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nce every few years, the world is shaken by an 
unexpected event that threatens the very 

foundations of society and the global economy. 
It’s the kind of scenario that tests risk 
management to the limit, yet at the same time 
proves its critical role and importance.

We had it with the 20th century’s industrial-
scale wars, with the onset of HIV-Aids, with 9/11, 

and with the financial meltdown of 2008 onwards. 
And now we have it again with the rapid global spread 

of COVID-19.
Globally, as this piece is being written, this virus is spreading 

by the hour. Science, medicine and economies are responding 
as best they can. 

At times of shock and uncertainty such as these, clear heads, 
robust forward-planning and lateral thinking are critical.

And that, of course, is exactly what good risk managers do. 
At moments like these, they more than prove their worth, 
bringing a sense of order and proportion to situations that can 
sometimes seem frighteningly close to chaos.

Importantly, they can 
take a dispassionate and 
balanced view, providing 
a more rational and less 
emotional response than 
other actors such as 
politicians, government 
agencies and the media. 

Good risk management, 
then, is critical. One 
specialist IIRSM member 
who has been carefully 
monitoring the progress of the virus and its effect on business 
is Greg Davies, Director of Market Development at Horsham-
based Assurity Consulting, and a qualified microbiologist.

He points out that humans have had to try and manage 
pandemics throughout history. In the 14th century, the Black 
Death – Bubonic Plague – is thought to have wiped out up to 
60 per cent of Europe’s population, and it is reported to have 
then taken 200 years for it to recover.

Back in 165 AD, the Antonine Plague (possibly smallpox) 
killed up to 10 million people, while more recently the 
worldwide Spanish influenza outbreak between 1918 
and 1920 saw the deaths of 50 million.

Assurity’s website has been updating 
businesses about the risk of COVID-19 
since January. “While the threat 
remained low, we suggested 
organisations should consider what was 
going to happen,” he adds. “That meant 

looking at travel, creating new or 
reviewing existing continuity plans 
and nominating specific personnel 
to monitor and collect specific 
information in readiness for  
further planning.

“Then as the number of cases 
grew in the UK, we looked at what 
organisations needed to do, and 
highlighting the advice from Public 
Health England (PHE) and  
the NHS.”

He says some companies initially 
saw the virus as something affecting 
China and Asia and therefore 
geographically distant. That has 
now changed. “The difficulty is 
always trying to second guess what 
viruses will do. If you look back 
to SARS and MERS, they are all 
slightly different in terms of how 
contagious they are, how readily 
they are passed on, and what the 
symptoms and mortality rates are.”

Different organisations have 
implemented different risk 
management policies at different 
times, Greg adds. “Anecdotally,  
I know that some were asking their 
staff to take stuff home at an early 
stage of this, or they were starting 
to look at splitting their teams up, 
effectively replicating the business 
function across different locations.

“Others began to open up their 
disaster recovery centres and start 
to put specialist teams there in order 
to allow the business to continue 
to function. I don’t think there has 
been any single trigger – for some it 
was seeing a suspected case come 
into the company and then asking: 

‘what will happen if this  
gets worse?’”

It is, he adds, “a matter 
of keeping risk in 
balance, calculating 
it against what needs 

Amid the media headlines and public concerns over the spread of COVID-19, risk 
managers are keeping a cool head as they help British professionals to successfully  
map their way through the crisis, including looking at different ways of working  
which could change the way we do business forever. And make no mistake,  
they’re also determined to keep calm and carry on, discovers Andrew Collier
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to be done to manage the pandemic 
in the UK while maintaining a 
realistic view of what is happening 
and the infrastructure needed to 
support it.

“The one thing you learn as 
a microbiologist is that nothing 
is ever certain. But as far as risk 
management goes, we know what 
the hazard here is. Everyone could 
be harmed, but in terms of severity, 
three or four groups within the 
population are particularly at risk. 
The point is that by knowing this we 
can start to develop our strategy.”

How, though, should organisations 
best manage their risk in a situation 
which seems to evolve by the hour? 

“As a business community, we 
are now meant to be more nimble 
and agile than we were before in 
terms of where and how we can 
work. If companies have had cases 
or suspected cases, then that will 
certainly clarify their thinking in 
how this has worked in reality.”

When it comes to medium term 
planning, Greg says businesses 
should also be preparing now for 
a return to the office. If staff have 
been working from home, then it 
is important to ensure that their 
buildings are still fit for purpose 
when they come back.

