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Introduction: Identities,
Individuals and Theories of Risk

Jeremy Kearney and Catherine Donovan

Risk is now a well-established and critical area of debate in modern
society and one that impinges on people both at the political and cul-
tural level, and also at the level of how they live their own day-to-day
lives (Lupton, 1999; Mythen and Walklate, 2006; Zinn, 2008). Whether
it is, on the one hand, hearing experts debate the dangers posed by
environmental disasters, violent conflicts between nations or economic
meltdown, or on the other, making decisions about managing their
own lifestyle, health and personal relationships, individuals are faced
with multiple anxieties and uncertainties about how they should and
could live their lives in safety, health and economic independence. In
fact Denney argues that ‘risk has come to dominate individual and col-
lective consciousness in the 21st century’ (2005, p. 1).

Allied to the centrality of risk as a way of making sense of our lives is
the belief that individuals now need to be responsible for how they man-
age risk for themselves. Indeed it could be argued that the ‘good citizen’
is now not only expected to act in ways that demonstrate an awareness
of the need for a ‘culture of safety’, as Furedi (1997) has described it, but
also of individual autonomy. In the context of the current neoliberal
political and ideological framework in the UK which seeks to reduce the
role of the state and increase the privatisation of social welfare delivery,
the rhetoric of risk has been very useful in promoting the primacy of the
individual, both in making choices about their own lives, and in taking
responsibility for themselves.

This book seeks to explore the relationship between such a use of risk
discourse, with its emphasis on individual and professional responsibil-
ity, and the impact this has on people’s social and occupational identities
and practices across a range of social policy areas, including family rela-
tionships, domestic violence, health and young people, social exclusion,
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2 Introduction

social work and youth work. Drawing on the range of theoretical frame-
works that now exist in relation to risk analysis, the aim of the book is to
explore the effects of these frameworks for current social welfare policy
and practice. Heyman et al. (2010) use the concept of the ‘lens of risk’ to
describe a way of looking at phenomena by which policymakers, profes-
sional disciplines and practitioners interpret the world and decide on
courses of action. However, they also argue that the risk perspective not
only changes the phenomena under consideration and can also create
new risks, but it can often designate whole classes of people as poten-
tially risky, by constructing risky identities. Furthermore, drawing on the
work of Power (2007), they contend that ‘risk thinking has increasingly
shifted from the science of risk analysis itself, and its epistemological debates,
to the organisational systems in which it is embedded’ (2010, p. 5, original
emphasis). The growth of formal governance systems, in both health
care and social welfare settings, is a clear example of this. Therefore the
focus of this book is on policy initiatives and organisational structures
in social welfare settings as sites where the risk perspective is located and
implemented and the chapters look to analyse the implications for both
individual and group identities and practice outcomes.

Neoliberalism, risk and the state

One very important context for this book is the rise of neoliberalism as
the dominant form of governance in the Western world and its relation-
ship to risk. In fact, as Webb suggests, neoliberalism can be seen as ‘the
political programme of risk society’ (2006 , p. 38). With its allegiance to
the market, competition and economic rationality, neoliberalism focuses
on the welfare state as a key site of economic management. In the effort
to control both excess and deficiencies in individual behaviour, the neo-
liberal state has to balance an emphasis on individual choice and respon-
sibility with managing those who are, in its view, deviant or excessive
(Webb, 2006). In this context, while most adults are regarded as respon-
sible for managing their own risks, there remain those who need to be
managed, either because they are ‘at risk’ (for example, children and
vulnerable adults) or they are ‘risky’ (for example, paedophiles, offend-
ers or potentially violent mental health patients). Harvey describes the
complementary nature of these two aspects of neoliberalism when he
says that it is an approach that

proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating
individual entrepreneurial freedom characterised by strong property
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rights, free markets and free trade ... The role of the state is to cre-
ate and preserve an institutional framework appropriate to such
practices.

(2005, p. 2)

State regulation is needed to make sure that the conditions exist for
expanding the market, competition and individual choice. As Garrett
emphasises, the aim of the neoliberal state is to introduce these proc-
esses into areas which were ‘previously perceived to be beyond the reach
of competition and commodification” (2009, p. 14). Consequently,
fundamental services such as the NHS, prisons and probation, personal
social services and all forms of education are now seen as potentially
open to private, profit-making providers. The dismantling of the welfare
state has led to the retraction of socialised forms of governance based
on entitlement that formed the basis of the post-war settlement. In its
place, the emphasis on individualised risk and responsibility is now the
dominant aspect of risk society.

