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For Lincoln Financial Group’s Rick Klenk, risk management is a cultu        ral imperative that drives favorable performance—even in bad weather.
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For Lincoln Financial Group’s Rick Klenk, risk management is a cultu        ral imperative that drives favorable performance—even in bad weather.

BY AMBREEN ALI
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If  you have crossed paths with Rick Klenk, 
odds are you have heard this one before. 

“They’re not just fast, they have very pow-
erful brakes,” says Mr. Klenk, chief  risk officer 
(CRO) at Lincoln Financial Group. “Those 
brakes support that fast-moving car. That’s 
risk management.” Put another way: A com-
pany’s performance and success are only as 
strong as its safety mechanisms. Speed is easy; 
control is hard. 

With this mindset, Mr. Klenk is right at home 
at Lincoln, a Fortune 250 company headquar-
tered in Radnor, Pennsylvania. For well over a 
century, it has succeeded in the insurance and in-
vestment management space, navigating crises 
and building on opportunities. Mr. Klenk knows 
that to deliver favorable results in today’s turbu-
lent financial markets, he and his team must re-
lentlessly assess and mitigate risk.

“The biggest challenge I deal with is con-
stant change. It’s something that continues to 
grow exponentially, frankly,” Mr. Klenk says.

“ The biggest chal lenge I  deal wi th is 
constant change. I t ’s something that 
cont inues to grow exponent ial ly.”
—Rick Klenk, chief risk officer, Lincoln Financial Group

He joined Lincoln in 2011, the year that a 
dramatic drop in interest rates challenged the 
company’s balance sheet. But Lincoln had al-
ready spent years planning how to weather 
that possibility. Its stock price has mostly in-
creased in the years since and sits close to its 
value before the 2008 recession.

The crisis was an inflection point. In the 
years that followed, Lincoln refined its cultur-
al values, coming to realize that the only way 
to guard against market volatility was to build 
a culture of  consistency. Its reputation among 
more than 17 million customers is built on this. 

Lincoln may face another test of  its consis-

“ Wha t  do 
t he  f as t es t 
ca r s  in  t he 
wor l d  have 
in  common ? ”
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tency soon enough, as many experts anticipate 
another global downturn within the next year. 
“There are all kinds of  headlines about the 
credit cycle, an economic downturn and inter-
est rate changes. CROs like myself  are always 
thinking about that,” Mr. Klenk says. Aside 
from obvious risks like recession, he also is “al-
ways looking at the tail”—the trailing edge on 
a probability graph that describes the remote 
possibility of  danger to the company. The 
question he frequently asks is: How can Lin-
coln avoid exposure to dangerous outlier risks? 

It is a question that no one person alone 
can answer. As the man most accountable 
for managing risks, Mr. Klenk knows that for 
Lincoln to flourish, risk management has to 
be woven into the company’s culture. “That is 
how we thrive,” he says. 

Everyone’s Job
To build a true culture of  risk management, 
every employee must become a risk manager. 

“It’s a mindset. Say you work at a call center. 
You want to be asking, ‘What things could 
come at me that could add risk to the organi-
zation?’” Mr. Klenk says. “It could be a money 
order, it could be fraud that comes across your 
desk. Everyone is on the front lines of  risk de-
fense. Everyone is a risk manager.”

Of  course, Lincoln cannot be overly risk-
averse—it is in the business of  taking risks, 
after all. To help employees determine their 
risk appetite and make calculated choices, Mr. 
Klenk developed a custom framework for the 
company. The framework enables any team—
not just actuaries—to thoughtfully weigh op-
tions considering potential dangers and bene-
fits. It allows people to regard risk not as a stop 
sign, but rather as one important factor.

The risk assessment framework has done 
more than help employees—it has also broad-
cast his value through the company. “I do not 
just want to be a risk practitioner putting a risk 
scorecard out there,” he says.

“ I do not 
just want 
to be a r isk 
pract i t ioner 
put t ing 
a r isk 
scorecard 
out there.”
—Rick Klenk
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Instead of  being seen as a C-suite “toll-
gate”—to use his words—he has become a 
strategic resource for other executives looking 
for advice when considering new initiatives. 

“For me to be effective, I need to be a part-
ner with my peers in the C-suite,” Mr. Klenk 
says. “It’s easy for me to say no. It’s a lot hard-
er for me to say yes, but it’s incumbent upon 
me as a CRO to go down that road. I don’t 
ever want to be looked at as a tollgate some-
body has to get through.”

Nurturing the Next Generation
Along with consistency, collaboration is the 
other keystone in Lincoln’s culture. It is some-
thing that Mr. Klenk has learned the hard way 
to value.

Before joining Lincoln, he served in senior 
roles at Penn Mutual Life Insurance Co. and 
Nationwide Financial Services. At one orga-
nization, he worked with a team at corporate 
headquarters to develop an actuarial assessment 
program for the entire company. After launch, 
their excitement quickly turned to dismay.

“We came up with something we thought 
was beautiful and theoretically pure and said, 
‘We’re going to drive this to the organization.’ 
We tried to do that and basically failed miser-
ably,” Mr. Klenk recalls. The program “didn’t 
reflect the entire actuarial organization, and 
it quickly imploded because we had actuaries 
with different perspectives.”

