
The case for positive risk taking in care services - 
 
Does a more innovative approach to care of the elderly necessarily 
increase the risk? 
 
 
Organisations such as the Eden Alternative are convinced that boredom, 
loneliness and helplessness are the joint horrors confronting people who go 
into care and they are equally convinced that they can be avoided by adopting 
what they see as a more enlightened approach. That includes taking a positive 
approach when confronted by the more traditional views on risk taking. 
 
But is this fundamental hypothesis a realistic view of life for people in care 
homes? Well people entering into care certainly find that many decisions have 
been taken out of their hands. For instance, meals are usually served at a 
specific time, baths are taken when someone else is available to help, bedtime 
arrives at the same time every night, and so on. In addition to this many 
people need assistance with personal care and depend upon others to help 
them move around.  
 
So the reality for many people in care is that they are in effect helpless and 
utterly dependent upon others. But if they are, should all aspects of their lives 
be so utterly reliant upon other people and, more importantly, should the 
rules governing their lives be so inflexible and risk averse? 
 
When somebody first comes into a care home, should we not ask about their 
food preferences as well as there other basic needs? If a person hates raw 
onions, for instance, shouldn’t this be recorded somewhere prominent so that 
they are not offered a sandwich containing raw onion? If they love loud music 
or a particular kind of music shouldn’t their needs be met occasionally or if 
they want to go outside in the rain should they not be given a raincoat and 
taken for a walk when time allows? 
 
What about the person who would just love to make their own sandwich one 
day? How long would it take for a carer to take them into the kitchen one 
afternoon and help them to fulfil their wish? How long afterwards might that 
person talk about that afternoon where they did something for themselves 
again, when they chose what and when to eat? How broad would the smile on 
their face be? 
 
Perhaps someone else may express a wish to ride a horse one more time. 
Difficult? Certainly. Impossible? I think not. It would of course require a lot of 
ingenuity and careful planning plus a lot of extra time for the carers involved 
but surely the rewards would be worth it for everyone involved. 
 
Whilst application of a more enlightened care regime could result in some 
minor risks being taken they would be far outweighed by the benefits enjoyed 
by the individuals concerned. In fact the benefits to the individual should 
appear large on any risk assessment carried out especially something like an 
outing or an activity. Removing all risk is usually impossible, unless the 



something involved is not done at all, so a balance or a compromise should be 
sought between the benefit and the residual risk from doing it.  
 
Shouldn’t we re-think risk in this context anyway? When someone is in the 
twilight of their life how important do some risks become? I don’t suggest that 
we abandon all precautions and let loose the perils of complacency and 
recklessness but we have to take account of a person’s wishes and the time 
they have left to realise them.  
 
Taking a sensible approach to risk should be everyone’s aspiration so that we 
can make things happen whilst applying a full measure of common sense and 
humanity to our decisions. Of course let’s do a risk assessment but let’s do it 
well and in a totally informed manner. That normally means involving the 
service user fully in their own risk analysis. 
 
There will inevitably be questions arising from those measures taken to 
alleviate boredom and loneliness but again we should adopt a progressive 
attitude and look for solutions to those things which have traditionally been 
avoided because there appeared to be too many hazards involved.  
 
Initially it will take time to apply a different approach and to think of original 
ways in which difficulties can be overcome, lessened or tolerated. But different 
thinking and innovation will ultimately lead to solutions becoming the norm 
and obstacles becoming fewer and fewer. 
 
Recording these innovative risk assessments is an area which needs particular 
attention so that we can demonstrate how the more rational decisions were 
reached and make a record of our thought processes.  
 
In summary, I don’t believe that adopting a more positive risk taking attitude 
will mean that there is a corresponding rise in the overall level of risk we take 
or will make things inherently more unsafe.  In fact, although in total there 
may be more risk taking, it should be done in an informed and sensible 
manner that balances any residual risk with the benefits to the individual in 
equal measure and records the reasoning accurately.  
 
Let’s put the service user first at all times and use our skills to make their lives 
fulfilled in a way we would wish for ourselves. 
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