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Risk has become a recognised pervasive aspect of life, with the management of risk taking over as a dominant pre-
occupation in many business contexts. In the rush to address the visible aspects of risk, there appears to be a human
tendency to ignore the inherent uncertainty of situations preferring instead to focus on more quantifiable risks. As organi-
sations re-structure themselves around governance and risk aversion, the article asks if risk management has paradoxi-
cally increased the level of risk we face in the same way that safety engineers have concluded that adding safety devices
can contribute to further accidents. The way forward is offered through the adoption of a new “design” culture coupled
with a resilient society that actively engage with risk and ambiguity, including those that emerge through the avoidance of
other risks.
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1 Introduction
The 2008 meltdown in Wall Street

and other financial centres serves to
highlight the flip side of opportunity
and potential. On September 29th of
that year, following some modest sell-
offs in stock markets in Asia, the Dow
Jones Industrial Average plunged by
778 points, a 7% drop over the course
of a single day. In just over six hours
in excess of $1.2 trillion was wiped off
the value of US industry – the first ever
post $1 trillion loss in a single day and
the blackest day since the 1987 Wall
Street Crash. The world market fol-
lowed the US trend showing a daily
global loss that exceeded $5 trillion.

Brokers, traders, bankers and even
regulators were caught by a supposedly
impossible scenario. According to
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past offers little or no value. People are
generally uncomfortable with uncer-
tainty; Most of us prefer (known) risks
to uncertainty.

For a simple demonstration con-
sider the following situation:

- You have in front of you two
urns, labelled urn I and urn II.
- Urn I has 100 red and black
balls, but you do not know in
what proportion.
- Urn II contains exactly 50 red
balls and 50 black balls.
- I will now offer you three bet-
ting situations:
-Without looking I will extract ex-
actly one ball from each urn.
- Would you prefer to bet $100
on getting a red ball in BOTH
Urns, or on getting a black ball
in BOTH urns?
- This time you are allowed to
take out just one ball (without
looking) from either urn. Would
you rather bet $50 on finding a
red ball in Urn I or finding a red
ball in Urn II?
- Once again, you are allowed to
take out one ball (without look-
ing) from either urn. Would you
prefer to bet $50 on getting a
black ball in Urn I or a black ball
in Urn II?

The Ellsberg Paradox

The experiment has been con-
ducted with tens of thousands of sub-
jects. It is known as the Ellsberg para-
dox [3]. The results are almost always
the same. Most subjects are indiffer-
ent between betting $100 on either red
OR black balls in BOTH urns. This is
hardly surprising as there appears to
be an equal chance of winning in ei-
ther case.

Most people prefer betting $50 on
red in Urn II over betting on red in Urn
I. They ALSO prefer betting $50 on
black in Urn II over black in Urn I. The
typical rationale that is given by sub-
jects is that the precise proportions of
red and black balls in Urn II are known
and therefore this is a ‘less risky’ bet.
The results suggest that people prefer
situations of risk (where the propor-
tions of balls of two different colours
were determined at fifty-fifty) to those

of true uncertainty (where the balls
were taken out of a random mixture -
thus implying a probability of a fifty-
fifty mix). When betting on a particu-
lar colour, most respondents chose the
determined proportion for each colour
suggesting that the probability of ei-
ther colour is greater than fifty percent
(whilst also showing no difference be-
tween the colours when asked to bet
for one colour in both piles).

This pattern of preference is incon-
sistent with rational decision making.
The implication of what has been
termed the Ellsberg Paradox is that
decision makers are more comfortable
with risk than they are with uncertainty.
Interestingly, the amount of money on
offer (i.e. the prize on offer) does not
alter the choice preference of partici-
pants so that the same results are ob-
tained when the gamble offered is for
$50 and for $500,000. Nor does the
level of knowledge and expertise in
decision making appear to change the
preferences of subjects, with experts
making similar choices to novices.

Other experiments reveal that de-
cision makers will defer major deci-
sions in the face of uncertainty. This
applies even when the decisions are not
directly linked, showing that uncer-
tainty in one area can impact our per-
formance in other areas. For example,
when offered a special holiday pack-
age at a greatly reduced price, most
students deferred their choice and
elected to pay a non-refundable deposit
until they found out if they passed their
final year exam. Other groups were
told their final result and the majority
of those who passed and of those who
failed elected to take the very same
offer (presumably either as a treat or
to feel better). I have tried experiment-
ing with similar configurations with
professionals who were waiting to hear
the outcomes of a major decision re-
garding project funding or a promotion
with identical results. The majority of
those awaiting for results elected to
defer and pay a deposit, while the ma-
jority of those who were given their
result, regardless of the outcome,
elected to make the same decision.

