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The conceptual clarity and practical application of ‘risk’ remains a critical issue in both risk science and military operations.

Within NATO, inconsistencies across doctrines, directives, and headquarters practices often result in divergent or conflated

uses of key terms. This paper addresses the growing need for a standardized, scientifically coherent, and operationally

relevant taxonomy of risk tailored to NATO's planning and decision-making contexts.

Building on the interdisciplinary field of risk science and supported by an extensive empirical dataset, that includes 800+

hours of ethnographic observation across seven NATO headquarters and 27 practitioner interviews, this study adopts a

hybrid approach to taxonomy development. This iterative and pragmatic approach integrates conceptual analysis with

grounded field insights. It critically evaluates NATO’s doctrinal texts through a qualitative document analysis approach

and contrasts them with contemporary risk science frameworks. The key contribution is a proposed taxonomy adhering to

the scientific definition of risk as the consequences of activities with its associated, encompassing both negative

(challenges) and positive (opportunities) outcomes.

The taxonomy distinguishes risk elements into logical categories thereby offering a more nuanced and practical structure

for military risk assessment. This structured compromise between scientific rigor and military pragmatism offers a pathway

to harmonize doctrinal language, enhance interoperability, and improve decision-making processes. By redefining how

risk closer to established risk science is conceptualized and communicated within NATO, this work contributes to evolving

both military doctrine and broader risk management practices in complex, uncertain operational environments.
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