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Five years after the financial collapse of 
2008, six after many of the more astute be-
gan to realize the perils of a systemically 
interconnected network 
of financial transactions, 
understanding the na-
ture of risk remains one 
of the most highly prized 
an elusive goals in the 
modern economy. 

With greater understanding of the nature of 
risk, the financial community hopes to pre-
vent future collapses.  Institutions and gov-
ernments have invested, will invest in curb-
ing volatility in the markets.  Those enter-
ing careers in financial risk analysis can 
look forward to playing a role in, not simply 
identifying opportunities for financial re-
wards, but preventing another economic 
disaster.  The opportunities available to 
young professionals entering the economy 
are numerous.  The career paths they 

choose will dramatically alter how they 
manage and measure financial risks and in 
what form the fruits of their labor will take.  

This article lays out 
the possibilities 
available to those 
entering the work-
force.  It will high-
light the benefits 
and requirements of 

choosing different career paths.  The indus-
try is quickly evolving, take note of the pro-
fessional organizations discussed below 
and make sure to keep up to date with 
new programs, and new positions in the in-
dustry. 
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Financial risk is a very broad term.  The his-
tory of professional financial risk analysis 
often dates back to the first limited liability 
corporations like the Dutch East India Com-
pany and large insurance houses like 
Lloyd’s of London.  In truth, financial risk 
analysis is as old as the barter system.  
Any time someone considers the risks of 
handing out a loan, insuring a project or en-
deavor, or embarks on an entrepreneurial 
venture themselves they are inherently ana-
lyzing the financial risks of their actions. 

Modern financial risk analysis more accu-
rately can be seen as rising alongside the 
modern economy.  As the global economy 
became more complex, so too did risk 
analysis.  The profession arose as speciali-
zation in analysis that drove out other re-
sponsibilities.  Banking institutions quickly 
created positions dedicated to the credit 
risk of their clientele.  Corporate strategists 
began outsourcing the analysis of new and 
emerging markets to individuals tasked 
with little more.  In academics, the study of 
financial risk became a subset of the 
loosely defined economics field. 

As laws began to develop to try and coun-
teract financial scandals, government regu-
lators began to take an active interest on 
the financial risk of entire economies.  First 
with the Federal Reserve, but more re-

cently in the newly created Financial Stabil-
ity Oversight Council (FSOC) and the Of-
fice of Financial Research (OFR) under 
Dodd-Frank. 

Today, financial risk plays an important role 
in all sectors of professional life; the pri-
vate sector, the public sector, and acade-
mia.  The number of titles associated with 
the field can number in the hundreds.  For 
the purposes of this article we will narrow 
the discussions to the most common in 
the public and private sector. 

Financial Institutions

The most fertile and traditional ground for 
financial risk analysts remains the financial 
sector.  Banks, brokerage firms, insurers, 
exchanges, traders, and any other institu-

tion that deals heavily in financial instru-
ments bring in top dollar for risk analysts 
coming out of their graduate programs. 
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Most young professionals in these roles 
will have ample opportunity to apply the 
quantitative modeling they’ve learned in 
school into immediate practice.  They will 
be responsible for the discovery of new 
economic opportunities for their clientele 

and profiling the overall risk of their em-
ployer’s investment strategies.  Depending 
on the corporation and division in which 
they work, young risk analysts may have 
the opportunity to quickly engage with indi-
vidual clients or manage pools of money to 
identify the best strategies for safeguard-
ing assets or maximizing their use.  The fi-
nancial industry tends to employ a levels 
system to label its financial analysts.  Ana-
lysts begin at level I and move up to ladder 
depending on performance and experi-
ence in the field.  Those coming out of a 
graduate program may be able to move up 
the ladder much more quickly.  Depending 
on the institution and education level of 
the young professional, salaries can begin 
as low as $40,000 and go as high as 
$100,000. 

The growth potential is unbounded for 
these salaries depending on performance, 
but be warned, competition is cutthroat in 
these institutions.  Companies expect 
much of young analysts and 60 or 80 hour 
work weeks are not uncommon.  Expect to 

a hard time fighting 
for promotions and a 
numbers only assess-
ment of your worth to 
the company.  The 
culture at these insti-
tutions also tend to 
be highly stressful.  

In risk terms, these professions tend to be 
the epitome of high risk, high reward. 

Non-Financial Institutions

Non-financial corporations tend to value 
risk analysis in more broad terms than fi-
nancial institutions.  While many positions 
still provide young professionals the oppor-
tunity to apply their modeling and quantita-
tive skills, many other positions are avail-
able under more general assurance depart-
ments.  A young professional could spend 
time analyzing fraud risk, compliance risks, 
corruption risks, and general business 
risks for the company.  Not all of these are 
covered in a general masters program for 
financial risk. 
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Not all of these, in fact, look similar to the 
traditional model for financial risk analysis.  
Yet as globalization and regulations con-
tinue to take on more importance, corpora-
tions have begun to develop specializa-
tions in analyzing risks from a bevy of 
sources; all of which have a direct, though 
often difficult to define, effect on the busi-
ness’s bottom line.  Identifying opportuni-
ties in these corporations, often creating 
positions in smaller corporations, can pro-
vide young professionals to branch out be-
yond their immediate course work and 
take on new challenges in increasingly im-
portant professions.  A financial risk ana-
lyze education can bring instrumental 
value to corporations in many assurance 
functions that traditionally, have not bene-
fited from the stricter disciplines. 

