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PREFACE

WHY IS THIS BOOK NEEDED? WHO CARES, REALLY?
With such great depth and specificity within the academic risk assessment and
management literature, newcomers or those tasked with more generalist
approaches to assessing risk may be led to exclaim: Well, this isn’t relevant to
my field! In doing so, they inadvertently shield themselves from a wealth of
excellent breakthroughs, approaches and lessons from related areas to their
own. This book therefore aims to embrace the lessons from specific fields of
risk assessment and management and present these in a ‘generalist’ fashion, to
aid cross-sector learning. It supports experienced and inexperienced risk
professionals to achieve a breadth of knowledge based on existing and
transferrable approaches across the public sector risk field.

This preface sets the scene for the rest of the book, detailing why there is a
need for a book which focuses on risk, risk assessment and management across
the broad spectrum of the public sector. This book will discuss some of the
current theoretical issues, such as lack of definitions, the challenges and ben-
efits of interprofessional practice, siloed working and even a lack of knowledge
in some of the public sector–related research disciplines. We propose that only
through bringing forward some of the shared risk definitions and risk
assessment and management practices that are relevant across the public sector
can the field and practice develop and improve together. Implications of poor
risk practice will be discussed in later chapters, and examples of the benefits of
good risk practice will be emphasised throughout the book, with case study
examples helping to bring the theoretical discussion into real practice focus.

Risk assessment and risk management are core tasks across the public
sector to improve processes and outcomes. There is, however, little clarity over
what these terms actually mean across public sector professions both
conceptually and practically. There is also a growing need in the public sector
for interprofessional, collaborative working practice. There is a concurrent
expectation that risk assessment and risk management be carried out across
the sector to the highest standard. However, with the current lack of cohesive
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practice and processes in risk assessment and risk management across public
sector professions, interprofessional, co-creative risk practice is impeded. In
many cases, profession-specific risk practice is not problematic and may indeed
be appropriate. In other cases, where there is a shared goal or focus across
professions, such as working with a particular client group or on the same
problem, this fragmentation may lead to poorer outcomes for the professions
involved or for the people with whom they are working; this then becomes a
barrier to best practice.

There are a number of reasons for fragmentation in practice, including poor
operational definitions of risk across professional practice and within current
academic publications, thereby impacting on the implementation of risk
assessment and risk management in practice. This book will address these
issues through providing a high-level, theory-informed discussion on the
conceptualisations of risk, risk assessment and risk management across the
public sector. Guidance on how to work interprofessionally to overcome these
barriers will be presented using a combination of theoretically underpinned
techniques and exemplars from practice.

This book is essential in drawing together the current theoretical under-
pinnings of risk, risk assessment and risk management relevant to the public
sector. This book is written with a key ambition of appealing broadly across
the public sector rather than being siloed within a specific professional
grouping or theoretical paradigm. We made this decision very consciously,
being interdisciplinary researchers, teaching on interdisciplinary courses and
simply having had no such broad, general text which fits across the different
public sector professions in this area to learn from ourselves. We really hope
that risk professionals, both experienced and inexperienced, will find this book
useful in developing and broadening their understandings of risk assessment
and management both for use in their own practice and in understanding it
more broadly when working across disciplines.

There has also been a proliferation of risk assessment and risk management
discourse in the academic literature, which is unfortunately often presented
with weak or no definitions. This then becomes translated or adapted – again,
with weak or no understandings of the implications of the theoretical
groundings – to interprofessional practice. Despite ubiquitous agreement that
risk assessment and risk management are essential core aspects of public sector
working, there continues to be poor understanding of the underpinning con-
ceptualisations of risk across different public sector professions. This leads to
wide variation in the process and utility of risk assessment and management
and to miscommunications of risk across professions. This is further perpet-
uated through the lack of consensus, or even lack of operational definitions, of
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risk assessment and management across associated academic fields, creating
further lack of clarity. These, in consort, lead to barriers in interprofessional
practice and co-creation of value across the public sector. To facilitate inter-
professional working, public sector risk assessment and management practice
must develop. There must be clearer understanding of what risk assessment
and management is, how and under which circumstances these might be
unified across the sector and how deviations across professions are needed. We
will explore these issues from a theoretical perspective and will bring together
the conceptualisations of risk assessment and management relevant to public
sector working, discussing applied examples of how interprofessional risk
assessment and management practice can be facilitated and achieved. The
theory and applied foci will help to break those academic- and practice-led
barriers which currently restrict co-creation across the fields and the sector.