This emphasis on risk as being part of the nature of modern society
means that, in many situations, the responsibility to avoid harmful
outcomes (whether likely or not) is now regarded as a more important
aspect of citizenship than people’s rights to equal treatment, privacy,
independence and dissent. Consequently, the state can argue against
the provision of universal services on the basis that individual citizens
are free to make their own choices and take responsibility for their own
lives but, at the same time, it can intervene directly to place restrictions
on people’s liberties because a few individuals might act in danger-
ous or ‘risky’ ways. Examples of such interventions can be seen in the
use of control orders to restrict the movements of suspected terrorists,
the collection and sharing of email and telephone information across
national boundaries, DNA databases made up of people who have com-
mitted no crime, monitoring relationships between adults and children
via Criminal Record Bureau checks and many other similar procedures.
What Steiker (1998) has described as ‘the preventive state’ has now
become the most important mode for trying to control future risks in
people’s lives.

A major consequence of this greater intervention by the state is that
anxiety about risk has led to the creation of certain types of identities
as a means by which the potential risks to, or the safety of, groups (and
even populations) are monitored and managed. Many kinds of restric-
tions on travel and movement have to be accepted to avoid the label
of ‘terrorist’ and changes to the nature of relationships between adults



4 Introduction

and children are justified on the basis that any adult may be a potential
‘paedophile’. Similarly, identity and/or behaviour constructions such as
‘normal’, ‘high risk’ and ‘socially excluded’ are seen as either inside or
outside potentially risky boundaries. As Lupton argues, ‘Risk selection
and the activities associated with the management of risk, are central to
ordering, function, and individual and cultural identity’ (1999, p. 14).

Predicting and preventing future harm

Heyman et al. (2010) reflect on the use of the notion of the ‘lens of risk’
as being the way in which many now interpret people’s current action,
as well as potential future behaviour. Actions that might before have
been seen as an appropriate stage in a child’s development (for exam-
ple, going to school on their own) or as encouraging the development
of personal independence (such as a person with learning disabilities
beginning a relationship) are now often seen in terms of their potential
negative consequences. As a result, those in relationships of care, either
in family relationships as parents or professional relationships as care
workers or social workers, have to balance their parental or professional
judgement as to what is beneficial to the person cared for with con-
cerns about issues of safety and risk. In addition, they need to bear in
mind the potential public response to the outcomes of their decisions,
particularly if things go wrong. It has been argued that this can lead to
a more & defensive approach to working with services users, especially
in areas of public concern, such as child protection and mental health
(Kemshall, 2002; Heyman et al., 2010).

Thus the prediction of future risk has become central to the political
project of reducing the role of the state through the discourse of preven-
tion in areas like domestic violence and abuse, social exclusion or living
with a ‘deficit’ from what is considered the norm of family life. This is
what Alaszewski and Burgess (2007) have described as the ‘precautionary
approach’. Because of the speed of change and technological advance in
modern society, what happened in the past is no longer regarded as a
reliable predictor of future outcomes. The future is uncertain. Therefore
one must act in a ‘precautionary’ way in the present, in case there might
be a risk of bad outcomes in the future. Although, at the present time,
there is no clear evidence of the risk to humans of living near mobile
phone masts or eating genetically modified food, people still refuse to
do so in case evidence might appear in the future. Therefore, not only
has risk thinking become central as a means of allocating blame to those
who it is felt acted inappropriately in the past, but it also constrains
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behaviour in the present in order to prevent bad outcomes happening
in an uncertain future. The implications of this are not only for the indi-
viduals concerned but also for social welfare practitioners and profes-
sions whose practice is being (re)shaped by the risk agenda in ways that
are fundamentally challenging their occupational philosophies. They
are required to be risk averse with everyone for fear that particular cases
might have bad outcomes. Values such as user choice and empowerment
are lost in anxiety about an uncertain future.

The background context of risk

In order to understand the concepts of risk discussed in this book it is
useful to briefly review the historical context from which the original
notion of risk emerged. As illustrated by Hacking (1990) and Bernstein
(1996), while the notion of risk has been around for a long time, what is
meant and understood by the word has changed greatly over the years.
In pre-Renaissance thought life was full of hazards and dangers but
these were external and out of people’s control. Natural disasters and
personal tragedies were the result of fate, chance or the will of the gods
(Green, 1997). Drawing on Luhmann (1993) and Ewald’s (1986) work,
Zinn says that the notion of risk developed in the late Middle Ages in
relation to maritime trading when ‘traders stuck together in order to
manage the always acute risk of losing one or more ships’ (2008, p. 9).
In other words, potential losses were being managed by a form of insur-
ance. Wilkinson suggests that as the concept of insurance developed
‘risk features as an abstract, transferable, symbolic representation of
people’s confidence in their ability to understand and manage the haz-
ards of contingency’ (2010, p. 17). However, with the rise of a modern,
scientific discourse, a more actuarial, insurance-based approach to the
possibility of loss arose and the use of mathematical models to predict
the probability of possible outcomes developed (Green, 1987). This then
led to the ‘science of the state’ or statistics, which were used to analyse
all aspects of managing populations. Such a modernist approach to risk
emphasised the role of human agency and the belief that concepts of
rationality, measurement and calculation enabled the prediction of pos-
sible outcomes, so that they could be prevented or allowed for (Lupton,
1999). The modernist agenda created what Reddy (1996) calls the ‘myth
of calculability’ by removing uncertainty and replacing it with the pre-
dictability of risk.