"We cope with uncertainty irration-
ally by ignoring it or by worrying" –
Detlof Von Winterfeldt.

leading economist and mathematician,
Benoit B. Mandelbrot, the odds of such
a daily collapse using accepted theory
are about one in a billion [1]. Yet the
collapse did happen; prompting
Mandelbrot to point the finger at reck-
less risk assessment and lax oversight
and their reliance on ‘close enough’
approximations of ‘typical’ behaviour.

2 Managing Risk
The management of risk has gradu-

ally emerged as a ‘normal’ activity that
is now a constituent part of many pro-
fessions. Indeed, risk management has
become a central pillar of effective
governance which has been adopted
universally by corporations, govern-
ments and NGOs. The concept of risk
has become so ubiquitous that we con-
tinually search for risk-based explana-
tions of the world around us. Through
this pursuit we have developed univer-
sal principles of organising and man-
aging through the control of risks.

German Sociologist Ulrich Beck
noted in 1992 that risk had become a
dominant feature of society replacing
wealth production as a means of meas-
uring decisions [2]. The idea of a risk
society describes the way that society
organises and engages with risk. In-
deed some may argue that it reflects
our pre-occupation with the future and
its inherent uncertainty.

The promise of technology is allur-
ing. In the rush to adopt new technolo-
gies and embrace new opportunities we
have often shown a reluctance to ac-
cept the associated risks. This is often
accompanied by the assumption that
risks can be controlled through the ap-
plication of skill.

But what if risk is not our real prob-
lem?

3 Risk or Uncertainty?
Risk represents a conventional way

of expressing uncertainty about poten-
tial outcomes. As uncertainty dimin-
ishes, it becomes possible to fully
quantify risks. Conversely, as the level
of ambiguity, uncertainty and complex-
ity of a system rises, it gets progres-
sively more difficult to fully identify,
let alone quantify all potential risks.

Uncertainty can be viewed as a
novel situation where knowledge of the
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The paradox and further examples
underscore our inability to handle un-
certainty. Most of us are uncomfortable
in the presence of uncertainty and
would prefer some partial knowledge
to total ignorance regarding a given
situation. As a result, the opportunities
that are embedded in uncertain situa-
tions may often be sacrificed in an ef-
fort to opt for risk as opposed to un-
certainty (additional potential benefits
may also be lost in a further effort to
reduce the level of risk).

The existence of uncertainty and
ambiguity is often viewed with discom-
fort. Uncertainty appears to act as a de-
terrent and determines where and how
we engage with situations. Social scien-
tists Douglas and Wildavsky noted that
uncertainty prevents or inhibits risk tak-
ing [4]. Indeed, as risk managers and
project leaders, most of the time we do
not manage risks; we simply try to avoid
uncertainties and ambiguities.

4 The Obsession with Risk
In order to tackle uncertainty we

expend resources in an effort to reduce
the likelihood or the expected impact
of some of the risks or to mitigate their
consequences. However, complex situ-
ations, especially ones with uncertainty
and ambiguity, require complex
tradeoffs and compromises. Reducing
one risk may increase others, or intro-
duce new risks that we are not ready
for. Our tendency to avoid uncertainty
and control risks is thus translated into
the development of mechanisms for the
manipulation of risks and the develop-
ment of safety measures. However
safety measures come with a price.

There is also evidence that when
some risk is reduced people tend to
change their behaviour and behave less
responsibly. This is noticeable in terms
of where we build houses: As society
becomes more adapt at dealing with the
outcomes of forest fires or earthquakes,
people start building houses deeper
into forests and closer to geological
faults. Evacuation and rescue in future
incidents becomes more and more de-
manding and increasingly more dan-
gerous for all involved. Moreover the
perceived greater safety associated
with the area may now encourage
chemical plants, nuclear reactors, oil

refineries or biological research facili-
ties to relocate to the same areas add-
ing ever more complex interactions,
uncertainties and risks. Future inci-
dents and potential disasters thus be-
come more intricate and dangerous.
The potential improvement in address-
ing the risks is thus translated into more
reckless behaviour which often under-
mines the improvements.

