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PRAGMATIC SKILLS FOR PROFESSIONALS SERIES: 

STEP 2: CLARIFYING EXPECTATIONS 
 

 

My name is Murray Hiebert. I am the author of a bestselling book and workshop called Powerful Professionals: 

Leveraging Your Expertise with Clients.  Along with a number of associates, we have presented over 1,000 

workshops around the world to over 14,000 professionals like you. With a workshop survey, we have gathered 

information from about 60,000 users of your expertise. We know the practical skills that will help you be 

successful as a professional.  
 

In this article I will introduce you, the 2
nd

 step of the Expertise Delivery process or consulting model, Clarifying 

Expectations. 
 

By the time you get to this step, you will have asked great 

questions to clarify the underlying business need, have secured 

client buy-in by summarizing the need, and the client agrees. Step 

1, Exploring the Need, basically gets us to the What? and Why? of 

the gig—Step 2, Clarifying Expectations, which answers the 

question How? for the work. The goal of Clarifying Expectations 

is an optimal, explicit agreement with your clients of how the 

consulting project will produce the desired results. 
 

Why Bother? 
 

Why bother with this step? We have heard 100s of horror stories 

where professionals thought they understood the parameters and 

deliverable for a project but were horrified when the client, at delivery, said that is not what they expected or 

wanted! In one of the most dramatic stories, an engineer from a project engineering division of a large 

organization phoned the IT contact to get what he thought was a “ballpark” figure for the IT support of a project 

for preliminary costing. The IT professional who took the call thought the engineer wanted a detailed estimate. 

The internal charge-out for IT time came to a couple of orders of magnitude greater than the engineer expected. 

Like the “the straw that broke the camel’s back,” the resulting fallout between the project engineering group and 

IT support resulted in both managers being moved to new roles! 
 

On the upside, over the 20 years of my involvement in internal consulting, this is the step that has improved the 

most, probably due to enhanced project management and other related skills. 
 

Another of many reasons for Clarifying Expectations is “scope creep.” Over and over, in workshops we hear 

where a project starts as a simple request, nevertheless ends up taking much more time and resources because the 

project just keeps on growing as you gather more information.  
 

Last but not least, clarifying expectations is a good conflict reduction skill. The most common reason for conflict 

is misunderstandings. “I thought you were going to…” often is the start of a conflictual argument. 
 

The Goldilocks Dilemma—How Much to Clarify 
 

Before we get into what and how much to clarify, I want to raise another issue. Here’s a place where either too 

much clarification or too little gets us into trouble. “How’s that?” you ask. If you clarify too little you run into 
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problems like the IT/Engineering story where the client says “That’s not what I expected.” On the other hand, if 

you clarify too much it takes too much time and, more importantly, you will frustrate many clients who don’t like 

to spend time with details. In addition, the more you clarify, the more you tie your hands and your clients’ 

hands—as you go on to the next step, Gathering Information, you will often find important issues that need to be 

dealt with that you hadn’t considered. If you have negotiated in too much detail, you may be stuck with 

limitations to your effectiveness. Finally, too much clarification can start to feel like “CYA”—covering your 

backside. 
 

Like Goldilocks, both too much and too little can cause problems. From all the things you could clarify, to help 

you get to the critical few, I have many Checklists in the Powerful Professionals book. Here is one: 
 

CLARIFYING EXPECTATIONS CHECKLIST 
 

Part 1: Negotiating the Problem Side 
 

Objectives 

 business problems to be solved 

 business/technical objectives  

– musts/wants 

 organizational objectives related to the 

project 

 client's objectives –  musts/wants 

 consultant's objectives – musts/wants 

 

Results Expected from Project 

 definition of success 

 specific product or service to be delivered 

 scope of project 

 measures of success 

 risk/benefit 

 

Quality Level 

 quality level expectations 

 quality measures 

 service/support expectations 

 

Resources 

 information sources 

 research available or needed 

 technical data source 

 outside help 

Costs and Economics 

 budgeting and approvals 

 who is funding this? 

 budgets and charge codes 

 support services: e.g., clerical, technical – 

who provides, whose budget? 

 economic benefits and payback 

 economic requirements 

 

Data Collection 

 acceptable/non-acceptable methods 

 technical information sources 

 feedback of data to sources - who, when, 

how much, what format?  

