
Risk Isn’t Complicated. We Make It Look 

That Way. 
 

Why effective risk management is about understanding, 

not maths 

 

In many organisations, risk is made to seem technical and complicated. It comes with 

frameworks, matrices, probability scores, and numerous reports. Usually, the goal is to show 

rigour, control, and professionalism. However, consider the high-profile failure of a major 

transportation project, which resulted in millions in overruns and severe community 

disruption because risks were underestimated. Despite the advanced analytics, leaders still 

found themselves saying they "didn't realise it was that serious." This highlights that the 

problem often isn't a lack of effort or intelligence, but a lack of shared understanding. 

This raises an uncomfortable question: What will you, as a leader, do differently tomorrow to 

ensure risk management is truly effective? Instead of being caught off guard, challenge the 

status quo and commit to examining potential blind spots. By doing so, you can lead your 

organisation towards better preparedness and resilience. 

 

The myth of complexity 

Risk itself isn’t naturally complicated. What makes it seem complex is the way we often 

describe it. When we try to be precise and analytical, risk practices can unintentionally 

obscure real issues rather than clarify them. For instance, a study found that nearly 70% of 

organisations relying solely on risk matrices failed to predict critical project risks effectively. 

This reliance on scores can hinder genuine understanding. 

• abstract risk away from how work actually happens 

• replace understanding with scoring 

• confuse reassurance with control 

Often, risk reports look impressive but leave leaders unsure about what matters most and 

what steps to take next. 

Complexity is often seen as a sign of expertise, even when it makes things less clear. 

 

We already know how to manage risk 

Outside of work, people manage risk instinctively every day. We don’t calculate probabilities 

before driving in heavy rain. We don’t need dashboards to decide whether to back up 

important files. We don’t require heat maps to know when something feels unsafe. Consider 

for a moment a time when your instinct guided you better than any spreadsheet. By 

visualizing these personal experiences, leaders might realize the depth of innate risk 

management we apply in our daily lives. 

• We don’t require heat maps to know when something feels unsafe. 



Instead, we think in simple, human terms: 

• How could this go wrong? 

• What would happen if it did? 

• What can I do to reduce the chances or soften the impact? 

• And if it still happens, what will I do then? 

 

This is risk management in its simplest form. It is practical, fits the situation, and focuses on 

action. 

What we often see is a sharp contrast between how people think about risk in everyday life 

and how they are asked to engage with it at work. 

 

What risk actually needs to communicate 

At its core, good risk management only needs to answer four questions, and do so clearly, 

honestly, and in plain language. 

1. How could the risk occur? 

Not as a label, but as a story. 

What conditions, behaviours, dependencies, decisions, or failures could realistically lead to 

this risk materialising? 

Often, risks are described as outcomes like "schedule delay" or "cost overrun," but there is no 

shared understanding of how these outcomes could actually happen. For instance, consider a 

project manager who discovers too late that vendor costs have escalated due to unforeseen 

market changes, resulting in a "cost overrun" that was never anticipated. This lack of 

narrative clarity makes early detection almost impossible. 

2. What would the impact be? 

Not just on cost or schedule, but on: 

• people 

• safety 

• trust 

• reputation 

• future options 

Impact is about consequences, not just numbers. 

Often, impact is reduced to just a score, while the things leaders care about most are left 

unsaid. 

3. What can we do to reduce likelihood or impact? 

Controls and proactive actions only work if they: 

• reflect how work is actually done 

• One way to ensure this is by assigning specific roles to manage these controls. For 

example, appointing a Project Manager as the responsible party for testing the 



robustness of vendor agreements can turn accountability from an abstract concept into 

a tangible practice that produces results. are owned by real people 

• are visible, testable, and revisited 

Often, there are long lists of controls and actions that seem reassuring on paper but do little to 

influence daily decisions. 

4. What will we do if it still happens? 

This is the most important and also the most often overlooked question. 

Risk does not fail because something occurs. It fails because organisations are unprepared 

when it does. 

