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At  a  conference  I  attended  awhi le  back

the  keynote  conta ined  th is  nugget :  the

need  for  leadership  to  t ransform  the

relat ionship  with  r isk .  My  ears  pr icked

up  as  I  wrote  i t  down .  I  wondered  how

many  other  people  heard  i t ,  reg is tered

i t ,  wondered  what  i t  might  mean?  I

not iced  i t  because  i t  gets  r ight  at  how  I

th ink  about  leadersh ip .  

A  leader  without  a  v is ion  i s  l ike  a

carpenter  without  wood .  And  we  al l

know ,  hav ing  the  wood  doesn ’ t  make  a

carpenter ,  making  something  f rom  the

wood  does .  For  someone  to  be  a  leader ,

he  or  she  must  f i r s t  have  a  v is ion ,  and

then ,  make  substant ia l  progress  toward

i t ,  i f  not  achieve  i t  in  fu l l .  That  progress

i s  made  by  leading  others  to  jo in  in ,  to

see  the  glory  the  v is ion  holds ,  to

bel ieve  i t  i s  poss ib le  and  to  make  i t  so .  

A  v is ion  i s  (or  should  be )  something

grand ,  luminous ,  audacious ,  perhaps

even  seemingly  imposs ib le .  In  fact ,

many  of  the  very  best  v is ions  teeter  on

the  edge  of  insani ty  -  and  some  even

topple  r ight  of f !  “Are  you  crazy?  That

wi l l  never  happen ! ”  A  v is ion  stands  in

the  face  of  the  naysayers ,  taunt ing

them  and  insp i r ing  others  to  do  the  

extraordinary .  

How  about  the  dream  of  a  country

where  race  didn ’ t  separate  people  at  a

t ime  when  schools ,  restaurants ,  buses ,

every  facet  of  dai ly  l i fe  was  drawn  by

this  l ine?  Or  the  v is ion  of  a  sovere ign

France  and  leading  her  countrymen  to

win  i t  at  a  t ime  when  England  ru led

handi ly  over  the  land ,  and  men  didn ’ t

take  orders  f rom  gi r l s?   And  centur ies

before ,  the  idea  of  a  round  earth  when

everyone  else ’s  world  was ,  and  would

remain  for  a  very  long  t ime ,  f la t .  These

v is ions  were  “out  there . ”  And  an

interest ing  paradox  i s  that  the  more  out

there  a  v is ion  i s  –  in  other  words ,  the

more  i t  di f fers  f rom  what  current ly

ex is ts  –  the  more  l ike ly  i t  i s  to  insp i re

us .  

What  makes  such  v is ion  poss ib le?  What

enables  some  people  to  reach  way

beyond  convent ional  wisdom ,  the  norm ,

see  fa r  into  future  t ime ,  into  what

humanity  wil l  become ,  and  lead  us

there?    

One  important  part  of  the  equat ion  i s

their  re lat ionship  with  r isk .  

HOW 'S  YOUR  RELATIONSHIP  WITH  RISK?
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HOW 'S  YOUR  RELATIONSHIP  WITH  RISK?

This  re lat ionship  i s  both  an

essent ia l  element  of  leadersh ip ’s

abi l i ty  to  conceive  a  worthy  v is ion

and  the  ingredient  that  makes  for

how  fa r  leadersh ip  wil l  get  in

achiev ing  i t .  Too  much  r i sk

avers ion  makes  for  lousy ,

uninspi r ing  v is ion ,  or  for  over ly

caut ious  steps  that  take  forever .

Too  l i t t le  attent ion  to  r i sk ,  on  the

other  hand ,  makes  for  f l y ing

bl indly  into  the  f i re  and  being

burned  before  anything  much

happens .  

So ,  what  i s  the  meaning   of

“ t ransforming  leadersh ip ’s

re lat ionship  with  r i sk? ”  Transform

it  how?  

Does  i t  mean  get  over  r isk?  Stop

being  stymied  by  i t?  We  have  big

problems  in  th is  world ;  we  need

big  v is ions  to  address  them  and  an

avers ion  to  r i sk  resu l ts  in

winnowing  v is ion  down  to  so  many

t i resome  To  Do  l i s t s .  