The current book therefore very consciously brings theory back into focus
in the risk assessment and management discourse and practice in the public
sector field, which we believe is sorely needed. The topics covered in this book
include: theoretical underpinnings and operational definitions of what risk is
within public sector practice; underpinning approaches to risk assessment and
risk management; how these impact decision making; risk communication;
and interprofessional working and collaborative risk practice.

The three key learnings that we hope that the reader gains from this book
are as follows:

(1) Rather than focusing wholly on practice and ‘how to’, there will be
broader appreciation and understanding of the key concepts and theories
underpinning risk assessment and management across the public sector.

(2) Developing an understanding of those key approaches to risk assessment
and management in a generalist way, to appreciate the complexities and
shared approaches that are possible across public sector professions,
rather than focusing on highly specialised ‘siloed’ approaches which are
limited to a very small section of the public sector field.

(3) Really focusing on the co-creative and interprofessional public sector risk
assessment and management as something that is achievable and mean-
ingful, rather than something that is a hassle or too challenging to
attempt.

Overall, however, we ultimately hope that the person who has previously
professed that generalist approaches to risk assessment and management isn’t
relevant to me! will see that yes! It can be! We hope that we can bring people
with us in appreciating and becoming passionate about embracing generalist
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risk assessment and management approaches and using these to work
together, across professions, to improve outcomes for professions, for people
and for society. We fully know that specialist risk assessment and management
approaches are also essential in some situations, but we believe – and hope
that you will also believe by the end of this book – that generalist approaches
with shared definitions and transferrable processes are just as essential within
public sector risk working.
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ABSTRACT

Risk assessment and risk management are essential across the public
sector to improve processes and outcomes. However, there is little clarity
over what this actually means. This lack of understanding leads to a wide
variation in risk assessment and management practice and to mis-
communications of risk across professions, creating further barriers to
interprofessional practice and co-creation of value across the public
sector. Despite these challenges, there is a concurrent expectation that
risk assessment and risk management be carried out across the sector to
the highest standard, developing high-quality interprofessional working
in the field with more aligned public sector risk assessment and man-
agement practice.

Conceptualising Risk Assessment and Management across the Public
Sector explores concepts and applications of risk across the public sector
to aid risk professionals in establishing a clearer understanding of what
risk assessment and management is, how they might be unified across the
sector and how and where deviations across professions are needed. This
book addresses these issues through providing a theory-informed dis-
cussion on the conceptualisations of risk, risk assessment and risk man-
agement across the public sector, and through identifying where shared
values and where differences exist across professions. Guidance on
interprofessional risk practice and risk communication to overcome
barriers is offered using a combination of theoretically underpinned
approaches and exemplars from practice, presented to have broad
applicability across the public sector rather than being siloed within a
specific professional grouping or theoretical paradigm.
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1

WHAT IS RISK?

The pursuit of effective risk assessment and management practice and process
is an enduring feature of public, private and academic sector working. There
have been hundreds, if not thousands, of academic and practice-based texts
written on the topic, and some readers will be very well versed and knowl-
edgeable on ‘the basics’. However, with any text on risk assessment and risk
management it is essential to first discuss and describe these ‘basics’ – i.e. the
things that everybody seems to know but which are often poorly defined, but
which are also fundamental to our knowledge and our shared understandings
of risk assessment and management. For the reader who is less experienced in
the field, this focus on the basics is possibly more important as it provides the
foundational knowledge needed to understand and build up to more complex
constructs later in the book. For the experienced risk professional, this chapter
may serve to clarify and re-learn or re-focus back to these basics.

