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Introduction

Current risk management theory and standards agree thedt nisk is bad. Most of these include opportunities
alongside threats within the definition of risk, and tegpect the risk process to address both opportunities and
threats equitably, proactively and effectively. Howeverenirrisk management practice still focuses on threats.
Managing opportunity through the risk process is often sibar as an optional extra, or as only for advanced
practitioners, or as just plain wrong. Why is this?

This paper draws on human motivation theory (Maslowd) e latest ideas in information science (memetics)
to explain the discrepancy. It also proposes practitalisos to promote management of opportunity within the
risk process.

Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs” seeks to explain humanivabbn, and proposes a layered series of motivators
ranging from survival to self-actualisation. Applying thfimmework to risk management reveals why
individuals and organisations think first about threats, ang tlvey see opportunities as optional extras to be
addressed later if at all.

Memetics suggests that ideas (or “memes”) can be segrackets of information which self-replicate like
genes. According to this theory, the “risk is bad” meimgears to be better adapted to the current environment
than the “risk includes both threat and opportunity” meme.

The paper describes how to motivate project teams adisegions to address opportunity based on Maslow's
theory, and how to enhance the competitiveness ef tkineat-plus-opportunity meme through memetic
engineering. Applying these solutions will strengthea #bility to address opportunities through the risk
process, bringing practice into line with theory.

Defining “risk”

Over ten years ago, a debate arose within the progkctnanagement community concerning the nature of the
types of risk to be managed within the scope of the prdgctmanagement process (summarised in Hulett et
al, 2002). Until then project risk had been seen as exelysnegative, defined in terms of uncertain events
which could result in loss, harm, delay, additional cést with “risk” being synonymous with “threat”. This
definition reflected the secular definitions found in nedhnical dictionaries (for example Collins, 1979).

From the late 1990’s project management professionalsnbagaealise that there were other types of
uncertainty that mattered. Sometimes good things might @ccarproject which would result in saved time or
reduced cost, or which would enhance productivity or perfocemaSuch “opportunities” could be brought
under the existing definition of risk by simply expanding thgesy of impact to include positive as well as
negative effects. This resulted in a change in apprbgch number of organisations, including the Project
Management Institute (P¥)). The Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowle(RjdBoK® Guide,
2000 Edition) adopted a definition of project risk as “aneutain event or condition that, if it occurs, has a
positive or negative effect on a project objectiverbj@ct Management Institute, 2000). This broader definition
has been retained in the current PMBoK Guide and P&timbined Standards Glossdiiroject Management
Institute, 2004, 2005). It is also reflected in a numbetloérdeading standards, both in the project management
area (for example Association for Project Manageni®4, 2006) as well as in more general risk standards
(Australian/New Zealand Standard, 2004; Institution of Ciilgineers et al, 2005; Institute of Risk
Management et al, 2002; Office of Government Commerce, 2008).fafthcoming 1SO risk management
standard is also expected to adopt a similar position.

The use of the project risk process to manage both upsiielownside risk is not only embodied in a wide
range of standards, but it has been described in textlsoigood practice” (for example Chapman & Ward,
2003; Hillson, 2004; Cooper et al., 2004; Hillson & Simon, 200fgré are a number of benefits available to
those who include opportunities in the risk process Esddbit 1).
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No additional process overhead

Using the process to manage both threats and opportuniiesesethe number g
processes required.

Increased efficiency (2 for 1)

Limited resources can be used efficiently by combining comaativities such as

identification, assessment & response planning.

D

Opportunities are identified &
managed proactively

Using a structured process will find & capture more oppdiasithan would be
found by chance.

“Two-way street” trade-offs

Captured opportunities will create additional benefits &irggs that can
compensate for the impacts of unmanaged threats.

Increased chance of success

The positive impacts of captured opportunities will maximise probability of
achieving project objectives.

Motivated teams

People enjoy finding ways to work faster/cheaper/smarter.

Supports innovation & creativity

Opportunity thinking encourages teams to seek new ways of mgpiki order to

create benefits, value & savings.

Exhibit 1: Benefits of including opportunity in an integrated risk process

All of this creates a clear statement of intent on bBedfdhe project management profession: Risk includds bot
threats and opportunities, and the project risk managemmegs should be used to manage both of these types
of risk proactively and in an integrated manner.