These ideas of rationality and calculability in relation to risk have been
challenged by writers like Ulrich Beck (1992, 1994, 2000) and Anthony
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Giddens (1991, 1998). Beck’s concept of the ‘risk society’ proposes that
contemporary society is, in itself, ‘risky’ and that people now have to deal
with ‘the hazards and insecurities induced and introduced by modernisa-
tion itself’ (Beck, 1992, p. 21). Threats such as global warming, climate
change, unemployment and poverty have been created by the very effort
of modernisation. The ‘risk society’ is characterised by unintended con-
sequences and is a world in which greater knowledge does not ease this
state of affairs but instead often leads to greater uncertainty. Anthony
Giddens (1998) also talks about a world that is affected by internally pro-
duced or manufactured risks, in contrast to the external risks of the natu-
ral world. He has described the risk society as a ‘society ... preoccupied
with the future (and also with safety), which generates the notion of risk’
(1998, p. 27).

Beck and Giddens come to not dissimilar conclusions about late
modernity: that there is a shift to greater reliance on the self and the
self-made biography and at the same time a decrease in confidence in
experts (see Heaphy, 2007). While Beck takes a more negative view of
these developments (such as individualisation, fragmentation of family
and community and social networks), Giddens argues that there are
positives to be had in the resulting reflexivity of individuals, groups
and societies about their identities, behaviours, and relationships. His
discussion about experiments in living and the transformation of inti-
macy points to the democratisation of interpersonal relationships as
an advancement for living lives fully owned and embodied (Giddens,
1992). Regardless of whether a preoccupation with risk might have
positive or negative outcomes, on the whole it is evident that it does
have important consequences and the contributions to this collection
consider some of them.

Frameworks for analysing risk

The shift from a modernist view of risk as calculable probability to
the late modern perspective of life and society as inherently risky and
uncertain described previously contains within it a number of different
theoretical positions that are discussed in the chapters that follow. The
authors engage with these frameworks in a variety of different ways,
utilising them as analytical perspectives to discuss and critique their
impact and influence on social welfare policy and practice. For clar-
ity, a common way to locate the different theoretical standpoints in
relation to risk is to discuss each one in relation to its epistemological
foundation and to place them on what Zinn describes as a continuum
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between ‘pure realist and radical constructivist positions’ (2008, p. 172).
At one end of this continuum, risk can be seen from a realist or techno-
scientific perspective, which regards risks as objective realities and where
the scientific task is to estimate the probability of their occurrence so as
to either avoid them or allow for their effects. While at the other end,
risk is seen as socially constructed and, as Lupton (1999, p. 29) puts
it, ‘all knowledge about risk is bound to the socio-cultural contexts in
which this knowledge is generated’. In other words, at this end of the
continuum what groups and societies decide is risky then becomes a risk
to be dealt with.

These different epistemological perspectives underpin a variety of
theoretical frameworks that offer not only a range of ways of thinking
about and understanding risk, but also a useful template for creating
and maintaining our responses to both risk in general and specific types
of risks. Therefore brief summaries of the different approaches to risk
are discussed next as a background to some the key ideas informing
the debates in the chapters that follow. Hopefully these will enable the
reader to see how these debates are being played out in real-life con-
texts. While current approaches to risk can be set out in different ways,
Lupton’s (1999) presentation of the four main theoretical perspectives for
understanding risk provides a useful framework for discussion. The four
approaches are (1) the realist, (2) the cultural, (3) the ‘risk society’ and (4)
the governmentality approach.