This chapter will therefore focus on ‘what is risk?’ Risk is a term which is so
fundamental and integrated into risk assessment and management that is often
taken for granted. Surely everyone knows what risk is? Well, yes, most people
will have a strong idea of and a personally developed definition of risk.
However, a key purpose of this book is to bring together academic and
practice knowledge from fields across the breadth of the public sector to
develop some shared understandings of key constructs and processes which
can be applied across and within different fields and areas of practice. To
achieve this, the current chapter will first explore definitions of risk across
academia and practice foci and how these have developed over time. It will go
on to discuss the underpinnings of risk as used in the public sector, particular
facets of risk, and the intersection of risk taking and avoidance at the
organisational and the individual levels.
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DEFINITIONS OF RISK

Past and Current Def in i t ions of Risk f rom Academia

There are a wealth of academic texts on risk, both general texts and others
which specifically focus on the public sector. While this attention to the
construct is excellent and is, on the whole, useful, it can also be very daunting
and confusing to both novice and experienced risk professionals when trying
to specifically define what they mean by risk, and what this means when
assessing and managing risk. Within this section we will explore some of the
general definitions and field-specific definitions of risk used within the aca-
demic fields tied to the public sector. Later in the chapter we will move into a
deeper discussion around the epistemology of risk within our context of public
sector risk assessment and management.

To get started, let’s consider some very basic dictionary-definitions of risk.
The Oxford Dictionary’s (2020) primary definition of risk highlights risk as
something with inherently negative undertones: ‘A situation involving exposure
to danger’. So too do the definitions within the Collins (2020) (‘the possibility of
incurring misfortune or loss; hazard’), Cambridge (2020) (‘the possibility of
something bad happening’), and Merriam-Webster (2020) (‘someone or some-
thing that creates or suggests a hazard’) dictionaries. These definitions all clearly
outline the negative consequence of risk, with hazards, misfortune and danger
being central facets of risk as a construct. This then implies that risk is some-
thing bad; something undesirable and to be avoided. However, when we
consider everyday living and working, risk is an inevitability and not all risks
taken lead to negative consequence. With the term ‘risk’ itself having this
apparently negative connotation, then, what does this mean for its con-
ceptualisation and operationalisation within public sector research and aca-
demic discussion?

Indeed, when reviewing the academic risk literature, it is clear that this is
not a new observation. In an editorial published in 2011 – almost 10 years
prior to the writing of this book – Professors Stephen Osborne and Louise
Brown highlighted that, within the public service context, risk is considered as
a negative which ought to be minimised or avoided entirely and made the
argument that this conceptualisation is in direct detriment to innovation.
These authors, and others (e.g. Borins, 2001; Singh, 1986), argued that risk is
central to successful innovation and this focus on risk as a negative and the
desire to avoid and minimise risk may, in some cases, be misplaced. Instead,
Osborne and Brown argue, risk ought to be embraced and negotiated within
the risk management and governance process rather than be automatically
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minimised and avoided. These authors further argue that the existing risk and
risk management literature within the public services is ‘small, if unsatisfac-
tory’ (Osborne & Brown, 2011, p. 4), with a key issue arising from the
adoption of definitions from other fields, such as economics, health and psy-
chology. These fields often maintain the negative undercurrent within their
definitions of risk, with a further focus on objective, observable, and/or
measurable elements of risk. For example, Professor Thomas Litwack and
colleagues conceptualised risk within forensic assessments for risk of violence
as encompassing: ‘the nature, severity, imminence, and frequency or duration
of harm – as well as its likelihood’ (Litwack, Zapf, Groscup, & Hart, 2006,
p. 493). Similarly, but possibly more simply, in her book The Psychology of
Risk, Professor Dame Glynis Breakwell conceptualised risk as: ‘the probability
of a particular adverse event occurring during a stated period of time… the
likelihood of some specific negative event’ (2007, p. 2).

From just these broad definitions, it is clear that there are some unifying
features that we can pull together around ‘what is risk?’ within the public
sector academic literature: (1) risk is often couched in negative terms within
broad definitions; (2) the utilisation of risk and risk taking in practice is not
acknowledged within conceptualisations; (3) risk is treated as something to be
avoided or minimised; and (4) risk is treated as something objective and
observable which can be measured. However, as discussed earlier, risk is not
necessarily a negative thing in public sector practice, nor in everyday life, and it
can lead to positive change and innovation when harnessed correctly.

