
Http://www.practicebasedevidence.com 

RISK-TAKING AND THE 'RISK 

BUSINESS' 
"Tick the box and cover your back, after all you are working in the culture of blame". In this scenario, 

risk assessment seems less concerned with formulating good clinical judgement, and more focused 

on providing 'defensible' decisions. Risk assessment seems overly pre-occupied with completing the 

paperwork, and less on the activity of risk management. And within all the systems paranoia, who 

can really afford to contemplate taking risks? 

We are in 'the risk business', but what is so wrong about that? Just as risk applies to the lives of 

everyone every day, so risk has always been an integral part of daily working practice in mental 

health services. We have choices:  

• To take a narrow and restrictive approach in our expectations of risk avoidance, with the 

more likely consequences of frustrating the potential of those who deliver services, and risk 

the disengagement and disenchantment of those who need and use the services. 

• To be more proactive and constructive in our appreciation that calculated risk-taking 

motivates and benefits everyone.  

In reality, we need to be able to offer a range of options within a broad risk management 

framework, but all-too-often are driven by the expectations for restriction demanded by forces 

external to mental health. The fear of failure prevails, only to paralyse our ability to support the 

potential for greater gains in the lives of service users. 

It is not reasonable to expect practitioners to prevent the unpredictable, but we should be enabling 

them to do the apparently unthinkable - proactively collaborate with people to take reasonable risks 

within an organisational culture of understanding and support. After all, we have to take risks in 

practice on a daily basis, so why not be more open and constructive in the way we do it? Risk 

elimination will never be possible or reasonable, but we can achieve good practice in risk 

minimisation. 

How do we take these risks? Generally through a careful consideration of what we want, what we 

need to do, what we have to do, what our 'strengths' are.  

POSITIVE RISK-TAKING -  A  DEFINITION  

Based on Openmind article: S. Morgan 2000 'Risk-making or risk-taking?' 101: 16-17. Plus additions 

from South Tyneside mental health services workshops, July 2004 

• 'Positive risk-taking' is not negligent ignorance of the potential risks. Nobody, especially 

service users, benefits from allowing risks to play their course through to disaster. 

• 'Positive risk-taking' is about real empowering of people through collaborative working, and 

a clear understanding of responsibilities that service users and services can reasonably hold 

in specific situations. 
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• It is about supporting people to access opportunities. 

• It is based on the establishment of trusting working relationships, whereby service users can 

learn from their experiences, based on taking chances just like anyone else. It is about 

understanding the consequences of different courses of action; making decisions based on a 

range of choices available, and supported by adequate and accurate information. 

• Working positively and constructively with risk depends on a full appreciation of the service 

user's strengths. 

• It is very much based in the 'here and now', but will be clearly influenced by knowledge of 

what has worked or not worked in the past, and why. The influence of historical information 

lies in the deeper context of what happened rather than the simple stigma of the events 

themselves. 

• It is about knowing that support is available if things begin to go wrong, as they occasionally 

do for us all. 

• 'Positive risk-taking' can occasionally be distinguished between its short-term and long-term 

differences. Whereby short-term heightened risk may need to be tolerated and managed for 

longer-term positive gains.  

• It can be about explicit setting of boundaries, to contain situations that are developing into 

potentially dangerous circumstances for all involved.  

• Being clear about the remit of mental health and learning disability services can mean taking 

the risk of withdrawing services that are inappropriate to needs, or have created a 

dependency on contact which serves no therapeutic value.  

• As a concept, 'positive risk-taking' needs to be appreciated and understood from the 

different perspectives of the service user, informal supports, and services - how they define 

or interpret a risk and its potential benefits will not always be congruent or compatible. 

The language of service delivery should always look to emphasise: Being informed… exercising 

choices… making decisions… holding some control over the direction of our own destiny… 

experiencing degrees of power… collaborating with others positively… making constructive use of 

opportunities… experiencing autonomy… weighing up consequences… learning from experience… 

changing and growing… a human right. 

 

POSITIVE RISK-TAKING: Weighing up the potential benefits and harms of exercising one choice of 

action over another. Developing plans and actions that reflect the positive potentials and stated 

priorities of the service user. Using available resources and support to achieve the desired outcomes, 

and to minimise the potential harmful outcomes. 

 

Underpinning all of the above elements will be the need for positive and efficient systems of verbal 

and written communication. We need a cohesive framework that clearly links responsibilities at 

individual, multidisciplinary team, and service organisation levels. Responsibilities need to be 

strongly aligned to principles of good practice, clearly defensible in the face of the more usual 

damaging hunt for scapegoats. Ultimately, we need to recognise that practitioners are generally 

skilled, experienced and motivated to minimise the harmful aspects of risks encountered in routine 

practice. The prevailing culture needs to markedly shift, to enable the environment for good practice 

to be encouraged and supported to flourish. 