Does  i t  mean  pay  more  heed  to

r isk?  Use  i t  to  curb  our  impuls ive

act iv i ty?  We  are  so  busy  and  so  apt

to  leap  to  so lut ion  before  we  t ru ly

understand  the  scope  of  the

problem ,  le t ’s  use  r i sk  as  an

assessment  tool  to  focus  our

act ion  on  what  i s  t ru ly  important .  

Does  i t  mean  get  real ly  good  at

ident i fy ing  and  managing  i t?  “The

t imes  they  are  a  changing ”  i s  the

new  normal ,  and  we  need  experts

at  ident i fy ing  r i sk  and  managing

the  unexpected  as  a  matter  of

rout ine .  

The  answer  i s :  i t  means  al l  of

them .  



The  th ing  about  r i sk  i s  that  i t ’s  re lat i ve .  One

person ’s  r i sk  i s  another ’s  walk  in  the  park .  I f

your  leadersh ip  i s  l ack luster ,  tending  more

toward  a  commute  than  a  discovery  of  the

unknown ,  you  may  be  too  r i sk  averse ,  and

your  t rans format ion  i s  to  move  toward  r i sk

wi th  more  congenia l i t y ,  even  appet i te .    

I f  your  leadersh ip  s ty le  dr ives  you  toward

many  exc i t ing  opportuni t ies  a l l  at  once ,

whi le  dr iv ing  your  team  to  dis t ract ion ,  your

cha l lenge  may  be  to  learn  to  use  r i sk  as  an

assessment  too l  that  focuses  act iv i ty  with

laser - l i ke  prec is ion .    

And  i f  you  f ind  yourse l f  hanging  so lo  and

rope - less  f rom  a  c l i f f ,  sweat  loosening  your

gr ip ,  your  work  may  be  to  s top  dismiss ing

r i sk  and  learn  i t s  va lue  in  deve loping

st rategy .  

There  are  a lso  di f fe rent  k inds  of  r i sk :  r i sk  of

l i fe  and  l imb ,  r i sk  of  fa i lu re ,  of  publ ic

r id icu le ,  of  wasted  t ime  and  energy ,  of

someone  else  gett ing  there  f i r s t .  When  you

trave l  abroad ,  are  you  more  concerned  about

gett ing  s ick ,  spending  more  than  you

budgeted ,  gett ing  attacked  by  te r ror i s t s ,  or

not  hav ing  as  good  a  t ime  as  your  f r iends

who  went  l as t  year ?  Knowing  your  r i sk

awareness  (what  you  cons ider  r i sky  and  what

you  do  not )  and  your  r i sk  to le rance  ( the  leve l

or  amount  of  r i sk  you  can  endure  without

compromis ing  ef fect i ve  funct ion ing ) ,

prov ides  a  va luable  s tar t ing  point  fo r

t rans forming  your  re lat ionsh ip  with  r i sk .  

And  r i sk  changes  accord ing  to  context .  Not

only  are  there  di f fe rent  k inds  of  r i sk ,  there

are  s i tuat ions  in  which  some  r i sk  i s  higher  or

more  threaten ing  than  in  others .  An  Everest

summit  expedi t ion  presents  di f fe rent  types

of  r i sk  than  opening  a  new  div i s ion  overseas

or  deve loping  nat iona l  pol icy  on  c l imate

change .  This  i s  one  of  the  reasons  why

leadersh ip  can  be  of f - the -charts  amazing  in

one  s i tuat ion  and  a  dismal  fa i lu re  in

another .    

Are  you  cons ider ing  the  r ight  r i sks  given  the

context  in  which  you  are  lead ing ?  

A  VISION  IS  SOMETHING  GRAND ,  LUMINOUS ,  AUDACIOUS ,

PERHAPS  EVEN  SEEMINGLY  IMPOSSIBLE .  IN  FACT ,  MANY  OF

THE  VERY  BEST  VISIONS  TEETER  ON  THE  EDGE  OF  INSANITY

(AND  SOME  EVEN  TOPPLE  RIGHT  OFF ! ) .
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HOW 'S  YOUR  RELATIONSHIP  WITH  RISK?