Safety specialist Samuel Peltzman
demonstrated that safety measures of-
ten result in more reckless behaviour
as people feel safer. His research sug-
gests that seat belts have made cars
more deadly [5]. Edward Tenner in his
bestselling book "Why things bite
back: predicting the problems of
progress" described the ‘revenge ef-
fect’ that accompanies the introduction
of safety measures [6]. His book is
filled with examples of technology
encouraging new behaviours. One of
his examples is of flood control sys-
tems which encourage settlement in
flood-prone areas due to the appear-
ance of added protection. Similarly,
better warning and evacuation systems
can ultimately lead to greater exposure
to risk as people feel safer and hence
tend to take greater chances.

Safety interventions often manage
to re-distribute or transfer the burden
of risk rather than reduce it. Direct ef-
fort to eliminate or reduce an identi-
fied risk can therefore lead to a net in-
crease in the very same risk, or in new
risks. The redistribution relates to the
feeling of increased safety but also to
new mechanisms that need to be inte-
grated into existing systems and pro-
cedures and to the need to ensure that
they are correctly activated and used
as intended. As we have seen over the
years with both storms and floods,
safety measures can also contribute
new modes of failure, sometimes on
new and unimaginable scale.

Rather than being more under con-
trol, the world seems to be developing
into a ‘runaway world’ [7]. New risks
and uncertainties, including global
warming and financial collapses, affect
all individuals whether or not they par-
ticipate in the events leading to them
or in their regulation. Their potential
size and impact and the methods for
dealing with them are also unknown.

5 Risk Organisations
Humanity has long faced risks as-

sociated with natural disasters and sur-
vival. In an attempt to improve our
natural condition we have endeavoured
to create, build and design an improved
environment. However a major by-
product of the progress made in tech-
nology and development has been the
generation of the new hazards and dan-
gers. Many of these are large, global
and irreversible. They are also not well
understood and many are accompanied
by new risks.

Our modern society increasingly
tries to guarantee secure, controlled
environments for its citizens, employ-
ees and shareholders. This can be a
difficult undertaking given the ambi-
guity and uncertainty that accompany
new conditions.

The tendency to control uncertainty
through risk reduction persists. As the
scale and scope of the risks increase,
attempts to manage risks result in the
generation of new structures and pro-
cedures concerned with control and
governance. One of the responses to
the growth in risk has indeed been the
emergence of risk regulation, the de-
velopment of global policies and audit
regimes that try to control risks and
standardise the responses to risk. This
in turn leads to new forms and frame-
works of governance.

Over the last ten years risk man-
agement has become a core pillar of
governance. Governance frameworks
enable organisations and parts of soci-
ety to take action by focusing on ac-
countability and control. They also in-
troduce the structure for organising
around risks and uncertainties.

In response to a stream of failures,
organisational risk management was
devised as a set of practices and regu-
lations that attempt to reduce the un-
certainty we face. Reactive measures
such as certification and disclosure re-
gimes, exemplified by Sarbanes-Oxley
legislation in the USA, offer regulatory
control. Every collapse, accident or
failure can thus be used as a launch pad
for imposing additional layers of con-
trol mechanisms, structures and poli-
cies. This introduces procedures of
accountability and regulatory compli-
ance. In this way uncertainty is gradu-
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ally reduced into smaller and better
understood risks which can be ad-
dressed and mitigated.

Risk has also been elevated to an
organisational focus. Many large cor-
porations dominate the global
economy, and have a large impact on
society at large. Due to the legal and
governance frameworks risk manage-
ment has been rising up the corporate
chain and plays a key role in organisa-
tional life. Enterprise risk management
is growing in many leading corporate
organisations. Decisions are often re-
ferred to risk committees, Chief-Risk
Officers or Risk Management Boards
and in some organisations risks may
be articulated by the Board of Direc-
tors or allocated to specific executives.
We have therefore moved from being
a risk society which generates new
risks through development to becom-
ing a collection of responsive risk or-
ganisations closely implementing new
governance procedures and structures
aimed at reducing variation and pro-
viding visibility, control and account-
ability.

However such structures inevitably
give rise to new risks and uncertain-
ties. Governance structures unify and
standardise action. Under competitive
conditions, and especially in a crisis,
they may ensure that all participants
will tend to react in the same way
thereby exacerbating the crisis. Moreo-
ver in common with all safety meas-
ures they engender new and unex-
pected impacts and generate added
uncertainty.

