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Imagine it’s 2035…

AI is your co-worker. Roles are fluid. 
Stakeholders expect ethical, systemic 
decisions in real time
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▪ 99.5% of German companies are Small to 
Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs)

▪ Facing disruption: AI, increasing complexity, 
demographic change, decentralisation

▪ Adaptability is survival
Demographic 

Change

TOP 4 
Disruptors 

by 2035

Com-
plexity

Decentra-
lisation

Artificial 
Intelligence

Why 2035 Matters for SMEs?
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‘How can SMEs prepare 
today for the realities of 

2035?’

The Core Question
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Progress 
Controlling

Complexity 
Management

Complexity Shift 
driven by Digitalization 

& Globalization

Why Complexity Matters?
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▪ Projects = Complex Adaptive Systems

▪ Exponential Data Increase

▪ Globalization Driving Decentralized & 
Intercultural Complexity

▪ Success emerges, not controlled

▪ PM role: from Controller → Navigator
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▪ Delphi study: 41 experts, 3 rounds

▪ ❶ Trends evaluated → ❷ Impact on PM 
analysed → ❸ turned into scenarios

▪ Aim: practical insights, not just consensus
Trend 

Evaluation
Scenario 

Description

3 Step-Delphi 
Survey Approach

Impact 
Analysis

1 2 3

75 Trends 6 relevant 6 Stories

How We Explored the Future?
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Stories Overview

Scenario Overview – ‘Stories from the Future’

‘Evolving Together: Mastering 
the Skills of Tomorrow’

#1 STORIES FROM THE FUTURE
Dynamic Skills Development #2 STORIES FROM THE FUTURE

Breakthroughs in AI and Robotics

‘Harmonizing Minds & Machines: 
A New Era of Collaboration’

‘Bridging Worlds: Harmonizing 
Digital and Traditional Lifestyles 
in the Workplace’

#3 STORIES FROM THE FUTURE
Converging Digital and Traditional Lifestyles

‘Empowered Everywhere: 
Harnessing the Strengths of 
Decentralized Teams Across 
Borders’

STORIES FROM THE FUTURE
Decentralized Organizations#4

‘Navigating the Maze: A Day in 
the Life of a Complexity 
Manager’

#5 STORIES FROM THE FUTURE
Managing Complexity

‘Data Without Limits: 
Transforming Vision into 
Reality’

#6 STORIES FROM THE FUTURE
Unbound Availability of Data
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‘Evolving Together: Mastering 
the Skills of Tomorrow’

▪ AI Assistant as Co-Pilot → real-time insights & risk alerts
▪ Continuous Learning Culture → skills built into daily work
▪ VR/AR Training Rooms → immersive, personalised 

learning
▪ Human–AI Hybrid Teams → co-performance beyond roles
▪ Learning Feedback Loops → team shares tools & trends
▪ Future Skills Workshops → resilience, ethics & tech 

readiness
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‘Harmonizing Minds & Machines: 
A New Era of Collaboration’

▪ AI Dashboards → risks flagged before they arise
▪ Robots in Routine → automation frees human focus
▪ Virtual Avatars → AI-enhanced collaboration spaces
▪ Predictive Maintenance → downtime avoided proactively
▪ Ethical Oversight → bias checks & accountability
▪ Human Judgment → balance efficiency with values
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‘Bridging Worlds: Harmonizing 
Digital and Traditional Lifestyles 
in the Workplace’

▪ Hybrid Workflows → office, VR & mobile combined
▪ Cross-Generational Teams → mentoring & reverse learning
▪ Inclusive Culture → digital natives + experienced pros
▪ Balanced Pace → speed with reflection & foresight
▪ Digital Well-being → boundaries prevent overload
▪ Human Connection → tech strengthens relationships
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‘Empowered Everywhere: Harnessing 
the Strengths of Decentralized Teams 
Across Borders’