“It’s about ensuring aspects 
like the water systems and the 
air conditioning are still safely 
operational. Does the coverage of 
first-aiders and fire wardens still 
meet needs? Statutory compliance 
doesn’t go away and there is 
insurance and other considerations 
too. It’s for businesses to make their 
own decisions on how they manage 
it, but manage it they must.”

WE’RE IN NEW AND 
UNCHARTERED WATERS

Helen Barge, a Fellow of the IIRSM, 
is Managing Director of Risk 
Evolves, a Midlands-based 
consultancy covering 
all sizes of business 
from small to medium 
sized enterprises 
(SMEs) through to 

international corporations. She 
believes that part of the problem 
with addressing COVID-19 lies  
in the lack of robust and  
dependable information.

“We are struggling to separate 
facts from fiction and fake news,” 
she adds. “I think some journalists 
have been incredibly irresponsible 
in how they have been reporting 
things. But the role of the risk 
manager is to provide objective 
guidance, based on fact rather than 
on rumour and conjecture.”

Part of the problem with this 
approach, however, is in actually 
pinning down what those facts are, 
as different medical experts and 
governments around the world are 
reaching different conclusions and 
taking different approaches.

Helen Barge concedes this is a 
difficulty. “Traffic is lighter and 
we are seeing panic buying in the 
supermarkets. None of us have ever 
witnessed this before, even if we go 

back to the outbreak of the 
SARS virus in 2002. We are 

in new and uncharted 
territory.”

So where, given 
some of the current 

confusion over 
what is the correct 

advice and uncertainty about how 
individuals and infrastructure will 
cope, should companies get their 
information from?

“I have to trust the chief scientific 
advisers the Government has 
working with it and that their 
opinion is right,” Helen says. “They 
are far more knowledgeable about 
this kind of crisis than I am or the 
majority of people in the media. You 
have to go to a trusted source.” But 
with advice varying from country to 
country, which trusted source? 

“I don’t have an answer to that.
But I do have more confidence 
based on recent press briefings, 
the explanation of the medical 
modelling based on experience in 
northern Italy and China and the 
more cautious approach now being 
taken, as evidenced by the change 
in advice for vulnerable groups. The 
advice and guidance is sound.”

In common with other risk 
professionals, she believes that the 
full consequences of the current  
move towards homeworking may 
not be fully understood.

“The Government is saying 
that this is going to be a marathon 
rather than a sprint, and that means 
after a period of time people are 
going to be tired of working from 
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home. That in turn means you may 
see some behavioural changes.
We have a moral and probably a 
legal obligation to employees from 
a mental health perspective. We 
need to ensure that they are not 
inadvertently isolating themselves. 
That can mean involving them 
in regular team calls to keep 
communicating with them and make 
sure they don’t feel isolated from 
society. That’s very important.”

Some people, she says, will feel 
a change of working environment 
more than others. “I was talking 
to someone who is very much an 
extrovert and thrives on the energy 
of people around them. They were 
absolutely terrified of having to 
work from home even for a week. 
They didn’t know how they should 
deal with it – it was a complete 
unknown for them.”

LET’S KEEP CALM  
AND CARRY ON

Her overall message is to keep calm 
and carry on. “I’ve already seen 
some great notes coming from our 
suppliers in terms of how they are 
executing their business continuity 
plan – how they have tested the 
ability of people to work from home, 
if they have resilient systems and 
if their IT providers can ensure 
these continue to work, and how 
confident they are that they can do 
face-to-face meetings with clients 
using software if necessary.

“It’s also about checking 
insurance policies and 
understanding what are the 
provisions of your contracts – if 
you can’t deliver on them, what 
the penalties are and how you can 
mitigate them. It’s very much about 

going back to what you can do and 
the things you can influence today.”

Sarah Gordon, CEO of the 
London-based risk, training and 
research consultancy Satarla, 
says the advice given so far by the 
authorities has been sensible. 

“In London, the biggest danger 
is the commute, where you’ve got 
millions of people hitting the buses 
or the Tube. It’s not necessarily 
being physically in the office, where 
you can control the environment 
and make sure everyone is washing 
their hands.”

At the end of the day, she adds, 
management of the effect of 
COVID-19 comes down to risk 
appetite and tolerance. “We need 
to be making decisions very quickly 
based on uncertain information, and 
the priority right now is keeping 
people alive. 

“We have to ask how we do that 
and emerge out of the far side of 
this and not have another world 
economic crisis.