Despite this, there is a distinct discrepancy betwbeory and practice. Although the project management
profession is unambiguous in its intention to promobéde application of risk management to both threats and
opportunities in projects, current project risk managemeattice does not match risk management theory and
standards. A survey conducted in 2001 (reported in Hillson, Z004Y a variety of organisational approaches
to managing risk, as shown in Exhibit 2, and recent essppes indicates that the situation has not changed
significantly. Many organisations remain stubbornlgistent that their risk process will only address negati
risks, with opportunities either being ignored, or madatpeough a separate process. Some organisations are
attempting to adopt the wider approach, with a combiné&driscess addressing both threats and opportunities,
but even here opportunities are usually not treated equéhythreats. In many cases, opportunities are an
afterthought, betraying an underlying conviction that issreally only about potential bad things, and this new-
fangled upside thinking is an optional extra. Even some sktboganisations who seem most committed to the
idea of managing upside risk in an integrated processr ref “risk and opportunity management”,
demonstrating a mindset that sees the two as distinctiffemtiot.

@ Risk process for threats
only, no explicit
opportunity mgt

8%
26% _
W Risk process for threats
only, separate
opportunity process

38% O Integrated common risk

process for both threats
& opportunities

O Other

Exhibit 2: Organisational approaches to risk management (fronHillson, 2004)
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Understanding the discrepancy: Two explanatory frameworks

Why does this discrepancy exist? If the case for includipportunity in the risk process is as clear as the
professional bodies and standards seem to portray, whigdaisations find it difficult to put into practice? It
does not appear to be due to lack of implementation guidaimce clear guidelines exist on how to extend the
risk process to include opportunities explicitly (HillsoBQ02), with specific tools and techniques for
opportunity identification, assessment and response planHitigof, 2004; Hillson & Simon 2007). Maybe
there are deeper reasons for this failure. If thblpro with implementing management of opportunities within
unified risk process is not due to practical issues, perhapartswer lies in the softer areas of motivation and
psychology. This hypothesis can be examined from a nuotbdifferent angles. It might be useful to seek
insights by viewing the problem from a completely difetr perspective. Two such approaches are described
below, based on the motivational theories of Abraieaslow and the information transfer theories of Ridhar
Dawkins. By using these two alternative frameworks to@epivhat might be going on, it could be possible to
develop suitable corrective measures to redress theckadan bridge the gap between theory and practice.

Maslow’s “Hierarchy of needs”

The first potential explanatory framework for why orgatins might find it hard to address opportunities as
part of their risk management process comes from th& wbAbraham Maslow on human motivation, as
encapsulated in his “hierarchy of needs” (Maslow, 1943, 1987polteilated that humans are motivated by the
drive to satisfy needs, of which there are a varietgifiérent types. However not all needs are equal, and
Maslow arranged the various needs in order of their-fjotence” or influence over people. This ordering is
usually represented as a pyramid, with the “higher rieidtie top and “base needs” at the bottom. There are
several alternative versions of Maslow's hierarchgeeds, one of which is shown in Exhibit 3.

actualisation

Aesthetic needs

Growth
needs

ag to know & unde s

Esteem needs

Del'.l:ieceizl;cy _/;( Belonging & love needs \\
/ \ Safety needs / \

siological nee \

Exhibit 3: An example of Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs”

A key feature of Maslow's hierarchy of needs is his entibn that people are driven to satisfy lower needs
before higher needs exert any influence. So for exartienost basic needs of air, water, sleep and food must
be met first, and are the over-riding concern of eaclvitheal, even more important than being safe or feeling
self-esteem. Once these are satisfied a personestdrbe concerned about other things. As each level of
“hunger” is met (with literal physical hunger at flogvest level), higher needs emerge which require satipfyi

Maslow divided his hierarchy of needs into two groups, Wdtficiency needs” towards the base, and “growth
needs” (or “being needs”) at the top. Deficiency needdtzose which must be satisfied, and without which a
person might be said to be deficient or “needy”. Theviddal does not necessarily feel anything positive if
these needs are met, but feels anxious if they aréMugn these needs are met, they are removed as active
drivers of behaviour. Deficiency needs are mostly playsiad emotional. Growth needs by contrast are those
which add to a person, which are not necessarily reqfaredhealthy existence, but which make a person more
fully rounded and complete. This type of need is psychologitdlspiritual, and they form more enduring and
permanent motivators.
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How is this relevant to the question of why individuals anginisations might find it difficult to implement
opportunity management as part of an integrated risleps@cAssuming that Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is as
valid for organisational motivation as it is for indivals, this framework would predict a strong preference for
actions which satisfy “deficiency needs”, and that ¢hesmuld take precedence over actions which target
“growth needs”. Translating this to the risk domain requaesunderstanding of which risks relate to the
different types of needs.

