
Risk Management Plan 
Anticipating, Tracking, and Controlling Outsourcing Risk 

Outsourcing can offer efficiency, speed, and access to specialized expertise—but it also introduces uncertainty. 
Whether you're handing off software development, payroll processing, customer service, or infrastructure 
support, the act of engaging an external provider opens the door to new variables you may not fully control. 

Effective project managers do not treat risk as a surprise. Instead, they plan for it, monitor it, and develop 
playbooks to respond quickly when issues arise. A solid risk management plan is not about avoiding risk at 
all costs—it’s about making risk manageable. 

This section will help you identify the most relevant risks to your outsourcing engagement, assess their 
likelihood and impact, define mitigation strategies, and assign ownership for monitoring. You will also build a 
live risk register, which is a standard tool in procurement and project management used to track and manage 
active risks throughout a project lifecycle. 

 

Why Risk Planning Matters 
The most successful outsourcing engagements are not those with zero problems. They are the ones where 
problems were: 

●​ Expected​
 

●​ Defined early​
 

●​ Monitored continuously​
 

●​ Handled with discipline​
 

When outsourcing fails, it's often not because something went wrong—but because nobody was watching. 

 

Common Categories of Outsourcing Risk 
Risks in outsourcing engagements typically fall into one or more of the following categories: 

1. Delivery Risk​
 The vendor fails to deliver agreed-upon work on time or to the required standard.​
 Example: A marketing firm outsources social media calendar design, but the vendor consistently misses 
weekly deadlines, causing posts to go out late. 



2. Communication Risk​
 Time zone differences, unclear documentation, or slow responses cause project delays or errors.​
 Example: A U.S.-based startup working with a vendor in Eastern Europe struggles to get timely feedback on 
bug reports during overlapping hours. 

3. Scope Risk​
 Lack of shared understanding about what is in or out of scope results in conflict or rework.​
 Example: A software vendor believes QA is included in the base project fee; the client assumed it was a 
separate charge. 

4. Security and Compliance Risk​
 Sensitive data is mishandled, or regulations (e.g., GDPR, HIPAA) are not followed.​
 Example: An HR outsourcing firm fails to encrypt applicant data, creating exposure to a privacy complaint. 

5. Cost Risk​
 The final bill exceeds the expected amount due to change orders, delays, or poor estimation.​
 Example: A design agency contracts a T&M vendor for branding assets but ends up doubling the expected 
hours because requirements weren’t locked. 

6. Cultural Fit Risk​
 The vendor’s working style, norms, or communication tone clashes with the client’s culture.​
 Example: A nonprofit organization finds its offshore vendor to be too transactional and inflexible in handling 
feedback and iteration. 

7. Dependency Risk​
 The client becomes overly reliant on the vendor, creating a single point of failure.​
 Example: A logistics company builds a custom scheduling app with one offshore developer. When that person 
resigns, there's no backup and the roadmap stalls. 

8. Governance Risk​
 Lack of structured oversight leads to “silent failure,” where issues grow unnoticed until they become major 
blockers.​
 Example: A school district outsources IT support but never sets up formal performance reviews. The helpdesk 
backlog grows without anyone realizing. 

 

Step 1: Identify and Describe Specific Risks 
As a team, reflect on: 

●​ What tasks you are outsourcing​
 

●​ What assumptions you’ve made about the vendor​
 

●​ What contract model you’re using (Fixed-Price, T&M, Cost-Plus)​
 

●​ What controls exist (or don’t exist) around deliverables and reporting​
 



Then brainstorm at least five detailed risks specific to your project. 

Don’t write: 

"Vendor may be late."​
 Write:​
 "Offshore development partner may delay API delivery due to dependencies on incomplete 
documentation and lack of overlapping time zone hours." 

