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The Chief Risk Officer (CRO) role is well entrenched in the financial services sector, and in recent 
years has become an increasingly important role across other commercial industries. 

Risk has become firmly planted on the agendas of CEOs and Boards, with CROs playing a critical 
role in influencing sound investment decisions and enforcing better standards of 
governance. Whilst females are well represented at middle management levels, it is clear that 
more work needs to be done if we are to see more females in senior risk and board level roles. 

Morgan McKinley spoke with a number of female CROs across banking and finance in order to 
gain their top tips and insights on how to progress to and be successful.
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These impressive women come from a diverse range of 

backgrounds and have their own unique story to tell; 

testament to the fact that there is no ‘one size fits all’ 

approach.
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Career diversity.
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Just because you are not a risk expert, it doesn’t mean you have to shy away from the role. 

In the words of one CRO: “Always hire people that are smarter than you”. 

These individuals can act as subject matter experts and support you on your journey; it is important 

to have the right people in the right roles. Generalists who have had exposure to broad parts of an 

organisation can do very well in the role of CRO.

Spending time in a frontline role, even if this is on secondment, can be very beneficial in building your 

commercial acumen and gaining an understanding of the key drivers of a business. You don’t always 

have to focus on the next promotion either – a sideways move can be a great opportunity to learn 

about other aspects of the business. One female executive believes it was her broader lens that gave 

her an edge in securing the CRO role.



It’s hard to find all the qualities of a CRO in one person. 

There are a real a blend of technical and interpersonal 

skills that will help you be successful.
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Career diversity.
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Being highly numerate with the right technical skills is important, but so are softer skills, such as 

stakeholder engagement and relationship building.

Additionally, great interpersonal skills and the ability to influence people are essential. You need to be 

a good networker who builds strong relationships with your business as well as your peers across the 

industry, in order to stay on top of challenges and the ever changing regulatory landscape.

Prior experience in a commercial or business role adds value. Branching out during your career will 

give you a better understanding of how all areas of a business come together and the role risk can 

play in terms of both growing and protecting a business. The message is to obtain diversity in your 

career without losing your specialist skillset.

Furthermore, an inquisitive mind is very important in risk management, and there is no such thing as 

a stupid question.



A successful CRO must be able to deal with complexity 

and ambiguity, and understand the bigger picture. 
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Importance of mentors & sponsors.
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Mentors can play a huge role in your journey, and can be anyone that inspires and guides you. 

One female executive says both her mum and husband are significant mentors in her life; her mum 

for teaching her about the importance of education, being independent, having a career and a sense 

of humour; and her husband for being a good sounding board and coach. 

Several of the female CROs speak of managers that have encouraged them throughout their career, 

and the importance of having someone that has trust and faith in you and your abilities. 

Formal mentor programmes are important, but it is often the informal ones that can be most 

rewarding. An informal mentor could be a previous superior that knows you well; a relationship with 

high levels of trust allows for more direct and constructive support, especially during more 

challenging moments in your career.



Targeting senior, influential people that you can bounce 

ideas off is very beneficial. Additionally, connect with 

females in the industry who can help you on your journey.
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Importance of mentors & sponsors.
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If mentors are valuable, sponsors are even more important and can help you stretch yourself 

professionally and unlock your true potential.

The female CROs we spoke to have enjoyed their own roles as mentors; providing guidance and 

support to colleagues and industry peers, or serving on the board of organisations, such as Women in 

Banking and Finance, which assist in the development of young women across the sector.

It can be very rewarding to inspire someone and share in their success. It is also important to be able 

‘to walk in someone else’s shoes’; one way to do this is to carry out roleplays that help you to 

understand another person’s perspective.

Another piece of advice is to never stop learning and take advantage of opportunities to expand your 

knowledge. This could be signing up for internal training programmes or continuing your education 

through courses and further study.
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Get networking.
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Networking is important. Embrace relationships and use them. 

A few of the CROs we spoke to commented that if they had networked more earlier in their careers, it 

may have helped significantly later on, particularly coming from a background outside of risk 

management.

