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The future of AI in Project 
Management - are you ready?
Organisations and project managers need to be 
prepared for the new AI era where humans and 
machines will collaborate to deliver projects, execute 
strategies and provide insights to key stakeholders. 
PwC research has found that, while 73% of people 
don’t believe that technology can replace the human 
mind entirely, the synergies for collaboration between 
the two are clear.11 Automation, including robotics and 
AI, is advancing quickly and has the power not only to 
change the types of jobs we do, but also to alter how 
many jobs there are and how much we value them. 
The recent PwC report ‘The Workforce of the Future: 
Middle East Edition’ revealed that the ‘Brains and bots 
in collaboration’ category had a high risk of reducing 
the number of human jobs and replacing them with 
technology, with the Middle East having a higher risk 
rating than the world as a whole in 86% of the areas 
questioned.12 Crucially, less than 28% of Middle 
Eastern respondents were exploring how robotics and 
AI could enable the redesign of human work in their 
organisation, compared with 40% globally. 

Project managers of the future

Will AI replace project managers?

Project managers need to capitalise on the 
opportunities generated by technological disruption, 
and in many ways be the champions of new 
technologies as they emerge. However, according to 
PwC’s ‘The Workforce of the Future’ survey, 73% of 
people think technology can never replace the human 
mind. Indeed, AI tools rely heavily on data input from 
project leaders and without their guidance, AI systems 
will not be able to perform distinctly.

Both AI and project managers depend on each other; 
the project manager is required to have the right skill 
set to be able to manage AI and AI is inoperative 
without the input and added value of a skilled project 
manager.

45%

80%

Said the most 
commonly cited 
new skills for 
project managers 
were soft skills   

of innovators’ 
organisations are 
recruiting project 
leaders with the 
skill sets that are 
necessary to drive 
the organisations 
forward into a 
digital environment    

Traits of future project managers

In the future digital era, where humans and AI work 
together, project managers will need to build a skill set 
that focuses on the areas where AI falls short: these 
are the core ‘people skills’ or ‘21st century skills’. The 
use of AI will also require a diverse and flexible skill set 
to be able to cope with future challenges.

According to research commissioned by APM and 
undertaken by PwC (a study of the contribution 
of project management and projects to the UK’s 
economy and society – ‘The Golden Thread’13), the 
most important skills are leadership and management 
skills, budgeting and financial management, planning 
and monitoring, along with strategic management, 
digital skills and risk/opportunity management. All of 
these were rated as important by more than 80% of 
businesses.14

As business-as-usual tasks become automated, soft 
skills increase in value. It is essential for project leaders 
to have strong communication, negotiation skills and 
emotional intelligence to inspire teams and lead them 
collaboratively. According to the latest PMI ‘Pulse of 
the Profession’ report’ the most commonly cited new 
skills for organisations are soft skills at 45%.15 Four out 
of five respondents reported that soft skills are more 
important today than they were five years ago. The 
need for soft skills was closely followed by computer/
web/IT and management/project management, both at 
39%.

Considering that AI acts as a project management’s 
‘virtual partner’; project leaders must have an 
innovative mindset and customise their knowledge to 
drive this digital transformation forward. Having strong 
‘digital know-how’ and data science skills is key, 
alongside security and privacy knowledge. The legal 
and regulatory knowledge to manage contracts is also 
important.

Figure 7 depicts how AI and project managers will 
collaborate in the digital era.

As awareness of the profession continues to increase, 
it is expected that a greater proportion of project work 
will earn more distinct attribution for the profession 
itself, giving more recognition and appreciation to the 
role of the project manager. 

Fig.7 PMI: ‘Pulse of the Profession’ report, 2018

11 PwC, ‘The Workforce of the Future: The competing forces shaping 2030’, 2018
12 PwC, ‘The Workforce of the Future: Middle East edition’, 2019 
13 Association for Project Management & PwC Research, ‘The golden thread- A study of the contribution of project management and projects to the UK’s 
economy and society’, 2019 
14 Association for Project Management & PwC Research, ‘The golden thread- A study of the contribution of project management and projects to the UK’s 
economy and society’, 2019 
15 PMI, ‘The Project Manager of the Future: Developing Digital-Age Project Management Skills to Thrive in Disruptive Times’, 2018 
16 PM Network, January 2019, Volume 33, Number 1
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The organisation’s role in the new AI era

A culture of adaptability and lifelong learning will be 
crucial for shifting today’s project management roles 
into the future; both soft skills and digital skills will 
be required in collaboration with each other more 
than ever before. Recent PwC research found that 
only 33% of HR leaders were felt to have an in-depth 
understanding and insight into the technological 
landscape.17 Governments and business need to work 
together to help people adjust to new technologies 
through upskilling, retraining and career changes 
by investing in formal processes to develop project 
manager competencies and skills. According to PMI’s 
‘Pulse of the Profession’ report18, the top drivers 
for effectively managing disruptive technologies in 
organisations are: 

Organisations will require a mix of traditional business 
and management skills, technical and digital skills. 
They need to create a culture that embraces disruption 
as an opportunity to achieve success. Furthermore, 
they need to revisit the processes and methodologies 
used to ensure greater agility and flexibility. As digital 
becomes an ever-increasing part of an organisation’s 
DNA, there are many needs to consider (other than 
increased information accuracy and time-saving) in 
order to increase the maturity level of portfolio and 
project management practices and shift gear from 
reactive to proactive.