 

Step 2: Create the Risk Register 
Use a structured format to track and manage risks. For each risk, include: 

●​ Risk Description: A specific, detailed statement of what could go wrong​
 

●​ Likelihood: Is this risk high, medium, or low probability?​
 

●​ Impact: If it happens, will the impact be high, medium, or low?​
 

●​ Mitigation Strategy: What steps will reduce the likelihood or impact?​
 

●​ Risk Owner: Who is responsible for monitoring and responding?​
 

Sample Entries: 

Risk: Language barriers may cause misunderstanding of technical requirements.​
 Likelihood: Medium​
 Impact: High​
 Mitigation: Require use of visual prototypes and English review of all specs before kickoff.​
 Owner: Product Manager 

Risk: Vendor may reassign key personnel mid-project.​
 Likelihood: High​
 Impact: Medium​
 Mitigation: Include contract clause requiring prior notice and knowledge transfer; conduct biweekly staff 
check-ins.​
 Owner: Delivery Lead 

Risk: Security breach due to vendor storing sensitive data in a non-compliant cloud region.​
 Likelihood: Low​
 Impact: High​
 Mitigation: Conduct security audit pre-contract; restrict data residency to approved zones.​
 Owner: IT Security Officer 

 



Step 3: Design Mitigation Strategies 
Each mitigation strategy should go beyond stating "we will monitor." Instead, address: 

●​ Prevention: What can we do now to stop this from happening?​
 

●​ Detection: What early indicators will alert us if this risk is materializing?​
 

●​ Response: What actions will we take if it happens?​
 

For example: 

Weak Mitigation: Track vendor quality.​
 Stronger Mitigation: Require vendor to submit test case results every Friday; review pass/fail ratio in weekly 
QA sync. Escalate if three consecutive reports show regressions over 20%. 

Mitigation strategies typically fall into one of four categories: 

●​ Avoid the risk by changing the plan​
 

●​ Reduce the probability or impact through design and oversight​
 

●​ Transfer the risk (e.g., through contract clauses, insurance, warranties)​
 

●​ Accept the risk if it’s low and manageable—but log your rationale​
 

 

Step 4: Write a Risk Posture Summary 
Summarize your team’s overall risk view in 5–7 sentences. Include: 

●​ The types of risk that are most critical to your project​
 

●​ Any assumptions you’re making that could become risks later​
 

●​ How the risk register will be updated or monitored​
 

●​ How escalation will work if a risk becomes a full-blown issue​
 

Example Summary:​
 Our primary risks are related to vendor delivery and scope alignment. We are assuming that requirements will 
remain stable, but any major changes could affect schedule. The risk register will be reviewed biweekly by the 
project manager and shared with leadership. Any risk with a “high” rating in both likelihood and impact will be 
escalated immediately to the steering committee. We are prioritizing clear documentation and frequent demos 
to reduce visibility gaps. 



 

Optional: Broader Risk Categories to Stimulate Discussion 
If your team gets stuck, explore these professional risk types: 

●​ Strategic Risk: Does outsourcing align with long-term goals?​
 

●​ Operational Risk: Can the vendor’s work integrate with your processes?​
 

●​ Regulatory Risk: Are there laws or certifications to comply with (e.g., GDPR, SOC2)?​
 

●​ Financial Risk: Could budget, billing, or payment structure create exposure?​
 

●​ Technical Risk: Will the outsourced solution work within your architecture?​
 

●​ Vendor Risk: Is the vendor stable, qualified, and ethical?​
 

●​ Relationship Risk: Will the partnership hold under pressure?​
 

 

Common Mistakes to Avoid 
●​ Listing vague risks with no specific scenario or trigger​

 
●​ Ignoring “inconvenient” risks that reflect leadership or process gaps​

 
●​ Assigning every risk to “the team” instead of a real person or role​

 
●​ Confusing risks with current issues (future vs. present problems)​

 
●​ Skipping regular reviews of the risk register once the project begins​

 
●​ Overlooking governance risks, such as who reviews progress or enforces the contract​

 

 

Final Note 
In outsourcing, risk is inevitable. But unmanaged risk is optional. A well-built risk register—with thoughtful 
entries, specific mitigation strategies, and real ownership—is not just a planning tool. It’s a leadership signal. 

It shows that your organization is not only committed to delivery, but capable of guiding complex partnerships 
with professionalism, foresight, and control. 
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