughout the process. This practice helps you identify patterns, refine
your communication, and improve your ability to anticipate needs. Over time, these reflections build
your professional intuition and make you more effective at setting, negotiating, and meeting
expectations.

BEST PRACTICES FOR EFFECTIVE EXPECTATIONS MANAGEMENT

e Do:
o Asktargeted questions to fully understand scope, format, and deadlines.
e Don’t:
o Assume you understand the request based on a brief or vague message.
2.
e Do:
o Review your workload before accepting new tasks.
e Don't:
o Agree to deadlines you cannot meet.
3.
e Do:
o Provide timely updates to prevent surprises.
e Don't:
o Waituntil the last minute to inform someone of delays.
4.
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o Propose realistic timelines based on your schedule.
e Don’t:
o Acceptarbitrary deadlines without discussion.
5. Document agreements
e Do:
o Send a summary email confirming expectations.
e Don't:
o Rely solely on verbal conversations.
6. Use institutional tools and policies
e Do:
o Reference official procedures to guide decisions.
e Don’t:
o Provide answers based on assumptions.
7. Manage priorities strategically
e Do:
o Evaluate urgency and importance before assigning priority.
e Don't:
o Treatevery request as equally urgent.
8. Leverage support systems
e Do:
o Use backstopping when workload exceeds capacity.
e Don’t:
o Shoulder all tasks alone.
9. Maintain professional consistency
e Do:
o Demonstrate reliability in every interaction.
e Don't:
o Allow inconsistent behavior to undermine your reputation.
10. Set boundaries respectfully
e Do:
o Offer alternatives when you cannot take on a task.
e Don’t:
o Sayyesout of pressure.

CONCLUSION

Effective expectations management is a continuous cycle of clarity, communication, alignment,
adjustment, and reflection. By integrating proactive communication, realistic negotiation,
thoughtful stakeholder engagement, and consistent follow-through, you strengthen your
professional credibility and build long-term trust. These practices protect your workload, enhance
collaboration, and elevate the quality of your deliverables. Over time, your ability to manage
expectations becomes a defining element of your professional identity.
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