Project Managers

21st Century Skills

AI

Virtual Partner 

17 PwC, ‘The Workforce of the Future: Middle East edition’, 2019
18 PMI, ‘The Project Manager of the Future: Developing Digital-Age Project Management Skills to Thrive in Disruptive Times’, 2018 

Fig.8 The Project manager’s skill set compared with AI 

1. Skills, training and    
aadevelopment 

2. Culture 

3. Tools and 
aaApproaches 

By investing in talent, increasing 
innovation and seeking digital era skills.

Creating a digital environment and 
viewing disruption as an opportunity.

By using digital tools and 
approaches and reducing paperwork.
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Key Considerations

As with any digital transformation, organisations 
need to be mindful of the main obstacles (financial, 
infrastructure, cultural etc) and work on plans to 
overcome them. PwC’s 2018 ‘Global Digital IQ’ 
survey found that inflexible processes and a lack of 
properly skilled teams are the top two barriers to digital 
initiatives, followed by outdated technologies.19 And 
when implementing AI, there are additional challenges 
that are unique to this scale of transformation. 

For example, current AI tools rely heavily on data 
input from project managers. Given the general lack 
of industrial experience of project managers, AI’s risk 
identification and prediction ability is subsequently 
impacted. In addition, the initial lack of experience 

MEA MEA MEAWorld World World

39% 39% 38% 37% 35% 29%

Inflexible/slow process Lack of skilled teams Outdated technologies

How ready are workforces for change

Organisations should be aware that they will face a 
massive wave of change and shifts in their workforce 
by the invasion of these disruptive technologies. 
They should really be considering now the impact of 
technological disruption and embedding it into the 
culture of their workplace and into the mindset of 
employees. 

According to the PwC’s ‘Workforce of the Future’ 
survey, 37% of workers were worried about the 

and knowledge when managing new projects that may 
have an unfamiliar scope or unique challenges will 
impact the quality of data put into the AI system and 
therefore impact the outcome. Understanding what AI 
can do is crucial for successful implementation and the 
realisation of benefits. 

Digital transformation relies on an organisation’s ability 
to integrate technology rapidly and tools that are 
evolving. The changes brought about by AI disruption 
are coming, whether organisations are ready for it or 
not. It is important to start preparing today, as early 
adopters will gain a competitive advantage in the AI 
ecosystems of the future.

possibility of losing their jobs due to automation.20 As 
humans work increasingly with advanced technology, 
the core skills required need to change in order to allow 
employees to interact successfully with technology. 
These new skills will fail to meet expectations without 
proper change management practices. Once solid 
foundations are in place, organisations will be well 
positioned to embrace disruption. According to the 
PMI ‘Pulse of the Profession’ report, 28% of project 
professionals say that poor change management was 
a primary cause of project failure.21

28%
of project professionals say 
that poor change 
management was a primary 
cause of project failure during 
the past 12 months 

73%
of people don’t believe 
that technology can 
replace the human mind 
entirely    

37%
of workers were worried 
about the possibility of losing 
their jobs due to automation  

19 2018 Global Digital IQ Survey Regional Focus: Middle East and Africa, March 2019 
20 PwC, ‘The Workforce of the Future: The competing forces shaping 2030’, 2018
21 PMI, ‘The Project Manager of the Future: Developing Digital-Age Project Management Skills to Thrive in Disruptive Times’, 2018 

Fig.10 PMI, ‘Pulse of the Profession’ 2018 & PwC, ‘Workforce of the Future’ 2017

Fig.9 Top barriers to successful digital initiatives  
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Adapt and adopt – key actions to take now:

• �Assess your organisation’s readiness to apply AI in 
project management from the perspectives of its 
culture, people, project management processes and 
data/automation

• �Update your strategy to embrace AI in project 
management, make sure it is aligned with your AI 
organisation investment strategy

• �Promote creativity, design thinking, leadership skills 
and innovation in order to capitalise on AI22 

• �Leverage technology by being prepared to invest to 
improve business processes and increase efficiency23 

• �Increase awareness of digitisation and introduce AI 
into project management24 

• �Upskill the workforce alongside the AI investment 
strategy so helping the organisation to integrate 
AI and digital technology into the learning and 
development agenda

How can organisations minimise resistance today and what can they do to thrive in the digital era tomorrow?

