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Identifying Project Risks: Gators 
Have Favorite Swamp Hangouts

Section I

The foundation of risk management is 
proactive and thorough risk identifi cation

—from the beginning of the project and 
ongoing throughout the timeline. 

Start with a fi rm understanding of the 
scope your risk management should take 
on—not just the “usual suspects,” typical 

project risks such as resource shortfalls—
but also risks inherent in the “product” 
or deliverables your project is creating. 

Whether your project is New Product 
Development, IT-related, or something 

else, start it off  with a proper level of fear 
(or at least healthy respect!) for the risks 
you could be facing, to spur you and the 

team to fi nd the risks before they fi nd you.
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Risk identifi cation is like counting 
gators before entering the swamp: not 

knowing how many there are could 
lead to unfortunate results.

Knowing where the gators are in the 
water gives the team the opportunity 

for further assessment, prevention, and 
contingency planning.  
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There are two kinds of risks to monitor: 
project risk and product risk. It is 

important to know the diff erence and 
monitor both. 

 The goal: ensure that technical and 
non-technical risks are factored into 

decisions about creating a new
 product so planning is proactive.
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 Product risks include the technical 
risks inherent in alternatives for a 

product, including unknowns in 
new technologies.

 Include specifi c techniques for 
uncovering gators based 

on innovations or inherent 
critical dependencies.
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Non-technical project risks 

include resource shortages, 

vendor risks, schedule 

uncertainly, etc.
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Assess the Impact: Potential 
Wound or Fatal Blow

Section II

Thorough risk assessment involves using 
a variety of tools to understand what your 

project needs to achieve and the level of 
risk you face in meeting those goals. Risk 
assessment also involves understanding 

the level of impact the project could have 
on various people or groups—because
 their reaction to those impacts drives 

the level of risk you face in satisfying the 
customers of the project. Various project 
documents related to goals and impacts 
can be used as powerful sources of risk 

insight. And core risk tools such as Risk 
Lists and Risk Assessment Tables provide 

the means for a project-wide assessment of 
the entire risk picture.
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Neglecting to understand your level of 
gator risk before getting in the water is 

a sure way to plan on failing. 

 Even the early Concept phase of a 
project should assess level of risk by 

roughly assessing the potential 
risk-reward tradeoff .

37
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 Metrics for the benefi ts of a project 
—e.g. return on investment (ROI) and 

revenue projections—can be compared 
to quantifi ed risks.

Benefi ts metrics can be a persuasive 
argument in favor of doing the project 
—but the potential “cost” of risks must 

be considered too.
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 Ask yourself, “What’s the cause? 

What’s the risk? What is the result of 
the risk being realized?”

 IF-THEN risk statement structures 
work well, too. “IF other projects slip, 

THEN the resources required will be…”

44
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 Once properly stated, move 

toward determining the 

probability of occurrence and 

the severity of the impact. 

45
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Response Planning: Deciding 
How to Handle the Gators

Section III

The work is not done once risks are 
identifi ed and assessed. It’s all for nothing 
if there are not concrete, actionable plans 
for handling those risks all along the way. 

Risk Response Planning includes deciding 
how far the team will go—to take action
 and spend money—to handle each risk. 

It also includes ongoing communication 
to keep monitoring and acting on 

opportunities to respond to the
 risks at hand.
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 Gators, like risks, have been around for 
a very long time. They always will be 

there—every project must make a risk 
plan to tame them.

 Remember: You play to win the game. 
You must get the project in on time 

and within budget despite all the risks.
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 Some risks should be 

mitigated. Sometimes a PM 

should take a calculated 

risk. A Response Plan helps 

everyone know the diff erence.

80
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 Take steps to improve the chances 

of a good outcome as well as steps to 
prevent bad outcomes from 

happening at all.

 If there is no risk on a project it may 
not be worth doing! The secret is to 

make your risks calculated.
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Understand the fi nancial 

aspect of risks: Calculate 

Expected Monetary Value 

(EMV) of each to decide what 

to spend to negate them.

83



Section IV: Managing the Risk Throughout the Project: Living with Gators



#RISK MANAGEMENT tweet 23

Managing the Risk Throughout 
the Project: Living with Gators

Section IV

The best-laid Risk assessments and 
response plans may not stay the same. Risk 
management is an ongoing project activity. 
Comprehensive risk management involves 

a plan and focused ongoing attention. 
The nature of risk on a project should 

also infl uence the type of project manager 
chosen based on the style of management 

best suited to managing the risk profi le 
of the project. The team’s involvement is 
the full risk management lifecycle and is 

critical as well.
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 The plan provides a perspective on 
risks across the project, ensuring 
that issues will be dealt with and 

management will get no surprises.

 Senior management must ensure 
that their interests are refl ected in 

the project’s processes, timing, and 
approaches to risk management.
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 Have all parties agree on the 
acceptability of the risk management 

process. Be open to improvements. 
This keeps the process alive.

 Manage the risk plan: scan for new 
gators in the swamp, assess their size, 

and monitor them to minimize their 
impact on the project.
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 Cultivate a proactive, 

pervasive risk management 

mindset on the team.

 Focus all minds on risk to 

manage gators and 

emerge unscathed!
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