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Risk management is often treated as a mechanical compliance 
task, which hides its true strategic potential. Many common 
tools create a false sense of control, distracting leaders from the 
uncertainties that genuinely shape decisions. Understanding how 
people interpret risk—through stories, scenarios, and ranges—
reveals why oversimplified metrics fail to provide insight. When 
risk analysis makes assumptions explicit and supports clearer 
thinking, it becomes a powerful enabler of better decisions. 
This approach transforms risk management into a meaningful, 
engaging discipline that strengthens leadership and strategy.

Most organizations misunderstand risk management as a technical formality. 
Reframed correctly, it becomes a powerful catalyst for better thinking, better 
decisions, and better outcomes.

https://swissgrc.com/en/


212/2025 www.swissgrc.com

When Risk Management Becomes Pure Pleasure: Rethinking a Misunderstood Discipline

2

In most organizations, risk management occupies 
an odd position. It is universally acknowledged as 
necessary, frequently mentioned in annual reports, 
often embedded in governance structures, and 
promoted by consultants and regulators alike. Yet 
despite this formal recognition, it rarely generates 
genuine enthusiasm. Many executives view risk 
management less as an intellectual discipline and more 
as an administrative necessity. They associate it with 
dense reports, risk maps that never seem to change, 
recurring workshops that feel more ceremonial than 
instructive, and dashboards that grow increasingly 
elaborate without necessarily improving strategic 
dialogue. Risk management is performed, audited, 
and monitored, yet it is seldom appreciated.

This widespread lack of enthusiasm is puzzling, 
given that leaders today operate in an environment 
where uncertainty dominates strategic thinking. 
Technological shifts accelerate, geopolitical tensions 
escalate, and market conditions change with little 
warning. Under such circumstances, one would expect 
risk management to be a central source of insight 
and orientation. Instead, it often remains peripheral 
to actual decision processes. Leaders tend to rely 
on intuition, optimistic plans, or personal experience 
when making high-stakes decisions, even when 
formal risk information is readily available. The fault 
is not with leaders but with the way risk management 
has been conceptualized and operationalized.

The reality is that risk management, as it is practiced 
today, often becomes a choreography of compliance. 
Activities are performed because they are expected, 
not because they improve decision quality. Registers 
are updated because a process requires it, not 
because they shape priorities. Reports are produced 
because stakeholders demand them, not because 
they provide new insight. Over time, these rituals can 
lead to fatigue. Leaders comply with the process but 
disengage from the content. Risk managers execute 
the mechanics but struggle to demonstrate impact.

Y et it does not have to be this way. Risk 
management can become an intellectually 

stimulating, strategically relevant, and even 
enjoyable discipline; one that sharpens 
judgement, clarifies assumptions, and enriches 
conversations. Pleasure does not arise from 
superficial positivity but from the sense of 
mastery that comes from understanding 
uncertainty rather than being overwhelmed by 
it. To rediscover this potential, organizations 
must fundamentally rethink what risk 
management is intended to achieve and how it 
should operate.

1. Why Risk Management Rarely Sparks Enthusiasm

https://swissgrc.com/en/


312/2025 www.swissgrc.com

When Risk Management Becomes Pure Pleasure: Rethinking a Misunderstood Discipline

3

To understand why risk management often feels 
unsatisfying for many leaders, it is essential to 
examine the architecture that has evolved over the 
past two decades. Much of it grew out of regulatory 
expectations and corporate governance pressures. 
Companies responded by establishing structures, 
including risk committees, risk registers, heat maps, 
reporting templates, escalation rules, and multi-stage 
processes. These structures offer order, but order 
alone does not create understanding.

The machinery of risk management often focuses on 
artifacts rather than insight. A risk register may list 
fifty or even several hundred risks, each reduced to 
a standardized description and scored against a set 
of categories, but the question remains: how many 
of those entries meaningfully influence strategic 
decisions? A heat map may present risks in a neatly 
color-coded grid, but its simplicity can hide more than 
it reveals. By forcing complexity into two axes (i.e., 
probability and impact), heat maps give a reassuring 
sense of structure while offering little guidance on 
what the organization should actually do.

