A Risk Management Implementation

By Gareth Byatt, Gary Hamilton, Jeff Hodgkinson and Phil Terrill
As program or project managers, we have our hands full with the day-to-day management of our initiatives,
and it is difficult enough to keep a lid on all the tactical actions that are taking place, let alone plan for the future. Nonetheless, we all know that planning is a key element to success. Most successful program or project
managers are effective because they simultaneously balance the immediate challenges and demands facing
them with future needs, opportunities and risk-avoidance.
In particular, they are able to do so because they identify and communicate these elements at the right levels
throughout the organization. How do successful program and project managers remain successful in their dayto-day work while spending only the minimum amount of effort directed towards long term ends?
The focus of this article is a specific risk management strategy which we believe is simple to implement and
can directly help to improve one’s ability to identify, manage, and effectively communicate risks.
What are “Risk” and “Risk Management”?
What are risk and risk management? According the PMBOK® Guide, Risk is an uncertain event that can be
either positive or negative. Additionally, risk management is, “… the systematic process of identifying, analyzing, and responding to project risk.” Risk management incorporates various processes. Models differ – one
example is Risk Planning, Identification, Qualitative Analysis, Quantitative Analysis, Response Planning, and
Monitoring and Controlling.
While risks are “uncertain” events that have not yet occurred, an Issue is an event that has already transpired.
A trigger is an indication that a risk is about to or has occurred, and is usually based on parameters that have
been “set off”. This brings us to the following diagram, which depicts Issues arising from Risks.
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Before we delve into the details of Risk Management implementation, we want to discuss a few aspects of
risk. First, by definition, projects are the creation of a unique entity; therefore, a certain amount of risk will
always be present. Secondly, one must acknowledge that risk is not bad and, as we have discussed in a previous article (RISK – the PM’s Best Friend), when managed effectively, risk control can yield positive outcomes
for the program or project manager and their program/project. While some consider “risk” to be intrinsically
negative, risk outcomes can be positive. Such positive risks, or opportunities, as they are commonly referred
to, are the events you seek to act upon to create a net positive impact on your project.
When our goal is the identification of project risks, it is helpful to categorize them; when does this risk arise
and where is likely to have impact? For instance, is the project risk sourced within technical, quality, schedule,
or resource aspects of the project? Balancing risk categories can help provide greater assurance that one is being effective when examining various areas of the project.
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A Specific Risk Management Implementation
For years, each of us have used and practiced a similar Risk Management implementation (process and tool)
which has proven to be quite simple, yet effective.
The specific implementation discussed here includes a tool and its associated processes. The tool or Risk Register (in our case a Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet) provides a mechanism for capturing project risks and issues,
yet also covers all of the PMBOK® Guide’s KPA processes, with the exception of Risk Planning. We suggest
Risk Planning can be covered within one’s Project Management Plan. The planning component within the
Risk Management plan can be relatively short (summarized within a couple of paragraphs) by referencing the
self-contained Risk Register, identifying the methods for updating the Risk tool, and communicating the Risks
and Issues from the Risk tool.
As stated previously, we choose to manage some project risks via a spreadsheet template (see diagram).
Risk Description:
A possible future situation
(threat or opportunity) which, if
Risk Categories:
ID Date:
it occurs, could affect project
The date risk was first performance. Described as:
Technical, Schedule,
identified
IF [event] happens/does not Quality, or Budgetary

Probability of Occurrence:
1.0 = Problem
0.7 = Highly Likely
0.5 = Likely
0.1 = Highly Unlikely
Impact:
100: Catastrophic
70: High
50: Med
25: Low

happen BY [date] THEN
[consequence]

Risk Owner:
The specific person
responsible for the
Risk Status:
Risk Response Plan:
risk and for
The specific course of action
carrying out action Current progress/status of mitigation plans
being taken to deal with the risk.
plan

Risk Event Number (REN) = Prob
x Impact

REN = Prob x Impact

IMPACT (0 - 100)

RISK
(IF [event] by
DATE
[date] then
IDENTIFIED [consequence]) CATEGORY

RISK ANALYSIS
PROBABILITY (0 - 1)

RISK IDENTIFICATION

RISK PLANNING

MITIGATION PLAN

OWNER

MONITOR AND
CONTROL

CURRENT
STATUS/PROGRESS

As can be seen, each of the processes is included within the spreadsheet (or Risk Register), with the exception
of risk management planning. The idea is that each horizontal entry represents one Risk or Issue. If it is a risk,
the format for capturing it is in a specific format: “IF <event> BY <date> THEN <consequence>.” Because
risks are uncertain events, it is useful to state them in this format so that the point at which this Risk may become an Issue is clear. Note: not all risks become issues; that is part of their inherent uncertainty.
As part of Risk Identification, we also capture the date on which the risk was identified and the category to
which the risk belongs. Risk identification has been shown to be a significant part of risk management in that
it makes one aware of potential events or issues that may impact the group. Following this, we want to quantity and qualify the individual risk itself.
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Many organizations use a “risk matrix” to control this (e.g. magnitude and likelihood). The mechanism employed here multiplies the probability of risk (value between 0.0 and 1.00) by the Impact of the risk if it were
to become an issue (values range 1 to 100). This produces a REN or Risk Event Number, a way of ascribing a
value (1 to 100) to each risk. Depending upon your organization’s preferences, you may consider color-coding
the REN cell (clear, yellow, red) as a means of drawing attention to high-probability, high-impact risk.
Additionally, this mechanism enables us to collectively sort all of the risks, allowing us to recognize at any
point how close any particular risk is to turning into an issue. It also allows users to sort and compare project
risks.
Continuing left to right, the next field is labeled “Mitigation.” Within this field, we want to capture our Risk
Mitigation Plans. This requires that we look ahead, consider and plan as to what we will do to manage our
Risks and their potential progression to becoming Issues. We find that having multiple plans in place helps to
maintain a balance as to how we’ll manage our Risks. To this end, we prefer to categorize the plans as either
MITIGATE, MONITOR, ENCOURAGE, or ACCEPT.
The last two fields include the Risk Owner (who is primarily responsible for the Risk) and a running status of
the risk. The latter should be updated each time the risk status is changed, so that one has a history log for all
the risks.
Maintaining and Reporting
Through the process of periodic evaluation and review of the Risks (e.g., PM to review Risk Register with entire team on a monthly basis) and updating Issues and Risks individually when necessary, the Risk Register
becomes a “living” record. This includes the current potential for a Risk becoming an Issue (via REN), as well
as its current owner and status.
Additionally, reporting top risks (via sorting of highest value REN) allows your audience (e.g., team members,
customers, and senior staff/sponsors) to quickly notice potential issues that could impact your project, as well
as develop plans to deal with associated risks and issues (via the Risk Mitigation Plan section).
Conclusion
This article has provided an overview of a specific Risk Management implementation that can be adapted to
most projects. While risk management is far more than maintaining a Risk Register, the tools for making decisions are essential. As a result, it is the hope of the authors that you will find these tools and their implementation useful for providing a framework in which you, too, can be a successful manager of program and project
risk.
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