The lesson now influences all facets of  his 
leadership. When Mr. Klenk is evaluating a 

“For me to be ef fect ive, I  need to be a par tner with my      peers in the C -sui te. 
I t ’s easy for me to say no. I t ’s a lot harder for me to s      ay yes, but i t ’s 
incumbent upon me as chief r isk of f icer to go down th       a t road. I  don ’t ever 
want to be looked at as a tol lgate somebody has to g       e t through.”
—Rick Klenk
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potential hire, he relies on others to vet appli-
cants’ technical abilities. He uses his interview 
time to assess the applicant’s interpersonal 
skills and personality: “If  I can’t see them em-
bracing all areas of  the organization and collab-
orating well, they’re not going to fit in.” 

Cultivating Lincoln’s culture is an equally 
essential element of  Mr. Klenk’s role—what he 
dubs his “executive influence.” He is the exec-
utive sponsor of  the company’s actuarial devel-
opment program, which 125 Lincoln actuaries 
rely on for professional credentials. Mr. Klenk 
has worked to ensure the program evolves to 
reflect technological advances in data analytics 
and predictive modeling. 

“It’s a wave of  the future for us and how we 
do our business,” he says. 

The field of  risk management has come to 
embrace big data and forecasting tools to better 
discern and model patterns of  risk. This digital 
disruption is as much an opportunity as it is a 
risk for Lincoln and its employees. The techni-
cal skills required are always changing—posing 
an obstacle for senior actuaries who may lack 
the digital literacy necessary to remain at the 
forefront of  the field. 

For young professionals, Mr. Klenk recom-
mends aiming for broad experiences early on. 
He suggests moving around in a company to 
absorb varying perspectives and better un-
derstand how it operates. And drawing from 
the lesson of  his failed actuarial tool, he also 
recommends building partnerships with their 
peers. “If  you’re working in a silo, you’re going 
to stay in your silo, and that’s going to be detri-
mental to the organization,” he says.

Aptly enough for a man who manages risk 
for a living, Mr. Klenk sees a healthy risk appe-
tite as the key to career development. “Some 
people, if  an opportunity knocks, they’re al-
ways afraid to open that door. Open that door. 
Even if  an opportunity doesn’t knock, knock 
the door down.” IQ

H annes Mösenbacher could be taking 
a victory lap, but that is just not his 
style. As chief risk officer of Raif-

feisen Bank International, Mr. Mösenbacher 
helped the Vienna, Austria-based company 
deliver its best-ever yearly performance in 
2018. With more than $6 billion in revenues, 
it posted a record net income of $1.5 billion, 
a result of strong performances in each of 
the 13 Central and Eastern European coun-
tries in which it operates. CEO Johann Strobl gave much of the 
credit to improvements in the company’s risk profile.

With its focus on Central and Eastern Europe—including eco-
nomic and political hot spots like Ukraine, Russia and Belarus—
Raiffeisen has a high tolerance for risk. But Mr. Mösenbacher and 
the rest of the bank’s executive team are proving that favorable 
results are possible even amid constant uncertainty. A 20-year 
risk management veteran, Mr. Mösenbacher credits much of his 
success to building a culture in which experimentation is encour-
aged and failure is treated as a learning experience. 

“You always have uncertainty with decisions—that’s why 
they’re decisions,” he says. He believes in giving people as much 
data as they need and not second-guessing them. “I’m aware of 
not saying, ‘You should have known,’” he says.

As a leader, Mr. Mösenbacher believes in standing behind his peo-
ple, “but also standing in front if needed,” he says. “If things turn sour, 
I take ownership of those decisions and don’t blame it on the team.” 

Although metrics and models are fundamental to risk management, 
Mr. Mösenbacher appreciates the value of client relationships. “If you 
have a long-lasting client relationship, there is a trust foundation,” he 
says. “I want to approach a client and say that I’m happy financing a 
certain amount because I already know their financial situation.” 

And he challenges a common misperception of risk managers as 
naysayers. “If that was true, we wouldn’t have any clients,” he says, 
laughing. In fact, Mr. Mösenbacher is inclined to look for silver linings. 
An economic slowdown is not necessarily reason to run for the exits, 
he says, particularly in the high-growth economies his bank serves. 

A passionate hiker, mountain biker and skier, Mr. Mösenbacher 
belies the stereotype of risk managers as overly cautious. “There’s 
a risk when you’re biking down a hill, but the risk is affected by 
whether you’re going 50 kilometers an hour or 20 kilometers an 
hour,” he says. “Management of risks is knowing your tolerance 
and how to prepare.”

“For me to be ef fect ive, I  need to be a par tner with my      peers in the C -sui te. 
I t ’s easy for me to say no. I t ’s a lot harder for me to s      ay yes, but i t ’s 
incumbent upon me as chief r isk of f icer to go down th       a t road. I  don ’t ever 
want to be looked at as a tol lgate somebody has to g       e t through.”
—Rick Klenk

K n o w 
Y o u r  R i s k 
To l e r a n c e 
L e v e l
Hannes Mösenbacher helps Raiffeisen Bank excel in some 
of the world’s most volatile markets.
By Paul Gillin

Hannes 
Mösenbacher
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