The industry is small and relationship building is important. Stay in touch with ex-colleagues and 

become a member of organisations in your region that provide good networking opportunities, such 

as the Risk Management Association, the Governance Risk & Compliance Institute or Women on 

Boards.
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Stay true to yourself.
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When starting out in your career, make sure that you show your ambition and don’t be shy to share 

your dreams with your boss. 

In the words of one CRO: “Create the outcome for yourself if you can”. 

It is also imperative to be true to yourself. “It’s your personal, professional brand that is most 

important”.

Additionally, CROs need to trust their instincts, and not to let things go. “If you have an inkling that 

something is not right, you investigate”, says one executive. 

Likeability helps too - people have to understand and like you as a ‘trusted insider’.
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Finding the balance.
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The nature of the CRO role means that you need to give it 100% all the time, and for some this means 

a work/life balance is at times almost non-existent. However, all agree on the importance of 

flexibility in the workplace as a contributor to a workforce.

Setting parameters, such as switching off on weekends, not checking emails until after dinner, 

scheduling time for the gym or lunch dates, are all ways of helping create that balance. Even making 

sure you get out of the office for half an hour is a quick way to recharge, or setting up meetings in 

coffee shops for a change of environment.

Work can devour you when you are performance driven, and this can have a negative impact on 

health and personal relationships. One CRO has found balance in returning to a childhood hobby of 

competitive horse riding, which provides a good contrast to the corporate world.



Workplace flexibility makes a big difference to employees 
juggling family and work life; as missing important family 

commitments will do nothing for morale. 
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Finding the balance.
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Managing a family together with a career in risk management can be very challenging, but you can’t 
stay out of the industry for too long, as you will get left behind.

Following the birth of her first child, one executive worked part time 3-4 days per week for the next 12 
years. This can bring its own challenges, as often you have the same workload compressed into 
fewer hours.

In terms of achieving a work/life balance, rather than demanding flexibility from your manager, 
instead ask for suggestions. “Present your situation without presenting it as a problem, and try to find 
a solution”, says one executive. This could involve taking a break or putting in place flexible work 
arrangements. Setting goals timewise and delivering on those will also give you more negotiating 
power.

Finally, it is important to lead by example, and by utilising flexible work options themselves, managers 
encourage staff to take up these arrangements too.
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Challenge yourself.
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Look for roles where you can stretch yourself professionally and expand your knowledge. 

In the words of one female CRO, “With every role you take on, you add something to your toolkit.” 

Look for roles where you can learn something, add value and demonstrate your success. For 

example, taking on a role in a new sector is a great way to learn about an area in which you have 

limited knowledge. Employ good people to fill any gaps and play to your strengths.

Women should be brave and seize opportunities in their career; working overseas can throw up new 

challenges, and provide an opportunity to grow professionally.
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Valuable insights.
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Create a workplace culture which gets people interested in risk and compliance, have fun and keep a 

positive energy. Don’t be put off by negativity. Listen to the people you admire, and if you don’t like a 

culture of a business, then move on quickly. It’s okay to move on when you are not feeling inspired or 

motivated.

Additionally, anyone working towards a CRO position needs to ensure that they remain focused on 

the real issues, and are consistent in resolving them. Don’t sweat the small stuff.

Learnt as part of presentation skills training, one CRO says the following A, B, C, D approach is not only 

applicable professionally but for many things in life:

A – Accept  →  B - Breathe  →  C – Centre  →  D – Deliver



People often don’t move for money, but rather 

a culture that is not right.
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Aim high & focus on the positives.
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Many women do not realise their full potential. The advice is clear; aim high early. 

There are more females at the middle management level and there are too few at the senior end 

within risk management. You need to think about where you want to be in ten years’ time 

professionally, and pride yourself on being career focused.

All the female CROs we spoke to agree you need to believe in yourself and what you can bring to an 

organisation. A good mantra to follow is: ‘Just do it!’ This encapsulates the need for action and to 

keep achieving.

Furthermore, don’t take yourself too seriously and don’t be overly worried about how you come 

across. To gain respect, it’s essential to articulate why you are taking a certain stance.

Finally, focus on the positives. Always take pride in your achievements and enjoy it when things go 

well!



morganmckinley.com 

It’s time to go further than ever before.

Let us help you Go Beyond.