Working effectively with risk is a critical and essential task within orga-
nisations to best achieve goals and objective (Ahmeti & Vladi, 2017), with
effective risk management more recently being discussed by Doctors Remzi
Ahmeti and Besarta Vladi as not being about risk elimination, but about the
balance of risk taking, mitigation or elimination. This more flexible
approach emphasises that risk does not need to be negative; it can be a
positive thing. We must therefore have and embrace risk to achieve progress.
These authors further discuss risk as something which is not possible to fully
define, with existent definitions only being applicable to their specific pur-
pose, organisation and/or context. With such ambiguity, and if we embrace
risk as a concept which has no single-faceted definition, in addition to the
overarching focus on mitigation and negative outcomes within most of the
public sector academic literature on the topic, how then can this be oper-
ationalised in practice? The next section will explore practice-based defini-
tions and how these do and don’t relate to the definitions that we have
discussed so far.

What Is Risk? 3



Operat ional Def in i t ions of Risk in Pract ice

As discussed, the public sector risk management academic literature is rather
crowded with definitions of risk emerging from directly related fields and
which are borrowed from other fields. This is both useful and daunting. Many
of these focus on risk as a negative thing which ought to be avoided or miti-
gated. While this is certainly one element of risk, is this the key feature of a
definition or focus that is most useful in practice? As was also discussed, there
is a need to embrace uncertainty and embrace risk, though this is not always
the central discussion within the academic literature. We must therefore also
consider carefully public sector focused and practice-based definitions of risk
to allow a rounded picture of what is most useful and most practicable in the
actual working environment.

Within practice, one of the key international, independent, non-governmental,
standard-setting organisations is the International Organization for Stan-
dardization. The ISO was established in 1946 and, at the time of writing this
book, has a membership of 165 national standards bodies. The ISO aims to
bring together expertise, share knowledge and develop consensus-based and
voluntary international standards which are relevant to real practice and
which support innovation. As discussed earlier, risk is central to innovation
and is a key component of public sector working. The ISO definition and
guidance on risk and risk management are therefore incredibly important
when considering approaches and application to practice. To attempt to unify
the principles behind risk management within the sector, the ISO 31000
(2018) was developed. The ISO 31000 is essentially a set of principles which
have been structured into a framework to facilitate risk management pro-
cesses, regardless of sector, speciality or size. This has been designed to flow
into and support effective corporate governance, and so may be considered as
more than a check-box type of exercise: if used properly, it can be used to
inform risk practice, risk management, and risk and corporate governance
decision making.

Returning to definitions, the conceptualisation of risk using the ISO 31000
as a guiding framework outlines that risk is the effect of uncertainty on
objectives. This effect can be positive or negative; it is simply a deviation from
the norm or the expected outcome. Within this conceptualisation, positive
effects resulting from the risk are viewed as an opportunity and negative effects
are considered as threats. Using this conceptualisation of risk, there is a bal-
ance to be had between removing or reducing risks (threats) and taking risks
(opportunities) to achieve growth or benefits. This mirrors Osborne and
Brown’s (2011) argument, discussed in the previous section, around risk being
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essential to innovation and answers their concern around the need for defi-
nitions of risk within the public sector to be less focused on negative outcomes
and measurement. Further, through linking this conceptualisation of risk to
the flexible ISO 31000 risk management principles and framework, it auto-
matically becomes operationalisable and meaningful to practice, in a way
which can be both individually tailored to local issues and foci while also
affording the opportunity to benchmark against other organisations. The
concern noted by Ahmeti and Vladi (2017) over the standardisation of risk
definitions within the public sector being essentially meaningless then also
becomes alleviated, as risk is conceptualised as something which is flexible and
dynamic, but which sits within a broad definition rather than as something
which has a single absolute definition.

