ORM, the Simple Application of Risk Management

By LCdr. Brent Tornga, EA-6B
Many convince themselves that operational risk management only applies to operations, and specifically operations at work. We often get wrapped around the axel and create confusion and distaste for the concept when over thinking the principles and steps of this process called ORM. ORM to me does not take a 200-page instruction or a 50 Powerpoint-slide presentation to explain, it takes a little practical application and one slide with about five bullets. It really is very basic when thought of as common sense that can be used no matter what you do or the circumstance you encounter.

Ask yourself a few questions before you engage in your next activity. First, what am I going to be doing?  Simple enough. What activity are you going to partake in?  Skiing the slopes, changing the oil in my car, moving an aircraft.

How can I get hurt?  How can this activity cause somebody involved or me harm?  Can material damage occur if a procedure is not followed?  How do I prepare?  These are just a few questions that you can brainstorm to identify risks involved in the activity. There are many questions that you can come up with. Several questions will likely have more than one answer. For example if you are going to the slopes you ask yourself “how can I get hurt?”  Answers might include improper equipment, overconfident, unsuitable conditions, etc. Thinking of answers to this question might jar you to think about new questions involving how you will get to the ski area. Is my vehicle in winter driving condition?  Will tire chains be required for my car?  Do I have any?  Is my car full of gas, oil, and wiper fluid? 

After you have brainstormed some questions to identify the risks, what are you going to do about it?  How can you minimize or manage the risks you identified?  Back to the skiing example, you manage the risk of getting to the ski area by checking your vehicle and the weather forecast. You check your route and ride with a buddy. You bring a cell phone and extra food, water, and a blanket or other clothing. You let someone know what your plan is, expected time of return, and destination. You identify the protective equipment you will need. Does this sound like common sense?  It is and yes, you are practicing ORM.

To finish the risk management loop, you must analyze the risks and your risk control measures to see if they are appropriate and are working. If not, your controls must be modified. The risk may be too great to accept without changing your control measures. If you know the weather is clear at the mountain and clear at your point of origin but ignore the route to get there, you have not properly identified a risk or put a control measure into place. If you however know the weather along the route is forecast to improve after 1000 or that the route is clear, you have minimized the risk. You still may need to get additional weather updates throughout the day as conditions change. After the trip, ask yourself if you encountered anything that was not forecast?  Ask yourself if you did what you could to prepare for contingencies?  If yes, you did plan for contingencies, you properly managed the risk and are now armed with a starting point for the next adventure. If no, then you need to do more planning and better manage the weather contingency risks for the next trip.

With practice, you will be able to assess the probability and severity of each risk. You can use numbers, 1 equals high, 4 equals low or just general categories of high, medium, and low. Probability is how likely the event will occur and severity is the measure or potential for injury, fatality, damage or loss of equipment. You have to identify the threshold you are comfortable accepting when engaging in recreational or other off duty activities. Generally, someone in your chain of command will dictate the level of risk that is acceptable for activities on duty. In either case, you must strive to reduce either the risk’s probability or severity, or both. If your control measures do not properly reduce the risk or severity, they must be modified or you should reconsider the activity altogether.

Remember, ORM is not an additional requirement. It is a process that should be integral in all activities. It is a philosophy, a way of life. It does no good to read about it, to attend lectures and briefs about it, to keep a laminated card in your wallet if you do not accept it as a tool and put it into every day mainstream use. Think of ORM as my Obligation to Reduce Mishaps (ORM) using Old-fashion Right thing to do Mindset. In its simplest terms, ORM is based on commons sense. Don’t over complicate it. Use risk management in terms you understand. What am I doing?  How can it bite me?  What am I going to do to protect myself?  How did it turn out?  What have I learned?  How can I do it better and safer next time?
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