 Confidentiality 

 

Schedule/Project Plan 

 timelines  

 completion/turnover date  

 number of days estimated 

 critical path 

 major decision points about continuing the 

project 

 absolute deadlines 

 review/reporting target dates  

Values 

 fit with organizational values 

 

Underlying Issues 

 wider implications of this project  

 organizational politics related to the 

project 

 sensitivities 

 

Constraints/Restrictions 

 financial 

 people resources 

 other resources 

 labor contracts 

 legal and government requirements 

 what to avoid 

 

Potential Problems 

 what could go wrong? 

 back out clause 

 preventive actions 

 contingency plans 

 

 

Part 2: Clarifying Relationships & Personal Commitments 
 

Key Stakeholders & Clients 

 sponsor or funding client(s) 

 working client(s) 

 end user client(s) 

 indirect clients (e.g., purchasing., 

human resources. etc.) 

 other stakeholders 

 vendors and suppliers 

 contractors 

 

Dealing with Problems 

 how will problems be identified and 

handled? 

 process to resolve conflicts 

Ensuring Acceptance & Commitment 

 who will be impacted by this project now 

or in the future 

 who needs to be involved? 

 level of involvement 

 whose acceptance and commitment is 

critical? 

 

Feedback From Clients & Customers 

 by whom? 

 when? 

 

Roles & Responsibilities 

 consultant 

 project team 

 working clients  

 others (e.g. clerical, research data 

sources, etc 

Decision Making 

 how decisions will be made 

 who will be decisions? 

 level of decision making authority  

 who has final approval? 

 

Change Management 

 how will changes be made? 

 how do we get out of this (gracefully)  

if project  collapses? 

 

Communication 

 who needs informed for commitment? 

 how will they be informed? 

 how often will they be informed? 

 status reports 
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Tailoring Clarification to a Perfect Fit 
 

This checklist of possible things you could clarify is too much except for very, very large projects. In our 

workshops, we ask participants to pare the list down to the critical few that increase the chances of doing valued 

work for your clients. There is no magic answer as to how much clarification. In the consulting business, there is 

rarely a 100% technique that works a 100% of the time. Like a baseball batter, we are expecting that these 

strategies and techniques raise your consulting batting average! 
 

A core principle of effective consulting is that you are not only an expert in your expertise, you are an expert at 

consulting. At this stage, you need to have sufficient clarity of how you and your client will deal with the need 

you clarified in Step 1. And you need to become an expert at the critical amount of clarification that produces the 

best results. The 80-20 Rule applies—what are the critical 20% of items needing clarification that will help 

ensure 80% of the results? 
 

To help you tailor optimal clarification to fit your situation, below is a range from none at all (which is always 

unacceptable) to brief clarifications to a legal agreement.  
 

CLARIFICATION GUIDELINES 

 
 

The most simple (and perhaps most effective for the time spent) is a Verbal Agreement. I suggest, if you don’t 

already do this, that you end every meeting, phone call, or e-mail message with a client by summarizing the key 

agreements. When you summarize, your worst case is that your client disagrees, which is not a bad case, since 

you would have done something that the client didn’t expect. A straightforward Verbal Agreement takes seconds 

and might follow this formula: 

“Just to be sure we understand each other, I will take care of A, B and C, while you will take care of X, Y 

and Z. Is that the way you see it as well?” 
 

The next level of clarification, for somewhat larger or more important projects is a 1-screen or 1-page confirming 

document. In the Powerful Professionals book, pages 63 to 63, you will see 3 different types of brief, written 

confirming documents.  
 

These first levels of clarification are the “stock and trade” of internal consultants If your project is very large, you 

will probably use Project Management techniques or even legal contracts which are outside the scope of this 

article. 
 

This leads me to my last point about this important skill of Clarifying 

Expectations. Most professionals I have met are good at summarizing 

what they will do for their clients. Most are much less skilled at asking 

for what they need the client to do for the project to be successful. If you 

read earlier articles in this series, one of our principles is that the best 

consulting situations have a 50-50 feel. When you offer to do something 

for your client—your 50% — that is the best time to ask for the other 

50%—what you need from the client for a successful project. This 50-50 

is usually not about equal time, it has to do with impact—what do you 

need from the client to ensure project success. It may be access to others, 

a follow-up meeting, or something to clear your way. In our workshops, 
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we often hear participants complain about the lack of client commitment. The most common reason clients don’t 

do anything is that they weren’t asked!! The easiest and best time to ask your client for their 50% contribution to 

success is when you have offered your 50%. 
 

In Summary 
 

You need a “mental model” which directs your expertise delivery. The first step in our model is to clarify the 

“What” and “Why” in Exploring the Need. The next step is to clarify the “How” using the techniques and skills 

outlined in this article. That leads you to the typical next step, Gathering Information, where you need to do some 

“behind the scenes” professional work before you come back to the client with recommendations. 
 

This is the one of a number of brief, practical articles, best read in order, but they were also 

designed to stand on their own. Given how short each of these articles are, there are always 

more models, checklists, worksheets, examples and information available in the book, Powerful 

Professionals. 
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