“One interesting thing to look 
at will be the effect of the virus on 
the carbon footprint on the planet. 
It’s probably done more to reduce 
that than Extinction Rebellion. 
I’m certainly not saying that this 

outbreak is a good thing, but it is 
certainly forcing us as a human 
population to look at aspects 
of technology such as working 
remotely.”

Perhaps viruses like COVID-19 
will always be with us. Certainly our 
modern world does little to mitigate 
the risk: we all live on an ever-more 
crowded planet, and the speed with 
which we can travel means passing 
on an illness becomes ever easier. 

But that does not mean we should 
be defeatist or overly pessimistic. 
Helen Barge has a simple but 
effective mantra: “This too will pass 
– the unknown is when. We need to 
expand to look for how to turn the 
risks and issues to opportunities.”

Greg Davies believes that lessons 
can and will be learned in terms 
of the business strategies adopted. 
“What worked and what didn’t? 
How successful was the timeline 
and how was it managed? Is there 
anything that could have been  
done sooner? 

“Could anything have been 
put off? What, if any, were the 
unintended consequences? It’s 
about looking beyond the obvious 
and being prepared. It is likely to 
happen again.” 

IN LONDON, THE BIGGEST 
DANGER IS THE COMMUTE, 
WHERE YOU’VE GOT MILLIONS OF 
PEOPLE ON THE TUBE OR BUSES

Helen Barge, top,  
and Sarah Gordon are 
offering sound advice 
on how to deal with the 
unfolding crisis
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The spread of the current 
coronavirus has been difficult to 
predict as it has sent mixed signals. 
“I have been monitoring it from 
day to day and in the early days, the 
evidence seemed to be that those who 
moved from mainland China to other 
countries didn’t seem to be affecting 
that many people.

“If they had travelled from, say, 
Wuhan and reported themselves to 
a hospital if they felt sick when they 
arrived in a foreign country, they 
were treated, put in isolation and that 
was that. Contagion seemed to be 
limited outside people’s families.

“But we have now discovered that 
some people can spread the disease 
in an asymptomatic way, and that is 
extremely worrying. It shows that it 
isn’t possible to absolutely control 
it. It doesn’t matter what checks 
you have at the border as people 
may be coming in and displaying no 
symptoms. Even if they are tested and 
are incubating the disease, the test 

may prove negative. You don’t know 
who to quarantine.”

The world, he adds, may end up just 
having to live with the virus, as it has 
learned to live with flu. With a vaccine 
probably at least a year away and with 
no effective treatment on the horizon, 
the immediate outlook can only be a 
pessimistic one. 

Disease has always been one of the biggest and 
most unpredictable risks facing humanity. 
The Black Death wiped out up to 200 million 
people in the mid-14th century, while the 
great flu pandemic after World War One 
infected up to 100 million across the world.

Today, of course, we have advanced 
medical treatments, better knowledge, faster 
communications and more advanced risk 
management techniques. But the fear of 
global infection and its consequences has 
become very real again due to the arrival of 

the COVID-19 novel coronavirus.
It is notoriously hard to predict the future spread of 

this and its disruptive effects on both humanity and the 
economy, but scientists and risk managers are trying to do 
so. One of them is the catastrophist Dr Gordon Woo of  
the Silicon Valley-based risk modelling company  
Risk Management Solutions (RMS). 

His work involves assessing possibilities in terms of 
extreme events, trying to work out how likely they are 
to happen and what the consequences might be. It is, he 
concedes, a massive undertaking, but one that has huge 
current relevance with COVID-19.

Dr Woo’s day-to-day monitoring of this coronavirus 
outbreak and his background in studying unplanned events 
make him a go-to global authority when it comes to tracking its likely outcomes.

He says one of the key problems is the fact that the virus is asymptomatic – 
in other words, it can be transmitted by people who are carrying the virus but 
showing no illness or signs of it. So, they may be infectious without knowing it, 
and without others knowing it too.

“That means people may be carrying the virus, but they are still moving 
around and going about their daily business. So, it’s becoming increasingly 
worrying. We now have so-called ‘super-spreaders’ – individuals who have a 
disproportionately higher ability to infect others. It’s all quite scary.”

IT DOESN’T 
MATTER WHAT 

CHECKS YOU HAVE 
AT THE BORDER AS 

PEOPLE MAY BE 
DISPLAYING NO 

SYMPTOMS

Coronavirus

A MAN AT THE HEART

OF THE BATTLE
For Dr Gordon Woo, assessing what could happen is vital in the battle to overcome 
COVID-19 and it’s a job he does every day. He predicts that while the virus won’t be a 
catastrophe, it will change the way we travel and go about our business 
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Another real concern for risk 
managers and others is that the virus 
is now deep in Europe, with its open 
borders and easy travel. 