Deficiency needs are about survival, ensuring that #sergials are available to maintain life. In the
organisational risk context, this naturally leads to a fatuthreats. A threat is any uncertain event or conditio
that, if it occurs, will have an effect on objectivediich is negative, unwelcome, harmful, adverse etc.
According to Maslow, both individuals and organisation$ @l motivated to address these risks as the highest
priority. For individuals, the concern is to avoid probte save face, protect one’s reputation etc. At the
organisational level, this is the realm of businesdicoity and disaster recovery, which aim to protéwt t
business and ensure corporate survival. Deficiencgisnaee also addressed by operational risk management
and health & safety, since these are also about feegtidgrotecting the corporate organism. At project and
tactical levels, the need to tackle deficiency needslde likely to be strongly influential, with a focus on
dealing with threats to achievement of project objectives

By contrast, opportunities would appear in Maslow's h@@rgaras growth needs, being those uncertainties that,
if they occurred, would have a positive, welcome, helpftdotfon achievement of objectives. Such growth
needs exist in such areas as marketing and business degatpps well as strategic decision-making, and they
also exist at project level in the form of project oppoities. While these are undoubtedly good things, and in
themselves they are clearly worth pursuing, Masldvigsarchy of needs predicts that there is likely toess |
motivation to satisfy these higher needs than thet@ asldress more basic deficiencies. In other wordengh
limited amount of time, effort or resources (whictihe normal situation in most projects), an organisatiitin w
be driven to address threats before opportunitieseléhvironment is perceived as threatening, then thetnee
remove or minimise threats will always take precedenwa the option of exploiting opportunities, since the
drive to survive is stronger than the attraction of growth

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs seems to explain why bothvithails and organisations are motivated to deal
with threats before opportunities, since threats opesatthe lower levels of the hierarchy and threaten
deficiency needs, whereas opportunities exist at the highals and are seen as lower priority.

Memetics

A second useful framework for understanding the currdnttance to adopt an inclusive approach to risk
management is the recently-developed hypothesis of nmem@rodie, 1996; Blackmore, 2000). This was
introduced by Richard Dawkins as a development of theiskeffene” approach to biology (Dawkins, 1989).
Dawkins proposed an extension of this idea, applying ibformation theory, postulating the existence of a
hypothetical “meme” as a self-replicating unit of imf@tion, analogous to a gene, which drives human
behaviour and culture. From this initial innovation, itheas of memetics mirror genetics, with such principles
as survival of the fittest, competitive adaptationytation, replication, propagation etc. Whitty has &gupthe
memetic approach to project management and found itacuseful paradigm to generate new insights (Whitty,
2005).

A meme is defined as a package of informational contentpgippating to an idea or concept, which exists in
the human brain or mind, and which seeks to replicpateansfer to other brains or minds. It is the basit of
cultural transmission, and culture can be seen as théosaihof all memes. Clearly there are very manynmee
currently in existence, all of which are competingtfee limited resources of human attention and absorption
into current culture. The most successful memes ase tivbich are best adapted to the environment in which
they operate, which leads them to replicate and bedaménant. Dawkins argues that dominant memes are not
necessarily beneficial to human individuals or sociaehd that harmful memes can take root in the same way
that viruses can cause pandemics. The important featuch détermines the persistence of a particular meme
is its competitive advantage when compared to the otheresiagainst which it competes.

Having created this hypothetical framework, it is pdesib develop an approach called “memetics”, analogous
to genetics, to describe how memes operate. The raemeétic engineering” can be used to describe attempts
to manipulate memes in order to produce a desired outcomite Wva basis for memetics is challenged by
many as entirely hypothetical and unproven, the miemeatradigm offers useful insights into many aspects of
human behaviour and culture, including management of risk.
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Taking the memetic approach, the concept of “risk is wadlid be viewed as one meme, while the idea that
“risk includes both threat and opportunity” would be anotharc&Sthese two memes address the same basic
area, namely the definition of risk, they are natyriad competition with one another. Does memeticp tie
explain why individuals and organisations seem to firithitd to embrace the idea that risk management should
address both threats and opportunities?