Risk dashboards may track control effectiveness, 
overdue assessments, or changes in risk ratings, but 
they rarely indicate how uncertainties impact the 
firm’s strategic position. These instruments create 
what could be called the “illusion of control”: the 
comforting sense that because something has been 

documented, it has been understood. Leaders may 
receive extensive information, yet very little of it 
helps them make better choices.

Academic studies sometimes reinforce this illusion by 
equating maturity with formalization. The existence of 
a risk committee, the adoption of a framework, or the 
degree of documentation are treated as indicators of 
effectiveness. These proxies are easy to measure, 
but they can be misleading. They inform us about 
the presence of processes, rather than the quality 
of decisions. They represent artifacts, not decision-
relevant insight. This gap between “formal maturity” 
and “decision relevance” is one of the fundamental 
reasons why risk management struggles to inspire.

Another blind spot in many risk management systems 
lies in incentives. Risk taking in organizations is 
powerfully shaped by how people are rewarded. 
When bonus structures emphasize short-term 
financial targets, individuals may rationally downplay 
uncertainties, postpone bad news, or circumvent 
risk processes altogether. In contrast, incentive 
systems that reward the quality of assumptions, the 
transparency of uncertainties, and the discipline of 
the decision process strengthen the very behaviors 
that risk management is supposed to support. 
Without aligning incentives to uncertainty-conscious 
decision-making, even the most sophisticated risk 
frameworks fail.

2. The Limits of the Traditional Risk Management Machinery

Figure 1: The Myth of the Homo oeconomicus in Risk Management

Homo oeconomicus (Myth) Homo heuristicus (Reality)

• Complete information
• Perfect rationality
• Unlimited cognitive capacity
• Optimization-based decisions

Implications for Risk Management:

• False precision
• Overreliance on point estimates
• Methods detached from real 

decision behaviour

• Bounded rationality
• Heuristics as adaptive tools
• Influenced by biases & context
• Decisions under uncertainty

Implications for Risk Management:

• Use ranges, not point values
• Design for cognitive fit
• Integrate behavioural insights
• Make uncertainty visible behaviour
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The most valuable insights into how humans 
deal with uncertainty come not from traditional 
risk management but from psychology, cognitive 
science, decision theory, and behavioral economics. 
These fields study how people perceive risk, form 
judgements, and let biases shape choices. When risk 
management integrates these insights, it becomes 
aligned with human cognition. When it does not, 

it becomes a technical exercise divorced from 
reality. Realigning the discipline with how people 
think is a prerequisite for making it both practical 
and pleasurable. As shown in Figure 1, moving from 
the idealized homo oeconomicus to the cognitively 
realistic homo heuristicus highlights why effective risk 
management must align with how people perceive 
and process uncertainty.

A central insight from cognitive and behavioral 
research is that humans are not natural statisticians 
but natural storytellers. We understand the world 
through causal narratives. We make sense of 
uncertainty by imagining scenarios. Numbers matter, 
but they matter most when they support rather than 
replace interpretation. This understanding challenges 
one of the most persistent myths in risk management: 
the belief that quantitative analysis is inherently 
objective while qualitative analysis is subjective and 
inferior.

Quantitative outputs often appear authoritative 
because they are expressed as precise figures. But 
these figures rest on layers of judgment. Someone 
must decide which distribution is appropriate, how 
wide the range of outcomes should be, how to 
model correlations, which data are relevant, and 
how to handle outliers. A Monte Carlo simulation 
may produce thousands of scenarios, but it cannot 
eliminate the subjective decisions embedded in the 
model. The appearance of precision can obscure 
rather than illuminate the underlying uncertainty. 
Numbers give a sense of solidity, yet they are often 
the most fragile part of the analysis.

Qualitative insights generated through structured 
interviews, expert elicitation, or scenario reasoning 
can be equally rigorous. They are not inherently less 
precise; their precision simply takes a different form. 
For low-frequency, high-impact risks or emerging 
uncertainties without reliable historical data, 
qualitative analysis may be the only method capable 
of capturing nuanced dynamics. Humans are capable 
of remarkable insight when allowed to draw on deep 
domain knowledge. The challenge is not to choose 
between qualitative and quantitative approaches, 

but to use both in ways that responsibly capture 
uncertainty.

When leaders recognize that both numbers and 
narratives involve judgment, they begin to engage 
with risk information more thoughtfully. They question 
assumptions, explore alternative interpretations, 
and appreciate the limits of their knowledge. Rather 
than expecting certainty, they develop a respect 
for uncertainty. This shift from seeking definitive 
answers to seeking informed understanding is one of 
the gateways to pleasure in risk management.