▪ Expertise Leadership → authority based on skills
▪ Global Autonomy → teams act across time zones
▪ AI Translation → bridges cultures & languages
▪ Agile 24/7 → continuous workflows worldwide
▪ Local Decisions → tailored to community needs
▪ Transparency & Security → trust as foundation
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‘Navigating the Maze: A Day in the 
Life of a Complexity Manager’

▪ AI Integration → supply, climate & community data
▪ Holistic Decisions → beyond cost & deadlines
▪ VR Alignment → stakeholders see shared models
▪ Data Simplification → filters prevent overload
▪ Systems Thinking → mapping interdependencies
▪ Fluid Leadership → roles shift with context
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‘Data Without Limits: 
Transforming Vision into Reality’

▪ 3D DataSphere → real-time supply chain view
▪ Predictive Analytics → optimized sourcing & logistics
▪ Data Security → privacy as core principle
▪ AI Filters → highlight what matters most
▪ Custom Alerts → keep focus on priorities
▪ Data Transparency → foundation for trust & sustainability
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Decentralized 
Organizations

Six 
Strategic 

Shifts

Managing 
Complexity

Unbound 
Availability of 
Data

Dynamic Skills 
Development 

Breakthroughs 
in AI & 

Robotics

Converging Digital 
& Traditional 

Lifestyles
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Six Strategic Shifts

From ‘tools’ to human–AI teaming & 
   automation-first (clear accountability)

From one-size-fits-all to inclusive 
       hybrid rhythms & digital well-being

From static job profiles to continuous, 
                         in-flow learning & skill liquidity

From gut-feel/siloed reports to secure, 
                                  real-time data analytics

From linear plans to sensemaking, 
feedback loops & option-based planning

From central authority to distributed leadership & 
local decision rights (guardrails + transparency)
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Which of these shifts will 
be hardest for your 

organisation?
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Reflection
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What if SMEs fail to adapt?

▪ Loss of Competitiveness

▪ Talent drain to more innovative firms

▪ Increased vulnerability to crises

▪ Risk of irrelevance or shutdown
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Practical Actions for SMEs

Build alliances & lobby1 Join forces with other SMEs to push for funding and innovation-
friendly policies

Cooperate with universities 
& hubs2 Access pilot projects, training, and applied research

Invest in continuous skills3 Use micro-learning, VR/AR, and AI-based training

Adopt hybrid, 
intergenerational teams4 Mix digital natives and experienced professionals

Leverage AI & data5 Apply predictive analytics and real-time dashboards

Boost cybersecurity6 Train staff and set clear digital policies
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Strategic Readiness Radar for SMEs

1️⃣ Centralised, top-down decisions only

2️⃣ Occasional delegation, but decisions 
remain mostly centralised

3️⃣ Defined decision guidelines, some 
empowerment of teams

4️⃣ Widespread distributed decision-
 making with transparency and OKRs

5️⃣ Fully decentralised leadership with 
rotating roles, empowered local 
teams, and guardrails ensuring 
alignment

1️⃣ Ad-hoc training only, no 
 structured learning
2️⃣ Traditional classroom or seminar-
 based formats
3️⃣ E-learning modules and short 

video content
4️⃣ Regular VR/AR simulations and 

micro-learning digests
5️⃣ AI-driven personalised learning 

paths and full skill liquidity across 
projects1

2

3

4

5

Dynamic Skills 
Development 

Decentralized 
Leadership

Complexity 
Navigation

Data Readiness 
Analytics

AI & Robotics 
Integration

Hybrid Work & Lifestyle 
Convergence

Current (2025)

Target (2035)
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Complexity Canvas
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Key Stakeholders
Who are the most important actors that influence or 
are influenced by the project or organisation?

Examples: customers, employees, suppliers, 
regulators, communities, investors.

 Goal: Map the network of voices that matter.

Uncertainties
Which uncertainties could shape the future 
environment?

Examples: market shifts, political changes, new 
technologies, demographic trends.

 Goal: Accept that not everything is predictable, 
but still identify the critical unknowns.

Feedback Loops
Where do actions create reinforcing or balancing 
effects?

Examples: customer feedback shaping product 
features, delays causing cost escalation.