Often, there is a strong focus on prevention, but little attention is given to response, 

escalation, and making decisions under pressure. 

Resilience is not about eliminating risk. It is about recognizing problems early and 

responding well when plans meet reality. In fact, resilience can be a competitive advantage, 

allowing organisations to seize market share and bolster their reputations by demonstrating 

their ability to navigate uncertainties swiftly and effectively. 

 

When numbers get in the way 

Metrics, models, and analysis are useful. The problem comes when numbers take the place of 

real understanding. 

What we often see includes: 

• False precision is created by scoring systems. This can often misrepresent risks due to 

cognitive biases like anchoring, where the initial numbers set an unwarranted 

benchmark for decision-making. Similarly, availability bias can cause reliance on 

recently reported numbers rather than a comprehensive understanding of underlying 

risks. 

• averages that hide volatility and edge cases 

• assumptions that go unchallenged 

• reports that explain what the score is, but not why 

When risk becomes primarily mathematical, ownership drifts away from decision-makers and 

towards specialists. 

Risk turns into something that is only reported, not discussed. And what is not discussed is 

rarely acted on. 

 

Risk is a communication discipline 

Business risk is not mainly a technical problem. It is a communication problem. The goal is 

not just to show that analysis has been done, but to 

 

With increasing regulatory scrutiny and unexpected global supply-chain disruptions, the 

urgency of effective risk communication has never been greater. In today's interconnected 

world, understanding and addressing the external pressures that could dramatically impact 

business operations are vital. Specifying drivers such as these can spur immediate reader 

action: 



• surface uncertainty early 

• support judgment rather than replace it 

• enable timely, proportionate decisions 

• create shared awareness across disciplines 

Often, when risk is explained clearly, confidence grows, even if the risks are serious. 

 

From heat maps to human maps 

When risk is seen as a real story, based on people, systems, and decisions, it becomes useful 

again. 

It shifts: 

• from compliance to conversation 

• from reporting to readiness 

• from abstraction to accountability 

Instead of asking: “Is this risk scored correctly?” 

The better question becomes: “If this starts to go wrong, will we notice — and will we know 

what to do?” 

That question rarely fits neatly into a spreadsheet, but it is central to effective risk 

management. 

 

What this means in practice 

 

This is not a framework to simply "implement." Each organisation's risk landscape is shaped 

by its culture, incentives, history, and limits. The value comes from how these questions are 

explored, challenged, and acted on. Instead of overwhelming changes, organisations can start 

small and learn fast. By experimenting with small pilot projects, they can adapt and make 

incremental improvements. This approach fosters momentum and allows for adjustments 

based on real-world outcomes before committing to a full governance overhaul. 

At wyrd risk, our work focuses on: 

• helping teams articulate how risks really arise 

• turning complex risk landscapes into clear, usable narratives 

• identifying early signals before issues become crises 

• strengthening readiness and response, not just controls 

• supporting leaders to make better decisions under uncertainty 

Sometimes that looks like a short, focused sprint. 

Sometimes it means resetting governance or risk conversations that have drifted into noise. 

Often, it starts with a simple realisation: “We have plenty of risk information, but not enough 

shared understanding.” 

 

Risk management works best when it builds shared understanding, focuses on clear 

communication, supports readiness instead of just formality, and turns complex 

information into useful insights. When risk is discussed in simple, relatable terms, it leads to 



smarter, faster decisions and helps organisations handle the unexpected. Let’s work together 

to move from information overload to real, practical understanding. If you want to make your 

risk approach more effective, start the conversation with us today. 

 

 

 

 

 


	Risk Isn’t Complicated. We Make It Look That Way.
	Why effective risk management is about understanding, not maths
	The myth of complexity
	We already know how to manage risk
	What risk actually needs to communicate
	1. How could the risk occur?
	2. What would the impact be?
	3. What can we do to reduce likelihood or impact?
	4. What will we do if it still happens?
	When numbers get in the way

	Risk is a communication discipline
	From heat maps to human maps

	What this means in practice


