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THE SIX CHALLENGESINTRODUCTION

THE FOURTH INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION: 
ROBOTICS, DATA AND ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
80% of today’s project management tasks could be 
automated by 2030

CLIMATE CHANGE, CLEAN GROWTH 
AND SUSTAINABILITY
The UK aims to be a world leader in the green economy 
having adopted a target for net zero carbon emissions by 2050

DEMOGRAPHICS AND AGEING: THE 100-YEAR LIFE
10 million people alive in the UK today can expect to 
live to 100

URBANISATION, CONNECTIVITY AND 
BUILDING SMART CITIES
The world will have 43 megacities by 2030; global spending on 
smart cities could hit $135bn by 2021

THE FUTURE OF WORK AND SKILLS
Four out of five UK businesses need more high-level skills in 
the years ahead

THE FUTURE OF MOBILITY AND TRANSPORT
The UK market for autonomous and connected vehicles could 
be worth £52bn by 2035

Projecting the Future was launched by APM in June 2019 as a 
‘big conversation’ about some of the major trends reshaping 
the project environment and their implications for the future of 
the project profession. 

This paper briefly summarises some of the contributions to 
that conversation. Those contributions include social media 
comments in response to APM posts, particularly from APM’s 
network on LinkedIn; emails received from APM members and 
corporate partners in response to the Projecting the Future 
Challenge papers; perspectives presented at APM events 
during 2019-20; and a variety of blogs and articles from a 
range of authors that were published by APM during 
this period.

The summary is not comprehensive but it aims to give a 
flavour of the views and insights shared by those participating 
in the big conversation and some of the conclusions that 
the Projecting the Future Group have drawn as a result. 
These inputs have all fed into our overall views about the 
emerging themes and the big ideas shaping the future of the 
profession which are presented in our report on the adaptive 
professional, also published along in September 2020. 

www.apm.org.uk/projecting-the-future
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WHAT OUR CHALLENGE PAPER SAID

“How people work is set to be profoundly reshaped in 
the years ahead. Underpinned by the transformational 
technologies of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, there 
are complex factors in play which will have significant 
implications for project professionals.”

Professional skills – including knowledge, behaviour and 
mindsets – are mission-critical for individual prosperity, 
organisational success, and even national wellbeing.

Because change is now a constant, projects are more 
important to organisations than ever before – meaning 
that professional project skills are critical for success. The 
demands on project professionals are shifting however, as 
the environment becomes more complex and unpredictable. 

This context gives the project profession the opportunity 
to thrive: “The skills needed to succeed are set to change 
significantly – and they could make professional project skills 
more highly-valued than ever before.”

POINTS FROM THE BIG 
CONVERSATION

How is project 
work changing, 
and how will the 
skills needed by the 
project profession 
change over the 
next 5-10 years? 

How can 
organisations 
develop project 
professionals fit for 
the future? 

What role should 
APM, as the 
Chartered body 
for the project 
profession, play in 
the future? 

McKinsey analysis published in November 2019 identifies 
project management as one of the 12 skill sets in which skills 
shortages are expected by 2030, with as many as 5.5m UK 
workers under-skilled in project management. The report 
argues for a number of strategies to address this, including 
building new skills among existing employees and “renting” 
talent from external partners (whether through collaborative 
partnerships through the supply chain, for instance, or by 
tapping into the gig economy). It also advises that employers 
“acquire talent from unconventional sources, by focusing on 
the intrinsic qualities a person has rather than which sector 
those skills came from”. Such employees may require some 
upskilling, but will give employers the opportunity to secure 
high-performing employees at a relatively low cost.

The debate about work and skills is heavily shaped by 
anticipated changes flowing from the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution and the effects of automation, as discussed in the 
first Projecting the Future Challenge. Throughout the PtF 
discussion, two key groups of skills and capabilities emerged 
as being mission-critical for the profession’s future – in 
effect, two sides of the coin. 
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Digital skills will be critical as more and more work 
is automated and digitised. This includes the ability to 
implement and use new technologies, and being able to 
understand, interrogate and apply insights produced by 
technology – e.g. data analytics skills.

Human-centred capabilities – those associated 
with interaction with other people – will be also be 
increasingly important, since technology will be able to 
do some of the more routine tasks involved in 
managing projects.

KEY QUESTIONS 
WE ASKED 

5.5m
Projected number of UK 
workers under-skilled in 
project management in 2030

- McKinsey (2019), The future 
of work: Rethinking skills 
to tackle the UK’s looming 
talent shortage

Dr Ian Clarkson of QA wrote in an APM blog that 
‘softer skills’ are “all too often underappreciated and 
underdeveloped compared to ‘technical’ skills. I get 
increasingly frustrated when I still see project management 
roles with a heavy weighting on the technical skills.” The 
answer, he suggested, is “to flip it”, putting more weight 
on the ‘softer’ skills. He added: “We need people with 
ideas, creative thinking, awareness of human bias (e.g. loss 
aversion, endowment effect) and influences, for example 
behavioural economics (‘nudges’), psychology, and 
neuroscience, to understand human foibles and how these 
impact on projects.” 

Alice Tranter of Make UK, the manufacturers’ organisation, 
discussed the possible shape of digital skills policy on an 
APM webinar. It needs to be “dynamic”, she said: responsive 
to changing market and business needs, which means 
“continually re-evaluating the skills which are in demand” 
and aiming to train workers in the skills of the future. 

Analysis by the CBI was highlighted, which shows that 
skills and educational attainment are the biggest driver of 
regional productivity differences across the UK. With the 
new government elected in 2019 committed to an agenda of 
‘levelling up’ across the UK, skills surely need to be part of 
the solution. 

