
 

⭐Series One Summary – What Needs to Change 
Series One: From Compliance to Commercial Risk Leadership 

 

Over the past decade, most organisations have invested heavily in strengthening their 
risk management frameworks. This is entirely understandable. Regulatory expectations 
have increased, governance standards have tightened and the consequences of failure 
have become more visible. 

In many cases, organisations have responded well. Frameworks are more robust, 
reporting is more structured and assurance activity is more comprehensive. On the 
surface, risk management has never looked stronger. 

And yet, a question remains. 

Are these frameworks actually helping organisations make better decisions and perform 
more effectively? 

Because in many organisations, risk management has become something that is 
maintained — rather than something that is used. 

 

 



Core Insight 

The shift from compliance to commercial risk leadership is not about doing more risk 
management. It is about changing how risk management is applied. 

Across this series, a consistent theme has emerged. The effectiveness of risk 
management is not determined by the completeness of frameworks or the volume of 
reporting. It is determined by how well it shapes behaviour, supports decision-making 
and aligns with business objectives. 

This begins with how risk engages with the organisation. When risk teams lead with 
restriction, they are seen as a barrier. When they frame conversations constructively, 
they become partners in decision-making. Language matters because it shapes 
behaviour. 

The same principle applies to how organisations discuss risk itself. When conversations 
start with “What are your risks?”, psychological safety often disappears and insight is 
lost. When they start with objectives, assumptions and uncertainty, the exposures that 
matter begin to surface. 

Framing determines whether organisations understand their risks at all. 

At a deeper level, risk management is not a separate discipline competing with 
management. In many respects, it is a structured form of good management, bringing 
clarity to accountability and rigour to decision-making under uncertainty. 

This is where many organisations begin to drift. Frameworks become anchored to 
regulatory requirements rather than business objectives. The focus shifts toward 
compliance, documentation and monitoring, rather than supporting strategy and 
performance. 

Over time, the framework becomes disconnected from how the organisation actually 
operates. 

At the same time, accountability can become blurred. When risk teams step into 
execution, ownership shifts away from those making decisions. This weakens 
behaviour, distorts incentives and undermines both performance and risk culture. 

And when risk functions take on more tasks, they often lose sight of where they add the 
most value. 

Their unique advantage is not in what they do. 

It is in what they enable. 

Risk functions are uniquely positioned to strengthen organisational capability by 
shaping decisions, challenging assumptions and improving how the organisation 
navigates uncertainty. 



That is the essence of commercial risk leadership. 

 

What This Means for Executives 

For Boards and Executive teams, the implications are significant. Moving to commercial 
risk leadership is not about redesigning frameworks from scratch. Most organisations 
already have the core components in place. 

The challenge is repositioning how they are used. 

Executives should expect risk management to support decision-making — not sit 
alongside it. Conversations should be anchored in business objectives and commercial 
realities, not abstract risk categories or compliance constructs. 

They should also be attentive to how risk functions engage with the organisation. If 
interactions are perceived as restrictive or compliance-driven, engagement will occur 
late and insight will be limited. If they are constructive and solution-focused, 
engagement will occur earlier — where risk adds the most value. 

Accountability is equally critical. Ownership must remain with those making decisions. 
When it does not, behaviour will not change and performance will suffer. 

At the same time, the independence of the risk function must be protected. Its role is to 
provide challenge and insight — not to compensate for gaps in the first line. 

Finally, executives should be deliberate about how risk functions spend their time. Do 
you want them taking on more tasks, or building capability across the organisation? 

Because those are fundamentally different choices. 

 

Practical Takeaways 

If you want to move from compliance to commercial risk leadership, focus on a small 
number of critical shifts. 

Position risk as a partner in decision-making by leading with what can be done within 
appetite — not what cannot. This encourages earlier engagement and more 
constructive dialogue. 

Anchor risk conversations in business objectives, assumptions and uncertainty, rather 
than starting with the language of risk. This will surface more meaningful exposures and 
improve decision quality. 

Recognise that risk management is an important component of good management. Use 
it to introduce clarity, structure and rigour where it matters most. 



Ensure your risk framework is anchored to business objectives, not regulatory 
requirements. This determines whether it supports performance or simply satisfies 
compliance. 

Maintain clear accountability. Those who make decisions must own the risks and the 
outcomes that follow. 

Protect the independence of the risk function, and ensure it focuses on enabling 
decisions rather than executing them. 

Reposition the risk function as a capability builder — strengthening how the 
organisation thinks, decides and performs over time. 

Because ultimately, the value of risk management is not measured by the strength of its 
frameworks. 

It is measured by the quality of the decisions it enables. 

 

 

 

 

© Rob Firth 2026. All rights reserved. 


