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On top of the millions 
of deaths and 
protracted health 

consequences brought 
about by this pandemic, 
Covid-19 is a particularly 
cruel crisis in that it isolates 
and deprives people of the comfort they 
would normally derive from the affi rming 
company of other human beings. As 
Lyndon Bird says on p8: “We are social 
animals. We need to get together 
to share thoughts, feelings, ideas, 
hopes, and sometimes complaints.” 

Of course, technology has helped with 
multiple ways of communicating that 
were unimaginable just a few years ago. 
But although many of today’s virtual 
methods of communication are widely 
viewed as being here to stay, in some 
circumstances human contact is, quite 
simply, irreplaceable. Virtual interaction 
can never fully replicate the complex 
subtexts and nuanced cues when 
meeting another person face-to-face.

Words and body language are vital, as 
described in Jeannie Barr’s exploration 
of communication and vocabulary 
used during emergencies. The choice 
of language and tone can be either 
helpful or detrimental in a crisis (p73). 

On p64 Lina Kolesnikova examines 
how Covid-19 has disrupted working and 
shopping habits, as well as the ways 
we access healthcare and information. 
She says that the very essence of what 
we defi ne as ‘critical’ infrastructure is 
being transformed. This brings new 
risks in terms of resilience and security, 
including in the areas of technology we 
have come to rely upon during Covid-19. 

Design is another undervalued 
but essential piece in the jigsaw of 
humanitarian and emergency response 
disciplines. David Wales notes on 
p76: “As the meeting point between 
states and communities, public service 
agencies would greatly benefi t from 
making design a standard approach.” 

The key lies in understanding people 
– their culture, fears, concerns, past 
experiences and predispositions. 
Michele Wucker calls this an individual’s 
unique risk fi ngerprint (p44). 

All of the above should be combined 
with a simple shift of focus onto the 
people dealing with – and affected by – a 
crisis, says Thomas Lahnthaler (p50). 
Because, above all, we must not forget 
that crisis management is about people. 
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he world is getting scarier. Often it feels harder 
and harder to exert control over the risks we 
face in our daily lives, much less over many of 
the global risks facing the entire planet. 

“Like past viruses that ignore national boundaries, 
the Covid-19 pandemic has raced around the world. 
Temperatures are rising and weather is becoming more 
extreme. Scientists warn that we risk the collapses 
of ecosystems and the life they support. Financial 
collapse in a single industry or country can create a 
domino eff ect across global fi nancial markets. The 
risk of disruptive new technologies and artifi cial 
intelligence has upended industries, changed global 
trade and employment trends, created deep anxieties 
over the future of work and increased the potential 
for the global spread of disinformation and hate 
speech. Even as inequality among countries shrinks, 
inequalities within them have risen, leading to political 
and social instability, distrust in civil institutions, 
racial tensions, nationalism and protectionism.”

These words from Michele Wucker’s new book, You 
are what you risk: The new art and science of navigating an 
uncertain world, encapsulate the malaise that many people 
around the world are feeling. But what, if anything, can 
we do about it? Is it our perception that needs to change, 
or are there more concrete actions we can take? What 
of business continuity teams, struggling to make their 
voices heard in organisations that see this function as 
a necessary, but ultimately easily ignored asset… until 
it comes to a crisis? How does trust – in the people 
around you, institutions, governments and international 
governance – aff ect perception of risk? Why do some 
people avoid risk after major shocks, while for others 
conquering risk leads them to face more risks? Can we 
train ourselves to act diff erently in the face of known 
risks? What prompts us to change our risk behaviour? 

The answers, according to You are what you risk, lie in: 
“The feedback loop between individual risk profi les and the 
health of the businesses and organisations where they work, 
and in turn how cultural attitudes and policy ecosystems 
can make the diff erence between a healthy economy and 
society, or one that is teetering on the brink of disaster.”

Wucker explains that the book is a natural 
progression from the best selling Gray Rhino: How to 
recognise and act on the obvious dangers we ignore, and 
that it is about: “Finding ways to talk about risk in 
a way that is relevant to every single one of us.

“We make an estimated 35,000 decisions every day,” 
she continues. “Every risk is a choice, and every choice 
is a risk. So that’s 35,000 risks a day, but most of the 
time people don’t think about this consciously.”

You are what you risk fi rmly embraces the strengths 
that come from transcending traditional boundaries and 
brings together research in anthropology, journalism, 
strategy, policy, behavioural psychology, organisational 
dynamics, policy, sociology, organisational typology 
and behavioural economics, with a sprinkling of 
theology and etymology. And of course, economics 
underpins the whole, but: “I try to downplay that a bit, 
as I wanted the book to be accessible,” Wucker notes.