Answering this question requires an assessment of ll&veecompetitive fitness of the two memes, in other
words, how well each idea meets the needs of the ciemstonment in which it operates. The majority of
social commentators would characterise modern wesberatg as risk-averse, uncomfortable with uncertainty
and its effects, and seeking to reduce this wherevailpegfor example Neuberger, 2005; Better Regulation
Commission, 2006), though different national cultures ekt to different degrees (Hofstede, 1982, 2001).
The world of business is also seen to be largely rigksay though again there are exceptions and degrees
within this. Focusing more closely on the realm of ptsj@nd programmes, the archetypal project management
professional is also perceived as being risk-aversdydimg the project manager, project sponsor or team
member.

The memetic question asks which risk definition memedmiditesses the challenges and needs of risk-aversion.
The obvious answer is the threat meme, since it encairagee appropriate behaviour, including prevention,
protection, contingency, mitigation, avoidance etcaTrisk-averse person or organisation, taking the approach
that risk includes opportunity seems to increase risk expoby suggesting that some risk is good and should
be embraced, speaking of exploiting or enhancing risk etcisik-averse culture, the threat meme seems better
adapted to survive and replicate, while the threat-plusropity meme is weaker and less competitive.

Although the theoretical basis of memetics is ungnoand challenged by many, it does offer additional insight
into why threat-based risk management might be moractitte in the current environment than a broader
inclusive approach of managing both threats and opportutiitiesgh the risk process.

Solutions

The two explanatory frameworks of Maslow and memetics &fétpful insights to understand why individuals
and organisations might naturally prefer to deal withatsrand view opportunities as optional extras, leading to
a discrepancy between risk management theory and praldieenext question is whether these frameworks
offer any ways to address the imbalance, to enabletegrated approach to risk management which deals with
both negative risks (threats) and positive risks (opportupities

Solutions from Maslow

Taking Maslow’s model first, there are three ways friclv an organisation might proceed if it wishesdog
the broader risk approach including management of opportunifiediealongside threats.

1. Ensure effective threat managemeéitte first is simply to make sure that all the lowearel motivators are
fully satisfied all the time, allowing the organisatito move on to the higher levels. In other wordssla r
process which deals effectively with threats will resmlan organisation which is confident and relaxed,
and which feels secure in its ability to handle both femesend emergent negative events and
circumstances. Once these more basic deficiency rezedsiet, the organisation will feel free to release
energy and resources to address the growth needsamjedy opportunities.

2. Develop conscious opportunity managemetpositive focus within the organisational culture thre
benefits available from proactive management of oppii#s will create a motivational force to counter
that of the lower-level need to deal with threats. If agment express a requirement for projects to
identify and capture opportunities, and reward such behawibly, then teams will respond
appropriately. Making management of opportunities both ekjlicd required will maximise the chances
of this approach being adopted. By emphasising the valuesdfitfner growth needs, their motivational
value can be increased, even if the lower-level aefmy needs are not all met.

3. Practice emotional literacyMaslow's hierarchy of needs is not universally acegpand some researchers
and practitioners believe the linear hierarchy overdfieplhuman motivation (for example Wahba &
Bridgewell, 1976). The reality of human motivation is like he much more complex. Studies of
disadvantaged communities where deficiency needs amdyaleanet often find unexpectedly high levels
of contentment and fulfilment, indicative of the higheed® being met. For example the Kingdom of
Bhutan is renowned for its high Gross National Happif@$#), introduced as a key national measure by
King Jigme Singye Wangchuak 1972 (Kinga et al., 1999), despite its low development s{@iusden et
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al., 2007). The concept of GNH is rooted in the Buddhisbndhat the ultimate purpose of life is inner
happiness. This philosophy appears to make it possiblehiataBese society to experience fulfilment of at
least some of Maslow's higher growth needs withoutsiatig all of their deficiency needs. A similar
situation appears to have arisen in London during the BItWorld War 2, and may exist in some African
countries today. In terms of Maslow’s hierarchy, it awpepossible to detach the upper growth levels and
bring them alongside deficiency needs, allowing a trafibedfveen the two, as illustrated in Exhibit 4 (this
idea was suggested in a different form by Vonk et al., 2008.spiritual dimension then forms a context
for physical hardship which makes sense of suffering apdivd¢ion. Such behaviour requires a high
degree of emotional literacy, especially the use @hinality, resilience, self-confidence and optimism.
These characteristics can also be developed in a bsistoesext (Hillson & Murray-Webster, 2007;
Murray-Webster & Hillson, 2008), to support proactive oppdtiu management in the risk process
alongside threats. This requires an ability to seditpger picture and think strategically, as well as being
able to handle apparent conflict and tension, whiteairing focused on the objectives to be achieved.