One example of a control mecha-
nism devised for mitigating financial
risk and alleviating financial panic is
the creation in 1913 of the Federal
Reserve, the Central Bank of the
United States. The Federal Reserve
web site states that the ‘Fed’ "provides
the nation with a safe, flexible and sta-
ble monetary and financial system".
Their success in keeping the lid on the
1987 stock-market crash, the 1998
Long-Term Capital Management scare
and the tech-stock collapse in 2000-
2001 proved that the system largely
works. However past successes and
improvements can lead to new atti-
tudes, relaxed behaviour and re-distrib-
uted risks.

The financial crisis of 2008 took
everyone by surprise partly because
past slumps have been relatively mi-
nor events. As we have seen, risk re-
duction often leads to increasingly
reckless behaviour. With no major
panic in recent memory, people began
to behave as if there couldn’t be one.
After all, multiple layers of protection
were in place, and new legislation such
as the recently implemented Basel II
regulatory framework (meant to pro-
vide improved information on expo-
sure to risk and guarantee sufficient
capital) would ensure that nothing
could go wrong.

The lure of getting something for
almost nothing was too tempting the
memory of past uncertainties too dis-
tant. Indeed in a new development, risk
itself was sold as a commodity so that
risk exposure was packaged and
traded. Bundles of sub-prime mort-
gages were then chopped up and re-
sold as securities. Risk was thus re-dis-
tributed to risk organisations with ac-
countable governance structures and
matching legislation - all under the
watchful eye of government bodies.

Instead of developing our capabil-
ity, flexibility and the resilience to deal
with unexpected events and fluctua-
tions [8], we often invest in standard-
ised and more universal measures to
deal with common aspects as perceived
in the light of previous failure episodes
thereby providing greater levels of for-
malised assurance. We thus embody
the Precautionary Principle, in trying
to act in anticipation of the worst form
of harm that is deemed as unaccept-
able. However in addressing risks we
do not wish to tolerate, we often take
actions and introduce new measures
whose impacts we do not understand.
The new uncertainty thus introduced
may in some cases prove to be more
menacing than the original risks.

6 From Normal Accidents to
Normal Decisions

New global threats surround us
from all directions. In what would ap-
pear to be an increasingly more
closely–coupled world, any
perturbations in one part will impact
on all others. As risk organisations link
to others forming extended impact

chains, they become more dependent
on others and more vulnerable to the
new risks. Threats ranging from a tsu-
nami in Indonesia, or a blocking of the
flow of oil to Europe, to a border dis-
pute in India, an explosion in Japan or
a market meltdown in China can rip-
ple through the global economy affect-
ing supply chains and the flow of
money and goods.

The environment within which we
operate can be characterised as increas-
ingly more complex and demanding,
increasingly global, within high stakes
for all participants. Given the many
changes, some caused by our responses
to risks, knowledge of the environment
needs to account for uncertainty, am-
biguity and even some ignorance. As
we have seen from the financial
meltdown example, risk organisations
engage in a variety of perplexing prob-
lems with social and technical dimen-
sions. Risk organisations play an ac-
tive part in pursuing their own agen-
das and shaping both the form and the
context of dilemmas and controversies
that their actions generate. Their per-
ceptions of risks are shaped by the hu-
man content and the social context as
well as the technical concerns.

Risk systems entail structures, pro-
cedures (including those meant for re-
ducing risks), participants with per-
sonal perceptions and risk organisa-
tions operating in a dynamic environ-
ment. Interfacing with technology in
such systems in an effort to reduce
uncertainties to risks thus results in
messy and complex environments.
Adding regulatory risk devices adds to
the complexity.

Sociologist and accident researcher
Charles Perrow observed that in such
environments, characterised by inter-
active complexity (where two or more
failures can interact in unexpected
ways) and tight coupling (where parts
of the system are intertwined and have
major impact on one another) accidents
become inevitable, thus introducing his
idea of ‘normal accidents’ [9]. Tech-
nologies with these characteristics are
by their very nature unsafe. The large
number of components and the multi-
plicity of links between them entail
many potential ways of interaction.
Components can thus affect each other
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unexpectedly and are also capable of
spreading problems. Adding new
safety measures increases the number
of potential interactions and therefore
also increasing the number of poten-
tial ways for some thing to go wrong.
In other words the re-distribution of
risk resulting from an intervention,
aimed at reducing a known risk, may
be uncertain, unpredictable, and un-
controlled.

Progressing our discussion, the
implications of ‘normal accidents’ as
they relate to the control of risks are
that:

Stakeholders are confronted by
unexpected and mysterious interac-
tions among failures (i.e. we can’t al-
ways understand how modern failures
come about).

Great events have small begin-
nings (small changes and interventions
may run out of control)

Organisations and management
play a major role in causing, and pre-
venting, accidents and failures (risk
organisations, and their risk actions,
shape the environment and the organi-
sation itself in turn).