“It could well end up being 
endemic. We’re in a pretty dire 
situation right now. We are likely to 
see vastly more cases in the months  
to come.”

From a clinical perspective, there 
is at least some light on the horizon: 
when a vaccine does arrive, it will 
greatly lower the number of fatalities, 
and some suggested treatments are 
emerging. At about two per cent, the 
mortality rate from the virus – usually 
fatalities are the old and vulnerable – 
is relatively low. 

“This virus isn’t going to be an 
existential catastrophe, and the 
number of deaths outside mainland 
China is really pretty small. But it is 
going to make a big difference to the 
way people go about their business 
– the impact is horrendous. Take 
the travel industry and tourism, for 
instance. There is already a massive 
effect in terms of things like 
transportation, hotels and other 
bookings. 

“A lot of travel is 
discretionary. If you’re 
on holiday, you don’t 

An expert view
Dr Gordon Woo is a 
catastrophist with 
RMS, the global risk 
management specialists.
For more information on  
Dr Woo’s thinking, 
his paper Downward 
Counterfactual Search  
for Extreme Events, 
published in Frontiers in 
Earth Science in December 
2019, is available at  
bit.ly/DownwardCount
His other published 
work includes the books 
Calculating Catastrophe 
(Imperial College Press, 
2011) and The Mathematics 
of Natural Catastrophes 
(Imperial College Press, 
1999)
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have to go somewhere. If you don’t 
need to go to a place affected by 
this, then why do it? The economic 
ramifications of this are already 
absolutely enormous.”

Can the risk be managed? To 
an extent, it can. But, as Dr Woo 
makes clear, the evaluation of what 
happens to people and economies 
and gathering of data can help with 
the management of future extreme 
events. “It may sound like hindsight, 
but when we had the outbreak of 
the Ebola virus some years ago, it 
would have been helpful to increase 
the surveillance of animal markets, 
especially in Asia, as that seems to 
have been the place in Wuhan where 
this virus broke out. 

“The world is now paying a price 
of billions of dollars because of a 
few people eating a cheap source 
of food. It really could be the 
time for stamping out this kind of 
consumption practice.

“We are in a situation where even 
draconian controls cannot stop this 
– it just needs one healthy person 
who is a carrier passing a border 
control. It is now the worst crisis of 
any kind in living memory, akin to a 
war on a global scale. Managing risk 
can only do so much. Ultimately, the 
best tools will be the medical ones.”

Dr Woo explained that he is a 
mathematician by profession, so 
the fundamental tools for this are 
quantitative. You have to be able 
to quantify exactly what the risk 
associated with events is, so that 
informed decisions can be made.

Dr Woo is not a clinician: his 
background is in theoretical physics 
and his background – Harvard, 
MIT, Cambridge University – is 
impressive. Initially, he worked in 
the field of earthquake engineering. 
“Then, progressively, my interest 
expanded to cover unnatural 
hazards and then man-made perils 
such as terrorism and pandemics.”

There are very few people in 
the world with his broad and deep 
knowledge in this area. “I’ve now 
been at RMS for nearly 20 years. 
Our primary function is to serve 
the insurance community when it 

comes to catastrophic events. The 
sector needs to understand the 
frequency and severity of these.  
It has to pay the claims, so it really 
does need to know, and that requires 
the kind of skills that I have. The 
decision makers need advice on 
what kind of actions to take.”

Working this out is a highly 
complex business. All catastrophes 
have what he calls a “long tail” – 
identifiable circumstances leading 
up to the event – and this can be 
measured and analysed. 

“This is the key to risk 
management. The traditional 
actuarial or statistical approach is 
to look at your fundamental data set 
and then do some sort of analysis 
to try and estimate the chances of 
more extreme events. Organisations 
like ours consider a much larger 
set of possible circumstances and 
look at what was in the tail of the 
last distribution. Also relevant to all 
catastrophes is what’d I’d describe 
as a counterfactual risk analysis – 
in other words, taking a historical 
event and then considering how the 
outcome could have been worse, or 
much worse.”

This approach, he believes, should 
be more widely adopted by the risk 
community. 

“It’s something anyone can do, but 
people aren’t really trained to do it. 
Thinking about how things could 
have been even worse is something 

that we generally don’t like to 
engage in. But by carrying out that 
reimagining of history, we can learn 
from it as it expands our database 
of experience. If we bring in these 
counterfactuals, we can consider 
other possibilities and see where 
those take us.”