Still, corporations house numerous more 
traditional risk management positions.  
Strategic planning, economic forecasting, 
target setting, budget analysis, investor re-
lations, marketing analysis, sales analysis, 
and operational analysis just to name a 
few. While not as lucrative as the “hard sci-
ences” found in financial institutions, many 
of these positions can lead to lucrative po-
sitions culminating in CFO or the increas-
ingly popular Chief Risk Officer. 

Starting salaries fluctuate wildly with 
higher starting salaries for the positions 
that traditionally benefit from postgraduate 
work.  Expect salaries to hover between 
$40,000 and $75,000 out of school. Find-
ing management positions within your cho-
sen field in the company allows for those 
base salaries to increase dramatically and 
quickly.  Corporate life generally tends to-
ward the model of developing employees 
for long-term growth and are willing to 
train employees in new skills, broadening 
an already broad set of possibilities for ca-
reer advancement. 

It should be noted that after setting aside 
the Glass-Steagall Act, many hybrid (finan-
cial and non-financial) corporations were 
formed.  Do not be surprised if an other-
wise non-financial institution houses de-
partments that behave similarly to the fi-
nancial institutions discussed above; in-
cluding long work hours and high levels of 
competition.

Regulatory Agencies 

Government work, is well government 
work.  Great work-life balance.  Serving 
the public interest.  Lower paying jobs.  
Well … that last one may surprise you.  
The Office of the Treasury, which houses a 
number of financial regulatory agencies, of-
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fers lucrative positions for employees with 
certain experiences.  For instance, at the 
Office of Financial Research could be look-
ing for a Senior Standards Specialist with 
one year experience with broad knowledge 
of financial market operations could gain a 
salary between $115,000 to $185,000.  Al-
ternatively, a financial analyst can seek a 
starting salary of $75,000-$140,000.  It is 
worth looking for government positions for 
all young professionals in financial risk. 

The best, and often only, way to identify po-
sitions for regulatory agencies is through 
USAJobs.com.  Spend a few hours on the 
site and it will amaze you at the need for 
professionals with financial risk experience 
and knowledge.  But be forewarned, the 
qualifications for each agency vary dramati-
cally as does its connection with financial 
risk analysis.  For instance, economists at 
the Federal Reserve must possess a PhD; 
though, if you have not yet entered gradu-
ate school, it is worth looking to become a 

research assistant with the Federal Re-
serve for two years through one of many 
programs available to students. 

The Office of the Comptroller of the Cur-
rency (OCC) offers financial risk analysts 
with the possibility of hands on policy crea-
tion in international working groups or eco-
nomic impact analysis.  Any agency deal-
ing with market regulations can be a great 
place to work: FINRA, the SEC, the OTC to 
name a few.  For those looking for a posi-
tion off the beaten path, the Library of Con-
gress generates reports for Congress on a 
wide-array of topics through its Congres-
sional Research Services division.  Finan-
cial policy, research, and analysis can have 
a direct influence on how Congress deals 
with emerging financial risk issues. 

Professional Certification and Non-

Profit Organizations

Over the years, a number of certifications 
programs began to develop to assist 
young professionals in proving their com-
petency in specific areas of financial risk 
analysis.  Some, though by no means all 
financial risk positions require certification.  
Be aware of those positions that do require 
certification and prepare for them early in 
your career.  Regulatory requirements on 
certification abound in financial institu-
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tions.  If you’d like to work for a brokerage 
firm, receiving accreditation is a must.  Sell-
ing securities can lead to a litany of exams 
through FINRA or the North American Se-
curities Administrators Association (NA-
SAA). 

Beyond required licenses to practice your 
profession, you may want to look into op-
tional certification programs through a 
number of nonprofits industry organiza-
tions that will help you gain employment in 
the industry.  The Chartered Financial Ana-
lyst (CFA) certification can be applied for 
after four years of work experience of quali-
fied investment work.  The Global Associa-
tion of Risk Professionals (GARP) offers an 
FRM certification recognized globally.  It re-
quires only two years of professional expe-
rience and a passing grade on a multi-part 
examination.  A similar organization, the 
Professional Risk Managers’ International 
Association (PRIMIA) offers certification 
without work experience.  In fact, students 
enrolled in a graduate program at an ac-
credited university can become a member 
of PRIMIA and sit for the examination. 

Each of these organizations offer not just 
certification programs that will help young 
professionals demonstrate their expertise, 
but also valuable resources and network-

ing opportunities that can be invaluable in 
the evolving world of financial risk analysis. 

Last Word

The financial risk field holds many advan-
tages to young professionals.  It also re-
mains highly fluid.  Choosing one career 
path does not necessarily prevent one 
from choosing an alternate course mid-
stream.  Both the private and the public 
sectors feed into themselves with amazing 
regularity.  While the first decision, as with 
all professions, tends to be seen with great 
significance, young professionals should 
take comfort in knowing that what they 
choose for tomorrow does not lock them 
into a certain lifestyle or career path.  The 
analytical and statistical training required 
for the financial risk field can be applied 
well to a very wide array of professions.  
The hardest part is in finding the path that 
best suits your particular skills and inter-
ests.  We live in interesting times.  Take ad-
vantage of all your opportunities. 
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