Fixes as well as safety devices
add to the inherent complexity and
thereby, to the likelihood of accidents
(attempts to reduce risk may have the
opposite effect).

We have long known that a system
is as strong as its weakest component.
Complex systems with multiple com-
ponents and human participants have
multiple vulnerabilities. Targeting spe-
cific risks without sufficient knowl-
edge of their connectedness can lead
to system failures and accidents. In-
deed, many technological disasters and
some financial failures can be caused
by systemic organisational factors and
be exacerbated through action meant
to reduce the inherent risks.

Nonetheless, effective management
requires crucial decisions to be made.
Risk organisations must therefore learn
to develop a wider perspective that will
enable engagement with the environ-
ment and will result in intelligent nor-
mal decisions about action, attention
and intervention.

7 Towards a New Culture
Risk assessment as a scientifically

disciplined way of analysing risk and
safety problems was originally devel-
oped for relatively well structured me-
chanical problems where the technical
issues are well defined and the reliabil-
ity of components could be analysed.
However many problems relating to
effects of scientific, engineering and
technological inventions and devices
cannot be understood by science, and
managers increasingly find themselves
operating outside the limits of scien-
tific uncertainty. Indeed, many of the
questions relating to future perform-
ance and delayed impacts can be asked
of science, but cannot be answered by
science.

Risk organisations operate in the
presence of ambiguity, uncertainty, ig-
norance, contradiction, contention and
disagreement. Dealing with uncertainty
clearly requires a more holistic ap-
proach rather than a reduction to an
isolated number. Organisations and the
public interact in a very uncertain en-
vironment, trying to resolve messy,
perplexing social and technical prob-
lems.

In a famous lecture English physi-
cist, C.P. Snow highlighted a gulf be-
tween the two representative "cultures"
of modern society, natural science and
literary intellectualism [10]. The di-
chotomy results in a schism which has
led to the isolation of the scientific
process and way of thinking. Accord-
ing to Snow the breakdown in commu-
nication between the two distinct po-
sitions was becoming a major hin-
drance to the resolution of real world
problems.

Dialogue between the two cultures
has a distinct potential as it enables the
critical to interact with the imaginative.
The literary approach acknowledges
the role of uncertainty and allows for
a plurality of concepts and interpreta-
tions. But how can we account for our
interventions and how do we ensure
that they fit into our context?

The solution is to call on a further,
third culture focused on practice, which
I will refer to as design [11]. Design is
a dynamic and evolving solution-ori-
ented discipline, steeped in fluidity and
change, concerned with initiating and
creating novel forms in response to real
needs. A question that is often asked is

whether design fits in with the scien-
tific approach or with the literary cul-
ture. The answer is both and neither.
Design feeds on decisions and judge-
ments and is concerned with the envi-
ronment and the interactions with par-
ticipants. It relies on practical knowl-
edge based on creating a balance be-
tween invention and adaptation, and
understanding and adjustment. The
culture of design thus augments the
theoretical knowledge and processes of
the sciences and the critical ideas, dis-
course and aesthetic values of the hu-
manities by offering a new dimension
on the practical resolution of dilemmas.

The dynamic nature of design al-
lows for reconciliation and resolution
of multi-disciplinary dilemmas, deci-
sions and trade-offs. The key focus on
creating artefacts that result from hu-
man intervention in the natural world
means that it is attuned to the reduc-
tion of mismatches and can thus thrive
in the presence of uncertainty and am-
biguity. Design provides the link be-
tween the cultures, allowing natural
law to adapt to human environments
in a practical setting thereby bringing
together the natural, technical and so-
cial domain as represented through the
three cultures.

Design embodies a negotiation
process. The process benefits from the
iteration and learning that emerge from
the interaction with the problem. From
our risk perspective, design represents
a continuous process for engaging with
uncertainties and risk. Invented solu-
tions stimulate knowledge and further
improvement through trial-and-error.
Risk management thus becomes an in-
termediate step in an exploratory proc-
ess of engaging with situations in a
dynamic and continuous search for a
solution. Responses to concerns and
risks can thus continue to emerge from
the practice of negotiating and learn-
ing. Rather than anticipating all re-
sponses, design generates a balance
between anticipation of responses and
resilience in the ability to continue the
negotiation in order to improve the in-
terface with the environment. It also
allows us to address multiple perspec-
tives and concerns.