Using the Risk Type Compass developed by British 
psychologist Geoff  Trickey, Wucker explains how eight 
risk personality types can be placed on the 360-degree 
spectrum of a compass. These include: Excitable; 
deliberate; intense; composed; adventurous; wary; 
prudent; and carefree. Yet these types, she contends, 
are just the starting point. Each person has their own, 
unique risk fi ngerprint, which is the combination of 
their underlying personality disposition, experiences and 
how they choose to act in a variety of situations. It also 
extends to the people around them – family, friends, the 
organisation where they work, their community and 
broader society. Viewed through this lens, it becomes 
easier for an individual to assess their personal risk 
fi ngerprint, predispositions, attitudes and tendencies.

It’s all a matter of risk
In this short interview, Emily Hough speaks to Michele Wucker about her new 
book, You are what you risk, and discovers that the key to better risk literacy lies 
in trust, agency and understanding your own relationship with risk

“T

Organisations have their own risk fi ngerprints 
too, emphasises Wucker: “How sensitive is the 
organisation’s culture to risk and things that could 
go wrong, and how do they even defi ne things that 
go wrong? This will be diff erent, depending on 
departmental roles, for example, marketing and legal 
departments will have very diff erent risk fi ngerprints.”

It is here that risk empathy is vital, Wucker emphasises. 
Paying attention to the risk fi ngerprints of those 
around you – including other departments – helps 
to see things from their point of view. In turn, this 
supports and builds more resilient relationships across 
cultures, in families, communities and politics. 

Risk empathy
Risk empathy, especially in a business sense, is so 
important because: “Risk professionals are used to 
things keeping them up at night,” but they also need to 
understand their colleagues’ concerns about risk and how 
empowered they feel to do something about it. When 
Wucker spoke to people working in disaster risk reduction 
and business continuity, many voiced how diffi  cult it was 
for them to break out of the organisational silos they have 
been placed in, and the problems in getting business 
continuity to be taken as seriously as it should be. “That’s 
one of the reasons I wrote this book,” she says. “I wrote 
it with lots of business relevance, but it is also addressed 
at individuals who might not necessarily see themselves 
as business leaders or who might ‘hate’ business books.

“I hope that it will help people to understand their own 
risk fi ngerprint, their organisational risk fi ngerprint, 
and then start showing risk empathy towards others… 
and understand what makes people feel excited enough 
to pursue a ‘good’ risk – an opportunity – and what 
motivates them to head off  a danger, a ‘bad’ risk.

“When you understand motivations on a team, it 
becomes easier to mobilise people in the direction 
you want. My hope is that this book becomes a tool 
that helps risk management professionals to prepare 
people well ahead of a crisis, so they are ready. The 
more we take certain risks and face down other 
risks, not just dealing with them passively, the more 
muscles we build and the better we get at doing it.”

In the wider world, however, there is a paradox. Wucker 
highlights how global threats such as climate, polarisation, 
toxifi cation of discourse and societal division, among 
others, are all part of a complex system, and many can 
seem so overwhelming and potentially catastrophic that 
people can simply tune them out, focusing instead on 
areas that they can control. This creeping, world weary 
paralysis means that: “We can swing wildly between 
overprotecting ourselves from some risks, ignoring 
others, and embracing more and more questionable 
risks,” she comments, and this is symptomatic of a 
broken relationship with risk, which is widening some 
of today’s most global fault lines: “Not least of which 
are inequality and the global surge of populism.”

Whether confronting a pandemic or climate change, 
the solution lies in understanding risk sensitivity, 
risk attitude and risk behaviour, and not becoming 
overwhelmed. “Everybody has to work together to solve 
a problem,” she says, “businesses, governments and 
individuals all have a mutually reinforcing role to play.”

In the end, what is risk? Wucker’s book says: “Its 
appearance changes depending on your point of view. Risk 
can be a danger, an opportunity, or both. Risk is taking a 
chance: a possibility or an estimated probability. Risk is a 
muscle. Risk is a privilege. Risk is what you love or what 
you fear. What you are willing to risk signals your sense 
of purpose. Every risk is a choice; every choice is a risk.”

It is impossible to do justice to You are what you risk in 
this short interview, which only skims the surface of the 
deep analysis and refl ection that Wucker brings to life with 
fl uent, literary ease. However, one 
underlying message should resonate 
far and wide – as human beings we 
have agency, and liberation from 
risk paralysis lies in accepting the 
vulnerability of trying. 

You are what you risk: The new art and science of navigating 
an uncertain world by Michele Wucker, is published by 
Pegasus Books, ISBN: 978-1-74313-678-3 and can be 
purchased from bookshops
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