
Risk Leadership: Inspiring Teams 
to Embrace and Manage Risk



Session Overview

What is Risk?
We will explore the concepts 
of risk, uncertainty, and the 
relationship between risk 
management and mission 
success.

How to Unpack 
Troubling Risks
We will review two practical 
tools and one technique for 
‘unpacking’ or ‘unmasking’ 
any risk: including actions 
and events that “happen” 
and decisions you make 
with uncertain outcomes. 

An Action-Oriented 
Approach to 
Managing Risk

We will explore how to be 
action-focused and avoid 
some of the common 
pitfalls in traditional risk 
management.

Closing Thoughts 
and Takeaways
We will wrap up with food 
for thought as you reflect 
on your approach to risk 
management in 2022 and 
beyond!



What is risk?
Many adults think:
• Lawyers, liability, losses, 

harm...

A four-year old’s 
‘take’ on risk



What is risk?
§ A future action, 

event or decision
with the potential to 
significantly impact 
your agency’s top 
goals or objectives.



What is risk?
§ A future action, event 

or decision with the 
potential to 
significantly impact—
(positively, 
negatively, or both!) 
— your agency’s top 
goals or objectives.



§ Risk Appetite is personal.
§ Lack of control = discomfort.

§ Our brains need to be trained to be 
comfortable with uncertainty, 
ambiguity and change. 

- Tania Luna, Surprise Industries

Who’s Reluctant + Risk Averse? 
Why?



Uncertainty
“...we’ll do almost anything to avoid... a fundamental, 

inextricable, and inescapable aspect of growth: uncertainty. 

Remember, in life, we don’t grow things. We have to let things 

grow. There’s just no getting around it. Growth and uncertainty 

come as a package deal.” 
- Matthew Barzun, The Power of Giving Away Power



“Uncertainty is potential 

energy like heat from the sun. 

Uncertainty is what makes the 

whole system work—we don’t 

know what new branching will 

happen and which branches 

will grow, and which will 

wither, and which will connect 

with other branches.” 

Matthew Barzun
The Power of Giving Away Power



What is Risk 
Management?

A discipline for dealing with 
uncertainty.



HEADLINE GOES HERERisk Management + 
Mission Success

§ Taking and embracing risks is fundamental to providing housing, healthcare and 
community-based services for Arizona's seniors.

§ Understanding the risks you face should inspire confidence in your mission (not risk 
aversion).

§ Every member of your agency’s team encounters risk; it’s virtually impossible to manage 
risk on their behalf 100% of the time.

§ A better approach is to equip your team with the knowledge and tools they need to 
understand and address the risks they are certain to face. 



How to Unpack Troubling Risks
and why!

§ We hastily jump from “this could happen” to “let’s adopt a new 
policy to prevent it”

§ There’s more to risk than meets the eye: 
“...multiple overlapping and partially contradictory descriptions 
of the same act are always possible, and even necessary, to 
approximate the complexity of reality.” 
– Sydney Dekker, “Criminalization of Medical Error: Who Draws the Line?” 



SOURCE: www.satarla.com

Try the Risk Bow Tie Exercise



Risk Event

Describe the risk 
in as much detail 

as possible.

(Note: risks are future
actions, events, or 

decisions!)

Underlying Conditions

These conditions cause 
risk events to occur. 
They could also 
influence the timing, 
likelihood, or magnitude 
of the risk event.

Consider internal, 
external, and worsening 
trends and conditions 
that could influence this 
risk event.

Proactive Strategies

These strategies are 
put in place to reduce 
the likelihood that a 
downside risk will 
occur. 

If the risk is understood 
as a largely positive 
event, action or 
decision, proactive 
strategies should be 
things that will bolster 
success, increasing the 
likelihood of positive 
outcomes. 

Reactive Strategies

These strategies are put 
in place to reduce the 
magnitude or severity of 
a risk after it occurs –
reducing negative 
fallout if possible.

In the case of positive 
effects, these reactive 
strategies would bolster 
the risk’s effects further. 
These strategies may 
also be designed to 
change the trajectory of 
a negative risk into one 
that helps support the 
mission or strategic 
initiatives.

Consequences

It is important to 
consider both 
categories of 
consequences for risks

UPSIDES

These outcomes are 
positive – the ‘silver 
linings’ of a risk event.

DOWNSIDES

These outcomes are 
negative – the harmful 
results of a risk event.

Step 
1

Step 
2

Step 
3

Step 
4

Step 
5



Risk Event

Misinformation about 
the organization’s 

work is spread 
through social media 

by an employee

Underlying Conditions
• Desire of staff to garner public 

support and ‘spread the word’ about 
new organizational initiatives

• Lack of social media policies or poor 
communication of policy 
expectations

• Lack of social media training or 
ineffective training of staff

• Failure to limit use of official social 
media accounts to trained staff 
members

• Failure to monitor social media and 
address issues in a timely manner

Proactive Controls

• Adoption and dissemination of an official 
Social Media Use Policy

• Basic social media training is provided to 
all staff members

• Communications team vets possible 
authorized staff users of official social 
media accounts

• Advanced social media training is provided 
regularly to authorized users of official 
social media accounts

• Communications team invites other staff 
to participate in social media ‘takeovers’ 
after completing advanced training

• Communications team conducts daily or 
regular monitoring of social media 
accounts and hashtags related to the 
organization

• Communications team and other 
authorized users post official information 
on official social media accounts X times 
per day/week

Reactive Controls
• Organizational leaders review Social 

Media Use Policy regularly and update 
as needed

• Communications team  regularly 
reviews and revamps social media 
training programs

• Communications team conducts regular 
assessments and provides feedback to 
authorized users of official social media 
accounts 

• Communications team conducts 
debriefings with all other staff who 
participate in social media takeovers

• Communications team consistently 
utilizes social media response protocols; 
protocols are reviewed and updated 
regularly

• Specific social media users (employees, 
volunteers, and members of the 
general public who communicate with 
the organization), are contacted 
directly by the Communications team 
to address inappropriate  posts.

