
AA - Application Areas | Abstract (and subsequent Paper)

OC - (24053) - RISK BEYOND DOCTRINE II – AN EMPIRICAL STUDY OF NATO’S RISK MANAGEMENT
INTEGRATION IN DECISION - MAKING

 Solli, Bjørn-Erik (Norway)1; Borrie, Andy (United Kingdom)2

1 - North Atlantic Treaty Organization & Supreme Allied Commander Transformation’s Professional Doctorate
Program, Norway; 2 - Made to Measure Mentoring Limited & Gloucestershire University, England

This paper examines how risk management is actually practiced within NATO military headquarters’ decision-making

during ongoing operations, complementing an earlier study on planning. Using 14 months of ethnographic observation

across seven NATO headquarters and 25 semi-structured interviews, the authors analyse how risk considerations surface

in practice.

They find two parallel “risk pathways.” The explicit pathway consists of formal, traceable mechanisms such as Assessment

Boards, Risk Working Groups, and Joint Coordination Boards prescribed in doctrine and standard operating procedures.

The tacit pathway, however, is pervasive but less visible: informal adaptations, anticipatory reorganization, commander-to-

commander discussions, and leadership framing embed risk thinking into daily routines without using formal risk

terminology.

Data show risk deliberation is widespread across headquarters activities, especially working groups, daily updates, and

senior-level communications. Yet many identified risks do not flow from informal forums into official registers, revealing a

gap between doctrine and practice. Interviewees highlighted both enablers and leadership emphasis, staff preparation,

cross-functional dialogue and constraints, such as checklist mentalities, training shortfalls, bureaucratic filtering, and the

reality that effective mitigation requires resource trade-offs. Senior leaders stressed that risk management is not only

about avoiding threats but also about prioritizing, taking calculated risks, and shaping the future.

The study concludes that NATO’s decision-making processes already integrate risk management far beyond the discrete

points mandated in doctrine, aligning with contemporary risk-science models that define management as all activities

addressing risk. However, NATO lacks reliable mechanisms to link tacit practices to formal processes and to make risk

deliberations more visible and systematic. Bridging this gap would better operationalize risk science, ensure continuity

from informal discussion to formal documentation, and strengthen NATO’s strategic credibility.
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