Dr Woo gives an example: the 
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
(SARS) coronavirus identified in 
2003. “There was a major outbreak 
and it was highly lethal, with a death 
rate of about 10 per cent. But it was 
comparatively easy to track contacts 
as people were only infectious if 
they actually had symptoms. If you 
were just incubating the disease, you 
couldn’t pass it to anybody else.

“If you were feeling fine, then you 
weren’t going to be infectious. In 
fact, SARS came and went within 
about six months and didn’t really 
cause any economic dislocation. 
But if it had been more contagious, 
it would have been a very different 
story. I’m a mathematician by 
profession, so the fundamental tools 
for this are quantitative. You have to 
be able to quantify exactly what the 
risk associated with events is, so that 
informed decisions can be made,” 
 he explains.

“It’s not widely appreciated what 
common features catastrophes have. 
If we can understand these, that 
helps to mitigate the risk and means 
we can manage them better.” 
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TROUBLE ON  
THE HOME FRONT? 
Working from the comfort of your sofa may seem like a great idea  
at first, but there is a range of potential pitfalls that could make  
leaving the office a living nightmare if you’re not careful
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For many people, the biggest 
effect of the COVID-19 
outbreak will be a switch to  
working from home. For a lot 
of employees, used to years of 
spending their days around 
colleagues in an office, this will 

be an unprecedented experience.
For some, it will be novel and liberating. For 

others, the denial of everyday social contact in 
the workplace will prove to be challenging at 
best. For a number, it could even turn out to be 
a nightmare. Until now – quite justifiably – 
the priority of the authorities and business 
leaders has been protecting public health 
and alleviating economic catastrophe. 
Inevitably, this means that the wider issues 
surrounding mass homeworking have been 
somewhat off the radar.

Jon Abbott, Director of the West Sussex-
based Cardinus Risk Management, pictured, 
argues that the legal and cultural implications of 
this cultural shift have to be fully considered. 

“Most of my customers have no idea if or when 
their organisation is going to send people to work 
from home and for how long that might happen,” 
he says. “If it does, 
they have to think 
about ergonomics. 

“People are likely 
to be working on a 
couch, which is going 
to give them a lot of 
twisting of the spine. 
If they’re at a dining 
room table, then the 
chair will probably be 
too low, so there could 

be tilting of the pelvis. 
But there’s no point in risk 
assessing them as employers 
are not going to go to the massive 
cost of giving them an office setup 
for a temporary period.

“So we need to make sure that 
those people understand what 
discomfort is and if they start to 
hurt, they need to take regular 
breaks and to stretch regularly.” 
Ironically, he points out, staff who 

are already heavily disabled may 
suffer less as their homes are 
already likely to be modified for 
their needs.

There are also potential legal 
issues. “With most of my clients, 
the contracts they have with 

their employees are for them 
to work from an office. They are 
not contracted to work from home. 
But because organisations may be  
forcing people to do that and not 
giving them the office option, they 
are forcing them to be homeworkers, 
and that brings additional legal 
responsibility for employers.”

There are perhaps unseen 
consequences to homeworking 
which need to be addressed, 
he adds. “People may be taking 
additional devices home and 
possibly plugging them in to the 
same sockets as the TV, the gaming 
device and so on. So there’s a 
risk of overloading and a need 
for education with that. If you’re 

working in a back bedroom and 
a fire breaks out, what’s your 

evacuation plan? And what about if 
you have a heart attack? It’s really 
important that employers encourage 
their homeworkers to develop plans 
around these things.”

Considering psychosocial risk – in 
other words, mental health – is also 
important. “Humans are a social 
breed, but we are potentially putting 
people into an isolated situation for 
a number  of weeks. A lot of people 
can’t cope with that, and if places 
like pubs are closed, they are going 
to be alone for days.

“The other side of that coin is that 
you’re potentially putting people 
and families together. If you have 
conflict – you’re married perhaps 
and going through a tricky time – 
that could be exacerbated. It’s not 
great if you can’t escape and go into 
the office.   You may also have very 
busy people working to very tight 
deadlines also having to look after 
the kids or sick family members. 
That’s going to lead to extra stress 
and anxiety.”

Communication, he says, is key. 
“An employee has to ensure that line 
managers are communicating with 
their staff, and that a sound strategy 
is in place. If they require it, people 
need to be signposted towards help 
or have somewhere to go. These are 
unprecedented times, but resources 
need to be there.” 
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