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What Do We Do?

— a quarterly look at the incredibly diverse field of risk analysis —

Vernon Guthrie

What isyour job title?
Guthrie: | amasenior risk/reliability engineer at ABS Consulting,
acompany focused on providing services, training, and software
that support risk solutionsfor public, energy, and

gree in nuclear engineering at the University of Tennessee,
where | had the opportunity to focus my course work and the-
sis on probabilistic risk assessment under Dr. Jerry B. Fussell
» (who founded JBF Associates). The methods

commercid clients. ABS Consulting has along [ms
history in the risk analysisfield, and many read- |
ersmay recognizeusaseither PLG, EQE Interna-
tional, or JBF Associates, companies that were
assimilatedinto ABS Consulting.

How isrisk analysisapart of your job?
Guthrie: Almost everything | have done during
my 30-year career hasinvolved performing quali-
tative and/or quantitative risk analyses. People
cometo mein need of effective and efficient risk
solutions. Providing these solutionsinvolvesun-
derstanding the challenges they are facing and
the decisionsthey are making. Based on thisun-
derstanding, | then seek to determine the risk-
related information that will support their decision making. Know-
ing therequired information, | can then identify therisk analysis
toolsthat will most efficiently providethat information.

Thisapproachto risk analysismeansthat | do not focusonthe
methods and tools at hand, but rather on the information needed
to support the risk solutions. Thus, much of my career has in-
volved modifying or devel oping risk anaysis methods and tools
for agencies such asthe Department of Energy, the Nuclear Regu-
latory Commission, the Food and Drug Administration, and the
Department of Homeland Security and for companiesin the petro-
chemical and nuclear industries. Modifying or developing risk
analysis methods and tools requires starting with avery detailed
understanding of the most accurate approach for modeling the
situation being addressed. Necessary assumptions are then made
to simplify the model into a practical application tool while not
violating the precision and certainty requirementsfor the results.

Providing the needed information efficiently also involves
substantial communication with decision makersand other stake-
holders. This communication is vital to my understanding of
the context in which the risk analysisinformation will be used
and in hel ping them understand the meaning and context of the
risk information | am providing. In addition, this communica-
tion often highlights the need for other nonrisk-related infor-
mation to support the decision process.

Other aspects of my job include (1) reviewing risk analysis
projects being performed by other risk analysts, as well as
mentoring less-experienced risk analysts, and (2) teaching quali-
tative and quantitative risk analysis methods through short
courses offered by ABS Consulting.

| aso perform incident investigations and root cause analy-
ses to identify the failures or errors that caused an undesired
event and the management system weaknesses that contrib-
uted to the event.

How did you decideto pursuethiscareer?
Guthrie: My undergraduate degree wasin nuclear engineering
at Mississippi State University. | then pursued a master’s de-

8 gl development work | performed as part of my
thesis sparked an interest that has continued
! throughout my career.

What got you towhereyou arein thefield of
risk analysistoday?

Guthrie: | began my career working at the De-
partment of Energy’s Oak Ridge, Tennessee, fa-
cilities as a risk analyst, and after about five
years| joined JBF AssociatesABS Consulting
as arisk consultant. These roles have alowed
me to perform risk analyses that support a di-
| verse set of challenging risk-related decisions,
with most assessments requiring at least some
modification to existing analysis methods or
tools. I have also had the opportunity to work with talented risk
analysis experts, many of whom werefellow graduate students
at the University of Tennessee and who were not shy in calling
out any deficienciesin my work.

What isthemost inter esting/exciting part of your job?
Guthrie: Developing new methodsto address some of the most
challenging risk-rel ated issues, whileworking with highly expe-
rienced and gifted risk analysis experts. | also enjoy teaching
and mentoring.

What would you recommend tothoseenteringthefield of risk
analysisinterested inajob likeyours?

Guthrie: Look for asituation where you can (1) obtain exten-
sive training in the fundamentals of risk analysis and (2) be
mentored for several years in the application of these skills.
Several universities offer relevant course work, including the
University of Tennesseewhere| recently assisted inteachinga
graduate risk and reliability course. You also want to obtain
diverse practical experience supporting real, risk-informed de-
cisionsthat must be made in atimely manner.

How has member ship/involvement in the Society for Risk
Analysis(SRA) helped you in your work?

Guthrie: Sharing challenges and solutions with other risk
analysis experts in many fields has been both extremely
beneficial and enjoyable. Having a booth at the SRA con-
ference allowed me to meet alarge number of SRA members
from varied backgrounds, and participating in the workshops
prior to the annual conferences has provided in-depth in-
formation on topics of interest and opportunities to meet
others who have similar interests. | find that while the un-
desired events being assessed are often quite different, the
fundamental modeling challenges and solutions are often
very similar.

I sthereanything elseyou would liketo add?

Guthrie: While there have been afew years when | was not an
SRA member, | initially joined the SRA asacharter member.
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