"TOO  MUCH  RISK

AVERSION  MAKES

FOR  LOUSY ,

UNINSPIRING

VISION ,  OR  FOR

OVERLY  CAUTIOUS

STEPS  THAT  TAKE

FOREVER .    

TOO  LITTLE

ATTENTION  TO  RISK ,

ON  THE  OTHER

HAND ,  MAKES  FOR

FLYING  BLINDLY

INTO  THE  FIRE  AND

BEING  BURNED

BEFORE  ANYTHING

MUCH  HAPPENS . "
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Whatever  your  part icu lar  context ,  your

re lat ionsh ip  with  r i sk  i s  a  def in ing  factor  in

your  abi l i t y  to  lead .    

-  I t  determines  the  sca le  of  your  v i s ion  and

how  fa r  you ’ l l  get  in  achiev ing  i t .    

-  I t  af fects  how  you  see  and  deal  with  those

you  lead  (people  more  r i sk  averse  than  you

seem  t imid ,  and  people  less  so ,  crazy ) .  

-  I t  acts  as  a  f i l te r  on  your  wor ld ,  def in ing

what  you  see  and  what  you  don ' t .  

(And  the  same  pr inc ip les  hold  t rue  fo r

leadersh ip  teams  and  fo r  organizat ions . )  

So ,  i f  you ’ re  headed  in to  leadersh ip  -  or

a l ready  wel l  down  the  road ,  becoming

aware  of  your  re lat ionsh ip  with  r i sk ,

learn ing  how  i t  i s  help ing  and  hinder ing

you ,  and  work ing  to  t rans form  i t  to  fu l l

advantage  i s  rea l l y  a  darn  good  idea .



Ab o u t  

RRC  advances  v i s ionary  s t rategy  deve lopment

and  then  bui lds  the  requis i te  capac i ty  to

achieve  i t .  Core  capac i ty  areas  inc lude  execut ive

leadersh ip  advancement ,  governance  redes ign ,

I T  so lut ions ,  human  capi ta l  deve lopment ,  and

col laborat i ve  process—a l l  to  enable  success  in

dynamic  and  complex  env i ronments  with  long -

te rm  impact .   

Founded  in  1991 ,  RRC  has  served  hundreds  of

c l ients  in  the  government  and  non -

governmenta l  sectors  on  a  broad  range  of  i s sues .

Government  c l ients  inc lude  the  USDA  Forest

Serv ice ,  the  Nat iona l  Park  Serv ice ,  the  Bureau  of

Land  Management ,  and  the  US  Env i ronmenta l

Protect ion  Agency ,  as  wel l  as  col laborat ions

invo lv ing  the  spect rum  of  s takeholder  in terests

on  l and  management  and  bus iness  enterpr i se

i ssues .  

APPROACHING

CHANGE  AS  A  CALL

FOR  ADVANCEMENT

THAT  LEADS  TO

EXTRAORDINARY

OUTCOMES .

ADVANCING INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY TO

BRING ABOUT LARGE-SCALE CHANGE

Author ,  Rebecca  Reynolds  i s  CEO  and   

Pr inc ipa l  of  RRC ,  a  f i rm  spec ia l i z ing  in  

support ing  l a rge -sca le  change    

endeavors .     

Reynolds  i s  a  pioneer  in  bui ld ing    

ind iv idua l  and  group  capabi l i t y  to    

achieve  v i s ionary  leadersh ip  and   

s t rategy ,  col laborat i ve ly  deve loped  

a l ignment  on  innovat ive  so lut ions ,  and

inst i tut iona l  r igor  in  the i r  implementat ion .    

Reynolds  acts  as  s t rateg ic  adv iser  to  execut ive

leaders  on  complex  bus iness  and  leadersh ip

chal lenges  across  indust r ies  as  diverse  as  natura l

resources ,  the  ar ts ,  publ ic  pol icy ,  and  I T ,  on  i s sues

invo lv ing  diverse  s takeholders  and  long - te rm

ef fects .  
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