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With some parts of the world emerging from 
the Covid-19 pandemic, business leaders are 
transforming their risk management practices, 
positioning their organisations to thrive rather 

than just survive in the decade ahead. To make a real impact, 
risk management must be integrated with organisational 
effectiveness, but little has been done so far to connect 
these two worlds – and this must change. 

Risk management in the decade ahead requires a bold, new 
approach that integrates organisational effectiveness with 
human resources. Leaders who wish to create a new level of 
performance in their organisations and for their people need a 
new risk management model that will set a new standard for the 
21st century. To do this it is vital to implement a risk culture that 
includes all workers in the organisation. 

Frontline people have always been relevant in early detection 
of risks and opportunities. Actively engaging them now, in a 
world more digital and less co-located, has never been more 
important. Failure to detect early signals of uncertainty is costly. 

The antidote is engaging and motivating the entire 
organisation to quickly identify risks and opportunities as they 
surface, giving the organisation the ability to make the right 
decisions, at the right place and at the right time. Conversely, 
organisations that fail to embrace modern risk management will 
likely be overwhelmed as the pace of change accelerates further.

“Frontline people have always  
been relevant in early detection of 

risks and opportunities. Actively 
engaging them now, in a world more 

digital and less co-located, has  
never been more important”

More management, new risks
The profile of risk management, compliance policies, assurance 
practices and codes of conduct expanded after the 2008 
credit crisis, but to what end? Did they prevent the devastating 
explosion at the port of Beirut, the grounding of the bulk carrier 
Wakashio, or Boeing’s problems with the 737 Max?

Were there people in Boeing and the Federal Aviation Authority 
who knew about the potentially fatal problems with the 737 Max 
before 346 people died in two crashes? Of course, somebody 
knew. They probably even declared the risk, but crucially, did the 
organisations hear, listen and act?

Leaders who seek breakthrough results must embrace 
the uncomfortable truth: most risks and opportunities their 
organisation will register in the coming year are already known 
by somebody in their organisation today. Knowing these in their 

earliest stages gives leaders a head start in response strategies. 
As William Gibson wrote: “The future is already here, it’s just not 
evenly distributed yet”.

Being a company with a risk culture does not mean avoiding risk. 
Instead, it means taking more risks and grasping more opportunities. 
The difference is that this is done faster and with more profound 
insights into the uncertainty. There are higher levels of control 
and one is to be ahead of market trends and competition. These 
companies do not need to predict the future; they are creating it.

So how do you ensure that risks and opportunities are seen 
by the right people in the organisation so that teams can act 
at the right moment with skill and confidence? Do so and you 
can extend the boundaries of what is possible in your response 
strategies. That is how an organisation builds resilience and 
remains relevant in the decade ahead.

Understanding the challenges 
Creating such a risk culture is a group exercise and takes a two 
to three-year transformation. In our experience, companies 
wrestle with multiple challenges, of which we can highlight two. 
First is the ability to marry early risk signals with the power to 
act. Second is the implementation of the risk culture across all 
levels of the organisation.

Capturing early signals is a simple concept but not an easy 
exercise and it only represents the starting point. It needs the 
engagement of all frontline workers, making them all risk-
managers, as they are the eyes and ears in the place where most 
risks and opportunities are born. 

Unlike risk managers who often work from headquarters – or 
nowadays from home – with reduced ability to travel to the field, 
the volume of daily encounters with risk and opportunity is high. 
In traditional risk-management practices, risk and opportunity 
insights only reach the risk registers when they have matured 
– and when the response options have decreased and the
response cost increased.

Building a risk culture across an organisation requires 
companies to capture early signals, including response strategies 
across all organisational levels. They will have implemented 
ways of working to connect these insights with the resources, 
expertise and power to act. This increases the ROI of their 
response strategies and maximises the value of uncertainty.

A risk management culture is not about managing risks: it is 
about people learning how to make better decisions. Attempting 
this without the proper tools and interventions is a formidable 
challenge. Doing it the right way means taking evolutionary 
steps to get to revolutionary goals.

Crowdsourcing risks and opportunities gives all employees the 
chance to speak up about the risks and opportunities they see as 
soon as they emerge, using a tool to share their observations 
through a simple declaration form. This should stimulate the 
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sharing of uncertainties, potential issues or known anomalies, 
and when cascaded out to subcontractors, suppliers and 
customers, the tool’s potential impact is multiplied. 

Such an approach makes organisation-wide sharing easy. 
Uncertainties can be logged in less than two minutes empowering 
all frontline colleagues to contribute. Simple workflows enable 
the integration into business strategy, operations and compliance 
processes to drive learning and risk-informed decision making. It 
acts as a 24/7 radar capturing every risk and opportunity relevant 
to a company’s business goals.

“A risk management culture is not 
about managing risks: it is about 

people learning how to make better 
decisions. Doing it the right way 

means taking evolutionary steps to 
get to revolutionary goals” 

Short-term wins/long-term interventions
Risk management means setting out on a journey that looks 
into compliance and risk registers as tactical supportive risk 
infrastructures. It encompasses behaviours and engagement, 
learning and continuous improvement and decision making 
that act as the critical elements of risk culture. Such a journey 
substitutes quick wins for more long-term, impactful interventions.

Implementation means that all parties must embrace 
the fact the company will, for example, change the way risk 

committees function and that risk managers take their seats at 
the executive board table. It means modifying people-related 
processes, such as training, remuneration and accountability. 
It means that project managers and business leaders are held 
accountable for the risk and opportunity detection and follow 
up in their respective areas. 

Doing this profoundly and visibly will have an immediate 
impact on the culture. To operationalise a risk culture, 
leaders must translate this into process changes around the 
organisation and deliberately intervene where it will make a 
difference to signal the right behaviour.

Failure to detect risk and to respond in a timely way will lead 
to trouble. Right now, we see companies tackle risk culture just 
as they do other business challenges. Yet how we perform risk 
management is not written in the stars, it is not a cosmological 
constant. We need to empower and support organisations in 
their transformation of risk and opportunity management, 
perhaps even making the impossible possible. MRI
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