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Preface

Early in this book we offer an observation that, once made, quickly recedes into 
the background. However, it remains present and – indeed – reappears in vari-
ous forms and at various points throughout the 12 chapters. That observation 
is simply this – there is very little academic writing on risk management in public 
sector organisations. This is something of a mystery. In a complex world where 
risk, uncertainty, and the unexpected (even unknowable) are – perhaps – its most 
significant features, it seems that assessing and addressing risk and uncertainties 
would be first-order concerns for public organisations, and therefore for public 
sector scholars. Risk makes appearances throughout the literature … yes. So does 
Uncertainty … of course. Phenomena like crises and catastrophes are featured 
topics. Specific topics like governance, strategic planning, operational manage-
ment, finance, and audit serve as subjects in which risk and uncertainty (and 
occasionally responses to them) appear. But very little effort has been expended 
investigating how to think about risk management in, say, a municipality, its 
objective purposes, and how it should function? Really, the limited treatment is 
nearly embarrassing.

Alongside this, the professional or practitioner literature has its own issues. 
There is an abundance of how-to reports, some ‘state of the profession’ studies, 
and some featured treatment of technical subjects (worker injuries, buying insur-
ance, accident prevention, etc.). And there are, of course, a myriad of topics that, 
conceptually, are risk management topics but are not framed as such – policing, 
firefighting, road and street design, and water and sewage management. This is 
not a criticism of those specific fields, but it does lead to the question: why are 
these subjects almost never fitted into the larger consideration of an organisa-
tion’s overall effort to manage risks?

Well, as this book will attempt to set forward, there are reasons for this. While 
not wishing to ruin the ‘surprises’, the academic side of things has not produced 
anything approaching a unitary rationale (or dare we say it, theory), which essen-
tially prevents critical testing of hypotheses and measurement of performance. 
Does risk management matter to public organisations? We cannot say definitively 
because there is no clear assertion of what risk management is and what it does. 
But why is that? This is what the book sets out, in part, to answer.

On the practitioner side, the issue is related to the aforementioned lack of a 
rationale, but our book will contend that part of the problem is a consequence of 
the transference of private sector risk management principles and practices into a 
public sector setting. Risk management was first formalised in the private sector, 
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so understandably public authorities followed and adopted those practices. It 
turns out (well, we think so) that there are several reasons to believe risk manage-
ment effectively becomes a different thing when applied to public organisations 
and – thus – requires a different way of thinking.

To be sure, much of traditional risk management is worth doing. Public 
organisations want to prevent fires to public buildings, avoid injuries to employees 
and citizens, and prevent decisions that could lead to law suits. They should buy 
insurance, establish policies, procedures, and practices; they should monitor their 
work; and they should even pursue opportunities when appropriate (risk manage-
ment is not only about threat management). However, the missing ingredient is a 
clearer understanding of why this should be done and how.

This preceding paragraph gets to the substance of our book, and here it is nec-
essary to briefly explain a critical aspect of risk management that comes in for dis-
cussion in the first four chapters of the book. The evolution of risk management 
features a moment where recent developments lead to a somewhat unintentional 
swerve in the actual meaning and purpose of risk management. Enterprise risk 
management (ERM) is the emblematic cause of that swerve, which – it is fair to say 
– was not its intention. Rather, ERM argued for a kind of aggregation and integra-
tion of all that had transpired from the 1940s to the early 2000s. Risk management 
began as a technical managerial function (insurance buying) but over time became 
a collection of largely independent functions (financial risk management, health 
and safety, business continuity, IT security, supply chain risk management, etc.). 
The ERM initiative sought to integrate and consolidate these efforts into a holistic, 
organisation-wide, strategy-driven, function. If some risk management was good, 
wouldn’t more comprehensive and coordinated risk management be better?