Another important, practice-focused professional body which provides
internationally recognised training and qualifications in risk management, the
Institute for Risk Management (IRM), have adopted a definition of risk based
on the standards of the ISO/IEC Guide 73 (which have since been superseded
by the ISO Guide 73:2009), that is, the combination of the probability of an
event and its resulting consequences. Their publication, The Risk Management
Standard (2002) presents an arguably more simple and easy-to-apply guide to
risk, risk assessment and risk management than the ISO 31000, and is aimed
at business managers rather than risk professionals. As with the ISO 31000,
the IRM’s Risk Management Standard recognises that in all facets of risk
management, there is potential for expected and unexpected consequences
which may lead to benefit or threats to success.

There are many more public sector governance and standard setting
organisations which could be discussed, but the ISO and IRM guidance and
conceptualisation on risk within real risk management and governance prac-
tice are often the two which are cited and used within practice, or which are
adapted within other standards. It is clear that the definitions and con-
ceptualisations applied within the public sector practice guidelines and those
held within the academic sector are quite different. The increased flexibility
used within the practice in the conceptualisation of risk and application of this
within a framework approach to risk management and governance contrasts
starkly with the rigid operational definition approach applied in research.
Another key deviation is the academic focus on the negative elements of risk,
with the aim to reduce and remove risk, versus the embracing positive and
managing potential negative outcomes of risk seen within the practice focused
guidelines. These differences are important, as they suggest that the research
evidence emerging from the academic sector around risk may not be wholly
fitting with the realities of work-a-day practice and standards. This is not to
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say that one is ‘better’ than the other; instead, they serve different purposes
and functions. However, the usefulness of research to practice can only be
enhanced by future risk researchers more keenly aligning to actual practice-
based definitions, conceptualisations, and processes. Similarly, non-academic
risk professionals will benefit through recognising these deviations and
thinking critically about the implications of the differences and similarities to
their local area of work prior to applying lessons emerging from the research
evidence.

The reasons for the differences in approach in defining and con-
ceptualising risk across public sector academic research and practice are
complex and may be best explained by the epistemology of risk research
and practice. That is, how is knowledge created and understood? And why
does this matter in risk practice? The next section will explore this in
depth.

THE EPISTEMOLOGY OF RISK

We will start this section by defining epistemology. Following this, we will
consider the relevance of epistemology in defining and conceptualising risk in
public service discourse. We will also consider how epistemological assump-
tions underpin risk assessment and risk management across risk practice in the
public sector.

Epistemology refers to ‘the nature of knowledge, its possibility, scope
and general bias’ (Hamlyn, 1995, p. 242). It is an analysis of how we create
and justify knowledge (Dillon & Wals, 2006). It concerns the provision of a
‘philosophical grounding for deciding what kinds of knowledge are possible
and how we can ensure that they are both adequate and legitimate’
(Maynard, 1994, p. 10). In other words, from a risk assessment and man-
agement epistemological perspective, we should be asking two key ques-
tions: (1) What is risk? What knowledge counts as risk, and how is it
conceptualised and framed across the public sector? and (2) How does this
knowledge underpin risk assessment and risk management across the public
sector?

Some definitions of risk implicitly embrace a view that neither acknowl-
edges philosophical debates or disciplinary and/or departmental perspectives,
leading to confusion in their discourse on risk (Althaus, 2005). To ensure
logical and thorough assessment and management of risk, accuracy in defining
risk is imperative. This brings us to our first epistemological question on risk
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definition. To address this question, we will consider how risk is perceived and
applied across a few public sector departments and disciplines.

According to Professor Paul Thomson, who published key work on the
philosophical foundations of risk in 1986, risk may be defined as:

(1) Subjective: The psychological state of the person plagued with doubt,
uncertainty, or worry about an event’s outcome.

(2) Objective: The variance between actual losses and expected losses.

(3) Real: The combination of the probability of risk materialising in the real
world, with the negative impact if it materialises. A probability-impact
matrix may be used to define real risk.

(4) Observed: The measurement of real risk derived from a prototype of
the real world. This can be demonstrated using Monte Carlo simu-
lation for example, to automatically produce different potential real-
life scenarios.

