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To begin, I should note that I have no special knowledge, skills, or experience that would qualify me to predict the fu-

ture. I have never won the lottery. The stocks I buy go down. My favorite sports teams only win when I don’t bet on 

them. As a result, I have placed bets on Brazil, Spain, Italy, Argentina, and Portugal to win the World Cup in hopes that 

this strategy will allow the USA to sneak through. 

 

On the other hand, my oldest son was wise enough at the age of 8 to suggest that we plan on rain any time the meteorol-

ogist predicted sunshine. And there are a great many economists, politicians, and central bankers who make a good liv-

ing without ever being right. So if we view the glass as “half full,” then I can assure you that my predictions should be 

treated with the same reverence as those of Alan Greenspan. 

Why Try to Predict the Future? 

There is one major reason: to make better decisions. If you knew that the iPod was going to be such a huge success, you 

would have bought Apple stock. If you knew that nerd you dated in high school was going to become a millionaire, you 

would have been nicer to them. If you knew that the web was going to be so amazing, you would have taken that course 

on Java programming instead of the one on Advanced Cobol Data Structures. 

And even if you are wrong, your predictions could become famous: 

 Irving Fisher, a professor at Yale University and probably the most famous economist of his time, noted in Oc-

tober 1929 that “stocks have reached a permanently high plateau.” Fortunately, he already had tenure. 

 Arthur C. Clarke, science fiction writer and noted futurist, predicted in 1966 that “houses will be able to fly [by 

the year 2000].” Singapore Airlines does offer suites with showers and real beds on some of their flights, but 

that isn’t what he meant. 

 Ken Olsen, CEO of Digital Equipment Corporation, asserted in 1977 that “there is no reason anyone would want 

a computer in their home.” I agree. One is not nearly enough. There are currently five in my home, ten if you 

count iPods and smart phones as computers. 

The Prediction Process 

 
The graphic above provides a generic view of the process of prognostication. The current state is where we 

are today: If our current state were different, the same trends could lead to different futures.  
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There are a variety of trends pushing us in certain directions, but we can’t be sure which ones will continue 

or which ones are strongest. Finally, the unknowns make it impossible for us to be certain about where those 

trends may lead. I’ll use this model to organize the rest of this article. 

Current State of Project Management 

It would seem that project management is at the forefront of business today: 

 Google shows over 33,700,000 hits on “project management.” 

 There are over 200 universities around the globe that offer educational programs in project management, 

and maybe 50 of those include academic credit. 

 There are about 50,000 individuals with advanced, competence based certifications and another 450,000 

with knowledge-based credentials. 

Except: 

 “Marketing” produces over 500,000,000 hits and “engineering” 370,000,000, so we still have a ways to go. 

 Most of the universities that offer project management programs are what I would classify as second- and 

third-tier schools. For example, MIT offers only a single course on project management. 

 A recent study estimated that there were 12,000,000 project managers around the world, so about 2% of 

them have professional credentials. 

In addition, our so-called professional societies are engaged in competition, not collaboration. When the As-

sociation of Project Managers in the UK applied for “chartered” status, not everyone was happy. Why 

wouldn’t everyone in the project management community support this effort to have the discipline formally 

recognized as a profession? 

 

Easy. Certification is big business. If APM controls the definition of project management professionalism, 

they also control the massive cash-flows related to certification. Most project management professional asso-

ciations today generate more annual revenue from certification than from dues. And the profit margins on 

credentials are also substantially greater. 

 

By the way … if you’re looking for project management credentials, and you are on a limited budget, there 

are several websites that offer certification for around $50. 

 

Another thing that strikes me about the current state of our discipline is that while we know a lot about 

project management, we really don’t know much about good project management: 

 There is no accepted theory of project management, and it doesn’t appear that many academics are working 

to remedy this deficiency. 

 There are no accepted first principles of project management. For example, most people seem to accept that 

a project should have a plan, but there is little agreement about when that plan should be developed, what 

should be in it, or how detailed it should be. 

 There is no shared language. South America has at least 6 different terms for “work breakdown structure.” 

