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My colleagues and I have spent so much of our time over the past years working with 
organisations that are trying to improve the success of their projects, and who know 
that proactive management of risk is important, but somehow can’t get it right. 
 
They’ve typically invested lots of money in processes, procedures and tools and they 
try to be as rational as possible in the way they plan to deal with potential future 
events, usually called risks! 
 
But is it reasonable to expect to be rational about predicting the future? 
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There is a wealth of evidence from risk psychologists and from behavioural 
economists that human beings are ‘predictably irrational’ when making decisions 
about possible future events. 
 
My work in this area, with David Hillson, has been to build on our sound practical 
knowledge and experience of risk management in organisations by synthesizing work 
from risk psychology and from leadership into an approach that helps us learn to: 
 
Understand, and then to  
 
Manage 
 
What we have called Risk Attitude. 
 

 

Figure 1.5: Risk Attitude as a CSF for effective risk management
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Let’s try to explore what risk attitude means and the sorts of things that might 
influence it. 
 

 
 
What is your decision? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What influenced your decision? 

Never Not sure
 Don’t think 

I will
I’ll give it 

a go
Definitely
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If you’ve got three ‘pipe-cleaners’ (bendy, velour strands) in front of you now it will 
help to understand this next part. 
 
What are the influences on perception of risk and therefore on risk attitude? 
 
Our model is called ‘The Triple Strand’ and this picture sums it up, although the 
reality of how the triple strands together influence our perception of what is risky 
and therefore our risk attitude in that situation is complex. 
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So what is risk attitude?  Well our published definition is shown here. 

 
 

Risk
the combination of the 

probability of an event and its
consequences.  Some risks

constitute opportunities for 
benefit (upsides) or threats to 

success (downsides)

Attitude
a complex mental view or
disposition to a situation; 
influenced by beliefs, feelings 
and values that drive behaviour. 
Attitudes are chosen responses
to situations but are often 
habitual choices.

Chosen response to uncertainty that matters, driven by perception

(ref: Hillson and Murray-Webster, Understanding and Managing Risk Attitde, 2nd edition 2007)
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Labels for risk attitudes are often used to describe people, teams, organisations, 
even nations! 
 
These are often misunderstood, so less useful than they might otherwise be. 
 

 

(short-term) (long-term)

Risk averse?

Risk seeking?

Risk Tolerant?

Risk Neutral?

Degree

Of

Comfort

With

Perceived

Risk

Degree

Of

Discomfort

With

Perceived

Risk
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Is all lost?  What can be done to manage risk attitude, to prevent inappropriate 
choices being made in risky and important situations? 
 
David Hillson and I have focused on the use of applied emotional literacy to 
understand and manage risk attitude.  What do I mean by that?  Well we have a 
model that we call the Six A’s framework that we use to explain it. 
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Figure 6.3 from Murray-Webster and Hillson 2008

Managing Group Risk Attitude
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Finally, you might be interested to read a short excerpt from our latest book on the 
subject of risk attitude. 
 
We hope you are inspired to learn more about this fascinating and important 
subject. 
 
 

Excerpt from ‘Managing Group Risk Attitude’ written by Ruth Murray-Webster and 
David Hillson and published by Gower in 2007 
ISBN: 978-0-566-08787-5 
 
By defining risk simply as ‘uncertainty that matters’, it is clear that knowing how to take 
appropriate risks in any particular situation requires an understanding of two things: the 
sources and nature of uncertainty, and the degree to which something matters.  It is 
also clear that different things matter to different people to a different extent in 
different circumstances.  As a result, a risk perceived by one person or group as 
requiring urgent attention may be perceived by others as ‘normal’ and not worthy of 
time.  As depicted in the figure below, the perception of risk is not an absolute, either 
present or absent but is situational and highly dependent on a number of contextual 
factors.  It is this situational aspect of risk that makes the subject of decision-making in 
uncertain situations both fascinating and important. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Taking appropriate risks requires an underlying understanding of the nature of the 
challenge.  On the one hand, managing risk can be seen as a rational and logical process 
requiring a grasp of factual, historical evidence combined with mathematical 
assessments of the likelihood of the uncertain event occurring.  It is however equally 
true that managing risk involves the deepest workings of the human brain, as the 
decisions people make are influenced by a complex interplay of conscious and 
subconscious factors.  This is why one essential component of appropriate risk-taking is 
an understanding of risk attitude as it applies to individuals and to decision-making 
groups. 
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