Esteem needs \ Need to know & umlerstaml/

\ Aesthetic needs /
Self-

/ Belonging & love needs

/ Safety needs \

/ Physiological needs

Exhibit 4: Modifying Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

Solutions from memetics

Viewing “risk is bad” and “risk includes both threat argportunity” as competing memes allows development
of three alternative approaches to enhance the relatimpetitiveness dhe threat-plus-opportunity meme. The
goal is to achieve domination of the threat-plus-oppostungme over the threat meme, since it is not possible
for the two to coexist in the same organisation or ptojec

1.

Modify the threat-plus-opportunity memé&he idea of “memetic engineering” (mirroring genetic
engineering) is to modify a meme to increase its satwalue by making it more competitive than its
rivals (“survival of the fittest”). One way to achiettais is for proponents of the threat-plus-opportunity
meme to consider what makes the threat meme strong, emdoaduplicate and improve on those
characteristics in the threat-plus-opportunity meme. adine is for the threat-plus-opportunity meme to
achieve a greater level of recognition and acceptance ttie current threat meme. One of the main
strengths of the threat meme is its apparent alignmightthe prevailing social and business climate. This
is based on fear of the unknown, the desire for pragdiity and control, and the view that uncertainty is
bad and must be resisted, leading to a culture of riskiamefEne idea that focusing on threats is the best
or only way to express a risk-averse culture should b#leciged robustly, with the view that proactive
identification and capture of opportunities maximisee tthances of success and protects against
unforeseen or unexpected downside impacts.

Actively promote the threat-plus-opportunity mefiBis strategy requires demonstrating its value in the
current environment, and/or maximising its perceived athegnin the expected future environment.
Proponents of the view that risk includes both threats ppdrtunities need to promote this position more
effectively, employing the skills of marketing, advertisilganding, etc. Successful case studies where
implementation of the broader integrated approach hasds significant value should be promulgated.
Champions of the approach should seek public platformsainmse awareness of its principles and
benefits, including those listed in Exhibit 1 above.

Demonstrate the limitations of the threat mefige goal of increasing the competitive advantage of the
threat-plus-opportunity meme can also be achieved by reducingttractiveness of the threat meme.
Active steps should be taken to persuade people that adifiitus on just downside risks will result in
reduced benefits, lost value, degraded competitivenesg, dacinnovation, poor creativity etc.
Demonstrating that the threat meme is an inadequanss to the current and future uncertain
environment will reduce its ability to compete agathstthreat-plus-opportunity meme.
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Conclusion

There are clear benefits available from adopting agmated approach to project risk management which seeks
to minimise threats and maximise opportunities througmglesrisk process. Current standards and guidelines
recommend this approach, and the theory is well estadali However implementation on the ground is patchy
at best, with limited take-up of the broader methodol@pme possible reasons for this reluctance have been
identified by applying two frameworks from disciplines outsidejgat management. Maslow's hierarchy of
needs explains why people are motivated to deal first thithats, treating opportunities as optional extras.
Memetics suggests that the threat meme is more comapdtitan the threat-plus-opportunity meme since it
responds better to the current culture of risk-avarsicsociety and business.

These two frameworks also suggest strategies for progwthie recommended approach of managing both
upside and downside risk through a combined process. Fromowlhss clear that the integrated threat-plus-
opportunity approach must demonstrably meet needs and imeasebntext of strategic advantage and benefits
thinking. Memetics shows that the idea of integratimgnagement of both threats and opportunities in a single
risk process must adapt and compete if it is to be tak@uskrand achieve wide acceptance in the business
environment. Implementing the strategies outlined inghjser will allow businesses and their projects to gain
the benefits available from the wider approach tgeptaisk management, and ensure that the gap between
theory and practice is closed.
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