(5) Perceived: The approximation of real risk by an unskilled member of the
public.

The risk definitions above capture two distinct epistemologies of risk: (1)
risk defined or conceptualised as an objective reality that exists in the ‘outside’
world (e.g. objective and observed risks); and (2) risk defined or con-
ceptualised based on value judgements or application of knowledge to
uncertainty. Professor Catherine Althaus develops these further in a paper
published in 2005 by integrating these risk epistemologies into perceptions of
risk, highlighting the forms in which knowledge is applied to enhance
understanding of the unknown. Worth noting is the intricate relationship
between risk and uncertainty. Uncertainty is transformed to a risk proposition
based on the specific, often disparate knowledge applied by different pro-
fessions and disciplines to contain its randomness.

Our second epistemological questions seek to understand how risk
knowledge and definitions influence risk perception and conceptualisation,
across different public sector disciplines. Based on the work of Professor
Althaus (2005), who outlined various disciplinary definitions of risk across
different contexts and forms of knowledge, we will consider examples
from philosophy, science and medicine, social sciences, sociology, logic
and mathematics, economics, psychology, law and theology. This work
will be used to inform the remaining structure of this section of the
chapter.
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Phi losophy and Risk

Philosophy offers three ways of considering risk. First, as an ontological
proposition, that is, what is the nature of risk, and how does it come into
being, if indeed it exits. Apart from a few ontological studies into the nature of
risk (see, e.g. Enang, 2019), there is still a dearth of research in this area.
Ontological questions of risk seek to address the source of risk, which is
necessary during the process of risk assessment and management. Axinn
(1966) and Kadvany (1997) argue that risk knowledge can assume the form of
theory and may also be applied in practice. This brings us to our second
philosophical consideration, which is risk as an epistemological proposition,
that is, what information counts as expert risk knowledge, and how should
this be applied in practice. This is the main thrust of this chapter, as the
following discussions show how the variance in risk definition and under-
standing impact risk attitudes, assessment and management across different
disciplines. Third, risk may be considered as a moral proposition, that is, from
the perspective of choice, duty, ethics, justice, utility, rights and virtue
(Douglas, 2003; Roth, 2010). The preceding narrative depicts a recursive
relationship between philosophy and risk (Hansson, 1996) where each
simultaneously informs and shapes the other.

Science, Medicine and Risk

From a science and medicine perspective, risk is conceptualised as objective
reality (Adams, 1995). In this scenario, calculations, principles and postulates
are applied to the unknown or calculations, principles and postulates enhance
understanding around the unknown. For instance, in the case of the 2020
global pandemic of the novel corona virus (SARS-CoV-2) calculating the ‘R’
rate or reproduction rate of the virus enhanced understanding about how fast
the virus was reproducing and the impact that would have on rates/scale/
speed/aggregation of infection. Harnessing risk knowledge in this way helped
public health departments and governments in the areas most affected by the
virus to put in appropriate corrective action to manage negative health and
economic consequences of COVID-19. According to recent research findings
disseminated in the World Economic Forum, over 70% of respondents in
Australia, Canada, Denmark, Germany, Netherlands, Italy, South Korea and
Sweden believed that their governments handled the COVID-19 pandemic
well. In contrast, over 50% of respondents in the United Kingdom and United
States believed that their governments handled the COVID-19 pandemic

8 Conceptualising Risk Assessment and Management across the Public Sector


	Cover
	CONCEPTUALISING RISK  ASSESSMENT AND MANAGEMENT ACROSS THEPUBLIC SECTOR
	CONCEPTUALISING RISK ASSESSMENT AND MANAGEMENT ACROSS THEPUBLIC SECTOR: From Theory to Practice
	Copyright
	CONTENTS
	LIST OF FIGURES AND TABLES
	LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
	ABOUT THE AUTHORS
	PREFACE
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	ABSTRACT
	1. What Is Risk?
	Definitions of Risk
	Past and Current Definitions of Risk from Academia
	Operational Definitions of Risk in Practice

	The Epistemology of Risk
	Philosophy and Risk
	Science, Medicine and Risk