Assess

Update

Promote

Leverage 

Increase 

Integrate 

your organisation 
readiness

creativity, design 
thinking, leadership 

skills and innovation in 
order to capitalise on AI

your strategy to 
implement AI in 

Project Management 

technology by being 
prepared to invest in 

technology to improve 
business processes 

and increase efficiency

AI and digital 
technology within the 

learning and 
development agenda

awareness of 
digitisation and the 

introduction of AI into 
Project Management

22 PwC, ‘The Workforce of the Future: Middle East edition’, 2019 
23 PwC, ‘The Workforce of the Future: Middle East edition’, 2019 
24 PwC, ‘The Workforce of the Future: Middle East edition’, 2019 

Fig.11 How organisations can minimise resistance to thrive in the digital era 
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 Proof of Concept – Combining AI with
RPA
Sample of data points collected in one of 
PwC Transformation Management BU’s 
engagements 

While supporting PwC clients to deliver programmes 
and projects efficiently to meet their strategic 
objectives, the PwC Transformation Management 
BU team collects, monitors and manages massive 
amounts of project-related data. For example, the PwC 
Transformation Management BU team developed a 
project management Quality Compliance Methodology, 
consisting of 32 checkpoints covering six quality 
compliance areas, for one of its clients. These 
checkpoints were used to monitor and manage around 

Project Data are collected from 
project teams

Massive Projects data are 
monitored through:
• 32 checkpoints 
• 6 quality compliance   
categories 

Data were analysed and 
several reports were generated 
to provide better insights on 
trends, forecasts, and project 
mangers’ performance  

Example of one of PwC Transformation Management BU’s engagements consisting of reviewing on average 60+ projects 

monthly

60+ projects on average on a monthly basis that 
resulted in 1,920 readings every month, accumulating 
over 30,000 quality compliance readings between April 
2017 and December 2018. The data was analysed and 
several reports generated to provide better insights on 
trends, forecasts and project managers’ performance.
  
Additional data are stored in the project management 
system, such as the database of risks and issues 
(around 2,800), change requests, schedules with 
baselining history and project managers’ and 
resources utilisation information. This data, in addition 
to the 1,600+ monthly quality compliance readings and 
the accumulated 30,000+ readings, could provide a 
significant input into an AI system.

Fig.12 Monthly cycle of project quality compliance checks in one of PwC’s clients
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As a proof of concept, the Transformation 
Management BU team combined RPA25 with AI to 
automate the ‘project management quality compliance 
methodology’ described earlier. A subset of five quality 
compliance checkpoints (out of 32) was selected 
covering four of the compliance categories. The 
compliance check process was initiated automatically 
by the system, where the robot selected 10 projects 

The AI virtual assistant provides a natural language 
interface to the report, allowing users to query the data 
in a ‘human-like’ way. The virtual assistant is able to 
answer questions about the projects that went through 
the compliance checks, as well as their respective 
compliance results. Providing access for senior 
executives to the AI virtual assistant via their mobile 
devices proved extremely useful, as the interface 
significantly improves usability, enabling access to the 
information smartly and efficiently. The executives were 
also able to provide input to the virtual assistant on 
future compliance reviews. 

The robot analysed the results of the compliance 
check and came up with recommendations to improve 
quality, such as actions to be taken by the project 
manager or the PMO director. These recommendations 
were shared with the respective team members via 
email as well as through the virtual assistant. Based on 
the received responses and changes in the projects’ 
progress, the robot redefined the scope for the next 
compliance check.

based on their performance, previous compliance 
scores and anticipated improvement. The results of the 
compliance checks were stored in a database that was 
accessible to the AI virtual assistant. The robot also 
created and shared via email a comprehensive report 
related to the compliance check.

The estimated time, based on the team’s experience, 
for a human to perform a compliance check of similar 
size is around three days. These checks are naturally 
prone to human error and timely communication and 
reporting is always a challenge. The robot performed 
the same task, accurately and effectively, in up to 
six minutes. The virtual assistant made the life of 
the project manager much easier - facilitating the 
access of important information to any executive at a 
previously unprecedented level of speed and accuracy.  
This is just a relatively straight-forward example of how 
we can utilise AI and robotics in project management. 
The sky is the limit!

Compliance Summery – Monthly

Compliance % of each Check Point
Overall Compliance 52%
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Detailed Results

Project Name / 
Compliance 
Check point 

(equally 
weighted)

Project Charter 
and PMP exist 

(checking 
Folders)

Project 
Schedule 

exists and has 
marked 

initiation and 
planning 

phases marked 
as 100% 
complete 

(checking MS 
project)

Deliverables 
exist (Checking 

folders)

Active Risks 
(online system)

Active Issues 
(online system)

Expected 
Compliance 

%age

Project 1 1 1 1 1 1 100%

Project 2 1 0 0 1 1 60%

Project 3 0 1 0 1 1 60%

Project 4 0 1 1 0 0 40%

Project 5 0 0 0 0 0 0%

Overall 40% 60% 40% 60% 60% 52%

Project Charter 
and PMP exist 

(checking 
Folders)

Project Schedule 
exists and has 

marked initiation 
and planning 

phases marked as 
100% complete  

Deliverables 
exist (Checking 

folders)

Active Risks 
(online system)

Active Issues 
(online system)

-  Total # of projects reviewed: 5
-  Overall Compliance %age this month: 52%
-  Total # of checkpoints evaluated: 5
-  No new projects added for compliance this month

Fig.13 Sample report generated by virtual assistant

25 Robotic Process Automation (RPA) is a form of business process automation technology based on the notion of software robots or artificial intelligence 
(AI) workers

Fig.14 PwC Chatbot
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