Discussion participants agreed with the research highlighted 
in the Challenge paper suggesting that communication, 
creative problem-solving and collaboration are increasingly 
important. As one contributor to the LinkedIn discussions 
put it: “the role of project management will become 
more focused on dealing with emotional intelligence and 
communication and stakeholder management rather than 
reporting tools, scheduling, supply chain management, [or] 
monitoring deliveries, which will become more automated.”
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Policy makers need a fresh approach to supporting learning 
and development throughout life. Pledges to ‘level up’ 
the UK will be even more important in the wake of the 
pandemic: given the importance of skills to economic 
success, a fresh boost for skills policy is badly needed. 
Options may include individual skills accounts to empower 
people to retrain and upskill in response to technological 
disruption and changing needs in the labour market. This 
support should be available to professionals with higher-
level – but potentially outdated – skills, who may need to 
adapt to secure new roles or switch sectors.

APM should develop the competence framework and other 
learning tools to support content for developing skills for 
adaptive professionals. This will mean working with diverse 
stakeholders including corporate partners and others to 
understand changing skills needs, and ensure that CPD, 

For individuals, being a “lifelong learner” is essential. The 
twin requirements of digital skills and human-centred skills 
are set to be critical over the coming decade: learning how 
to say up-to-date will be critical, as in-demand skills are set to 
continually evolve. Individuals should develop knowledge of 
emerging technology and how it might be affect their role, 
their organisation, and their sector; and, on the other hand, 
go beyond the ‘core’ technical project management skills to 
develop broader leadership abilities and ‘human 
centred’ skills. 

Employers should act now to develop their understanding of 
technology’s potential for their business. Significant strategic 
choices about the balance face many organisation as the 
impact of digitisation escalates: small-scale experiments to 
explore how new technology can be implemented can help 
identify what works, with those that succeed then being 
scaled up.

Employers should learn from market leaders to commit to 
developing their people for the long term, acting responsibly 
when new technology threatens today’s jobs to help reskill 
those affected. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 
OF THE PROFESSION: EMERGING 
THEMES 
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Our Challenge paper highlighted the range of experiences 
and opinions about the value, and limitations, of remote 
working – a discussion that was dramatically changed by 
the sudden shift to homeworking for millions of people 
as a result of the pandemic lockdown from March 2020. 
While the debate about returning to offices and other 
workplaces continues, it is clear that in some cases, the 
newly-established ways of working are here to stay. Twitter, 
for example, announced in May 2020 that it would continue 
to allow employees to work remotely, stating: “The past few 
months have proven we can make [remote working] work. 
So, if our employees are in a role and situation that enables 
them to work from home and they want to continue to do 
so forever, we will make that happen. If not, our offices will 
be their warm and welcoming selves, with some additional 
precautions, when we feel it’s safe to return.”

There was recognition throughout the conversation that 
one key implication of the ‘new normal’, in which perpetual 
change is one of the few certainties, is that the skills and 
capabilities needed by the profession will also continually 
evolve. Being able to respond effectively to these continual 
changes – to adapt – will be mission-critical for the 
profession in the years ahead. It should both be a capacity of 
individuals – a meta competency – and a point of focus for 
the profession as a collective, in the widest sense.

Dr Vivienne Ming, the American AI expert, has summed 
up the challenge for human skills. As tehnology becomes 
capable of even complex tasks, she says, “only one job 
description for the future matters – creative, adaptive 
problem-solver”.

Diversity was a common point of discussion, with the 
workforce set to become more diverse – including both 
personal characteristics and working patterns. Professionals 
will be challenged to rethink how they transmit and share 
knowledge, as well as how they instil a culture and ensure 
that values are genuinely shared, said Claire Dellar of 
Transformists. It will also be challenging for project leaders 
to pick up on the “small signs” around team members’ 
health and wellbeing, for example, when working remotely: 
dedicated 1:1 time and general, unstructured conversations 
are important to maintain personal connection. In a blog for 
APM in April 2020, John Ayers echoed the point, saying it 
was essential that “The project managers of the future must 
learn to manage a diverse team”, including diversity in place 
and ways of working in the post-Covid world. “We project 
professionals”, he wrote, “need to improve and refine our 
communication skills to be clear and effective for the team, 
management and customers.”

The evolving skillset needed of project professionals in the 
face of 4IR was discussed. One APM Honorary Fellow noted: 
“It has been happening organically for ages, sometimes with 
a jump in one direction or another – such as for leadership, 
or agile, or PMOs. What might be next?” Possible demands 
include “strength in difficult circumstances; bravery in 
decision making and recommendations with incomplete 
or inadequate information; tech savvy as well as street 
savvy; common sense for uncommon situations; ingenuity, 
imagination, intuition while waiting for innovation; team 
membership as a skill or trade; and so on”. Project managers 
will face multiple demands, with pressures to deliver “even 
more for even less” amid expectations of efficiencies from 
new technology.

One model that may describe how the project profession 
is changing comes from Tim Brown of IDEO, who has 
argued that business leaders’ skill sets now need to be 
‘T-shaped’ – combining breadth of knowledge with depth 
of technical knowledge and skill (the horizontal and vertical 
parts of the T). This description could also apply to project 
professionals: the profession has taken pride in its specialist 
depth, and of course technical skills will remain at the core 
of the profession’s work. But to thrive as an adaptive and 
increasingly influential profession, project professionals will 
need to develop greater breadth, including in digital skills or 
people-centred leadership abilities.

One contributor highlighted an APM blog by Brad Egeland 
on the five steps needed to successfully manage a project 
remotely – a suddenly-common challenge in the wake of 
the pandemic. His tips: practice communication excellence; 
be flexible in your working time; have more meetings; have 
multiple designated work areas; and ‘conduct an awesome 
project kick-off’.  