In the USA, we can’t agree on what a WBS looks like. Mandarin has no word for “program.” 

There is also a plentitude of misinformation. My current complaint is that most everyone seems to have for-

gotten about the importance of the project life-cycle. I searched Amazon and none of the top 20 project man-

agement books cover the subject. Losing sight of the project life-cycle means losing sight of what scope real-

ly is. It is pretty hard to be successful as a project manager if you can’t tell when your scope has changed. 

Selected Trends 

Everyone seems to agree that globalization is the wave of the future. Here’s a quote from some noted think-

ers: 

“Modern industry has established the world market. All old-established national industries have been 

destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries whose products are consumed in every corner of the 
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globe. … All fixed, fast-frozen relations are swept away; all new-formed ones become antiquated before 

they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air.” 

 

Does this sound like the world you know? If so, it would seem that we are living in a static world since these 

words were written by Marx and Engels in 1848 as part of their Communist Manifesto. Maybe things today 

aren’t really so different … 

 

At the same time, Bruce Nussbaum, writing in Bloomberg BusinessWeek, predicts a backlash against the cur-

rent globalization that will encourage increased nationalism. He also expects the Chinese economy to stall … 

and crash … with the resultant economic dislocation leading to military conflict between the USA and China 

as well as between China and India. I hope he is wrong. 

 

Wired magazine sees a trend toward wider use of drug delivery patches. They suggest that by 2020, we will 

have meal replacement patches. This would be a boon for project managers everywhere: no need for lunch 

breaks! 

 

BT Futura, a part of British Telecom, anticipates that the current trend toward smarter and more sophisticated 

software and hardware will produce systems that understand text and drawings. They also think that the trend 

toward virtual companies will continue. What are the implications for project management? 

 Project planning will be automated. IT project plans will be created directly from a list of agreed require-

ments. Construction projects will be planned directly from the architect’s and engineer’s drawings. 

 Project managers will increasingly work at home. They may even be able to learn their children’s names 

when they work 80 hours a week at home instead of in their offices! 

COSMOS magazine sees global warming as real. Rising seas could make emergency project management a 

hot growth sector, and Dutch Dike Engineers will be able to double or triple their billing rates. COSMOS also 

expects that current trends in medicine will produce a true cure for cancer by 2020. If so, this will generate a 

huge increase in productivity along with a possible collapse of a major segment of the biotech research indus-

try. Let’s hope that the former outweighs the latter. 

My Predictions for 2020 

Perhaps I am being naïve, but I don’t believe that project management is going away. There have always 

been projects. There will always be projects. There have always been project managers. There will always be 

project managers. 

 

I do expect, however, that project management will re-segment by application area. I don’t think that project 

managers in IT, construction, defense, and biotech will ever agree on a common set of terms for similar con-

cepts because there are real differences. The owner role in construction isn’t quite the same as the sponsor of 

an IT project. Biotech will never call their customers users. The defense industry will never recognize that 

most of their programs are really projects. 

 

As a result, international project management associations will face increased competition from established, 

national engineering societies, especially in the area of certification. The vast majority of project managers 

will never work on a project that crosses international boundaries and even fewer will cross application area 

boundaries. Employers prefer to hire someone who has proven their ability to manage a specific type of 

project rather than someone who has passed a generic test of generic terms. 

 

For this same reason, I think no one will notice when ISO 21500 is finally approved. They will claim com-

pliance if anyone asks, but they won’t actually use the terminology or the approach. 

 

I also think that the attempts of the project management community to make project management “strategic” 

will fail. I expect that Project Portfolio Management will be assigned to the Finance Department and will be 



The Future of Project Management, by William R. Duncan; page 4 

© 2010, William R. Duncan; published by asapm, June, 2010 at www.asapm.org. 

integrated with capital budgeting. On the plus side, this means that fewer projects with weak business cases 

will be approved. In particular, chronic over-commitment within IT will cease. 

 

Are these truly predictions — what I think will happen? Or are they only wishes — what I want to see hap-

pen? Probably a little of both. One thing that I am absolutely certain of is this: project management will con-

tinue to be easy to understand and hard to do. 
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