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INTRODUCTION
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

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

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

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

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

URBANISATION, CONNECTIVITY AND
BUILDING SMART CITIES
The world will have 43 megacities by 2030; global spending on
smart cities could hit $135bn by 2021
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THE SIX CHALLENGES
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WHAT OUR CHALLENGE PAPER SAID
“It is a challenge like no other. The effects of climate change
are global in reach, and local in impact. They could spell
disaster for millions of people in the decades ahead… if
humanity is to successfully respond to the challenges posed
by climate change, the project profession will have a vital
role to play.”
Climate change will touch every area of the economy
and society in the coming years and will affect the project
profession enormously. Our profession’s work will have
a huge bearing on humanity’s success in cutting carbon
dioxide emissions, achieving clean growth and
delivering sustainability.
Where might the project profession’s influence be greatest?
When shaping a project, programme or portfolio? Scope is
critical. What about procurement, stakeholder management,
finance, speed, and risk?

Achieving net zero
carbon emissions
will be “the growth
story of the 21st
century”, as Dr Mishal
Nachmany told APM’s
Corporate Partners
Forum (March 2020)

How will climate
change affect the
project profession
over the next 5-10
years?

How can projects
be delivered more
sustainably and in
ways that reduce
emissions?

Do existing
professional
standards give
sufficient prominence
to climate change and
sustainability, and
how could they be
strengthened?

POINTS FROM THE BIG
CONVERSATION
The Projecting the Future conversation coincided with
rapid changes in the wider public discussion about climate
change: 2019 saw the rise to prominence of Greta Thunberg,
the escalation of school strikes and Extinction Rebellion
protests, and the adoption by the UK government of a net
zero target for greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. Projecting
the Future showed that project professionals want to deliver
projects in more sustainable ways and share a growing sense
of urgency about taking action on the climate.
It was clear that regulation and legal drivers of change
are stronger than ever. Dr Mishal Nachmany told APM’s
Corporate Partners Forum that over 1,800 climate laws
have been passed globally. The COP26 summit in Glasgow,
originally due in November 2020, is regarded as crucial as it
should see the first “ratcheting up” of commitments made in
the 2015 Paris Agreement – although it has been postponed
by a year as a result of Covid-19.

In June 2019, the UK became the first major economy to
put a net zero emissions target in law. Delivering net zero
is possible, according to Dr Nachmany, but some sectors
are progressing faster than others. The “business case” for
net zero rests on two contentions: “we can be clean and
prosperous at the same time”, and “there are multiple risks
if we don’t go for zero carbon”. Zero carbon will be “the
growth story of the 21st century”. In the short term, green
investment can help kick-start a sluggish economy; in the
medium term, it can help overcome market failures like
pollution and congestion; and in the long term, there are
“dynamic efficiencies”, with green innovation triggering
a virtuous cycle of creative destruction, productivity
improvements, and further growth. In the wake of the
economic disruption caused by the coronavirus pandemic,
there could be a fresh opportunity to use green initiatives to
promote economic recovery and shift onto a cleaner path for
future growth.
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KEY QUESTIONS
WE ASKED
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Arup’s Rob Leslie-Carter warned that many companies are
still only at the “awareness level” on sustainability, not acting
on it – only 10% of new projects are targeting net zero, he
said. He pointed to the number of organisations that have
declared a climate emergency, including both businesses
and 67% of UK local authorities (as of February 2020).
The #constructiondeclares movement has seen over 800
architectural practices, structural, civil and building services,
engineering practices, and project managers in the UK and
internationally make a collective declaration of a climate and
biodiversity emergency.
In a blog for APM, Richard Samworth made the point that
sustainability measures lack the same degree of maturity
as financial measures. The project profession “rarely
pays prolonged and sustained attention to achieving
sustainability transformation”. Yet, he argued, it has huge
potential influence: “Borrowing from nudge theory, the
project management profession can influence the decision
making and behaviour of all project professionals”. That
need not need a revolutionary change in approach: “By
making a set of relatively minor and reversible changes to its
project management methodologies, tools and knowledge,
the profession can identify and manage sustainability in
all projects and roll-up sustainability measures through
programme and portfolio management.”
Rob Leslie-Carter urged project managers to ask questions:
“Ask questions about whether [your] project is aligned with
the Paris agreement, ask about the funders’ and clients’
sustainability framework – ask how all these things can be
part of your decision-making process! We must influence the
strategic direction”. Questions to ask include:
“Can I force net zero requirements on that project?”
“Can I help my clients by sharing good practice – adding
value to the process?”
“Are we reporting more than the basics to include
net zero?”
“Can I include net zero in contracts/scope of work,
or set project KPIs aligned with net zero?”
“Can we share lessons learned on an open-source basis?”

Climate sustainability needs to be embedded in the thinking
of project professionals at every stage. Ensuring alignment
with international and domestic legal commitments,
including net zero, will be vital: ask the tough questions.
Are new projects initiated with a proper assessment of their
climate impact?
Organisations have to build climate sustainability into all
new projects and programmes, and improve sustainability
in existing projects where possible. Transparently sharing
lessons learned about delivering sustainability, on an opensource basis, could be an important way to build collective
expertise and deliver change for the benefit of all.
Policy makers need to prioritise planning for sustainability
and decarbonisation, not just meeting minimum legal
requirements but with taking a comprehensive approach to
supporting a fast transition to a net zero economy. Covid-19
presents an opportunity to ‘build back better’, and the
goal should be a greener, less carbon-intensive
economic recovery.
Policy makers should recognise that project skills are green
skills: project expertise will be critical to delivery of key
projects that will enable the UK to meet its domestic and
international commitments on climate change, including net
zero. The UK government should support the development
of project expertise both within government and in key
industries such as construction and others involved in
delivering key infrastructure projects.

APM has an important role. Following its statement on
climate change in February 2020, APM is now starting to roll
out a climate change action plan. Its five objectives are:
Raise awareness and encourage debate about the
consequences of climate change and how individuals
and organisations can make a difference now and in
the future
Guide, advocate and promote the need for investment
in climate change adaptation, mitigation and sustainable
development. We will do this by working in collaboration
with public bodies, professional bodies and other
stakeholders as well as our corporate partners and
individual members
Encourage, identify and celebrate good practice within
the project profession that responds to the climate
change challenge
Share and disseminate knowledge and research
to encourage the take up of project innovations
which are responsive to climate change and
sustainability challenges
Promote education, training and professional
development opportunities to help members gain
the knowledge and skills to respond effectively to
climate change.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE
OF THE PROFESSION: EMERGING
THEMES