The activities of arguing and nego-
tiating are critical to the process of de-
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sign, as they are responsible for the
generation of insight and sensemaking
and ultimately for the aggregate prob-
lem formulation. The key to success is
in involving multiple stakeholders with
different sets of concerns and attempt-
ing to reconcile multiple perspectives
and rationales in light of emerging
insights. Decision making, evaluation
and sensemaking are at the hub of such
action as we endeavour to make sense
of the environment and create work-
able solutions that satisfy our needs and
concerns.

The three cultures, or the three main
areas of human knowledge, can there-
fore be depicted as the scientific disci-
plines, the humanities, and the disci-
plines of design. The glue in such a new
world-order is derived from the
sensemaking process, which pervades
all disciplines and offers the requisite
and driving tool for intelligent trade-
offs between them. This can be de-
picted as a model linking the three cul-
tures (see Figure 1).

8 Beyond Risk Management
The prism provided by the model

facilitates the adoption of a new per-
spective on uncertainty and its manage-
ment. Uncertainty has proved to be a
defining character of development and
growth. As we engage with our envi-
ronment we must continue to learn and
adapt.

Uncertainty itself is complex and
multifaceted. Engaging with it reveals

some of the contradictions and para-
doxes which help to define what can
be achieved. This article concludes
with some of the contradictions that we
need to consider in an age of uncer-
tainty – where risk is never the total
solution.

Progress leads to new risks:
Through our modern history, innova-
tion and new advances have given rise
to new vulnerabilities. As such, many
risks are by-products of the advances
that created them.

Risk management is risky:
Risk organisations that enhance their
capacity to govern risk also simulta-
neously produce new uncertainties.
Risk management is often utilised due
to our aversion of ambiguity. The so-
lution that it brings may increase am-
biguity (thus potentially leading to new
responses and new regulations which
will themselves lead to new uncer-
tainty).

Buying safety is not always
safe: Adding safety devices may actu-
ally decrease safety as the new devices
interact with the old systems and struc-
tures in new and uncertain ways. Buy-
ing protection may also have a similar
outcome.

While many of our advances over
the years have aimed to improve our
condition and make us safer, they have
also left us more vulnerable. A focus
on the elimination and reduction of risk
is insufficient. We cannot address what
we do not know.

We have only to consider the fol-
lowing example to see the folly of this
approach. Recently, Britain’s 400
Coast guard rescue units have been
instructed to complete a multiquestion,
prejourney risk assessment before they
respond to emergency callouts. Coast-
guard personnel must characterise and
quantify the they expect to face, sub-
mit an account of the actions they make
take to mitigate the risks, and deter-
mine whether the overall risk is accept-
able — all before leaving the station.
Given the fact that the Coastguard units
often operate in uncertain conditions,
saving lives may thus need to be de-
ferred until speculation about the po-
tential on-scene conditions is com-
pleted and translated into a risk score
based on the crew’s best guess about a
situation they are yet to arrive at!

9 Learning to live with Ambi-
guity

Courting progress entails a long
adaptation process which can benefit
from an open stance receptive to the
recognition of ambiguities and mis-
matches. As we realise through our
new lens that total anticipation and
eradication of risk is not attainable, we
can start learning to balance the need
to control risks with the need to re-
spond, co-evolve and prosper in an
uncertain environment. Creating a re-
silient society will endow us with the
flexibility and the innate capability to
adapt and respond whilst maintaining
the resources to cope with the unan-
ticipated dangers after they have be-
come manifest. It will also open up the
possibility to benefit from new oppor-
tunities that were not decimated
through our pursuit of controlling risks.

"Love of certainty is a demand for
guarantees in advance of action" –
John Dewey

In our pursuit of greater certainty
we encounter an emerging paradox of
the 21st century, showing that the ob-
session with risk and our organisational
and societal attempts to enhance our
capability to govern risk can actually
produce new uncertainties. In the same
way that safety engineers have learned
that increasing safety actually contrib-
utes to failures and accidents, the risk
organisation, which is a new elementFigure 1: Managing the Three Cultures.
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in our ‘risk society’, is beginning to
recognise that the new uncertainties we
encounter are sometimes greater than
the risks we thought we left behind.

Our paradox of uncertainty shows
that less risk can actually mean more.
Risk will remain a consequence of
technological innovation. In a society
obsessed with the elimination of un-
certainty, organisations and their ac-
tions directly manufacture and incu-
bate new risks. Consequently, if risk
alone is the new measure of wealth, the
pursuit of risk reduction may still leave
us impoverished and starving.
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