1 The realist position

This approach sees risk as an independent and objective variable that
can be scientifically assessed so that the probability of the occurrence of
a particular event can be calculated (Denney, 2005, p. 15): that is, risks
are real and concrete. The use of mathematical models for statistical
assessment of potential future risks provides the basis for actuarial or
insurance models and the possibility of potential losses through death,
theft, business failure and other hazard can be calculated scientifically.
As such an approach relies on expert knowledge there has been a great
increase in the number of ‘experts’ in risk assessment, which has led to
the individualisation of risk and the expectation that individuals, hav-
ing had their level of risk assessed in a particular area, will follow the
expert judgement provided. The individualisation of risk assumes that
risks are unrelated to social or cultural contexts and therefore become
a person’s own choice. Those who indulge in smoking, drinking or eat-
ing the wrong foods are making ‘lifestyle’ choices which they need to
take personal responsibility for. Either they are doing so because their
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perception of the risks involved is distorted (Slovic, 2000) and they
need to be helped to understand the true position, or they are being
‘negligent’ and need to be assessed and managed (Young, 1999) to
prevent unwanted outcomes. From this perspective, risk assessment is
intended to be predictive and preventive in order to control the future
(Lupton, 1999).

Formal, quantitative risk-assessment procedures are now a common
feature of health, social welfare and educational settings and are seen
by managers and organisations as ways of controlling risky outcomes.
Kemshall (2002) argues that much of social policy and social welfare
provision is now based around assessment of risk rather than assessment
of need. Similarly, much of the ‘public’ arena, such as open spaces, parks,
playgrounds and sports facilities, as well as sites of community activities,
like youth centres, schools, scout groups, day centres and so on, are con-
sidered now as ‘risky’ places (Gill, 2007). As a result, all these places, and
the people who use them, need to be risk assessed, managed and con-
trolled (McLaughlin and Appleton, 2010). Such an actuarial approach
to risk forms a key aspect of the neoliberal approach to policymaking
and as such was widely utilised by the New Labour Governments dur-
ing their periods of office (1997-2010). The need to assess, calculate and
quantify levels of risk is an essential requirement for making individuals
responsible for their own lives and this was reflected in New Labour’s
emphasis on targets, check lists, tick boxes and other forms of audit and
regulation across the public services. Many of the contributors to this
book highlight the influence of a realist approach to risk assessment as
the background to the diverse social welfare issues they discuss.

2 The cultural position

The cultural theory of Mary Douglas looks at the symbolic function that
risk serves for a particular society and draws on her earlier theorising on
the cultural meanings of pollution and purity (Douglas, 1966, 1992).
It is the boundary between the inside and the outside that needs to be
protected from pollution (in the case of the body) and from threats and
danger (in the case of a community). Lupton (2006, pp. 12-13) argues
that for Douglas ‘ideas about risk are part of shared cultural under-
standings and practices that are founded on social expectations and
responsibilities’. While Douglas acknowledges that many risks are real,
each group picks out particular risks which relate to their own social
and cultural context and gives them symbolic meaning for the group.
The identification of specific risks is then one of the community’s ways
of protecting themselves and defining themselves against the ‘Other’,
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which maybe another social group or individuals who become mar-
ginalised or deviant (Tulloch, 2008). Douglas politicises the notion of
risk as she argues that communities use it to protect their cohesion and
moral values. Similarly, she emphasises that this leads to the attribution
of blame when danger threatens the community (Douglas, 1992): ‘every
death, every accident and every misfortune must be “chargeable to
someone’s account” — someone must be found to blame’ (Lupton, 1999,
p- 45). In contemporary society, the focus on risk and blame can clearly
be seen in health and social welfare settings where every negative event
is somebody’s fault and specific individuals must be held accountable
(Stanley and Manthorpe, 2004).

In this volume, the socio-cultural approach of Douglas is used by a
number of contributors to frame discussions of society’s attitude and
response to such groups as lesbian mothers, young ‘rioters’ and perpe-
trators of domestic violence and abuse.

3 The ‘risk society’

As mentioned earlier, the influence of Ulrich Beck’s work on the risk
society (1992, 1994) has been wide reaching and highly influential with
O’Malley (2004, p. 1) suggesting that now ‘it is almost banal to make the
claim that we live in a risk society as risk-based routines and practices of
government pervade most of our lives’. Unlike technical and scientific
approaches to risk analysis which are about calculating probability, for
Beck the ‘risk society is about uncertainty’ (Wilkinson, 2010, p. 44). He
focuses on the major global hazards that are the result of modernity and
technological developments — for instance, nuclear and technological
disasters, new diseases such as bird flu and unpredictable events like
global terrorism. Beck contends that with the shift from traditional
forms of society to ‘late modern’ or ‘post modern’ societies, life is based
not on rationality and calculation but rather on uncertainty and anxi-
ety. For Beck the values of the ‘unequal society’ have been replaced by
the ‘unsafe’ society, which is an anxious and preventive position rather
than a search for a better society:

[TThe utopia of the risk society remains particularly negative and
defensive. Basically one is no longer concerned with attaining some-
thing ‘good’ but rather preventing the worst.

(Beck, 1992, p. 49)

From this perspective, risk assessment and management is seen as a pos-
itivist science, which conceals a range of social and moral judgements.