To be clear, the motive for ERM was not simply the response to the preced-
ing question. There was a recognition that organisational risks were related and 
highly interconnected. It made more sense to look at the exposure to risk com-
prehensively. But here comes the swerve. If  an organisation decides to take a com-
prehensive approach, the practical question is ‘how does this happen?’ Much ink 
has been spilled on this, and – in fact – this book sets out the how and why in some 
detail. The more impactful question, however, is this … if  the intention is to com-
prehensively assess the potential effects of an uncertain world on an organisation, 
then the task really is not limited to assessing and addressing risks, is it? Risks (as 
we will explain) are measurable uncertainties so it becomes quickly apparent that 
risks are only a part of an organisation’s exposure. Unmeasurable uncertainty 
(well, just uncertainty), complexity, the unknown and unknowable, and emergent 
phenomena are much more prominent. Furthermore, human perceptions of these 
things are front and centre in any effort to comprehensively understand what we 
will call the uncertainty field of an organisation. Suddenly the job is not just about 
mathematical measurement of risks – which nevertheless will be shown to continue 
to shape the identity of the field. Rather it is more of a social science function, 
leading to very different ways of thinking about and practicing risk management. 
It turns out that this insight is applicable to private sector organisations too, but 
the book will make the case that it is particularly critical to the development of 
both the rationale and practice of public sector risk management.
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Moving on, our book was conceived as a textbook, an introductory textbook 
on public organisation risk management – particularly focussing on European 
public organisations. That term, introductory textbook, is suggestive of several 
things. First, it signals the intended audience; university-level students and indi-
viduals entering careers where a basic understanding of risk management is seen 
as useful. Second, it implies that something else will follow – that is, further and 
advanced treatments of the subject matter with possible forays into specialised 
topics – additional books, for example. In other words, it suggests that there 
might be an entire programme of study around the subject – an undergraduate 
degree or an MSc in Public Risk Management, for example (we shall have to 
see about that!). Third, as a textbook, it should present evidence of the linkage 
between academic thinking professional practice. And here we remind ourselves 
that one of the problems with public organisation risk management is the limited 
research. This last point presents a challenge, so perhaps the most ambitious view 
we can take here is that we will attempt to provide a baseline or starting point for 
future research efforts.

One final point on our intentions. For reasons already mentioned, risk man-
agement finds itself at an interesting point in time. Thinking and practices are 
changing or adapting, and there are obstacles and issues that need to be better 
understood and addressed. Furthermore – let’s face it – the world of risk, uncer-
tainty, the unexpected, and the complex is certainly not going away. If 2020–2021 
taught us anything, it is that the public sector has a huge role to play in assessing 
and addressing risk and uncertainty – and there are severe consequences to failure. 
Considering this assertion, our book needs to both describe the history and context 
of risk management, its present state, but also to offer a view of its future. Do text-
books attempt to address what was, what is, and what might/should be? Ours does.

The book is divided into four sections. The first section is focussed on establish-
ing a context for understanding risk management (in all settings) but ultimately 
drawing a sharper view on risk management in European public organisations. 
The second section looks at what might be called the ‘spine’ of organisational 
risk management – structured approaches to assessing and analysing complexity, 
risk, uncertainty, the unknown, and the emergent. The third section examines the 
array of responses that an organisation might employ to address complexity, risk, 
uncertainty, etc. The final section steps back to look more holistically at how risk 
managers and leaders decide what to do and then how they do it.

Finally, note that we are certain public organisation risk management is an 
important function and that the need for competent risk managers and leaders 
has never been more important. There is an old adage in our field: ‘Nothing pro-
motes risk management like a disaster’. If  this is true (it is) 2022 will provide a 
huge demonstration case and we predict a period of keen interest. How long will 
that interest last – well, we say something about that in the book too. Among 
several key points will be the Sisyphean challenge of getting people interested in 
disasters before they occur! Nevertheless, we are willing to bet that there will be 
an elevated interest in risk management competence for the foreseeable future and 
are therefore hopeful our book will ignite interest in the field among – at least – 
some readers.
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