Consequences
UPSIDE

• Communications team provides 
opportunities for staff to promote their 
programs and interact with the public

• Staff members bring innovative ideas to 
social media campaigns

• Staff teams proactively handle social media 
complains, and effectively use social media 
to maintain transparency and inspire 
stakeholder confidence during crisis events

• Organization garners public support and 
additional funding via social media 
campaigns

DOWNSIDE

• Staff teams are unable to monitor/control 
social media comments, resulting in 
increased reputational damage in the wake 
of a crisis

• Staff find social media controls overly 
restrictive; staff choose not to follow 
protocol or simply do not use social media 
to their advantage



Your turn!
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Risk Event

Underlying 
Conditions

Proactive Controls Reactive Controls Consequences
UPSIDE

DOWNSIDE

Choose one:
- HARM: Allegation of 

wrongdoing and 
negligence by the family 
of a resident (or patient)

- COMPETITION: 
Emergence of a new 
agency with a modern 
approach to our mission

- ESCALATING TURNOVER: 
record departures, 
inability to fill open 
positions



Try the “Time Machine”









Unmask 
Risks with 
Question 
Prompts



Why is this technique 
helpful?
• Presumes no one has the definitive answer; we’ll get 

there together!

• Recognizes that risk management is about having 
TIMELY, CANDID conversations (versus adopting a 
certain policy, following rules, etc.)

• You can use this approach at all levels in your agency:
• Program teams
• Infrastructure teams (finance, IT, facilities, HR, etc.)
• Board Committees and the full Board



Structure-related 
question prompts• How does our structure (how we are 

organized) constrain our ability to 
grow and compete?

• How does our structure inhibit or 
impede bold risk-taking and 
innovation?



Our environment and 
experiences• What changes in our environment or circumstances (beyond our 

control) make us most uncomfortable?

• What are the most compelling lessons we have learned from coping 
through the pandemic? What changes must we embrace to leverage 
those lessons?

• What events or circumstances have caught us by complete surprise? 
What threats have we denied until it was too late?



Programs and 
services 
• What practices or programs are we hanging on 

to, despite their irrelevance, diminishing value, 
or declining participation?

• What bold moves or changes invoke fear in our 
team?

• What significant changes in who we are or how 
we operate have been proposed and 
discounted?



Workplace culture 
and values
• In what ways do our actions fall 

short of our professed values?

• Is the actual experience of team 
members who work—and 
worship!—here markedly different 
from how we describe the 
experience?



Facilities
• How do our facilities provide a safe, 

welcoming environment?

• What aspects of our facilities cause 
worry or concern?

• Do perceptions of safety match or 
diverge from reality?

• If improving our facilities were a top 
priority, what 3 things would we do 
immediately? What 3 things would 
we do over the next few years?



“The words no board or investor ever 
wants to hear about an organization’s 
leaders are “they ignored the warning 
signs” or “they missed the boat.” Boards 
don’t expect prescience, but they do 
rightly rely on the leadership team to see 
and act on early warning signs of trouble 
or opportunity.”

• See Sooner, Act Faster: How Vigilant Leaders Thrive in 
an Era of Digital Turbulence, by George S. Day and 
Paul J. H. Schoemaker

What does your board expect? 



An Action-Oriented Approach

§ A spreadsheet with risks is not 
Risk Management!



To pay attention to everything is equivalent to paying attention to nothing. As 

Nobel Laureate Herbert Simon writes in 1971, “A wealth of information creates a 

poverty of attention. More information is not always a good thing if it leads to 

blinkered thinking and analysis paralysis.” – See Sooner, Act Faster



• What actions do we propose?
• What decisions must be 

made?
• At what cost? (acting, not 

acting)
• Whose perspective is missing?
• What do we need to 

know/understand before 
proceeding?

Create a Risk Action Plan!



Closing Thoughts + Takeaways



“... It’s critical therefore, that, as ideas 

take their first steps in the real world, 

they’re made to feel welcome. Most 

of the world’s greatest ideas were first 

very fragile thoughts.” 

– John Hunt, The Art of the Idea

Offer safe passage for fresh 
ideas



Be Future Focused
“The Courage to Lead is a willingness to 
take risks for the good of an unknown 
future. And the risks are real. For it is 
much easier to tinker with the month, 
the quarter or the year, but to make 
decisions with an eye to the distant 
future is much more difficult.”

• Simon Sinek, The Infinite Game
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“Adults are more likely to act their way into a new way of 
thinking than to think their way into a new way of acting.”

- Richard Pascale



Focus on solving, 
versus 
managing, 
problems
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• Do you ‘put up with’ 
problems—big and 
small—for much longer 
than you need to?

• TIP: Find the most 
annoying thing that can 
be solved in the least 
amount of time.
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Fillable PDF Worksheets from NRMC –

https://nonprofitrisk.org/resources/e-
news/ready-set-learn-get-ready-now-for-
whats-next/

Resources!

https://nonprofitrisk.org/resources/e-news/ready-set-learn-get-ready-now-for-whats-next/


Sign up for the RISK eNews! nonprofitrisk.orgResources!



• Melanie Lockwood Herman

• Executive Director

• Nonprofit Risk Management Center

• Melanie@nonprofitrisk.org

• 703-777-3504

Thank you!

mailto:Melanie@nonprofitrisk.org

