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Challenges of thinking about Risk

• Complexity

• Uncertainty

• Ambiguity
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Critical Questions about disruptive events

What could happen?

How might [they] happen?

How might impacts be mitigated?
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Andrew Stirling, A. (1999) On Science and Precaution, in the Management of Technological Risk, European Commission - JRC Institute Prospective Technological Studies Seville, European 

Commission Joint Research Centre, EUR 19056 EN.

Challenge:  Options for when data or explanatory frameworks don’t help
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Seven practical application areas for Risk .. 

Renn, O. (1993) “Concepts of Risk: A Classification,” in Krimsky, S. & Golding, D. (ed.), Social theories of risk, Praeger, Westport CT.



Challenge: What should we be worried about?  

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/ll-hzrds-ssssmnt/ll-hzrds-ssssmnt-eng.pdf
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https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/ll-hzrds-ssssmnt/ll-hzrds-ssssmnt-eng.pdf


So what might a Risk Mgt Strategy enable Australia to do?

Mintzberg* suggested in 1994 that strategic thinking is more about synthesis -
connecting the dots - than analysis - finding the dots. 

… strategy as a pattern in a stream of decisions  .. with ..  plans developed for the 
future  .. linked with .. evolved patterns out of the past
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What could happen? 
- Has it happened before?   Under what conditions could [it] happen again?

How might [they] happen? 
- Do direct or in-direct causal conditions exist that increase a likelihood soon or in the future?

How might impacts be mitigated?  
- Are the skills required for intervention understood?  
- Are the required capability & capacities known (know-able) & accessible?

Revisiting an earlier idea …

Derived from Mintzberg, H. (1994) The Fall and Rise of Strategic Planning Harvard Business Review.
//hbr.org/1994/01/the-fall-and-rise-of-strategic-planning



Cascading & Cumulative Impacts
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What can be learned from International practices ?
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An International Snap-shot of national-level practice  
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Barnes, P.  & Ungerer, C. (2009) A comparative assessment of risk-based methods used in national security planning. Commissioned Report, Australian Strategic Policy Institute. 
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(National) Risk Management Practice

An overall goal of effective and enhanced risk assessment - as part of a National 
approach - is arguably to strengthen capability to make timely and appropriate 
decisions under variable degrees of uncertainty.

Additional value: 

• To contextualise futures thinking and coordinated choices at whole-of-economy level

• To inform decisions on where we invest in preparation, planning and mitigation 
against future disruptions

• To create contestable policy options across threat landscapes (agricultural security,  
border security, counter-terrorism, food security, energy, climate change etc.
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From To

Threat-specific Multi-Hazard Scenarios: linked to (Tasks & Capabilities)

Limited Scale Multi-scale (Town-City-Region-State-Nation) (Joined up thinking)

Adhoc Assessment Systematic Impact Assessment (Vulnerabilities)

Responsibilities Functional Requirements (Continuity & Recovery) 

Re-action Pro-action (Anticipation of near & future impacts & collaboration)

Fit-for-Purpose Flexibility (Thought & action)

We need to change our thinking to appreciate:  
complexity, ambiguity & the potential for sudden change
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