3. What Science Really Reveals About Managing Uncertainty
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A nother challenge arises from the way 
risk is represented. Many standard tools 

compress uncertainty into a single probability 
and a single impact. This simplification is 
convenient but misleading. Most risks do not 
present themselves as discrete events but 
as uncertain developments with a spectrum 
of possible consequences. Strategic risks, in 
particular, unfold gradually and interact with 
multiple drivers. A new competitor does not 
appear with a fixed probability; the competitive 
landscape evolves over time. Operational risks 
may result in a range of outcomes, depending 
on the specific conditions, timing, and 
effectiveness of mitigation measures. Figure 2 
visualizes this mismatch by showing that only 
a small portion of uncertainty is event-like; 
the more cognitively demanding forms remain 
hidden beneath the surface.

Representing risk as a distribution rather than a point 
estimate provides a more accurate representation 
of uncertainty. Distributions reveal shape: where 
outcomes cluster, where they tail off, how extreme 
scenarios behave, and how sensitive results are to 

underlying assumptions. They allow risk managers and 
leaders to explore volatility rather than hide it behind 
a simplified score. When leaders examine ranges 
and distributions, they gain a deeper understanding 
of the risks that matter. They no longer treat risk 
assessments as abstract compliance artifacts but as 
meaningful inputs into strategic conversations.

This richer representation often generates relief rather 
than fear. Leaders frustrated with the superficiality of 
traditional risk analysis discover that risk management 
can genuinely illuminate uncertainty. The discipline 
becomes capable of explaining rather than merely 
categorizing. Conversations become more nuanced. 
Assumptions become explicit. Decision-makers shift 
from asking “Is this risk high or low?” to asking “What 
shapes this uncertainty, and what does that mean for 
us?” This cognitive shift definitely reinvigorates the 
discipline.

This shift also addresses a widespread 
misconception: that risk can be expressed as the 
product of probability and impact. Statistically, this 
formula represents an expected value rather than 
a risk measure. Organizations, however, are rarely 
concerned with the expectation; they are concerned 
with the uncertainty surrounding it, and presenting 
risks as distributions rather than as “probability × 
impact” calculations reveals the actual shape of 
uncertainty and prevents the false sense of simplicity 
created by single-point estimates.

4. The Hidden Subjectivity Behind Quantitative Precision

Figure 2: Most relevant uncertainty lies below the surface.

Stochastic uncertainty

• Discrete events
• Probability-based
• Distribution-driven

Agnostic uncertainty

• Unrecognized or ignored
• Biases, blind spots
• De-biasing trainings

Epistemic uncertainty

• Ambiguity
• Incomplete knowledge
• Reducible by learning

Ontological uncertainty

• Unknown unknowns
• Beyond imagination
• Preparedeness (resilience)
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Even the most sophisticated analysis fails if it cannot 
be communicated effectively. Research shows 
that the format of information strongly influences 
whether it is understood and whether it motivates 
action. Leaders rarely make decisions based on raw 
probabilities or complex visualizations. They act on 
information that is cognitively simple, emotionally 
resonant, and easily integrated into their existing 
mental models.

Narrative explanations, causal chains, and scenario 
descriptions have significantly greater staying power 
in memory than statistical tables or abstract charts. 
They provide context and meaning rather than isolated 
data points. Narrative explanations, causal chains, 
and scenario descriptions have significantly greater 
staying power in memory than statistical tables or 
abstract charts. They provide context and meaning 
rather than isolated data points. Figure 3 illustrates 
this principle by contrasting a probability-based risk 
statement, which fails to mobilize decision-makers, 
with a narrative framing that directly triggers action.

This does not mean that numbers are irrelevant; 
instead, numbers need narrative scaffolding to become 
actionable. The most effective risk communication 
blends quantitative rigor with qualitative clarity. It 
acknowledges uncertainty without exaggerating 
precision. It connects analysis to strategic choices.

When risk reporting shifts from documentation 
to explanation, leaders begin to interact with 
uncertainty differently. They ask questions, challenge 
assumptions, and explore implications. They move 
from passive recipients of risk information to active 
participants in uncertainty analysis. This engagement 
is a source of pleasure because it offers intellectual 
stimulation rather than an administrative burden. 
Leaders discover that risk management can deepen 
their understanding rather than merely satisfy a 
requirement.