 Goal: Recognise how small changes can 
amplify or stabilise outcomes.

Interdependencies
Which systems or factors are interconnected and cannot be managed in 
isolation?

Examples: supply chain  energy costs  sustainability regulations; HR 
policies  innovation capacity.

 Goal: See the bigger picture and avoid siloed decisions.

Emerging Signals
Which weak signals or trends might become important?

Examples: early signs of new tech adoption, social value shifts, new 
competitors, start-up experiments.

 Goal: Train the organisation to spot early hints of change.

Adaptive Options
What flexible actions could we take to stay resilient?

Examples: modular strategies, partnerships, pilot projects, scenario rehearsals.

 Goal: Build a portfolio of options instead of one fixed plan.
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Skill Heatmap – SME Project Team

Anna 3 2 3 2 1 3

Ben 1 3 2 3 1 2

Carla 2 1 3 3 2 2

David 2 2 2 1 1 1

AI Literacy Data 
Analytics

Stakeholder 
Mgmt.

Agile Methods VR/AR Tools Leadership
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1️⃣ Purely linear planning, no reflection

2️⃣ Basic risk lists, occasional data checks

3️⃣ Ad-hoc retrospectives, limited use of 
dashboards

4️⃣ Regular feedback loops, scenario 
discussions, KPI dashboards in use

5️⃣ Integrated probe–sense–respond 
practices, systemic sensemaking and 
real-time analytics in all
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1

2

3

4

5

AI Piloting

Cross Functional 
Collaboration

Distributed 
Leadership

Sensemaking & 
Data Use

Learning Habit

Professional Influence

Current (2025)

Target (2035)

1️⃣ Focus only on own project, no 
external engagement

2️⃣ Occasional event participation, 
passive membership in associations

3️⃣ Active contribution in local 
professional groups, occasional 
lobbying input

4️⃣ Regular involvement in working 
groups, shaping standards, visible 
thought leadership

5️⃣ Strategic influence at 
national/international level, strong 
lobbying and agenda-setting for 
SMEs and the profession

Strategic Readiness Radar for Project Managers
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Practical Exercises for PMs

Pilot AI Tools 
 Exercise: Test one AI tool (e.g. scheduling or risk logging) in your next project
 Goal: First-hand experience, not perfection.

Learning Habit 
 Exercise: Block 2h per week for micro-learning (e.g. data literacy, podcast)
 Goal: Make learning a routine

Professional 
Influence

 Exercise: Join or speak up in an association working group
 Goal: Extend influence beyond your project

Cross-Functional 
Collaboration

 Exercise: Do a “Skill Swap Lunch” with a colleague from another discipline
 Goal: Build bridges across silos

Distribute 
Leadership 

 Exercise: Delegate one decision with clear guardrails to your team
 Goal: Foster trust and shared ownership

Sensemaking & 
Data Use

 Exercise: 15min sensemaking session in next review with a simple KPI dashboard
 Goal: Spot patterns, not just track plans
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1. Dynamic Skills 
→ Continuous, in-flow learning

2. AI & Robotics 
→ Human–AI teaming, automation-first

3. Hybrid Lifestyles 
→ Inclusive, flexible work rhythms

4. Decentralized Leadership 
→ Distributed, transparent decision-making

5. Complexity Navigation 
→ Sensemaking, feedback loops, options

6. Data Readiness 
→ Real-time, secure, explainable analytics

▪ Form alliances & lobby for support
▪ Partner with universities & hubs
▪ Invest in VR/micro-learning & AI pilots
▪ Build hybrid, intergenerational teams

▪ Pilot AI tools in projects
▪ Create a weekly learning habit
▪ Join associations & influence policy
▪ Practice distributed leadership & 

sensemaking

Future Readiness – At a Glance

1

2

3

4

5

6

6 Strategic Shifts (Stories): Practical Actions for SMEs:

Practical Actions for Project Managers:
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‘ The future of project management will not be 
predicted.

It will be co-created – by all of us.’

Key Takeaway

More Information 
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