E ffective technology can amplify this effect. 
Good risk management software does 

not generate more dashboards or extend the 
reporting cycle; it supports comprehension. 
When software structures uncertainties clearly, 
links them directly to strategic objectives, and 
presents ranges rather than rigid categories, it 
becomes a genuine enabler of pleasure in risk 
management. Tools that translate analysis into 
decision-ready insights help executives see 
patterns they would otherwise miss. In this 
sense, technology should not automate risk 
management rituals, but rather enhance their 
communicability and relevance.

5. Communicating Risk in Ways Leaders Actually Use

“Our credible worst-case Cyber risk 
scenario is 3% probability of a $ 2m 
loss.”

“A ransomware attack could halt operations 
for 5 days, causing CHF 2m loss in most 
cases and up to CHF 5m in rare cases.
This exceeds our risk appetite and requires 
strengthening backup capacity and insurance 
coverage.”

⟶ Not decision-relevant, no action
⟶ Triggers executive discussion and action

vs

Figure 3: Narrative risk framing triggers action more effectively than raw probabilities.
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The point at which risk management becomes 
genuinely pleasurable is the moment it becomes 
inseparable from leadership. This transformation 
occurs when uncertainty is embedded in planning, 
budgeting, strategy development, performance 
monitoring, and investment decisions. Risk 
management ceases to be an external process and 
becomes part of the way leaders think.

When risk managers position themselves as partners 
rather than auditors, risk management shifts from 
policing to enabling. Instead of documenting risks 
after decisions are made, risk conversations shape 
decisions before they are finalized. Leaders begin to 
see risk management as a mechanism for improving 
decision quality, an area where your own work is 
particularly influential. Decision quality is not defined 
by outcomes, which can be influenced by factors 
such as luck, timing, or external shocks. The quality 
of the process defines it: the completeness of the 
information, the transparency of assumptions, the 
clarity of alternatives, and the discipline of reasoning 
about uncertainty.

Risk management enhances each of these 
dimensions. It brings structure to ambiguity. It exposes 

hidden assumptions. It encourages reflection before 
action. Leaders find satisfaction in well-constructed 
decisions, even when the outcomes remain uncertain. 
This satisfaction, the pleasure of mastery, is what 
many risk management systems fail to deliver today.

Organizations that adopt this approach discover 
that risk management becomes a genuine strategic 
asset. It sharpens their ability to respond to shocks. 
It increases the robustness of their strategies. It 
fosters a culture where uncertainty is not feared 
but understood. And it reconnects the discipline 
with its essence: helping leaders cope with a world 
in which information is incomplete, and the future is 
unpredictable.

W hen practiced in this way, risk 
management stops being a compliance 

requirement and becomes a source of clarity, 
confidence, and intellectual engagement. It 
becomes, in the most literal sense, a pleasure.

6. The Moment Risk Management Becomes a Leadership Discipline
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When risk management shifts its focus from 
administrative completeness to cognitive 
relevance, a fundamental change occurs. 
Uncertainty becomes less of a burden and more 
of a strategic resource. Leaders begin to see 
patterns rather than problems, assumptions 
rather than templates, and choices rather than 
constraints. The discipline regains its purpose: 
to help organizations think more clearly, make 
more deliberate decisions, and act with greater 
confidence in an unpredictable environment.

This transformation does not require additional 
process, reporting, or complex frameworks. It 
requires a different mindset. Risk management 
becomes a pleasure when it supports the craft 

of leadership, deepens rather than distracts, 
and aligns with how people understand and 
reason about uncertainty. Organizations willing 
to rethink their approach, replacing formalism 
with clarity and ritual with insight, will find that 
risk management can be a significant source of 
strategic advantage.

The invitation is simply this: treat risk 
management not as a compliance activity, 
but as a discipline of making better decisions 
under uncertainty. If you do, the pleasure will 
follow.

The GRC Compass by Swiss GRC brings expert insights on the latest developments shaping the GRC landscape. 
Each edition features pressing topics, sharp analysis, and thought leadership to inform and inspire decision-
makers.

Conclusion:  
Toward a More Enjoyable Future for Risk Management
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